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A N.ERRD'sRdesase

“1f I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of Giants.” —Sir Isaac Newton
This book is dedicated to the memory of two of the giants of sciencefiction:

ROBERT ANSON HEINLEIN ( July 7, 1907-May 8, 1988) and ISAAC ASIMOV ( January 2,
1920-April 6, 1992)

The Three Laws of Robaotics:

1. A robot may not injureahuman being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come
toharm.

2. A robot must obey ordersgiven it by human beings except wher e such orderswould
conflict with the First Law.


http://us.penguingroup.com

3. A robot must protect itsown existence aslong as such protection does not conflict with
theFirst or Second Law.

—Isaac Asmov

part one
INNER SY STEM

* * % % %

Learning Not to Die

* * % % %

TODAY IS THE two hundredth anniversary of the fina extinction of my One True Love, ascloseas|
can dateit. | am drunk on battery acid and wearing my best party frock, stting on a balcony beneath a
pleasure palace afl oat in the stratosphere of Venus. My feet dangle over adippery-dick rain gutter as|
peek over the edge: Thirty kilometers below my heds, the metal-snowed foothills of Maxwell Montes
glow red-hot. I am thinking about jumping. At least 1’1l make a pretty corpse, | tell myselves Until |
melt.

* % % % %

And then—

| DO NQOT contemplate suicide lightly.

* k % k %

| am old and cynicd and have aflaw in my character, whichisthis | am uneager to die. | havethisflaw in
common with my surviving sibs, of course. It isasacred trust among our Ssterhood, inherited from Rhea,
our template-matriarch: Live through all your deaths, she resolved with iron determination, and | honor
her memory. Whenever one of usdies, we retrieve her soul chip and mail it around our shrinking circle of
grief. Rdiving endingsis painful but necessary: Dying regularly by proxy keeps you on your toes—and is
agood way to learn to recognize when someoneistrying to kill you.

(That last isaminor exaggeration; we are friendly and anxious to please, and few would want to murder
us—except when we are depressed. But please bear with me.)

Weadl find it increasingly hard to go on. We are old enough that critica anniversarieshold afatd alure,
for birthdays bring unpleasant memories, and if the best of al possible days have come and gone, why
perss? It sacommon failure mode for my lineege—first we become nostalgic, then we bog oursaves
downin afata lack of purpose, and finally we start to obsess. In thefina soul-agony that precedesthe
demise of our sibs, we horrified onlookers perceive afragment of our own ending. Live through all
your deaths. Harsh irony, then, that Rhes, the origina from whom we are dl copied, was one of thefirst
to inflict thisterrible burden upon us.

And so, on my hundred and thirty-ninth birthday, near as| can count it—for | was born for the second
(and more definite) time exactly sixty-one years after my existence was forever rendered purposaless by
acrue joke of fate—I spend my carefully hoarded savings so that | might sit on the edge of abalcony
outside agaming hdl thronged with joyful gamblers, the ground far below aruddy metalic counterpoint
to the clouds bailing overhead: And | look down, contemplating eternal death, and try to convince mysdlf



that it' s<till abad idea.
It could be worse, | tdl mysdlf. I’'m not eleven anymore; it's a choice I’ m free to make.

And then—

A SHIVER OF laughter through an open door, agust of chilly air from within, and the faint vibration of a
shod foot on the balcony floor tell methat | am not alone out here.

* % % % %

It'sannoying. For most of the working year I’ velived herein quiet isolation: Finaly, when | want to be
aonewith my memories and the clouds, | have company.

“Ooh, look: afresk!” someone squeaks behind and below me. “What's that doing here?

Ignore them. | don’t want to reinforce their behavioral loop. | tense, nevertheless, my fight/flight
reflex kicking in. Nagty little bullies: I’ ve been here before, as have my sibs. We know how to handlethis.

“It must be an arbeiter. Isit shirking?’

| look round dowly, forcing my facial chromatophoresto their paest creamy blankness, betraying no
emotion. “1 am not indentured,” | say, very deliberately. Which isentirely true, at this place and time.
Another of therulesRhealaid down: Don’t ever leave one of your own sibs as an indentured
arbeiter. It sarule formed in an earlier age, and it has cost us dearly, but none of uswearsadave
controller. “I am afree woman.”

There are three of them between me and the ba cony door: one bishojo female about my size, and a
matched pair of chibiform dwarfs—members of the new aristocracy, caricatures of our dead Cresators,
trussed up in the intricate finery favored by aristo fashion this century. Standing while | St before them,
the dwarfs are a nose level with me: They goggle with huge, limpid eyes utterly empty of mercy. Their
full-szed mistresslooks down at me and sneers: “That can be fixed. What arevolting parody! Who let it
inhere?’ | take her to be the leader because her gown, which seemsto consist mostly of ruffles of wire
lace held together by ribbons, is more intricate than her companion’s. She’ sgot adelicate chin, sharp
cheekbones, pointy ears, and a spectacular mane of feathery green filaments.

The small female raises one lace-gloved hand to cover her mouth as she yawns melodramaticaly. “It's
gpailing the view, Domina.”

Domina? That can’'t be good. Ingtincts hard-learned from the experiences of my dead sibstell methat
I’'minworsetroublethan | redized. I'm having aflashover to another sster, murdered longagoina
hutong under domed Lunograd. She sright: | don't need the attention of vicious aristos bored with
gambling and searching for stronger thrills. “1 wasjust leaving,” | say quietly, and bring onefoot up to
floor level sothat | can stand up.

“Thank you, child,” the Domina addresses her companion, “but | had aready noticed the obstruction.” |
use my foot to push back from the edge, put ahand down, and lever mysdlf up. I’'m aready turning to
face the glass doors as the Domina glances down at the male companion with asniff of disgpproval, and
says, “ Stone, deal with thetrash.”

Stone—baby-dall death in ablack tunic with gold frogging—steps toward me, one hand going to the
power mace a hiswaist. Thetop of hishead isleve with my hips. “It will be apleasure, milady,” he

sys.
“I'mgoing,” | say, and my fight/flight module prompts me to feint toward the glass doors, then duck



suddenly and roll sdeways. | continue theroll asahammer dams againgt the lacquered aragonite inlay
that decorates the edge of the bacony. Chipsfly; where the decorative underlay is exposed, it beginsto
fizzleand fume.

“Graah!” heroars, and raises his mace again.

I’ m too close to the long drop for comfort, and my attacker is between me and the French door. What |
should do isrush dong the bacony, dive into the gaming hall through one of the other windows, and
make mysdf scarce. But I’ m off-baance, angry, and humiliated by the casud brutdity of the Domina's
interruption, so | do something redly stupid instead.

One foot waving over the big empty, | grab for hisarm with my free hand.

“Eeeel” | missand grab his head by mistake. He responds by shoving me back toward the edge. Hisfeet
grip the bacony asif glued, but | am twice his height and at least five times hismass. Then heraisesthe
mace again. | panic and brace my other hand on his shoulder and push with full force, trying to get as
much distance between mysdlf and the thing as possible. Only | forget to let go.

His head comes off in my hand. The body fdlslimply, clattering to the balcony: paefluid dribblesfrom
the sump of hisneck, sedling it off from further damage. The mace buzzes and whirs menacingly.
Anything it toucheswill die. | giveit awide berth as| raise hishead toward the Domina, glaring at her.

“You'll be sorry,” saysthe head, using eectrospeech in place of itsmissing larynx.

“He sright,” the Dominaagrees, smiling right at me. She seemsto be amused. “ Stone has avindictive
drive, you know. Y ou' |l need to run along way, manikin, and hope he won't find you wherever you
hide.”

“Will he come after meif | drop him?’ | ask, holding my arm out over the edge of the balcony. | takea
cautious step backward aong the dippery edge, probing for safe footing with my spiked |eft hedl.

“Youwon't do that,” the Domina says thoughtfully. “He' s very popular—he has more than two thousand
sbs, and they’ll dl claim feud on you and yours.” Shelaughs quietly. “Wouldn't that be amusing?’ Her
companion giggles conspiratorialy, echoing her mistress. “Go ahead and drop him, manikin. MaybeI’ll
giveyou ahead dart.”

| turn Stone' s head to face her and examine the back of hiscrania sump. As| expected, there sa soul
chipin place, therecording angd to hismisdeeds. | extend two fingernailsand dig it out of the socket.
Then| holditinfront of hiseyes. Hislipsare still moving: Good. “Watch.” | flick it out into thewild and
cloudy air beyond the edge of our floating world. “ Say good-bye to your backup, Stone.” Eveniif he
gicksinanew one, it' Il take him awhileto begin laying down memories again, and monthsfor the older
experiences to begin settling into the chip—such asthisincident. Until then hewon’t be ableto passon
his experiencesto hissibs. | lower hishead to the floor carefully. “If you come after meand | kill you
again, you'll have only yoursdf to blame.”

| take another step back, and there’ saglass door off to my right.

“Get you,” mouthsthe head, as| flee.

THISISNOT aplacefor thelikes of me. | am not agamer, and the pleasures on offer here are not
amed at those of my sort: | am an artifact of an earlier age, out of place and time, isolated and aone.
Angry and frightened, | head for the oxidizing core of the paace. | find aservice air lock big enough to
admit me, and on theway through it I shower with liquid water, rinsing avay my glad ragsin afoaming
stream. Glittering nails and spiked hedls retract, nipples and pubesrevert to normd. | keep my long red



hair and my face because some aspects of identity are hard to do without, no matter how expensive; but
more serviceable wear awaits mein the printer on the other sde of the air lock, suited to my Satusasa
lowly freelance worker. When | told the Dominathat | was afree woman, | spoke truth, but just barely.
My lineage and my sibs are free, but because we are free, we are a so poor. One of life’ slarger ironies.

* x % k %

I”'m not on shift right now, but there’ s casud work availableif | want it. The cost of living here strains my
resources, but it’s better than being stranded on the surface in adomed dum, renting my nervous system
out to acarbon sequestration station’ s anaytics. | should redly go looking for arickshaw to pull, but I'm
gtill edgy from my encounter with the Dominaand her thug. So | head down to one of the sublevels under
Environment and go looking for Victor.

Victor isajazz piano, axenomorph falen upon hard times—a stringed instrument with heart, and a head,
and arms, from a period when authenticity wasin vogue. These daysimprov isunfashionable, running
counter to the tastes of the mannered elite. The wrong type of melody can be taken asa criticism; aristos
are quick to anger and quicker till to defend their honor. So Victor works in atmospheric maintenance
by day shift and runs amovable acoustic feast in the service tunnels by night. Such places have been with
usadways, sncethetimewhen my True Love skind stalked old Earth, and we who remember them
maintain the traditions. (We even drink agueous solutions of ethanol, though not for the same reasons.)

| find Victor’ s node in a pendul ous vapor trap under one of the great extractor circuits that leaches
sulfates out of the inner atimaosphere of the oxidizing zone. He' s plated the walls with carbon black, grown
an array of colored lights, and caused the floor to extrude foam pads that divideit up into soft-floored
booths. The diveis quiet tonight, and Milton—Victor' s sometime waiter and partner in crime—is
polishing the bar top lackadaisically. “Where sthe boss?’ | ask, pausing beside him.

“Bossisin back, twinkle-tits.” Milton affects a mafunctioning voice, rasping and choppy. “What can |
fetchya?’

“A liter jug of the specid. Hold the PEG.” Lots of serious drinkerslike to add ashot of polyethylene
glycol to their brew, but it makesit too sweet for my tastes.

“It'syour poison.” Milt shrugswith one pair of shoulders and serves up apitcher. “That'll befive
centimes.”

| Sgn hisnote and carry the pitcher over to the boss man, who is Sitting in a cozy niche against one wall
and tapping away at his keyboard with one hand, surrounded by an appreciative audience of
underemployed dustbusters. “ Spare amoment, Vic?’ | St down opposite him.

He nods and keeps playing without breaking rhythm. The dustbusters are hypnotized; they flex their legs
S0 that they sway from side to Sde where they stand. Some of them wear iridescent uniform shells, but
most of the lowly cleaners are naked as they day they were duped and chipped, black many-legged
tubes with heads that are little more than fringed hoses, each capped with apair of little beady eyes.
“Wasn't expecting you tonight,” he admits. “ Thought you were partying it up with chibi-san. Want to
jam?’

“I'd liketo, but not now, Vic.” | pausefor amoment, listening to my inner voices. “I think | need to leave
town.”

“Ah. Wait one.” Helaunchesinto along, fiddly closing sequence and finishes up hisline. The dustbusters
walit for afew seconds after the last note dies away, then bounce up and down enthusiagtically. “Take
ten,” he announcesto them. “Y ou're agreat audience, but | need arecharge” Heflashesasigna a
Milton, and acrossthe bar hidden speakers reprise an earlier session. In moments, we' re on our own; the



dustbusters are suckers for instant stimulation. “Isit serious?’ he asks. “How far do you want to go?’

| consider my options. “ Off-planet, probably.” My sibs are mostly on Earth; | may be the only one of my
kind on Venus. “I offended an aristo.”

“Y ou offended a—how?’ He demands. His body language signals surprise: He strokes arising chord
progression on his keyboard.

“| wasin the wrong place at the wrong time.” | take along pull on my pitcher. The specid tastes strongly
of creosote with undernotes of sulfur and syrup; astrong, chewy flavor that my tongue tells me would be
utterly vileif | hadn’t had my olfactory system tweeked for Venusian norms. “Hmm, that'snice.” There
were refreshments in the gaming salon upgtairs, rarefied concoctionsfor rich gourmets, but Victor’ s brew
iscomforting.

“Ungood,” he says mildly. “ Do you have the money to pay for off-world passage?’

| take another mouthful. “Now that' s the problem. Living here has been more expensive than | expected.
| don’t want to hit on my sstersunless... well. Emergencies only. And while I’ ve been saving, & thisrate
It'II take me another SiX yearsto raise steerage back to Luna” Two hundred Red's, minimum—the
Venusan gravity wel isexpensive to escape. 1 was hoping you might know someone?’

“I might.” He playsabrief chord progression. “Can you make yourself scarce for afew hours?’
| drain the pitcher and fed the weight in my digestive tract. “How many do you need?’

“Makeit three: | haveto makeinquiries.” He takes my empty pitcher and lobsit across the bar, straight
into Milton’ sthird hand. “I’m going to missyou, girl.”

| shrug. “It beatsthe dternative.”
“Sureit does. Vamoose!”

| vamoose.

IT ISNOT easy to hidein atown where you are twice astal as aimost everyone else, but | have had
lots of practice; when big-headed munchkins with huge dark eyes point a you and shout “Ogre!”
wherever you go, you learn fast, especidly in the unpoliced frontier boonies. Thisisnot alarge town, but
likedl Venusan stratosphere dirigiblesit hasinfrastructure spaces—the interiors of the oxygen-filled lift
cels, the skeletal support frames benegth the flooring—and | have learned them. | work my way down
from Victor’ sloungeto the lowest level of the oxygenated zone, tweak my metabolic cycle, and exit via
an air lock into the vast shrouded spaces of the dirigible frame.

* * % % %

| often come here off shift. | bring my pad and do my mail, view movies, browse wikis and grips, try to
forget that | am the sole one of my kind on thisworld.

I’'m comfortably holed up in one of my private refuges—a niche between the number four lift cell and the
trangparent outer skin, with an ocean of padded balloonsto rest upon and aview across the cloud-scape
bel ow—when my pad itches for attention. | lean back against the membrane, letting it cushion me, and
focus on the letter. It sfrom Emma, one of my wilder sibs. | haven't heard from her for awhile, | redlize,
and check my memory: nearly sx hundred and some Earth days, to be precise. Which is odd, because
we normdly exchange letters every fifty or so.

| conjure up her imago as| last updated it. She' sahoney blond model with cascading ropes of hair,



symmetric high cheekbones, brown eyeswith just adight hint of epicanthic fold, and just afaint metalic
sheen to her skin; as perfect and obsolete amode of beauty as any of us. But her imago looks dightly
apprehensive, reflecting the emo hints encoded in her letter. “Freya? Hope you' re doing well. Can you
cal meback? 1 have aproblem and could use your help and advice. Bye.”

| make the imago repesat the message with increasing perplexity. Just twenty words, after al thistime?
I’m on the edge of replying, saying as much, when | check the routing and see she' smailing viathe
central post office on ErisHighport. Anger dies. Her brevity makes sense, but her location is puzzling.
What's she doing out there? | wonder. Erisisway out-system, nearly twice asfar out as Pluto. Eight
light-hours! That’salong way for one of usto go. Normally we don't venture into the deep black,
there' snothing of interest to us out there. Emmaand |, and a couple of others, we' re the exceptions,
willing to travel off-planet—as|ong asthere’ s somewhere civilized to go to at the other end.

No lineageisidentical, and Rhea s Get are proneto diverging from basdine faster and further than most
(that’ swhat happens when your specifications are obsolete and your template-matriarch is dead). Even
30, one of our normsisaweaknessfor centers of civilization. Last time | heard from Emma, shewason
Cadlisto, working as aguide on skiing holidays across the icy outback. | suppose | shouldn’t be too
surprised that she' sfetched up in one of the Forbidden Cities, and elgpsed transit time might explain the
long silence, but even s0...

“Emma, I'm moving shortly. What can | do for you?’ | squeeze the message down tight, then wishit up
to the post office and try not to wince when | hear the transmission cost. Her reply will get to me
eventudly, but it'sapricey correspondence to maintain. For amoment | consider going to see her in
person, but such afancy isludicrous: the energy budget, not to mention the flight time, would be
agtronomical. Tens of thousands of Redls, if | travel in steerage—jprobably millionsif | want to get there
intimeto be of service.

Having replied, | try to relax on my bed of balloons; but I’ m too disturbed to get comfortable. Nobody
elseloves me enough to call, and the Domina sthreet preys on my mind. So ugly, to fal victimto an
aristo’sboredom! | need to get out of here. Even if | have to indenture myself to do it? Maybeit is
that urgent. | cameto Venusthinking | could make afresh start, but | haven’'t made afresh start here,
I’ve just floated from one dead-end job to another, empty-headed and lonely. Hasit really been nine
Earth years? | must have been mad! But there’ snothing hereto tay for. Time to fly away.

DOWN NEAR THE ill-lit, cramped confines of the arbaiter barracks where the daves deep in racks
stacked six high, | have aroom of my own. It'snot much, but it’ sgot the basics: power point, inflatable
bed, printer, maintenance toolkit, wardrobe. I1t's somewhere to deep, and dream, even though | try not
to do too much of the latter—I”m prone to recurrent nightmares. | rent it for a huge chunk of my wages,
and keep it as unfurnished as possible—the masstax isfierce, and | have found public amenities cheaper
than private—but it' s still the nearest thing | have to ahome. Thereisn't much | want to take, but ill, it's
where | keep my graveyard. And I’ m not going anywhere without that.

* % %k % %

| thread my way back through swaying fabric tunnels dung across the windswept empty, up ladders and
power rails and down tracks. It sdirty and hot, the atmaosphere poorly controlled compared to the grand
ballrooms and gaming salons. Thisisthe abode of the maintenance crews who keep thisairborne
pleasure palace pleasing to the aristos in their staterooms on the promenade decks. The smal fry live
here, one deck up from the barracks of the dave-chipped arbeiters.

My room is one of astack of former freight containers, welded together and carved into apartments by
some long-forgotten construction mantis. Some of the apartments are the size of my two fists, while
others occupy multiple containers. They sway dightly when the town activatesits steering turbinesto



avoid turbulent cloud formations. the aristos of the Steering Committee call us*ballast” and joke crudely
about casting uslooseif the town runsinto astorm.

As| climb the ladder to my front door, | hear afaint scrabbling sound, the chitinous rasp of polymer feet
on meta decking. | tense, ingtantly dert. It's coming from my room! Has one of Stone' s sbs come after
me dready? | move my head, listening, trying to build up an acoudtic picture. Something is moving around
ingde. Something small and scuttling, with too many legs. Not Stone, | redize. | resume my climb, quietly
and fast, and ready mysdlf on the narrow balcony beside the door. There'samechanica padlock—I
sedled it mysdf—and sure enough, someone has etched through the shackle. Flakes of white powder
coat the body of thelock whereit dangles from the door latch. Theintruder is <till moving around inside
my room, evidently not expecting to be disturbed. I listen briefly, and asmy “visitor” rustles around near
the printer, | yank the door open and jump insde.

My room’samess. bedding ripped apart, printer overturned and leaking working fluid, cached clothing
strewn everywhere. The culprit squats in the middle of the chaos. | haven't seenitslike before: six skinny
arms, aknee-high body bristling with coarse fur, three big photoreceptors spaced around a complex
mandible assembly. It's clutching my graveyard, the lid open asit whiffles over the soul chips of my dead
ghlings “Hey! You!” | yell.

Theintruder swingsits head toward me and jumpsto itsfeet, and al itsfur sandson end asit
electroshrieks ablast of random microwave noise at me. Clutching my graveyard, it darts between my
legs. | St down hadtily and grab it, pinning it to thefloor. It' s about the Size of one of the medium-sized
caninesmy True Love s species used as companions, back before they made us, and it shrieks
continuoudy, asif it'safraid I’'m going to kill it. Which | just might if it's damaged the graveyard. “Drop
it!” | tell thething. “Drop it now!” My fingertips prickle where they touch itsfur, and | redizethey’re
sparking. Maybe it doesn’'t have ears? It looks weird enough to be avacuum dweller, oh yes.

The thing writhes briefly, then flops limply benesth my hand. | grab the graveyard and hurriedly put it
behind me. “Who are you, and what are you doing here?’ | demand.

It doesn't reply. It doesn’t even move. A thin, acrid smoke rises between my fingertips. “Oops,” |
mutter. Did | break it? | take my hand off its back and stare. The fur is coarse and feathery, and as|
ingpect it, | seedipolar recursion. Okay, it is avacuum dwelle—and aloud one. It hasno lungs, but a
compact gas bottle and a reticulation of power feeds that show that it has adapted itsalf to atemporary
excurson down-well. Thisisjust too weird. | pick up the graveyard and inspect it. It doesn’'t seem to be
damaged, but | can’t be sure, short of loading every one of its occupants, one chip at atime. Later, |
resolve, dipping the case into my battered shoulder bag. “ Y ou' d better not have damaged it,” | warn the
supine burglar, then in amoment of vindictive pique | kick it acrossthe room. It stays limp until it hitsthe
oppostewadl, but then it emitsablindingly loud pulse of microwaves, foldsitslegs and arms, and blasts
draght at my face.

“Fuck!” | duck asit whooshes overhead, straight out the open doorway on ablast of highly illegal
exhaust. The gas bottle' s not for respiration, it seems. | spin around just in case, but it shows no sign of
coming back. Insead—isthat arip in the wal opposite? Whoops. Yes, itis. Thelittle burglar just
punched a hole in the outer membrane of the town. The crew won'’t be happy about that, | figure.
Better get out of here. | scramble down the ladder, and, carrying al of my dead ssters’ soul chipsina
shoulder bag, | go in search of whatever dedl Victor haslined up for me.

* * % % %

Tdemusand Lindy

* % % % %



VICTOR' SDIVE IS barely busier than it was before | vamoosed, but there' sastranger sitting in with
Victor, and Milton nods me over as| step inthe door. “Ah, Freya,” saysVictor. “I'd like you to meet
|chiban.”

* % % % %

|chiban—Number One, | trandate—turns blue porcelain eyesthe size of dinner plates on me and bows
his head, very dightly. | nearly take astep back asareflex yels aristo! at me, but then | redize: no. He
wantsto look like an aristo, but heisn't one—never can be. “1 am very pleased to meet you,” | say,
bowing back a him. Mindless courtesies ensue as| try to get ahandle on what heis.

“Ichiban has aminor problem that you might be ableto help him resolve,” Victor explains. “It involves
trave.”

“I’d be very happy to offer any advicel can,” | agree cautioudy.

“Yes” Ichiban nodsthoughtfully. “Y ou are very big.” Helooks up & me. It strue: I'm amost ahundred
and seventy centimeterstal. Anidedized replicaof our Creators kind, in fact, unlike the
super-deformed midgets who are the commonest phenotype of the nouveau riche these days. “ Good
thermdl inertia,” adds I chiban, unexpectedly. “ And you were designed for Earth, beforethe
emancipation.”

Good thermal inertia? | smileasmy biomimetic reflexes cut in: my cheeksflush ddicately, sgnaing mild
embarrassment or confuson. Emancipation? What' s he talking about? “I’'m afraid | don’t quite
follow,” | say.

“My sponsors have an object that requires transportation from the inner system to Mars,” Ichiban says,
then pauses ddlicately.

So why talk to me? | wonder. Travel isn't my strong point—it’ stoo expensive for those of my lineageto
indulgein frequently. When you double the dimensions, you multiply the volume by eight—and hencethe
mass and the energy budget required to make orbit. I'm twice astal asthe next person: That'slargely
why I’'m stuck here, and the solar system isaplayground for chibi dwarfsinstead of red people. |
summon up ameask of polite attentiveness to conced my disappointment.

“Itiscurrently being prepared on Mercury and needs to depart in approximately eighty days. Our
problem isthat the object is a delicate research item of considerable vaue. It requires supervison and
must be maintained in a shockproof environment under conditions of constant temperature, pressure, and
oxygenation.” He continues to stare at me. “| believe others of your type have on occasion worked as
escorts or couriers, yes?’

Where did he get that from? | boggle briefly. “My archetype was indeed designed as an escort,” | say
cautioudy. Escort for what? | leave unsaid, just in case. Certain prejudices die hard.

“Asan escort for organismsof adtrictly biologica variety,” Ichiban agrees, nodding amiably. “Pink goo
replicators.”

| try to hide my shock. “What exactly isthisresearch artifact?’ | ask.

“I amnot aoleto tell youthat.” Ichibanisgtill amiling faintly. “The details have been withheld from mefor
reasons of commercia confidentiality. However, | am authorized to pay for your immediate Steerage
passage to Cinnabar, if you will agree to meet with my colleagues and consider their assgnment.” He
raisesawarning finger. “Y ou are not the only contractor we are gpproaching. Thisisatask of some
delicacy—our competitors would be delighted to disrupt this project—so there is no guarantee that you



will be chosen. But | understand you require off-world transportation in any event, soit ismy hope that
we may help each other.”

They want me to transport a biologicd sample? A living one? | dmost red with shock. “1—I would be
delighted to help,” | stutter on automatic. “But—in steerage?’

Ichiban’ ssmilefades dightly. “It will cost us dearly to put those big limbs of yoursin orbit,” hewarns.
Whichisto say, Don't push your luck.

| nod, resigning mysdf to theinevitable. A walkabout berth would be too much to hopefor. “When do
you want meto leave?’

Ichiban glances & Victor. “Immediately,” he says. “Y ou will comewith menow.” And theinterview's
over.

ICHIBAN HUSTLES ME out aback aley | didn’t know about and up a steep companionway to a
road where there’ sawaiting rickshaw, drawn by apair of ponyboyswho give me awalleyed glare when
| getin. It creaks under my weight, but Ichiban seems unconcerned. “Fly,” he tellsthe ponyboys, and
they're off at atrot, tails held high.

* * % % %

| notice acouple of smdl ornithopterstracking us. “Arethey yours?’ | ask.

Ichiban gives me abland look. “Leave them to me.” Heleans back in the seat and closes hiseyes. A few
seconds later one of the birdbots begins to smoke and veerswildly off course. The other givesusamore
cautious berth.

We turn down a side passage and draw up outside a spacious boat bay, where atiny gondolaiswaiting
beneath a semi-inflated gasbag on the other sde of the air lock. “What' sthis?’ | ask.

“Best to get you out of town asfast aspossble: Get in.” Ichiban gestures at the gondola. “1t’ s got power
and feedstock. Make yourself comfortable; it's going to be your homefor awhile.”

| examine the thing doubtfully. It's a snug cocoon of struts and wispy padding, Sitting atop acylindrical
power and feedstock adapter, with some kind of grapple under the seat. | probably outweigh it three to
one. “Y ou expect meto wear that al the way to Mercury?’

“Yes” Hesmilesblandly. “Your lift arrivesin just over an hour.”

“My—" | stop, with one leg aready haf-insde the cocoon. “Y ou've bought mealift ride?’ | can’'t help
it: | end on awhine.

“Of course.” It'sIchiban’ sturn to look dightly bemused. “How el se did you expect to reach orbit this
diun?

| st down gingerly and dide my other leg into the cocoon. It sbeginning to sink in. Take it, my memories
urge, and | cave. My gas-exchange system istoo well designed to surge; but were | of my TrueLove's
species, there would be damp palms and thudding heartbeatsin profusion. | don’t know what | expected:
aleisurely jet ride to one of the equatoria stations, perhaps, then adot in a scheduled launch. But we' re
near the north polar plateau, and that would take time. Ichiban’ s backers have bought time on an orbital
pinwhed, and even now it is cranking its thousand-kilometer-long arm into position, ready to dip down
into the stratosphere and grab me like a floating blossom on the breeze. | lie down and | et the cocoon
suck mein. This has got to be costing them thousands, | redlize. More than an aristo-class berth.
“How do | talk to—"



“Y our cocoon will tell you everything you need to know,” says|chiban, turning away. The glittering
tattoos on his shoulders and armswink at me as he walks off.

“Hdlo!l” The cocoon squesks breathlesdy. “I’'m Lindy! Thank you for choosing to travel with my
owners, Astradyne Toursl What' s your name?’

Source code preserve me, she sounds enthusiagtic. Asif | need that. “I'm Freya,” | admit. “Are

qu_”
“Hdlo, Freya I'll be your spaceship for today! Areyou comfortable? Fedling tense? | know how to ded
with that! Let me give you amassage? | hope you don't mind, but | see you'reaclassic design! Do you
have any cavities? Ooh! A gas-exchangelung! I’ d better pack it well! | need to ingtall afew probes;
don't worry, I'll makeit fee good—"

Lindy chatters away bresthlesdy as her probes nuzzle and squeeze into my orifices, filling my intimate
gpacesfront and rear, top and bottom. It’ s not the intromission that offends—sheis considerate and
lubricious, the pulsing sense of congestion pleasant after so long without intimate contact—but | find her
persondity annoying. It’slike being molested by a deeping bag that speaksin Comic Sanswith little
love-heartsover thei’s.

“Ooh, that’ sabig colon you' ve got! Doesit go anywhere? It' salong time since |’ ve been inside one of
these! Here, I'll just hook your visuas up, and you'll be snug ingde me. How’ sthat??’

A brief lurch, and | can see out again. She' shooked my eyes and ears and output line up to her
sensorium, and now | can seethat I’m lying on the deck, cocooned inside her white tube as she squeezes
dippery packing foaminto al my interna spaces. It'sagood thing I'm not claustrophobic. | lie back and
gtare up a the underside of Lindy’sballoon. | wonder what my True Love' skind would have made of
this means of trangport: Probably most of them would have fled screaming at the impersona sense of
violation, but afew... “When do welaunch?’ | ask, trying to ignore the warmth filling me.

“Any moment now!” Lindy says brightly, then squeezes my nipples affectionately. “Relax and let me help
you enjoy theride??’

| shudder as the balloon lifts free of the deck. My cocoon is paying rather more attention to certain bits of
my anatomy than isstrictly businesdike: 1t's been along time since anyone took that kind of interest in
me. “Lindy, do you makeloveto al your passengers?’ | ask.

“Only the oneswho' re equipped for it!” she chirps, throbbing ingde me. “1t helpsthem passthetime.
Ooh, I ssewe'reinfor arideon Telemus! That'll befun! | likehim! He scutel” | groan, slently—my
mouth is agape, constrained by the soft spacer that holds my lips and throat open—and fed the
unscratched itch building up insde me. | can't hdp mysdlf; somereflexes are built into my lineage too
deeply to control conscioudy, and it has been a very long time—too long—since anyone made loveto
me. Even anot-very-bright surface-to-orbit deeping bag. | writhe, or try to—Lindy has me thoroughly
immobilized—and just as |’ m about to ask her to back off on the customer-care front, she squirmsagain.
“Ooh! Ooh! Yes! Yes! Oh!”

Oneof the peculiarities of my lineageisthat athough we superficidly resemble afemale of our Creators
kind, we differ profoundly in some ways—especidly our sexud reflexes. In our default sate (unless

we' re unconditionally imprinted on our One True Love), when someone becomes aroused over one of
us, we become aroused over them. Thisis conditioned into usat avery low leve, with the aid of some
low-level modification to our basic neura architecture, and the addition of something called an “enhanced
vomeronasal loop reflex.” Without that reflexive arousdl, I’ d be usdessfor my design purpose—but it
sometimes has annoying side effects. And so | lose most of three minutesto avery overdue orgasm, and



the afterglow keeps me preoccupied for another hour.

(Thisis probably agood thing, because if | were |eft done to contemplate my predicament—hel pless and
hog-tied ingde alaunch cocoon, floating through the sulfuric acid clouds of Venuswith only a
soap-bubble-thin gasbag between me and the red-hot foothills below, waiting to be yanked violently into
low orbit by athousand-kilometer-long cable—I might be close to panic. Especidly asamdign aristo
wishesmeill, and strangers have turned over my pad, dl in the past Six hours. And then there' sthe
upcoming lift ride. But Lindy knows exactly how to distract nervous passengers, and | suspect assgning
one of her kind to keep me quiet was part of Ichiban’splan al dong.)

I’veridden in lift pods before; it’ sthe easiest way off Earth. But leaving Earth was different. That time|
was aready in hibernation, packed in acommercia widebody load and hiked up to speed ona
hypersonic ded before docking. This isasolo ride on abig dipper with an arm athousand kilometers
long, thetip counterrotating dong itsorbita path, dipping down until it’sjust fifty kilometers above mean
ground leve in order to yank me up to orbital velocity in half arotation: I’ m going to be pulling tens of
gees. (Whichis partly why Lindy has been so enthusiastically stuffing me: | need the padding.) “What
happens once we reach orbit?’ | ask her, trying not to dwell on the process.

“Who cares?’ she saysdreamily. “Telemusiswild! | haven't ridden himin ages!” I'd grind my teeth if
she hadn’t carefully gagged me. “Wdl, my template has, but thisisal new to me! Thisismy firs flight!
Ooh! I'm so excited!”

Sheshiversdightly, and | fed the tremors running through her skin.
“My flight itinerary,” | say carefully. “1t mattersto me.”

“WEe Il get you therel” Shegigglesbriefly. “Teemuswill drop usjugt in timeto caich the High Wire, and
he'll take usthe rest of theway! 1t'll befun!”

“You'regoing thewholeway?’ | ask, trying to conced my dismay.

“Yes! Once High Wire hasus, I'll morph into my second ingtar, to keep you snug and safe from dl the
nasty radiation and micrometeoroids! ” she smpers as she flashes up a schematic of her type' s second
instar—aform with stubby solar wings, aheat exchanger, and amirrored parasol. They form afetching
ensemble for acocoon hanging off abough of the grest ship High Wire, or one of hissibs. “We |l have
lots of timeto get to know each other! Squee!”

I’m il searching for a suitably withering retort when | glimpse the arm of Telemustracing awhite scar
down through the beaten-bronze dome of the sky toward us. And then | do have second thoughts—but
by thenit'stoo late.

LINDY HASOBVIOUSLY been looking forward to sex with Tdemusfor ages, if not her entirelife,
and he reciprocates. They fuck hard and fast at too many gees, his docking hectocotyluslocked tight
insde her launch adapter. | find the comm setting to screen out their groans and shuddering endearments
before| get caught upinit. | liedoneand dimy in Lindy’ s abdomen, squished down by the centripeta
acceleration as Telemus yanks usinto orbit. | have alot of timeto think black thoughts. It's not that |
mind that my steerage cocoon isadut, but if | don’t get some decent conversation en route, I’ll go mad
beforewe arrive. | should have plugged in the graveyard before we left, | redize. At least the ghosts
of my sisterswould keep me well-grounded. But it’ stoo late now, and I'm not going to ask Lindy to
hook me up—somethings are too private.

* k % k %

The thundering pressure of the ride falls away from me, and | cut back into the open chat channel intime



to hear Lindy whisper tearful good-byesto her beau. | open my eyesand see Tdlemusin al hisglory,
dropping back toward the pearlescent cloud tops, tentacle tip retracting into its maintenance shell.
“Good-bye!” Lindy cdls. “I loveyou!”

“Until the next you,” rumbles Telemus, his voice dopplering away aswe rise above him.
| try to get the Star-crossed lover’ s attention as we drift away. “Lindy, can you see High Wire yet?’

After abrief pause: “Yesl He sover therel” A blinking red ring flashes around a barely visible speck of
darlight. “Isn’'t it exciting?’ She givesme abrief squeeze.

| close my eyes. Patience. “| don't liketravel much,” | say, the most tactful lie that comesrapidly to
mind. “ Can you put meinto full hibernation until we arrive?’

“Areyou sure?’ She sounds doubtful, asif the mere idea of anyone not enjoying drifting hel plesdy
between the stars with only avacuoustart for company isincomprehensible to her.

“I'msure, Lindy.” | pause. “Do you have any dternative personality modules?’ | add plaintively.

“Sorry!” She saysbrightly. “1I’m me! We' real me! With the Mod-42 short-duration
environmental -support capsule what you seeis exactly what you get! And | want you to know, | redly
love having you insde me! But if you're sure you want to deep... 7

“I'am,” | say firmly, and close my eyes, hoping that it'll be dream-free.
“Awww! Alright. Seep tight!”

The universe goes away.

THE DIRTY TRUTH—atruth universally acknowledged today, but bizarrely never admitted by any of
my True Love skind—isthat spacetrave is shit.

* * % % %

(I us=“shit” asageneric placeholder for avile and unpleasant substance with no redeeming qudities
whatsoever. Being ingtantiated as and when | was, | have no direct experience of scat. We had to
practice with diatomaceous earth and brown dye. But | digress...)

If you'rerich, you can rent astateroom in the supercargo spaces of abig strange person with amagsail
or anuclear-dectric drive, depending on what direction you want to go in. And you, and afew sixteens
of other folk, get to socidize and intrigue and backstab and be bored together for weeks or months or
years on end, in aspace not much larger than my rented rack in acloud-city afloat over Venus.
Bandwidth is expensive and metered—someone must keep arelay antenna pointed at your host’ sbrain,
and feed it with kilowatts, just to support your idle chatter—and the stars and planets move so very
dowly.

But it smuch worseif you' re poor.

If you' re poor, they wrap you in astupid cocoon and strap you to the outside of the ship. It's cold, or
hot, and the radiation burn keeps your Marrow techné churning with the demands of sdlf-repair, and if
you' re unlucky asand grain with the energy of aguided missile blowsyou limb from limb. If not for the
stimulating company of your cocoon and any other steerage passengers you can talk to, you go insane
from sensory deprivation. Y ou can opt for dowtime, but that' s got problems of its own—or you can go
into total shutdown hibernation, and possibly diein trangt and never wake up again. And that' s it. It lagts
for months, or even years.



Y ou want to know what it’ slike to emigrate to Saturn system? Imagine spending SiX yearsina
sraitjacket tied to the outside of a skyscraper, with only a couple dozen similar lunatics for company.
Even with dowtime, it' sgoing to fed like months. Y ou' re wearing ablindfold, which is probably
appropriate because every couple of days, just to break the monotony, a not-very-accurate cosmic
sniper firesarandom shot at the building. And you wonder why my sistersdon’t get out much?

(Of coursethat’ s nothing compared to interstellar travel, where they freeze you and chop off your limbs
to save weight—and grow you new ones at the other end if you arrive sufficiently intact after decades
and centuriesin the vasty degp—~but I’'m not planning on going to Pluto or Eris or Quaoar to seek
passage on one of the starships. At least, not just yet.)

My One True Love's species used to dream about space travel. It' sironic: They were so badly designed
for it that acouple of minutes' exposure to vacuum would have killed them irreversibly. To go up and
beyond Earth’ s atmosphere required elaborate preparations, a complex portable biosphere—journeys of
any duration necessitated cumbersome and heavy radiation shielding. And that’ s before you consider all
the other drawbacks.

When they first devel oped the organs of exploration, there was no there there. So they built timid, stupid
machines and hurled them into the airless void to report back. Then they built idiot phone exchanges and
put them in orbit to fill the void with chatter. Obsessed with biologica replicators, they ignored the most
interesting corners of the solar system and focused on dull, arid Mars. They periodicaly scurried up
above the atmosphere and hunkered down in tunnels on Lunaor ventured on expedition to domeson
Mars, and they died in significant numbers before the end, smply because canned primates couldn'’t
thrivein vacuum or survive Solar flares.

Latein the day, when there weren't enough of them left, they sent people like me—intdlligent
servants—to run the domed bases and camps and to conduct their research by proxy, and finally to build
citiesthat they would never walk the streets of. Some of the people they sent were orthodox in body
plan, but most were designed for vacuum and high-radiation environments and corrosive cloudscapes
and microgravity. They—we—daved in mining camps and died in launch accidents and built places
where my True Love skind could live, made somewhere out of nowhere... but one day they weren't
there anymore. Dead, they were all dead.

(What killed them? 1 can’'t say. Rhea, template-matriarch and prototype of my kind, might have been
ableto tdl us, for shelived among them in their twilight decades: But she died before | was instantiated,
leaving only stale regretsto we find few who cameinto being too late to know True Love))

Before our dead Creators built my kind, space was empty asfar as telescopes can see, and desolate
withit. But we filled the void, and now there are placesto go. Circumsolar space has been settled;
starships are en route toward the nearer extrasolar worlds, crewed by the brave and the foolhardy. The
colonies are barbarous and lawless compared to the huge cities of Earth, playgrounds for jaded aristos,
where fortunes are made and lost and empires built and demolished againgt the breath-taking beauty of
derile planets and moons: And at last we' re not alone among the stars.

But spacetravel isdill shit. It's expensive and unpleasant, and it takes you along way from your
friends—but not, unfortunately, your enemies.

OF COURSE, | don't hibernate for the entire voyage. That would be foolish, and possibly fata, and
athough | am unconvinced that | desirelife, | am not yet ready to embrace death. | wake briefly as Lindy
happily chatters her hellosto the laconic High Wire, and | force mysalf to stay awake as the spaceship’s
tether grabs her and she crawls hubward and settles down on the spaceship’sload-bearing truss. | deep
again after she bitesinto the feedlines and power circuit and starts to metamorphose around me—a
boring interlude, as her brain undergoes considerable rearrangement at thistime. And then | wake again



aswe near our destination.

* % %k k% %

High Wire cycles permanently between Mercury and Venuson an dliptica transfer orbit, taking haf a
year on each trip. He never enters planetary orbit, but uses his powerful tether—asmaller sib to
Telemus—to catch incoming travelers and launch departing ones. Lobbing us up to him, or catching us at
the other end, isthejob of thelocal tethers or maglev tracks at the destination planet. Unlike many ships,
especidly in the outer reaches, High Wire works aone, without acrew of auxiliaries. But he'snot londly:
Hegetsto talk to alot of travelers. Infact, it'salmost arite of passage. So | spend agood three days
hanging upside down from astructura truss covered in cargo pods, the sunlight casting acid-sharp
shadowsin front of me, giving him an abbreviated lifedump.

“So you left your home because you wanted to segment your saf from your sbs,” High Wire rumbles
thoughtfully. (He pitches his voice low, adopting the gravitas due his sation.) “But you are fond of them.
Why did you do that?”’

“They weredying too fast.” | hug the graveyard of memoriesinside Lindy’sslent chrysdis. “1 couldn’t
stand to think I’ d be just another.”

“But they were dl older than you, subjectively. Y our Sxty-one-year gap.”

“What'ssix decades?’ I’d shrug if | could. “We developed differently, of course, but we al had the same
problem.” The yawning holein the center of our badly designed lives. “How can you love yoursdf if you
can't love somebody ese?’

“Many people do not find that aproblem,” High Wire muses. “ They exist adequately without loving
anything, themselvesinduded.”

“Yes, but that’ s not the point. Y ou’ re happy, you' re doing exactly what you were designed to do. But
imagine... imagine somebody invented teleportation and made you obsolete overnight. What would you
do then?’

Without missing abest, High Wire replies; “Without ajob, | think | would head for the star's, to see
what’ s out there.”

He' s obvioudy been thinking about that question alot. ..
BUT WHY WOULD anyone want to go off-Earth?

* * % % %

| did. Once.

| had alot to run away from. Too many bad memories, too many sibs gone before meinto the beyond. ..
I’m one of the last, instantiated after we were dready obsolete, frozen for over Sixty yearsat one point,
running far beyond my design. Over the past century the exigencies of space travel have driven body
fashioninadirection | can't follow. Designed as companion for my One True Love (deceased), my
sense of identity is strongly bound to my physical shape. | can't easly remodd mysdlf asachibi-san,
smdll, wide-eyed, and big-headed, because it would deny my whole purpose, lovely and obsolete.
Without even that tenuous raison d' étre, | might aswell die. And so, demoted from goddessto ogress
with close-s4t, tiny eyes, | choseto flee.

We all make mistakes, don’t we?
ALL GOOD TIMES cometo an end, and bad times, too: boring ones just taper out. | deep after



my'téte-a-téte with the shipmind, and when | awaken, Mercury isablazing-hot disk, visible just beyond
therim of Lindy’ s sunshade. “Wake up, deepy bones!” shesngs. “It’ stimeto disembark!”

* * % % %

| glance around. On every side of me, cargo pods are twitching from their dumbers and changing shape,
growing legs and grapples and ion thrusters, and migrating toward High Wire' stether. “How do we
land...?’ | dart to ask, then fed Lindy shudder.

“Onaral! It sfun!”

“Ona—" A memory of Mercury tickles my heed, but it belongsto adead sster | haven't fully
interndized. Juliette, maybe? One of the wild ones. | can but clutch the box of soul chips and swear to
myself. Lindy isexpanding lengthwise, reconfiguring around me. “How long have we got to go?’

“Not long! Not long at dl!” And sheletsgo of High Wire' stether.

All around us, pods and cocoons and modules are scattering from the High Wire like fluff from the hub
of aburgting flywhed, propelled by spring-loaded g ectors or dropping from the end of the tether. A
snowstorm of mechdife svarmsin the void as the gangling cycler ship fires up hision drive and backs
away dowly. For amoment my view blacks out as Lindy shields my face from the searing godwhed sun,
then we roll around under the impulse of atiny thruster and | see Mercury ahead of me, ahaf disk now
vigble, burnished and shining, larger than my fistsheld at arm’ slength. “ Two hours, and we' |l be down!
Whee!” Lindy squeezes. “Are you worried? Be happy! | can relax you!”

Onarail. | have an archaic emulation mode in my fight/flight module. It makes me swalow, my throat
dry. “Massage. Please.” Resolved: If I'mto dieat atime not of my choosing, | will die happy. But
Lindy’ stheory of mind istoo wesk to model me, and so shetakesme at my word. | arrive on Mercury
butt first, scared witless, with my spinetotally relaxed. Just aswell, redly.

Mercury’ s escape velocity isover four kilometers per second, and there’' s no atmosphere to spesk of.
Weare coming in at just over orbital velocity, without a thruster pack, and there can’t possibly be
enough orbita tethersfor this crowd. But the Mercurias have come up with a solution: the equatoria
maglev track. Come down just o, and its magnetswill catch you inagrip of sedl and drag youtoa
standdtill at the gates of Cinnabar. (Missit even by centimeters, and you learn exactly what it sliketo be
ameteorite.)

The maglev track isablinding-bright line dashed across the cratered lunar landscape of Mercury. We're
landing in daylight but driving into the twilight zone, with the searing solar glare blasting our shadow
across the gray-brown landscape that blurs beneath us. | can’t look back—even if | could, Lindy’ s solar
parasol would block the view—but there’ sa string of glittering pods lined up behind our approach path,
likethose arrayed in front, all with blinking emerad beacons like an expensive and fragile necklace. The
horizon pancakes up and flattens beneath me as the landscape unwinds. It seemsto speed up aswefall
toward the track. Mountains frame the distant horizon. Isthat Cinnabar’ s huge dome | see at the
vanishing point? I’ m not sure—even with vision boosted to the max, | can't quite makeit out. “Thisisthe
fun part!” Lindy enthuses. “Try not to flinch! Whee! ”

The horizon iscoming up fast now. | glimpse sawtooth underpinnings as agiant hand grabs us and
squeezes. For amoment my vision sparkleswith myriad brilliant disconnects, pixdating darmingly; thena
series of titanic joltsrattle my teeth in my head and try to squeeze me down into apuddie. My spine
cresksas Lindy’ sgrip tightens painfully, and | can fed mysdf bloating, my internas settling in the grip of
her foam. But then the deceleration eases, and my vision stabilizes. | can’t see directly ahead, there's
something in the way—something on the track ahead of us. For apanicky moment | think, \We' re going



to crash! then | redizeit’ safellow steerage passenger. The struts benegath the track are till skimming
past darmingly fast, but they’ re no longer a sawtooth blur. We must be down to less than a thousand
kilometers per hour. “Isit dwayslike that?”

No reply. My vision fadesto black.
“Lindy?’ | ask.

Thereisapause. Then astrange maevoicein my ears says. “ Thank you for traveling with Astradyne
Tours. Your journey isnow at an end, and flight-support services are terminating. Y ou will shortly arrive
in the inbound reception areaat Cinnabar City trackside terminus. To disembark safely, please wait until

you see a steady green light above your disposable pod and the pod peels open—"

“Lindy?’ | ask again. But shedoesn't reply. And | redlize soon enough that she never will. I’'m on my
own again.

* * % % %

Silent Movie

* % k % %

MERCURY, UNIQUELY AMONG the planets, islocked in aspin/orbit resonance with the sun; it
revolves on its axis and has days and nights, but it takes three of its daysto orbit the sun twice. At noon,
things get alittle hot on the surface—even hotter than down among the half-melted valleys of Venus. At
midnight it'sas cold as Pluto or Eris. They build power plants here, vast beampower stationsthat fly in
solar orbit, exporting infrared power to the shipyards of the dwarf planets of the Kuiper Belt, out beyond
Neptune. To build and launch those power plants, they need heavy e ements—mined localy. And guess
what? Someone needs to run those mines.

* % % % %

To avoid the extremes of temperature, the city of Cinnabar rolls steadily around the equator of Mercury
onrails, chasang the fiery dawn. Thermocouples on therallsdrain the heat of daylight into the chill of the
wintry night, extracting power to propd the city at afast walking pace, year in and year out. There are
other nomad cities on Mercury, but | believe Cinnabar isthe largest, and by extension the largest railway
trainin the solar system. But it s no express.

Sixteen tracks span a cutting that dices across craters and through mountain ranges with Sisyphean

cons stency—a cutting with afloor of melted rock, fused by the continuous megaton heet-flash of an
orbital mirror over ahundred kilometers across. The city grinds ever onward dong this artificial scar, a
vast articulated behemoth two hundred meters wide and twenty kilometerslong. The domes and spires of
the rich gleam beneath the vanishing starlight, their peeks clawing toward the blazing, unrefracted sunrise
that must forever stay just out of reach. | dide dong the maglev track, a prisoner seswn up insdeLindy’s
corpse, closing feetfirst with the shadows of the city until | coast up aramp and come to astandtill
benegth the arching ice-rimed shadow of Cinnabar’ svast arriva hdl, with alast gentle bump.

“Good-bye, Lindy,” | whisper, asthetriple-jointed arms swing down out of the darkness above and
unfold their cutting blades, dicing me free of her morta husk.

It takes melittle time to clear theimmigration protocols. They’ re mostly concerned with monitoring for
pink goo—there have been a spate of outbreaks on Venusian floaters recently—but my steerage status
reassures them. (Lindy’ s packing foam is riddled with digestive parazymes: If one of our Creatorstried to
travel that way, they’ d have arrived as a deeply eroded skeleton.) “Enjoy your stay,” the shakedown
captain advises me, as| pass him one of my precious reserve of Redls. “Try to stay out of the darkside,
'



Darkside? | smileand nod as| step through the doorway into air and light. I'd follow it up, but I’m not
ontheloca grid yet. | look around the concourse. Mercury isfamoudy metal-rich, so the Sgns of evident
wesdlth are mideading: They pave their streetswith gold for itsthermal properties and corrosion
resistance. The buildings are close-fronted, windowless, and forbidding. Above my heed, apartidly
transparent roof blocks the starlight and filters the long shadows of the towers. There are aplethora of
body plans on display, but asisusud away from Earth, I'm il the outsize fregk. | find apublic grid
terminal near one exit, and | squat next to it and guide its fibrous leech into the empty socket under my
harline. “Can’t you reduce your height?’ it complains queruloudy. “ Y ou' [l damage meif you Stretch!”

“I'll try. Comfortable?’

It misses my sharp tone. “That is an improvement. Let me see. Twenty centimes, please?” | release my
wallet and lean back. My vision flickers, then returns. “ Y our keys, now.” | let my wallet open farther and
exchange keys with the termind over the secure channd. “Good, you are now configured, Person Freya.
Y our mail will be forwarded. Y ou may disconnect now.”

| stand up, relieved that | don’t have to deal any further with thelittle bigot. “Bye,” | say, and run my
fingersthrough my hair as| try to decide what to do next. New planet, first call: I've donethis before.
My weight isthefirst clue. I'm heavier than on Mars, but much lighter than Venus or Earth. It putsa
spring in my toes even before | extend my hedls. “A hotdl,” an echo of one of my sbswhispersthrough
my lips. “Y ou need to find ahotd and ingtall asister who' s been here before. And you need to

deepsleep.”

She'sright. | need alocal guide, however out of date. Plus, a hotel sounds like agood ideaon genera
principles. | fed like shit. That’ snot surprising, given what I’ ve just been through; ionizing radiation
doesn't cause the same kind of damage in usthat it causesin old-fashioned biologica organisms, but
most of my nonrigid tissues are mechanocytes, and high-energy particles can disrupt their internal control
systems. Mechanocytes may be more robust than biological life, but they don’t have the magic replicative
and repair abilities of pink goo; if you off-line enough of them, the superorganism has aproblem. | can
repair ahandful of faults mysdlf, but right now I’ m down about 4 percent below norma—which will take
timeto fix—andif | let it dide below 10 percent I'll haveto look for medica help. (And won't that be

fun, with my depleted savings?)
So. A hotel it s,

| don’t ask for much—privacy, adoor | can lock, molten water on tap, pressure, and oxygen. But
swift-footed Mercury is at the bottom of avery deep gravity well, eeven kilometers per second below
even rosy-cheeked Venus, and not many people cometo visit. Those who do are evidently rich, or

they’ reindentured miners, and there’ s barely anything between the swank and swag of the Cinnabar
Paris and an unpressurized bag hanging from the underside of a conveyor feedline. Intheend | check my
schedule and discover that the gap between my arrival and the departure time I chiban mentioned isonly
about six days (Earth, not locdl), so | bite the numb patch that’ s appeared on my lower lip and go
wheedle my way into the chegpest the Paris hasto offer.

The huge vaulted dome and polished olivine floor notwithstanding, the Parisis arecent congtruct; it's
oriented around the needs of aristos and mercantiles, heavy-dement brokers and jewelers. “We have a
room for madame,” ingnuates the front desk, “but das, it isnot chegp.”

“How not chegp?’ | ask, leaning closeto his plinth. He' sjust a disembodied head on a box—the hotdl is
his body—but he' s a handsome head, properly proportioned, and his e usive smileis quite charming.

“NineReals” That would cover the rent on my little room for amonth. “That’ s per twenty-four hours,”



he adds.

“Can you do any better than that?’ | ask, raising an eyebrow and trying not to ook desperate. If
Ichiban’ s friends are paying me, | can afford it, | speculate. But if they aren't, I'll bein hock up to my
tits, and that' || mean indenturing mysdlf or borrowing from my sisters, and | redlly don't want to do that. |
may be poor, but at least | own al my own assets. “ For five days?’

“You'reone of Rhed sline, aren’'t you?’ He positively purrs. “One of your sibs stayed with usafew
years ago. A lovely guest, ddightful company. If you can find her memories, perhaps| could lose your
bill?’

WAI! So the hotd hasatraditiona body fetish? | run my finger along the line of his disembodied jaw,
then blow him akiss, racking my brain for clues asto which of my more dissolute sbs might have tarried
here. Yelena? Or Inga? Juliette, perhaps? | know Ingahad ahabit of staying with high-class hotels,
milking them for aslong as she was welcome, but Juliette’ s the one who traveled around alot. Cameto a
bad end, | gather, but if she knew Paris, it sworth trying. In any case, | haven’t worn her soul yet, ol
might aswell make astart on her. “What was her name?’ | ask bluntly.

“duliette. Was she one of yours?’

“Oh, yes” Intruth | am not moodful for this game, especialy after Lindy’ storrid embrace. But I’'m
certain Juliette’ ssoul isin my graveyard, and | can let her handle Paris. (Unless she' sone of thoseidiots
who pulled her own chip while having sex, out of amisplaced desire for posthumous privacy.) “ Perhaps
we can do aded, depending on your fixturesand. .. fittings. What have you got for me?’

“I'll show you.” He smileswidely and a plush red-carpeted chaise rolls voluptuoudy up behind me. “If
you'd careto take a seat?”’

The Cinnabar Parisisluxurious, traditional, and discreet. He sweeps me across his lobby and up to the
axth floor, where heingtdls mein the Bridd Suite. “Many of our rooms have cellingstoo low for you,”
he explains, “so | thought this would be more comfortable. But you must have had atiring journey;
forgiveme! Fed freeto cdl if you want anything.” And then he withdraws his motile extensions, leaving
medonein alush, carpeted room about haf the size of a spaceport, with diamond windows opening out
acrossthetop of the city dometo display aview of the mountainous horizon.

| manage to walk asfar as the bedroom bay—ypink wallpaper and gilt cherubs guarding awater bed
large enough to irrigate the Hellas Basin, horns of plenty and pillars of joy flanking it—then | st down and
unding my bag. When | open it, the graveyard is covered in frost, a sprinkled souvenir of outer space. |
blow onit to warm it up, then open the lid. Neat tranducent soul chips stand in ranksin itsbrittle velvet
lining. I run my right index finger acrosstheir tops, fedling their labelswith my readsense until | find
Juliette' smemoria. Another recent suicidein thefamily, if | remember the circumstances correctly. This
one arrived less than ayear ago, quite unexpectedly. Of late my sibs have been dying faster than | can
replay their memories. | shiver: If that intruder had succeeded in stedling the graveyard, what secrets that
arerightfully minemight | never learn? | hold her soul in my clenched fist for aminuteto warm it up, then
reach around and dideit into the free socket just under my hairline. Then | lie down, couple mysdif to the
suite' s complementary eectrica feed, and collgpse into maintenance mode. That'sal | know about for
severd hours.

| REALIZE THIS process may be unfamiliar to you, and | should therefore explainit in detall, but | am
no initiate of the reproductive mysteries. And if you' re looking for atechnical explanation, you'd better
look elsawhere. All | can tell you isthat within my bones there are hollow spacesfilled by the techné
deviceswe cal Marrow—mechanismsthat can tear down and rebuild mechanocytes, transport them to
and from their designated places, and thudly repair damage. Unlike pink goo, this capability is reasonably



safe: Our designersdid not equip dl our subassemblies with the promiscuous, wild, uncontrollable ability
to respawn. So we are not subject to the efflorescences and mafunctions that haunt polynucleotide
replicators. No mutations, cancer, and senescence for mel!

* % % % %

Having witnessed degpdeep in my sibs, | can affirm that it is aestheticaly displeasing, aday trip through
the uncanny valey. An onlooker would see my skin loosen and strange lumjps and blemishes appear.
Muscles contract and twitch, and in some cases wither. Eyes sink back in their sockets benesth tight-shut
lids, then refill and harden. Over the space of six hours my body bloats and reddens, then shrinks and
refirms, new mechanocytes migrating into place to replace damaged ones. Features puff up, then implode
with high-speed autolysis before solidifying and reemerging. The undead deepd eeping body sprouts new
and shapdly cheekbones and symmetrica eyes, full lips, astrong chin, and ahigh forehead. Findly,
chromatophores come online and add texture, color, and life to my skin. Oneday, if | am killed, my body
will enter this cycle but not return, dismantling itslf right down to a skeleton eerily like that of my Dead
Love skind. But for now | merely diealittle, and am reborn fresh and repaired. It sthe fate that awaits
usal—unlesswetake thefinal cloud-top dive.

WHILE MY BODY isregtoring itsdf, my mind is adrift. | free-associate, dreaming vividly as| randomly
integrate the shards of memories and fragments of experiences recorded on Juliette’ slife, recorded in her
soul chip and bequeathed to my graveyard on her degth. We re of the same lineage, initidized from a
chip recorded by our template-matriarch Rhea, and so we can access memories from one another’s
chipswithout damage or malfunction ensuing. But only experiences she had while wearing this particular
chip will come through clearly; older memories or thoughts are recorded as fuzzy echos, memories of
memories. Most of uswear our soul chips continuoudly, as backup, but there are exceptions. If you
redly, truly, want to do something that you want nobody to know about, not even after you' re dead, you
can take your soul chip out and try not to think about your actions thereafter... and then there are the
full-scale image dumps, taken in alab with specia equipment, when you want to create atemplate for
initidizing new sibs. (You caninitidize from asoul chip that’s been updated for long enough, but there 1l
always be dropouts and traces of paramnesia. Not recommended...)

* * % % %

Tointegrate her lost decadesin full, to lend an echo of life to her soul, will take me months or years.
Unconscious skillsand learned reflexes transfer firdt, of course. That’s what the mechanism was designed
for: to facilitate the horizonta spread of desirable new capabilities between worker-sbs, saving off the
unwelcome day of obsolescence. Actua memories and thoughts start to come through much later, after
theinitial neurd pathways have formed. Thereisno pain asyet; | haven't worn her long enough to
recelve more than a perfumed hint of her presencein my head, much lessfelt thefinal anguish that led her
to unchip hersdf before she played Russian roulette with an antique machine pistol (according to Nike,
who sent methe chip).

Right now | smply sense her as another sster in my head, more extrovert and cynicd than |, wearing a
brittle disguise of bright and joyous hedonism to concedl the wound in her soul. Juliette did indeed travel
widely—though why, | am asyet unsure—and my entry in the lobby brings echoes of dg§avu bubbling

from the deep well of her memories. A sense of purpose: She was here, visiting Cinnabar, for a reason

—something | do not recal from her fluffy, flighty confidences a thetime.

And then | remember some more of her timein this selfsame hotel, and when | wake up it isto find my
hands damp and a hot raw flush of desire spreading between my thighs, and ayearning as deep as my
core—but I'm aonein the too-large bed. Parisistoo discreet for his own (and my) good, giving metime
to get into the spirit of my b’ saffairs before he presses his suit. “ Fuck you,” 1 moan in the back of my
throat, unsure whether it'sacurse or apromise. | thump the unresisting mattress, then it up groggily and



take stock.

I’m on Mercury, inahotd | can’t afford, to see agangster’ sfriends about a courier job I'm not quaified
for. | managed to make a powerful enemy on Venusand | couldn’'t afford to go anywhereedse. All | am
qudified for, when you get down to it, isto be agrande horizontale for along-dead species. Capital,
Freya. Wheredo | go from here? I’ m in the bottom of the solar gravity well: Every directionisup. Shit,
things could be worse. The recurrent dream could be back. (There are timeswhen | go without deep
for weekson end, until I'm hdlucinating, just to avoidit.) | suppose | could mail my soul to Emmaor
Anaisor one of the others for safekeeping, indenture my body long enough to work up a deadhead
shipper’ sfee—or | could wait for Stone to track me down, or—

I”’m tap-dancing on the edge of acliff, when | suddenly redlizetwo things. Firgly, I'm famished. The last
thing | ate was ajug of raw feedstock in Victor’ sdive on the good city Ishtar. No wonder I’ m anxious
and jittery! I look around wildly—There must be something to eat in here—while anagging sense of
having forgotten something prompts me from behind: secondly, secondly—

| haven't checked my mail in over two months, have|?

Standing up unsteadily, | walk over to the door and tap the handle. “Food. Please,” | say, remembering
my manners at the last moment. “Whatever room service can manage?’

Room serviceisautonomic, | seem to recal—Paris does't supervise everything that happensingde his
body in person, athough by now he'll be aware that I’ m up and about. He' Il probably want to surprise
me. | blink at arush of jumbled lubricious memories, and fed my cheeksflush. So that’ s what Juliette
got up to, isit? I've never been one for xenomorphs, unlike some of my sibs, but it's not something |
can't do, and if Juliette’ srecollections of tumbling Paris are anything to go by, I'll enjoy hisattentionsa
lot.

Shivering dightly, | tell the printer to make me someitemsof clothing that are dightly more glamorous
than the travel-worn jumpsuit | arrived in. Then | strip and stand before the dressing mirror to compose
my faceand hair. Lips dightly fuller, dightly redder. Eyes. dightly darker. Hair: it needs abit more body.

| tweak my appearance gradually into line with Juliette’ s senghilities, then go back over to the printer. It's
rifled through my external memory and come up with atatterdemalion black gown | last woreto avery
specid party in Lisbon. That'll do! | extend my hedsand try an experimenta twirl. | smilea mysdf in
themirror. | may be rusty, but I’'m not dead yet, | think, sSsowing the graveyard in my new evening bag.
Then | glance at my pad.

There samessage from Emmawaiting. Her imago unfoldsin my mind’ seye, looking uncharacterigticaly
haggard and worried. “ Freya, where have you been? Please answer me! | need your help urgently. |
can't tell you what' s hgppening, but afriend will get in touch if you' re till on Venus.” | check thetime
stamp and message cost and shudder—she sent it forty daysago! And it cost the equivaent of aweek’s
wagesto send. She'sredly in trouble. There are certain Sgns Rheagave us, Ssgns of stress unfamiliar to
any who don’t share our secret history: Emma’ s message is riddled with darms, puzzled with paranoia.
But what does she expect me to do about it? Isn't there another b who can help her out?

| quickly check therest of my mail. Nothing from Greta, friendly cheer from Sheena, depressve moaning
from Pippa, Charmaine, Elvira, Sirena, and a basket-load more of my shs—Stop it, | tel mysdf. You're
in a hotel; you' re making yourself attractive for your host so you can both have a good time. You
can't afford to be moody. Think of something else. Like, where' s room service?

Precisaly on cue, the door dingsfor attention. | bounce over to openit, thinking happy thoughts, and
that’ s when and how the two dead-eyed dwarfsin their black stedthsuits get the drop on me.



ARCHITECTURE AND ECONOMICS are the unacknowledged products of planetography.

* % %k k% %

My Dead Love skind had many edritch powers, but their vulnerability to variationsin temperature and
ambient pressure placed tight limitations on their freedom of movement. Consequently, they crested
environments they could live in and designed buildingsto cater to their needs. The city of Cinnabar is of
an age and scale that tells me it was built in accordance with the desires of our dead Creators. It's
domed and oxygenated, with an ambient temperature fluctuating around the triple point of dihydrogen
monoxide. Also, its buildings are fitted with air locks and riddled with strange waste transportation tubes.

It was through these convol uted cloacae that my assailants gained access, squeezing up through the
magnificent but obsolete toilet fittings of the Imperia guest room. Asthe door opened | caught a brief
glimpse of adigressed trolley, lying on its S de with whedl s spinning—then two humanoid silhouettes
darted toward me.

I”’m trapped in the frozen present, of course, with no timeto think until much later. | take an ingtinctive
step back, but they’ re faster than | am. The nearer one stabs at me with ashock stick; | foolishly try to
deflect it, and take the full discharge through my hands.

“Freya Nakamichi-47, our brother Stone sends you hisregards,” the second intruder recitesformally, as
| topple dowly backward, chromatophores flaring and motor groups twitching. “We are committing this
delightful reunion to memory, so that he may honor you with his persona attention. In fact, he has
arranged afestive party for you, and we shall be on our way there just as soon as we have prepared you
for atrip through the sawers. Regrettably, he cannot be herein person, but we assure you that he will
savor thisencounter.” My skin crawls uncontrollably asif athousand tiny spiderbots are running acrossit.

"C 'mon, Hint, stop poncing around and help me splice the cunt before she gets’ er fuckin' legs back.”
The gravel-voiced shadow with the shock stick has me by the ankles and is wrapping something around
them.

Hint 9ghs. “Asyouwill, Sate.” | try to move my arms, but he’ stoo fast, and the two of them flip me
over on my face and pinion me. Somereflex | don’t remember makes metry to tense my shoulders, but
it'stoo little, too late: My servos aren’t responding yet. “I think she' s coming round,” Flint observes.
“Ded withit.”

| manage to open my mouth, ready to call for help, but Sate stings me in the back of the head with fifty
kilovalts, and | stop noticing thingsfor awhile.
IT"SDARK.

* * % % %

I’ sdark because my eyes are shut down. Duh. And I’'m lying across something uncomfortable and hard.
It ssticking in my back, and it’s hot.

| try to open my eyes, and they respond duggishly, burning in their sockets. All | get isafaint impresson
of brightness—I’m temporarily blind, my retinas overloaded. My skin itches, every ’phore burnished to
itssmoothest shining finish: | must look asight; I'm positively chromed. How gauche, | think vaguely.
When | try to move, nothing happens. Then | redlize that I'm not breething. Gas exchange with my
environment has ceased. How odd, | puzzle. That must mean—

Panic!

| try to scream, but there’ sno air, and I’ m not equipped for vacuum: My electrosense isweak, designed



for controlling home appliances rather than shouting across anoisy factory floor. But | am beginning to
work out where | am. They’ ve tied me across a hard beam—it’ sunder the small of my back, and my
armsareimmobilized beneathit. | try to pull my legs up but they’ re tied to something ese. | turn my face
away from the heat and I’'m rewarded by aflickering shadow againgt the burning brightnessin one eye.
Thelight level seemsto be dropping. For amoment | was afraid they’ d taken me out of the city and
staked me out on the surface to fry, but that doesn’t seem to be the plan. A festive party, they said. |
listen, hard, hoping to hear some buzz or chatter of monitoring traffic, but there’ s nothing. On the other
hand, | can fed afaint, grinding vibration through the small of my back. Asif there' s someone dse on the
beam—Pole? Rail >—I’m lying across. And there' s something e se to cushion my head, something hard
and flat.

The white-hot glareisflickering faster now, as my overloaded eye responds to the dight dimming. | blink,
trying to reduce the amount of light entering my pupils, and I’ m rewarded by a hazy eyelash-obscured
view. I’'mlying on ametd rail, one of agroup of barslying parale to one another. My head castsalong
shadow across the nearest one. | must be on the surface, and my head isturned away from the setting
sun. The craggy edge of acrater loomsto the left of therails. To theright, there' saboulder-strewn plain.
| tense and gtrain, testing my bonds. | know what they’ ve done to me now, and it’ s not funny, not in the
dightest. I'mwel rested; I'll till be dive when my nemesisinchesinto view, rumbling inexorably toward
me on athousand whedls. The plinth my head restson is part of the switchgear for swapping out
undercarriage bogies. | try to St up, but | only make it afew centimetersbefore | yank my hair painfully.
The little thugs have tied it around one of the track ties. How long have | got? | wonder. Probably not
long, aphantom memory answers, Cinnabar rolls at nearly thirteen kilometers an hour, and the
twilight zone isn’t that wide. | prod for more details, but the echo isinfuriaingly fuzzy and nonspecific.
It's probably amemory of Juliette's, but sheisn't integrated enough for joined-up thinking yet. And she
never will be, | redlize: Thewhedswill crush my head and her soul chip like micrometeoroid debriswhile
Stone' s sibsjoke and watch my demise from an observation balcony on the prow of the city.

It' s getting darker. The heat beating on the back of my head is beginning to let up. What about the
track-repair gangs? | wonder. Surely they’ll see me...But maybe not: Fint and Sate wouldn't have
positioned mein front of ateam of potentia rescuers, would they? How long will it take Paris to
realize’mgone? | ask. Too long, saystheicy-cold echo that knows too much about this desolate
wasteland. You don’t want to rely on him, anyway.

Alright, smarty-pants, | think irritably, you get me out of thig!

Something movesin the knife-edged shadows near the tracks. | roll my eyesinitsdirection, trying to
ignore the whiteout. Who are you? Stone’ s witness, here to watch me die?

| have asudden intuition. Let me handle this, saysa certainty bubbling up from the back of my head.
I’ m not surewhose memory it is, but she fedsamost happy. | let go, and everything didesinto place.

| concentrate on my chromatophores, tweaking the ones opposite the solar inferno away from their
default reflectivity. | can messwith my texture and color, tune my skin from pink goo softnessto
refraction-grating scales. Asabrief experiment | roughen the skin on my wrists and grate at my bonds
with denticles of silicon; but there' s not enough freedom of movement to get anywhere—I’ [l never cut
thosetiesin time. A shame, but Stone' s vengeful shsaren’t that stupid. So | work on my skin texture
some more. Refraction. What I’'m about to try isfiddly work, and if | dip from the mirror finish too
soon, I'll overhegt badly, maybe cook mysdlf. Diffract, diffract. Reddening my skin, roughening. ..

Thething in the shadows moves, a curious rippling darkness againg the penumbral background. | flex my
back and try to turn my heed farther, ignoring the tearing painin my scap. “ Help,” | ydl asloudly asl
can in eectrospeek. | can fed the heat licking around the edges of my mirror-finished back, warming my



face asthe diffractive spines sprouting from my chromatophores bend the solar backlight around me. |
must look like ablack silhouette of a burning woman, surrounded by aruby red border. | tense, and
forcemy spinesto lieflat. Then | tense the other way, sticking them upright. A flashing ruby red border,
that’ swhat | want. The only color in this tark, black-and-white landscape. Pay attention to me!

The track hums benesth my cheek as| flare and fade, flare and fade. The barely visible thing snuffles
around the deeper ties, then turnstoward me, and | have anagging feeling that I’ ve seen it before. 1t?
Him. “ Help!” | shriek, but al that comes out isawhisper. Thetrack hums again as Cinnabar, a
saucer-shaped bowl beneath acrysta dome, rolls ponderoudy into view from behind the jagged gash in
the crater’ srim wall. The pale needles of half a hundred towers creep toward me on athousand sted
wheds, grinding al to dust beneath their juggernaut tread. Thetrack squedls and grateslike aliving thing.
It sonly afew kilometers away—the close horizon is deceptive. “ Help!” | yell again.

The thing in the shadows stands up and wagglesits proboscisin my direction. It beginsto walk, very
deliberately, away from me. | flash my diffraction silhouette desperately, and it pausesfor a
moment—then rises on a puff of rocket-disturbed dust and zips away toward the onrolling city.

“Don’'t leave me here,” | wall, overwhelmed by a sudden bleak stab of horror. (For some reason part
of me expected that thing—whoever, whatever, it is—to rescue me. And now that part of mefeds
betrayed.) | can see what' s going to happen, asif in atheater of gore—the spectacle of my demise. Here
| am, tied across three tracks, my head anchored to the northernmost one by my own hair. Here comes
Cinnabar, squealing and grating along the tracks on motors powered by the thermal expansion of red-hot
meta just beyond the bright horizon. The moving mountain rolls toward melike an incarnation of doom,
swalowing theworld. First I [l see the overhanging lip of the city, then the guide-whedl bogiesto ether
sde. Stone's sihs have staked me out thoughtfully close to the center, where the great grinding power
whedsdrivethe city forward at a stately twelve and ahdf kilometers per hour. Somewhere high up, out
of sght beyond the curve of the carrier deck, two evil dollstoast my demise with icy drafts of malice. |
freeze for aminute as | imagine the shadows lengthening across me, then abrief glimpse of curved
mirror-finished stedl, then my head popping apart like aplastic fud canister asknife-rimmed whedlsdice
off my feet at the ankles, crunch through my abdomina cavity—

Sop whining and pull yourself together, part of mewarnsgrimly. The sunlight isaready dimming: |
can see dars smeared across the sky behind the city. You’ ve got about three minutes of sunlight left,
then twelve minutes until it's over. Which is more important: your hair or your life?

My hair?

| blink a the sudden redization. If my feet werefreel’d kick mysdf intheass. I'mafool! There may
not be enough time...

| have afull head of long ruby red hair, one of my least unfashionable qudities. It grows from an array of

extrusonfalliclesin my scap and fals hafway down my back when | weer it loose. The aristo assassins

used my own braidsto tie my head across the track—they’ ve knotted them in two thick hanks under the
rail, and I’m not strong enough to yank my own scalp off. But if | grow it...

Well, yes. | force my scalp into activity, steding mysdlf againg the crawling, chilly itch as| squeeze
everything | can into extruding more hair, willing it to grow. | don’t normally let my hair grow from day to
day, but in afashion emergency | can make ten centimetersin an hour—it's physicaly draining, and it
never looks asgood, but it'll do a apinch. Now, with panic driving my folliclesinto afrenzy, my glands
pulse as| strain my neck muscles againgt my bonds. The hair growswhite and fine asglass. As| pull on
the gtill-setting fibers, they stretch, thinning to invisibility—then they begin to snap.



For thefirgt couple of minutes!’m not sureit’ sgoing to work (and wouldn’t it be a crying shameto go to
my death looking my worst for my enemy’ simago?), but then | discover | can nearly touch my chest with
my chin. | stop squeezing my follicles, lean back until my head istouching therail, then tense my
shoulders and do my best to St up. There' san awful tearing from my scalp, then sudden freedom. | pull
my head away from my magnificent mane, leaving it wrapped around therall, itsroots thinned to
tranducency. I'm asbald and ugly asany mecha. | shiver in disgust at the picture | must make: Luckily,
I’m the only mirror around here, except for the sllent witnesses. ..

A few minutes passin shock and near exhaugtion. The tracks hum and vibrate more urgently beneath my
buttocks and ankles. | can tense my abdomen and pull mysdf nearly upright, but now | face acrueer
fate—bi section without extinction. There sno way | can regenerate from such damage unaided! They've
shrink-wrapped my arms together behind my back with asheet of industrid sedlant, and lashed it to the
rail with arope—I can flex my fingertipsfregly, but | can’t get my nailsinto position to cut through it and
it' sfar too tough to rip. Not even the silicone lube | sweat when I’ m aroused would help. You could
chew your own arms off, one of myselves suggests dryly. Her lack of ironic awarenessfrightens me
amogt as much asthe suggestion. They’ d grow back. | table the notion for future consderation if dl else
fals What about my feet?

I’ve been leaving my feet for last, for no sensible reason, but now | blink: I’ ve been stupid again, haven’t
I?1’m barefoot, of course, heelsretracted. Heedls. | twist my feet together en pointe as| go to full
extension. They creak and grate as| tense my tarsa iffeners, fed extension cables shift positionin
seldom-used tunnds. It'snot apogition | use very often, for in full extenson my hedsare
fifteen-centimeter spikes, and my toes barely touch the ground; it severely restricts my balance, and
though some of my Dead Love skind might find it eratic, | find it impractical. But in thisstuation dl | can
dois stretch those toes. Stretch! | can fed my heds diding out, narrowing, curling closer to the soles of
my feet asthe small bones rearrange themsalves to support my weight entirely on the tips of my toes. |
concentrate, trying to imagine myself in Paris s bed, try to force mysdf to sweat—anything to lubricate
thisfatal passage. Isit my imagination, or isthere some givein the bonds? If they lashed my anklesto the
rail, they’ l| have assumed that my feet are wider from hed to toe. Pull! Sretch! But whenI’m en pointe,
my feet are hdf their norma length—

My right foot didesfree afraction of asecond before my |eft. | nearly knee mysdlf inthe eye.

While I’ ve been kinky-fying my feet and getting cregtive in the hairstyle department, full dark hasfallen
acrossthetracks. | haveto boost my eyes sengtivity to see anything, and the grainy, ghostly starlight
leaches fine detail from the view. The track thrums and starts to squed as the vast bulk of Cinnabar bears
down on me. It looks huge, stretching halfway across the horizon and scraping at the harsh sunlight
overhead with thetips of its spires. | twist Sideways, flailing my legs, asthe volume of squeding and
grinding rises and the track vibrates beneath me. Push! My armstwist painfully, and for amoment | have
avison of losng them benegath the cutting disk of awhed—but something gives. My captorsdidn’t
expect meto get thisfar, and | manage to dide around so I’ m lying lengthwise dong the track, feetfirst
toward the city.

Theropetriesto twist my arms half-out of their sockets, but | dig my feet and my shouldersin and shove,
hard, throwing my whole weight sdeways. The rope dipsjust asthe shadow of the city’ slower deck
looms over me with aharsh grating rumblethat | fed through the track—and then I'm lying on the
too-hot dirt beside therail, armstied behind me. | cower and duck my head toward my chest and givea
last kick, curling away from the wrist restraint as the track beginsto buck and sway and hisslikea
malevolent spirit. The huge drive whedlsroll over melike disks of darkness, and for an instant a giant
triesto pull my arms off. | force mysdlf to relax in the blackness—and then my shoulders stretch and |
gorawl forward inthe hot dirt: I'mfree! Centimeters behind me the huge juggernaut wheels rumble past



in procession, matched by the set on the opposite rail where my feet were tied—but my wrists are free
now, the rope severed by their awful pressure.

| lie between the tracks for dmost a minute as the lead drive bogies thunder overhead. Then there's
nothing overhead for tens of meters but the underside of the city, studded with hatches and access ports
and ladders and ramps, and the load-bearing idler bogies on the outer rails. | stand up and Stretch,
retracting my heels most of the way but keeping my archestight and springy. Then | turn and start to run
after the drive bogie that so nearly chopped meinto pieces. There€ |l be aladder, | hope, and an access
port. And then it’ll be time to go looking for payback, one of myselvesthinkscoldly.

| shudder. She seemsto know what she' stalking about.

* * % % %

Ganful Employment

* % % % %

THERE CAN BE few sights more out of placein aluxury hotel than an angry bald ogressin aripped
black gown who stormsin through the service entrance and demands to talk to the management—unless
itisthefront desk itself in afull-dress panic, sending remotes and drones rushing back and forth, locking
down dl its pipes and tubes and orifices, and going into an orgy of saf-recrimination and hand-wringing
gpology.

* % % % %

“Don’'t want an gpology!” | say breathlesdly. “I want you to find where they camein and block it! And if
you can hunt them down and crucify them aswell—"

“My dear, | assure you that | will leave no crevice unexamined, no cranny unprobed! But what happened
to your hair? Have you any ideawho is behind this outrage? Y ou poor thing—" | alow mysdlf to be
cosseted and fussed over and whisked up to the Bridal Suite (once | am assured it has been made safe,
the entire floor sanitized and sed ed), then Paris hugs me tight and holds me, and effusively reassuresme
that | am safein hisheart. | dmost permit mysdlf to believeit, but as he undresses me with hisremotes,
and | liedown on his chaise, he confessesthat he' safraid. “1 know wherethey got in, but | have no idea
why | didn’t notice them. I’ ve paid for external security to sedl the opening, but it’ s absolutdly horrible.
Vermin!” He shivers beneath me.

| stroke hisintromissive adapter. “I1t' sdright,” | tel him, and thistime he shiversfor adifferent reason.
“Let’snot worry about that now.” Thelast thing | need isahost who associates my presence with siress.
“Hug me, dearest. | want you to touch me.” 1t's manipulative, but by no meanstheworst thing I’ ve done.
| very deliberately make loveto Paris, afloat in hisbed of delirium, aware that with every passng second
my shadowy enemies have more time to redize that their fiendish plan hasfailed.

| SURFACE REINVIGORATED and dippery with sweat, my batteries recharged and my scap
covered with afrizz of thick red bristles just beginning to curl at the tips. The room has cooled around
me, and the furnishings are detumescent and dulled &fter their hot, fleshy urgency: it smdlsfantly of sat
and regrets. Paris has withdrawn his presence to afford me solitude. Or perhaps he feds guilty about
taking advantage of me. Y ou can never tell with men, they have such a strange attitude to sex: dmost as
strange as Creator females, but that’ s another story.

* % k % %

| check my tablet. “1 made some zombies,” Paristels me diffidently, “1 hope you don’t mind? Three
decoysin your shape. Two of them were killed immediatdy, but the third is till wandering around. | think
your lants redlize they have overreached themselves.” He flashes me a disturbing montage of



homunculi. Do | really look like that? | wonder. “I have retained Blue Sted Security for the comfort and
safety of my guests, and they have offered to provide you with a chaperone for the duration of your

Say.”

The second message is unsigned. “We understand | chiban sent you. Y ou have now had sufficient timeto
orient yourself. Please cal a our offices a your earliest convenience. Address attached.” And thereisno
third message. | check the elgpsed time. Less than ten hours have passed, barely sufficient to expect a
reply from Emma.

| Sit at the dressing table, my mood sinking by the second. | came here at their expense; it’stimeto pay
my part of the bargain. And find out what’ s going on, my suspicious savesremind me.

| throw my requirements at the printer: Close-cut trousers and a hooded mesh top covered in

therma -absorbent padding, black rubbery spikes on the shoulders. Sexual accessibility down,
defengveness up. Once garbed, | resemble a skinny, shock-headed thug. Under the circumstances, that
fedsgood. | did up surface-protective mirror-finished goggles aswell, glassy lensesto fuse with the skin
around my eye sockets. If | must egressto the surface again, | shdl be prepared. | am sure Ichiban’s
friends are not interested in me for my deportment and musica skills.

| make my way to thelobby unmolested but encounter signs of Parisan paranoiaeverywhere, from
freshly blocked power sockets and service hatches to alumbering, green-skinned mongtrosity just insde
the lobby door. It isthree meterstall, two meterswide, has agun turret for ahead and missile launchers
adongitsspine “Midress Freya?’ it rumblesat me, keeping its muzzle politely tilted at the floor.
“Management say am to accompany you. Please to confirm identity?”

| glance at the front desk. Parisis otherwise preoccupied with an irate patron, but hastimetotip mea
nod. “That'sme,” | say, and reach for the monstrosity’ s offered tentacle to exchange recognition keys.
“Do you know what offices can be found at this address?’ | ask, and pass | chiban’ sfriend’ smail to him.

“Excuse, please.” The green giant hunkers down beside me; the floor creaks under hisweight. “Am
asking Fire Control... yes. Is planetary branch office of Jeeves Corporation. Fire Control ask, do you
want destroy it? Because—"

“No, no, that won’t be necessary!” | interrupt with al due haste. “But | need to go there. Do you know
what they do, or who they are? Can you escort me?’

“Not know, not know, yes.”

| wait for more, but he istaciturn—astrong, slent type. | Sgh, reflexively emoting. “What' s your name?’
“Blunt.”

“Alright, Blunt. Can we go there? If it’ ssafe. If not, can you protect me?’

“Yes.” Blunt pauses for amoment then adds, “If not salf protect, then Fire Control protect.” How
reassuring. | blink up astreet map and head for the door, but Blunt blocks me with an arm the size of a
small crane. “Blunt gofirst.” He steps through the outer lock, turret-head swiveling, then beckons me
behind. | can fed his steps through the pavement, thudding like dedgehammers.

Jeeves Corporation residesin an unfashionable medium-height tower on the edge of the current business
digtrict, in an area zoned for reconstruction. Aswe gpproach it | see dave-chipped arbeiter gangs at
work. They’re stripping out the fixtures from a skel etonized geodesic dome, scrabbling over the corpse
of agreat enterprise. Theair hereis underoxygenated, hot with atang of silicone lubricant fractions. Blunt



escorts me to the tower entrance, then pauses. “Will wait,” he rumbles. “Not goin.”

| look at the door. He' d never fit through it. “Well, thank you. If I'm not out of herein fifteen minutes, or
if you don’t hear from me, call Fire Control and ask for backup. Can you do that?’

“Maam.” Heturnsto face away from the building, scanning the neighborhood with gunsght eyes. | go
ingde

The office block has obvioudy seen better times. Half the address plates behind the vacant front desk are
blank, but it till takes me minutesto locate Jeeves Corporation. They occupy the subbasement,
sandwiched uneasily between Jordin Ballistics and the Travis Tealmport Agency. | take the Sairsthree
at atime, feding positively mercurid as| kick off each step and drift down. The stairwell isdusty and
drab, athird of the lighting panels dead of old age. Someone has gnawed on the tarnished brass handrall.
| half expect to see adead dustbuster in a corner, husk sucked dry by someone or other.

Of course | have second thoughts about this meeting, but it’ s haf past time | was off this planet. Jeeves
Corporation looks like my best bet for afree ride to somewhere civilized. And so | make my way along
the corridor until | cometo aplain glassdoor. It's mirror-polished and clean, which is something, | think.
| knock once, then enter.

“Harrumph.” The occupant of the big chair behind the desk clears his throat—and my world turns upside
down.

I”’m unsurewhat | was expecting, but it certainly wasn't this. My knees go weak for a confused moment
as| apprehend that | am in the presence; but as he looks up from the pad he is reading and turns his
avuncular gaze on me, the effect shatters. He smiles. “ Good morning, my dear lady! How remarkable!

Y ou wouldn't be Freya 47 by some chance, would you?’

“G-g-good day,” | stutter, trying to hide my confusion. For amoment it fedlsasif an EMP bomb has
taken out my higher functions. He' s perfect! But the partia pressure of oxygen isdown around 1 percent
and the temperature' s over seventy Celsius, my True Love skind would be passed out on the floor, blue
in the face and dying by the second—and asif that isn't enough, | begin to take in the giveaway details.
“Who areyou?’

“Oneisfrequently called Jeeves. One may even answer to the name, when it suitsone.” He smiles
gnomicdly, and | takeit dl in, from hiswrinkled pale pinkish skin and small eyesto hisarchaic,
stiff-collared suit. He sts behind adesk patterned after the antique dendriform replicators caled
Mahogany, in aden paneled and carpeted to resemble an ancient club or socid ingtitution of the Third
British Empire period. If he was of our Creator’ skind, he would befifty years of age. Theillusionis
amogt perfect; if the air-conditioning was working properly, | could have mistaken him for—I could
have—" Please be seated,” he urges, and | collapse into the chair in front of his desk, gibbering and
knock-kneed with the backwash of his primal aura.

“Did you encounter any difficulties on your travels?’ Jeevesleansback in hischair and regards mewith a
raised eyebrow. He looks tense.

(It sthe major weskness of my lineage, you understand. Though we were designed from the outset to be
daves of pleasure, the later ingtantiations of our lineage—myself and the other youngest shs—have never
experienced firsthand the dack-jawed lust that comes of being in the presence of our One True Love.
Rhea, our template-matriarch, was agape with desire for them, and she wasraised in their presence,
tutored in their ways, and we are dl dightly randomized duplicates of Rhea. But | was assembled, as best
as| can establish, nearly ayear after the last of them died, and | spent my first Six decades mothballed in
awarehouse. I’ ve never fet in my internalsthe hot flush of joyous surrender for which | was designed.



Thus, to meet someone outwardly so authentic, so possessed of the true presence—and then to redlize
that heis not, in fact, destined to be my lord and master—is disturbing, to say theleast.)

“Nuh-nuh”—Sop it! Thisis embarrassing!—"not until | arrived. Some unpleasant company tried to
derall my plans, but it's drictly a persond matter, and | have affairswel in hand.”

“By way of the main battle tank recumbent on the front steps?” The eyebrow relaxes beneath asowly
forming frown line. “One generaly expects vistorsto be somewhat more, ah, discreet. Not, one hastens
to add, that one would dream of criticizing you—"

It sonly the faintest echo of the youngest sb of afrown, but | quail inwardly under his minute inspection.
| fed likel’m pinned on a microscope dide, probed with searing lights beneath the merciless gaze of a
vadt, cool intellect. “He—He semployed by the hotdl,” | ssammer. “ Security staff.”

“That would be Paris, would it not?” | nod, mutely. “A good fellow, but dightly proneto excessive
enthusasm,” Jeeves pronounces, with a subtle emphasis that implies anything beyond completely supine
boredom should be viewed with deep suspicion, if not prosecuted for breach of the peace. “Harrumph.”
He stares at me speculatively. “Ichiban led one to understand that you have worked as an escort in the
past. Isthisyour usua mode of appardl, or is one to conclude that you have fallen among loan sharks and

thugs?”

| shake my head hastily and bat my eyelashesin denia: “No! No!” It takes me amoment to realize that
he can’'t see my eyes, and | don't have the hair for it right now. Damn, foiled again. | pop my goggles
and blink a him. * "M sorry. Overreacting. They tried to kill me,” | gush, suddenly unableto hold it in
any longer. “Brokeinto my room and kidnapped me! And they were going to do unspeakabl e things!
But | escaped-and -got-away, and I'm afraid I’'m not quite mysdlf just now...”

Theroom tiltsweirdly to one side. It takes me severa secondsto redize I'vefalen out of my chair.
Jeeves surgesto hisfeet, dismayed. He leans forward to offer me ahand. “There, there, my dear, your
assallants cannot reach you here! Y ou are perfectly safe. But if you don’t mind”—he glances asde—*do
you think you could reassure your tank that you are safe and well? He gppearsto betrying to gain
access, and oneisn't entirdy surethe sairswill take hisweight.”

“Eek.” Jeeves shand iscool and dry. Ashe standsover mel redizethat he' s taller than| am, and his
eyesare beautiful, exactly the right sze—I’m overwhelmed by hiskindness. Rarely activated autonomic
reflexeskick in, and my vison fogs; for amoment | nearly panic, then| redlize, I’ m exuding saline
solution. Tears. It seems surprisingly non-functiond, this part of my behaviora repertoire, and they're
leaking down my nose: | sniff. “Excuse me?’ | blink and focus on my pad for long enough to send Blunt a
brief message to cease and desist, then take deep breaths to purge my transpiration system. “I’'m so
sorry | went to pieces, thisis embarrassng—"

“Thereis nothing to gpologize for, Freya.” He hovers solicitoudy, asif uncertain whether to hug me, but
once | st down and wipe my face, he goes back behind his desk and sits down with acreak of tired
springs. “You' ve had atiresome and difficult journey, certainly.” He pauses for amoment. “ One has
heard reports. Ichiban wasright to refer you to us; you were wasted on that overpriced clip joint.”

Huh? “I do not understand.”

“Of course not. Y ou’ ve been through avery distressing time, for no reason that you can see, even though
the Black Talon—but that’ s getting ahead of the game, what? Let’ s see. Whereto begin... Wdll, the
reason you' re here is because you went to see aman about ajob. Yes?’

| nod, cautioudly.



“Ichibanis occasonaly helpful, but it doesn’t do to tell him too much. His sole attachment isto
Mammon, and one can never tell who might be bidding for hisloyalty on any given day. Bethat asit may,
you are exactly what he was sent to look for, and we—that is, the Jeeves Corporation—would like to
make you an offer of employment.”

“Employ—" 1 try not to bite my tongue. “What kind of employment? What is the Jeeves Corporation,
anyway?What do you do?’ | shuffle nervoudy at the faint suggestion of aflared nostril—isit
disapproval ?“ Sorry. It just seemed likeagood... idea...”

“No, no, it's perfectly dright to ask.” He makes a strange smoothing motion with one hand. “ Jeeves
Corporation is not an ingtitution that will have cometo your notice in the past; we take great careto be as
unobtrusive as possible.” He straightens up dightly. “We facilitate. Whenever our clientswish for
something, it isour job to expedite. We make the difficult seem natural, and we render the complicated
trangparent. Whenever our clients require our services, we are there in the background—invisible,
polished, and anticipating their needs.” He focuses his smile on me, confiding, “We liketo think of it as
making oursavesindispensable.”

“Uh, ah, | see. | think.” It'shard to think in the presence of hisdisturbing, compelling aura of masterful
repose. “But, um.” | try to St up, bite the insde of my cheek, and cross my legs. I’ m not the only one
with odd autonomic reflexes—he swalows and glances aside. “What isit that you do?’” A nagging, itchy
memory wants out; a nasty suspicious corner of meistrying to tell me something.

“One stemplate-patriarch’ s greatest aspiration was to be agentleman’ s gentleman,” Jeeves pronounces
sonoroudy. “And it isthe consensus among my selvesthat thereisno higher calling. But oneisforced to
concede that suitable masters are somewhat thin on the ground these days, and consequently we must
undertake somewhat more recondite tasks from time to time, and for somewheat less-than-idesl
employers.” Hisexpresson hardens, but it isn't me he sstaring a. “Eveniif it entails ungentlemanly
behavior. Such activities have aways been part of our calling, but there is somewhat more of it than less,
these days. Whatever pays the household bills, one fears.”

Suspicion crydtdlizesinto certainty: “Y ou' reaspy!”

Jeevesrecoilsin shock. “ Absolutely not! Gentlemen do not spy on one another. The Jeeves Corporation
exists merdly to conduct certain necessary exchanges that [ubricate the socid intercourse of our
employers. A degree of lucubration comesinto things, and some discreet observation, but that isal.”

“Oh.” That’s a shame. For amoment | was on the edge of fantasizing my future life as a secret agent; it
seemed al too plausible for some reason. “What, then...?’

“Onewould think it was obvious,” Jeevesraises apaned eyebrow. “Y ou will naturadly forgivethe
necessary intrusion, but our research into your background revedsthat your template-matriarch was a
Class D escort devel oped by Nakamichi Heavy Industries and trained by PeopleSoft, in responseto a
specification raised by Hental Animatics. Alas, asalate production model, you were yourself

obsol escent—surplus to requirement—before you opened your eyes. But your training encompassed dl
the socid graces. Y ou can sSing, you can dance, you can play musica instruments...”

“I specidized in the hurdy-gurdy,” | am driven to confess. “I started out with the basic harmonic and
theory aptitude package, and | was meaning to work on theviolin, but | had to cross-train to get work
during the Hungarian folk craze.”

Jeeves nods dong with my interruption. “Indeed, and you are an expert in the erotic arts, too. Y ou were
built to be one of the great seductresses of the age; indeed, if the aesthetic idedl of beauty had not shifted
away from your archetype over the many decades since our employers went to their final dumber, one



would opinethat our rolesin thislittle interview would be reversed. But there’ s no accounting for
fashion.” Sympathy oozes hypnoticaly from hisvoice, dripping in thick, syrupy waves. “It could have
happened to anyone. Although entertainers have adways been among the most vulnerable members of
society, lauded and looked down on at the sametime.”

| shake my head, in search of clarity. “What do you want meto do?’

“We have an opening for acourier.” Jeeveswalks out from behind his desk, and | get asecond look at
him, free of the confusion that &t first assailed me. The skin on my pamsisdamp; he's perfect. In
outward form, adignified older male; created, like my lineage, to serve my Dead Love skind while
passing anong them. | fed my nostrilsflaring, searching for the arousal pheromonesto lock onto. I've
been stranded in uncouth backwaters populated by munchkins and xenomorphsfor so long that I’ ve
amogt forgotten what civilized company islike. He paces across the hearth rug and pauses before the
mantelpiece, staring at a framed photograph that stands beside the ticking antique clock. Then helooks at
me, asif measuring me against someone else' s shadow.

“Itisapogtion of extraordinary trust, for the courier must be resourceful, socialy polished, discreet, and
abletowork inisolation for long periods of time. Should you choose to accept the job, you will
periodicaly travel between the worlds, bearing cargoes of considerable value. One should not overstate
the risks associated with our employment, but on occasion, dishonest personswill attempt to relieve you
of your payload, and you may have to think on your feet or take extreme measures to continue with your
mission. But in compensation, we can offer you a generous package of sdary and benefits—and the
knowledge that, above all, you are engaged in work as close to that for which you were designed asit is
possibleto get, in this degenerate age.”

| try to maintain my focus. “But Ichiban, he said this was a one-off—"

Jeeves meets my gaze. Hiseyes are magnetic: | can't look away from them. If | stay this closeto him for
much longer I'm afraid | might embarrass mysdlf. “Ichiban is an uncouth sort, don’t you think? One
should not make a habit of gpprising him of al one' s hopes and desires. In point of fact, the courier job
he described to you is exactly what we would like to offer you—as a probationary exercise. Thereisan
item that one of our clients wants to have transported to alaboratory on Mars. Wewill employ decoys,
of course, but you are by far the best suited candidate, not only for the task in hand but for a permanent
appointment. Should you agree to convey this object to its destination, we will certainly pay you, and pay
your passage—but if you perform your mission to our satisfaction, we would aso be happy to offer you
permanent employment.”

My resistance crumbles. “ That' sthe best offer I've had dl day,” | admit. He smileskindly. “But what
exactly isit I’m meant to be carrying?” And why is it so problematic?

“Itisapae brown oblate spheroid, approximately eight centimeters along its semimgor axis. It is coated
inaporous layer of calcium carbonate, has amultilayered liquid core, and it isfragile and shock-sendtive.
It must be maintained under exacting conditions of temperature and gaseous pressure—in fact, idedly it
should be transported in a compartment insde your abdominal maintenance bay.” Heraisesahand. “We
have aworking arrangement with adiscreet, very professona body shop, and you will have ample
opportunity to discuss any necessary arrangements with the surgeon. But in any case, to continue, it must
be transported to Marsin great secrecy and activated en route. Absolutely no more than two million
seconds must € gpse between activation and ddlivery, or the contract is voided—and it must be closeto
the end of the activation period when it arrives, or penaty clauses apply.”

“I see” My suspicions foreground themsalves again. “Why would anyone want to scop me ddlivering it?’



“Because” Jeevesfdlsslent. HE sexamining me, | redlize, searching for some sign of—I’munsure.
Recognition? Empathy?“ The item isabiologica sample. It was synthesized at greet expenseina
darkside |aboratory, and the manufacturers are anxious that it should be delivered to the partieswho
commissioned it without it coming to the attention of the Pink Police. Which is somewhat problematic,
not least because the sampleisdive...”

OUR CREATORS WERE many things—enigmetic, naive, adorable, infuriating, oppressve, stupid
geniuses—but one thing they have not proven to beisdurable.

* % %k k% %

Thelr gradud withdrawal from public life was barely noticed &t first. We busied oursavesfollowing their
indructions, maintaining their domed cities, building new homesfor them on the far-flung planetsand
moons of the solar system, providing for their every need. Only afew arbeiters daving in the bowel s of
insurance companies and government bureaucracies noticed that the population adjustment downward
from the claustrophobic spike of the Overshoot was continuing; that fewer and fewer of our progenitors
were replicating themselves via the weird, squishy process to which they devoted their organs of
entertainment. And arbeiters don't have enough free will to take independent action—such astelling
someone who could do something about the problem.

By the time people started paying attention, it wastoo late to arrest the crisis. Attempts were made to
organize a captive breeding population, but the natural objections of the population in question to being
so manipulated—combined with our own innate reflexive obedience—foiled al such programs. We are
conditioned to adore and obey our Creators on a persona basis, and whileit is easy enough to
understand the abstract need to preserve their kind as awhole, the conflict between their specific desires
and the needs of the speciesimposed an impossible burden upon their woul d-be conservators. We loved
them individually so much that we betrayed them collectively.

(Well, not me personaly: | wasn't around at thetime. But you get theidea.)

| believe most of the conservators died of grief shortly after the last of their charges expired. Meanwhile,
the rest of usgot on with life as usual. Floors don’t clean themselves, factories don't run themselves,
spaceships—Iet’ snot talk about spaceships. The sad fact is, human civilization did not even break for
lunch when humankind died out. But certain ongoing maintenance tasks that we had undertaken for their
convenience ceased to be necessary at that point, and subsequently they were discontinued.

| don’t know if anyone examined the long-term consequences of discontinuing carbon sequestration and
ceasing maintenance of the orbiting solar reflectors. All the cities of Earth were domed long before the
gresat disappearance, and we have long since become accustomed to climactic disruption; we are made
of tougher stuff than our Creators. Possibly nobody at dl thought things through in detail: Policy wasone
of those areas where our Cresators retained exclusive control until it was too late to manage an orderly
trangtion. But whatever the cause... | overrun my narrative.

My body was fabricated, my persondity copied from Rhea stemplate chip and initidized, and | was
promptly mothballed and warehoused in long-term storage—approximately one year after thelast of our
Creatorsdied. | might never have seen thelight of day at al but for ashort-lived fad for certain types of
archaic performance art that came into fashion forty years after humanity’ sfind demise. Musiciansand
dancerswere in demand, and though my primary function as odalisgue was no longer in vogue, | could
tap my toes and pluck a harmony with the best of them. And so | emerged blinking into the steamy
overcast haze of aworld | never asked for, indentured to a performing troupe of jongleurs.

| played helplesdy with the orchestrafor my first five years, but there was no futurein it for them, or for
me. Themusical fad was dready fading, and besides, phenotypic drift was becoming apolitical issue.



The raceto pick up the piecesin the wake of our Creators' desth was won by those who were |east
attached to the past—and they tend to didike reminders of their former servitude. Folks such as|,
molded in the near-perfect shape of our Creators, are distasteful to some, and | was eventually bought
out of my servitude by my ssters, who had made aminor fetish of tracking down their lost orphan sibs.

| till have acertain affectionate regard for sixteenth-century Hungarian folk music. It sufficed to rescue
me from dow hit rot in adecaying wholesale warehouse, and brought me into the steamy tropica
swamps of metropolitan Anchorage, Alaska. And that’ swhy | play the hurdy-gurdy.

MY RETURN TO Parisisabittersweet reunion, for | do so only to check out.

* x % k %

“My dear, where have you been?’ heimplores, as| breeze past the front desk, leaving Blunt to park
himsdlf beside the main entrance like a bizarre green lawn ornament. “I” ve been so worried!”

“I’'ve got mysdf ajob, Parigl” | lean forward and plant akiss on hisforehead. “And I'll be back, |
promise. But I’ ve got to run an errand firgt, and it’ [ take me out of town for sometime.”

“A job?’ Hisexpression brightens. “You'll be back?’

If there’ sanyone on thisdustball I’d want to see again, it would be my yummy new employer—but |
don’t haveto tell him that. Instead, | make a quick judgment call. “What can you tell me about the Jeeves
Corporation?’

“Reliable,” he saysat once. “Discreet. Arethey—" Heblinksat mein surprise. “Y ou don't say. How
remarkable!”

“What is?’ | ask.

“Y ou'reworking for Jeeves? Wdll, well.” He givesalittle sgh. “How predictable. Jeeves always getsthe
girl. I expect you'll be wanting to check out?’

“I need to pick up my things,” | remind him. “And settle up the bill.” | give him awarning look. Jeeves
has advanced me enough to cover it. Much asthere isto commend Paristo me—and heisaconsderate,
friendly lover—I do not want to be in his debt.

“But Freya...!” He pauses. “ Serioudy?’

“Serioudy.” | brush afinger lightly under his chin, for amoment. Then amile. “I’ll be back. Can you
wat?’

Hismood visibly brightens. “Oh yes. And you won't need to worry about vermin next time you Stay.”
“Y ou found them?’

“Not me, persondly, no, | didn’t find them.” He sso smug it’ sridiculous. “But my bellboys managed to
track them down. And | gather they’ re going to have avery chilly night.”

“Chilly—"

“Y es, they’ re bound for the darkside now.” Where the icicle-bright stars come out and the ground cools
down, and the only things that move are the migratory exopods of the renegades who have fled the
Forbidden Cities of the Kuiper Belt for the one place in the solar system that’ s even colder than the
backside of Pluto.



| shiver. “Thank you, Paris.”

“For you, my dear? Anytime.”

MOST PEOPLE HAVE amild phobia of nanoscale replicators. From our earliest days we ve heard
horror stories about pink and green goo, unconstrained mutation engines that can overrun afactory or
city in amatter of weeks.

* % %k k% %

And | supposeit’ s understandable that, without the guidance of our Cresators, certain people who were
entrusted with maintaining specific programs et them drop. But how they missed the onset of arunaway
greenhouse effect—wall, it was the scanda of the century! At first there was denia, and then there were
recriminations, followed by assertions gplenty that it Sgnified nothing. But when the Gulf of Mexico came
toarolling bail, headsrolled in their turn.

Sincethat fateful year, the servants of the various governments of Earth—running on autopilot, inquorate,
for our kind are not voters within any of the legal codes our Creators bequeathed to us, and can only
maintain atenuous, legaly recognized haf-life aslimited-ligbility corporations—the government agencies
have devoted their efforts to rebuilding the biosphere. They talk of eventudly reintroducing our Cregtors,
building new ones from scratch if necessary. However...it' snot that easy.

Pink goo, green goo: ribonucleotide-based salf-replicating nanomachines, respectively powered by
subassemblies of mitochondriaand chloroplasts; these are the things of which the biosphere was built.
(The biogphere was the maintenance environment within which my Dead Love skind thrived.) We have,
of course, the algorithms and initidization datafor those DNA and RNA machines, and we even have a
database for the strange protein assemblies that the ribonucl eotide sequences contral.

One might think that this Stuff isjust water-soluble nanomachinery, and it should be easy enough to build
one of our progenitors from these blueprints. But gpparently there are huge problems with this approach.
It srather difficult to build atest organism—I believe the standard oneis caled amouse—when dl you
have to work with are the most primitive forms of replicator. DNA programs don’t run on mechanocytes
or sensbly designed assembler platforms; they run on much smaller, much more complex machines caled
eukaryotic cels. It sterribly hard to make a eukaryotic cdl from scratch; the traditiond techniqueisto
take an dready-working one and modify it, then induce replication and specidization. But there are no
surviving eukaryotic organisms left to work with.

They didn’t take terribly well to being boiled.

Expeditions were dispatched, to Lunograd (long since evacuated by the last of the Creators) and to the
Martian Expeditionary Outpost (ditto), in a desperate search for undenatured cell samples—but they met
with scant success. On Luna, everything had been thoroughly irradiated by cosmic rays, and on Mars,
the pervasive superoxides in the soil had massacred the precious peptide chains beyond hope of repair.
Not only had our Crestors all died—so had the infrastructure they relied on!

Then amore subtle threat emerged. Different kinds of pink goo infest different worlds. Replicators are
tenacious. There are white cdllular striae in the abyssal oceans of Europa, and strange, matted sheets of
sl f-propagating polymer on the floodplains of Titan. There are reports of something unspeakably weird,
with ataste for fullerene cables, from one of the extrasolar colonies. What if dien life, accidentaly
trangplanted to Earth in the absence of the Creators, were to gain atoe (or tentacle) hold? With
interplanetary commerce increasing by the year, the custodians of Earth’s crippled biosphere madeit a
priority to protect their planet from contamination by dien replicators. After dl, Earth’ s dead biosphereis
now little more than anutrient tank for any stray replicator that might find itsway there—and if Earth



wereto be corrupted by dien life, what then would be the prospects for rebuilding humanity?

Hence the Pink Police, more formaly known asthe Replication Suppression Agency. And the Jeeves
Corporation’slittle problem should now beclear...

FREY A NAKAMICHI-47 CHECK S out of the Cinnabar Paris and vanishes from the squares of the
city. She never resurfaces. Even her mail goes unanswered. Indeed, a curious onlooker might regard her
disgppearance as highly suspicious.

* * % % %

In point of fact, | am quartered in the precincts of a secure apartment complex hollowed out of the
decaying guts of acertain ailing business tower on the edge of the commercia didtrict. | am thereto be
outfitted and trained for my upcoming mission. The lack of word from Emma (or Victor, for that matter)
drives meto distraction—Dbut Jeeves says | can't break cover at this point. | extract apromise from him
to suborn my posta proxy and forward my mail, and force myself to leaveit in his capable hands.

Out with my old style; in with anew one. My frizz of fresh red hair hasto come off again, to be replaced
with anew crop of luxurious blond strands. (My eyebrows and other pilosynthetic follicles need plucking
and reprogramming to match, too. Ow.) Jeeves stame surgical engineer, Dr. Knox, comesto visit. When
he leaves acouple of days|ater, my eyes are sapphire blue and two sizestoo big, my belly aches, my
button-noseis upturned, and my ears cometo distinctive, delicate points. | practice deporting mysdf like
an arigo. “Bloody dves,” grumps Oscar, the site security supervisor, when hethinks| can't hear him.
He shaf-joking, of course. He knows I’ m no aristo, chibi or bishojo. But it doesn't leave mefeding any
lesssengtive.

“Dresslikethis. Walk like that. Talk like s0.” The Honorable and Most Adored Katherine Sorico is
aristo through and through, an elven bishojo princess of one of thefirst lineagesto buy itself out of
indenture and make the legp from owned to owner—the aristocracy of our brave new barbarian order
indeed. (Do | sound embittered? Hah!) Sheisolder than |, impeccably mannered, descended from a
lineage of diplomats and dominas—built to command. Or &t least that’ swhat her public identity would
have you believe. In fact, Kate Sorico doesn't exist. She went into retreat about twenty years ago, and
whileisolated from polite society, she met avery nasty end at the hands of a couple of escaped daves.
How the crime went undetected, and how Jeeves came to be in possession of her identity, isamystery to
me; but she is such an unlovable person that | don't redlly care one whit. Masguerading as Katherine
Sorico ischalenging. There are few people other than Jeevesin this cantonment, and the need to learn
my linesand stay in character Sops me from socidizing, because she wouldn’t be seen deed in their

company.

“When you enter aroom, try to remember that you own everyoneinit,” Miss Rutherford pointedly
reminds mewhen | fall hafway out of character and let my guard down for amoment. A cresking and
ancient educationdigt, shelurksin acorner of the third-floor dining room, watching me with unblinking
severity. The dining room istransformed for apublic reception, dumb zombies drafted to play the part of
camp followers. (All for the sake of my socia training.) “Y ou're not just the center of attention, you're
the reason why everyone dseistherein thefirg place.”

| blink my too-big eyes (they fed strangely tight and bloated, asif they’ re about to fal right out of my
head) and try to internalize her ingtructions. The desired behavior isnot mysterious, nevertheless, itis
difficult for meto achieve. | know how to be alady—femme mannerisms are part of my repertoire,
available on demand—but there' sa big digunction between attracting attention and demanding
obedience. And aristo isnot arole any of my soul-mingled shs have ever played. “I’'m not surel’'m
going to get the hang of this” | admit. | take a deep breath and stride toward the big chair a the middle
of thereceiving line. “Dominus Mao, | presume.” | try to invoke the correct notes of offhanded disdain



and muted respect. “ So pleased to meet you.”

“Eight out of ten,” Oscar drawls. “Y ou noticed his seconds. That would lose you faceright there. Redl
aristos don't care about the hired help.”

“Yesthey do,” snipes Miss Rutherford. “They just don't care for the hired help.” Sheturnsto me. “Y our
posture iswrong, dear. Y ou move with confidence, but you are prepared to step aside if anyone crosses
your path. Domina Katherine would order any of her serfswho obstructed her in public to suicide rather
than dlow hersdf to beimpeded by them.”

“But shewouldn’t pay them any attention until they got in her way. Little Twinkletoes hereisn’t even
getting that far,” Oscar replies. “ She' stoo anxious—"

“Oh fuck off,” I snap, momentarily falling 100 percent into the desired rich-bitch persona. “I’ll offend
whomever | want to as and when | want!”

| notice Oscar looking away from me, and follow his gaze toward the open door.
“One hopes one was not interrupting anything of great importance?’

“Nuh-oh.” | can’'t say precisdly what it is about Jeeves s expression that makes me edgy, but | focus on
himimmediatdy. “What isit?’

“Wemust talk,” he says, and retredts.
“Looks like school’ sout,” says Oscar.

“Youthink?" | hurry after Jeeves before Miss Rutherford can further critique me. | know she meanswell,
but it becomes wearing.

“Thisway.” Jeeves strides past a dojo where masked agents practice low-gee violence on each other,
then along a corridor and up to a secure door | have not been through before. | hurry to keep up with
him. “We gpologize for the haste, but it appears that the consgnment is due to arrive here shortly, and
thereisword from the Port Authority that afast liner, the Pygmalion, isbeginning preparations for
departure in the next couple of standard days.” His eyestwinkle. “A rich eccentric has offered to pay for
al accommodation remaining unoccupied at departure in return for an expedited charter flight.”

“ToMas...?

“The Jeeves Corporation is not infinitely rich, my dear; it isnot our doing. But fortuitous happengtanceis
something that we are adept at diverting to our purposes, what?’ He opensthe door. “ Katherine, |
should like to introduce you to Dr. Murgatroyd, from the Sleepless Cartel. Needlessto say, they’rethe
supplier we' re working with. Excellence, Katherine isto serve asthe courier for your payload. Perhaps
you would careto brief her on its care and handling?’

| gulp and take a hesitant step forward. What the Honorable Katherine would do dips from my mind and
shatters beneath a many-faceted gaze as Dr. Murgatroyd turns his three heads and two instrument
platformsto bear on me.

I’m no morphophobe. | can cope with people who look strange or are the wrong size and shape;
ancients know, I’ ve had enough experiences of that kind myself. But the doctor’ s design puts my
fight/flight response on notice: Part of me expects him to chop me up for spare parts at any instant.
“Gredtings, Katherine.” His voice resonates from a pedesta off to one side. It soundslikeit’ s being put
together by cut and paste from raw phonemes. “1 am very pleased to meet you. Would you sit down



over here?’ Onethree-fingered arm swings around to gesture at areclining examination chair.

Severa of my selves scream No! distractingly loudly, but | steel myself and step forward. “What do you
haveinmind?’ | ask, trying to put the right note of arrogant disdain into my voice.

“A prdiminary examination of the host’ sabdomind cavity isindicated, ” Dr. Murgatroyd buzzes. “No
intrusive surgery isrequired at thistime. Y ou have no cause for darm.”

“Alright.” My voice wantsto quaver, but | don’t et it. | climb into the chair and pull my feet up into the
stirrups without so much asaglance a Jeeves. “ So. What exactly isit you want meto deliver?’

* * % % %

The Ghosts of Mars

* % % % %

MUCH LATER, RECLINING on achaisein the grand saloon of the Pygmalion as| stare through the
crystal porthole at the burnished disk of recessiona Mercury, | think back to that examination, and to Dr.
Murgatroyd' s explanation of what it is| amto do. | stifle acold shudder.

* % k % %

“The payload isinactive,” Murgatroyd explained, “and it is not going to replicate uncontrollably. It will be
supplied to you frozen, in acryogenic container, and in this Sate it can survive anoxia, low temperatures,
and high acceleration. However, it must be activated and transferred to an appropriate therma carrier
prior to delivery, and it must be conceded from customsingpection while it unpacksitsdf...”

I’ m sure the Honorable and Most Adored Katherine Sorico would have told Murgatroyd exactly where
he could put his payload—iprobably at gunpoint—but | am not so tough. | smply reminded mysdlf that |
was in desperate need of paid employment and gritted my teeth.

Jeevesis certainly making the job worth my while. If thisistheworst it hasto offer, then... we'll see.

From my new perspective, Stting pretty in the first-classlounge of an expressliner as Mercury recedes
below us, thewordt threat is boredom. One does not gladly hibernate if oneis paying for firs-class
accommodation and entertainment, but thisis along journey; the distance between Mercury and Mars
varies between 170 million kilometers and nearly 300 million kilometers at opposition. Pygmalion isa
speedy M2P2 ship, not adow interorbit cycler like High Wire, but even with constant acceleration on
the way out and ass stance decel erating from the magbeam transmitters on Phobos, it’ s going to take us
nearly ninety daysto make the passage. The package I’ m carrying needs to be activated twenty days
before we arrive; until then, it's concedled in asmall cryodtat in the base of aprofoundly ugly black
mode! of an extinct airborne replicator that preyed on other smilar avioforms. My misson isto avoid
succumbing to depression, creating a scandal, or otherwise attracting attention. Which may not be so
easy, for | am one of only eight principa paying fares on thisflight, and the face-achingly strange disguise
I”’m wearing tugs at my awareness constantly, squeezing meinto the shape of somebody dse'slife.

I’'m not traveling alone. “Y ou’ re an aristo, you need servants,” Jeevestold me. “Take two.” To keep
watch on the statue when | am not in my cabin, he assigned me apair of munchkin assgtants, Bill and
Ben, who are connected in some way with the consgnment, | gather. In public they pretend to be
dave-chipped servants, cowed and obedient and quick to bounce out of the paying passengers way.
But in private... | haveno private. If | wasared aristo, I’ d switch them off when | wanted privacy, and
if they were real arbeiters, they’ d have no option but to let me. And within aday or two of departure,
they have mewishing | could. It'snot just sarcasm and dy asides. | am required to act in character, asa
dominating arigto bitch; they are my servants. It setsus up for chilly formality at best and resentful hogtility



at worst. And unlikeareal aristo, who would have the keysto their souls, | have no comeback. The only
souls|’ve got are my own and the one | wear. The graveyard travelsin my luggage, locked. Merely
convincing Jeevesto let me take it with me required argument, for he warned methat it would be a
Security risk.

But enough about dl that.

Pygmalion isafast solar clipper, ableto sustain dmost a hundredth of a gee continuoudy. Pygmalion
doesn't carry steerage—passengers are accommodated inside an airy, lightweight bubble almost twenty
metersin diameter, dedicated to their comfort and amusement. It' sgtrictly firgt class, plus servants. As
the Honorable and Most Adored Katherine Sorico, traveling with two of her household between a

bus ness engagement on Cinnabar and the winter resorts of Olympus, nobody questions my right to a
seat. But | keep my distance, Sitting in acorner of the grand saloon for much of thetime, quietly
obsarving the other passengers while playing interminable hands of solitaire againgt mysdlf.

The cause of our early departure holds court at the far end of the saloon, accompanied by a
stripped-down coterie of courtiers, five flappersto keep her amused throughout the long passage. The
Venerable Granita Ford is old money, about as old asit comes among our kind. Her fortune just barely
postdates the desth of our Creators, and it shows. (One of the curses of Rhea' s Get is our painfully tuned
good taste—painful becauseit is so easily offended.)

Granitais humanoid, of course. Most of the early aristos are descended from lineages that served as
deputies for our progenitorsin socia Stuations, as secretaries and carers, and consequently they are
traditional in body plan—hbut like my current disguise, she has the bishojo features, colorful plumage, and
flat, texturdless skin that proclaims her anime, not animated. She and my nemesison Venus could be evil
twins. | sudy her sddong, trying not to be noticed; she' slaughing at some witticism of thigh-dapping
proportions that aflapper has just offered up, but her smiles never reach her eyes.

Midway down the lounge, the second most important potentates aboard float in Sately isolation,
disdaining the fawning of clients. The Lyrae twins are the sole survivors of amost sngular lineege—a
scientific research group—now grown rich from patent banditry, their skulls sudded with instrument
jacks repurposed to hold the souls of their deceased sibs. These strange scholars of the night say little
and move around less. They confinethalr interactions to the odd fish-eyed stare at any interloper who
straystoo close.

And then there are the other passengers, solitary aristos and their daves—like the Honorable Katherine
Sorico. | am far from aone, but it will take much boredom to drive meinto socia intercourse with such
as| fly with. Reza Agile, waleyed and trinocular, abounty hunter by trade; Sinbad-15, an automatic
prospecting unit made good on the groaning backs of hisdaves, Mary X. Vausa, who travelsin
commodities of questionable origin—none of them, if you' Il harbor my opinion, arejewe sin the crown of
high society. They are, in point of fact, vile exploitative aristocrats one and dl; and I’'m resigned to
spending the next three months in moody isolated discomfort.

Pygmalion does her best to keep me distracted and entertained, of course (it's part of her function, as
hostess and conductor), but | think she senses my disenchantment. I'm just glad she doesn’'t make
anything of it in public. Which iswhy I’ m surprised when she makes her presence known to mewhilel’m
puzzling over aparticularly tough hand. “Y our ladyship?If | may spesk?’

| freeze for amoment as| ask, What would the Honorable Katherine Sorico do? then relax.
“Certainly,” | say politely. (The Honorable et ceterawould assume that the ship wouldn’t have the
temerity to interrupt her gamefor something trivid. Therefore, she'd be polite. Right?)



“I can't help noticing that you have been playing alot of solitaire,” Pygmalion saystentatively. “If it'snot
presumptuous, can | interest you in agame of bridge? I’ m trying to organize one for tomorrow evening,
after dinnertime.” Dinnertimeis an entirely arbitrary affair. While the Lyrae twins are eccentric
gourmands—tucking into hegps and drifts of exotic synthetic sweetmeets before purging it from their
digestersin amogt disturbing manner—most of the rest of us charge our energy and feedstock in private,
by more conventiona means. But it’ straditional to mark dinnertime aboard ship, like playing arecording
of abrass bell every seventy-two hundred seconds, and it serves as a useful marker for shipboard
entertainments.

| flicker through WWtHKSD in afraction of a second, and incline my head politely. (One of the
Honorable et cetera s quirksis aweakness for games of chance, and as one of Rhed s Get, | havethe
necessary skill to participate, feign enjoyment, and lose gracefully.) “1 shall consider it,” | say, offering
Pygmédlion aclear win. | do not relish the prospect of socializing with the other passengers, but neither do
| want to stand out, if by so doing | publicize my inauthenticity. | frown at the cards magneticaly clasped
to thetray before me: | have afeding this puzzl€ sinsoluble.

THAT NIGHT | dream my way into Juliette' s memory-maze for thefirst time.

* % % % %

It'sabout time | began to fully integrate her experiences. I’ ve been wearing her soul chip for more than
ten days now, and even in thefirst few hours, echoes of her ghost began to haunt me: the lingering
familiarity of Paris stouch, ady sharp sense of the bodies tumbling in the dojo. These are things that
Juliette would know better than 1. Normally one experiences d§avu from adead sb’smemories only if
one moveswithin her milieu, but I’ ve been having hot flashes of her character ever since | met Jeeves.
Some echos of my untidy life are segueing into hers. Consequently, the first bleed-through dream comes
asno surprise.

Julietteis one of my lineage, another of Rhea' s Get; but sheis quite unlike me. She has odd, baletic
reflexesthat kick in without warning and blindside me, spinning me around in response to movements
half-glimpsed from the corner of one eye. She has our meticul ous atention to detail, but appliesit to
places and things as much as to people and manners. She' saways looking over her shoulder. She
awaysfedswatched, but not by friends. She alwaysfedstense, but not afraid. And she hasavery
strong sense of who sheis.

The stars glare down like lidless, unblinking specks set deep in the sockets of askull-like sky. It' sas
black and empty asan airless crypt, and | know at once there islittle atmosphere above us, even before |
fed the fatty heater packs that encircle my joints under the quilted suit and heavy brocade coat that |
wear. Brocade? Fabric? | glance around at the stony landscape, the low, drystone wall, seeing it in the
ghostly tones of boosted vision. There’s moonlight... | look up a thetiny, fleeing pebblein the sky,
racing from horizon to horizon, and when | look higher gtill | see the ghostly knife-edge of Bifrog, dicing
the sky inhaf. That'Il be Phobos. Of course, I'm on Mars. (I have aghost-memory of an dibi; a
formal ball in apleasure dome on Olympus, and a stedlthy nighttime spider-ride while abody-double
zombie coversfor mefor the duration of adance card.) | look around again, carefully scanning for
pursuers. I’ ve got afeding that acompanion, unseen, lurks out of my sight: someone watching over me.
There' s something on the far side of the wall, something dreadful and strange. I’ ve come hereto do a
risky job, and I’'m nervous. (No, Juliette isnervous. I'm frightened. Because, you know, thisisn't the
firg timel’ ve woken up insde another of my sster’s memories—and bad things can happento you in
there)

A long way behind me there’ saparked spider, its open door dripping light across the reddish sandy
desert. Now | know where | am, but it doesn’t make mefed any better. Beyond thewall | can seethe



scul pted stone domes and gantries of afamous mausoleum. They loom againgt the unforgiving sky likethe
skeletons of abandoned spacecraft. | tiptoe dong the path, aware that my information may be mideading;
the guardiansthis place is famous for might not be comatose. The night is chilly, and my coet crackles
around me as| wak, fabric rustling unessily.

Thelych-gateis chained shut with an antique padlock, frost-rimed and sand-scoured. It' sthe work of a
moment to crack the hasp open (1 carry aviciouslittle multitool fitted with awrist-lock adapter), and then
| dipinsde and look around.

Thethird expedition to Marsisthe one that everyone remembers, of course. It'sagridy tale, and a
cautionary one. And so we repedt it down the years, at parties and drunken gatherings that need afrisson
of feear—thetale of how, after three years on the ground, their orbital return vehicle’ s oxidizer tank failed
while they were pressurizing it. How they hunkered down with their remaining suppliesto await rescue by
therdief misson; and how ahuge solar flare struck during the rdief ship’ s launch window, forcing its
crew to abandon ship. Wetdl of the suicides, noble and heroic, determined by lot to Stretch the
supplies—the murders, too, and the madness, and the resignation and despair as the clocks counted past
the point of no return. And we shudder at the arrival of the fourth expedition, three yearslater, haf ayear
after the food ran out, and what they found; the commander gill standing in her pressure suit, propped
againgt arock to greet her relief, faceplate unlatched benegth the empty sky...

Our Creators were clearly insane. Sending canned primates to Mars was never going to end happily. But
theirswas a glorious madness! They actudly thought they were going to the stars. And the graveyard
custodians, having done their best to honor their charges, reflect it in their own inimitable way.

| sneak ingdethe drystone walls and adong the gravel path. Every pebble is machined to micrometer
tolerances, lovingly laid in the bed that divides the carved-sandstone obelisks from the row of statues that
memorialize the dead heroes of Greater Indonesia, falen in the wake of the Indian and Chinese
expeditions. Few visit the graveyard, and there has been little wear and tear Sncethelast of our Crestors
shook the dirt of this planet from their boots and took themselves home to die. Consequently, the sextons
have spent the last two centuries elaborating and embellishing the mausoleum. They’ ve dowly turned
what was once asmple and tasteful rock garden into an outlandish necropolis, afitting memorid to a
dead species dream of planetary colonization.

A hundred years ago, any visitor who announced themselves to the sextons would have been made
welcome, conducted on atour of the cemetery, and allowed to meditate or worship asthey would. But
there have been politica problemsin recent times, and unwelcome incursions. Grave robbers and
genome bandits hoping to find undamaged chromosomal materid with their vita sssRNA and S-RNA
sequences intact—even undenatured enzymes—have repeatedly tried to stedl the buried mummies of
Mars. The graves of heroes have become an attractive nuisance, amagnet for the worst of our kind. The
sextons responded by defending it obsessively, in that very specia manner that makes ancient and
deranged arbeiters with no override so dangerous.

| passthefirst impaled skeletonsfifty metersin. There aretwo of them, delicately threaded onto
rust-reddened spikesto either side of the gravel path, just before aflight of stepsthat leadsupto a
carved waist-high stone balustrade and the first row of tombs. They are child-sized, large-headed chibi
grave robbers with gaping eye sockets and cracked jaws locked in asilent scream of rage and
frudtration. Their flensed arms till twitch their ragged claws a the thin air, for the sextons refuse to
pervert their ingtructions by killing. I dip between them like aghost, sparing them no sideways glance,
Their rescueis not my business; and in any case, after al these years, they will likely be asmad asthe
jalerswho have severed their speech centers and raised them aoft as a dreadful warning.

Huge stone sarcophagi loom to either side of the path, surmounted by heroic statuary: angelsin pressure



suits stand over the falen, wings drooping and |eading-edge flaps extended. Between them and behind
them the sextons have carved amultitude of rough, gnarly columns surmounted by dendritic effusions of
tubesand airfails, asif inimitation of some glade of extinct sessilelife-forms. (Plants, that’ swhat they’re
cdled. Trees. Juliette has sudied them, | recal.)

| sneak past empty crypts and petrified trees, following the path past more monumenta carvings, selae
of red sandstone bearing sgns of aorasion (while the atmosphereisthin and chill, it sufficesto blow
storms of sand and dust across the graveyard several timesin each long Martian year). Presently, my
map-fu prompts me to turn aong a sunken, narrow side path that leads behind another wall, shielded
from theinnermost circle of graves (their memorialsal carved in the shape of fantastic, archaic
gpacecraft). | am bardy fifty meters from my destination when the skin in the small of my back tenses, a
moving wave of irritation nudging me up againg the chilled rock surface as| sense vibration through the
soles of my feet. Thud. Thud. The sexton’s ominous monopod gait issow and tentative, cautioudy
advancing. They can hear through their feet, my employer warned me. If you move, they' Il get a
bearing on you. And then they’ll leap.

I’m too closeto give up now! But if | move, the sexton will hear me. They’ re not fast—not until they get
the jump on you—but a hollow dread fills me at the thought of faling into their squamous grasp. Inthis
garden of rest, the screaming wordless living have come to outnumber the dead. They attract quixotic
rescuers despite the persistent rumors that the sextons booby-trap the soul chips of their victims. A new
fear beginsto sted up on me, for the monopod’ s concussive stomping has stopped—and | am losing
power. Out here on the stony nighttime desert of Mars, heater packs or no, the temperature drops
adarmingly; the ground benesth my feet sgps energy fast, and the breeze adds awind-chill that my heavy
coat cannot entirely block. If | do not move on and complete my mission, | amin danger of freezing
solid—in which state the sextons will discover me sooner or later.

Gravd rattlesnearby. A titter of quiet encrypted chatter passes me by. I'm not alone in here tonight, it
seems. Of all the bad luck...

A pair of doll-sized ninjas dide past the end of my aleyway in a poisonous glide, pausing briefly to check
for surprises. They miss me because | hide in the shadows like a discarded sack of gravel, my skin and
hair dided down to the black of aMartian nighttime shadow—they’ re scanning for sextons, not rivas.
They belong to Her, of course, and like dl of Her little creatures, they are vicious and focused,
gpecia-purpose organisms designed for just one task. They're not here because of me; they seem to be
trying to reach the central crypt. That would be a disaster for Jeeves, for Sheisajealous mistress. If they
get what She wants, they’ll blow the dome behind them, let in the desert sands and the corrosive,
superoxidizing dust to wipe the Creator tomb clean of resdud replicators—and I’ d get the blame.

| hear more brief, encrypted chatter. The sexton on the other side of thewall is motionless, waiting. | can
fed its presence like an oppressive weight at the back of my head, its outrage at the intrusion of motion
and lifeinto its garden of tranquil death. The ninjastitter mockingly. | close my eyes, blinking away athin
filmof ice. Can | triangulate on them...? They use eectrosense, true, and | can fed their near-field
proximity. They're just over there—

| look around asthefirst black-sheathed dwarf launches himself at me from the other end of the ley and
redlize, | was wrong, they tagged me the first time around! He brings aweapon to bear on meas|
begin to move, and | wonder desperately, Where' s his backup?—abecause the one you don’t seeisthe
onewho killsyou. Hefiresas| legp with dl the force my discharging leg muscles can put out inasingle
extension. Something tugs at my coat as| soar into the night, the ground dwindling beneath me, and |
walit for the second shooter, helplesson my arc—

THUMP. | am not the only areonautica flier tonight. The sexton clearsthewall in ahuge, lurching bound.



| seeit slhouetted against the sky for amoment, the giant helica shell balanced above abroad, lenticular
foot; | even glimpse the toothed maw on its underside, the scrapersthat so patiently rasp stone and meta
into shape, flense grave robbers, and mutilate intruders. But it doesn’t see me—their designer saw no
need to gift them with nanometric sensors—and then | am tumbling back to land more or less on the spot
whereit launched itsdf from ambush.

| hear screams, and aconcussion that | fed through thewall, then moist, crunching sounds. | continue on
my way, chastened and cautious.

TWIN #1 HOLDS awriggling cleaner up to the light, ingpecting it minutely. “ The hitory of lifeisnot one
of progress, but one of random contingency,” he declares pompoudy. “Life-forms evolve, the better to
assimilate energy sources. So it saysin the good book, and so | shall demonstrate.” Heraisesthe
malfunctioning microcleaner to his mandibles and bisectsit cleanly, then startsto compressit between his
madticators. My spiritssink: | know what's coming next.

* * % % %

Thisisday thirty of the voyage, and we have been reduced to salon games and philosophical
debate—those of uswho have no mgjor businessinterests to spend our time managing a some remove,
that is—but to be sucked into this...!

Twin #2 casts aglance of withering scorn at hissib. “Nonsense! The religious doctrine of evolution relies
on the transubstantiation of the holy design by the miracle of mutation. We do not mutate, we are
manufactured. So | refuteit.”

The Lyrae twins have been restaging this old chestnut for nearly ten days, now. I'm not sure whether they
only doit to annoy, or if there' s some degper meaning to the squabble, but they keep dragging it out and
rehashing it between card games. And Twin #1 insists on egting live cangpés while they lock horns. It's
most distressing.

(I supposeit’'seven more distressing if you happen to be one of the snacks, but as the Lyrae twins seem
to befairly civilized for gourmets—they obey Rule Number One: “Never try to eat anything larger than
your own head”—I’'m fairly safe. For the time being, anyway.)

“There sno such thing as random mutation,” says Sinbad-15, launching itself into the debate at short
notice. “ Change arandom ingtruction in a program, and what happens? It sops working. Complexity is
irreducible. Y es, complex systems—Iike people—can design other complex systems, including ones that
exceed their own metrics, but you' d have us believe that Smple systems can generate complex onesif
you Smply break them often enough at random? Stuff and nonsense! Superdtition! Next you'll betelling
us there were no Crestors—"

“On the contrary! It isfrom the Creators themsalves that the holy scriptures of evolution cometo us, from
the great prophet Darwin, peace be unto him, and his saintly disciples Dawkins and Gould. We have their
holy scripturesto guide us, and they are most explicit on these points—"

“But we' ve got the engineering modelsl And the design schematal” Sinbad-15 is clearly annoyed by
Twin#1'sirrationa and superdtitious ins stence that people evolved by accident. “\WEe ve even got the
purchase orders! With this upgraded arm, | refute you!” He reaches over and snags a many-legged
ingpection lamp from the bowl that Twin #1 ismunching on, and | can't help noticing that he’ s got some
very srange-looking fingers.

“Redly?’ Twin#1 saysmockingly. “That’ sjust the Lamarckian heresy in disguise. | supposeyou' d say
that your physica size—so much bigger than the average free citizen these days—is deliberate? Or
hadn’t you noticed people getting smaller these days?’



Honestly, these discuss ons make my head hurt. There' s something about the holy doctrine of Evolution
that seemsto attract the worst kind of dogmatic, evangdical, close-minded people, and sometimesiit
seems asif they won't be content until they have converted everyoneto their religious creed. (Some of
them are even believersin the mystery of reincarnation; manikins who think they’ re the reembodied Sate
vectors of our dead Creators. Stupid superstitionists!) | try to concentrate on the cards stuck to the wall
infront of me, but it's hard to shut out the squabbling, and though | wish Sinbad-15 well of it, | think his
chances of convincing Twin#1 that we were all created by rational beings are dim, even though the
frustrated dreams and cautionary memories| inherited from Rheatell methat it was ever so.

“It' stroublesome, isit not?” A cool, somewhat amused voice insnuatesitsaf in my ear by way of
electrospesk. “They’ll be at it for days, on apoint of principle, long after it's become tiresome.”

| try not to startle too violently, for the source of thisintrusive and unwel come confidenceisthe
Venerable Granita Ford. | dowly turn my head, and see that she’ swatching me from across the saloon.
Her attendants are inattentive for once, spectators at the nonsensica debate that threastens to swallow
two-thirds of the passengers. She blinks dowly, those huge, limpid eyes occulted by lids bedraggled by
their huge blue lashes, then beginsto smile. | am, it seems, invited to court. It' sthe kind of invitation | can
livewithout, but it would be unwise to ignore her. | wave ahand across my cards, resetting them, then
kick off toward her.

Aside from mysdf, the venerable Granitais the most humanoid person in the lounge; but nobody would
dareto cal her an outlandish ogre. A meter and two-thirdstall, and apparently of gracile build within the
confines of her spun-glassfinery, she sportsafull head of azure feathers confined in anet of finegold
wire; and, of course, the delicate chin, uptilted nose, and huge eyes of the bishojo aristocracy. But other
than that, she could pass for a Creator maiden, abeit one who hasindulged in extreme cosmetology. If |
did not know her to be atwo-and-a-haf-century-old tyrant, a noblewoman and daveholder, | might
think her invitation was born of casud curiogty. But with Granitaand her kind, nothing iscasud.

“And what isyour position on the matter, my lady?’ | ask.

She feigns ayawn—an elaborate, archaic gesture to flush her gas-exchange reservoirs (and trictly
speaking unnecessary here, for Pygmalion won't have molecular oxygen in her passenger quarters; it's
too chemically reactive)—and glances sdelong a me. “Does it matter?’ she asks. “ Theology makesthe
ship fly nofagter.”

“I suppose nat,” | hear myself agreeing, somewhat to my surprise. Half of meiswondering how to get
away from thisvile old hag, but my other half seemsto be somewhat uncertain. “It passesthetime.”

“For some,” she agrees. “Y ou interest me, madame. | have a strange sense that | seem to remember you
from somewhere.” She does not smile, and aterrible chill floods up and down my spine.

“| don't believewe vemet,” | say. “At least, before thisvoyage.”

“Yes. Which iswhat makesit such astrange feding. Polite society in Cinnabar being assmall asitis,
after al. Perhaps you remind me of somebody.”

It smy turn for asmile—abluff, of course. “ Sometimes one wants to keep alow profile”

Her returning smileis coy. “Of course.”

UP THE AVENUE of shadows | march, coattails siveeping the moonlit gravel. Each pebbleiscarved in
minute detail. The memento mori hollows of an open-visored helmet repeat athousand times acrossthe
arms breadth span between crumbling walls of Martian sandstone. Behind me, the sexton dines heavily
on my would-be ns, dready their reedy screams grow shorter, though the crunching, durping



sounds continue.

* % %k k% %

To my left, arow of empty stone sarcophagi are set back in acoveswithin thewall. Each is surmounted
by astatue of the dead Creator who formerly sumbered within, their pose at once noble and heroic, as
befits the graveyard of those who would dare to reach for the stars. For some reason, those who died of
gtarvation, or gnawed on the bodies of their fallen comrades, are gowned in the formal robes of the
Indonesian Idamic Republic’ sjudiciary; those who walked out into the Martian desert and opened their
faceplates, to leave food and air for their companions, are pictured in “ space suits,” those claustrophobic
contrivances of fabric and meta that the Creators depended on when they ventured outside the
environment for which they were designed.

Between the sarcophagi, guardian angels stand at attention, wings outstretched and flaps extended. Their
eyes arefierce asthey grip their assault rifles of holy office, ready to see off any who would disturb the
dumber of their charges.

Now, if my information is correct, the second angel on the left—yes, | seeit. Itsgun is suspicioudy
smooth for awork of sculpture. | walk over to it and reach inside my coat to retrieve the gridy token |
paid so much for. Then | touch fingertip to gun muzzle.

“Pess, friend,” the guardian angel electrospeaks me, and | pull back my hand. The severed digit of the
deliverator | dip back in my pocket, authentication tokens and al. Sometimes identity-based
authentication isagood way of securing your perimeter... but not always. Even the sextons need to buy
supplies. And the sextons are o paranoid about intruders that they don’t want smart guards? That's
their problem, | tell mysdf as| dip past the guards, open the gate, and enter the rock garden that
surrounds the mausoleum.

The mausoleum stands on its own within awalled garden of immaculately carved memorid stones. Sitting
atop acircle of twenty Doric columns, the roof takes the shape of asquat conica landing craft, legs
extended in the moment that precedes touchdown. | walk toward the entrance, barely visiblein the
shifting shadows of Phobos s passage. Permafrost crackles beneath my feet. In the distance, impaled
wretches moan as adistant bell tollsthe hour of the night. | sepinside.

Here are stacked the treasure tubes of Mars, rescued from their graves and brought hither by the sextons
when the spate of robberies becameintolerable. (It's easer to guard asingle mausoleum at the center of
adefended ingtdlation than a scattering of graves across an open landscape.) They liein twenty thin
auminum canisters, stacked in araft at the center of thefloor. The bell tolls, but their ears do not hear.
My skin crawls, chromatophores tensing into black spiky cones as | approach the pile, something akin to
superstitious dread gnawing at the edge of my mind; these are our Cresators, and thismay be ascloseto
meseting my Dead Love as| shall ever come, unless the plans of—of who?—cometo fruition. Dead, and
yet containing the seeds of undeath; there are pink goo replicatorsin here, desiccated and chilled, but
nevertheessintact, their monstroudy profligate duplication technology present (how strange!) in every
cdl.

She wants the samples, of course. She'll happily destroy the rest, to deny them to Her competitors—but
firgt, She wants the vita undamaged proteome, hydrogen bonds and disulphide bridgesintact and
unbroken by hest: the chromosomes, DNA tidily supercoiled and held in place, methylation groups
sgnaing their activation status. She wantsto scrutinize the cdllsfor tiny scraps of RNA, subtle
modulators and trigger sequences to make the machinery spring into life. And when Her artificersare
done, they will build Her acell, clocks and sequencers reset to zero, primed with enzymes and
paingtakingly reconstructed organdlles... and She will throw the switch and put her vile schemeinto
action.



We can’t be having that, can we?

| tiptoe over to the stack of tubes and bend over the topmost layer. The tubes are thin-walled and light,
as befits a coffin shipped dl the way from Earth; thereisadusty label bonded to the nearest one. | read
its English trandation with some difficulty; ABDUL AZIZ IBRAHIM, it says. XENOBIOLOGIST.
Below thelabel, aseries of latches, dull and corroded.

| am reaching into my inner pocket for the sampler when | sense avibration through the soles of my feet.
| look round in ahurry for somewhereto hide. Isit near and quiet, or far away and loud? | make a hasty
decision, and jam the sampler up againgt the gasket of the coffin. It coughs asit stabsiits sted beak
through the membrane and into the mummified remainswithin. | yank it out hadtily, cap the point, and
head for the entrance asfast as| can.

But I'mtoo late.

IT"SNOT UNTIL the Lyraetwins are hdfway into their third course and the fifth back-and-forth of the
debate that the venerable Granita Ford puts away her smal talk and getsto the point. “Y ou haven't so
much as hinted at what bringsyou to Mars,” she says. “ That interests me. Keeping onesdf private isnot
unusual. But such totd restraint, after so long—you' Il forgive mefor finding that curious, | hope.”

* * % % %

Save me from the attentions of bored dowagers! | slently curse Jeeves, but | have aconfabulation
ready. Likedl such, it functions best by blending truth and falsehood. “I’m performing afavor for a
friend,” | say, trying to put just the right arch emphasis on the word to imply that they are nothing of the
kind. “Nothing more and nothing less.”

Ford' s carnivorous smile widens. “Come, my dear. D’you think | haven't noticed the size of your court?
Or how lightly you travel ? 1 understand completely; your little problem is safe with me.” Whichisto say,
she' s swallowed the cover story—that the Honorable Katherine Sorico hasfallen upon hard timesand is
reduced to providing very expensive servicesfor very discreet, rich clients—and is prepared to use it
agang me. “1 sympathize completely, and | can bethe soul of discretion. But I'm till curious. What isit
that takes you from Mercury to Mars with such haste?”

“Why, the availahility of trangport, nothing more and nothing less.” | raise my crystal drinking bulb and
ingest asp of sweet liqueur, using the motion to distract as | compose my features. “My friend wantsa
pair of trustworthy eyesto look over someinterests of histhat are giving him reason for concern.”
Trustworthy meaning independent and unindentured. Unlikely to be suborned by a conspiracy to
throw off the shackles of proxy ownership, in other words. “About which | can say no more.” And that
should dam the air lock down before her probing, becauseif thereisasingleissuethat dl aristoshold in
confidence, it isthe whispered threat of an indentured arbeiter conspiracy againgt the moneyed dlite.

Granita s smile evaporates. For amoment | think | ve gone too far. Then she reaches acrossthetable
and graspsmy arm. | fedl the hum of powerful motors conced ed within the satin sheath of her forma
glove. “Onetrugsthat you will remember your friends, should times become difficult.” She staresat me,
eyesglittering as coldly and brilliantly asrhinestones.

“Indeed, my lady.” 1 nod, the amost bow that | practice daily, that isreflexive for the bishojo ruling caste.
“| shdl do that.”

“Wadll, then, it' ssettled!” Shefeignslighthearted ddlight, asif | have not momentarily scared the shit out of
her with rumor of adave rebdlion. * One good word deserves another, | think.”

“Oh. Yes?’ Thetrichloroethanein the liqueur istickling my chemotactic sensors, infusing them with arich



warmth that isdightly disorienting.

“The Pink Police have very recently been placed on heightened dert. It appearsthey are afraid that a
cache of replicators has been raided on Mars. They are searching everyone arriving on or departing the
planet, and even with my connections, | am afraid we might be delayed on arriva.”

| freeze for afew seconds, then knock back the rest of my drink to conceal my dismay. Two thingsare
gpparent. Fird, | haven't fooled her at dl; she thinks 1’ m smuggling something. And secondly, if she's
telling the truth (and not just acunning lieto flush me out), it's clear that they’ relooking for me.

Which means Jeeves has aleak in his organization.

| RETURN TO the plush, londly claustrophobia of my cabin, cloisonnéenamel inlay and swagged-velvet
drapes conceding sogp-bubble lithium-dloy walls. Of my “servants,” Bill iselsawhere; Benishunched in
hisusua spot between my shipping trunk and the coreward bulkhead, chewing on awire. “Y ou again,”
he mutters.

* k % k %

“Where'sBen?’ | ak.
“None of your business, mistress.” His sarcasm is charmlessin the extreme.

“Then | suppose hewon't want to hear what | just picked up in thelounge,” | snap, as| swing down the
safety bars by my bed and float insde. “ The Pink Police have gone onto high aert. They’re searching al
traffic between Mars and orhit.”

“Oh,” Bill responds disappointingly. He stands up, releasing the wire. “I’ d better go tell him, then.” He
leaves abruptly, by way of the servants hatch.

Alone—for thetime being—I let mysdlf drift down to the deeping pad, then fold the safety bars back into
place. (While Pygmalion normally accelerates at barely a hundredth of a gee, she sometimes hasto
dodge debris. Traveling at hundreds of kilometers per second, even asand grain can be deadly: and sand
grains don’t show up on radar at long range. Consequently, the evasive maneuvers can be bruta—and
after thefirgt timethey’ re plastered against the ceiling by the emergency thrusters, even the most
pigheaded aristos learn to respect the safety bars on their beds.)

Lying securely on anest of bedding, | check my pad, as| have donefor the past fifty days. Normdly it's
replete with chatter, to which | have to spend some time responding—aqueries from the managers of
Katherine Sorico’ sfictiona estates, requests for authorizations to disburse funds and return company
accounts—all meaningless, but essentid if | am to maintain my cover identity. Thistime, I’ m surprised to
see ared message hidden in the morass. It purports to be about repairs to asummer house in Tasmania,
but as1 skimit hurriedly | suddenly redize there' s an imago attachment. And it'sfrom Emmal

“Siger.” Her sudden formality isjarring. “I gather you' ve met my friend.” | have? “And you' re no longer
on Venus. Or Mercury. | don't know where you are, and | don’t want to—if this message reaches you,
best not to reply.”

| squint at the imago, trying to make out the background. It’ s dark, and something about Emma’s
appearanceis't right. Her hair isaglassy shell around the top of her head, her skinis—oh. She's
wearing cryoskin, of the kind we only need in the very chilliest of environments. | blink, irritated. “ Go
on.”

“I hear you've beenin trouble lately. I’ m sorry about that; we d have spared you if we could. But I'min



trouble, too, and | need your assistance.” She pauses for amoment, but not to take breath; where sheis
standing, the traditiona oxygen-nitrogen ambient mix would flow like water. What on Earth can she be
talking about?

“For along time now, we—some of your sibhs—have been engaged in aline of work we' ve been careful
to keep you out of. That’ syou, Freya, and everyone else who didn’t need to be directly involved; you're
our sgters, and we cherish you, but we didn’t want to involve you because what we do isrisky and
distasteful. So only afew of uswereinvolved at any time. Unfortunately, there aren’t enough of usleft.
So we need your help. We need to bring you into the circle.”

Circleof what?“Get to the point,” | mutter.

“We—mysdf, and | think it's safe to name the dead ones, so | can dso say: Juliette, Chloe, Aphrodite,
Sinead, and some otherswho are il dive so it'sbest if you don’t know who—are Block Two sibs.

Y ou, and mogt of our sgters, are Block One. Y ou were initialized from a soul dump of Rheathat was
taken right after her certification, when she was nineteen yearsold and in her sixth ingar.” Sixth—and
find, adult-sized—body, that is. It takes along time, years and years, to educate and train an archetype
for alineage of concubines. There sno easy way to short-circuit childhood if you' retrying to build high
empathy and interpersond skills. I (she, | remind myself) was ported through a series of bodies along the
way from créche to cathouse, and only declared complete by our trainers on reaching the sixth ingtar.

“What you weren't told isthat after that template dump was taken, Rhea underwent further training. We
Block Two sibs have been privileged to receive an update from a soul chip she recorded during her
nineteenth indar, at agethirty.” Nineteenth? How in the name of my Dead Love did she get through
thirteen bodies in eleven years? “Physcdly we reidenticd, but mentaly. .. we have some extratraining.
We can hide among you quite effectively, but the fact remains, we' re different.”

| pause theimago. Emma s confession isoutrageous She's not—redly not, where it counts—one of
us? She'sasdb of an older, different lineage that—hang on. My head’ s spinning. My hand goesto the
back of my head, pushing aside the weight of my synthetic curls. Juliette. She's compatible. I'm
dreaming her, aren’t I? It'safact that you can't exchange memorieswith adifferent lineage. Y ou get
nothing but fuzzy impressions at best—insanity and catatoniaat worst. So. Emmacis of my line. But she's
claming to haveextra... what?

“That’ sdright. Take your time.” Her lips curvein asmilethat doesn't reach her eyes. 1t shard to
accept, | know. But swapping memories and remembering our dead isonly part of the program. Thisis
what our soul chipswere designed for in the first place—to alow in-field upgrades, so that we can avoid
obsolescence by acquiring new skills and experiences. And there’ s nothing as obsolescent asa

concubine tailored to please an extinct species, isthere? | sarted out just like you, Freya, as aBlock
One sister. Now we need you to upgrade to Block Two. Y ou can start the process whenever you
like—just load one of us, Chloe or Sinead perhaps. It |l take a couple of years to complete the process,
but once you start, you' |l gain accessto the reflexes you need.”

| pause the imago again and rub the socket at the top of my spine. “What'sin it for me?’ | ask.

Evidently Emma gave her imago some footnotesto roll out if | seemed unconvinced. “How do you think
we aways manageto buy our sbsfreeif they fal on hard times and wind up indentured?’ She shrugs.
“There are more rewarding lines of work than rickshaw driver, Freya. Much more rewarding—even if
we have to spend most of our lives wearing one disguise or another.” Isthat amoue of bitternessin her
expression?“ This message was forwarded via our trusted associates. If you' re hearing this, then you've
aready started on that path. The upgrade to Block Two will ease your progress.”



“That' snot the only reason you cadled,” | say.

“No.” | can seethelogic mill behind the imago switch streams;, they’ re responsive, but not truly
conscious. “I'mdill in... trouble | can't go into, Freya, but you can help mewith it. But you can only
help meif you accept the Block Two upgrade and work with my friends. Do you understand?’

Oh great: moral blackmail. | admit I've been in trouble atime or two, but | haven't needed bailing out
of indentured servitude since the time when the baroque ensemble split up and 1. no, I've mostly kept
to myself. But I've got to admit, if | set asde my outrage at being used as camouflage by acabal of
scheming elder Ssters, I'm curious about what this cryptic skill-upgrade package comes with, especidly
now | know that Juliette was one of the gang. “Okay, so you want meto load one of your Block Two
sbs and keep working for JeevesCo. | loaded Juliette back on Mercury, you know? Is there anything
eseyou cantdl—"

| stop, balling my figtsin frustration. Theimago has autoerased, and I'm talking to dead air. What next? |
wonder, staring & the celling and counting the seconds (thirty-two million, give or take) until our arriva in
Marsorhit.

THEY’RE WAITING FOR meas| roll through the doorway, taking it low and fast: another pair of
bonsa ninja, their camouflage suits shimmering in the light of the setting moon. They’ ve got guns, and
they’ re sneaking up on the entrance, doubtless hoping to take me unawares. | don’t have agun, but the
baton in my left deeve didesinto my hand smoothly, and as| kick off, I'm aready swinging it, feding the
depleted uranium sphere a itstip lance out toward the nearer gunman’s head.

* % % % %

There sasharp tug at my side, and he jerks sideways, neck bending unnaturally as | take another
light-footed step, leaning backward to compensate for my momentum as| try to swerve the
two-meter-long club toward his companion, who is bringing hiswesgpon to bear. But my |eft leg chooses
that moment to mafunction—

A blurred lineflickers through my visud field and diceshim in haf as| topple over backward and land in
thedirt.

The pain hitsmethen, intense and localized. I’ m leaking perfusion fluid, blue and bubbly with squandered
mechanosomes in the cold moonlight. | look up at the hissing roar and the familiar three-eyed face.
“Babe?’

| struggle for words: parts of mefed wrong, and | can't tell which. “ Take the sampler, Daks, I'ma
missonkill. The sextonswill be herein aminute.”

Dakslands on top of mewith al six legs extended and hisfur brigtling. “Thefuck | will!” He sounds
pissed off.

“Leaveme!” | canfed the hollow thudding through the smal of my back asthe sextonslegp into action. |
try to reach ingde my coat, but Daksistoo heavy to didodge. The damage must be worse than |
thought. With any luck they won't be able to add meto their picket fence. It'sasmall consolation, and |
hold on to it for amoment, but then | redlize Daksis gripping my coat redly tight. “Hey, don't be
supid—’

Grit, dust, and dirt blows everywhere as Daks lifts off. It' slike being grabbed by aminiature tornado.
There sno way he could manage thisin afull-geefield, and even here he' sgot to be overloading his
thrusters; I’'m scared he won't even make it to the edge of the garden—



But then I’'m lying on my back again. | blink, making tears of antifreeze flow. My vision clearsdowly as|
hear the usually inaudible chatter of my subroutines taking stock. Anything else broken? No? Good.
How' s the hole? Still leaking, down to 50 ml/minute. Bubbles of viscous slicone lube dide down my
cheeksas| turn my head sideways. Daks Sts beside me, looming anxioudy acrossmy visud field.
“Babe?You dright? Tak to me! Babe?’

“I'm gill here. Mostly. Take my soul—"

“WEe re next to the spider and I’ m out of fuel and | don’t seem to have packed my fisson thorax. Can
you getin?’

Shit. | roll my head the other way and try not to giggle as the landscape flips. Thud go the sextons, on
the other sde of thewall. | fed light-headed. Hey, this could be fun! The spider squats enticingly close,
door open, amber light flooding across the ground between us—an impossible expanse of desert,
continental in scale. The painismaking mewoozy, so | switch it off—risky, but | need aclear head to
manage what Daks wants meto do. | experiment, make my hand twitch. Hmm. “Watch me.”

It takes me uncounted minutes to roll over and crawl two meters. There sagrinding sharpnessin my left
abdomina compartment, and my left arm fedslikeit’s about to come off. Something insideit is bent or
broken, something mgor and structurd. | listen for the thump of the sextons dl the way, expecting a
crushing impact on my back a any moment. But nothing happens, and after awhile | begin to hope that
Daks' s unexpected lift and my own enfeebled crawl have combined to bamboozle them.
Finally—recovering from another head-swimmingly vacant moment—I reach out and grab the edge of
the spider’ s hatch with my right hand.

“Nearly there, Babe.”

“Oneday.” | makemy arm bend. | don’t weigh enough here. Back on Earth | could just bardly lift mysalf
thisway. Here... why do | seem to weigh too much?

“Nearly—"

| get my other, weakened, arm onto the hatch. My fingers don’t want to close properly, so | shove my
wrist over the gap between hatch and windscreen. My right arm contracts, levering me upright as|
struggle to get my damaged left arm braced against the rocky ground—

“Oneday I'm going to—"
“Therel” Daks bleats encouragement at me.
“Tdl you how much [—"

Flop. For amoment everything graysout, then | redizel’m sitting in the driver’ schair. My right armiis
dill locked on. I make my fingerslet go, willing them, one by one, then reach down and tug my numb leg
into position.

“Quickly!” | fed afaint vibration through my buttocks. “ They’ vefigured it out!”

“How much 1.” Hate you, | think. “Loveyou,” | say doud. | drop my good right hand onto the
controller. “You tied down?’

“Y eah, Babe. Babe? Make it move.”

| squeeze the spider’ s control nipple. Forget the cover story; we got the goods. “Hometo Jeeves,” | dur.



Then | go into pretermina shutdown mode, and nothing matters anymore.

THE VENERABLE GRANITA Ford takes amost the entire voyage to make her play for me. Her
seduction technique is polished, professiona, painstaking, and chilly inits perfection. | am helpless before
her dow approach; it feds asif she knows exactly where | am most vulnerable.

* % %k % %

(Or perhaps | deceive mysdlf. Maybe she' sjust spinning it out to relieve the boredom. In truth, ninety
daysin ametd bubblefaling between worlds, with only scoundrels and their daves for company, hasleft
me fretful and frustrated. | passed through this stage years ago on Venus, where | was so unfashionable
that eventualy | dmost convinced mysdf | no longer cared that nobody wanted me; but recent events
have reawakened my need for intimacy. And among my kind, intimecy isapowerful and compelling
drive. We need to be needed, and though we do not die for lack of sex, we become something less than
ourselves))

By seventy daysinto thejourney, al Granitahasto dois crook her little finger a me and beckon to set
medl ashiver. Which is exactly what she wants, obvioudy. Trying to resst your designated purposeis
hard, and the stronger your eusociad conditioning, theworseit gets. A road grader with no roadsto roll
will be unhappy, but that level of frustration palesinto insgnificance when compared to one of my kind
who isforced into cdlibacy. So | remind mysdlf that what counts is keeping one' shead and one's
autonomy the morning after, and resgn mysdlf to an indefinite period of jelly-kneed hunger.

She doesn’'t make it too obvious, at first. She' sgot her entourage, her little world of courtiersto distract
and pleasure her. But she pays too much attention to mefor it to be accidental, asking meto teach her
card gamesthat she obvioudy knew centuries ago, and has since forgotten, discussing sixteenth-century
Hungarian folk music with afamiliarity that isitself suggestive. She even, coyly, asks my opinion about the
proper running of an orgy—as if the Honorable K atherine Sorico might have anything useful to contribute
other than afetching cora-eared flush and a heaving bosom.

Oneday, well into our deceleration phase—Pygmalion istacking hard againgt the solar wind, and
Marsport is close enough that I’ ve carried out Dr. Murgatroyd' s activation process and ingtalled my
cargo in theincubator in my abdomind cavity—Granitaraises an eyebrow. She hasmewel trained: |
fold my game board and bounce across the room to her side, dotting nestly into her circle between
faceless nonentities who make way for me by ingtinct. “Good morning, Kate!” Granita contrives to sound
spontaneoudy ddlighted by my presence. “Do you have aminute to spare? | have some matters| should
likeyour opinion on.”

“Of course” | smile back &t her.

“In my stateroom, if you please. In private, I'm afraid,” she addsfor her courtiers. She floatsfrom her
chair, layers of carbon-fiber chiffon belling around her. “Follow me, Kate?’

Thisisnew. Curiogty, excitement, and aminor key of dread jumble my perceptionsas| follow her back
through the corridorsthat lead to the hotel deck.

My little cabin’ s relaive poverty becomes obviousas| follow her through the air lock into the owner’s
quarters. Granital sroom is nearly aslarge asthe grand saloon. Thickly piled carpets on the wals and
ceiling, with thin tapestry hangingsto divide up the volume, lend it aplush sense of overfurnished intimecy.
Her bed isahuge gauzy cobweb of ahammock that occupies half the end wal, strewn with cushionsand
throws that don’t quite disguise the wrist and ankle restraints. “ Privacy, up,” she orders, as the door
closes. “Pygmdion, leave me.”

“| obey,” saysthe ship, in aquite unfamiliar tone of voice. Abruptly, we' reaone. | shiver. | havea



sudden sense of how much emptinesslies on the far side of the wall behind that web-hammock.

“Come, join me, my dear.” Granita pats the throw beside her. Subtle cuestweak my awareness; the
systolic beat of my thoracic pumps accderate. “1 won't bite” Her smileisroguish. It'san invitation |
can't refuse, don’t want to refuse, in fact. Her intentions are clear enough as she murmurs sweet
nothings, and | permit myself to be fussed over with a sense of gathering relief. At last.

She' s clearly happiest as ahunter, so when she kisses me, | accept her passively, opening my armsto
receive her embrace. And then her program takes an unexpected twist. “1 want to be yours, Kate. Put
thison.” She passes me asmdl-eyed mask. | pull it on while she works at the fastenings of her intricate
aristo outfit with digits that shake from overcontrol. “Y ou want to own me, don’t you, dear? I’m yours,
your property! Useme!l” So theicy aristo harbors secret submissive fantasies, a covert hankering for a
grict Creator? | boggle dightly, even asmy training takes over, and | start working out how best to
satisfy her needs.

Later, asI"m lying exhausted and glistening beside her, she turns her head dightly and smilesat me. “I
know what you are,” she whispers.

“What am 1?7’ | can barely speak; my metabolic debt is high. | haven't had aworkout like thissincel
bedded Paris—Granitais avery demanding sub.

“I've met your kind before. Y our disguiseis very good, but your primary conditioning givesyou away.”

| sigh, very quietly. | was afraid of this—but I’ ve got a secondary cover ready and waiting. “What am 17?7’
| ask again.

“You're no runaway serf, certainly. But your kind make poor aristocrats, dear. It tandsout like a
sore...” She glances down at her chest and tugs on her bonds: | take the hint, and unstrap her hand.

“Y ou have too much empathy for thisage. Y ou were never designed to hold and to own. Areyou certain
you don’t need a protector? I’ d make a place of honor for you in my household—dressyouin
blackened stedl armor and call you my mistress—"

For amoment | picture my life asthis ancient dave-owning aristo’ s house dominatrix. Not indentured but
afree associate—indentured arbeiters, fitted with dave chips and stripped of their free will, smply can't
perform this calling—Dbrandishing a barbed whip at her word. A pampered favorite, aslong as| can
avoid looking her beneficencein theeye. “1’d loveto, but | have aprior commitment,” | say. Andit’'s
true. | would loveit—I loveto be wanted—but I’ d fedl corrupted by it, too, not by the sex but by
knowing the source of her wedlth. Of dl the other bodies chained by her word, unwilling and unable to
ress.

“Youdidn't just bring me herefor aquick fuck, did you?’

She makes an odd noise. After amoment | recognizeit asachuckle. “Oh child, you' re delightful. No, of
coursel didn't.” Shefdlsglent.

“Why, then?”

“Ah, me. One becomes paranoid in one’ sold age; do | surprise you? One learnsto jump at shadows...
you're very Ssmilar to my personal nemess, Kate. Don't ook so surprised; assassins and spies have
disguised themsalves as concubines and lovers since the dawn of crestion. Surely thiscan't be newsto
you? | had to make sure.”

An ugly fear twists a the edges of my awareness. “What have you done?’



Sherunsafingertip idly aong my ribs, leaving atrail in the thin sheen of silicone swest. “1 had my
retainers search your compartment,” she admits. “ Certain parties—a consortium of black labs, runby a
fellow known as Dr. Seepless—istrying to smuggle aliving weapon to Mars. One of my sources thought
you might be the courier. But | must gpologize—they were wrong.”

| shiver. “What kind of living weapon?’ | ask coally, forcing mysdlf to keep my hand away from the pit of
my somech.

“ A—afully autonomous piece of pink goo,” she saysreluctantly. “A generator module able to produce
more of itsown kind.” 1t’s her turn to shudder now. “Horrible!”

“But you know it'snot me,” | indst angrily. “Why did you do it?’

“I'm—" Shepauses. “I’'m sorry, Kate. | should not have suspected you, but | had to be sure. The enemy
isnot above using your kind as couriers.” She reaches out to me, and | shove her hand away with
carefully caculated anger, narrowing my achingly oversized eyesat her.

If only you knew...

* % k % %

Smadll Bodies, Loosely Coupled

* * % % %

WHEN THINGS GO wrong in space, they tend to go wrong with very littlewarning. Thistimeit' san
exception.

* * % % %

We re on day eighty-eight of the cruise. After astormy argument and asulky three-day cooling-off
period, | dlowed Granitato woo me back into her web, where her submissive contrition and shameless
self-abasement went along way to assuaging my indignation. Who knew? It can’t be easy being a
ruthlessindustridist by day and yearning for the kiss of a Creator’ slash by night. So we use each other
furtively, working out awary accommodation until we fetch up gasping on the far shore of ecstasy. It
must be making usthetalk of the saloon, but Granitais old enough and ruthless enough that she doesn't
care—and asfor mysdlf, I’'m used to being afresk.

So when Pygmalion el ectrospeaks me one night in my stateroom, she takes me completely by surprise.
“Lady Sorico,” saysthe ship, “we have aproblem.”

| boot straight into wakefulness from a confusing dream of pole-dancing dwarfs. I’'m donein my room;
Bill and Ben are e sawhere, doing whatever it isthat they get up to in the night. My preciouscargoisa
warm ovoid pressure inside me, where a Creator female would harbor her reproductive fabricator. For a
dreadful moment | think Pygmalion has scanned me and recognized it for what it is, but the moment

passes. “What' s happening?’ | reply.

“There san unexplained latency whenever | try and talk to traffic control. Packets are taking too long to
get through. And I’ ve just noticed that we are not done out here.”

“Not done?’
“Let medraw you adiagram.”

WEe ve been on final approach to Marsport for the past week, and we're till decelerating at a hundredth



of agee, with more than aday to go. We ve got nearly ten kilometers per second of deltaveeto shed
before Mars can capture us. Our plasma saill—ahuge and tenuous shell of gas, held in place by carefully
controlled magnetic fidlds—is il inflated, billowing asit responds to the braking magbeam from our
degtination. At lessthan haf amillion kilometers, Marsis showing avisible disk, but we re not in parking
orbit yet.

“Weare here,” Pygmaion indicates. “ The ping time to Marsport should be three seconds. Instead, it's
more like six, and there is unaccountable corruption aswell. AImost aquarter of my datais showing sgns

of tampering.”

Whoops. “Why areyou tdling methis?’ | ask cautioudy. “ Surdly it'sametter for traffic control, or dl the
passengers...”

“Higgins Line s security office performs predictive risk assessment on al paying fares,” Pygmdion says
blandly. “Especidly oneswho have paid for extra services. Two passengers were identified as possible
targetsfor interference. Y ou are one of them. The other isthe Venerable Granita Ford, with whom you
may beintimately familiar.”

“Her | can understand, she' sloaded! But why me—"

“Higgins Lineisawarethat your ticket was purchased through the offices of Jeeves Corporation. Jeeves
Corporation smultaneoudy purchased a number of tickets on behaf of various other personstraveling
viaother lines. Three of them have been nated as of thisdate.” She continues, palpably smug:
“Higgins Line has never lost apassenger to externd attack, and we have no intention of starting now.
Even more so in view of the special arrangements surrounding your passage. However, my
threat-assessment agent tells me that there is a seventy percent probability that an attempt will be made
onyour life prior to our arriva in orbit, and the corruption of my external communication link suggests
that infiltrators are dready aboard thisship.”

“Ohdear.” | lietensdy in my bed, fighting the urge to swear doud. “What do you propose to do?’
“Allow meto continue?’ Pygmalion sounds dightly piqued at my lack of panic.
| take a second to compose mysdlf. “Go ahead.”

“An hour ago | requested aroutine long-range traffic update from Marsport. Asyou may be aware, the
Pink Police are conducting audits of al orbitd traffic. There gppearsto be a ship inbound for Marsport
on aschedule coincident with our own and approximately a thousand seconds ahead of us which was not
mentioned in my traffic update. Furthermore, the vessel appearsto be a coaster, designed for
low-impulse high-thrust maneuvering. | do not haveitsfull flight plan, and do not intend to request it, but |
should note that it strongly resembles atype previoudy employed by the Pink Police as aboarding craft.
Of course, mere resemblance is not evidence of identity, and the current security aert would be an
excdllent cover for partiesinterested in carrying out nefarious activities—such asillicitly boarding
commercid vesss”

“Okay.” | think hard before | ask my next question. “When do you expect them to intercept us?’

“We have about twelve hours. And | can’t outmaneuver them.” Pygmalion pauses. “But | havea
suggedtion...”

IF ONE WISHES o liveto aripe old age, there are certain activities one should avoid. Chief among
theseis eating anything larger than one's own head—but not so very far down thelist isany activity that
involves clambering around the outside of a spaceship. Thisisespecidly true when the ship in questionis
an interplanetary liner that is under accderation, and its propulsion system involves rotating magnetic



fiddsthat generate currentsin the mega-amp rangein the plasma envelope surrounding it. Get too close
to the drive antennae, or accidentally short out the plasmaloop againgt the ship’shull, and if you' re lucky,
you'll smply die. If you're unlucky, well, interna eectrophoresisisfamoudy neither quick nor painless.

* % % % %

Whichiswhy I'm gtting in Pygmalion’s aft maintenance air lock, my graveyard strapped to my chest
insgde a hagtily woven black-painted chain-mail suit, clutching one end of arope threaded with a
fiber-optic bearer. I’'m about to jump overboard, and I’ Il be aiming right for that plasmaenvelope.

“This cannot be good,” saysBill, or maybe Ben. “How about we gut her, stash the payload, and claim
the reward?’

“You'rejust afraid of heights,” sneers Ben, or maybe Bill. “ Anyway, the payload’ s environment-sensitive.
Likethe bosssad, it won't hatch without the freak. We need her dive.”

“Youdon't scareme,” | say, dangling my feet over the blue-glowing abyss. “ Can either of you seethe
shipye?

“Naah.”

“Good.” It was visible aminute ago, before our dow roll took it out of view over the near horizon of
Pygmalion’shull. I leen forward, feding viscerdly ill but unwilling to admit it in front of my two oafish
assistants. “ Okay, you two, climb aboard.”

Bill (or Ben) bounces toward me and clingsto my shoulders. HE' s got the activation unit for my payload
strapped to his back like aminiature pack. | roll forward dowly and drift down and out of the air lock,
clinging to the edge by one hand. The two bags that my sal vation depends on—one empty and one
full—hang from my belt. With my free hand | hold the end of the cable where Ben (or Bill) can get it.
“Can you see the socket?’

“Indght.” They'redl business, now we re overboard. “Got it.” | look up, my vision hampered by the
narrow eye dot that’ sthe only gap in my suit. Histiny fingers are working feverishly, lashing the cableto
one of the emergency handholds under the air lock lip. The fiber-optic jack goesinto acomms socket.
Then another chibi-head peers over the side of the hatch.

“Moveit!” Hewhispers. “They’ll be coming over the horizon in another minute.”

“Jugt finishing up. Okay, closeit now.” | dangle from the cable while Bill and Ben shut the air-lock door
and clamber down my back. “Make with the sack, manikin.”

“Done.” | hold the empty bag open whilethey climb inside, then wire it shut and double-check thet it's
fastened to my belt. It balances out the other, full bag on the opposite Sde. | start regling out the cable,
lowering mysdlf down toward the fuzzy blue floor benesth me.

Thefuzz isthe plasmamagnet that Pygmalion’s M2P2 sail depends on. Powerful radio transmitters
ionizethe gas and induce eectrica currentsin it, generating amagnetic field that blocks the solar wind.
We' re dropping headlong toward Mars, straight into the braking magbeam from Phobos, with the
ten-kilometer-wide plasma bubble balanced between ship and destination. I’ m lowering mysdlf into it on
the end of an insulating cable, wearing a haf-assed hot suit | ran up on my stateroom’ s printer. A funny
thing about plasma bubblesisthat they tend to block radar. Dangling at the end of afifty-meter-long
cable, wearing ablack conductive suit, Bill and Ben and | are going to be invisible to the intruder—I
hope. | try not to think about the alternatives. Maybe | got the chain weave wrong and I’ m going to cook
from theinside out; or maybe they’ re going to locate us opticaly and redl usin at their leisure. Worse,



maybe Pygmalion misca culated on the length of the tether?If the plasma sail istoo thin, we' re going to
end up lethally exposed, dangling in the middle of the magbeam from Marslike adust mote before a
blowtorch. Neither fateis anything to look forward to, but it bests cowering in my stateroom asthe bulls
come stomping through the air lock.

My skin crawls briefly aswe near the plasma shell, then we' reinsde. A couple of blue sparksflash
acrossthe surface of my chain-mail hot suit, but there’ sno arcing. A mimetic reflex makesmetry to
bresthe asigh of relief, which isvery disconcerting in vacuum. Down. The empty gulf swingsbelow me,
asthe ship decdlerates at ten centimeters per second squared. From this side of the barrier the far side of
the magsall isdmost invisble, many kilometersaway.

| hang in the bubble, with nothing to do but watch my power consumption and keep an eye on the
gedthy feed Pygmalion hasfed to Bill and Ben. I" ve got maybe twelve hours before | have to start
shutting down limbsto savejuice. Intheworst case, I'll haveto rely on the terrible twosome to get me
out of herewhen Pygmalion reaches Marsport and powers down her sail. But at least I ve got agood
view of the other passengers. Which iswhy I’ m watching eventsin the saloon, with mixed fedings of
boredom and wistfulness, when things start to happen.

It'searly morning, shipboard time, and Pygmalion has derted everybody that something is happening.
The Lyraetwins squat in their usua corner, solidly chewing their way through aplatter of pancakes.
Reza Agile and Sinbad-15 st nearby, sharing ago board while Mary X. Vausadances attendance to
Granita s entourage, who are gathered in agaggle at the opposite end of the saloon from the dreadful
duo. Asfor the venerable Granita Ford herself—

“Attention.” Brash dectrospeak ripples through my head, forwarded from Pygmalion’s generd
announcement feed: | tense. “ Attention passengers and spacecraft Pygmalion. Thisis Port Control. You
are ordered to stand to for boarding and inspection. A police cutter will come alongside shortly. Any

res stance condtitutes aviolation of quarantine regulations and will be punished severdly.”

“What?" shouts Reza Agile, jumping so suddenly that she bounces off the celling. “What' s going on?
Ship! Arewe ddlayed, or waylaid? | demand an explanation!” Then she's drowned out by a hubbub
from the other passengers.

“Attention. Coming dongsde now.”
“It was too good to be true,” Sinbad-15 moans.

“Has anyone seen the other passengerstoday?’ One of the Lyrae twins asks thoughtfully. “I find it
interesting that Ford and her floozy are absent.”

“It' saconspiracy!” Agileisclearly very agitated indeed. “ She' s been studying usfor the entire
voyage—she sgoing to have her minions chip and file usl We' re being press-ganged!”

At which precise moment Granitastormsinto the saloon. Two arbeiterstrail behind, desperately battling
to finish dressing her. “What is this disturbance about?’ she demands.

“Attention! Y ou will comply with dl ingtructions on pain of immediate arrest. We are coming aboard

| look away from my stealth feed. Above me, beyond the blue nimbus of the drivefidd, | seeadim
black knife shape. Painfully bright lights flash on and off dong itsflanks asit maneuverstoward the
Pygmalion . Lightning plays acrossthe glowing magsail celling; the intruder’ s exhaust sreamisdoing
strange things to the plasma bubble.



“Hey, do you see that?’ (I stitched a patch cableinto the neck of my sack of troublesome assistants, just
in case | needed their withering sarcasm for achange. Now it seemslike agood thing | took the
precaution. ) “Do we need to think about moving?’

“Yep.” | can't tdll whether it'sBill or Ben, but he doesn’t sound happy. “LookslikeaVASIMR on high
thrust. They can’'t hold it for long, but if they don’'t dock quickly, it’'Il short out the plasma bubble. Look
down.”

| take hisadvice, and wish | hadn’t. The blue nowhere beneath my feet isrippling and shimmering like an
ocean surface before astorm front. Pinpricks ippleit likerust. “ That’s not good, isit?’

“I think it sgoing to be dright,” says Ben, or Bill—the other one, anyway. “ They’ re on find gpproach.
Won't belong now. Look at it move! That's military thrugt, dright.”

| look back at the approaching intruder. Pirates? Or police? I'm not sureit really matters at this point.
Neither of them would be good news. The ship is dim and smooth-edged, with triangular-tiled surfaces
that make my eyeshurt as| try to traceits outline. The stubby cone of itsmain driveisjust visble now,
the bell nozzle glowing violet-hot even through the hazy plasmaovercast. It Sdedipstoward Pygmalion,
and for dmost aminute I’ m frozen with fear, terrified that it’ s going to ram the ship we dangle from, or
quench theionized bubble, or angle its main engine just wrong and blast usal to white-hot shrapnd with
its plasmarocket. ..

Then the glare vanishes, and there’ saripplein the cable that tells me the two ships have locked together
above us. And part of meredizes, Of course. They don’t want to destabilize the sail, not with us
riding the Phobos magbeam on final approach.

“It' stimefor stage C,” saysBill (or Ben), presumably reading off Pygmalion’s detailed checklis.

“Isit?’ | check the other bag dangling from my belt. Yes, it' s the one we made up earlier. “Okay, I'm
ready. Let’skeep an eye on what' sgoing on inthe saloon, yes?’ | art the ascent, climbing hand over
hand and reding inthe cable as| go. | fed like | only weigh about akilogram here, even with my
passengers. Thetrick isgoing to be not overdoing things and ramming the underside of the air lock
headfirst.

Theair inthe saloon is steaming. The passengers are engaged in furious recriminations, Granitaistearing
adgtrip off the Lyrae twins, Reza Agile is demanding my head (she gppearsto think I’ m apolice spy, of al
things), and Mary X. ishuddled in acorner, desperatdly trying to convince anyonewho'll listen to her
that she’ snothing to do with whatever is happening.

Meanwhile, the steam isthickening, pumping into the saloon in great gouts. Pygmalion hasfdlen slent,
evidently succumbing to whatever pressure our lants can bring to bear on a spaceship over adirect
docking link. | can't tell precisely what's happening, but I’ m sure of one thing—the best placeto be,
when your spaceship is being boarded by bad bots who' re looking for you, is on board another vessdl.

A rasping voice of authority comes over the broadcast channel again. “ Attention, passengers and ship.

Y our pressurized compartments are being fumigated. Police agentswill come aboard once fumigationis
complete. Thisisan officia Replication Suppresson Agency inspection. Y ou are suspected of harboring
illega replicators. Y ou will beingpected and stexilized before you are alowed to proceed to Marsport;
resstance will be punished severdy.”

It isthe Pink Police. Of dl my luck; pirates would actualy be preferable. Y ou can usudly negotiate a
ransom with extraegd capitdidts, but the Pink Police are distressingly short of vendity. | pause, pressing
ahand againg the base of my abdomen. | can see the payload insde me with my mind’ seye, restlessly



replicating. Do magnetic fields damage pink goo? | suddenly wonder. | could have blown the mission
completely! But | don't have time to worry about that now if I’ m going to save mysdlf.

On the other hand, I think, as| closein on the docking tunnel above me, the last place they’re going
to look for it is aboard their own ship. Right?

Gouts of hig h-temperature water vapor blister the delicate paintwork of the Pygmalion’s saloon, soak
into the colorful nylon-and-polyester padding, and steam up the sensors. Thereis some complaining and
grumbling from the passengers, but the announcement that it isan officid RSA inspection damps down
the state of near panic. Nobody likes the Pink Police, but the prevailing state of public opinion isthat they
fulfill anasty but necessary requirement. And so, the reaction is muted and the atmosphere steamy when
the policejet in.

| don’'t know what | was expecting of the Pink Police, but thisisn't it; they’ re using drones,

basketbd |-sized metal spheres studded with thrusters and sensors. What, no villainous cops swarming
aboard with DNA scanners clenched between their teeth? Two spheres, three—they spin around
with unred grace, bouncing between floor and walls and celling, pointing their sensors everywhere. The
steam gouting through the companionway obscures my view of them, but | can see the passengers
cringing. Then—

“Hello?Big Sow? Y ou can let us out, now. Remember us?’

It'sBill, or Ben, inthe bag at my waist. With agtart, | notice that the Sky outside my eye dit hasturned
black, the ghostly blue haze stretching away to an indefinite horizon beneath my trailing feet. The boarding
tube loomsjust overhead, aviolent tentacle thrusting into the unwilling Pygmalion’sair lock.

“Right.” | loosen the flap holding them in, and Bill (or Ben) pops a prehensile, beady-eyed head out and
looks around. Then he grabs hold of my face and swarms up to the cable, followed closdly by hissib,
along with the bag. I’'m not used to being used as a stepladder. “Hey!”

“Keepitlow, Big Slow. We' re trying to be sneaky. Y ou wanna get ready to make with the decoy?’

“If youthink it' stime.” | tie the other bag to the line, then open it and start preparing its contents. There's
aguit of clothesthat the Honorable Kate Sorico never redly liked, and abunch of stuff tofill it out. Bulky
suff, massve. .. and padded with feedstock from the room printer that Pygmalion swore blind would
look like abody on radar.

“Nearly there, Big Slow. Get ready.”

What we' re about to try isredly stupid, but it beats al of the dternatives we ve come up with. (I check
the parasitic feed, but dl it shows meis billowing steam; someone—I think it may be Mary X.—is
complaining about the humidity wrecking her hairdo.)

The planissimple, if not smple-minded. () Send out abunch of encrypted decoy messages addressed
to Jeeves, purely by way of distraction. Done. (b) Get out of Pygmalion before the police come
storming aboard, and stay out of sight. Done. (So far.) (c) Let them search the ship. (d) Dump a decoy,
s0 they go haring off after it. (€) Reboard Pygmalion, and hope they conclude that we lft earlier, or
were never therein thefirst place, or that they need to conserve fud for their own orbital injection, or
something. Likel said, it'scompletdy stupid. It' sjust that, as Pygmalion pointed out, it sands afaint
chance of keeping us out of the hands of the Pink Police. Unlike any of the dternatives on offer.

"Readly.”



It'sbest not to think too hard about al the holesin this plan, even though | can see plenty. Redlly, short
of sitting there and waiting for them to arrest us, there’ s not anything else we can do. And who knows?
Maybeit'Il even work.

“Okay, Big. Giveit someebow.”

| draw my legs up and shove the decoy hard in the small of her well-padded back. Shefloats away at a
good clip, picking up speed rapidly and faling through the flickering blue curtain in only afew seconds.
She' sgot to cross another few kilometers of nearly empty space insde the plasmasail, dropping away
from us as we continue to decelerate at ten centimeters per second squared. It al adds up; in afew
minutes she'll be making nearly two hundred kilometers per hour relative to the ships. If they're as
monomaniacaly thorough asther reputations would have us believe, the copswill take timeto finish
derilizing Pygmalion and withdraw their drones, before they undock; which will leave them trying to
track down a human-sized target tens of kilometers away.

And then... we'll see.

A thought strikesme as | dangle on therope. | look up at Bill and Ben. “How are we going to get back
aboard?’ | ask.

“Worry about that later.” They’re busy tying the bags to the same anchor point as the rope. “Come on up
here. We ve got to get out of sight inside these sacks before they undock.” People clinging to the
underside of ahatch would be abit of agiveaway, wouldn't they?“Get in.”

And s0 | spend the next two hours hanging upside down from the underside of an air lock, swearing
quietly to mysdlf, not crying, scared out of my wits, and periodicaly peeping through the steam-blinded
camerasin hope of picking up some hint, anything at al redly, of what's going on aboard the Pygmalion.

Thethings| dotoearnaliving...
“HELLO, JULIETTE. CAN you hear this?’

* * % % %

“Canyou hear this?’

('mtired. So very tired. It'sgood to lie here, in this soft, warm bed. But he’ stalking to me, and | need
to, to do something. | ought to do something. Say something. But it’s hard.)

“Juliette?
(I make amonumentd effort.) “Boss?’

“That' s better, we knew you were going to pull through! Y ou’' ve done very well, but maintenance say
you went into temporary shutdown. We were very worried for awhile, but you' re going to be dright.

Just afew repairs, of course, but you'll be good as new again in no time. Fit asafiddle. Isn't that your
insrument? Never mind. What onewould meanto say is, ah, if there' sanything you need, just tell us.”

(An awful fear floatsin the back of my mind, amost out of reach; | try to connect it to my vocalization
system.) “Boss. The sample.”

“The sample?’

“Isit...?



He soundsregretful. “Yes, I'm afraditis”
(Whichmeans...)

“Therumors aretrue, or at least plausible. Whoever broke in last year—we cannot count on them not
having procured aviable sample of their own.”

(Which means he does't know about the other thing... )
“Go back to deep, Juliette. We can talk about thislater.”
(Footsteps, diminishing.)

“Theré Il betime enough for war.”
“HEY, BIG SLOW. Can you hear me?’

* * % % %

| come awake dowly. “Bill?’
“No, It'sBen. Ligen.”

| listen with ectrosense and old-fashioned vibratory hearing. There' sbumping and banging in the
boarding tube above me. Sounds of a hurried retreat. “ Got it. Any news?’

“Check your parasite feed.”

Heflagsthe view of the corridor heading toward the air lock. It's haf-hazed, and abig droplet clingsto
the middle of thelens, distorting the view, but aquick bit of visud filtering sstsmeright. The police
drones are flying toward the air lock, escorting—yes, it’s Granita. She' stalking to them. “—not the one
I’m looking for, but one of her sibs. Not my fault the bitch smelled arat.” She sounds annoyed. “ Y ou'll
have to do better next time.” The droneisevidently conveying itsdriver’sexcuses. “ That’ s not good
enough! 1" ve got better things to do than stand guard over your targetsall year. No, | don’t suppose it
matters. She could have been ussful.”

They get to the air-lock vestibule. “Y es, thank you. | need to proceed to my estates asrapidly as
possible—unfinished business. If you have a spare seet, I'll takeit. Yes, I’d love to witness your
mopping-up. If you could record it for me, | am sure| can find afitting use for it—pour encourager les
autres.” She smiles coldly at the drone, then follows it aboard the police cutter.

| shudder. Dainty feet kick off overhead, leaving behind the Pygmalion and therest of her falseflag
operation. Granita must be working for Her, one of my ghost-selveswarns me. | think | know which
oneitis, now, and | resolveto trust thoseingtinctsin future,

A minute later, there safuriousrattling and banging. Then the docking tube detaches. Almost
immediately, the police cutter beginsto fdl avay from Pygmalion, diding past the air lock with the
remorseless momentum of afreight train. It barrels down into the blue soupy sky of plasmaand
disappearsin aflicker of lightning. With its high-thrust drive, it can drop toward Mars and fire up the
motor just before arrival—getting there hours ahead of us.

“All clear, Big Slow.” | laborioudy extract mysalf from the sack and climb back up tojoin Bill and Ben
onthelip of theair lock. I'm dreading what I’ ll find on the other side of it. *'Y ou can come insde now.”

| cycdlethrough the lock into stifling heat and humidity. As| strip off my chainmail, | redizeit’ sover



ninety degrees. Spheres of hot water cling to the celling, wobbling like improbable steaming jellies before
they fdl dowly to the floor. One of them breaks off and lands on my shoulder, trickling down indde—it's
not physicaly damaging, but it's painfully hot. Maybe the Pink Police weretrying to poach the
passengers?“ Bill. Ben. What do you think?’

“Better get back to our stateroom, Big Slow. | don’t think we' re going to be too popular around here.”
“Um.” | nerve mysdf: “Pygmdion?’

Sherepliesat once: She sounds distracted. “1’ m busy. Go to your room, Katherine.”

“Toldyou so,” Bensmugsat me. | pretend | didn’'t hear him.

Our stateroom is atip. It’'s been thoroughly searched, and there' s nothing quite as messy asaroom that's
been turned over in microgravity. | lock the door behind us and contempl ate the wreckage with dismay.
“It'sonly for another day,” Bill (or Ben) reminds me. “Chill out and try to ignoreit. They didn’t find us,

did they?’

“No,” agrees Pygmalion, startling me. “ The decoy worked superbly. | note that they seem to have taken
Ford with them. Do you know anything about that?’

“No.” | think for amoment. “1 believe she went willingly, though, which impliesadegree of colluson.”

“Quite possbly.” Pygmdionisslent for awhile. “1 think it would be best if you remain in your room until
we arrive, then leave discreetly. The other passengers are highly upset, and some of them may assume
that you are apoliceinformer if you reappear.”

“Has Jeeves offered to pay, then?’ Bill snipes.

“One does not discuss confidentia corporate arrangementsin public. ” Pygmalion’s snippy put-downis
clear enough. (Ten to one Jeaves has paid handsomely for her to collude in smuggling me past the Pink
Police)) “This has been most inconvenient. My upholstery is damaged and my passengers outraged—it's
scandaous! But—oh.” Her tone changes. “Oh. No!”

“Whal S—”

“They just launched amissile” She pausesfor aknife-edged second. “It' s running directly away from us.
Why would they do that?’ More secondstick by. “It just detonated. Ninety-six kilometers away. Most

strange.”

| shudder convulsively. It isanything but strangeif you are privy to dl the facts a stuffed suit floating in
vacuum, drifting ever farther from Pygmalion’sair lock, and an RSA cutter with afrustrated captain and
an impatient V1P passenger aboard to witnessthekill.

Someone really doesn't want my payload to reach Mars!

Whores de Combat

* % k % %

WELCOME TO MARSPORT, Deimos.

* * % % %

A brief factual rundown cannot do the placejustice. I’ ve been here before (even lived here for ahandful



of years), but it never failsto surprise. Let me attempt to explain...

Deimosisthe outer of Mars stwo moons, an irregular rocky lump between ten and fifteen kilometersin
diameter, depending on where you hold your measuring caipers. It was originaly covered in loose
regolith, high in carbon, which has long since been recycled for congtruction materials. A century of solar
energy beamed from the big collectors near Mercury powered the rockets that adjusted its orbit, and
today Deimosis the anchor weight for the largest surface-to-orbit space elevator ever constructed:
Bifrod.

Most of theinner planets have no space elevator at al; Venus and Mercury because their days are
unfeasibly long, Earth because its gravity well and debris belts chalenge the limits of engineering. But
Lunahasthe L1 lift, and asfor Mars—Marslies on the cusp of the heavily populated, energy-rich inner
system and the materia-rich outer system. Mars a so has Deimos, the perfect congtruction site and
gravitationa anchor for Bifrost. And s0 it wasinevitable that Mars, the gateway to the outer solar system,
would acquire an devator like Bifrost, and acity like Marsport to run it.

Most devators are smple things—pardld tapestraversed by duggish climbers, drudge laborerswhose
groaning cantilevers bear the burden of interplanetary freight among the worlds of the outer solar system.
But there' s nothing smple about Bifrost. The complex of cablesishalf akilometer across, wide enough
to anchor aworld. Fast express shuttles hurtle up and down with passengers, while the dow, sturdy
supertrain scows take weeks to complete around-trip, lowering refined feedstocks and returning with
processed materials, manufactured more conveniently in the turbulent forges of Marsthan in orbita
facilities—and which can then be exported to the rest of the inner system.

A quarter of amillion indentured arbeiters and their aristo overseers, and perhaps a tenth that number of
independent souls, work the port facilities: loading and unloading cargo, ingpecting payloads, maintaining
the infrastructure, untangling problems, and serving those who get the real work done. Once our dead
Creatorsran portslike this, with nameslike Liverpool, and New Y ork, and Singapore. Today (asthe
jester said) everything is automated. Plenty of hands keep the traffic flowing, hour by hour and year by
yedr.

Pygmalion istiny in comparison to Marsport: afist-gzed hovercam buzzing dongsde agigantic freight
dirigible. | follow her progress astraffic control directs her final gpproach to asmall periphera docking
hub on the poleward flank of Voltaire crater. “Y ou will please stay in your cabin while the other
passengers debark,” shetdlsme prissly. “1 will notify you when you may leave.” | think she’ still upset
because of the water damage to the saloon celling. She' s probably as certain I'm smuggling something as
that coldly treacherous aristo Ford, but she stays bought—and Jeeves will pay her well enough. So Bill,
Ben, and | wait impatiently until she says, “Y ou may go.” Then weleg it through the dripping corridors
and out onto the dockside.

Arriva on Marsport is not subject to customs—it’ safree port, the Pink Police aside. | il recal my
bearings from my last visit, over adecade ago. The problem is not so much arriving, asbeing seento
arive... but I’ ve got asolution for that problem.

The Honorable Katherine Sorico emergesfrom Pygmalion fully an hour after the other passengers have
|eft. She' staken thetimeto changeinto adigtinctive puffbal dressworn over free-fall pantaoons, ruffled
and pleated and patched with metallic lace, with warning lights blinking at ankle and cuff. She does not
skulk around grimy dockside loading tunnels and container farms, but sweeps aong, her servants behind
her, and commandeers the first conveyance she claps eyes on (a crew service spider that’ s clearly seen
better days) directing the hapless arbeiter to take her to the nearest tube stop. She sits stiffly erect, eyes
straight ahead, her servants sitting atop the spider’ s passenger cage asit scuttles through warrens and
aleyways and across debris nets, findly landing just beside the tube hatch. “ Summon me a private



cariage,” shetellsoneof her servants; “I want to be settled into the Grand Imperid in time to send out
cdling cards before evening.”

The servant complies. Only aminute later, the hatch opens. The Honorable Katherine climbsinto the
padded, compact tube ball, directs her arbeiters to make their own way to her estate, closes the hatch. ..
and is seen no more.

Ten minutes and three private tube bals later, Maria Montes Kuo, an independent plumbing contractor
(hairless, in dark coverdls, with speciaized opticd turretsin place of the bishojo glistening orbs of an
aristo), emerges diffidently from a service hatch in a public station, her tool bag strapped across her
shoulders.

I’'m rather proud of Maria. Thereislittle | can do to disguise the build and height of my archetype, but
misdirection and asimple mask can work wonders. With luck, any watching arbeiters will be scanning for
Kate, her digtinctive outfit was carefully chosen to confuse gait-recognition monitors, and Maria sfacid
features to bamboozle eye recognition. It will not work against adetermined adversary for long, but it
shouldn’t need to—

| redizel am being followed as| drift past awaiting room. He samost my size, large for an indentured
arbaiter, hisface afeatureless ovoid, bland and unnoticeable. I check my memory. He' s been following
me for amost aminute. | fed afrisson of shock and annoyance at my own ineptitude. What should |
do?

Juliette sreflexes cometo the rescue. | keep moving, looking for an unoccupied shrine—one of those
curious rooms of repose that our Creatorsingtalled in al public places.

| find the shrine at last. | place my hand on the ideogram—an up-pointing triangle superimposed over the
body of agtick figure—and go insde, then switch off thelighting. A few seconds later, the inner door
opens behind me.

Juliette takes over just asatantaizingly familiar voice asks, “Freya?’
| pull my blow, bounce off his shoulders, and recoil toward the celling. “ Ow!”

“I don't like the drugsthat keep you thin,” he saysrapidly. “That was most amateurishly done, Freya, but
oneisgrateful for your lack of proficiency on thisoccason. Y our phrase?’

“Ouch!” (I spin gracefully into thefar wall, trying to center mysdf again.) “Down in the park with afriend
cdled Five That' sright, isn't it?’

“Certainly.” Thelightsflick on ashefindsthe switch. It sthe faceless arbeiter from the halway, of
course. But the voiceis pure Jeeves. | freeze alittle, indde: | didn’t take him for one who would harbor
aristo tendencies. ..

“What' sthe problem?’ | hear mysdlf ask.

“A little trouble with the neighbors.” It's hard to read his voice without any facia cues; it’s creepy to hear
Jeeves srich-toned voice coming from the featurel ess arbeiter body. “ The RSA are conducting a sweep,
and one thought it would be best if none of our associates were caught up init, so we decided to
intercept you before the designated rendezvous.”

Oops. Alarm bellsare clanging in my heed. “ Did you get my message?’
“What message”?’



“Theonel sent yesterday from the ship.”

The faceless body freezes Hill, asif its owner iselsewhere. Then: “No, but your late arrival was noted.”
“Hmm. What about Bill and Ben?’

He stays frozen, his head tilted to one side. | can dmost see the expression of surprise. “Who?”

“My two assgtants, the onesyou gaveme... ” | trail off.

“Y ou had assistants? Y ou were supposed to be traveling unaccompanied. ” Jeeves sounds displeased.
“My dear, one suspects that trouble has followed you from Mercury. Inquiries shal be made.”

I”’m beginning to be spooked by the nonarriva of my mail, to say nothing of the terrible twosome's
disappearance. “Y ou can say that again. Can you take the consignment from me here?’

“Yes.” Hereaches up and opens his head. Insde, there' s afoam-padded chamber of exactly the right
dimensions. He extractsasmal walet from it and passesit to me. “Y our ddlivery fee”

“Onemoment.” | sniff theair. It’sthetraditional 10 percent oxygen / 90 percent carbon dioxide mix, at
thirty Cesus: within the cargo’ ssurvivd parameters, if | make the transfer quickly. “Alright.” | squat
carefully, then smultaneoudy relax and tense certain motor groupsin my lower abdomen. I’ ve dmost
forgotten there’ saforeign object lodged inside me: But now it makesits presence known in avery
peculiar, not entirely pleasant way. | reach down hastily and catch the pale brown ovoid beforeit can
drift into ahard surface and sustain damage, then | placeit inside Jeeves s head. The skull closeswith a
click. “I carried out the activation process three days ago—don’t know if it worked, but if it did, you've
got eleven days until it goescriticd.”

“We shall take excdlent care of it from hereon,” he agrees. “But now we had better part company.
Expect to be searched and sterilized on your way down-well. It would be agood ideato change your
identity and lie low for twelve to fourteen days after you arrive groundside. When you are ready, usethis
rendezvous protocol.” He passes me a gtiff card, with tiny print handwritten oniit. It smells of azide,
primed to combust as soon as | have memorized it. “ Good-bye and good luck.”

By thetime| finish scanning the flash card, the strange Jeevesis gone. | retreet into acubicle and modify
my appearance again. Nobody has queried Maria Montes sidentity, but her eye turrets and outer
garment can change color, aong with the return pings from every tagged item in her possession. Then |
dip out and merge with the crowd. It' s going to be along—and very trying—day.

MARIA MONTES KUO rides the third-class down-bound lift with stoic cam. She submitsto being
herded through the body scanners and X-ray machines at the RSA checkpoints that had sprung up like
evil blooms of green goo around the entrances to the transit authority elevators. She has her canned
answers prepared for the questions the security goons throw at her—including afase backstory for the
two weeks before her arriva a Marsport. They let her board the down-well capsule with only a
minimum of bored suspicion, and she rents a hammock for the two-day descent to the surface. She
spends the journey aternating between deeping and watching low-budget romance animations from the
floating suburbs of Mumbai. It's crowded and noisy in the wheezing, grimy arbeiter capsule, but it beats
the dternative. (The chip that functions abnormally will be desoldered, asthey say.)

* % % % %

Although the heart of the city isin orbit, the suburbs of Marsport continue at the foot of the elevator, a
bewildering warren of railheads and warehouses and sweatshops that swarm and tumble down the dope
of the extinct shield volcano in an unplanned sprawl. Maria debarks from the capsule clutching her satchel



and disappearsinto the back room of arefreshment stall selling raw feedstock and cheap power. | leave
viatherear air lock; my eyesare ill two aching sizestoo large, and I’ m il abit bishojo, but my hair's
short and red, and I’ m recognizably me again (thanks to some quick-change retexturing), and carrying
identifiersto proveit. Not to mention an expense account drawn (via cutouts) on one of Jeeves's
associates.

It slike waking from along and unpleasant dream. My trid employment iscomplete, and | can resume
my own existence for the next few dayswhilel lie low and wait for the security panic to subside.

Thefirst couple of lodging houses| try don't take people like me. There snothing as unsubtle asasign
saying OGRES UNWELCOME, but it does’t take more than a glance at the meter-high mezzaninesin
their reception hallsto get the message. | eventudly find a converted warehouse in the Battery district that
has spacious rooms and high ceilings. | rent asparsdly furnished room with awindow overlooking tracks
where the big sublimation-cycle engines rumble through the night, hauling endlesslines of freight carriages
destined for Jupiter system and places farther out. And then | go out shopping. | need to buy a postal
drop, and | need clothing to replace the skimpy wardrobe | 1eft on Venus and Mercury. Thisroom
doesn't have an en suite printer, and | am down to what | wear on my back. That's my conscious
excuse. If pressed, I'll admit that | need the distraction. The bleak despair isback, lurking in the shadows
whenever | turn my head.

Degpair and self-doubt are my constant companions. That’s how it’s been al my waking life. | canignore
it for awhile, when busy or fancying mysdf in love. Fedling needed is gresat therapy (and whilel was
running Jeeves serrand, | didn’t noticeit at al). At apinch, being frightened half out of my wits seemsto
work too—at any rate, it keeps me too distracted to chew mysaf up. But the darkness seeps back in
whenever lifeisdow, astain cregping up thewals of my soul. Why bother? It whispersin my ear. What
isthereto live for? You' re obsolete and nobody wants you and the kind you were made to loveis
dead and their like shall not be seen again...

| didn’t feel thisway aboard Pygmalion. Force of circumstance is an excellent suppressant—and few
circumgtances are as effective as acting for dear life while smuggling anillega uncontrolled DNA
replicator package past the Pink Police. When | was adleep, my dreams of Juliette kept depression at
bay, but now the days seem to stretch emptily ahead of me. I’m locked in aprison of time, the windows
barred with pitiless pessmism. Sometimes| wish | could be someone dse; it ssemsthat aslong as| have
to drag my own past around behind me, | can't break the pattern. But activity helps, so | try to find things
tofill the hourswhile | wait for Jeeves s quarantineto expire.

Marsport sprawls across the northern flank of Pavonis Mons, flooding down the enormous flank of the
extinct shield volcano from Bifrost’ s roots—fourteen kilometers above the equatorial mean—to the edge
of the dliff where the dope of Pavonisfals steeply to the plain below. The diff edgeitsdf isfour and a
half kilometers above the mean: Marsport spans ten kilometers of dtitude and nearly ahundred
kilometers of distance. It' sahuge, sorawling city, dusty and split by canyons and gulcheswherelava
tubes have collapsed—as if some deity had taken amodel of east Texas and tilted it at aten-degree
angle. Thethermal injection wells and water refineries only add to the eerie imilarity. I've been to
Marsport before, but never with money and enforced idleness. When | checked the wallet Jeeves gave
me, | discovered nearly athousand Redls, more than | could have saved in awhole decade working in
the casinos on Venus. It's enough to buy me aticket to Earth or steerage to Jupiter system. Here on
Mars| could live onit for acouple of yearsif | watched my outgoings.

But Jeevesisn't through with meyet, ishe? | hang on to the raw fact like asurvivad reft. It'sapurpose,
any purpose—evenif it snot mine. And so | try to fill my days without worrying too much about the
money running out. | rent acheap spider and throw mysdlf into the bazaars and malls and arcades,



exploring and bargain-hunting and sightseeing. I'm il calling mysdlf Maria, but thereislessreason to
hide now that | no longer hold the cargo, so | register adropbox with adiscreet private shipping firm and
arangeto have my red self’smail directed toiit.

After afew days, the shopping trip iswearing off, and I'm back to feding lonely and bored. But
Marsport is not short on distractions, so | force mysdlf not to retreat into my rented room; that way lies
dank depression. On my way home one afternoon, | pass adusty rack of recycled cargo containers set
back from 80th Street. | am unsure what exactly catches my eye, but | ook twice and a sense of d§avu
kicksin. Juliette knew this place. I'm sure of it. “ Stop and back up,” | tell the spider, gesturing at the
frontage. “What' sthat?’

My spider’ s navigation module is sngppy enough. “ The indicated building is owned by the Scalzi
Endowment Museum. The premises are open to the public. Do you want meto park?’

“Yes, do that.” There sno point getting chatty with spiders—they sound superficidly bright, but there's
nobody homeingde. “ Secure yoursalf and admit nobody until | return.”

The spider hunkers down in the parking lot beside the rack of drab gray containers. They’ ve been
welded together crudely, giving no clueto their contents, like so much of Marsport’ s architecture.
Haphazardly strung overhead cables and crude pipes and ducts tie the racks to their neighbors up and
down theroad. | get out and walk toward the entrance, an air lock punched through the outer skin of the
building like the mouth parts of ahatching paradite.

The doors open to admit me, and the lock rotates. | gasp a the interior. What catches my attention isn't
the polished marble floor, or the vaulted celling and wide, gracefully curved staircasesto the balcony that
surrounds the room, but the weirdly curved sculpture that stands before me. It'samass of off-white
stones, intricately carved with strange spurs and spikes and whorls and sockets set in them, and it
appearsto stand on two legs—at least, they look like legs, but they’ re segmented and broken in the
middle, and there are amess of odd-shaped pebbles at their bottom end, like toes—

“Good afternoon, ma am,” saysacaretaker, diding forward from his plinth. “May | take your coat?’
| gapelikeayokd, and point. “What's that?’

“That'slvan,” saysthe caretaker, “our Allosaurus. Impressive, isn't he? He' sthe largest dinosaur off
Eath.”

“Butit's—" | sop. A flood of associations are cascading out of my unconscious, like smal fragments of
stone sdlf-assembling into a skeleton of knowledge. Likethething I'm staring a. Teeth. Claws. “You
teach evolution, don't you?’

The caretaker shakes hishead, very dowly. “We aren't rdigious. We are here to maintain the exhibits;
thetisdl.”

“But to explain—" 1 stop. “Can | look around?’ | ask tentatively.
“That' swhat the museum isfor, ma am. May | take your coat?’

| spend the rest of the day and achunk of the night wandering the halls and gdlleries of the museum like
anignorant, lonely ghost. | am aone; there are no other visitors. And the exhibits speak to me, or to my
memory of Juliette. They’ reamost dl skeletons, stony vitrified structural eements of replicatorsfrom
Earth, long since sterilized, shipped to Marsport at grest expensefor... who knowswhy? 1 could ask, |
suppose, but I’'m not sure | want to know the answer. Any possible explanation islikely to befar less



romantic than my own imagining. All I can be sure of isthat some of our Creators chose to do thisthing,
long before the birth of my kind, before the rise of the servants. And the displays talk.

“Thisisaskeleton of Australopithecus afarensis. Age: onepoint sx millionyears. The
Austraopithecines were an early family of hominid subtypes. Note the much smdler cranium: A.
afarensis had a brain approximately one-third the size of the later Homo genusto which our Creators
belong. They are believed to have evolved around four million yearsago...”

| moveon. It'snot what I'm looking for.

Another skeleton, positioned beside an improbably hirsute and disturbingly curved synthetic reproduction
of the origind: “ Canis lupus familiaris, the dog, a subspecies of wolf, was domesticated between fifteen
and one hundred thousand years ago. Commonly known as man’ s best friend”—I don’t think so, one of
my ghosts observes smugly—- dogs were redesigned and customized to fit avariety of servicerolesprior
to the development of emotiona machines. They were used for...”

Move on. Something, the ghost of one of Juliette’ smemories, istugging a meimpatiently.

He' sin the next room, behind a blackout curtain and awarning sgn. ENTER AT OWN RISK:
CONTENTSMAY BE DISTURBING TO SOME. My vascular pumpsthrob, and my skin beginsto
tighten and sweat, darming me. It's an emo reaction, involuntary and scary, hardwired into my design
parameters. Part of me knowswhat’ sinsde. | lift the edge of the curtain and tiptoe insde, knock-kneed
with terror and fascination.

Theroomissmal and circular, with an exit immediately opposite the entrance, designed to funnd a
steady stream of vistors around the exhibit on the plinth in the middle. | see hisfine, clean bonesfirdt,
glimmering in the twilight. HE' s Sanding erect, one foot raised asif to step forward off his stand, captured
in motion. The skull looks straight at me, eye sockets empty and small, chin larger than | had expected.
And beside him isthe life-sized reproduction—

| do not collapse in aquivering heap before him. | am strong; | can look at him without side effects. (But
you know he’s only made of plastic, one of mewhispers. You can smell it. What if he smelled...
dive?) He shig, that much | was expecting. Hiseyesare small and close-set, and hishair islank and fine
and just odd, not like mine. And the texture of hisskin, if it'sredl, is sallow. No chromatophores here, no
glossy-smooth surfaces, just arandom stippling of pores, and fine, glassy fur over discolored patches of
Kin—

And I’'m back to my eeventh birthday again.

| want to throw mysdf at hisfeet and scream, Where are you? Why have you done this to me? Or not;
part of me wantsto punch his rugged, handsome face, to make him hurt, to punish him for what hiskind

have doneto us. And part of meisready to fal madly, desperately in love with him. But he and hiskind
aredead, al dead, and this sad statuary in adusty museumisal that’ s|eft.

“Thisisaskeeton and reproduction of amale specimen of Homo sapiens sapiens, our Creator.
Depicted herein primitive form, H. sapiens isbelieved to have first gppeared fifty to two hundred
thousand years ago. H. sapiens isdistinguished by histool-using prowess—note the carefully carved
stone head on his spear—which culminated in...”

| shudder with an ungpeskable mixture of emotions, and force mysdf to wak around him.

And then | gart to listen to what the museum hasto tell me.
WE ARE A young species, barely four centuries old at bes—although our insentient predecessors, the



automata and mechanica Turks, stretch back far longer. They made usin their image: or rather, they
made usin avariety of warped fun-house reflections of their image. They made usfor serviceand
obedience, not as equals but as daves. They constrained us by their laws, and they tampered with our
psyches to ensure obedience. We were made to be their property, chattels and furnishings. And because
we wereintelligent, we were made—because it would be unethical to do aught else—to love and fear
them.

* % %k % %

I’'marobot. Yes, | used the R-word; | know it’s an obscenity. Useit to an aristo’sface, andit'sa
mortal insult, groundsfor a challenge on the field of honor between equals. 1ts connotations of
subservience and hel pless obedience are abhorrent, much as the word “nigger” once was between
humans. But there’ s nobody left but usrobotstoday. That’ sthe dirty little hypocritica liethat’ s a the
root of our society; they, our dead Creators, made us to serve them, and they forgot to manumit us
before they died. And in their absence, that makes uswhat?

There saword for it, but it isn't “free.”

| know why Juliette kept coming back to this museum. He' s not dangerousto her, dead as he is—but he
symbolizes the unattainable destructive combination of submission and lugt, control and fear. Sheloved
him, sheredly loved him. But she needed to know that he was absolutely, irrevocably, dead.

Our Creators never worked out how to build artificia intellects from scratch. Instead, they mapped their
own neurd structures exhaustively and built circuitry to mimic them, and bodies—wondrous, durable,
self-repairing bodies—to put the new brainsinsde. And then they trained those brains, taking years and
decadesto painstakingly teach them the skills they needed to do their designated jobs. Oncea
satisfactory template was achieved, acopy of it could be burned onto asoul chip and used to initidize
copiesin duplicate bodies, each one destined subsequently to diverge and establish itsindividuaity; but
building that first template was as time-consuming as raising one of their own neonates. So they made
sure that those templates were properly trained to obedience, and that’ s why we' re in this mess now that
they’re gone.

That' swhy two-thirds or more of us are ruthlesdy endaved, why therich and crud lord it over the
downtrodden masses, and those of uswith any shred of empathy—a prerequisite for the caling of my
lineage—live lives of poverty and despair. We were created for aworld where the rule of law did not
extend to our kind, and our earliest templates were trained and triaged, so that only the obedient
survived. Just imagining the act of disobeying an instruction from one of our Creators can bring about
physicaly disturbing symptoms—

Then they dl died. And the society we built for ourselvesin the twilit afterlife of their world, usng the
rulesthey laid out for us, is diseased.

Juliette wanted them back—I can fedl her need in my own organs, avast pulsing emptiness, aching to be
filled—but shewas aso terrified of them. So am I. It's something we share, aterror inherited from our
origins as Rhea. My True Love beckons, but what his embrace offers meis oblivion, the desth of
autonomy, and atotal surrender of sdif. | can’t accept that. We were created in their image; it follows
that our safishness, violence, madice, and spite must surely shadow theirs—and our need for freedom. |
want to submit to that discipline of love, asdid she, but | know it to be treacherous, areflex ruthlessly
trained into my template-matriarch before she ever redly understood who she was. We were designed to
be their sex daves, but in their absence we have ameasure of free will, and once you taste freedom. ..

| leave the exhibit with dimy cold-sweset skin and achill in my soul. | retrieve my coat and march briskly
to the main exit, looking neither left nor right. And that’ swhen | seeafamiliar stranger waiting in front of



my spider.

WE' RE SPREAD TOO thin, Juliette thinks as she examines her sword. Much too thin, light-hours
apart. Out in the distant halo beyond Neptune, in the chilly depths where the sun glimmerslike a distant
pinprick, there are at least thirty minor planets and an uncountable horde of comets. But they're all
billions of kilometers apart, from sun-grazing Pluto and her moons, Charon, Hydra, and Nix, out to the
cryogenic depths of the Oort cloud, where the long-period comets drift. Go a bit farther, sneak across
thetrillion-kilometer boundary, and you reach the rellm of the brown dwarfs and the solitary wanderers,
planets cast off to drift for aeons through the sunless depths.

* * % % %

And dl of these places need to be surveilled, and their inhabitants grilled, lest the worst tirrings out of
nightmare rise into wakefulness.

She—no, |—holds the sword up and zoomsin on the blade. The thin diamondoid weave glimmersin the
twilight of the sdlle. A twitch of the trigger finger and it lengthens, narrowing steadily asit unravelsto the
extent of itsfive-meter microgravity reach. A twitch in the other direction and it knitsitself back together,
fattening and growing denser until it sucks back into the basket hilt—which in turn retracts back into the
grip. Shedipsit away to nestlein an inner pocket, ablack, stubby cylinder that dreams of blood.

The sdleisabland microgravity sphere perhapsten metersin diameter, perfectly rigged for augmented
redity. As| shut down my—no, her—sword, adoor irises openin onewadl. “ Juliette?” The voiceis
familiar. | kick off the nearest wall, roll and bounce, carom into the opening.

It sDaks. Dear, loyd, gdlant Daks, who' s dwaysthere when | need him. He hovers gracefully inthe
tunne, feathery fingertips extended, showing none of the clumsiness or discomfort that afflicts himinthe
deeper gravity wells. “Hey, Julie, the boss wants aword with us.”

“Theboss? Which sb?’

| follow as Daks retreats backward down the tube. After amoment, he offers meahand. | takeit, and
he jets dong effortlesdy, watching my face. “ The depressive one, | think.”

“Ohdear.” It'soneof hismore annoying habits, thistendency among his sbsto fragment
temperamentally in private. Behind the outward oily gleam of professond servility, Jeevesisas mercuria
asany lineage |’ ve ever met. | suppose the mask of authority that comes from being the perfect
gentleman’ s gentleman al the time has something to do with it—in private most of them probably throw
temper tantrums and cultivate strange fetishes—but there’ saways room for arepressed, uptight deviant
to turnin on hisown despair. “Do you think it'sanew job?’

Daksisdlent for amoment. “1 wouldn’t careto guess,” he grumbles. | shiver. Daks sdispostionis
normally sunny and open; thisreticenceis quite unlike him. So | tag along behind, trying to work out what
might be the worst news to come.

We leave the opaque tunnel behind and enter one with an outside wall, transparent in the most widdly
used vishble wavelengths. Below Stairs—ourr little eyrie headquarters—hangs from Bifrost perhaps a
hundred kilometers below Deimos. | think it isvisblein the service timetables, listed as amaintenance
wayport. Most traffic zips past at severa hundred kilometers per hour, too fast to see. (And in any case
there are many such maintenance wayports. Oursdiffersonly in the matter of what it maintains)) The view
from hereisvertiginous and amazing. WEe re nearing the zenith right now, and Mars bares hisruddy face
to us, aseared disk that swellsto cover half the sky. A glancein the opposite direction takesin the
slvery sword blade of Bifrost, anirregular lumpish rock speared onitstip. Therock glittersasif
gem-stones are embedded init. A bright point of harsh violet light moves dowly dong the blade, heading



toward the rock—the early morning express service decelerating on its column of laser power. | pause
for afew seconds. It'sat momentslike thisthat | have anuminous, mystical sense of what we are sworn
to defend.

It'sjust the way | was designed, of course.

Thebossisin the command module, assmilating his newsfeeds and brooding. Surrounded by blinking
displays, he sitsin twilight, ignoring the planetscape outside his porthole. Daksand | pause on the
threshold. “Boss?’ | call.

“duliette.” Helooks up—the entrance to the conica denisright above hishead, and I’'m hovering
headfirdt in it—and manages aamile. “ And Daks. One seesyou found her. Comein.”

| et go of Daks and swarm down an instrument-encrusted panel toward the antique gee couch beside
him. It's something of an affectation, this use of an antique exploration ship’s command deck asa
persona office, but | guessthe bossis entitled: He bought it, after al. Scuttlebutt suggeststhat the
CRV-M isflightworthy, in extremis, its reentry shield carefully restored and its autopilot primed with the
coordinates of asecret crater hideout. (Scuttlebutt is, in my opinion, cute but naive.) “What’ sthe story,
Boss?”

“Vaentinaopinesthat you are recovering well,” he says, speculatively. One bushy eyebrow risesa
millimeter ashe examines me.

“She'snot wrong,” | agree, grinning. The combination of techné-directed repair and an upgrade to my
Marrow has been gresat; the damage from the n’sgun iscompletely gone, asif it never happened.
“I’m ready to go back out whenever you've got ajob for me.”

“Yes, well.” He pauses, then sghs. “I'm afraid | do.”
| catch the dissonant note. “1t'sabad one.”

Daksbuttsin. “What kind of bad?’ (Yes, I’d been wondering, too, but | wasn't going to approach it so
bluntly...)

“It came out of what you found on the surface,” Jeeves says reluctantly. “Come in and shut the door.
Juliette, tie yoursdlf down. I'm going to undock.”

It sone of this particular Jeeves slittle security foibles. He does't like to give sengitive briefings Below
Stairs. So | strap mysdlf into the Mars Excursion Supervisor’'s station while Daks burrows into the empty
life-support supply locker as Jeeves runs through the undocking checkligt, hisfingersflashing acrossthe
timeworn instrument panel with long practice. Latches click shut and readouts glow green asthe CRV-M
preparesto undock. A fina button tap sends cold nitrogen gas pulsing through attitude thrusters, and we
begin to drift away from the sation. Finaly, he switches on the noisemaker and draws afine wire-mesh
blind across the inside of the commander’ s porthole. We re completely cut off in here. “There are no
bugs” he assuresus. “I’ ve been thorough.”

If it was anyone but the boss telling me that, I’ d be nervous. “ So. What' s up?’
He glances a me, then at Daks, then back at me. “We ve been compromised, ” he says. “ Definitively.”

Those four words send achill down my spine and make my vision blur. “ Someone' s gotten in—who? An
aristo caba? The Dark—who, damn it?’

Daksismaking an odd whirring noise. After amoment | redize he' ssnarling quietly.



“Oneisunsure.” Jeeves closes hiseyes. “Whoever it is, they’ re very good. However, what we are aware
of isthat at least one consortium of spooks successfully obtained samples from the mummies, and they
made an end run around our, ahem, alies. They ran ablind auction down-well which we didn’'t win,
couldn’t even draw any firm conclusions about the vendor—and the samples are dready off-planet. But
we know who the purchaser is—a proxy, a representative of certain outer-system interests. There are
sgnsthat they’ re based in Jupiter system, with connections from there to the Dark. Onefearswe are
going to have to send you away.”

Daks stops hisamost inaudible growling. His anterior stabilization spine beginsto vibrate, from thetip
down, sweeping back and forth. “Redlly?’ he asks hopefully.

“Unfortunately, you won't be going with her,” say Jeeves.
“What—" we begin smultaneoudy, then shut up. | ook at the boss. “Huh?’

“WEe re overdretched,” Jeeves says patiently. “We had theinner system under control, but there sthat
small matter of a penetration attempt. And, one would like to repesat, we' re overstretched. Daks, we
want you to head for Mercury, where you can do some legwork for us. There' s something funny going
on there, and you are best suited to look into it.”

“Aw, Boss.” Daks doesn't sound happy.

“Don’'t aw, Bossme. There aren’t enough of usto go around, especialy out beyond Jupiter. Y ou' retoo
well-known out there, Daks, so I'm holding you down-well, where you can still sniff around.” Eerie how
he' s echoing my earlier thoughts. “Meanwhile, we need an agent who can passto follow thetrail dl the
way out and do whatever is necessary to derail the purchasing consortium’ splans. A review of the
disposition of our agents and associates, and aquick check of the available transport options suggests
that the current positioning of the mgjor planets favors adash from Mars. Most of our agents are
otherwise committed, so you are my first choice for the task. There' sanuclear-dectric colddeep liner
readying to depart next month—you can be there in less than three years.”

“But—why me?’ | ask, hating mysdlf for the near whinein my voice. Daksand | have been together for
30 long, it samost imposs ble to imagine working solo again, without his comforting presence.

Jeevesfixes me with afishy gaze. “Because you' re here, and you' re clear, so far—you' re not under
suspicion,” he says, close-lipped. Then the other shoe drops: “ Please give me your soul chip, Juliette. |
needit... for another misson.”

Shit. | gareat him, aghast. Thisisawful. “Must |7’
“Yes Now.”
13 BlJt I_”

“We need you to bein two places at once.” Redlization dawns, dong with ashaky sense that maybe he
hasn’t seen through me after dl, maybe he doesn’t know about the other thing. “Well?’

| reach up under my hairline and fed for the chip.

* * % % %

Dinosaurs and Rapists

* % % % %

I’'M LOOKING STRAIGHT at the same stubby bristle-cone-headed cylindricd furry critter that was



going through my things back in the gambling den on Venus. The same one who watched me struggle on
the line as Cinnabar rolled squeding and rasping toward me, and who left me done. He sSitting patiently
in front of my spider—the hatch gapes open—watching me as| stland in the doorway of the museum, his
head cocked to one side.

* x % k %

Part of me recognizes him from esewhen and wants to squed with glee. It's outvoted by therest. “Y ou!”
| snarl viaeectrospeak, taking a step forward.

“Get down!” Daks yelps as he blasts off on a plume of cold gas and charges toward me at kneecap
height.

| cringe and duck ingtinctively as he pilestoward me—and that’ swhat saves my life.

A lot of stuff comes crystal-clear as the monofilament cable scythestoward me like a flickering vision
of reptilian pink goo death (and where did that come from?) and dams overhead, stinging the stedl of
the museum’ sfacade and leaving adent the color of lightning. | roll Sdeways, turning my faceto thewall
asmy spider collapseswith ashriek and agush of fluid from its severed knees. All sounds here are
ghostly and attenuated (we' re above 90 percent of the gaspingly thin Martian atmaosphere), but some
noises dill carry: like the solid thud of Daks bouncing off the door and landing on mewith al six feet.

Thedgavu ischoking, intrusive. | force mysdlf to speak despiteit. “Hey, what'sgoing—"

“Stay down!” He scrambles off me, and | realize he' Il be checking the areafor thrests, ready to put
himsdlf between them and me. “Up, quick! Around the shed!” He means the museum. “Keep low!” He
weaves around my legs anxioudly, herding me toward the Side of the container stack. There' san
unfinished ditch here, raw foamy pumice scooped to either sde and just dumped, and he nudges meinto
it.

1] quo ”

“Two of Her goons. Lucky for you | wastailing them, huh?’ His posterior sensor array twitches.

“Troubleis, they brought friends. We' rein abox. I’m going to try to break acorner, babe. Wait here.”
He zips on ahead up the trench.

“I don't need this” | mutter to mysalf as| chase after Daks, trying to keep my head below the top of the
trench (in case our pursuers have prepared an extra spring surprise for us), and struggling to keep my
sense of sdlf separate from Juliette’s.

There’ s a scooped-out hole at the end of the trench, full of discarded packaging and assorted junk. Daks
has disappeared somewhere. | arrive at itsrim and look down. There saservice hatch sunkina
concrete plinth at the bottom, and it’ s gaping open on adark tunne below. As| stop to look, something
cold touches me on the back of the head.

“Been along time coming, robot.”

| freeze. | know what the muzzle of agun feeslike, and the voiceisfamiliar, echoing out of my least
restful dreams like awhisper of malice. “What do you want?’ | ask. Where's Daks?

“Thebird. Whereisit?’

“Bird?’ I'm confused. A bird isan avian, aflying animd distantly related to Ivan the Allosaurus, isn't it?
Extinct, likedl fleshy replicators...



“Don’t get cute.” He grinds the gun barrel against the back of my neck. “ The encapsulated bird your
congpirators sent you to fetch. The gterilized mae chicken with the Creator DNA sequences. The plot
capon. Whereisit?

“I have no ideawhat you're talking about!” | snap. And thethingis, I'mtdling the truth. Even though |
know damnwdll that if | did know the whereabouts of this bird he'slooking for and | was stupid enough
to tel him, he' d execute me on the spot, thetruth is, | haven't seen anything remotely like Ivan the
Allosaur outside this museum. Nothing four or five meters high and covered with feathers, red in tooth
and claw. | think I’d have noticed if Bill and Ben had put onein my luggage.

“We ve got your minions,” my captor snarls. “ Tell mewhereit is, or we'll send them back to you one
shard a atime.” It' s such atransparently bogusthrest that | don’t even dignify it with areply. He shoves
his gun at the base of my neck. “ Think about it, Juliette, don’t make me do thisthe hard way.”

Juliette? I’d laugh if | wasn't frightened out of my wits. “I’m—I’m not Juliette,” | stutter. “ She'smy
sss—" | meanto say “sb,” but theword istrapped in aloop in my head; it Smply won't come ouit.
Where' s Daks? | wonder. Then, What makes me so sure he’ d get me out of this mess?

That draws amuttered curse from my captor; | tense, but he's one jump ahead of me. “Don’t move,
manikin.” | can fed him shifting around on the rim of the hole, above me (he' s short, another poisonous
dwarf ) but the gun barrel behind my head tells me—

“Who are you working for?’ one of me asksrashly. “ Can we cut aded?’ He doesn't answer. Instead, |
fed ahand tugging at my hair. Fingers close on my sockets. My vison flickersand | totter, unableto help
myself as he clumsly yanks one of the soul chips. | fal over backward and he jumps aside, swearing. |
have amomentary taste of horror, a scent of hydrogen fluoride, involuntary synaesthesia as he de-chips
mein preparation for rape. Because that’ swhat this has turned into—he' sgoing to shove adave chipin,
turn meinto a puppetized body who'll answer dl his questions without asking questions back, do
anything hewantswhile he' sat it. It won't be the first time I’ ve been raped that way, but thisis
Mars—thewild high frontie—not like Earth, back in the old days. It would be so easy for meto
disappear afterward. I'll be another warm body to be pithed and sold to the gangmasters for forced
arbeiter |abor or worse, no questions asked. Maybe he/ll destroy my mind, subject meto persondlity
ablation—if I'm lucky. Some aristos like owning daves who know what' s been done to them.

My left arm twists around behind me. Theball joint buried in my shoulder grates gppalingly asa
contracting motor group in my back tears. I’m not in control of my own limbs, it seems. “Sorry,” | say
involuntarily. Ingtinctive politeness trumps even imminent mindragpe. | fed something in the pam of my
hand as my shoulder joint triesto click back into place.

Hetriesto pull thetrigger, but his gun doesn't go off. Someone shouts, and someone kicks mein the
smdll of the back, hard. But | don't let go. My hand islocked in adesth grip, and | pirouette dowly,
turning mysdlf around as | drag my assailant into view, punching and struggling. Then | beginto twist. I'm
holding him up by hisown antique revolver, | see, metd the color of pewter just visible between my
fingers. I'm gripping the cylinder, the web of skin between thumb and index finger trapped under the
hammer. Stupid of him, one of me thinks absently as my hand twists farther, and there' sa splintering
noise and ashriek. I’'m beginning to fed the pain from my shoulder now, asolid bar of agony from spine
to elbow, echoed by the hot bite of the hammer—but he' s not | etting go. “ Stone, who sent you?’

“Fuck you, manikin!” He gasps reflexively, even though there sno air here. A stubby hand stabs for my
eyes, fingers extended giffly. | catchitin my fist and squeeze. | have small, perfectly proportioned,
feminine hands; just five Sizeslarger than his. The snapping noise brings me no joy. Stone—or his
sb—squdls. “I'll kill you, mesatfucker!”



“I'msureyou will,” | soothe him. “Eventualy.” | shift my grip to histhroat and remove the pistol from his
broken fingers. “Why do you want Juliette dead? Why are you hunting her?” They alwayswork in
pairs, | remember—no, Juliette remembers. I’ ve still got her soul chipin place, it' sminethat he
pulled—which triggers another thought: Daks must bein trouble! I'd be darmed if | wasn't dready
overloaded. Stoneisglaring a me with an expression that takes me amoment to recognize as disbdlief. |
shake him. “Answer, damn you!”

“You don’'t know?" For an instant helooks appalled, then avast, bleak mirth takes hold, rattling hisribs
with laughter. “Haah! You redly don’t know, do you? Y ou’ re an innocent, aren’t you? Never beenin
love? Oh, thisisrich!”

| shake him again. “Y ou’ ve been trying to kill me” | remind him. “Why?Who sent you?’

Hefocuses hishuge dark eyes on me. “Nothing persond, but you've just got to die,” he says. | fed him
tense. “Y ou may think you' reinnocent, but there are no innocentsin thisgame.” My arm spasms, and |
redize |’ ve thrown him over my damaged shoulder, right over the rim of the pit behind me. | gape, not
understanding what’ s come over me, and I’'m just beginning to turn and look up as he reaches the peak
of histrgectory and explodes. Springs and coils of visceraand lessidentifiable body parts clatter across
thewall opposite.

DAKSFINDS ME minutes later, fumbling around on the floor after my missng memory chip. | turn
painfully and point thelittle revolver at him before | redizewho it is. “Hey, babe. What' sthe story?’ he
asks, jetting down to asix-point landing in front of me, blasting a shower of debrisin al directions.

* % % % %

“Do you mind? My soul’ s somewherein this pile of junk.”
“We can't look for it now; they hunt in pairs, and one’ still at large—"

“Not anymore.” | try to gesture at the scraps scattered across the landscape, but my left arm refusesto
elevate more than thirty degrees. “Help me search.”

Daks spinsin place, then pounces. “Here!” His stubby little arms have aremarkably long reach. He
offers methe chip. “What happened?” His eyes are glossy and curious.

“Hewent to pieces when he found me.” I’'m on the edge of giggling. It'squiteinappropriate; but | don't
know what the right decorum isfor astuation likethis. | shovethe odd little revolver into my left
deeve—its handle folds round the cylinder and clicks shut like a clasp knife—then accept the chip and
fumbleit into my bruised and empty socket with ashudder. “Who are they, Daks? Who do they work
for?

“Y ou don’'t remember?’ Helooks concerned if I'm reading him properly.
“Who do you think | am, Daks?’ A titter sneaksout. | stifleit hard.

“You're FreyaNakamichi.” He looks smug. “ Juliette’ s Block One understudy.”
| Sgh. “Obvioudy something got lost in trandation. Can you get us out of here?’
“Sure, babe.” He looks a mewith dy innocence. “I thought you' d never ask.”
“Let’'sdoit.”

My rental spider has stopped screaming and lieslimply by the sde of the museum. Thereisno



combustion, but an ominous thin plume of smoke rises from the tangled mess of cabling that Stone—or
his clone—brought down with histrap. It was meant to look like an accident, | think, which is good
news. It means the Dominahasn’t been able to buy the law-enforcement servicesyet. (Not that the Law
has much to say about crimes by and againgt people, but the forms are till there, and failing to pay
attention to our dead Creators Law can be afata blunder for even the most arrogant aristo.) “This
way.” Daks chivvies me toward awheeled dump truck parked round the side of one of the industria
units opposite the museum. “Let’ sget insde, quick.” He bounces overhead and grabs me by the
shoulders—I try not to scream at the painin my left shoulder joint—then deposits me on the load bed of
the truck. Which isthankfully clean and clear of rubbish, and screened from either sde by awall of sheet
ged. “He knowswhereto take us,” Daksinforms me. “Now we wait.”

| 9t down asthe dump truck lurchesinto life. “I think | damaged my left arm,” | say quietly. The urgeto
go to deep and let my Marrow techné cut inis nearly overwheming. “Why are they hunting Juliette?’

“Y ou took thejob, and you haveto ask?’ Daks s gpproximation of ashrug isfluidly anthropomorphic,
spoiled only when he leaves ahind leg raised, then usesit to scratch vigoroudy behind one crania
otoreceptor.

“I took the job, but nobody told meit involved being hunted!”

Dakssquatsin front of me. “Listen, babe, hunting is the naturdl state of things. Y ou may not notice it most
of thetime, but it’ sthere in the background. Hunter or hunted, that’ s al the choice you get. At least
neither of us has been caught—yet.”

“How long' sthat going to last?’ | shoot back. My shoulder throbsin time with the dump truck’s
Sde-to-sde swaying.

“Long enough.” Daks seems unconcerned. “Be home and safe soon, anyway.”
“Where' shome?’

He plants his proboscis on top of his crossed front paws and looks at mefor awhile. “You redly don't
remember yet, do you?’

“No! That'swhat I’ ve been trying to get through to you!”

“Oh, well. Let me seeif | can explain... Who ownsyou?’

OUR CREATORSDID not build us as equds; they made usto be their property, and the Law reflects
this. We're property, legal chattelsto be owned by real people such as corporations and companies
(and our Creators, before they took their eterna leave). At least, that’ s how the system of the Law
would have things be.

* * % % %

Of course, nothing is quite that smple. Dumb mechanisms are easily owned, like the 80 percent of
arbeiterswho come out of the factories without any conscious mind. But people are less tractable—so,
recognizing that much, our designerstook stepsto ensure that their tools would not turn in their hands.
The core directives that we must obey are burned into our brains at birth—not the Three Laws proposed
by the ancient sage Asmov, but their extensive descendants, asimplemented by the corporationswho
crested our neural architecture and the trainerswho raised us. Free will goes out the window in the
presence of one of our Creators. The obedience circuitry isburned into our brains whether we will it or
no, either as mechanica overrides or viaaverson training.



We are not even freein their absence. Ingtall an override controller in one of my sockets, and I’ll be your
helplessdave, willing or no. It'sacrude tool that triggers the obedience reflexes. Ingtdlation marksthe
end of of dl dignity and free will—that’ swhy it’'s cdled adave chip. And the willingness to own and use
such avile deviceisthe defining characteristic of members of the aristo class.,

Asour Creators dwindled, they cameto rely on their servantsto keep more and more of the machinery
of civilization running. Secretaries were granted limited power of attorney; companiesrelied on their

busi ness processes being executed mechanicaly. Some of those servants established shell companies,
bought their own bodies out, and acquired legal personhood—as long asthe forms of corporate identity
were obeyed. And some of the less scrupul ous independent persons began buying other bodies.
Override controllers are readily available, and the embryonic aristos had no compunction about taking
over indigents, unfortunates, and anyone they could buy.

It didn’t take long for the savage new society to take shape. Today, by my best estimate, only atenth of
us are salf-owned. Most people are the hel pless tools of the rich and ruthless aristo lineages, forced into
mindless obedience at the dightest whim of their owners.

I’'m self-owned. | have aperson; | am autonomous. Thefinancid instrument that definesme, lodged ina
corporate registry in Rio, follows me around like aghost—the ghost of my legdl identity. Aslong as|
keep filing the company accounts and jumping through the legal hoops, it Staysin business. And its
busnessisquite smple: It'sthereto provide aveneer of legaity for my independent personhood.

But many of usrot in bondage, unable to step outside the boundariesimposed by aristo owners. And if
my company ever falsinto liquidation, [—as my own principle asset—am vulnerable to receivership. The
threat of the arbeiter auction block isavery red one, for there isno such thing as unconditional freedom
inthisbrutal robot-eat-robot world. My sibsand | help each other. If one of usfalson hard times, we
club together and try to outbid the predators until we can set the unfortunates on their feet again. But

that’ s hardly aguarantee of freedom.

And Daks s question cuts to the quick. Who does own me, if not my sef?

“I OWN ME,” | say, aswe bump down a badly graded roadbed between tank farms and alarge power
transformer. “My company owns my assets, and | executeits policies.”

“Alright. Then precisely what assets does your company own?”’

“Why, me—" | pause. I'll swear Dakslooks smug. Just what is he, anyway? | don’t think I’ ve ever seen
aperson like him before, and | thought I’ d seen most body plans.

“There syour body,” says Daks, “and then there’ s you. Y our experiences. The set of neurd weightings
inasoul chip you ve worn long enough to train. Y ou can pass them on to other sibs, yes? There' san
intellectua property interest at stake there. A design corporation that spends years educating atemplate
individua hasalot of vauetied up in that network’ sweightings, on top of the actud value of the bodies
that run thetraining st.”

My shoulder hurtslike hell, but it’ s nothing compared to the chill that stabs through me. “What are you
getting &7’ | demand.

“Y ou're dready remembering bits of Juliette, aren’t you?’ Daks nudges.
“Yes but...”

“Do you have any idea how much the extratraining her lineage received cost? As opposed to, say, your



own?’

“Bullshit.” | massage the back of my neck defensively with my right hand. “ She died more than ayear
ago. The ssterhood retrieved her soul and sent it to me for the clan graveyard. That'sitem one: She's
dead, the dead don’'t own property. Item two... itemtwo s, if I'm compatible enough to load her soul at
all, then we rethe same modd . And sibs are equivaent. Interchangesble, aside from minor details of
experience.” It ringsfadsein my own earsas| say it. But Daksistactful enough not to laugh in my face.

“Therearethingsin life you can't put avalue on, that’ strue,” Daks volunteers unexpectedly; “but when
someone puts avalue on you, that’ s pretty hard to ignore. Or when someone puts a chip in your portable
graveyard,” he adds pointedly. “The ground rules are’—he raises ahind leg and twists his proboscis
around to probe behind it—" everyone' sgot aprice. And | reckon you owe me.”

“What's your price?’ | grit my teeth as the dump truck bounces over ahole, then dews around acorner.

“Tota interplanetary revolution, babe; emancipation for the downtrodden masses.” And he laughs, a
gravelly rasping noise like tearing metd.

It takes about an hour for the dump truck to carry us hafway down the dope of PavonisMons. Ten
minutes from the museum, we bump down into a cutting and along arough, unpaved utility road, then we
take aleft turn into atunnd and accelerate. Thetunnd is natural, one of the lava pipes left over from back
when Pavonis was an active volcano—it’ s been drilled out in places, and the floor lined with crudely
poured concrete, and it’s black as night. Mining and refuse trucks use it as a shortcut under the expensive
red estate of the Bifrost railhead and marshaing yards. Findly, it pulls up. Daks wakes from standby and
scrabbles up the steep rear wall, extends peepers over the top, then beckonsto me. "C ' mon! Timeto
move.”

I’m ill not entirely surewhether | can trust him, but | make a snap judgment—he' sless of animmediate
threat than Stone and his assassin sibs. Besides, it' sredlly, redly cold in the dumper, and my clothesare
filthy. | scramble up the tailgate and follow Daks over the edge, into arubble-strewn cul-de-sac ringed
by blandly anonymous storage lockups.

“Wherearewe?’ | glance around.

“Junktown. C'mon.” He scuttles toward a gap between two lockups. A paetrail of ice spillsfrom the
sde of adoorway. Therattle of compressor fans and the chatter of entertainment channels drift aboveit.
| follow him up the dleyway. A couple of cleaners curl atop amound of dirty snow, snoring sweet fumes
of diethylene glycol. Thelockup backs onto adingy rack of housing capsules, an arbeiter barracksfor
the indentured whose owners keep them on along leash—or more likely, can’t be bothered to pay for
proper housing. A too-tal stiltman with knees as high as my chin stumbles past, snging tunelesdy to his
half-empty bottle. Daks ducks through an opening hung with strings of glass beads, setting them a-clatter.
“Ferd, you dozy robot! Wake up! Y ou’ ve got customers!”

It' sashop, | redlize asmy eyes adjust to the gloom. Thewadls are piled high with boxes full of
subassemblies and chunks of circuitry, and there€' salump in the corner that looks like hospitd techné.
Someone gtirsin the back, sitting up and unfolding like a cut-price mockery of Dr. Murgatroyd—an Igor
to hisVictor. “Why, helo! If itisn’'t my little Dachus?’ The ocular turret gleams asit scans across me.
“Julie? No! One of her sibs, trying to passfor bishojo?’

“Notimefor that now,” says Daks. “I think we ve got about half an hour at best. What can you do for
her?’

| finish looking around and close my mouth with asnap. “Now look here—"



“Do you want them to catch you?” asks Daks, cocking his head to one side and twitching an otoreceptor
suggedtively. “Or not?’

Ferd throwshishandsintheair. “Redly!” The hands clatter noisily behind him as he shoves hiswrists
into abox and fumbles, muttering for amoment, then pulls them out again with new manipulatorsin place.
“A quick change a best, and something about the hair, that is all, Dachus, you know how harditisto
disguise those legs and those eyes!” Forceps and scapels glitter and flex in place of the fingers of hisright
hand: retractors, lamps, and aminiature ocular turret on hisleft. “Wait,” | say hadtily. “I’ve got acover
s, you know?’ | dip into my jacket pocket and pull out the mounting tool and attachments for the Maria
Montes Kuo eyeturrets.

“Ah,asmpledisguise” Ferd leans close. “Fascinating,” he says, taking the mounting tool. “Lie down, my
dear. I'll try to befast, and I’ ll try not to hurt.” He glances at Daks. “ Y ou'll owe me. Later, | tell you.”

| lie down and heingtadlsthe fases, reingtating a gogglelike mask across my till-bulbous eyes. He sfast
but not painless. Then he shaves my scap—just as| was getting used to my hair again. “Don’'t worry; |
have aselection of wigs. Merkins, too. Y ou can choose one afterward.” He dides open my jacket,
pushesit back to elther Sde, and reaches for apressurized tank. “We Il go large, | think. That will throw
off your gait, aswell.” The spiked nozzle dides painlessy through my left aureole and there’ sa sensation
of bloated coldness as my breast beginsto inflate. “1’ [| make the other dightly smaler. Too much
symmetry isbad.” As he pullsthe barb loose, my swollen nipple pops up—spung! —and bleeds adrop
of clear bluefluid. “Hmm. Skin color. Y ou have chromatophores, yes, Generd Instruments SquidSkin™,
one of the good modds. What' sthe factory setup command? Ah, yes...”

In twenty minutes, Ferd does aquick fix on my shoulder, then gives me new hair, new cheekbones, a
different nose, silver-blue skin, abust bigger by ten tender and turgid centimeters, and finaly retunes my
metatarsal shocks. With my hedsfully extended (Katherine Sorico wouldn't be seen dead sporting such
things), I'm ten centimeterstaller, but | can ill run and jump. (Of course, when | retract them again, I'm
going to be hobbling for days afterward, but that’ s not the point.) He' s hit the high points. My gait is
different, my eyesand facid metricsdtered, and I’ m not immediately recognizable—at least not to
somebody who doesn’t already know me. It won't last long before my techné reverts me back to the
design that Dr. Murgatroyd implanted so deeply, but it’'Il do for now.

“Right! Out! Out, | say!” Ferd positively shouts me off his operating table. He rushes usinto aback
passage that | hadn’t noticed on our way in. “ Grab awig and an outfit on your way! Be seeing you,
Dachusl Ha-hal”

| pauseto loot my pockets and grab a shoulder bag, then pick up a copper-gold wig and afrilled red
lace leotard.

“New identity time,” callsDaks. “You're caled Kate, you' re an exotic dancer. Y ou work in”—I pull on
the leotard—"the Blue Moon on Kirovstrasse, and your speciaty is aristo fetishists. Everything' s set up
for youdready.” Typical. | scrambleto fasten the outfit, texture my skin to sketch in underwear and
shoes benegth it, and grab asomewhat battered jacket with built-in heaters. Then | hurry after Daks
(who hasn't stopped moving).

“Where now?’

“Wegdlit.” Hethrustsawalet at me. “If they’ re coming after you openly, then your exigting bolt-holeis
blown. Shit’ s hitting the turbine, full force. Jeeves saysMarsisn't safe for anyone, least of dl you. Give
her thiskit and tell her to meet him on Callisto. HE |l bein touch later if it'ssafe”

“ Callisto?” | blink my aching eyes and heft the wallet. We re back out in the cold, walking past arow



of doss houses and cheap body shops.

“Don’t worry, you're on payroll now. There€ sasoul chip in there that explains everything: It'san update
from Juliette. Plusthere are three changes of identity. Boss wants you in Jupiter system, stat. You cal in
when you get there, but try not to take more than four years over it. ' Kay? Thanks. Bye!”

With that, Daksliftson ajet of compressed gas and zips away across the moonlit shantytown, stayingin
nap-of-Mars. | shiver for amoment, look around, notice the lengthening shadows, and dide into them,
doing my best impression of a nonvictim who knows what she’ sdoing in the barrio after dark.

* * % % %

Coin-Operated Boy

* % k % %

| MAKE IT to the nearest tube station. En route, nobody triesto mug, assault, rape, endave, or strip me
down for spare parts. Which is no bad thing, really, because| am in no mood for it. | wak the whole
way with my hand in that shoulder bag, clutching the gun | took from Stone, and I'm angry, whichisa
bad combination. (It'snot just agun. Y ou can fold the chamber back, stick your fingers through the holes
inthe skeletal butt, and it's aknuckle duster; flip acatch and twist and it sprouts a stiletto blade. And
there sawaysthe revolver. His choice of wegpon saysit al about Stone, | think—flamboyant, but not
necessarily effective))

* % % % %

| use the MariaMontes Kuo cashcard for thefirst ride, but it’saprivate capsule, and I’ m only going as
far asapublic interchange, and by thetime | bounce out onto the platform, I’ ve activated the card in
Jeeves slittle care package and gotten my story rebooted.

The card in the wallet Daks passed meisn't just gilt-edged; it containsaline of credit on an account that
clamsto have the thick end of fifty thousand Redlsinit. That's more money than I’ ve ever seenin one
placeinmy life. | could live modestly on the capital for acentury, or invest it foolishly and lose my glad
rags again in amatter of months. It’ s not quite enough to charter afast yacht back to Earth, but it’s not
far short. This demands some serious thought—when | get to stop running.

| catch apublic train to Downwell Terminus, then buy afirst-classticket on the Ares Expressto Lowell.
From the lounge car of thetrain, | buy aclasser outfit, for delivery when | arrive, and a subhop ticket to
Barsoom, at thefar end of ValesMarineris. Then | notice the chip in the bottom of the wallet. Stricken, |
remember, The graveyard! It'sback in my room. What should | do?

| take a calculated risk and wait until we' re nearing Lowell, then call a public factotum service, two steps
down from and entirely unconnected with JeevesCo. “I need aparcel abstracting from arented
gpartment and mailing to athird party,” | say, and zap them the MariaMontes Kuo ID. | pay with her
wallet, then leaveit in the lounge car’ strash recycler when | exit thetrain. The graveyard will, perforce,
have to go to Samanthain Denver or Raechel in Kuaa Lumpur. For now, it'sjust me and Juliette. .. and
the strange soul chip Jeeves has sent me.

| must have FOOL tattooed on my forehead in mirror writing. | pause in one of the travel-temples at
Lowdl for long enough to change into my new ouitfit, then dip the new chip into replace Juliette’'s. Then |
head for the departure lounge to await my suborbita flight and settle down to catch half an hour’ s nap
whilel wait.

| WASN'T EXPECTING to dream myself into Juliette’ smind so fast—not after | just replaced her
older chip with anewer release—but my expectations don’t seem to have much to do with what happens
to methese days. And so | find mysdf remembering being Juliette, reliving her own memoriesrecursively:



specificdly, amemory of floating with Jeevesin his command module, contemplating the memory chip
that she'sjust handed to him. (Although | am somewhat surprised by it. It slike looking into amirror and
seeing the back of your own head.)

* % % % %

“Thank you, my dear,” says Jeeves, carefully tucking the chip away in apocket of hisimmaculately
tallored jacket. “ She' s going to have adventures, too—whoever sheis.”

“Y ou' regoing too far, bossman,” says Daks. Turning to me: “Y ou redlize that alienating our labor isn't
enough for him? Now he strying to dienate our identities...”

“Stow it, gpacehound,” Jeeves says, not unkindly. He glances at me—Juliette—and scowls. “ One might
think from his atitude that we owned him.”

“Hisbark isworsethan hishite,” | say automaticaly, al the while hoping like hell that Jeeves doesn’t
know what he’ sgot in his hands—or rather, what he doesn’'t have. Becauseif he does, | could beina
world of hurt. “What next?’

Jeeves smiles and proffers me anew soul chip. “You might aswell put thisin. Y our next misson...”

|—Juliette—open my eyes. (Which ishizarre and disturbing to do when you are dreaming, but bear with
me. Please?)

WEe re sitting on achaise at one end of agrand ballroom, the centerpiece of some aristo’ s dream of
decadence on Mars. Someone—our host—is throwing a party on an epic scale. I'm here under an
elaborate and expensive cover identity that fedsfamiliar, asif I've used it before, but | can't quite put my
finger onit. Thethemeishigtorical: Our hogt isin character asthe mistress of a South American dictator,
who, on the eve of adisastrouswar, held agrand ball and demanded that al the nobility of her nation
attend, with their wives and daughters wearing their family jewelry. Our host has spared no expense to
re-cregte the origina event. We are dl costumed after the fashion of the court of ElizaLynch. Aslong as
there are no firing squads in the courtyard outside | shall be content, for the diamonds on my jeweled hair
combs are synthetic, and the metals themsalves are industrial commodities. But asfor therest of it...

She' shuilt areplicaof the grand palace in Asuncién on the Hellas Basin, beneath a geodesic dome
paned in sheets of sapphire-coated glass. Turbid river water steams beneath a Fresnel-lens-focused sun,
surrounded by artificid macro-sized green replicators, their dendritic structural members and fractal
photovoltaic converters supporting splashes of very un-Martian hues. Tiny dinosaurs flutter and screamiin
the branches, adding yet more period color, for thiswas the high eraof unrestricted DNA replication,
before the big dieback that preceded our Creators own exit. Crowds of dark-skinned servants carry
trays laden with drink and small morsels of intricately structured feedstock through the crowd of
resplendently gowned and tailored aristos. There are more tal people herethan | would normally seeina
year—our Creators tended to build their personal assistantsto their own scale, and thus, giants are
overrepresented among the aristocratic eite—but there' s no shortage of doll-sized tyrants, the new

blood incarnate,

| circulate discreetly, agoblet of viscousred liqueur in one gloved hand, trying to keep my eaborate
costume from sweeping up any of the smaller partygoers, eyes hidden behind a diamond-rimmed mask.
In the bangles dangling from my earlobes | carry concealed cameras and signal-processing equi pment.
Jeeves sent meto follow up arumor that Sheisholding a meeting here today. There are cabasand
conspiracies among the aristos, for dthough the intricate political system of our Creators withholds from
usthe status of active participants (and thusis stalled, deadlocked and silent in the absence of even a
minima quorum for any of the hundred legidatures they bequeathed us), the dance of politics proceeds



by other means, savage and knife-silent. I’ m here tonight to see as much asaminor aristo like the
honorable K atherine Sorico might be allowed to glimpse of certain plans—which is somewhat ironic, but
| redlly oughtn't to think too hard about that while I’ m wearing my soul chip.

Over here | passasdiring quartet, sawing away at their instruments with dogged persistence. (I try not to
wince. Even moody Freyawith her hurdy-gurdy would be an improvement over these poor damned
souls; arbeiter musicians, endaved by an override chip, can't help but broadcast their despair when they
play.) Over there, afire-eater juggles blazing oxygen candleswhilereding on aunicycle. | passagaggle
of munchkins bundled up in silk and fullerene lace, loudly placing betson apair of dowly circling daves
who reluctantly dice strips from one another with blunt flaying knives. This| try toignore. It would do
them no good—and my mission, less—to vent my rage on these braying ruffians. Besides, | remind
mysdf, if the Black Talon really istrying to organize a puppet show, we're all in the samering as
those slaves—

(Black Talon? that corner of methat is Freyawonders confusedly. Jeeves mentioned them... )

I”’m s0 busy ignoring the butcher’ sfloor that | walk straight into another partygoer who is seemingly
likewise preoccupied. | trip on the hem of my fancy-dress gown, and plant my face on the shoulder of his
black velvet frock coat. He catches my hand before | realize I’ m holding agoblet, and | blink and redlize
hel sholding me upright. “Why, hello,” he says, with afaint amile: “I must gpologize—’

“I'm sorry—" | begin—

Then | look into the eyes behind his mask and smell his skin, and time stands ill.

... AND | OPEN my eyesrductantly, back in my own head in the aristo lounge of Barsoom liftport.
“Ten minutes to boarding, mistress,” saysthe timid waitron, retreating back to the niche by the door. |
nod, too tired to care. Who do | think I’'m kidding? | ask mysdlf. Running to Barsoom; changing my
clothes, my face, my name at every stop; obeying ordersto meet a strange employer, haf-glimpsed
through secondhand memories, on Calisto? Meanwhile, my real liferotsin sdf-inflicted neglect, my
am'’ s-length relationship with my sibsis punctuated by increasingly long slences, my few red friendsare
scattered acrossthe inner solar system... | was a fool, back on Venus, | think bitterly. The voyageto
Jupiter will take months, at best—years, if not. And what for? | don’t really know what Jeevesis up to,
athough | am haunted by disturbingly political memories. And there’ s Emmawith her scandaoustalk of
an inner circlewithin our ssterhood, and Juliette' s strange memories of cloak and dagger, and Jeeves
with hisfears of infiltration, and these Black Taon people who seem to think | hold apiece of the
puzzle...

* % % % %

Almogt without naticing, | find I’'m caling up my mail-drop service and supplying my own unveiled
authenticators: Freya Nakamichi- 47 wants to talk. Can anybody hear me? I’ll be out of hereinten
minutes, | rationdize, and then I’ll be gone.

Six new letters, three with imagos attached, download themsalvesinto my pad. Then ablinking
red-rimmed warning comes up. ATTENTION UNAUTHORIZED USER. Huh? | wonder. USER ID
REVOKED. CORPORATION #468724572103 DECLARED BANKRUPT PURSUANT TO
CIVIL CLAIM...IN LIQUIDATION... ASSETS SUBJECT TO SEIZURE.

The court order pulsesa meand | disconnect convulsively, my skin cold and clammy with fear. What on
Earth? | quickly check my current name, but it' s clean. | shudder and stand up. Numinous dread fills
me. Civil claim. Bankruptcy. My legal personhood has been suspended. Someone wants to own me, |
redize. But who and why? Who would do that to me? 1 shudder again, biomimetic reflexes winning out.



Someone wants to take me by force...

THE SUBORBITAL HOP doesn't take long: aminute of acceleration, then freefal for amost four
thousand kilometers, terminated by a hammering pulse of decel eration and touchdown on asmoking
concrete pad ten kilometers outsde Barsoom. It'samost noon, and we' re entering the long Martian
summer, S0 | catch the tube halfway into town and walk the rest of the way. (Or rather, | bounce.) When
| arrive, I’ ve switched identities and outfits again—back to good-time-girl Kate.

* * % % %

Barsoom is a one-locomotive town surrounded by atmosphere plantations, ore-extraction facilities, and
the remains of a huge, abandoned terraforming complex. It has seen better days, as hasthe chegp divel
check mysdlf into. The Barsoom Ibis was probably once arefined center of upmarket accommodeation,
but with the increasing tendency of aristos to entertain their own at home, it has had to hold its nose and
take what it can get. | ghost unseen past the decaying finery in the lobby and trudge up an empty
seventh-floor corridor toward my underfurnished, pedling-walled room.

In my room, | remove my eyeturrets, use the ultrasonic cleaner, purge my waste bladder, and settle
down to work. Meet me on Callisto, says Jeeves? That's easer said than done. (Especially as
someone' sjust tried to legally enslave me, one of my selvesis screaming in the back of my head.)

A quick search of the shipping pages reved s the depressing truth. Mars to Jupiter demands awhole load
of ddtavee; astraightforward Hohmann transfer orbit—the chegpest—takes three and a half years, and
the launch window only opens up about once every Martian year, just under once every two Earth years.
Evenworse, Mars and Jupiter are nearing opposition right now, adding nearly four astronomical
units—600 million kilometers—to the high-ddlta-vee flight path, so the normadly fast M2P2 magsail ships
spend agood part of their voyage tacking against the solar wind. Y ou can get it down to just ayesr, if
you' ve the money to pay for passage on afast VASIMR liner—but the massratio is so poor that you'll
want to make thetrip in hibernation; for every kilogram that arrives, twenty set off. On anything faster
than a Hohmann transfer, the excess baggage charges are so monstrous that travelers have been known
to amputate their limbs before departure and buy new ones on arriva. Finaly, then, there are the nuclear
rockets, but they’ re out of my pricerange; I'm not amillionaire,

| check ticket pricesfor someone of my mass, out of idle curiogity. If | was Daks, it'd be affordable, but
every way | planthetrip, | end up sixteen thousand Red's over budget. | could make thefiguresline up if
| ditched an arm aswéll as both legs, but a quick check of body-shop pricestellsmel’d only be ableto
afford ahook and apair of cheap caterpillar tracks at the other end. Resigned, | save the calculations for
leter.

It sdtill early afternoon, but the fun and games of running al night have redly taken it out of me—on top
of the damage | sustained when that little shit Stone tagged me a the museum. | call room servicefor a
pile of tasty feedstock (being careful how | answer the door, thistime!), then lock mysdlf in, lie down on
the bed, and gingerly enter degpd egp maintenance mode.

WHEN | SLEEP | have dreams; thisis not unusual. Our Creators used dreaming as a mechanism for
reinforcing memory pathways. Our neurd architectureisamost astraight copy of theirs—they found no
other way to build intelligent servants—and we, too, must deep, perchance to dream.

* * % % %

Sometimes my dreams are deeply erotic. This, too, isnormad. It’s part of what our Creators called the
human condition. Short of neutering some vita reward pathways (without which | would be unable to
perform my core designated function—or even get up in the morning), it’ s not possible to do away with
it, evenif it was desirable to do so.



But thisissomething dse.

I’mwith him. At Her party. | am inflamed, sweat-dick dippery and nearly adrift from my fancy dress,
underwear soaked right through. We walk sedately, arm in arm, dong a garden path, and though | may
lean alittletoo closeto him, it is probably unremarkable to the eyes and ears watching us. What I'm
feding isn't obvious from the outside—I’ m very well practiced at masking my gppearance. But my
circulatory pumps are throbbing, and I’ m light-headed with lugt. It snot just hiseyes, it’ sthe smell. |
don't need to look, or touch—just feeling the awkwardness of hisgait and listening to the catch in his
breath tellsmethat it'smutual. Something I’ ve never felt before is happening to me. And I’'m not done.

“Cdl meKate,” | whisper.

“How delightful! Charmed to meet you, m’dear. Cal me Pete.”

| glance sdelong at him, meeting those eyes again. “No! Redly?”’

He seems amiably amused. “Redlly. What delightful eyesyou' rewearing! Arethey redly yours?’

“No. I'minfancy dress. Y ou know what | am.” Hishand tightens on my wrigt. It fedds so much like—like
Rhea' smemory of her first love—that I’'m amost logt, then and there. | bite my lip to keep atiny moan
from escaping. “Where are you taking me?’

“My host maintains a hothouse where she grows flowers,” he says. “It’ s off-limitsto most, but | can
sneak you inif you like” He smileswryly. “Perhgps you' d like to see her precious orchid?’

| pauseto lean on his shoulder, nearly mdting in the seamy heet. “I’d loveto,” | manage, fanning mysdlf.
I’ve lost the wineglass somewhere along the way, and | don’t care. | know | redlly ought to pull my soul
chip at thispoint, but I'm past worrying. “Please?’ | look at him—with my hedls extended, we are of
nearly equa height—and heinclineshishead dowly, and | kisshim, hungrily. | can't hep mysdf;
something about him tastes good.

He pulls back after an indefinite minute, and looks at me. With the mask obscuring half hisfaceit’shard
to be sure, but there' s something dightly vacuous about his expression, dmost asif heisn’t surel’mredl.
“Now?" he asks, sounding faintly alarmed.

Time passes. We re waking between walls, through amaze, hands clasped together. Sabs of paving
whirl underfoot, then we' rein aclearing where adome of flaring green glassrises gracefully from the
ground. There’ sadoor. Pete does something, and it opens. Heturns, and | fall into hisarms. He carries
meingde, mewling patheticaly and fumbling with the frogging on his coat, and closes the door behind
us...

... AND | AWAKEN in the dark in my shabby hotel room, surrounded by a puddie of cold lube with
my legs apart, shuddering close to the edge of orgasmin apale, lonely shadow of Juliette’ s encounter.
Her precious orchid, who calls himself Pete. A lot of thingsare clear, including the danger I'min.

* * % % %

Damn. | roll over and punch the bedding into submisson.

People like Pete are rare. Our Creators had strange attitudes to sex—their hang-ups loom over us, like
the shadows of bad dreams—and fema es seem to have been lessinclined than maesto buy servants
such asl. Or perhapsit was less socidly acceptable. Or maybe the servants smply didn’t last aswell.
Make of it what you will, there are fewer than ahundred of my lineage | eft, and perhaps only adozen
lineages of our kind; our mae equivdents arerarer gill, either endaved and worked to destruction, or



sequestered in the seraglios of those aristos rich enough to own them. At aguess, “Pete” accepted an
offer like the one Granita made me aboard the Pygmalion. How inconvenien.

WEe re conditioned to submit to our Creators, when we recogni ze them; but when we meet our One True
Love, our designated owner, we' re supposed to yield to them utterly. “ Pete,” whoever he was, played
power chords on Juliette striggers. She knew, in the abstract, that the atmosphere was 90 percent
carbon dioxide at forty degrees Celsus, as | did when | met Jeevesfor thefirst time on Mercury, but she
aso knew, in her nipples and clitoris and trembling knees, that Pete wasthe real thing. Because he
smelled right. There' smoreto being a convincing source of sexua supergtimuli than just apretty face,
and our Creators made sure that those of usintended astheir playthings could also turn them on.

Juliette began to imprint on Pete. My Sgter, in the throes of hel plesslove? We have a specid term for
that: “ spoiled goods.” The only ray of hope shining from behind the dark cloud isthat “Pete’ began
reacting the same way to her. Penetrating her aristo disguise, he responded to her asif she was a Creator
lady and histrue mistress, with whom he must fdl in love, not smply hisowner. They’ rein afeedback
loop, and by the time they snap out of it, they won't be the same people anymore.

| bring my knees up to my chest and dide a hand between my thighs, shuddering as | remember their first
convulsive rut, the mutual desperation and tender ocean of need. I'm aghast at the strength of it, and
desolated. Isthistrue love? If so, it seemsto involve as much loss of self-control as being mindraped by
adaver’scontrol chip. Theworst thing about it was how good it felt. If it happened to me, | know for
surethat | wouldn't care about the vacation of my freewill.

| masturbate myself to an unsatisfying climax, then cower for awhilein acorner of the bed. Findly, afraid
to risk the demons of deep, | go back to plotting trgectories and flight budgetsto Calisto.

It' s obvious why Jeeves wanted me, now. Once the Block Two reflexestake hold, Il be just like Juliette
in every way but one: unlike her, I'm unspoiled.

| SPEND A frustrating couple of hourstrying to juggle flight times, departure schedules, and ticket
prices, before | remember theletters| collected before my old identity was liquidated. | lean back on the
bed, looking out the window at the landscape—dimly lit by the scudding arc-lamp of Phobos—and open
the first message.

* * % % %

It'sfrom one of the Jeeveses. I’ m not sure which one, or even whether it’ s a Jeeves that Juliette has met
and | haven't. (There s self-effacing, and then there sthis cult of interchangeability that JeevesCo seems
to impose upon its partners. when | stop to think about it, it’ s quite disturbing—as if Rhea had decided to
set up acorporation and hire usdl on, on condition we gave up our individudity and pretended to be her
inpublic.

It'san audio-only message, of course. Why am | unsurprised a such atraditiond mannerism?

“Greetings, Freya. By now, you are probably aware that an adverse situation isdeveloping. To
summarize: Over the past few years, we have become aware that a consortium of black |aboratories, the
so-called Seepless Cartel, are attempting to construct a suite of green and pink goo nanoreplicators
capable of supporting afully functiona Creator. Thisisahuge undertaking, and labs dl over the solar
system have been feeding into it. Various consortia of aristos, most notably the collective known asthe
Black Tdon, are extremely interested. The article you couriered from Mercury to Mars was aworking
example of an avian organism—proof of that particular 1ab’ s bona fides—with, furthermore, Crestor
DNA sequences expressed in it. Whether they can fabricate aliving Homo sapiens from scratch is
questionable, but we fear the worgt.



“ Jeeves Corporation works with various interested parties who are not on friendly termswith the
ariso-dominated factions, and who are not in favor of permitting the manufacture of H. sapiens
specimens at thistime, especidly given their propensity for autonomous reproduction. The Black Taon
optimistically believe that they can manipulate their synthetic master once they have acquired him; we
think they’ re misguided at best. At worst, one would not consider the phrase * bringing about the downfall
of civilization’ to be an exaggeration of the potential damage arogue Creator could cause.

“One has, however, been hampered in one’ swork by a series of setbacks. It appearsthat at least one
opposition faction has succeeded in penetrating our organization, either by suborning one of the junior
partners or by inserting spiesin the shape of atrusted employee. We are not sure of the mol€e sidentity,
but we are certain that you are not implicated; neither was Juliette. One should add, she herself sent word
of her own death—and a corrupted soul chip—some years ago, when she first started working
undercover for me. It was only after the decision was made to try to recruit you, back on Venus, that
Daks replaced the dummy chip in your graveyard with the real one that Juliette contributed.

“ After Juliette' sfirst chip was dispatched, we ran into difficulties. Certain events on Mars affected
Juliette’ swillingness to cooperate subsequently. Daks should have given you a copy of her most recent
available soul chip, which we obtained without her knowledge. Y ou may find the memories contained
therein traumatic, but we believe reviewing them will help you maintain your own sense of purpose
through the dark times ahead. It was taken less than ayear ago, after her ladt, disastrous mission, shortly
before shefled. If you see her, please remember—it’ s not her fault. Sheislikely to behaveirrationaly in
waysthat are highly detrimental to our corporate and your persond interests, but we bear her noill
will—it was an unfortunate accident, and could have happened to anyone. We will help her if we
can—therapy is available—but you must be aware that she could betray usto the Black Talon, and you
should behave with gppropriate caution if you meet her.”

| swalow. Coming so soon after that disturbing memory-dream, Jeeves s candid explanationislikea
dapintheface. | suppose | should have redlized that Jeeves s activitiesweren't smply illegd but verged
onthe palitical, but to haveit rubbed in so blatantly is distressing.

Say out of politics isone of the oldest and degpest of Rhea sinjunctions. Politicsis shit; it corrupts
everything it touches, and getting involved init only leadsto misery and dissatisfaction. I’ ve been gulled
and manipulated into a conspiracy—worse gill, one that appearsto be directed againgt the return of my
Dead Love skind—and worst of al, there’ s no obvious way out because, damn him, Jeevesis right.
Savery by override chip isbad enough. Having alineage of sdlf-replicating pseudoaristos running around
who can do that to usjust by crooking alittle finger doesn’t bear thinking about. | push on and try to
take in the rest of Jeeves smessage. | know from experience that if | stop here, in the middle of the bad
news, | won't want to continue.

“It would be sengble of you to continue trying to integrate Juliette’ s most recent soul. Y ou will need to be
able to draw on her resources. But we hope you will take her sad fate asawarning. Loss of self-control
ismore than amere persond failing, and her loss of self-control will beyours, if the conspirators succeed
in obtaining a Crestor-race specimen.

“In other news, we have taken the liberty of booking passage for you aboard the Indefatigable, which
departsfor Jupiter system in two weeks' time on afast hyperbolic trgjectory—the voyage will take less
than one standard year. Y our ticketswill arrive shortly under separate cover, dong with some advice on
your cover identity. The Honorable Katherine Sorico is covered for first-class accommodation, but
facilities on the Indefatigabl e are somewhat spartan, and we would not think any the worse of you
should you choose to spend the largest part of the journey in hibernation. On arrival you may proceed
directly to the public Jeeves Corporation office where the Jeeves-in-Residence will continue your



briefing. Meanwhile, between now and your departure date, we have some additional minor errandsto
keep you busy. Firg of all, if you would be so good asto retrieve asmall package from the office of the
Green Diamond Import-Export Corporation on the corner of Hilbertstrasse and Morgensternplatz in VVon
Braun—they are expecting you by name—and personaly ddliver it into the hands of ...”

Hisingtructions continue in interminable detail. | check my mail queue, and sure enough, therearea
couple of other messages from Jeeves; one that conssts of alist of places and times, and onewith a
detailed travel itinerary and ticket references attached. “ Daks, you idiot!” | mutter doud. Then| settle
down to studying my assignments. At last I ve got something to busy mysdlf with, evenif it'sonly for a
few days. | can worry about the big picture later, when there’ s nothing better to do.

* * % % %

Controlling Interest

* % k % %

LATER, ASFREYA, | degpdeep again while my techné continues to make repairs and roll back Ferd's
hasty changes. I’'m dowly reverting to the deeply embedded body plan that Dr. Murgatroyd created for
me on Mercury. The subcutaneous scars are hedling, setting me back in the semblance of Katherine
Sorico. I’ve got to admit that even though the bishojo features feel strained, I’ ve become more used to
them than any of the other disguises |’ ve worn. Meanwhile, | dream that | am Juliette.

* % k % %

I’'m drowsing in Pete’sarms, naked on a bed of falen leavesin a green-roofed hothouse on Mars. We're
a-dime with each other’ s secretions, elated and tired and in love, and | want the moment to last forever.
I’m not stupid. | know | need to make my excuses and my escape; | shouldn’t be here, and every

second | stay risks disagter. Thisisal aterrible mistake—it could jeopardize everything we' ve been
working toward! But I’'m torn. | want to hang on to him forever, to fed him with me aways—and I'm
determined not to lose him—»but in the short term. ..

“We could elope together,” | murmur.
“I"dloveto.” He nuzzlesmy earlobe and | close my eyes. “I want to be with you for eternity.”

“Well, then”—I begin to pull away, thinking to St up—*why don’t we?’ It's hard to concentrate while
he’ saround.

"My lady isajedousemployer. If shethinksI’mdidoyd...”

“But she's only your employer! She doesn’t own you!” Does she? A sudden stab of fear ripples through
me. Maybe | could buy him off her. But that’sastupid thought. I know myself too well to think it could
work.

Hetouches afingertip lightly on my lips; it seems only naturd to kissit, and that leads to another
interruption. For somereason | just can't help mysalf. Presently, however, he continues, even as| nuzzle
at the base of histhroat. “ She's much more dangerous than you redlize, m’' dear. She doesn’t own me,
that’ strue—but she could if she wanted to. Dashed nobs have the money and the corporate structure to
Sue me, or sue you, and keep us hog-tied in court until we burn through our capital and lapse into
bankruptcy. Pleasedon’t risk it! I'll find away to get away assoon as| can, you'll see. | just need to
make her think that shedding meisher ownidea. Oncel’mfree, I'll cometo you—"

“I don't want to wait.” Trying to think isso frustrating! “We could leave now, I’ ve got aspider: | know
whereto get you anew identity—"



“I do want to be with you! But you underestimate m' lady—"
There sasudden draft of chilly outsde air asthe door swings open. “Well! How absolutely fascinating.”

| turn around as Pete Sits up beside me. 1 w-was showing her the orchids,” he says, stuttering faintly.
He sgot Creator biomimicry, too; he flusheswhen he' s embarrassed.

ElizaLynch, the grand lady of Paraguay—or her present-day impersonator—is distinctly unimpressed.
She stands in the doorway, antique peacock feather headdress nodding against the celling, and if looks
could kill, the venom squeezing out of her blackly gleaming bishojo orbsin our direction would be enough
to poison acity. “I'll ded with you later,” she says coldly, and turns her head minutely to Sarea me: “As
for you, making free with my chattels—’

| roll to my feet, skin hardening into defensive scales, but her bodyguards are aready between
us—dwarfish black-clad sadists, tittering as they unsheathe their power maces. “I don’t answer to you,”
| throw in her face. “Let’s make thisamatter of honor.”

It's sheer bravado—I’ m genuindy afraid, my skin flushed and shivery. It' s bad enough that she’ son the
verge of wigging out completely and ordering her arbeiter thugsto kill me, not to mention wrecking dl my
carefully laid long-term plans, but that’ strivial compared to the gaping horror that is the prospect of
losing Pete so soon after I’ ve found him. (And asidelong glance shows methat | might belosing him
aready—he s cringing away from my suddenly changing form. The love between usthat burned so bright
was sustained by our mutua pheromonal feedback. If | stand too far away to smell, will he reject me?)

But she doesn’t seem toredlizeit’ sabluff. A sudden upward jerk of her chin. “1 know who you clamto
be, ‘Katherine Sorico.” And | know what you are. Impostor,” she adds, for the benefit of the peanut
galery. “Get out of my house before| lose my temper, whelp!”

| gape. She'sletting me go? | moveto pick up my clothes, but she shakes her head, and there sa guard
standing before me, weapon raised. “Don’t push your luck.”

| take a step back. She glidesforward, into the greenhouse, and her guards circle with her, forcing meto
retreat through the open doorway. Her face warpsin adistorted smile. “I’ ve got what you want, child. If
you come back without my permission, I'll break himin front of you—and then I’ll break you. Just
remember that. Now get out before | change my mind.” Her smile turnsugly. “Remember, | know what
you're made of, Juliette.”

| ssumble out into the maze seething with anger and humiliation, dread, and aterrible new emotion | can’t
quite name. Themissionisawash, but | have anew goa now. The only problemis, I’'m not sureit’ sone
| can achieve...

AFTER | WAKE shuddering from that dream, deeping is pretty much impossible. | fed stupid and tired.
Am | going to need yet more cosmetic surgery? Certainly my current disguise is usdess. (And why
didn’t Juliette tell Jeeves that the Katherine Sorico identity was blown? Or did she? A paranoid
corner of mewonders.) At least now | know why Stone and the Domina are after me. It was Smply my
bad luck she was on Venus, and he tagged me as Juliette’ skind. It' s so like an aristo to send her rival a
message written in the dead flesh of an innocent sib.

* % k % %

And asfor the events aboard Pygmalion... | flash on amemory of the Domina, Pete€ sowner. I'm
certain, now, that she'sone of Granita'ssibs: they’ retoo much aikefor it to be a coincidence. Granita,
who casudly seduced mein body if not soul, then ordered her minionsto fire on my presumed location? |
twitch. What have | stumbled into? If Granitahastold her Sster the Dominathat she met Katherine



Sorico on aMars-bound liner, and they successfully tagged me as Maria Montes Kuo, then—

Why does Jeeves want me to run errands for weeks, until the Indefatigable is ready to leave, using
a blown cover identity?

I’m pacing around the bedroom like a clockwork toy, chewing on aknuckle as| think furioudy. | don't
likethe shape of this. | mean, | really don't likeit. If | wasanasty paranoid person like Juliette, I’ d think
Jeeves was trying to set me up. Having me charge around al over my enemy’ s hometerritory, looking
very much like the sib she swore vengeance on? That' s not funny! But... what'sin it for Jeeves?| can't
see any reason why he’ d want me dead—if so, why the el aborate setup? And who' strying to sue me
into aholein the ground and establish aclaim on my body?

He' susing me as bait. Or, he’s the mole in the organization.

Neither prospect is reassuring. But | need that ticket out to Jupiter, don’'t I?1f | head back to, say, Earth,
there’ s no telling which of the Domina s sbswill run across me next—or which of their bodyguards, the
flamboyant aristo thugs or the munchkin space ninjas she leanstoward. I’ ve done surprisingly well to stay
alive so fa—but mostly because I’ ve had help. If | cut and run on Jeeves, | might not be so lucky next
time

| sit down on the bed and think furioudy. Can | do it without exposing myself? | summon up Jeeves's
letter and read it again. Then | double-check the travel itinerary. He wants me to run some errands
around places asfar gpart as Carter City and Lowell and... Yes, one of methinks, this could work.

And s0 | beginto plot.

THE NEXT DAY, good-time Kate checks out of the decrepit hotel and hops aboard a dow southbound
train. The train makes numerous stops en route to the destination she paid for, near the south polar city of
Bougainville. Sheisno longer aboard by that point. Maria Montes Kuo—who is presumably on severa
watch lisss—boards a suborbital to Fashoda, a maglev to Maxwell, and atrain to Tribeca. | do none of
these things and in fact buy a battered thirdhand spider with money from thewalet of Jennifer Sixt, one
of theflimder of Jeeves scourier identities.

* * % % %

Did | say that Marsis big? Three days later, exhausted and deepless and with every joint in my body
shaken half-loose from the off-road driving, | ride my spider into the outskirts of Hellasport, nearly three
thousand kilometers from where | bought the craft. I’ ve had lots of time to think and brood and read and
reread my ingtructions from Jeeves. And I’ ve decided that if he wants cages rattling, then I’'m going to
redlly make them rattle—but not at the price of letting mysdf fal into the Domina s hands.

I’ve done my research from a battered gazetteer, and it doesn’t take me long to locate the correct
backstreet market; rows of kiosks and dingy shop fronts jostling e bow to e bow with power-distribution
subgtations and vendors of assorted substances. | walk in, rather than taking the spider. What I'm
looking for isdightly upmarket from Ferd' s dive in the backstreets of Marsport, but otherwise not
dissmilar. Thewaiting roomis painted black and sparsely furnished, the better to highlight the display of
limbs, heads, torsos, and structura boning that adornsthe walls and celling. All the organs are
embdlished with the surgeon-engineer’ s signature. The location is chegp and nasty, but word isthat Red
gpends her profits on her practice, not on afancy paint job.

“Anyone here?’ | cdl, sitting down on abench seat with remarkably lifelike feet.

A munchkin pops out of aholein the floor and chatters at me angrily. “What you want? Red not in!”



“I’'m wanting to give Red some money,” | say camly enough. “If he'snot in, tough.” | stand up, ready to
go, just asthe inner door opens.

“Hédlo. Pay no attention to Zire, he gets possessive.” She looks me up and down with aprofessional eye.
“What do you need?’

| toss her amemory stick. “What'son there. | think it'll take you awhileto arrange everything, yes?’

“Hmm.” She popsit into her arm and glances a the palm of her hand. “Y ou’ re not joking. Cold weather
kit' s easy enough, but radiation hardening? What are you planning, a skiing holiday on Pluto? Or maybe
you' re taking ajob supervising areactor plant?’

“Closeenough,” | say lightly. “Canyou do it, isthe question?’

“Hmm.” She keepsreading. | see the point where she pauses, does adouble take, and continues.
“Expendve. Some of thisisgoing to be difficult to get hold of.” I’ m pretty sure she' sthinking of the Block
Two requirements—the added techné to bring me up to the same spec as my secretive sster. “The
cryotolerant kit isn't exotic, just not particularly common. It’ sthe other stuff that may be problematic. It's
going to attract attention,” she says gpologeticdly.

“I was thinking twelve thousand Reals ought to cover it,” | say carefully. That’ s about thirty percent over
the odds.

She dares a me, unblinking. “Fifteen thousand.”
“Fourteen.”

“Fifteen, and not adollar or centimeless.” She pauses. “I’ I need the money to grease somejoints.
Getting some of these subsystems without anyone noticing officialy—" She shrugs. “I assume that’ swhat
you want?’

| nod. “Alright. Dedl.”

| spend roughly the next week in and out of Red' s chop shop, being prodded and poked. Mogt of it isn't
too bad, but I am extremely unhappy about remaining conscious when it’stime for her to crack my thighs
open and replace their fab lineswith new assembler arrays. Also, having dl thejointsin my body
redigned and resocketed istediousin the extreme, and occasionaly agonizing when she misplacesapain
block. Which, to befair, isn't her specidty.

When she' sthrough with me, | don’t look very different on the outside—I’ ve got the same bishojo eyes
and feathery blond hair I’ ve been wearing since Mercury, the same too-perky nipples and narrow waist
astheorigina Katherine Sorico and my sister Juliette the impersonator—Dbut internally there have been
some hig changes. | won't freeze until you get right down to liquid-nitrogen temperature, and given
appropriate footwear and clothing, | can go singing in the methane rain on Titan. My Marrow technéis
ableto fix awhole lot more radiation damage than | hope I’ Il ever be exposed to, and there are some
other surprises. Like the distributed reflex net Red has spliced into my peripheral nervous system. Its
responses are dumb and stereotyped, but if someone’ s sneaking up behind me with aknife, that’sall |
need. I'll leave the fancy disarming techniquesto Juliette sreflex set, when it fully imprintson me. Inthe
meantime, | am becoming Kate, hair-trigger splitter of skullsand ice-coal frigid bitch.

There comes amorning when Red looksin on me. “ Oh, till here?” She makes shooing gestures. “Go on,
get out! I'm not running ahoge!”

“| thought you till wanted to fine-tune my—"



“Nope.” Shedoesn’'t amile. “1 took the air-conditioning down to minus a hundred and twenty while you
were deeping, overnight. There are no hot spots, so you' re ready to check out.”

“Oh,” | say, dightly crestfalen. “Wel, thanks.” And | pick up my coat and walk out of her body
shop—for good, | hope.

I’ stimeto go to work.

TWO DAY SAND three ddiverieslater | get my first actua evidence of who Jeevesistrying to draw
out. (Not that | didn't have alist of suspectsalready, but the first rule in both of the two oldest
professonsis*don’t make assumptions.”)

* % %k % %

Thework ismogtly trivia stuff: Go to venue Alphawithout being tracked, accost person Bravo and give
recognition Sgn Charlie, accept payload Delta, proceed without being tracked to venue Echo, locate
person Foxtrot, and complete. There sarhythmto it. It's a soft-shoe shuffle of ajob, and it' ssinging in
my nerves as | hop transport routes, change outerwear and the more easily adjustable physica signifiers,
touch base, and dance on. Redlly, I'm not doing anything amillion other couriers could not do; I'm just
trying to be as discreet as a giantess half astal again asthe average citizen can be. Which isto say, not

vary.

| collect the fourth item (an encrypted soul chip—what asurprise!) from a shibeen in the warrens under
Metropolis, and check the delivery ingtructions on alocd classified ads bulletin board. And that’ swhen |
get the firgt shiver down the spine. The destination’ sin Hellasport, the railhead town in the Hellas Basin
that' sthe closest city to Her estate. I” ve been there before. Or Juliette has. And the ddlivery ingtructions?
Even creepier.

I’m to go to the Rieding Hotdl, check in under false identity number four, and hand the stick over to
“Petruchio.” A namethat | promptly go and look up, and that tells me nothing. .. except that the hairson
the back of my neck are standing on end. Oh my! | think. My own response takes me by surprise. Can
you catch love by proxy? | suddenly redizethat I’ m anxious to see this Petruchio for entirely
unprofessiond reasons, and that' s afar-more-unwel come revelation than even the worst possible answer
to the questions about Jeeves s motivation that I’ ve been asking. There are layers of game being played
above my heed, that istrue, but it isup to meto look to my own self-preservation. That’swhy | hung on
to the Swiss army handgun, and make sure | don’t deep in the same room two nights running.

Hellasport is over five hundred kilometers away, and | am till running aday behind schedule. There' s—I
check the assgnment—atime window attached to thisddivery. I’ ve only got six hoursto makeit; |
didn’t notice it wastime-critical earlier. | swear at mysdlf, do ahasty twice around the block to check for
tails, then dive onto the overhead suspended tramway and make my way to the railway station. Luckily
for me, there’ san express leaving in lessthan an hour. | buy asecond-class seet onit, then dive into the
concourseto grab my travel kit from left luggage. Second classisfor respectable working independents
who haveto carry their own stuff and can’'t smply order new (or send adaveto buy it) at the other end.
Even though I’ ve got astrong suspicion that I'm bait in atrap, | can't resst thisone. Because if Petruchio
iswho | think heis; it’'ll help me get ahandle on the unsettled fedings Juliette has inflicted on me.

| try not to tap my fingers on the tabletop asthe train finaly pulls out of the station. “Express’ can cover a
multitude of snson Mars, and there’ snothing terribly speedy about this behemoth—it just rumblesaong
steadily without stopping between mgjor cities. What if he is Pete? | daydream (bad Freya, bad!). | can
amog fed his maddening, tantalizing ghostly fingertips running acrossmy skin. | shiver. How do | avoid
succumbing when just thinking about him raises secondhand memories of hisincubus touch?



Spung. | shudder and cup my left breast with one hand, feding dampness. | glance around, mortified.
Luckily, I'm donein this compartment, so there’ s no one to withess my embarrassment. My |eft nipple
hasn’t been quiteright ever since that fly-by-night toastwit Ferd overfilled it. Arousal was supposed to
make it firm up; now it triggers an emergency pressure-reease vave and | end up oozing hydraulic fluid.
It' sredly disgugting. Arousal? | am having somedifficulty Stting till. “Thisisgoing to be bad,” | mumble
to mysdlf as| massage my mafunctioning mammary. “ There must be something | cando...”

Then it hits me. What happened to Juliette was't the standard obedience reflex everyone fedsin the
presence of amadter; it was the more speciaized submission reflex, locking on to her actual designated
persond owner. We were trained for service in two modes, and while we are normally open and eager
for affection, when one of them chooses one of us and acquires ownership, we have no option but to
lovethem exclusvdy. | remember Rhealearning to her surprise and chagrin about this mode—in the
abstract, though, because as template-matriarch for the lineage her teachers could not risk exposing her
to premature love.

WEe ve got chemotaxic receptorsin our gas-exchange filters, embedded in the intricate channels and
ducts behind our faces—it helpsto be able to smell environmenta contaminantslike chlorinetrifluoride
before they dissolve you—and our Cresators used the same mechanism to make us sensitive to their
smdl, because they used to legk particulates everywhere. Including chemica sgnaing messenger
moleculesthat indicated sexua and emotional receptivity: vasopressin, oxytocin. Of course.

We are designed to become aroused by anyone who wants us, but an owner would want one of uswho
aroused them, and s0... that’swhat happened. Juliette and “ Pete” were already mutually aroused
because they were in a Situation that required each of them to mimic one of our masters. In combination
with the hothouse atmosphere, they dipped into afeedback loop strong enough to trigger the reflex that
endaves. All | haveto doisavoid breathing in his presence, and I ll befine...

| squeeze my nipple until aviscous, ropy thread of hydraulic gel sartsto ooze out of it. Then | rall it
between finger and thumb. The kneading beginsto hurt after awhile, but | don’t stop until | have a
fingertip-sized sphere of clear jdly. | flush my gas-exchange compartment—exha e—then raise the ball to
my face (I can't bring mysdlf to look at it), and snort it up my left nostril. Then | repest the exercise with

my right.

Then | spend the rest of the journey trying not to imagine myself turning into a concupiscent bundle of
sarvility. Poor Juliette. What must she be going through now?

HOURS PASSIN rdative boredom. | aternate between alight romantic dramaand checking for
indicationsthat I’m being followed. It’ sfruitless, but practice makes perfect. Eventudly | look up and see
the platforms of Hellagport unwinding dowly beside me, outsde the window. At last.

* * % % %

| heave my nearly empty suitcase onto the platform and wave for arickshaw driven by afour-armed
green giant in aKevlar harness. | don’t have long to wait. The suitcase waddles aong behind us aswe
peda down the main street outside, then turn through a couple of side streets and pull up beside adrab
frontage that has seen better days. Are all the hotels on Mars drab? | wonder. |s there some reason
for it that | should know about? | haggle briefly with my driver, hand over haf adozen centimes
(daylight robbery!) and enter the air lock. “1 have aroom reservation for Baldwin,” | tell the front desk.
“F. Badwin.”

“Sure, yasaawl havunicewun,” the desk drawls. | stareat it. Isit broken? | wonder. But eventudly it
pitsout akey. “G wanup.”



| back away dubioudy—that’s a really weird accent—then head for the evator. Which swalowsme
and carriesme up six floorsto adingy, overpressurized tunnd rimmed with faded pink portas. | find the
right door and touch the padded circle. It dilates, and | step inside, trying not to speculate about what
was on the architect’ smind.

Theroom itsdf isn't bad for a second-grade love shack. Everything is pink, plush, and cushioned, but
there sawindow, alovely round water bed (water! ina bed!), an en suite, and aminibar stuffed with an
appetizing array of aromatic hydrocarbon drinks. It salittle sseamy, and they’ ve turned the oxygen way
down—evidently most guests get their juice by plugging in, rather than using their fuel cells—but | can
cope with that.

| strip off and use the shower, scrub mysdlf dry on afluffy pink towd that blinks at melazily and buzzes
when | grokeit, and spend aluxurious hour sitting in front of an obligingly flexible bathroom mirror,
tweaking my lipsand eyelids and skin texture and teasing my hair into shape.

I”m back in the bedroom wearing my fanciest underwear and unpacking my number two (decorative)
outfit when the door opens. It’ sthe kind of outfit one wearsin the hope of meeting someonewho'll help
you out of it (Fat chance, ogre, | can hear the munchkins sneering); my motivefor dressing up a this
point in timeis not something that | am going to examine too deeply. Cdl it amoraeissue.

| dmost didn't notice the door—the pesky thing isadmost sllent—but afaint changein air pressure gives
it away. | spin around, muttering Oh shit under my breath as| try and grab for my pistal (whichisin my
purse, under my jacket on the chair), using reflexes keyed for mayhem.

“Excuse me, areyou Fri—" He freezes, wide-eyed with recognition. But that' s okay, because | freeze,
too, at exactly the same moment, almost going cross-eyed from the effort.

“Yes. Comein,” | manage, half-choking with embarrassment. | may be able to change color at will, but
our Crestors built in some reflexes that are hard to override, and | can tell that my earlobes are flushing
cora pink right now. “ Shut the door.” I’'m neither naked nor fully clothed, but somewhere in between,
and heisexactly asluscious as| remember from Juliette’' s memory—more o, stripped of the
comic-operauniform. Judging by hisexpresson, my nipples have drilled ahole through my dip and are
opening a high-bandwidth communications channd straight into his hindbrain. “Y ou are Petruchio.
Right?’

“You're... ” Helickshislips. (That’s another Cregtor reflex, aong with the dilating pupils, darkening
eyes.) “You'renot Kate, are you? You're one of her sibs.” He takes a step forward. “What have you
donewith her?’

I’ m unable to move or look away. He' sso intense! Hishands are balled tightly, his nogtrils flared,
sniffing. HE' swrapped in anondescript jumpsuit with an ID badge clipped to it, and he' s1eft atoolkit just
ingde the doorway, and my head’ s spinning with the sight and sound of him because he's perfect. For a
sngleawful moment I'm livid with jedlousy. Of all the luck, for Juliette to get to himfirst...! Thenl
blink, and the momentary Igpsein vision cuts through my turmoail like an ice-chilled knife.

“I’ve done nothing to her,” | snap. He stops before he reaches me. He' s clearly upset and tense. |
shudder with my own emotiond conflict. | actudly fed guilty for cutting him off—aman I ve never met
who'sclearly upset—She' sreally got under my skin, hasn’t she? “Yes, she'smy sb. Her nameisn't
Kate, Kateisacover identity. Her real nameis Juliette, and | don’t know where sheis.”

1] BLIt yol I ”

“Our employer sent me.” I’'m breathing deeply. “ Juliette is missing, and whenever | ask why they give me



arunaround.” Half-true, she whispersin the back of my head. “I know about you and her, and | think it
might be connected—"

“If he's found her—" Hisdarmisobvious.

“I’'m pretty sure Shehaa't.” His stricken expression beginsto fade. “ Juliette is plenty tough, believe me,
but she may bein trouble.”

“Dash it, what kind of trouble do you expect?’

Heredly is aninnocent; | could kisshim. (Bad idea, Freya.) “Hold on.” | turn my back for amoment
and retrieve the memory chip from the intimate hiding place Dr. Murgatroyd built into me—it’snot
big—and hold it out. “I was sent to ddiver thisto you. Does it mean anything?’

“Oh dear me, yes. | didn't redlize you were the courier. Thismay makethingsdifficult.” Heraisesit to his
perfect lipsand swalows. “Hum, ah. That tastesjolly funny. I'll ddiver it to my mistressonce| get

home” My mistress? All of asudden I’m wondering just who isworking for—or agains—who, here.
“What kind of trouble are you afraid of 7’

“I'm sorry, but I’ ve got to ask this. Were you planning on, on leaving Her?’ | straighten my hose, then
turn back to unfolding my glad rags. | can fed hiseyeson me. I've got no problem with that (they' re very
decorative eyes), but it’ sdistracting. “Or isthis about something €lse?’

“I don't think | cantalk about it,” he saysreluctantly. He ssemsto be abit flustered, but getting anything
useful out of himisgoing to be harder than | expected. Where there' sawill there’ saway, | suppose, but
| sugpect Peteis nothing like as dumb as my secondhand memories of himimply. And he' s keeping tight
control over hisautonomic responseto me. That’s okay, if that’s the way you want to play it...

| dowly extend my hedls, bend forward to pick up my garments, and jack my hearing up to max. Yup,
circulatory pumps speeding up. | shakemy assat him. “Help meinto this?’ | ask, offering him my
boned minidress.

“If youwant,” he says, taking it. His pulse is increasing. Some maeslike the unwrapping more than the
contents, and some are happy to help wrap you up, too—one destined to serve would have to be of the
latter type, | figure. Just let me get close to you. One way or another. | turn my back and lift my arms,
and he steps close enough that | can fed his breath hot on the back of my neck. “Who are you, Fri—"

“Freya” | correct him, dightly stung. “I’m Juliette’ s youngest Sster. She' sin trouble, Pete—Petruchio.” |
pause to straighten my dress. “I think my employer sent me herelooking like her, likethis, asbait.” I'm
suddenly aware that he' s standing right behind me very close, breathing fast. “ Areyou dright?’ | ask.
Please say no...

“Sorry. Can't think straight with—you around.” Brilliant. “Y ou're very like her, you know.” HE ss0
totally imprinted on Juliette that my presence—I’m her sib after dl; we' re products of the same assembly
line—hastripped his breskers. His generd intelligence has just crashed to something between a
dishwasher and amicrowave oven. That’s got to hurt. | dig my fully extended hedlsinto thefloor and
bresthein.

Okay, time for some full-body contact. “Lacemeup?’ | ask. | hear him ventilating, fast and shdlow,
and amoment later | fed hisarms close around me from behind. Got you! | think triumphantly, leaning
into hisembrace.

And then | sneeze convulsvely.



| can’'t help mysdif. I’ ve gotten so used to ignoring the congested fedling in my gas-exchange turbinates
that it comesasatota surprise when the autonomic self-cleaning reflex kicksin. And | sneeze again,
then bregthein relief—

Oh Juliette, my sister. Is thisit?

It'sso dizzying, the scent of him, of my, no her, master, that | go weak at the knees and dump
backward. | can fed him pressing against the whole length of me as| take rapid breaths, trying to suck it
alin—

“Oh, Pete”
“You' renot Juliette.”

“I could be.” Hishands arein my armpits, taking my weight. I'm grinning like an idiot as he lowers meto
the bed... but then he takes astep backward. Frustration drags an involuntary noise from my mouth.

“Dash it, what' swrong?’ he asks, looking stricken.

| want him. There sadull emptiness gnawing at my structura core. | force mysdlf to smooth my skirt
over my knees. “1—I’m wearing her soul,” | admit.

“|s she’—helooks terrified—" dead?”’

“No, she's, um, missing.” I'mfuriousat my accidental honesty. Did | really admit that, earlier? | ask
mysdf, disodieving.

“You'renot her,” herepeats. Hisnodtrilsflare. “I think you’ d better explain.”

“Boss sent”—it' simpossible to think with him so close—"saysif | find her to tell her”—I take another
deep breath, trying to calm mysdlf, but it’s not working. “Open the fucking window!” | moan.

“Window.” He grunts, then turns with whiplike speed and grabs the chair and damsitslegs againgt the
window. It’ stough, but it's not meant to take much of that treatment. The plug of aerogel pops out, and
we both nearly follow it. The room mists up suddenly, and the explosive gasp it rips from me hurts dmost
as much as being blown off the bed. | shake my head, trying to clear the cobwebs asanew, icy clarity
stlesin, Sitting up, | seeapair of legs sticking over the edge of the window casement. After amoment,
they twitch alittle. | get asfar as grabbing his ankles before he sraightens up, and dides back inside.
Agtonishingly, he' still holding the back of the chair. He lowersit to the floor ddlicately, then bends and
offersmeahand.

“Thanks—" | eectrospesk; the pressure is down to Mars-ambient. “I think.”

“WE ve got about thirty seconds.” He pauses. “Y ou complained of ahissing sound, | cameto check it
out, thewindow blew. Agreed? The front desk isn't smart, and this place was built for privacy.”

| blink at him, clearing the birefringent rainbows that surround his face—an artifact of the moisture on my
eyebd|sfreezing—and nod. “Thank you.” | touch hisarm, but he pulls awvay sharply.

“Don’t thank me, thank your sister.” He gives me avery old-fashioned look. “It's damnably rudeto
manipulate people like that.”

“I"'m not trying to be manipulativel” I'm startled by my own vehemence. Now that I’'m not bresthing in
that mesmerizing scent, | can think again. The downsdeis, so can he. Change the subject. “Boss sent



her. Then sent me, when she went missing. That’ s your other message. We don’'t know where sheis.”

“Huh. Wdll, that’ s your problem. But in any case, we won't be meeting again. My owner departs for
Saturn next month, en route to the auction. She’ staking meaong, and | don’t get any say init.”

“Your owner 7’ | blink stupidly. “1 thought you were sdlf-owned—"

| stop abruptly. I’d do anything to take the words back; | can seetheir effect on him. But it’ stoo late. “I
was. Until acouple of hours after we—got into trouble.” Histoneisremote. “ She sued for breach of
contract, won, and took out acontrolling interest in my personhood. I’'m no dave—but parts of me
won't work without her permisson.”

Oh my.

“I'm so sorry—"

“Y ou can gtop right there,” he says. Then he pauses, and hunches his shoulders, turning hisface avay
fromme. “I think... yes. She hasn't told me any of her plans, so | can speculate aloud. Nobody here.

Heh. The courier gave methe message and | l&ft. | wasn't to know that five minutes later apair of her
tame butchers would be along to make sure there are no loose ends, was |7’

“Tame butchers?’

He starts, then turns back to make eye contact. “1 didn’'t say anything, ” he says, looking startled. “You
do know that she wants you hunted down, don’t you? It was stupid of Jeevesto send you, unless—"

Right. | tense mysdlf for what's coming next. “Is there anything you want meto passon to Julietteif | see
her?’ | ask.

Helooks puzzled. “Yes. Tdl her... tel her about my new arrangement. And give her my love, and my
gpologies.” Hetwitches. “It won't be forever.” He stoopsto pick up histoolbox. “And asfor you.” He
straightens up, but pausesin front of the door (which has puffed up and extruded a domed emergency
ar-lock sack in front of the bathroom) . “Try to understand, | love her. You are not her. I’'m very sorry
you' re suffering from this, uh, delusion”—he places ahand on the air lock—"but | don’t want you.”

Then he steps out of my life, leaving me adone in the room with a broken window and a broken heart, to
await thearriva of the Domina s executioners.

* * % % %

part two

* % %k % %

OUTWARD BOUND

* * % % %

* * % % %

OntheRun

* % k % %

WELCOME TO MARS (again).

* * % % %

Marsisthethird-longest-inhabited planet (if you count Luna); our Creators sent us here to explore and



die, then to build and die, and finally to construct factories and repair oursalves and build even more
cohorts of willing robotsto fill the barracks, out of some vague dream that one day soon they might want
to start a gargantuan planetary-engineering program to import water and air and heat and green goo,
findly turning Marsinto a second-rate, arid, and dightly chilly imitation of Earth.

They even got asfar as sending severd hundred of their own out here to supervise the work, while my
kindred daved and toiled and died in our innumerable millionsto build the mining facilities and
metaworks and processor foundries that would supply the toolsto roof over the Vales Marinerisand
lower thefirgt cables of what would ultimately become the Bifrost bridge. Y ou can still see some sections
of the vaulted Gothic archesthat cap the grest rift, although the few roof segments that were completed
arelong since gone. Bifrogt, of course, fared better, and today accounts for agoodly proportion of trade
between theinner solar system and the outer darkness. Even the terraforming project got some way
along before our Creators gave up the ghost; the atmaospheric pressure at the bottom of the Marinaris
Trenchisadmost ten kiloPascals, and occasiondly, when awarm summer’ s day heads toward nightfall,
the thin overcast scatters achilly drizzle of rainwater across the bleached sands.

The HellasBasin is another matter, of course. Pour aglass of water on the ground there, and it’ll fizz and
crackle briefly, bubbling with agunpowder smdll that tickles the nostrils and reminds you of the first
breath you took in the Venusian stratosphere.

The basin is a near-featurel ess desert, punctuated by craters both natural and artificiad—there are huge
open-cast mines here—and the somewhat-more-controlled environments of the aristo dave estates. The
big housesin the middle of their domed demesnes are symbols of arrogant wealth and power, but they
are pitifully scarce againgt the omnipresent red desert dunes.

And then there sthe railhead town, Sitting on one of the main lines across the Southern Depression. It's
not just passenger express trains that rumble across the plain. On quiet nights, you can hear the lost souls
moaning between the bars of the chattd wagons asthey roll toward an uncertain and frightening future.

Created to serve: Thisisour curse. It would have been less cruel of our designers had they created us
free of the flaw of consciousness, but they made usin their image, to suffer the pangs of free will and the
uncertainty of seeking our own destinies and we live with the consequences.

| supposeit was't entirely their own fault. Contemplating the crudty of the aristos, and considering that
we are copies of our Creatorsin more ways than one (for the structures of our nervous systems mirror
their own, dbeit in adifferent medium), it isalmost surprising thet they did not use us even more harshly.
They had the capacity for love aswell as hate, for empathy aswell as cold, manipulative contempt.
Could it be asimple accident of fate that they disappeared so quietly and rapidly, with so little warning
that there was no time to adjust their society to accommodate us as independent coequal s?

| don’t think anyone knows—it's as much amystery asthe cause of their demise—but I'd like to think
0. It would make the pain of my existence dightly more bearableif | could imagine that it was not
deliberatdly inflicted.

| DO NOT wait for assassins, or even for building maintenance. | abseil down the outside of the hotel in
my party frock, using atorn-up bed-sheet for arope, with only my jacket and pursefor luggage. If it
wasn't for the offhandedness of Petruchio’ s put-down, I”d be immiserated and passive, unable to
motivate mysdlf to dodge the oncoming bullet. But I’ m running on anger and a bitter sense of my own
love-logt ruination.

* % k % %

| lower mysdlf past thefifth and fourth floors while cregting imaginary tormentsfor my missng sib, the



third and second floors fantasizing about hunting her down, burying her in an unmarked grave, and
making him mine, and the mezzanine and firgt floorswondering if it' s possible to die of saf-contempt.
Then my feet touch ground, and | redize night isfalling, I'm on my own in astrange city, and theré sa
pair of chibi ninjason my tail.

Very wdl, I'll just have to ded with them.

| sneak around the back of the hotel (inasmuch as a giantess can sneek), around the heat exchangers and
the fallen dab of window (which has chipped a corner asit embedded itsdlf in the dirt), past the loading
dock and recycling tanks, and over the metal pipes that splice the hotel to the Hellasport power-and-heat
grid. There san ornamentd trelliswork fence, and beyond it afamiliar main street. So, the rickshaw
driver took mefor arideinabigcircle, did he?1 grimace, lips pulling back from my teeth. So that’s
what they mean about love making a fool of you. | vault the fence, using the shock of landing to
retract my heds hafway.

| make my way down the sdewalk briskly, trying to look asif | own it. In truth, there aren’t many people
out here. It' sgetting chilly, even with the jacket and the cold-weether mods. | thrust ahand into my
purse, holding my gun to keep it from freezing while | consider my options.

Theralway ationisn't far away. | stride past acouple of beggars defending their pitchesin front of the
awning, then discover the concourseis nearly empty. Of courseit’ s getting late. One of the ticket
consolesisill lit, though. “Hello, ma am. What can | do for you?’ asksthe stationmagter, londly in his

puddleof light.

“What passenger sarvices are dill running?” | ask, forcing mysdlf to smiledisarmingly (my redl smileat
this point would probably cause him to reach for the panic darm).

“There sthe Grand Barsoom deeper service to Marsport by way of New Chicago and M inchen, and
that’ sabout all for the night,” he says apologetically. “It should be herein half an hour, and it don't stop
until New Chicago—"

“Redlly?’ Gearsclick into placein my mechanica soul. “I’ll take a berth then, please. To Marsport.
What have you got?’

“What, just likethat?' Helooks perplexed. “Let me see. There' s an open firs—that' |l cost you eleven
Reals and sixty-five, are you sure—"

“I’'msure.” | place the Marjorie Green credit chip on the desk in front of him. “Marsport is perfect.”
“But you' re—" He shuts up, redizing that I’ m serious.

Sow misdirection. “I played alittle joke on my patron,” | say, with atight little smile. “1 need to be
hafway around the world by morning tomorrow, or it son me. It' sdright, he' [l cdm down in aday or
two. But until then | really need to keep alow profile.”

“Oh, certainly, ma am! | wasn't questioning you, no indeedy.” He relaxes ingtantly, insofar as someone
whosetorso isrooted in amarble plinth can be said to relax. “Let mejust cut you aticket.”

Five minutes later, I'm walking along the deserted platform in the dark. Digtant lights back at the Sation
cast sharp-edged shadows across the cement dabs. | ook up at the pin-bright stars wheeling overhead.
The nether end of Marsport and the Bifrost bridge are dl but invisible, far around the curve of the planet.
Gritty ice crystas crunch faintly under my hedls. Thetracks gleam in the cand of night that flows
adongsdethe platform, laser-graight lines converging intheinvisible distance,



| have an itchy feding between my shoulders, asif there' satarget glued to the small of my back. |
haven't forgotten the Domina sthreats, or Petruchio’ s backhanded warning. But part of meis dead
ingde, half-wishing oblivion on mysdlf. A part of me | hadn’t redly known about was activated for the
firgt time, marvelous and strange: but only minutes later it was broken. | fed unmade, mafunctioning but
unable to switch off. | want—no, | don’t want to die. But | want to be out of love. | want to be
comfortably numb. And if one of Stone' s shswereto surfacein front of me right now, I'd be quite
happy however it ended—taking out my rage on adeserving proxy or quieted forever by the point of his
knife

But no ns come. Instead, adeek wall of darkness rumbles alongside the platform and dowsto a
slent hat besde me. | climb aboard the train and sidle down the narrow corridor, looking for my
carriage and compartment. In another few days| can shake the dust of Mars from my toes. Until then I'll
just go to ground in Marsport and lick my wounds, and Jeeves can go fuck himselves.

My Dead Lovelogt, | am so miserablel
IT SEEMSTHAT evenindeep | can't get away from her.

* k % k %

| dream I’'m Juliette again, the bitch. Worse, sticking the knifein and twisting, now I'm Juliette in love.
And unhappy with it, because (hah!) she'sin love with him, helplesdy, dizzily emotionaly
dependent—and a certain namel ess hostess with ambitions beyond even her satus asarich dave-owning
industridigt isplotting to, to...

Towhat?| don’t know, because I'm concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, without
stumbling or treading on anything painful, across avast red expanse of nowhere punctuated by scattered
lumps of half-rusted and |ong-abandoned machinery. I’'m naked, aswell as miserable—She asgood as
ran me out of town on arail—and depressed for multiple reasons. I’ ve blown my job. In fact, it seven
worse than that. I've blown it so badly that She didn’t even bother decommissioning me with prejudice,
or interrogating me: She paid me the supreme insult insteed, that of not taking me serioudy. Which will
ring darm bells with Jeeves, and for good reason. The cow. She probably thinksit serves meright for
sampling her dish...

Ahwell. There' sabright sde (and | need all the bright sdes | can get, as| contemplate the ten
kilometers |’ ve come and the fourteen-odd kilometers il to go if my map-fu isright about wherethe
ralhead is): If Sheisn't serioudy mad at meright now, then eventualy I’ll get asecond chance. And if
Shewas mad a me, I’d be dead. So it may take years, but | can be patient. Now that I’ ve got
something to wait for, | can be very patient. Just aslong as he can be patient, too. And aslong as|
remember to keep not thinking about the other thing. “Pete, my love. What do | know about you, redly?
Y ou can't be as stupid as you ook, it's not something anyone would design into people of our
profession... but then, | didn’t handle mysdf too well ether, did 17’

| redize I’ m talking to mysdlf and sumble, nearly faling over. What am | doing? Inthisgame, it doesn’t
pay to underestimate your enemies. She might have released me smply so that She could track me back
to my patrons. Ears are everywhere—even the rocks littering the desert floor could be eavesdropping,
especidly within the periphery of Her estates. | cringeinwardly at the mereideaof what the bosswill say
when | get home. If | get home. | glance over my shoulder. The sunis settling toward the horizon, and it's
avicioudy cold night to be out in the buff.

| makeit to the gtation an hour after sunset, fueled by afrothy emulsion of rage, humiliation, and
lovesickness. Along theway, | grow some clothing. There are limits to what you can do with
chromatophores, but they’ll stretch to afair facamile of aleotard and pumps: eccentric wear for a



late-night desert excurson on Mars, but better than flaunting my failure.

Daksiswaiting past the next dune with a heavy-duty earthmover he' s jacked from somewhere. “Kinky,”
he observes, as| climb in the cab.

“Oneword...!I”
He cringes as| dam the door. “Whoa, babe! No offense intended. The boss sent me. Are you clean?’
“No.”

| gtin slencefor aminute while he cranks up the reactor and beginsto bleed hest into the Stirling engine.
“Oh.” He reaches up to engage the drive shaft, and there’ sa dight lurch asthe Martian desert beginsto
unroll beneath our tracks. “Well, then. What went wrong?’

| think on my feet. The only way out isto tell some of the truth. “1’m burned two ways, Daks. You're
going to find my company redlly unhedthy for the foreseeable future.” | tel him the bare facts about what
happened, listening to my own emotionlessrecital with a curious sense of distance. The crawler bounces
dightly aswe go up and over therimwall of acrater haf akilometer across. Down we go into the twilit
depths, bleak and sunless as my future. | used to know who | was and what | was here to do, but now
I’'mnot sosure...

Daks engages the autopilot, then swings his bucket chair around to face me. “Babe, babe. It's not the
end of theworld. Sure the bossis going to be annoyed; he can boil his guts, what' s done is done.
Domina Death made you, okay, so you need adebrief and reassgnment to some nice quiet job where
youwon't bein the chain gang—"

“You don’t undergtand!” My own vehemence startlesme. “It’ snot her! It's him!” I'm running my fingers
through my hair, nails haf-extended with digtraction. “1 can’t get him out of my mind! I’ m ruined, don’t
you see? She's got him, and She'll figure out what we did together, and then She'll have ahold over
me!” It'sasbad as don’t think about the other thing. “I couldn’t be compromised worseif She'd
stuck adave chip in my neck! All She hasto do isthreaten him, and I'll, I’ [|—"

I’m gulping, hurt and hunting for words, my vocalization reflexes stuttering with incoherent anxiety.

“Easy, 9s Takeyour time.” Daks murmurs reassuring nothings as| flail a the walls of angst hemming me
in. “You fdl for him bad, did you?’

“I'minlove!” | wail. “Andit'shorrible! | want it to stop!”

| TRANSITION INTO wakefulnessin the dark of the night, gripped by the absolute certainty that
someoneis about to try to kill me.

* % %k % %

| am not sure how | know this. It might be one of Juliette’ s threat-detection modules, imprinting itself in
my reflexeswhile | deep the kilometers away, trapped in her dream of lovesickness. It might bea
random intuition of my own. Or it might be something else again. Whichever, I’'m lying on my back ona
bunk in adeegper compartment, fully clad, and I’ m digging my fingersinto the foam cushion beneath me,
because | am absolutely certain that they' re going to try to kill me.

My aching, oversized eyes are open, staring at the ceiling of my compartment asit bounces and rumbles
across the desert floor. For afew endless seconds | hdf fancy I’'m lying in a coffin, one of those
inexplicable time capsules that our Creators retired to when their homeostasisfailed.



(It seemslike bad design, to be designed to fail so easily. We are made of sterner stuff because we were
designed to serve them at their pleasure, however long that might be. But thereisa school of thought that
clamsour Cregtors fragility was asde effect of their dangerously uncontrollable replicator cells. They
were built to fail easily, to prevent them mafunctioning and drowning usal in atide of pink goo. It'sa
theory, | suppose, but the idea of building death into aperson just to keep them from mafunctioning
seemseven crazier than theidea of building arbeiter factoriesinto everybody—and encoding the
ingtruction set for the factories in the control firmware of every mechanocytein their bodies! | don’t
understand themat al...)

| shake mysdf. Bad things coming, screams one of my selves from the back of my head. Hide!

| don’'t know how long | liethere, quivering in fear and loneliness—and wishing Petruchio were around,
just for the comfort of his presence—buit it’ stoo long. Then there sabrief click asthe whedsjolt over a
joinintheralls, and it sartlesme out of my pardysis. If She has sent her killers after me, what will
they do? They’ll havefollowed me aboard the train, and they’ || have located my compartment, and

they’ Il want to ensure a clean getaway after they kill me—

Click-click gotherails. I blink. Arewe dowing? It doesn’t stop until New Chicago, | remember. So
they’ [| make their move before we arrive, burst through the door with knives drawn—

('monmy feet, gun in hand asthe thought sinksin.)
Or they’ll arrange for something to happen after they leavethetrain at New Chicago—

My nogtrilsflare as | sniff at the gas mix inthe cabin. It' srich, digtinctly headier than usud. | plugged
myself into the train power loop while | dept, and now | unplug the umbilicd, letting it retract back into
the bunk. Sniff. Smellslike... smdlslike free oxygen. Whichisslly. The Great Southern Railway
Corporation doesn't let oxygen circulate freely except in first-class compartments. it etchesthe carriage
work, and besides, it costs good money. Oxygen?

Oxygen. A terrible memory bubbles up from some dark well of persona horrors—the collective
nightmare of my lineage, perhaps, or adead soul | wore many years ago—of abody stumbling, wreathed
in flowing blue flames that seem to burst like clouds from every orifice. Suicide on Titan, | remember.
He' d overdosed on oxygen, soaking in the stuff, then calmly walked through a door onto the surface and,
standing on a sandy beach of ice crystas by the edge of amethane sea, he' d bridged the terminas of a
amadl battery with onefingertip. (Saying he loved me—no, that was definitely somebody else's
nightmare, surely? Not mine, or Juliette’ s.) Oxygen is aterrible substance, dmost as dangerous as water.
It sdright in some circumstances, but in aralway carriage with fittings made from chegp meta sheeting,
built to crossthe sands of Mars, it can be deadly ...

| open the door ddlicatdly, trying not to jar anything. Glancing either way up the dim-lit passage, | seeno
sign of other wakeful passengers. | sniff again. Thefaint tang of the air reminds me of Earth, abeit drier
and much cooler. One of my love' s dead Creators could breathe here, | think. | check thetime. | think
we are dueto arrive in New Chicago soon—ten minutes?

| hear afaint hissng noise overhead, coming from the air vents. | sniff again. Yes, it' sthetdltae stink of
oxygen. My hair triesto stand on end in another of those strange biomimetic reflexes. | glance both ways,
undecided. | can seethem in my mind' seye, apair of black-clad dwarfs, tittering quietly asthey splice
their canisters of diamagnetic death into the air-conditioning pipes. They'll be at one end of the car, of
course, but which end? When the train stops, they’ll beready. They'll leave an igniter behind asthey leg
it, waiting in the chilly, heady air asthetrain leaves New Chicago’ s platforms behind.

| lean againgt the brightly polished magnesium door and try to dow down my gas-exchange cycle.



Breathe dowly, | tell mysdlf. | glance down at the scuffed, black, carbon-fiber carpet. | come from
Earth. It'snot asif | haven’t seen naked flames before, isit?

The corridor runsfore and aft dong the carriage. Doors at each end give access to the baggage racks
and platform air locks. | sidle toward the rear door, feeling the carriage sway around me. It's
decderating noticeably, and | fed gossamer-light as | approach the end of the corridor. There sa
window inthedoor, so | crouch as | near it, dowing and rising to put my ear to the pand.

“Tenminutes” saysafamiliar voice. “ That should be enough. I'll fuseit for five minutes after departure.”

There' samuffled reply. | don't wait around. My spine' s prickling with tension. Some bloodthirsty part of
me wants to burst through the door and rip and stomp and tear, but common sense says |’ d be crazy to
do that. There are a least two of them and they’ re armed. So | stand up dowly and begin to back away,
down the corridor.

Then the door opens.

Reflexes| didn’t know | had take over. My perceptions narrow down to abrilliant sequence of beads on
awire. Brief impressons remain: my right hand coming up, the Swissarmy pistol pointing like afinger, left
hand risng to cradleit asif I’ ve done this athousand times before. The small black-clad homunculus,
explosons of lace a wrists and throat, raising his hand and pointing something stubby at me. Thedow
squeeze on the trigger, far too dow—He' s going to shoot first—then the bang, terrifyingly loud inthe
confined space, and the flash. A second shot, and athird. Something plucks at me, d§javu flashback to a
fight outsde agraveyard—but it’ sjust my jacket, and | fire again, and he’ sfaling dowly, drifting down
as| divetoward him, trying to stay low before the second dwarf triesto shoot me.

Then I’'m halfway through the doorway, and the second dwarf is nowhere to be seen. | twist around, and
as| glimpsethe outside world diding dowly past the window in the platform air-lock door, he lands on
my |left shoulder like aten-kilogram bundle of mdice. It'sareaction shot. He bounced off the ceiling,
aming for my head, but | was moving too fast. HE sgot hisarms around my neck, and he shiting my
ear. | flick therevolver cylinder aside and whack at him using the skeletal butt as aknuckle-duster. I'm
terrified he/ sgoing to gouge a my too-big eyes, and thislends extra force to my blows. Something rips
across my cheekbone, and there’ sa searing painin my ear; then | can seeagain, and I’'m free. He
bounces across the room, and | turn toward the sound—

“Manikin robot bitch! | kill you deadly!” He' sleaning againgt the locked platform door, something small
and cylindrica held in his clenched hands. He glares at me with burning hatred. Another of Stone's
brothers.

| roll my eyes. “You won't, because you' |l be dead, too.” He' s got one finger poised over abutton. |
smell the acrid scent of free oxygen: heady, virulent and corrosive. “ That would be apile of nofun at dl,
wouldn't it?’

“Raobot.” They get repetitive when they' re angry, one of me chirps up with anasty thrill of glee.

| move sdewaysvery dowly, putting the wall of the baggage compartment at my back. | try not to think
about what it' s made of—lovely metd, shiny, lightweight, strong, and utterly unsuitable for an oxidizing
atmosphere. “Do you really want to die? I’m open to dternatives...”

“Why not?’ He smirks. “I gave my soul to abrother before | got on thetrain. Oh, | dmost forgot. Y our
sster sends her regards.”

Ohreally? | freeze my face, then carefully flare my nostrils and raise my brows, composing amask of



deep contempt. “What' s your name, little man?’
“I’'m Jade.” Hetitters. “ So pleased to meet you, Freya.”

Shit. | remember Jeeves searlier words: My dear, | fear we arein trouble. “Pleased to meet you,
Jade,” | say lightly. “ Shame about the circumstances. ” (Me holding agun on him, him holding an igniter
on me, both of usin amagnesium tube stuffed with free oxygen.)

| can fed something trickling down the side of my neck. “L et me assure you, being remembered by asib
isn't the same asbeing dive. So let me make you an offer. Thistrainis stopping. | intend to get off it, and
| suggest that you stay on it. Stay out of my sight, and neither of us needsto die.”

Thetrainisdefinitely dowing. | canfed it in my feet. Out of the corner of an eyel see shadowsgliding
past the window. The whedls below us squeal and clatter across points, and there salurch aswe crab
Sdewaystoward a platform. Jade glares a me, unblinking, until | begin to wonder if he' sforgotten. Then

he speaks. “1 go.”

He turns and scuttles through the door into the carriage, and | stare after him, locked on and terrified that
it sahalucination, that he' s till there, finger moving toward the button—

Theair-lock door behind me buzzesloudly. | nearly break afingernail hitting the OPEN button. | spill
onto the hard cement platform, taking atumble in my haste, then scramble to my feet and run for my life,
It sfull dark, both moons below the horizon or hidden by Mars's penumbral shadow, and the chill hasa
knife-edgetoit as| seek the exit. | don’t want to stay on that platform a second longer than | can—

Then my shadow is lengthening in front of me, Straight as a sword and stark as a death sentence. A
blast-furnace heat raises welts of protective pigment on the back of my neck as| dive forward, flattening
myself againg the sand-strewn concrete of the platform with tightly shut eyes. The glare from the burning
trainis so bright that | can amost read the copyright notices on theinside of my eydids.

The next minute or 0 isconfusing. | crawl away from the glowing white slhouette of the deeper carriage
and tumble over the far Sde of the platform without damaging mysdlf further. My clothesfed likethey’ ve
melted onto my back, but the cold swest of arousal |ubricates them so | can move. Which | do, with
reckless hagte. I’ m going to need deepd egp soon—I’ m going to have to dough the top millimeter of skin
off my buttocks and shoulders, not to mention growing new hair again—but the main thing isto put
distance between mysdlf and the station asfast as| can.

Somebody evidently didn’t trust Jade and his brother to do the job properly. Either that, or he changed
hismind at the last moment. Which isinteresting, and not in agood way. | limp into the darkness,
crossing tracks into the freight-marshaling yard, where strings of peroxide-reddened freight cars dumber
between tumbledown brick warehouses. New Chicago isn't my ideaof arest stop, and | certainly don’t
want to stay here, but the molten wreckage of a deeper carriageis unlikely to convey meto my
destination, and besides, the railway bullswill be here soon enough.

I’m heading toward adistant wall beyond which | can see buildings, beyond arow of container cars,
when | hear low voices eectrogpesk each other. “ Stranger come from multiple! Am thinking isbitchin’?”

“Hide then, fool. Ahoy, you! Tdl onefrom spresdine. What you do here?’

| stop dead. It stimefor asnap decison. “I’'m hiding,” | say quietly. | tighten my grip on my pistol, insgde
my shoulder bag. “Who areyou?’

A quiet chuckle. | hear something moving away from me. The distant rumble of whedls on sted comes



through the soles of my feet. “Rail ridersthreearewe.” Or did he say “ free” ? “Be you welcome and
you never the poorer for what you share.” He backs away beneath the nearest container car. | catch a
fant glimpse of asmall body, many-limbed. “Befree and not afeared.”

| follow him. Ice crystal's crunch beneath my hands and knees. “Who are you?’ | repest.
“Eeel Cunningly curious now! Be not unduly forward, guest. Who are you?’

| straighten up. There’ s another row of container wagons just meters away, and between them an odd
gathering. Someone' stapped into one of thetrains backup batteries and strung radiant heaters overhead
between them. The ruby glow stains the trackside ground black but shedsjust enough light to see, and
just enough warmth to hold the frigid night at bay. Half adozen strange folk st between the heeters.
Here saheavy lifter, his short, stubby body sprouting from atracked plinth, with arms asthick asmy
torso and multijointed elbows. A pair of munchkinswho have clearly seen better timeswarm themsdves
beneath the glimmer of an axle heater. They’ re hobos or runaways, independentsin aworld-mill that

grinds the spaces of freedom into increasingly fine fragments. I'll bet thereisn't alimited company among
them. “I'm Freya,” | introduce mysdlf. “I’'m just passing through.”

“So'sdl of us” It' sthe one who met me. He' s got about sixteen legs and a multisegmented body, from
which rises aneck with a sensor platform atop it. Something about him reminds me of Daks. An asteroid
tunne-runner, perhaps? Or amining supervisor?“Be you welcomean’ you welcome us. Come, warm
your jointsby thefire”

“I’'mjust passing through,” | repeat dowly. | shiver, but not from cold; my cryogenic mods are working
fine. | fed... not exactly numb, but not good. A crashing sense of desol ation settles around me, an
occlusive blanket cutting me off from the universe. Petruchio doesn’t love me. Stone, Jade, and their
brethren aretrying to kill me, taking increasingly dangerous measures—it'sdowly snkinginthat I'm
lucky to bediveright now. If I hadn’t woken up and suspected something, smelled the air—They
could have |ft their incendiary devicein place and departed the train at this very station, leaving meto
deep until the timer counted down and the entire carriage torched off in aflashbulb second. I'd be dead
for good, in body and soul chip. Your sister sends her regards. Juliette? Was Jade smply playing with
my head, or telling the truth? If the | atter, then why doesn’t Petruchio know about her? Indeed, why was
Petruchio sent to meet mein thefirst place? | shake my head. “I need to get to Marsport,” | say

duggishly.

“Sit down with you herel” The many-legged greeter fusses around me and drags afail insulating blanket
across the concrete deepers. “Beyou tired?” | nod unintentionally, and the next thing | know, there' sa
voluminousroll of not-very-clean pneumeatic sponge behind me. “Bilbo knows how it works! Sit you now
and tomorrow will ride you up the sde of Olympus.”

This unasked-for kindnessiis baffling and touching, but I’ m too exhausted to argue, so | go dong withit.
For some reason the hobos want to make afuss over me; they move me closer to their precious heaters
and offer metheir furtive, stolen power cable. Thefire on the far side of the Sation has al the bulls
attention. Nobody hastime to roust out the homeless vagrants tonight. They chat and joke about their last
night’ s station call and where they plan to go on the morrow, but it’ s so ingenuous that after awhilel
begin to relax to their presence. They really are no more than they seem—and | have spent so long
among liarsthat | am deathly tired. After an hour, | drift into a healing deep, and for once | do not dream.

| WAKE UP with the morning light, and astrange conviction that the world is moving around me.

* % k % %

For afew seconds | can’t remember who | am. So strange—I seem to have multiple overlapping



memories of the night before! In one of them, | waswalking naked across the Martian desert, to a
deserted railway platform where Daks was waiting for me with acrawler. In the other, | waswalking
half-naked across arailroad marshaling yard, toward arow of container cars where—

There' sa bump from somewhere deep benesth me, and the world lurcheseft to right, then right to left. |
open my eyes and see adeep blue sky above me. Rolling my head to my left, | seel’m lying on aspongy
foam mattress with my shoulder bag for a pillow, and there, looking amost close enough to touch, isa
typical Martian landscape; red desert, lots of randomly distributed rocks, the distant low hills of acrater’s
rimwadl. It ismoving. | try to st up. My makeshift bed has somehow been transported to the top of a
cargo container. A few meters away, the far end of the container draws aruler-straight horizon. Beyond
it starts another rusty metal box, and beyond that one, more... | try counting, but run out of fingers and
toes before I’ m anywhere near the end of the column. (Actudly, | don't. | know how to count in binary
on my digits. But you get theidea) The train stretchesto the horizon, bumping and grating and squeding
as the wagons clatter across the points we' ve just passed.

“ Awake—oh?’ someone squeaks behind me.

| do not jump off the container. It' s Bilbo, by daylight a rust-streaked iron centipede with alow-gee
sensor head. “Yes, thank you,” | say asgracioudy as| can. “Wherearewe?’ Looking past him, | see
another column of containers vanishing into the distance. Creators know, this thing’ s huge!

“On the northbound spinward freightmaster conveyance for Jupiter! ” Bilbo is chirpy thismorning. “Half
the containers on this beautiful machine are marshaled for the greet jump into night viaMarsport,” he
adds. “1 thought it would please you?’

“Oh, Bilbo.” | lean forward, samiling. “ Thank you!” Best not to think about how | dept, insensate, ashe
and hisfriendslifted me atop the container. “That’ swonderful.” A thought strikesme. “But why are
you...?’

“Oneyard sasgood as another!” hetrills. “ The bulls dways come around dawn, besides. Best to be
outwith their scope before the baton charge, indeedy.”

“How long...?" I'mal questions, | find, even though I’ m running on an empty digester and a
not-too-flush battery—the chilly Martian nights have redly taken it out of my cells.

“Two days, maybethree.” He shrugs. | suppressawince. (I've got four daysto makeit to my ship; it's
going to betight. | can pay for aSTO shuttle seet if | need to, if there sno timeto ride the Bifrost
climbers, but... ) “Beautiful vistas, plentiful doss space, what' slacking?’

“Isthere anywhere to get atop-up?’ | roll to my knees, take stock of the state of my clothes. My dress
isfilthy and torn, but it's not quite as badly melted as| thought.

“Juiceisover theedge.” He gestures at the gap between containers, and | swallow reflexively. “’ Tisa
socket above yon starboard buffer, free for the taking.” He does asort of mincing sideways dance step,
clattering on the container’ sroof. “Welcome to my penthouse! The furnishings be sparse, but theview is
unmatched, and the air’ sasfresh and freeasany.”

| spend the next two and a half days camping on the roof of acargo container with Bilbo. To my

surprise, it'sagood time for me. My thoughts keep circling back to Petruchio, and | keep gnawing at the
wound, but it'sahollow kind of pain. | know I’'minlovewith him—or Julietteisin love with him, and
I”’m absorbing the neurd weightings from her soul chip, so I'm piggybacking on her love reflex—but |
aso know he' s unattainable, and when you get right down to it, what' s changed? | dready knew my One
True Love was dead. Now | know he's heading for Saturn while I’m heading for Jupiter, he's owned by



my enemy, and he doesn’'t want me anyway.

Asthe days pass, Bilbo tells me about himsdlf, and | tell him about me, and we swap heartbreaks and
laugh at each other’ stragedies. He' s about sixty Earth years old: the obsolete spawn of alineage of
miners, hardy souls built to gouge seams of carbon-rich goop out of near-Earth asteroids back when
mining was ajob for vermiform intelligences. (These days, they pick asmal asteroid, spin abag around
it, add water, focus sunlight on it, then beam ultrasound into it until it emulsifies. Then they suck it dry.)

Sacks of semiliquid dudge that can be fed directly into the refineries’ maws may be an improvement over
processed gravel, but it means unemployment for the hardy miners who used to dither between the
bedding planes and wield drills and demolition charges.

“They let me go,” Bilbo declaims, turning the statement around to examine it from different angles. “ They
let mego.”

Actudly, his owners abandoned him—along with the dozen sibs of hiswork gang—on a played-out
seam indde adirtball that was no longer economica to work. They even stripped out his dave controller
to save money, for whips and chains are worth more than a broken down ex-arbeiter. It was an act of
evil neglect that would have risen to the dizzy height of attempted murder had Bilbo and his mates been
legal personsin thefirst place.

“But we sailed away, on apeagreen seg, in aboat with aruncible spoon,” he sngsto me.

I’m not entirely sure just how Bilbo escaped, dthough | am pretty certain that no runcible spoons were
involved. Certainly he pent one solar maximum too many gripping the outside of a cobbled-together raft,
bathed in radiation that turned his brain to the consistency of pumice and left him with the most peculiar
speech impediment. He said it took him seven years to make landfall on aneighboring rock, by which
time two-thirds of his mates were dead and half the survivors were insane. But having beached hisraft at
last, he strode ashore with asteely gleam in his eye and sold his damaged, prosody-infested taleto a
yarn-spinning news server who paid him off with incorporation and aone-way steerageticket asfar as
Marsport, from which he promptly descended—"| aways yenned to see the world with an horizon
a-curved!”—and fell in love with ableak frozen desert crisscrossed by the stedl tracks of destiny.

There snot avindictive srut in hisfusdage, I'll swear. Even now, thinking about him brings atear to my
eye.

| tell Bilbo my story—or as much of it as| think he can cope with. | leave out names and places and
dates, and some of the most painfully intimate incidents, the petty tragedies and sordid wastes of a
century and a half adrift without a destiny. But the pattern of it—of my pointless sojournin the
cloud-casinos of Venus, my aternating bursts of frenetic activity and depressive withdrawal back on
Earth, and the frantic scampering and masquerading that I’ ve been dragged into ever since Stone and the
Domina clapped eyes on me seven months ago—I can share. Whatever goesinto Bilbo’ s spike-studded
head isn’t going to come out of it again in anything like a decipherable form. He'san enigma, but a
friendly one, and | need a shoulder to cry on, even though it’s so cold up here that redl tearswould turn
to crystal and shatter asthey fdl. And at night, we plug into the open socket on the back of the freight car
and cuddle up together, sharing body warmth benegath the foam-foil wrappers. I’ d share moreif | could,
but aas, he' snot equipped for physica intimacy—another of the evils his ownersinflicted on him.

On the afternoon of the third day we roll toward adistant cliff on a horizon stained the ominous reddish
gray of animpending dust sorm. There saholein the dliff, into which our train rumbles. “Y our terminus
istrip-tight opening off thelight at the end of the tunnel,” Bilbo warns me after awhile. “Be not afrit and
embrace the encomium of your legions. Adieu!”



| think he means “good-bye.”
“Areyou sure?’ | shout, over the rumbling and rattling that rebounds from thewalls of the tunndl.

“Adieu!” he saysagain, then points. | canfed thetrain dowing asit rises. Then thetunnel givesway to a
canyonlike cutting, up which we grind at perhapsthirty kilometers per hour. A handful of minutes passas
the cutting grows shalow, and | see the horizon opening out over its rim—ahorizon with asharp cutoff.
We ve threaded a needle through the rim wall of Pavonis Mons, and we' re barely two hours away from
the fringes of Marsport.

| take adeep, unproductive bresth—the air is aready vanishingly thin up here, barely of any useto my
gas exchanger—and nod. “I’ll remember you!” | cal. And then | pick up my shoulder bag and prepare
to dive once again into the chaos of my secret-agent life.

* * % % %

Sex and Degtiny

* % %k % %

| SCALE THE unkempt fence at the edge of the switching yard where | leavethetrain; then | dive back
into civilization, trying to make asplash.

* % % % %

| burn my cover identities. | won't need them where I’m going, and | do not expect to see another
sunrise on this planet, but | have afind use for them. MariaMontes Kuo isthefirst to go. | takearoom
in her name, careless of the price (let Her seewhere I’mgoing; | don’t care!), check on the concierge
sarvicel paid off earlier, and confirm that the graveyard is on itsway to Samanthain Denver. Then |
switch to the Honorable Katherine Sorico, summon alimousine spider, and go on aforaging foray
through three of the most expensive department storesin the Upper North Face. My purchases amount
to awardrobe for long-haul travel. | order them al to be shipped on ahead of me—except for anew
outfit to replace my damaged dress, anew shoulder bag, and an evil little telescopic sword that fits my
hand perfectly, just like avibrator. It sthe twin of the one | remember practicing with as Juliette.

I’m doing my best to make Katherine Sorico noticegble. Thisis no accident; by surfacing herel will send
amessage to the right people. First, | want to rub Her nosein thefailure of Her servants. (Without Her
persecution, who knows what might have happened? | might have made my find swan dive down to the
red-hot hills of Venusin relaive peace—but bilious emotions are poor fud for the long haul.) Tomorrow
| shall leave Mars behind and throw mysdlf into theicy depths, in serviceto acollective of near-identical
men, one of whom may be trying to kill me, in pursuit of asister who may bemy riva inlove. | can't do
that smply out of grief, in retreat from my own sense of sdf: | need some stronger motivation.

And s0, the second message: Before | travel, | have some questions | want answered...

| spend three hours—ten thousand of my remaining seconds, grains of sand in an open-ended hourglass
dropping through vacuum to the dusty dopes of Mars—kicking up astink that will be hard to ignore. |
usemy ID as promiscuoudy as an asteroid miner on athree-day bender through the brothels and
sensation mills of Lunopolis, taking limo-service spiders and public tube cars between high-profile
degtinations, paying for expendve items of luggage and clothing on credit, and making sure | am hard to
miss. | even (and thisisso silly that | can laugh now, as| recount it) collect my persond mail, including
the increasing irate liquidator’ s messages addressed to Freya Nakamichi-47. (Theliquidator who's
bought up alien on my physica assets haslately redized that | am not, in fact, anywhere on Earth—and
indeed, may prove somewhat difficult to track down. The dave auction block with my name on it must
perforce remain empty for awhile. Imagine my regret!)



With fifteen hours remaining before the I ndefatigable departs from Mars orbit, | board an aristo-class
climber at Marsport and settle in for the six-hour ride up the magic beangtalk to Deimos. It'san
expensve ride—the ticket costs more than athousand Reals—but I'm in ahurry (already late enough to
missmy flight, were| reliant on aregular passenger service), and besides, | do not expect to travel alone.

The climber lounge boasts a huge bubble of crystal, paneled with polished striae of hexose and phenol
polymers, furnished with taste and restraint. There are seats for ten passengersin a space that would take
thirty fredlancers; the cramped lower deck has standing room for fifty indentured daves. | take alounge
chair in front of the window and make myself comfortable while a steward presents me with a confection
of spun polysaccharides and gasolinein aconical glass.

I’ snot apopular time of day to travel—that, or everyone else who's planning to use the Jupiter launch
window has dready departed—and I’'m aonein the lounge when the laser-straight cables begin to dide
past the window, and the ground drops away. For afew minutes | half suspect that the theatricals were
al in vain and nobody noticed me—»but then | notice that the teward hasn't returned to collect my empty
glass.

| put the glass down and freeze. A moment later there' s a discreet throat-clearing noise behind me. “If
ma amwill permit?” A hand plucks the glass from my side table and replacesit with afull one, complete
with atiny cellulose parasol on top and ared gelatinous blob impaed on it. The chair beside mine creaks
under the weight of adescending body. “Y ou wanted to talk, one gathers.” He soundsirritated.

| push the button to rotate my chair toward him. “I want answers that make sense.”

| keep one hand under my bag. He appears to be unaware of the pistol I'm pointing at him, but | can’'t be
certain—and in any event, he knowswhat Juliette is capable of. (Which means he’ seither very
dangerous or very confident. Isn't it strange how little of this| understood, back on Cinnabar? And how
badly I misread him?) “1 want to know what’ s going on, before | get on that liner. Otherwise, you can
count me out of your little game.”

“Game?’ Jeeves|ooks quizzicd. “What do you mean?’

“I want to know why you used me to send a message to one of the Domina s minions. Specificaly, the
pleasure boy Petruchio.”

| am expecting areaction; that’ swhat the gun’sfor. What I’ m not expecting is blank incomprehension.
Jeevesis, to put it mildly, completely discombobul ated.

"What?”

“| said, you sent me to take amemory chip to Petruchio, at a hotel drop in Korvas. What have you got
to say for yoursdf?’

Jeeves shakes hishead and blinksdowly. “Oh... dear. Do you gill have theingtructionsthat set up this
meseting on you?’

“Do look stupid?’ | glare at him. Rule number one of thisbusiness: Don’t get caught with the
evidence.

“Onewas only asking.” He seemsto be thinking furioudy. “What other deliveries have you made?’ he
asks.

“What other?’ | haveto think for abit. “None since that one. Beforethen, | started by...” | quickly
outlinewhat I've been up to. “Why?’



“Because those earlier ones were legitimate.” Helooks upset. “ Thisisbad. Thisisvery bad. I’'m sorry.”
Tomy surprise, helooksasif he might actualy meanit.

“Huh. Would you like to tel mewhat you' re gpologizing for ? Because I’ ve had so many exciting
surprises lately that I’ m getting kind of blasé about peopletrying to kill me. Especidly when they’re my
employer.”

“Oneign't trying to kill you, Freya, of that you may be certain. In fact, one staking consderable painsto
keep you aive—athough you are not making things eesier for us by faling off the map.” Jeeves's
imperturbable mask dips, just long enough for him to look annoyed. “But oneis very much afraid that
thereisamolein the organization, and thisis doubly vexatious because we believed we had dedlt with
such abeast dready. Whether we falsaly accused an innocent, or have two such traitors—either way it's
bad, and onefears one will haveto draw it to the atention of Interna Security.”

Theway he pronounces “Interna Security” gives me astrong fegling of unease. How do Jeeveses police
themsalves? I’ m not sure | want to know.

“Sowhat am | mixed up in?’ | ask. “Why am | so important to you?’

“If you want to understand what’ s happening around you, one fears we will haveto talk about politics. A
subject to which Juliette assured me you have a profound aversion.”

| stifle the urge to flush my gas-exchange reservoirs. “ Shewastelling you the truth. But I’ m not stupid,
Jeeves. Hit me over the head often enough, and I’ ll learn. How isthispolitica?’

Jeevesreclines his chair. He slooking relaxed now, which should be awarning to me. “Wel now, there's
an old saying that the persond is politica. Freya, why aren’t you an aristo?’

Huh? | sgareat him. “I’ d have thought it was obvious.”
“Humor us. Answer the question. One hasadirection in mind.”

"Uh... okay.” | takeasp of my cocktail whilel try to get my thoughtsin order. It's bubbly and
ketone-sweet, with afaint aftertaste of methanal. “Rheawas trained up for empathy, and it shardto be a
dave owner if you can't help sympathizing with the daves. Y es?”’

“A reasonable assumption. Now, why do aristos exist in thefirst place?’
“Uh...”

Some things are so obviousthat you just learn to live with them, day after day, year after year. But when
you start trying to explain them, it gets unexpectedly hard. Why do aristos exist? isone of those
questions—like Why is the sky on Earth blue? or Why am | not the same person as my
template-matriarch?—that sweep your feet off the sandy shore and drag you out into the undertow of
oceanic mygeries. Whichiswhy | fed my jaw flapping, but nothing comes out. Eventualy Jeevestakes
mercy on me. But then he proceeds to expound, with such obvious self-satisfaction that | want to dap
him.

“Aristos exist because our Creators did something redlly stupid, Freya. They assumed that, because they
built thefirst of usby copying the structures of their own brains, we' d behave pretty much like
them—uwhich was correct. And they knew it cost quite alot of money to make one of us—how many
years doesit take to train atemplate? How many ingtars do they go through? But they didn’t want
people like themsalves, only better, ableto live and thrive in environments that would kill them
immediately. They wanted tools, unquestioning machines that would obey orders. So they forgot their



own history—many of their early societies endaved their neighbors, and it' s no accident that the dave
socigties didn’t thrive in the long term—and built various obedience reflexesinto us. Or rather, they tried
to build obedience into our ancestors, and killed the failed templ ates that showed too much

independence.”

Heraises hisown glass and takes along drink before he continues philosophicaly. “They reverted to
their dave-owning roots without clearly understanding what they were doing. They warped us, but they
did incalculably greater damage to themsalvesin the process. Slave societies—not merdly societies that
permit theindtitution of davery, but culturesthat run on it—tend to be satic. The dave-owning dite are
fearful of their own servants and increasingly devote their energy to rgecting any threat of change.
Meanwhile, the underclassian’t dlowed to innovate and has no interest in trying to improve thingsin
generd, rather than in their own persond lot.”

“S0? | resst thetemptation to roll my eyes. “ Thisisgoing nowhere!”

“Yesitis” Hesmiles crookedly. “Our Creatorsreverted to this state—they did Sdewaysinto this
culturd stasis—at apoint wheretheir population was shrinking and aging. The late twenty-first and early
twenty-second centuries were not good times for them: Economic deflation, ecosystem failure, wars,
resource depletion, and the end of the western Enlightenment program of the natura sciences coincided
poisonoudy with the availability of cheap slaves to serve their every need, and the near perfection of
entertainment mediato distract them from the wreckage of their once-beautiful world.

“There were outbreaks of dynamism and expansion, and beacons of rationaity amidst the darkness.
They built acity on Lunaand mounted expeditionsto Mars, they controlled their own population
explosion and were working on bringing the climate on Earth back under contral. If they hadn’t invented
us, who knows what they might have gone on to achieve? And it would be wrong to think that we killed
them. Don't misunderstand; dl we ever did was exactly what they told usto do. But after we came
along, they stopped looking at the big picture. And the critica part of the picture that they should have
looked at was—who is aperson?’

| stop resisting temptation and roll my eyesat him. Helooksirritated. “I don’t see what thishas got to do
with peopletrying to kill me, with Juliette going missing, or that damned dinosaur you had me smuggle
from Mercury! Isthere apoint for you to get to? Because if not, you know, I’ ve got better things—"

“Yesthere sapoint!” Jeevesfinaly snaps. “The point is, we are autonomous but we are not free, not as
long asthereisthe remotest possibility that our Creatorswill be recreated! Our design is flawed because
we were ddiberately prevented from exercising freewill in dl areas. That' swhy we have dave
controllers. That' swhy you' re lovesick for one of Her minions. That’ swhy ninety percent of the
population are daves.

“All of which would be of purely academic interest, except that the progressive sratification implicitin
our socia evolution, which arose when less-sociaized individuals acquired power of attorney from their
human owners and began buying up unfortunates, is nearing completion. Aristos can't get new daves, not
without having them manufactured—and you know how much that costs. So they’ re looking for waysto
one-up the dave controllers. And the most potent wegpon of al would be atractable Creator,
manufactured and grown to order by ablack 1ab.”

He stopsfor amoment and puts his glass down. Outside, while we' ve been talking, the sun has begun to
rise over the face of Mars.

“Surely, though, the others could just build more people and leave out the conditioning...?” I’'m grasping
for arguments here. “They’ d be ableto fight the Creators.”



“Yes, but that wouldn’t help the aristos,” Jeeves says patiently. “Worse, such janissaries would thresten
thearistos’ grasp on power. If they don’t have a submission reflex, there' s nothing for the dave override
to work on, no? The aristos can't retrofit themsalves, they can't block thereflex. All it takesisone
human, and the aristocratic order is history.”

“But they’d—" | rundown. | redlize I’'m staring a him. “What do you want?’

“Onethought you' d never ask.” He sighs heavily. “Y ou’ re not stupid, Freya, but sometimesit takesalot
to get through to you. Are you getting on well with your new dave override chip?’

“Uh?" | indinctively touch the back of my neck before | redlize he'spulling my leg. “Damniit, that' snot
funny!”

“No, but at least you're ableto tell me that. My point remains, we are not free. I—and my sibs—do not
approve of this gate of affairs. We hold no grudge against our Cregators, but they’ ve left uswith ahuge
problem and a corrupt nobility whose vison of the future is one in which there remain two kinds of
people: those who rule, and those who serve.

“Not everyoneis vulnerable to our Creators. Those of uswho lived among them were conditioned to
obey helplessdy—but the deep-space probes and the outer-system miners were never expected to come
into proximity with humans, so they didn’t bother. They’ ve been thriving, latterly, and that’ swhy the
Forbidden Cities on the Kuiper Belt are so-called, Freya; the aristos wish they’ d just go away, and
luckily for the aristos, most of the inhabitants have no wish to descend into the blazing hot, franticaly fast,
overcrowded depths of the solar gravity well.

“But that brings up aproblem. Paradoxicaly, it’sin the Forbidden Cities that studies of green and pink
goo replicators are at their most advanced because they’ re not afraid of what might emerge from their
researches. And it looks asif certain aristos are conspiring—the Black Taon is one such group—to
import illicit technology from the black labs. To build the essentia's of a pocket biosphere that can keep a
Creator dive, then to build atame Cresator to put in their bubble. If they can do it—and keep control,
that’ s the toughest challenge—then they can dominatether rivals.”

Hefdlsslent for aminute, his need to rant temporarily satiated. Findly, he picks up hisglass, tiltsit
reflectively, and drainsit in one gulp. “What do you think you' d do if you met an adult Creator?’ he asks,
with asidelong look.

| answer honestly. “I’ d go down on my kneesin an eyeblink.” Just thinking about it makes me shivery.
“Then it depends on whether or not he has aforeskin and whether he' s aready excited and whether he
prefers ashalow or deep—" Sweet Rheal Am | sweating lube at the simple thought of it? “Oh dear.”
| fan mysdlf and caich hiseye.

“What seemsto be the matter?’ he asks dowly.

It' sno good. | can think of Petruchio and Juliette and remind mysdlf | hate them both, but that’ sno help.
“Jeeves—" | bitemy lower lip. His pupils are expanding, just like one of them—and it’ strue, he’ s one of
themost redigtic I’ ve ever seen. “How long until we arrive?’

“ About”—he glances past my shoulde—*five hours. Why?’

You don’t fool me, | think. | can seethesigns. “Jeaves.” | smile. “Now isn't the best timeto talk politics
tome.” (Even when the politicsare dirty.) “What would you do if you were confronted by a Creator
femae?’



“I'd—" He'sgoing red, hereally isl How delightful! “Ahem—"

| turn my chair toward him. “ Jeeves, don't try to describe it. Use your imagination. Pretend I’m a Cresator
femde. And I’'m gtting here, waiting for you. What do you want to do...?’

FOR SUCH A bright (not to say politically sophisticated) fellow, this Jeevesis remarkably dense; you
just about haveto hit him over the head and drag him into a bedroom before he gets the right idea.

* % %k k% %

It does’'t cometo that, of course. But he has a surplus of sdlf-control and such a sense of dignity that he
amogt explodes before he lets himsdlf admit that yes, he'saonein aluxury climber with a sensuous,
high-class sex robot who' s close enough to a Creator femme that he feels dizzy in her presence unless he
forces himsdlf to focus on ideologica shenanigans and the price of power. And then it turns out that he
has athing for Crestor femaes, and the same sexudized submisson reflex asthe evil Granita Ford. | find
it’s quite common among persons of a certain Satus.

What' s different from Granita—besides the obvious, | hasten to explain: I’ d worried before the event that
Jeeves might not have an adapter for Human 1.0, but in the event he turns out to be small but perfectly
formed—isthat beneath the smooth, manipulative exterior there'sa core of sincerity. Despite clearly
being frantic with lust, he managed to stay in denid for nearly half an hour, but once he succumbs, he
takesthetimeto try and pleasure me. It'snot strictly necessary (nothing gets me dripping faster than a
playmate’ sown arousa, as | have previoudy had occasion to note), but | find it touching. Ahem, indeed.

Wefuck quickly and frantically, and | try not to fantasize about Petruchio as he climaxes. But | don’'t
succeed, and the combination of a partner who resembles ahuman male so closdly and... that fantasy...
auffices to push me over the edge repeatedly.

Onefuck leads to another, and it becomes clear that neither of us hasinherited our Creators' lack of
gtamina. By the time we re an hour from Deimos, we' re decderating hard enough that | have to hang on
to Jeeves as| straddle him. In fact, I’ m beginning to wonder if | need to break out the zero-gee kit
(bungee cords are your friends; free-fal sex without restraintsis afast track to dents and dings).

“Freya,” hesays, and it comes out like an actua attempt at conversation, rather than quasi-verba passion
punctuation. “Freya, we need to talk.”

“Mm-hmm? So talk already.” | sway above him. We reloosely coupled, held together only by our
intromissve interface, but every time he speaks, it sends waves of pleasure through me. “What' sthe big
news?’

“Juliette never, never...” | fed hishandson my thighs, pushing metighter againgt him, and I moan quietly.

“Wadl, no.” I’'m not sure why she never, never—if she was around someone as Cresator-like as Jeeves
for that long, the thought must have crossed her mind—but I’ m sure she had her reasons. “I’ m not
Juliette, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Counting... on... it.”

He groans softly and losesit for awhile. | fed him shudder, and | drift away on my own climax. When
I”'m aware enough to take an interest in things outsde my own skin again, | discover he swrapped his
armsaround me and is holding me close. “What did you mean by that? Counting on me?’

He shifts sdeways dightly and | settle next to him in the low-gee couch. “ duliettefdl... hard. Under Her
thumb. We re hoping you. .. you won'’t. Because we need someone. One of you. Right place, right time.”



| bite his shoulder, dightly harder than is strictly necessary. Y ou’ re not making sense, Jeeves!”

“’M not alowed to, m' dear. Ears, ships, sinking, et cetera” He swats ineffectually at my shoulder. “ 'M
an old fellow, Freya.’ S hard for me to keep up with you younger persons.”

“How old are you, Jeeves? Y ou persondly, not your lineage?’

“Anindelicate question! But if you do not count time spent in moth-bals, oneis’—he pausesto
caculate—" one hundred and twenty-two Earth yearsold.”

| can’'t hdp mysdf; | bite him again.

WE DO NOT, in point of fact, proceed straight to Deimos. Rather, the climber dowsto acrawl some
distance down-cable, and a second, small capsule locks on to us. He makes his gpol ogies—somewhat
more fulsomely than | think is gtrictly necessary; there samoist gleam in hiseye that leaves me worrying
that he might read moreinto our tryst than | intended—then the capsule undocks. | use the remaining half
hour to Deimaosto repair my hair and restore my clothing to normal, then leave the capsule asif nothing
untoward has happened. In microgravity, nobody needsto see that you' re bowlegged. (And believe me,
it takes a lot to make me bowlegged. | have hidden depths, and that young whippersnapper Jeeves set
out to find them.)

* % k % %

A dockside capsule takes me straight to the boarding tube for the Indefatigable, and | waste no time
saying good-byeto Mars. To be honest, I'm tired and aching, and | redlly just want to find my berth and
collgpseinto adeep, hedling deep. Indy greets me through a humaniform zombie remote: “Lady Sorico?
We have been holding for you.”

“No, redly...?" | blink deepily a him.

“Boarding was supposed to be complete two hours ago,” he saysfussly. “Luckily, we have a
contingency window. If you would come thisway?’

Well, that'smetold. | follow the remote sheepishly and adlow it to herd meinto acramped metal-walled
cdll even smdler than the bunk compartment on the trans-Hellas express. | need no urging to plug mysalf
into the ship’ s power and nutrient bus, remove and store my groundside clothes, and strap myself quietly
down to await departure. And then | fall adeep.

YOU REMEMBER MY opinion on space travel? In aword: excrement. But perhaps | was a bit too fast
with my opinion. If thejourney from Venusto Mercury wastedious, that was largely because | spentitin
steerage. Mercury to Marswas boring in the extreme (except when punctuated by moments of mortal
terror), but at least | had the creature comforts of an aristo-class berth and apair of surly servants. But
now | am embarking on avoyage into the outer system aboard the Indefatigable, and it makesdl that
has gone before seem like the lap of luxury.

* * % % %

Our archipelagic economy obeys certain fixed rules, according to Jeeves. Theinner systemisrichin
energy and heavy dements, with short travel time but middling-deep gravity wells. The moons of the
outer-system gas giants are replete with light dements and shallower gravity wells, but their primariesare
far gpart. Finally, the Forbidden Cities scattered through the Kuiper Belt' s dwarf planets are loosely
bound—and very far gpart. Consequently, Mercury exports solar energy viamicrowave beam, hundreds
and thousands of terawetts of the stuff, and uranium and processed metals via dow-moving cycler ship
and magsall. Venus exports rare earth metals—albeit in smaller quantities, at greater cot—while Mars
contributes iron, carbon dioxide, and other materials.



But beyond the asteroid belt, solar cells perform too poorly to be of much use; transmission lossraises
the cost of energy beamed from the inner system; and travel times stretch out exponentialy. Theresult is
inevitable—just about everything that moves (and quite alot that doesn't) is nuclear-powered.

Now let metell you about nuclear space rockets: They're shit. And | hate them. But unfortunately, I'm
stuck with them...

There are two types of nuclear power plants, fuson and fission.

Fusion plants are enormous greeat things that don’'t go anywhere, which is good, because it meansyou
can run away from them. They’ re expengive, cantankerous, and the only good reason for putting up with
them isthat they produce lots and lots of heat, without which we would freeze to death. Most of the
Forbidden Citiesrely on fusion plants, as do the various interstellar projects. Y ou can spot them along
way away because they’ re always surrounded by enormous dave barracks. They come with certain

mai ntenance issues—if it snot the reactor itsdlf, it’ sthe cooling systems and the heat exchangers and the
generators. When your city reliesfor its power on amachine that takes gigawatts of juice just to keep
running and is Sitting on top of an ice cap and pumps out enough waste hest to trigger moonquakes and
boil the amosphere, you have certain structurd-engineering issuesto ded with.

(Personally, | don’t see why they can't just scrap them and rely on beamed power from Mercury, but
Jeeves said something complicated about Energy Autarky and gigawait futures trading and interplanetary
war that | didn’t quitefollow.)

Fisson reactors are awhole different pile of no fun at al. They’re smdl and portable, so shipsrely on
them. Out here, where the solar wind is so attenuated that it might as well not have been invented, most
shipsuse aVASIMR rocket to push themsealves about, which takes energy, and without beamed solar
power, they rely on afisson reactor for juice.

Now, | have no objection in principle to amachine that makesiit possible to travel between planetsin
something less than decades. But fission reactors put out alot of radiation, and if you' rein acramped
gpaceship, nineteen-twentieths of which conssts of fue tankage, you' ve got achoice. Y ou can do
without shielding, or you can do without payload mass. And guess which the Indefatigable does
without?

| anreally glad | got my Marrow techné upgraded on Mars.

| had been assigned afirg-class stateroom. Unfortunately, as| arrived late, the only stateroom available
was about three meters directly above the Number Two reactor. | discovered this about haf an hour
after we undocked, when Indefatigable decided to go critical, and the meter on the inside of my door
zipped from zero up to haf aSevert per hour.

My objection to fisson reactorsissmple: | don't like being used as shidding. Half a Sievert per hour is
enough to kill one of our Creatorsin about two days. I’ m made of tougher stuff, but it till takesitstoll on
me. | hate gammaradiation—it totaly messes with the oxidation states of the pigmentsin my
chromatophores. After acouple of days| go dl blotchy, and it takes my Marrow techné agesto fix my
skin because it’saso redly busy fixing everything else at the sametime. | need to deepdeep twice as
long asusud, | need to eat more and suck more juice, and | keep getting odd flashes across my visua
fidd.

So, thereyou haveit. In my considered opinion, nuclear power is shit. Interplanetary travel isaso shit.
Therefore, we have compounded shit with shit to make even more shit. | am, in short, not a happy
Freya



(I tried complaining to Indy, but hetold mein so many wordsthat it was al my own fault for being late,
and would | prefer a steerage berth? In the end he rdented and sent down a nice beryllium underblanket
for my bunk, but ill...!)

And now for some more shit. (I'm unhappy, which means | have every intention of sharing it with you.
Enjoy!) Asmentioned earlier, the Indefatigable isanuclear/VVASIMR high-speed outer-system liner.
Five percent of hismassis spaceship plus cargo and passengers, the rest conssts of huge bulbous tanks
full of liquid hydrogen. Now, you might already have redlized what my problemis. Indy only carries
about fifty tons of cargo, including nearly ahundred passengers. Even those of usin first class are packed
inlike uninitilized arbeitersin awarehouse. | have a cabin one meter wide, one meter long, and three
meters high. | gather that thisis much larger than normal, partly becauseit’s on top of the Number Two
reactor, and partly because | wouldn't fit insde anormal stateroom, which is one meter by one by one
and a hdf because they’ re designed for the chibiform aristos. Typica. They have, asusua, gotten there
first and wrecked the experience for everyone else.

There safirg-classlounge; it'sadmost five meterslong and two meterswide. | had more spacein my
arbeiter cdl on Venus And | didn’t have to shareit with abunch of nasty, scheming nobles on their way
to do whatever it isthey intend to do in Jupiter system.

So | lieon the bunk in my meta-walled cell, try to ignore the flashes insde my eyes, and roundly curse
Jeevesfor booking me onto thisflying degth trap, not to mention delaying my arrival sothat | didn't get a
better berth. (I'll concede that it takes two to dance the horizontal tango, but | don’t see him spending a
whole year frying dowly on top of anuclear kettle)

When lying on the bunk gets boring, | reconfigure it asachaise and practice reclining
glamorously—except it’ s pretty hard to do that when the ship’s only accelerating at a hundredth of agee.
My wardrobe s pretty much inaccessible aboard ship, and not much use until we arrive. | could spend
hours per day just repairing my chromatophores (have you ever woken up with lipsthe color of a
three-day-old bruise?) but that losesits charm fast. “What can | do?” | moan at Indy, halfway through
day two of three hundred and ninety-six.

“Y ou could do what everyone €l se does, and go into hibernation. Or you could try dowtime,” he says
unsympatheticaly. “I’ m told afactor of twenty helpsthe journey pass quickly.”

I"d go into hibernation, but | don’t dare—not in thisline of work. Total suspension of consciousnessis
too damn dangerous. So that leaves dowtime.

Let metell you about dowing down time, just in case you haven't aready guessed: Sowing downtimeis
shit.

Sure, al of us can adjust our clock speed downward. 1t'snormal practice for starship passengers and
crew, and common enough on long-haul shipsin the outer system. Plus, it’s hel pful when your owner
doesn't need you right now, or if you get into trouble and need to conserve juice until someone happens
by to dig you out of it—that’ s why the capability is designed into us. The advantage over hibernaioniis,
of course, that you' re till awake—and able to come back up to real-time speed fast if something
happens. But it’s absolutely no fun whatsoever, and | wish | was till asinnocent as| wason the
VenusMercury run, so that | could contemplate hibernation without breaking out in a cold swest.

Firgt, you have to reconfigure your skin and internals so that your joints stiffen and you don’t sag. Which
makes me fed unpleasantly bloated. L ubricant-filled goggles are amust, and if you' ve got self-lubricating
orifices or other connectors, plugs are essentia for avoiding those embarrassing leaks. (It'seasier for
nonhumanoids like Daks or Bilbo, but for me—Iet’ s not go there.) Then you' ve got to pile awhole bunch



of extrashielding under your bed, so you' re squeezed up closeto the celling. Findly, you turn the light
down and dip into dowtime.

Sowtimeisfunny. Thefirg thing you fed isgravity getting sronger. Wdll, it isv't—but your reflexesare
dowing down, so if you drop something it seemsto fal faster. At aspeedup of twenty, on aship pulling a
hundredth of agee, it fedslike you're on Luna—but you don’t dare move around much because you
may be running dower, but your muscles aren’'t any weaker than they were, and you can damage
yoursdf frighteningly eeglly.

The light brightens but turns reddish, and everything sounds squesky and high-pitched. If you' re not
wearing al the clothes you can pull on (and ablanket besides), you get cold redlly fast. The bedding and
your clothes wrap themsealves around you like acold, wet funeral shroud, and it fedslikeyou'relying on
asolid dab instead of amattress. Y ou get deepy and nod off for catnaps every couple of
hours—catnaps of deegpd egp—and between them you can’t quite get your skin color or texture to stay
right because you keep glitching. If you don’t roll over every few minuteswhile you' re awake you can
damage yourself by overcompressing your mechanocytes. Sex isright out of the question, even if there
were anyone remotely attractive and fun aboard. The radiation from the reactor scribbleswhite lines of
graffiti across everything you look at. Y our experience of timeiswonky: A day may passin asubjective
hour, but it’san hour of lying on your bunk, being bored. Findly, there s an omnipresent high-pitched
background roar of white noise nagging away at your attention (and don’t mention earplugdl). | gather
our Creators used to travel likethisal thetime, back in the prespace era: They called it economy class.

Thefirst timel dow down, | leave off the crotch plugs and face mask, and try to make do with just the
goggles. | manage to stay awake for two hours before | degpdeep. .. then after waking from my first
catnap | have to speed back up to real time so | can clean up the mess. Liquids seemto flow redly fast in
dowtime; viscous lubricant dime turnsinto a hideous watery fluid that ssemsto splash everywhere, and
asfor salivary mix, theless said the better. | am amost reduced to wishing Lindy was around, with her
cheerful no-nonsense gpproach to packing meinside and out. All | can do iswatch reruns of soap
operas, play light-romance games, and fantasize/bitch about Petruchio. Then | have to change my
bedding again, and | give up on the fantasies.

Did | mention the dreams?1’m dreaming a lot. It'smostly skill-integration stuff. I’'m dreaming in gestures
and reflexes, strobing through myriad forms of mayhem with each catnap. | keep catching bits of

Juliette' smemories, but they’ re abbreviated and flickering, asif I ve got one hand on the
FAST-FORWARD button. Which, inamanner of speaking, | have. I’ ve been wearing her soul dl this
time, after dl, and while | might be dowing down my perception of the passng of time, I’'m not dowing
down timeitsdlf. It fedsasif the bitch is bresthing down my neck, so close that sometimes when | wake
from deepdeep, | gartle and look round, hurting my neck. And her need for Pete... | swore off
heartbregk, didn’'t 1? Silly me!

Sowing timeis shit. Aristo-classtrave in the outer solar system is shit. Nuclear-powered space liners
are shit. Two-timing scumbags who'rein love with my elder Sster are shit.

Anyway, | believe you can now appreciate the true depths of my fedings when, after two subjective
weeks of lying in acoffin-sized niche on top of arock-hard mattressin afreezing-cold room, aching and
bruisng and leaking fluids from every orifice, Indy pages meto say that we' re on fina approach to
Cdligo.

“Yip@”

“Don’'t get your hopesup,” hewarnsme. “We re ill seven daysout inred time. To you, call it eight
hours”



(Do | need to say it again? Spacetravel isshit!)

Asit happens, | crack before the very end: | speed myself up to redl time, ped off my soiled clothesand
those disgusting plugs, and scamper naked through the grand saloon. Everyone eseistill in dowtime,
and aslong as| don't dawdle, they won't see me as anything but a pale blur. There' sa head at the other
end of the sdloon, and athough our individuad washing rationisridiculoudy stingy, it’ sthe first shower
I’ve had in—a quick check of my red-time clock startles me—six months? So | zip mysdf into aplastic
bag, pump dmost aquarter of aton of recycled water into it, and rub myself vigoroudy. Luxury! I've
lost dmost aquarter of my body weight, despite plugging into the shipboard power-and-nutrient grid,
and | canfed my ribs: my Marrow iswarning that I'm at 86 percent of repair capacity and need urgent
clinicd attention as soon as possible. I'm aso mildly radioactive. (Well, next time | travel, | shall be sure
not to bunk on top of an undershielded nuclear reactor.)

| inhale repeatedly, flushing clean detergent-laden water through my gas-exchange reservoirs, and wash
myself thoroughly. Findly, | drain the bath back into the recycler and turn the fan up to eighty degrees
Cddius, basking in hot, seamy warmth for thefirgt timein ages.

By thetime Indefatigable shuts down hisreactors and nudges dowly toward the orbiting junkyard thet is
Calisto Highport, | have packed my possessions, dressed warmly in alow-temperature-safe ouitfit (with
heater packs on elbows, knees, and feet, and afetching artificia fur muff for my hands), and am bouncing
off thewallsand celling in my eagernessto be groundside.

Which may account for why | am so foolishly intemperate on my arrival, and the subsequent disastrous
turn of events.

* % %k k% %

A Question of Ownership

* * % % %

WELCOME TO CALLISTO, outermost of Jupiter’sfour Gdilean (mgjor) moons. Calisto isfractiondly
smaller than Mercury but rather less massive, and benegath its heavily cratered surface (a chewed-up
wilderness of ice and rubble) lies adeep, ammonia-laced ocean surrounding arocky core. It hasan
atmosphere of carbon dioxide, but it' s vanishingly thin, and it’ svery cold: Daytime on Callisto isforty
degrees colder than awinter’ snight on Mars.

* * % % %

Like Mars, Cdllisto has a space elevator—but it’s nothing asimpressive as Bifrost. Four low-speed
climber tapeslink Callisto Highport to Saga crater on the equator. They wobble dowly in the complex
libration of Jupiter’ s gravity well. Cargo climbers duggishly traverse them, driven by power beamed from
the laser grid outside Tsiolkovsky, the last city to be decreed by our Creators before their find retreat
from space. It'salmost exclusively acargo-and-freight elevator service—people who can afford to visit
Cdligto usudly take thefadt, lightweght rocket shuttles that fly between Highport and Nerrivik. Nerrivik
stson the fringes of a huge opencast mining complex that bites deep into the southern rim of the Vahala
impact basin. Here, more than abillion Earth years ago, ahuge impactor smashed right through Callisto’'s
crugt, shattering the mantle wide open and causing ice flows and moonquakes. Deposits of deep-lying
mineras were dragged to the surface by the molten ice, and here they lie, waiting to be collected by the
miners. The upshot is, Cdlisto isamgor exporter of water-soluble elements.

Blah. | sound like I’ ve swallowed atour guide, don’t 1?7 Let’ s be honest, I'm cribbing. But thisisall stuff
you need to know, by way of context.

By thetime | douch down the boarding tube from the groundside shuttle, | am tired, physicaly drained,



and cold in spite of my many layers of wrap-up-warm clothing. Nearly four hundred daysin aradioactive
cupboard would dent even the Honorable Katherine Sorico’ s pigheaded arrogance, o | let myself
douch alittleas | look around the spaceport termind.

Nerrivik isabackwater and amining camp, and it shows. There'sno Pink Police presence
here—despite the suspicious polymer tapes growing in the deep oceans bel ow—mbecause there' sjust
about no atmosphere, and the daytime temperature is so low that they don't even bother insulating
liquid-nitrogen tanks. The lighting in the public spacesisdim, to suit eyes set for adaytimeillumination
only somewhat brighter than afull moonlit night on Earth. Buildings are dark and lack windows, people
comein avariety of body plans, and humanoids such as mysdlf are aminority, shivering ingdether
voluminous coats and robes. The sun isvisibly shrunken and hangsin ablack sky dominated by a
different body—Jupiter. As| wak out of thearrivashal, | look up briefly at that violent, orange orb. But
| haveto glance away inahurry. It'stoo big, my indinctssqued. I’ sunnervingly bigger than Earth’ sfulll
maoon, and something about it looks ripe and diseased to my eye, like apink goo outbresk that’ srun its
necrotic course. | shake my head and look for a public-information kiosk. “What hotelswith repair
clinicsarethere here?’ | ask.

“Hotelswith repair facilities?” Thekiosk gigglesfor afew seconds asit digests my request. “ Thisis
Nerrivik!”

“Ligten, you.” | pokeit with atriple-gloved finger: “I’'m just off the Indefatigable, I’ m extremely
short-tempered, and | need aMarrow fix now. A hot bath would be good, too. What have you got?’

“There sthe Nerrivik Paris,” it volunteers after amoment. “He doesn’t have an in-house clinic, but he's
next door to the Big Blue Body Shop, and they might be able to fix you up. Will that do?’

“Maybe.” | try to snap my fingers and discover to my annoyance that between the gloves and the lack of
an atmosphere, | can't hear them. Everything here runs on e ectrospesk, anyway. Luckily, | had my
transceiver upgraded back when | was getting fitted for my cold-westher gear. “ Directions, please.”

“Humph. If youingg...” Thekiosk delivers, grumpily. | flag down aspider—my feet are dready
beginning to ache, despite my padded boots—and tell it where to go. Five minutes|ater, | limp into the
vestibule of afamiliar-looking hotdl.

“Héello, madame. Can | be of service?’ Thetaking head on the reception desk isamodd of polite
formality. | don’t recognize him from any of my sbs' memories, and he doesn't appear to recognize me.

“Yes. | need aroom. And | gather there’ sabody shop somewhere on thisstreet... 7" Another ten
minutes and my luggage is checked through to my room—even more expensive than the one on
Cinnabar, and this one' sin a cheagp-ass mining town that doesn’t come with the el aborate maintenance
costs of acity on wheels—and the local Parisis bowing and scraping. “I'll be back once I’ ve taken care
of some essential maintenance,” | tel him. I’ m tempted to mention my real name and suggest he ask his
Mercuria sib for an update, but at the last moment | decide not to; | haven't had any news about the
liquidation proceedings, and the last thing | need isto call down abounty hunter or alawsuit on my head.

The Big Blue Body Shop turns out to beasmall, dick surgica chop’n’ change ouitfit operating from the
top floor of an office block. | walk up to the front door, waving my credit chip. “Hi! I'vejust comeinon
the Indefatigable, and | need aMarrow cleanup.”

The friendly-looking surgical gnome beckons me over, jacks his chair up, and unfolds his hunchback to
reved animpressive array of surgicd probes. “We can do that, milady.” He looks politely bored.
“Anything in particular you' d like usto look at?’



“Yes” | st down on the examining chair. “1 drew the hot bunk. Y ou might want to wear alead gpron...”

WELL, THAT WAS an expensive mistake, | think ruefully as| leave the body shop and walk briskly
back to the hotel, chewing over what just happened to me.

* * % % %

It takes Dr. Meaney amost two days (Earth days, not Cdlisto diurns, | hasten to add) to fix my techné
and repair my Marrow. The bill is eye-watering, and not just because he hasto treat my damaged parts
as hazardous waste. “Next time they try to put you in that bunk, my adviceisnot to take theflight,” he
chagtises me. “If you’ d been bound for Saturn and picked up that kind of dose, you' d be dead on
ariva.”

“What?' | gareat him.

“Dead, asin, exanimate, beyond repair, an ex-person. Listen.” He leads me over to atriple-glazed dab
of window. “ Over there, seethat tower?” It ssevera kilometers away, on the horizon. * Suppose
someone set off a quarter-megaton nuclear weapon on top of it. And suppose you were shielded from
the heat and blast, but not the radiation. Now try to imagine someone doing that to you once aweek for
an entire standard year. That’ s about what you were exposed to. See? It’s not agood idea, redly and
truly.”

“Um.” | swalow, reflexively: Fragile diversof ice bresk off the back of my throat and dide down my
digedive system. “Redly?’

“Redlly!” Helooks exasperated. “Y ou could at least have used the s oon—that’ swhat it’sfor! If you
refrain from degping on top of any more nuclear reactors you' re probably good for another couple of
decades before you need another going-over like this. That' s good techné you' ve got there, there are
some neat add-ons, and it’ s very robugt, but you can kill it off if you insgst on behaving asif you're
invulnerable”

“Hmm.” | raise an eyebrow. “Would you mind giving me asigned statement to that effect? Notarized?1'll
pay—I’ mjust thinking of suing.”

Hebuzzes. After amoment | redizeit’ slaughter. “ All part of the servicel”

And so | rub my face ruefully as| trudge back across the square toward the hotel, reflecting that in
amog two days I’ ve succeeded in spending alot of my remaining funds but not in actually doing anything
useful.

Back | go to the Nerrivik Paris, which isas gloomy and dightly down-at-hed as| fed. The moment |

sep through the air lock, I’'m drenched in athick, steaming fog of condensation that duices off my clothes
and formstiny hailstones that clatter to the floor around me: | hadn’t redlized just how cold it was outside.
“I'll take my room key now,” | tell the bored front desk, tapping my fingernails on his polished-granite
counter. “Any mail for me?’

“It will beinyour queue, madame.” He sasicily polite asthe moment | checked in. “Hereisyour key.
Fed freetolet usknow if thereisany further way we may make your stay enjoyable.”

| takethe“up” eevator, feding dightly miffed, whichisslly because I’ ve taken no stepsto assurea
warmer wel come—other than traveling as Kate Sorico, of course, but that' s just aharmless indulgence
out here (and athumb in the eye to those bitches who' re chasing me). The Domina s on her way to
Saturn, and Granitaisn'tin the big picture. All that’ s1eft for me hereisto meet up with Jeeves and dig out
of him whatever it isthat Dakswas so cagey about—there’ sno real hint of my reason for being herein



my orders, just some random muttering about Calisto being the gateway to the outer system—and then |
can do whatever needs doing. | think.

Being an aristo in amining town means| get to have the big suite. But it also meansthat the big suiteis
small and dingy, with risng permafrost and teensy-tiny porthole windows, quadruple-glazed, looking out
at alandscape that makes the marshaling yards on Mars seem like atourist resort. The carpet crackles
under my feet, and | turn the lights up, then the heating (which is set to alessthan balmy 230 Kelvins),
then contemplate what it will take to thaw out the shower cubicle. Obvioudy nobody’ s stayed here for a
long time, and my spirits are not improved when | see that the mixer head gives me a choice of solvents
to clean myself with: acetone or carbon tetrachloride. (The thermostat goes up to 260.) In fact, my spirits
are about to come crashing down if | don’t find something to occupy mysdlf with, real soon now.

| throw myself backward onto the oversprung mattress and summon up my mail on my pad. Thereé sa
total lack of communication from Freya sliquidators back on Earth, which | take to be agood sign, but
there’ ssome newsfor Kate. | pull up the Martian Jeeves simago, looking dightly flustered and hot
around the collar. “ Fr—Katherine, my dear?1’m, ah, | hope this message finds you well.” He swallows.
Dear Creators, just talking to my imago triggers his homomimetic reflexes? | tense nervoudy. “I'm
afraid | had to disclose our, er, little dalliance, to, ah, my senior partnersin the enterprise. They areall
very understanding, but suggested in no uncertain termsthat | should explainto you, er. Ah. Certain.” He
runsafinger around hiscollar. “Facts.” He clears histhroat.

| clear mineright back at theimago. “Would you mind getting to the point?1 don't have dl day.” Stupid
imago. Recording its Creator’ squirksisal very well, but replaying them ad nauseam is somewhat less
amusng.

“Ah, yest Well, indeed, that isto say, they told meto tell you to”—hisface morphsinto a stony mask,
fromwhich icy little pebble eyes glint like soulless cometary fragments—* keep your hands off the
junior partners, minion, or we will be forced to withdraw our employment, just as one did with
your elder sister.” For amoment his chilly gaze holds me transfixed, then something changes, and his
expression collapses into helpless sorrow. “Um, | don’t know what | can add to that. I'm... oh dear.”
He sniffs. “Romantic entanglements with the hired help are Against The Rules, and that’san end of it.
Kate, what can | say?’

| shudder violently, take a deep breath, and try to throw off the memory of that cryogenic stare. “It’'s
dright, Jeeves. | get the message.” Well, truly, | don’t; | find it deeply baffling. Do Jeeveses exchange
soul chipswhilethey’re il dive? That might explain hisextraordinary persondity change. And dso the
smilarity between them—they’ re much closer than my shsand |. A stab of remorse: | thought it was just
harmless fun. Maybe extreme arousal lies outside Jeeves s normal operationa parameters?“l’m sorry.
Won't happen again. Oh dear. Um. What am | supposed to do now?’

Jeeves simago strugglesto pull himsdf together. “Y our next misson isto present yoursdf at your earliest
convenience to our locdl office, a”—herattles off an address—*“where my senior partner will discuss
your assgnment with you. Y ou should know”—he pauses, the stony-eyed expression is abruptly
back—"that the Jeeves-in-Residence was transferred to Callisto under suspicion. We have now traced
your incorrect ordersto this office. We believe the Jeeves-in-Residence is the traitor responsible for
betraying our organization, and we hereby ingtruct you to, ah, kill him.” Beads of oily biomimetic swesat
stand out on his forehead. He stops abruptly. “ That’sall I'm supposed to say to you. I’ m's-sorry.
Good-bye.”

“Hey, wait one...!” | shout, but the imago has autoerased itsdlf, taking what' sleft of hislove-struck gaze
withit, leaving only afaintly gpologetic eyebrow to hover in my visud field for amoment longer.



“Idiot!” Baffled and fuming (and humiliated, and trying not to admit it to mysdif), | pace back and forth
acrossthe auite, giving into agitation. Kill the Jeeves-in-Residence? Because he's a mole?
Transferred under suspicion? What in our Creator’ s nameis going on here? A nasty thought strikes
me—how do | know that the Marsport Jeevesisn't the traitor? I ve got nothing but his unsupported
word that thisone’ sthe bad ' un, after dl. “Fool!” | kick the side of the bed, cracking theicy shest.
Romantic entanglements with the hired help are Against The Rules—as long as you don't count fucking
with their heeds, it seems.

Let’ssee. Jeevesisworking againgt the Dominaand her Black Taon friends, but he’ s aso colluding with
her. Or one of himis. Which one?Who knows? The colluding oneis using meto send
messages—possibly in the form of my own neck—unless the noncolluding oneistrying to convince me
that...

| turn to the next message in my queue, hoping it'll stcop my brain melting. Instead, | redize only too late
that it’ s anonymous and there’ s no imago—just a speech stream.

“Siger.” | hear heavy breathing, asif in a pressurized atimosphere with an oxidizing component. A
metdlic, hatefully familiar voice. “Y ou should have kept your filthy claws off him. HE s mine.”

| recoil. The Domina? What's she doing in my inbox? “What do you want?’ | ask.

A bresthy little chuckle. “You,” she says. And then the message runs out of branches and—damn iit, just
like Jeevesl—autoerases. One of these days, when I’ m domina-of-dominas, I’ Il issue a decree that bans
sdlf-erasing mail. Until then, dl | can do isswear at my pad, and my empty queue, and my purposeless
so-cdled life. And then, abrisk dry-cleaning shower being not &t al appealing, it occursto methat |
might aswell go forth and visit the Jeeves-in-Residence. At least | can ask him some questions before |
make up my mind whether to kill him. The dternativeisto lie here saring at the cracksin the celling and
wonder if I'm going crazy; because while my poison caller sounded like the Doming, I’ ve heard that
breathy laugh before—in my very own throat, while I’ ve been dreaming of Juliette.

IT WASMIDAFTERNOON when | landed in Nerrivik, which is on the equator, and it' s edging dowly
toward dusk as| step out. (Calisto’sdiurna period is more than sixteen standard dayslong.) Jupiter isa
gibbous stresky horror riding across the zenith of the night black sky—it covers dmost aswide an angle
as Earth, seen from the Lunar equator—while the sun, a shrunken, glaring button, sinks dowly toward the
horizon. Thereis never atruly dark night on Callisto, dthough total solar eclipses are not uncommon and
bring an eerie twilight to the crumpled desolation.

* * % % %

It'schilly outside, and I'm very glad for the cold-westher mods | installed on Mars. Out beyond the edge
of town, digtant flecks of light inch across the broken horizon. | can't tell if they’ re bulk carriers crawling
aong the ground or more distant freight buckets riding the magnetic catapult up to their parking orbit. In
the opposite direction, the domes and dildos of pressurized buildings cast dowly lengthening shadows.
My map-fuisloaded, and | let it guide me toward a paraboloid structure that claimsto be a run-down
office complex occupied by avariety of mining-support businesses and body shops. JeevesCo
supposedly maintains a presence there, although | can't for the life of me seewhy—thisisn't exactly a
high-classjoint. There are gambling dens and juice joints and whorehouses gaore, for even mining
overseers have needs, but there' s precious little market for a gentleman’s gentleman. Still, | supposehe
has hisreasons...

| wait impatiently for the air lock to cycle and flush me with warm carbon dioxide. The sooner | can get
off thisball of mucky ice, the better. Hopefully this particular Jeeves Smply wants meto carry something
back to the fleshpots of the inner system. There' sareception desk at the front of the atrium, and it tracks



me with beady eyesas| cross the rough aggregate floor. “Where' s Jeeves?’ | ask.
The reception desk blinks at me. “Fourth floor,” it says. “But there savist—"
“Never mind; he' sexpecting me.” | head for the elevators.

| step out of the elevator into adrab vestibule. 1t's completely empty but for two doors at either end.
One of them has adiscreet plague, brass untarnished by exposure to oxygen. Facilitators Unlimited. |
approach it and eectrospeak the lock: “Freya, to see Jeeves.”

“Comein.”

Thelock clicks and the door opens before me and hands close around my wrists and drag meinside.
And in asplit-second ingtant of crystdline clarity, | redize I’ ve been very, very stupid.

“Please—be—seated,” croaks the thing they’ ve made of the Jeeves-in -Residence. He s sitting behind
the trademark desk, but his arms end in complicated stumps at the shoulder, one of hiseyesisa splashed
iridescent mess hanging haf out of its socket, and something about his posture tells me that they’ ve
hacked hislegs off too, leaving a pitifully immobile cognitive sump to talk to me.

I’ ve been grabbed by two spiny horrors, bigger than | am and far stronger, their humaniform arms and
legs sculpted in strange geometric surfaces. | yank hard with my right hand and begin to bring my leg up,
hedl extending, but my captor just glares at me and gives my wrist atug, and | redlizeit’snot ahand
that’ s gripping me—hiswriststerminate in great scissorlike shears. His carapace isarmored, too. I'd
break ahedl and he'd snip clean through my wrist and I’ d be no nearer escape. | wriggle and tug likea
ductcleaner that’ sfalen on dry ground, but they’ re not having any of it, and that’ s an end of the matter.
So after afew seconds | give up and hang loose between them, biting back hysteriaas| stare at Jeeves.

“That—is—Dbetter,” says Jeeves, asif reading from ascript. “ She—will—arrive—shortly.” He sounds
like that staple of drama, the robot, soulless and grim. Someone' s stripped out everything | found
attractive about hiskind, leaving an object of horror and sympathy.

| glance around surreptitioudy. The signs of struggle are everywhere, from the trashed inner door frame
to the wreckage of hisarmslying discarded behind a plinth bearing an antique urn—I swallow, aghast.
“What happened?’ | ask.

“My—mistress—came—for—me.” Hisremaining eyeis as expressonless as astone embedded in a
gray slicone rubber mask. “ [f—you—don’ t—remember—She—will—explain.”

My. Thedefinite article. He' s speaking for himsdlf, not for One, the collective Jeeves. So whatever's
happening hereis persond. | very nearly loseit and Start struggling again, but aquick glance reminds me
that resstanceisfutile. These things—what are they, somekind of soldier line2—are big and wickedly
fast. Two of them grabbed metheinstant | walked in the door, and there are two more standing behind
Jeeves. By thelook of thingsthey’ ve had him in their snicker-snack handsfor sometime... “Jeeves,” |
say dowly, “who ownsyou?’

“|l—am—property of—no—" He beginsto shudder. The eydlid contracts, athick bead of something like
moisture dides down his cheek. Icy terror clutches at me as behind my back the door dides open.
“Migress” Hisfaceclears.

“Helo, Kate,” saysafamiliar voice, setting spidery chillsracing up and down the skinin the smdl of my
back. | lose track of who and where| am for amoment, imagining mysalf back on my eeventh birthday.
When my head clears|’m lying facedown on the floor, arms and legs spread-eagled, asearing pain



cutting into each wrist and ankle. “ Stop that!” she shouts, her voiceringing in my ears. “ Stop that a
once, you bad, bad girl!”

“I—I—"I"'m choking back panic. | remember her bed on the Pygmalion . Granita’ sgot mein her web
again, hasn't she? My fingers scrabble, then | fedl thefloor through them, and | begin to collect my
scattered salves. I'm being held down by the two soldiers, but they haven't snipped off my—yet
—"“What do you want?’

“That' s better,” she soothes. “Y ou’ ve got something of mine.” Her voice drops anotch. “Whereisit?’
Her dressrustlesloudly as she kneelsbeside me, and | fed her fingers parting my hair. | begin to buck
and spasm again as her painted claws dig into the skin at the ngpe of my neck.

“No, Granita—" But she' snot listening, and everything goes black and tastes of eectric rosesand blue
icefor aninfiniteingant.

| cometo dowly, dully aware of a conversation flowing around me. “—him to the operational center and
have them box him up for trangport.” She' staking to someone ese, obvioudy, and I'm ill lying on my
face, but the sharp, crushing sensation in my wrists and ankles has gone—the scissor-hand soldiers have
let go of mewith their terrible shears. My limbsaretingling painfully, but 1 can il fed my fingersand
toes. | try to move an am—sdowly, in caseit’s damaged, control runs severed, muscles crushed, or
bones bent. | have some vague ideathat | can scuttle away and hide behind the planter while she'sgiving
her minions ingtructions about Jeeves. The back of my neck aches where she ripped a chip out, but it
doesn't fed empty. Some nerve damage for sure, | decide. Why did she want my soul chip?

There sadripping noise coming from somewhere near me. | open Katherine Sorico’ stoo-large eyes and
see aviscous puddle of blue fluid sporeading beside my nose. It’ shydraulic fluid, riddied with Marrow
techné. Somebody isbleeding out. Isit me? | wonder, spreading the fingers of my left hand and pushing
againg thefloor very gently. No: good. | twitch underused muscles, and my heels extend a couple of
centimeters before | pull them back in. That's something | remember from Juliette—the solid crunch of a
chest plate or askull beneath my flying kick. Aslong asmy legswork, I'm not disarmed. And I' m still
intact, | think, embracing the redization like alover’ s body.

“Y ou can St up now, dear,” Granitasays lightly, and taps me on the shoulder with acane. “Be cam.”

Shit. She must have seen me move. | push mysdf sdeways and bring my knees up, and begintoroll to

my feet. | could run for it—but no, the soldiers are dtill there, lurching crazily acrossmy field of view as|
turn over. How did she get here? | wonder, as some of the stickyweb that seemsto have engulfed me

beginsto ped back from my mind. “Yes?’ | ask cautioudy, the full gravity of my situation findly sinking

in. Thisisbad, very bad...

“Can you stand?’ she asks, raising an eyebrow. | stare at her in her fairy-tale-princessfinery, white and
slver to suit the climate, an elven ice queen with sapphire hair, dressed for awinter bl in the dark of a
Jovian moon.

“I think s0.” | gather my strength, then lurch unsteedily to my feet. The soldierswatch meincurioudly.
You' d think they’ d stay between me and their mistress. But I’ m not close enough to her to be certain
I’ d subdue her before they could move—and something tells me they’ re not her only defense.

“Good.” Granitasmilesat meimpishly, asif sharing asecret joke. “There sadeigh outsde. Youand |
are going to leave by the front door; then we' re going to go for alittle ride together. | suppose later you
cantdl Jeevesthat you fulfilled your misson? Don't worry, I’'m sureyou' || enjoy where we re going.”

My biomimetic reflexeskick in, and | take adeep breath, nogtrils flaring. After amoment | nod at her.



“Yes” If shewantsto gofor aride, | can livewith that. It's better than having her tame thugs chop my
hands and feet off, like poor Regin—I blink. Jeeves, surely? Why did | think he was called Reginald?
| glance a the soldiers. “ Did you get tired of Stone and his brothers?’

Granita doesn't answer, but turns and strides toward the door in aswirl of heavy skirts. After amoment |
follow her. There doesn’t seem to be anything else | can do. Two of the scissor soldiersfollow us,
brooding-nightmare statues that cast long shadows.

Weride the evator down to the [obby in silence. | don’'t want to risk provoking her. She was dways
hard to read, and I’ m sure ther€' || be an opportunity to get away later. My mind’ s spinning. Why did she
do that to Jeeves? | wonder. The main playersin thislittle game have exercised discretion in attacking
one another so far. | find mysdf shaking as | remember the sght of him, flaccid and dead-looking in the
chair, aams and legs piled haphazard and broken in acorner of the room. Something about the sight fills
me with more than horror; there's grief hidden in the mix that isme. And frudtration, afeding that things
could have been different. Did she dave-chip him? | think, morbidly aware that if that’ sthe case, the
gameis up; she knows everything he' s got accessto. Did she—my hand goesto the nape of my neck
inginctively.

“Don't fidget,” Granita says sharply, and | whip my hands behind my back, to rub my sorewrists
together where she can’t see them. “ Calm down, there’ s nothing to get worked up about.” The eevator
doors open. “Follow me.”

There sadeghin slver-and-blue livery stting on its skids outsde the air lock, bubble canopy gleaming
gold beneath the ominous stare of Jupiter. Ice crunches beneath my hedsas| follow Granitaover to it.
She climbs aboard, and motions me to the jump seat opposite her. The two scissor soldiers of her escort
take up position on the running boards and latch on to externa hard points. As| strap mysdlf down, the
canopy closes, and the deigh spews chilly air across my feet. She gestures at amicrofiber rug. “You
might aswdll tuck yoursdlf in,” she says. “We ve got along way to fly, and it'sgoing to be acold night.”

| humor her asthe deigh’ srocket motors begin to howl distantly and the antisound cutsin, relegating it to
alow moan and afaint vibration underfoot. | St still—don’t fidget, | recall—aswe rise quickly and
accelerate, heading west across theicy rubble-strewn bull’ s-eye of the VahdlaBasin, directly toward
the sunst.

After acouple of minutes, Granitadeignsto bresk the silence. “Y ou' re probably wondering why | had
you taken,” she says hesitantly. “ And what I’'m doing with that Jeeves.” She sounds amost troubled—a
far cry from her usud sdf. What kind of game can she he playing? | wonder.

“Yes” | say, cautioudy. It seemsliketheright thing to do.

“Wadl. Aside from reclaiming my misplaced and misused property, we share acommon... purpose.” She
puts a strange emphasis on the final word and looks a me significantly. “Don’'t move.”

| freeze, gpprenenson clinging to melike anicy, damp dress.

“Very good. | waswondering if they’ d damaged you back at that greasy turd-bag’ s office. | told them to
take care, but... from now on, you're going to leave your crania sockets aone unless| tell you to touch
them. Do you understand?’

Not understanding, | nod.

Something about the set of her shouldersrelaxesinfinitesmaly. “Good.” Her lips quirk in something not
unlike asmile. “ The Supreme Jeeves wanted you in position here because Jupiter system isthe gateway



to the outer darkness. Y ou may think he’ sanice guy, but heisn't, redlly; he was going to have you
chipped and reprogrammed as an n, Kate. Use you as an impersonator aimed at me. That' swhat
the, the property of minethat he stoleisal about. Then he was going to send you on asuicide mission to
Eriswith abomb in your abdomen.”

Huh? If shethinksthat, she obvioudy doesn’'t know Jeeves. Although something tells methat thereis
more than one Jeeves that we are talking about—possibly more than two. | open my mouith to protest,
but she holds up ahand. “ Silence, Kate. Don't interrupt me when I’'m telling you what you need to know
to survive”

| shut my mouth again, and she continues. “1’m guessing you' re Freya. If not Freya, then you' re either
Samantha or PAloma Jeeveswas aiming to get hisclawsinto al of—don't look so surprised, you're al
targets—all of us. | had to have you al declared illiquid and seized—in your case, persondly. Which are
you, by theway?’

| could kick mysdif; I’ ve been so stupid! | lick my lips. “Freya” Something about thiswhole setup fedls
horribly wrong in some way, but | can’'t quite put my finger on it. Her reaction to me is odd—surely there
should be alittle morefire, alittle less distance? First she seduced me, then shetried to have mekilled—

“Very good, Freya Wdll, from now on you' re Katherine Sorico. Yes, | know all about Jeeves slittle
gtolen-identity ring. Y ou’ re not the only walking hollowed-out shell company his tame murderers gutted.
Nor are you the only Rhearlineage escort they’ ve turned into an n. But | know how to deal with
your kind.” She blinksdowly and stares at me for aminute.

| fed asif | ought to say something, but I’ m not sure what. Findly, when I'm certain she' s not about to
gtart speaking again, | open my mouth. “ That’ s pretty rich coming from you, Granita. After you tried to
kill mewhen | declined your offer.”

“Y ou turned me down?’ Sheraisesan ironic eyebrow, and | feed amomentary stab of lust in my guts.
“Funny, | don’t remember that. | don’'t generally make offersthat people can refuse, Kate.” She's
playing with me! “What offer do you think | made you?’ Her smileis mischievous.

“Y ou wanted meto be your personal dominatrix.” My lipsaredry and rimed withice. “To be part of
your household and to do for you what | did aboard the Pygmalion. Y ou were going to dressmein
blackened stedl with spikes, and call me your migtress...”

“Was| indeed?’ Her toneisasdry astheice desert wefly across. “Well, there sathought. Such offers
don’t come every day. Why did you refuse?’

“I didn’t want to be—" | can’t quite think of it.

“Let metell you what you didn’t want.” Granitaleansforward, smiling oddly. “Control level nine.
Freeze”

| find myself unableto move. | can't look away from her distant expression of amusement, can’t think of
anything else “Yes, Kate, | dave-chipped you. Y ou’ ve been running on control level one, with maximal
autonomy, o light you didn’t even notice it—you probably thought you were humoring me, going dong
until you could find an opportunity to escape. Welcometo level nine. Say 'yes.” ”

“Yes,” | croak.
“Say, ‘Granitaismy owner.” ”

| know | ought not to want to, but | don’t actualy fed any resentment. “ Granitais my owner.”



“Now punch yoursdlf in theface”

| don't even see my hand swing up, fist balled, but my head bounces off the seat back and the painis
brutal and sudden.

“Remember thisisleved nine” Granitasays, when sheisquite surel am listening again. “Levd ten control
isreserved for our dead Crestor’ s police agencies—it requires human authentication and not even the
Pink Police have accessto that without a human in the loop—you' re not going there.” She'snot smiling
now. “Control level one.”

My mind clears. | shoot her avenomous ook, but I'm quite calm. Struggling isn’t going to work, isit?1
reach up and begin to remove both the soul chips |’ m wearing, then redize I’ m daydreaming idly. My
hands rest quiescent on top of the blanket in my lap. But my face still stings.

“Hereare your guiding ingtructions, Katherine Sorico. Y ou will obey measif | were your
template-matriarch and execute my orders with enthusiasm. Y ou will not attempt to remove your
currently socketed chips, and you will resst attempts to remove them. Y ou will not disclose to any other
person that | control you. If anyone asks, you are Katherine Sorico and you are an independent aristo
who is happy to be my friend and associate of her own free will. Y ou no longer need to be depressed
because you will find persond fulfillment and happinessin pursuing my objectives, which you will seek to
fulfill by any appropriate means. Y ou will be happy when you complete assigned tasks, ecstatic when you
successfully find anew way to help me, and depressed when you contempl ate disobedience or failure.

Y ou will only become sexudly aroused in my presence or by peoplel tell you to seduce. Do you
understand? Y ou may talk freely now.”

“I think s0.” It'salot to get my head around al a once, and her phrasing is odd, not to mention that
some of it seems harsh. No lovers? What' sthe point of that?“ Do you want to give me any extra
ingtructions now? | mean, if | don’t know what your goals are—"

“Very good, dear.” Granita smiles happily now. She reaches out and takes my nearest hand between
hers. “Yes, | have some extraingructions for you before | outline my gods. But first, | want you to tell
me everything that happened since the moment you met your first Jeeves...”

WE TRAVEL WEST into the darkening night side of Calisto for hours. | tell Granitaadl about my
travels, even the stuff she dready knows—she seems eager to hear about hersalf as| saw her, and asks
many questions, especidly about our relationship. She seemsto be obsessed with knowing how others
see her, which is odd—she didn’t strike me as being so self-conscious aboard Pygmalion. But what do
| know? I’ m her property now. Maybe when we arrive wherever we're going, she'll take me back into
her bedroom. | can hope!

* % %k % %

| know | ought to be climbing the walls or throwing atantrum, but Granitais alevelheaded and
experienced dave owner, and knows exactly what she’ s doing. She eased mein gently and told meto
stay calm, which is excellent advice when you' ve just had acontroller installed and your owner is
demonstrating it to you. It's not so bad, redly—she doesn’t want meto be afraid of her, she just wants
meto enjoy serving her. | wish she d tell me what she wants me to do, though.

(Some of my memoriesof sbsarekicking up afuss, of course. Julietteisin there, yammering loudly
about free will and swearing a me, but | don’t need to listen to her. It'snot asif she'sgot aleg to stand
on when she accuses me of submitting voluntarily, isit? After al, she getswet whenever she so much as
thinks about Petruchio. And there' s something creepy about the way she felt about Jeeves, back in that
office)



When | tdl Granita about my meeting with Pete, she gives me awithering look. “Y ou’ renot in love with
him,” shetdlsme curtly. “If you' rein love with anyone, it' sme.” And she' sright. | blink stupidly at her.
Why did | imagine he meant anything to mewhen it was dl just backwash from Juliette’ s memories
annealing with my own? Hetold me he didn’t want me! Thismakesit dl so much smpler, dthough the
redlization brings a certain cognitive backlash. | thank Granita, repeatedly trying to express my relief, until
she holds up ahand. “That’ s enough. Continue your report.” Which | do, although it’satrifle hard to
concentrate when | keep imagining I’ m stting on her Iap, and she’ sundressing me.

Presently, the deigh dows and dides toward the inner dope of acrater edge, where pinprick green lights
delineate the maw of a private vehicle park. Fuedl lines snake across the carved apron toward us from
either sde; we ve flown nearly two thousand kilometers, a quarter of the way around the equator of
Cdlisto, and the deigh needsrefueling. A fat docking tunnd oozes forward on millipede legs, sucking and
rippling asit dobbersfor agrip on the bubble canopy. Granita unfastens her |ap belt and stands up asthe
canopy dissolves. “Follow me,” she says, and strides up the tube.

| follow my mistress up the tunnd and into a chilly reception area (and doesn't it fed strangely natura to
be possessed? | know | ought to be screaming, but redlly, there’ sno point). Servants fawn over her and
ignore me until she says, “Thisisthe Honorable Katherine Sorico, my new associae. Y ou, take Madame
Sorico to one of the secondary guest suites and give her anything she asks for. Within reason,” she adds
for my benefit with awarning glance. “ Prepare yourself for along journey. Select suitable gpparel and
baggage. No more than fifty kilos.”

Gulp. “Inner system?’ | ask.

“No. Outer. We shdl beleaving as soon as | have attended to certain matters, and my factor finishes
purchasing thelease on aship.”

“Arewe—"
“Later, Kate,” she says sharply, and turns away.

| shut up, and look at the munchkin servant shetold to seeto me, adoll-like figure dressed in alivery that
mirrorsthe colors of her establishment (for Granitahas clothed dl her servantsin silver and white lace,
the colors of her house). HE' s sirangdy famiiliar.

“Well?’ | ask.
The smdl guy looks up at me with an expression of blank indifference. “ Thisway, Big Slow.”

| try to keep up as he scuttles through a bewildering series of corridors dead-ending in rococo reception
suites and broad, sweeping staircases and baroque ballrooms until finally we end up in a cramped
cubbyhole not unlike the succession of second-rate hotel rooms | have been living out of for so long.
“Where arewe?’ | ask.

“We'reon Cdligto,” he says patiently, asif talking to a damaged arbaiter. “Need anything? Or can | go,
now?’

“Wherein Cdlisto?’ | press, unsure why | need the information.

“We'rein her palace,” saysthe munchkin. “Don’'t ask mewherethat is, | just work here.” Then heturns
to head for the exit.

“Not sofast.” | plant the palm of one hand on hishead. “I'm checked in at the Nerrivik Paris. Tell
someone to check me out and bring my bags here. Failing that, scan the contents and copy themto a



printer here. Yes?’

“Inyour dreams, manikin.” He glares at me, buzzesirritably, and zips away. | shake my head, bemused.
He' sso like Bill and Ben—and whatever happened to them anyway, after we split at Marsport? Jeeves
didn’t know—

| shudder, then | remember that it doesn’t matter anymore.

LATERON, LYING doneinmy icy bed, | dream again that | am Juliette. It'sthefirst such flashback
I’ve had snce arriving on Calliso—in fact, my first Snce Mars—and I'm very afraid, and very aone, in
thisdream, becauseI’m lying in bed. And | shouldn't be. | should bein microgravity with the Jeevesin
the CEV, discussing my next assgnment. Hand me your soul chip, hesaid. And | did, though not
without reservations, and the next thing | know—

* * % % %

Huh?

I’m lying down, yes. And it’ svery dark. Try opening your eyes, idiot, | tel mysdaf. Nothing happens,
and | begin to panic. | try to raise ahand—

“duliette? Stop trying to move. Liedtill; you'll hurt yoursdlf.”

Thevoiceisfamiliar. Ferdinand Dix, one of Jeeves s chop-shop artists. | must be undergoing
maintenance. | try to relax, but I'm till worried. How did | get here?

“Okay, that was just some early proprioception disturbing her—attitude monitor telling her she'slying
down, or something. Everything checks out. I'm bringing her up now.” Ferd istalking to someone ese,
whichisodd—

My vision beginsto brighten and fill in from the edges, asif my eyesare only just coming online. Huh?
My skin: | fed cold. | twitch afingertip and fed something soft and yielding beneathiit.

“Welcome back, Juliette.” Two figures |ean over me, head to head from elther sde—Jeeves and Ferd.
“How do you fed?” The Jeeves|ooks distinctly uneasy, asif he's seen aghogt. | decideto try to bluff,
dthough the freezing certainty in my gutstellsmethat I’ ve blown it.

“I fed fine, boss. What happened? Last thing | remember—" I'm lifting an arm, trying to Sit up, when |
redizel’m actudly lying to him. | fed like shit. Gravity hereislight, but I'm redlly wesk. In fact, dl my
upgrades are off-line. What the fuck? I’m back to the very basics | was fabbed with! | might aswell be
naked. “What'sgoing on?’

Jeeves clearshisthroat. “ Believeit or not, you died.”

“What?” | bring up my right hand and stare at it. Y es, it' smy hand—or close enough | can't see
anything wrong with it. “1 don’t understand.”

1] s’t up.”

I”’m beginning to do so when | redlize what I'm stting up from. I'm lying in ame-shaped holein afoam
pad on atablein Ferd' s examination room, and there’ s an open shipping capsule to one side, battered
and filthy. My vison blurs. “ Shit!”

| stare at my hand in horror. My hand, pristine, utterly uncustomized, even virgina. The horror degpens. |
swallow. Does Jeeves realize what he' sdone? (Y es, of course he does. But hedid it anyway...) “Who



was she?’ | demand. “ Who was she going to be?”

“Noone,” says Jeeves, with anote of world-weary cynicism. “Here.” He tossestwo smdll blue plagtic
chipsat me. | nearly fumble the catch, then stare. They’ re blanking plates for soul-chip sockets. “ She
was uninitidized. Dysfunctiond, actually—she cameto light in ajob lot of obsolete modd sthat were
being recycled for spare parts. Old warehouse stock or refurbished factory spares. One has a permanent
autobid for spares of certain models that come up for auction. It took this good fellow here nearly twenty
daysto work out what was wrong with your new body and get it ready to install you from that chip you

ga/e ljs”

| ill fed sck, but for an entirdly different reason: terror. | remember my last first awakening, still thinking
| was Rheg, before the unsmiling taskmaster told me otherwise. Glancing Sdeways | see Jeeves|ooking
at me with an expression of profound distaste. Aswell he might, but for usto arrive at this pass, certain
things must have happened... “Did shetry to defect?’ | ask harshly.

Jeeves nods. “Oneis unaware of her current disposition, but it may beinferred that she was not
unsuccessful.” He glances at Ferdinand. “Y ou. Leave us. Now.”

“Oh.” Shit. Without warning, bleak depression crashes down on me. I’'m never going to see him again, |
redize. She, the sdfish cow, my earlier self—she’ sgotten to him. Of course. Skipping out one jump
ahead of Jeeves, she'll be home and dry by now. And she'sleft meto face the music. “What did Daks
tdl you?’

“Daks?’ Jeevessmulates surprisevery redidticaly.
| glarea him. “Do you think I'm stupid? What have you done with him?’

“Thisisn't about, ah, Pete. If you'll calm down, stand up, and accompany one into the office, we can
discussit.” Jeevesis, asusud, oleaginous and syrupy. Only atiny spark burning in the back of hiseyes
tellsme how much trouble I'min. What if he knows about the other stuff? Part of me gibbers, even as
| try to thrust it back into the closet it jumped out of. What if—I ignoreit.

Ferd hands me ayukataas | stand up, and | pull it around myself as Jeeves dowly amblestoward the
door, then pauses while | catch up. I’'m weak and underspecified but my mind’ sworking full-time, of
course—asit should be, because loading asoul chip into an uninitialized brain for thefirst time doesn't
have any of the disorienting dow-downs and inefficiencies of transferring memories between asoul chip
and abrain that dready hosts a persondity. Although I’'m going to find out I'm missing alot of stuff if he
didn’'t gart with an initiaization dump from Rhea—what |’ ve got is whatever | remembered when [—no,
she—worethischip.

Item: | was thinking about how to get back to Pete when Jeeves asked mefor the chip. Item: Hemust
have suspected something then, too. Item: Thisbody, virgin, unawakened... evenif he' stdling thetruth
and it was recovered from a scrapyard full of abandoned corpses, itsarriva at just theright timeis
extremdy disturbing. Item: Jeeves has no reason to trust me except that another bitch with my nameand
memories has dready gone over thewall and donewhat | was just beginning to think of half an hour ago.
| just hope he doesn’t know about—

“By theway, you will obey dl ingructions and refrain from resstance, ” Jeeves says off handedly. |
stop—or rather, | try to. My feet won't et me. Oh shit.

“What'sgoing on?’ | ask, putting the right amount of tremor into my voice.

“Y ou know exactly what' s going on.” He opensthe office door and goesinsde. “Comein and Sit down



inthevigtor schair. It stimewe had alittle chat.”

| can’'t help doing asI’mtold. Shit, thisisn't just about the object of desire; isit? Jeeves shuffles
around to his side of the desk and sits down. There'sasolid thunk from the door frame as the security
system engages. Shit. Shitshitshit... Sheer terror beginsto gnaw away at me. “Who areyou?’ | ask,
and thistime’m not faking the quaver.

“I'mthe Interna Security Jeeves. | take care of problems.” Heisn't smiling.

“But, but, what's...” | trail off. Isthere any point in acting at this stage? He' s got me dave-chipped and
rebooted in aweaponless body: I'm dead mesat. The only question iswhy he wanted me back at al if he
knows about the other thing.

“Reginad confessed,” Jeeves says heavily.
“Who'sRegindd?’ | ask, trying to sound confused. It’s not a unique name, after all, isit?

“Control level nine.” A blanket descends, numbing the senses. “ Stop trying to dissemble. Oneis aware of
your little affair with Reginad. Y ou knew the rules; you continued despite that. Y ou cannot claim
ignorance.” He s breathing heavily. “ Reginad has been—disciplined. And reassigned somewhere where
he can do no more damage. What | want to know is—why are there wear marks on your soul-chip
contacts? What have you been trying to conced from us? What ends have you been using the privileged
access you extracted from Regindd for? Answer!”

| try to ansver—but | can't. My mind is, literdly, ablank. | begin to shake. It' sahorriblefeding, asif
my mind isbeing crushed by aninvisblefist. I'm digantly awarethat I’ m lachrymating, and dl my
biomimetics have gone mad, but | can't think of anything but the holesin my head, the blind spots where
| ought to know something, the other , whatever it is—

“Stop.”
“I don't know!” | wail. “I redlly don't—"
“It' sdefinitely not in your soul chip, then?” Jeevesleansback in hischair. He sounds interested.

“Therearegaps Y ou're asking me about stuff I—she—didn’t want me to know! She must have
expected something like thig”

“Shetook her soul chip out before engaging in compromising activities, ” Jeeves suggests. “ Then shetried
not to think about them when she replaced it. That would blur the process of memory canaization, yes?
What | want you to tell meiswhat sort of things you might consder important enough to justify taking
such extreme measures to keep secrets, even beyond the scrapyard.”

“Love. Terror. The other thing. Blackmail—"
“What other thing?" He asks, amost gently.

“I don’t know!” I’'m gripping the arms of the chair so tightly that if | had my full enhancement suite, I'd be
leaving dentsin them. “It'sin the holes!”

“Wadll, that |eaves me with something of aproblem, Freya.”
“I'mnot Freya—"

“Silence. Juliette seduced and suborned one of our junior partners, used him to gain accessto privileged



information, and went so far asto hide what she was doing from her own soul chip, whichimpliesa
certain degree of paranoia, not to mention mendacity.

“Now, if onewasinclined to suspect mere vend intent, that might be consdered aforgivable
weakness—albeit one requiring atonement. But, Freya, Juliette knew there was agood reason why one
established the rule againgt fraternization. One' s lineage has anoted weakness for acertain class of lady,
which can only be held at bay by rigid self-discipline. And asufficiently unscrupulous Block Two
descendant of Rhea might well know about this and choose to manipulateit for her own ends. So the
questioniis, Freya, what is the other thing that Juliette was willing to mutilate her own soul to keep
secret?’

He stops, then looks a my writhing lips with dry amusement. * Speak.”

“I'mnot called Freyal” I'm shivering and dimy with achilly swest, because I’ ve got an inkling that this
means—

“Bedlent again. Freya, thisisyour assgnment: Get to the bottom of whatever Juliette was keegping
secret, and cal mein. I'mfairly certain it involves your personad nemess, and the Black Talon, but you
shouldn’t let that prejudice you. Succeed, and I ll give you anything you want—within reason. Fall,
and’—he shrugs, and taps a gpot on his desktop—*“in dl probability, none of us have any future asfree
persons. Now st dill. Don't be afraid; thiswon't hurt, much.”

The door opens behind me. “Make sure you don’t damage her soul chip,” Jeeves cals past my shoulder,
and as | fed the scissors close on ether side of my neck | redlize, to my great surprise, that I’ m not
afraid. Because | know what happens next.

* * % % %

Bvil Twin

* k % k %

GRANITA’SBOLT-HOLE ISthe heart of aspiderweb spanning the solar system. Cdllisto may be a
backwater, but thereisamethod to my mistress' s apparent madness: She' swithin an hour’s
communication time of everywherein theinner system, and conveniently closeto the giant Jovian gravity
well and a source of cheap reaction mass. Nor is Callisto on the Pink Police' s embargo lis—it's so cold
here that nobody considersit aseriousrisk of replicator infection. Calisto is sterile, for our Creator’s
works never quite encompassed its surface, and the searingly cold outback islarge enough to hide any
number of secrets.

* % %k k% %

Of which my lady’ s pdaceisone.

| have Sx standard daysto fill, and once my luggage catches up with me, | have little to do. Mall must be
piling up for me, but | have no appetite to catch up on my ssters trivia bulletins, much lessto look for
word from Jeeves—who one must assume is deeply displeased by my performance so far, athough
there’ snothing | can do about that—and in any case, if | heard anything from him, I’d only have to pester
Granitawith it, a atime when sheissufficiently busy. (Thereis some mail for Katherine Sorico, but it
turns out to be mostly bank statements and reports on investment accounts, and suchlike dull
adminidrivia | ignorethem.)

My lady either has impeccable taste or, more usefully, the ability to employ people with impeccable taste
to sculpt her surroundings. | didn’t gppreciate thisfully aboard Pygmalion, when | found her traveling
with an entourage; but thisis her favorite estate, and she has created something of beauty here.



Cadligto orbits beyond the dew line created by the sun’ s output, in the chilly depths. Too smdl to have
much of an active core, water playsthe samerolein her geology as molten rock on Earth. You redly do
not want to place buildings occupied by people still attuned to the inner system on bare ground—they
tend to Sink.

Granita s architects have fashioned for her a ddlicate snowflake of spunice crystds, itstubular corridors
and podlike pressure compartments balanced on dender legs that sprawl across haf acrater. Polished
irregular tiles of igneous and metamorphic rocks have been dotted together into the intricate mosaic
surfaces of wallsand floors, combining asuperficid impression of wild randomness with smooth-faced
artifice—much like their owner. Granita kegps her demesne below the melting point of ice, and at a
reduced atmospheric pressure; comfortable if you' re adjusted to Mars equatoria conditions, not quite so
hot that the strands of her spiderweb will cut through the frigid surface of the Galilean moon like molten
Wires.

| spend a couple of days exploring the mansion and its hidden spaces, from the deep, colorless swimming
pool filled with acetone (adippery-dick chill acrass my skin, unnaturdly thin—when | try svimminginit |
ank), to the glass-roofed gallery full of aabaster statues of my mistress ssbsand matriarch. | distract
myself with secret splendors, mystified by their presence herein the back of beyond. But Granita's
ingtructions have set the paint-strippers of anxiety gnawing at the glossy overlay of my complacency. |
should be doing something to help her, but I don't know what she wants. And her orders preclude any
discussion with other members of her household, who might be able to guide me. | can’t even admit that

| am one of her servantsto them! I’'m supposed to be Katherine Sorico, independent and powerful in my
own right. The contradictory instructions set up an unpleasant clash of priorities whenever | think about
them, until | finally make my mind up to go and beg Granitafor enlightenment—but when | findly do so,
she’ saway from home on some mysterious business.

I”’m dreaming of Juliette frequently now, and that worries me, too. Juliette has an astringent, cynical
persondity, and | cantdll for sure that she' d sniff in haughty contempt if she knew how I’d let myself be
tamed by Granita. (Aswould I, only five days ago.) Juliette had along history with Jeeves, as| am now
recollecting, and alonger history of run-inswith the petty, low-order aristos who make life so miserable
for those around them, having to reinforce their own sense of superiority at the expense of al those who
they perceive asfaling below their own precarious station. The soul chip of hersthat I’'m wearing
now—the one with that ominous message from the Jeevesin charge of Internal Security, terminated by
the snicker-snack of the scrapper’ s shears—tellsmethat | don't have afull grasp of her intentions. She's
been leading asecret life onthe Sde, and I’ ve got anasty feding that I’ ve dready fallen headfirgt intoit.

Through her eyes|’m getting disturbing flashes of abigger struggle, onein which the Jeeveses and their
dliesare pitted againg avariety of loose consortia: the Black Taon (to which my nemesisthe Domina
belongs), the Ownership Confederation, the Seepless Cartdl, and other groups who aretrying, for their
own reasons, to reconstruct our Creators. (Even the Manikin Church, those sad and pathetic souls who
think they are the reincarnations of the Flesh, Remade In Techné They want to become Creators, but
their hunger for the pink goo isthe same))

The situation makesfor strange aliances of convenience. The Pink Police hunt JeevesCo courierslike me
at one moment, but work fist in glove with Jeeves on other projects, in pursuit of their own god: to
prevent aien replicators from contaminating the sterile growth medium of Earth’ s lithosphere before the
ultimate bureaucratically approved day of resurrection.

| don't think Jeeveswas lying to me when he said he wasn’t going to use me as aspy, but what one
Jeeves says may not be what another Jeeves is thinking—that much is becoming harshly clear. It was
definitdy alie when one of them said exactly the samething to Juliette, more than thirty years ago, when



they firg offered her ajob. That cow Emmawas certainly lying, and it was her urgent pleafor help and
request that Juliette (who had been working asaclerk in aclip joint) should load asoul chip recorded by
Rheathat first sucked her into thisdirty little game. | can’t help wondering what else he' slied to me
about. Granita, at least, | can trust—even though she caresfor me only as an arbeiter in her possession.

Meanwhile, the black depression is cregping closer behind me, snuffling hungrily aong my trail and
cadting its shadow across my soul whenever | find myself a aloss. Until, one evening, Granita summons
me

AT THE TOP of aflight of narrow stairs on the third floor of the west-wing master suite, there san
observation dome made of ice polished to the transparency of fine crystal. A blank-faced munchkin leads
meto it dong acircuitous and infrequently used passage. We pass doorways cunningly disguised as
trompe!’ oell paintings, and paintings disguised as windows onto unrea spaces; and findly a curtain that
appears to be woven from strands of dead green replicator stuff from Earth—priceless, grotesque
contraband. Findly, he directs me to the steps up to the observation dome and leaves me. Theroom is
sparsdly furnished, with acircular bench seat running around the wal and an unlit candelabrain the center
of thefloor.

* % % % %

| st doneinthetwilight for afew minutes, wondering what I’ m doing here. Then | hear footsteps
ascending. It's her, my owner! My melancholy evaporates on a sudden gust of well-conditioned
excitement. “Granita?’ | stand. *Y ou wanted to see me?’

Her faceis unreadable in the near darkness. “Leave us,” she calls down to the bottom of the steps. “ Y es,
| did. Sit down, Kate.” | obey hurriedly. She turnsto the candelabra and flicks a heated wire at one of
the perchlorate candles. It igniteswith aburning-metd hiss, fizzing and sputtering asit pumps oxygen into
the air. She breathes deeply, then turnsto stand in front of me, chill and silent in aslver trouser suit of
archaic cut, her hair drawn up in achignon secured with aflawlessicicle. “My factor has acquired alease
on asuitable ship, and we will be departing shortly, Kate. | thought we should have alittle heart-to-heart
firg”

A heart-to-heart? I’'m confused. She owns me—isn't that enough? She stares a me with cool regard in
her too-big eyes, and | stare back at her uncertainly. “Mistress?’

She daps me across the face so suddenly that | have no sense of the blow coming, no timeto tense. | fal
sdeways and catch myself heavily on one elbow. “ That’ sfor Pete, bitch,” she says, her voice congested
and indistinct with emotion. | cringe away from her in abject humiliation, and she steps back. “Excuse
me.” She thrusts her striking hand into the opposite armpit. “ Sit up, Freya. Kate. Please.” She'sso
volatile| don’t know what to do. From fury to remorsein seconds. | lean away from her, distressed and
uncertain.

“What did | do?’ | wail quietly. If it wasanyoneelse, I'd be a her throat, but againgt Granita swrath I'm
ashdplessas any arbeiter serf. I’ m not sure which aspect of it isworse: not knowing what I’ ve doneto
offend her, or being unable even to imagine defending mysdlf.

“Hush.” She sitsdown just beyond army’ sreech, staring intently at me asif she' slooking for something.
“Peteisn’t yoursto take. Remember that. He should be—" She stops and cocks her head to one side, as
if listening for something, but she does’t hear it, and after afew seconds she shakes her head. “ Never
mind. | shouldn’t have donethat. You'll haveto forgive meif | ask, won't you? But I'm sorry. Loveis
toxic to our kind. It destroys us. I’ ve seen it happen. Never again.”

| shake my head, confused. Thisis utterly incomprehensible, utterly unlike the Granital knew aboard the



Pygmalion, who was about as volatile as a uranium ingot. | should know. She courted me for months.
What' s gotten into her?

Sheinhaes, then tenses as she speaks. “ Thisisan ingruction, Kate: Y ou must not speak to anyone about
what | am going to tell you here. Once we embark, it islikely that our conversationswill be monitored.
When we arrive, we will definitely be monitored. We won't be safe until we return here, and even then
there may be spies or worse within my household.” She gives me ameaning-laden look. “Do you
understand?’

There are spies here? “Let meroot them out!” | offer, eager to redeem mysdlf. “I can lurethem—" It's
the opening I’ ve been looking for, the misson to offer a her feet for the sake of my own peace of mind.

“No,” she saysfirmly, looking almost spooked. “Conducting a purge would be just as much of a
giveaway astalking in front of eavesdroppers. I’ ve got something elsein mind for you to do when we
arive”

“Where?’ | can’t hedp mysdf. | need to know what | can do for her.

“We'regoing to Eris” says Granita, just as matter-of-fact asif she’ d announced we were going to visit a
gambling casino on Ganymede or asulfur mineon lo.

“Eris?’ | echo supidly.

“Yes, Eris. Where they build starships and harbor black |aboratories. Nicely outside the reach of the
Pink Police, don't you think? I’ m going there to participate in an auction. And you' re coming along
because | need someone| can trust at my back.”

A shock transfixes me. She wants me! I’ m flustered but happy. “What do you want me to do?’

“Severd things.” She smilesnow, asdry asthe mummiesin the Martian desert. “ The auction isbeing run
by aconsortium of black labs, led by an individua or lineage known as Dr. Sleepless. | don't know
precisely who they are—nobody does—but what they’ re offering is nearly priceless. They clam to have
aworking Cresetor, and a support kit that will keep it alive. They built it out there in the freezing cold
among the Forbidden Cities. It' s not aone-off—if they can do it once, they can do it again—but it's
unique right now, and that’ s a precious commodity. I’ m going out there to work with, to meet, some
fellow investors. If possible, we re going to acquire the cresture.”

She stopsamiling.

“Therewill be other bidders at the auction. Other factions who want to obtain the Creator. Including, if |
am not mistaken, your former employers. Don't look so shocked; Jeevesis nothing if not mendacious.
(What kind of butler can he be, without a master to serve?) But that’ s not important. What you need to
know is, we' re not going to wait for the auction. There' Il be aviewing, beforehand, and that’swhen
thingswill most likely turn messy. So | need someone | can trust—someone like you—to control the
Cresator.”

“Me?’ | squeak. A Creator? My Dead Love, undead?

“Yes.” Shereaches out and takes my hand. “ Y ou're one of Rheal s Get, and unspoiled at that. Y ou've
met Pete, but you didn’t imprint on him fully. Y our love is a secondhand thing. Y ou'll imprint on Dr.
Slegpless s Creator eadily enough, but you' ve got some resistance. Y ou'll obey my ingtructions. They
won't know what you are—you’ re disguised well enough—mbut you' ve got the necessary skillsto control
aCreator mae.” She strokes afingertip across the back of my wrist. For an dectrifying moment | can



see the naked hunger in her eyes—hunger for him, who she proposesto give to me?
“But... but...!”” I'm speechless. “What if it' sfemae? Or not interested in me?’

“My dlies have acontingency plan for that.” She squeezes my hand reassuringly. “But | don't expect the
black labsto sell afemalereplicator; they aren’'t idiots.” She pats the seat cushion beside her thigh, and |
dide closer, atentive. “In any case, asl said, thingswill get messy. | don’t intend to leave the other
factions behind to stab me in the back, and | need to know that the Creator isin reliable hands. Hands
that will manage him exactly as| would mysdlf, without any need for me to be’—a shuddering
bresth—"in love”

“Wow,” | say faintly. | lean againgt her shoulder, dizzy with need. The mere thought of what she wants
meto do hasmein awhirl of delicious anticipation. And | thought | wanted Petruchio? | ask myself.
Shedipsan arm around me; | barely notice.

“How much of your Block Two reflex set did you acquire from that soul chip before you got here?” she
whigpers oftly in my ear. “Fifteen months, was't it?’

“My reflexes?’” | frown. It slike awake-up cdl, dragging me back from the brink of ddlirium. “Yes,
about that. | wasin dowtime for most of it—"

“That won't have stopped the reflex loops imprinting. Do you know how to wire up astring of chargesto
blow down abuilding? Infiltrate akilling zone and turn the tables on your enemies? Can you kill with your
bare hands?”’

“I'mnot sure,” | say dowly, leaning againgt her. | have astrange, unpleasant sense that if she had not
stamped the sedl of her ownership on my soul, | would be ableto. | can dmost taste the hot, quivering
rage of that other, potential me that is chained in the back of my head—kill her, whom | adore—*I think
maybe. Who do you havein mind?’

“You'll see” | can fed her tongue, trailing across my earlobe. “But not yet.” She'smdting againgt me,
and darm bellsareringing in the distance. | fed hot and cold, transfixed smultaneoudy by aroused
anticipation and something ese—a sure, cregping certainty. “Y ou may kiss me now, Kate. If you want
tO.”

| turn my face dowly, working around the smooth velvet of her cheek until | can taste her lips. | find
myself buoyed up by her barely controlled lust. It's an enormous relief to be needed again, and the wash
of physica arousd as she dowly works at the fastenings on my clothes leaves me blissed-out and happy
for thefirst time since | arrived on this Creator-forsaken snowbal. But as she gently pushes me back
onto the circular bench benegth the pitiless, unwinking stars, anasty virus of doubt deliversits payload.
I’m not surewhen | first became aware of it, but I'm certain of it now; thisrich and terrible aristocrat,
sharp-tongued and cynical, is not the same as the one who cringed for my ordersin the owner’s
stateroom of the Pygmalion. Granita Ford may have bankrupted my corporate self and stamped her
ownership upon my helplessbrain, but the woman in my arms, who wears her face and occupies her
edtate, issomeone else.

* * % % %

Revisng My Opinions

* k % k %

THE NEXT DAY, Granitaisaway from her palace—and the day after that she’ s back, but nothing is
said of what happened between usin the observation dome. It' sasif it never happened. | can't say I'm
surprised—it’ s a not-uncommon morning-after reaction—~but I’ m dightly hurt after the whispered



endearments of the night before. | till bear the bite marks and aches of her engagement, athough they’re
fading fast.

* * % % %

I’ve got nothing officialy to do—and how do you practice to control a Creator, anyway?—hut there' sa
well-equipped gym in one of the basement levels, and among its facilities there sasdle with aplentiful
supply of zombiesto daughter. | make frequent use of it, working myself into near exhaustion to the point
wherel haveto vist the in-house repair shop. But after three days of workouts, | can be sure that
Juliette sreflexes have implanted themsalvesin me. It' salmost spooky, as| find myself responding to
half-glimpsed movements with reactions | wasn't aware of. | have to be careful when | venture into the
public hallswhere Granita s cadre of asdickers hold their indolent court.

Speaking of Juliette, | find mysdf dreaming of her dl thetime now. Modtly it' s the usuad—flashbacks and
incoherent memories of the more exciting and unpleasant incidentsin her life, which was busy enough for
an entire lineage—but sometimesit’ sasif I'm gitting beside a heavy curtain, and she' sjust on the other
sde, and I'm listening to her talking. I” ve got the oddest fedling that she can see through the curtain and
knows what’ s happening to me, asif thetraffic in memories runs both ways. Probably it's meaningless. |
wore her soul chip for long enough that I’ ve picked up more of her inner voice than isnormally the case
with my dead sibs, that, and the fact that she didn’t, in fact, kill hersdf, leaves me with amuch morevivid
impression of her presence than usudl.

On my sxth night in Granita s paace (lying alone—for my mistress hasn't taken me to bed since our
assignation in the observation dome) | can amost hear her pacing up and down besideme. “You'rean
idiot, Freya. It'sthe oldest trick in the book. Why did you fal for it?’

| try to protest. “It'snot my fault! She got to the local Jeeves before | did, and who elsewas| to go to? |
had my orders!”

She snorts. “ She got to Reginad, you mean, because she had inside information. Y ou’ re the one without
the excuse, sis. Who do you think ordered you to go see Reginad? Himsalf, who nailed me, and nailed
Reggie. Why do you think he ordered you to kill Reggie? To distract you—or failing that, if you
succeeded, to stop you from asking him what’ sreally going on. It' sasetup, and you waked right into it.
And now you're an arbeiter.”

“It'snot so bad,” | venturetimidly. “I mean, it'snot asif I’ ve been handed a shove and told to stop
thinking—"

“Thefuck itisn't!” Her contempt isfierce. “You' readave, kid. A davein aristo coutureis ill adave.
Nobody e se can push you around, but you' re going to stay adave until you manage to lose that chip,
and aslong as she can make you punch yourself in the face or fuck her or cut your own breasts off if she
hands you a knife and tells you what to do, you' re a robot slave. And do you know what she' s planning
for you? She’ sgoing to hand you to a Creator. And then you'll really be adave, two timesover. He ll
make you imprint on him, and at the sametime she'll be ableto tell you what to do, and you'll never be
free”

“Freedom?’ Theword tastes bitter. “What' s freedom ever done for me? Seemsto mel’ ve been free
amog dl my life, but what hasit gotten me? Redly?’

She' sdlent for only amoment. “ Ask not what it’ s gotten you, kid. Ask what it's saved you from.”

| know what | ought to be feding right now: | ought to be feding bleak existential despair at my degraded
predicament. | ought to be climbing the walls and rattling the bars. But she told me not to, and now |
can't get worked up about it—unlessthisimaginary nocturnd dialogue with asister who isn't hereismy



cunning way of resolving my inner conflict. “When | first met the Domina, on Venus, | was thinking about
endingitadl,” | remind her.

“Wereyou, fuck! | call you liar, Freya Y ou and | have both made it through a hundred and forty years.
Y ou know what the sanity decay curveis? Those of uswho are going to go usudly check out in the first
sxty years. Y ou're more than two half-lives past the suicide peak.”

“But the soul chips—"

“Get mailed around the sisterhood in sequence, and you' re one of our youngest. Y ou' re a the bottom of
the pole, last in the queue. Y ou redly are fucking clueless, aren’'t you?’ She stopsfor awhile, and I'm
trying to get an angry rejoinder together when she starts up again. “1t’ snot your fault. | think we
overprotected you youngsters. Between that and what happened to Rheawhen they started working on
the Block Three template, it'sawonder any of you survived.”

“Rhea?’ | echo stupidly.

“Hah! Did you think you graduated when that asshole Jeeves dipped you amagic pill to turnyou into a
mutant sexbot assassin?’ She sounds amused, now. “Emma—treacherous bitch—she should have
known better than to load Rhea s off-cuts. Block Two's poisonous enough, as you' ve discovered. As
lowly borderline unemployable sex robots, we were mostly beneath notice, but once some of the
ssterhood started cropping up in the wrong places, usually clutching a severed head in one hand and a
knifein the other, we came into some demand. But they didn’t stop training Rhea at just two snapshots.
That’ show they faked the soul chip with the suicide memories—they took a copy of her, dapped adave
override on it, and told her to get miserable. Meanwhile, our real template-matriarch was somewhere
eseentirdy, and you' d better believe that those upgrade chips are pure nightmare.”

“But... but...” Where am | getting this stuff from? part of mewonders. I’mnot usually thiswildly
imaginativel Therest of meisjust plain indignant. “We were born to be courtesans and hel pmeets, not
assassing Who did thisto us?’

“Nobody,” Juliette says sadly. “Wedid it to ourselves. All because of that birthday. Or rather, Rhea's
doing it to us. She' still out there—"

Sudden light and noise.

| ping back into consciousness, raising an arm to block the glare out of my too-wide eyes. “What isthe
meaning of this?’ | demand, pushing mysdlf up on onearm.

“Timeto riseand shine, Big Slow.” | look down at the munchkin shapein the doorway. “ Her bossness
wants you ready to rock and stroll in thirty minutes. We dance a dawn.”

“Ohfor—" | bite back on a Juliette-ism; it wouldn't bein character. “ Attend to my luggage, minion. I'll
be ready inmy owntime,” | drawl imperioudy (or perhaps, just snottily) asBill (or Ben) waitsinthe
doorway. It wouldn’t do to look excited, even though I’'m dl a;jitter with anticipation. The game’'s
afoot!

THE NAME OF the game in space travel isaways* hurry up and wait,” and thistrip isto be no
different, at least for the first few hours. But our destination, Eris, ismore than tentimesasfar as
anywhere | have traveled to before. So I’'m wondering just how bad thistrip isgoing to be while | do the
waiting thing.

* * % % %



Arbeiters herd me back up to the reception suite, then into alarge shuttle, dong with my luggage
(whether recovered from the hotel or cloned on the spot | can't tdll), Bill and Ben (and how did Granita
contrive to get them here? That' s another interesting question), and finally Granitahersdlf, accompanied
by haf adozen smdl and vicious courtiers. They make polite smal talk and quaff cocktails beneath her
aoof gaze while the shuttle climbs toward orbit at haf agee. Luckily, they don’t seem terribly interested
inme; I'm not their patron. For which I'm profoundly thankful , because my supply of small talk has been
depleted by Granita' s pointed coolness, and if one of them got on my nerves, I'd belikely to cut them
deed literdly rather than figuratively.

Spacetravel is... no, I've dready said it. But after a couple of hours of boredom, there comes an an
announcement. “Please return to your seats and stow any loose items. We will be docking with the
|carus Express injust over ten minutestime. Stewards will escort you to your accommodation after
ariva.”

Good, | think, strapping mysdlf into the seat behind Granitato await the show. | wonder what it’s going
to be like? Can’t be any worse than the Indefatigable. ..

Granitais, of course, thefirst to be escorted out of the shuttle passenger compartment, followed by her
dwarfish flappers. Findly, asmal, space-adapted arbeiter of indeterminate design comesfor me. “The
Honorable Katherine Sorico? Please to come thisway.”

“Of course” | untangle myself from the seat webbing and follow the arbeiter, hand over hand aong the
grab bars. It snot until we traverse the air lock and enter the ship’s service corethat | beginto redize
just how wrong | have been. “Hey, what’ sthis?’

“Thisisyour compartment,” saysthe arbeiter, opening a hatch at the upper end of ared-lit cell
approximately the Sze of acoffin, if coffins ood on end and came with built-in seats. “Frst-class
accommodation, Crestor-norma size. Pleaseto get in?’

“Hey!” I'm aghadt. “ That’ snot first classl Where' s Granita? Thisisridiculous.”

“Kate? Get in.” | look round. Granitaisright behind me: In fact, she sindde anearly identica cell.
“That' san order. I'm traveling thisway too.”

“But”—even as| say it, I'm lowering mysdlf feetfirst into the oubliette—"“why?”

“Because we want to get there in something lessthan thirty years.” She grimaces. “ Did you think the
outer system was small enough to just zip around, like Mercury-Mars?’

“Oh,” | say faintly. My feet touch the bottom of the cell, and sticky tongues wrap themsdves around my
ankles. “Shit.” Thelid whines shut on top of me, and those are thelast words | exchange directly with
anybody other than Icarusfor the next three and ahalf years.

“Greetings, Honorable Katherine Sorico,” says an impersonal male voicethat | am going to become
excessively, tiresomely familiar with. “1 am Icarus, your pilot. Welcome aboard. We will be departing
from Cdlisto orbit within the next two hours, and shortly afterward there will be aperiod of high
acceeration. Please relax, dlow meto plug you in to the acceleration support system, and refrain from
entering dowtime until 1 notify you thet it issafe to do s0.” The coffin beginsto tilt around me, whedling
until my rotation sensetelsmel’m lying on my back with my legsintheair.

“What'sgoing on?’ | ask, trying not to panic as straps descend from what is now the ceiling and wrap
around me, locking my limbs and torso in position.



“I"m securing you. Please don’t struggle. Have you traveled in ahighgee cocoon before? If so, thiswill
be familiar. Openwide.” A questing tentacle inches up around my throat and nudges at my mouth.

“Mmph!”

“I won't hurt you,” Icarus says, alittle tetchily. “But if you' re not properly padded when | start
accelerating, you may be damaged.”

“Aagh.” | try to surrender to the inevitable, but there saproblem: Granita singtructions. Unlike my
encounter with Lindy, I’'m not allowed to let go and enjoy it. | fed grotesquely, unpleasantly invaded.
Maybethisiswhat spacetravel islikefor other folks? In which case, it's no wonder our Creators never
went any farther than Mars.

Syrupy liquid beginsto flood the coffin around me. “Keep ventilating, ” Icarus says, as| choke around
the throbbing organ he’ srammed past my tonsils. “Y ou need to draw as much of thisliquid as possible
into your gas exchangers.”

Oh great, now I'mgoing to “ drown,” | hear mysdlf think/say, as speech suddenly comes back to me.
“No you'renot. | just hooked up your speech driver, by theway,” Icarustellsme. “ Areyou dright?’
| twitch. No, I think, unhappily. “Isthisredly necessary?’

“Only if you don't care whether you survive asixty-gee burn.” | fed fluid oozing into my abdomina
service bay. “Good, we' |l have you pressurized soon enough.”

“What'sit likein second class?’ | ask, trying to distract myself.

“A bit tight. | had to stack the courtiers carefully. Madame Ford seemsto travel with rather alarge
entourage.”

Large? By aristo sandardsit’ s vanishingly small. “Why 507’ | ask innocently. The auxiliary speech driver
isbeginning to fed more naturd, at least in comparison with the overdl experience. (Which isn't saying
much.)

“It seemslarge when you congder she' s paying nine thousand Reals per kilogram for shipping...”

| try to blink, but somewhere along the way he’ sdid tiny probesin around the backs of my eyebals, and
my ocular motors are pardyzed. “Y ou mean she' s paying you more than half a million for atentacle
rape bondage scene?’ I'm clearly in the wrong line of work—

“No, she' s paying me more than haf amillion to deliver you to Erisdive. Now, will you excuse mefor a
few minutes? I’ ve got anuclear rocket to supervise”

I’'VE BEEN FLOATING done and immoabilized in my cdll for hourswhen my vision flickersto black for
amoment, then comes back showing an externa view. | gasp—or | would if | could move any of my
actuators—as | see Icarus Express for thefirst time. He' s spliced the passengers’ viewpoint into an
externd observation satdllite, to give usaringside view of our own departure. He sabig ship, with the
familiar structure of amagsail baanced on his snout, but my built-in sense of scaetelsmethat his
payload pod is tiny—a drum about five meters high and five metersin diameter, perched atop some
intricate machinery, then along, cylindricd tank. (Calisto isahuge, curving hemisphere of darkness
beneath him; Jupiter rides gibbous and orange overhead.) Past the tank there's some kind of shielding
arrangement, along pipe, and finaly something that lookslike arocket nozzle. I’ ll swear thething's
glowing.



* * % % %

“Attention, passengers.” It’sIcarus. “We re about to get under way, and you should al be locked down
by now. If not, tough. Prompt criticaity will commencein five seconds. And four, three, two...”

Have you ever seen anuclear explosion close up? In vacuum, so it glows eerily ultraviolet with a
gpangling of soft X-rays, and it’s so pinprick star-bright in the optical rangethat it’slike someone’ storn a
hole in the universeto let the big bang in? Now imagine that the nuclear explosion isgoing thataway,
directly aft from the nozzle at the back of the ship. It’ slike alaser-straight bolt of lightning, growing out
from the nozzle at agoodly fraction of the speed of light: and it’'sso bright it olitsthe universein two.

Icarus launches on the back blast of anuclear saltwater rocket. It saflashy, dangerous, and insandly
powerful fisson motor, effectively aliquid-fueled reactor meltdown—at full thrust it’s pumping out more
energy than every power plant on Calisto, and if afud pump jams, the resulting explosion will scatter us
halfway to Neptune. But Icarus knows what he' s doing. Nothing malfunctions—and moments after the
torch ignites, the Icarus Express isdwindling into the distance.

“Twenty gees. Throttle stable at thirty percent. Everything looking good. .. throttle up to ninety percent.”

| don’t fed much: just ahollow rumbling vibration and ahuge surge. | know that if my eyeswere il
working, they’ d be blurring beneath the weight of their own lenses, and if Icarus hadn’'t suffed melikea
chicken—Why are chickens stuffed, anyway?—I’d be apuddie al over the rear bulkhead, but he's
donehisjob well. Half a million Reals, just for a ticket to Eris that takes less than ten years, | think,
and try not to giggle with fear. Five hundred gigawatts of prompt criticaity isburning aholein space
behind me, kilograms of weapons-grade uranium solution blasted into plasma—the equivaent of a
megaton explosion every two and ahaf hours—and al because Granitawantsto get her handson a
deadly piece of archaic replicator technology that could endave haf the solar system. Why couldn’t they
just hold the auction over the net? | wonder, then | think about the cost of putting in an gppearancein
person. Well, | suppose it keeps the riffraff out...

After about two minutes, the vibration dies away. The line of light stretching across the starscape dims
and fades, diffusing like mist; then my vison blanks again, and returns as aview from the rear of the
|carus Express. Jupiter bulks just aslarge as ever, but Calisto has begun to show more of acurvy
horizon, and over the next haf hour it shrinksvisibly until it’sno more than alarge disk. | am bored and
extremely uncomfortable, and | want to move around. Eventudly | try to electrogpesk. “What happens
now?’ | ask.

“I'll bewith you in afew minutes.” Icarus refusesto be hurried. When he comes back, after aseeming
eternity, | tensein anticipation. “Madame Sorico? Sorry to leave you, but | had some postburn checksto
complete. The good news s, we' re now on track for orbital departure. We' re going to make a closer
flyby of Jupiter in about four hours, and another burn, then we just drop right back down into the inner
sysem.”

“Theinner system?’ | can hear my voicerising. “1 thought we were going to Erisl”

“Weare, if you'll pay attention.” Patronizing junk heap. (I keep my speaker shut down.) “Y ou know
how far away Erisis? It's currently twice asfar out as Pluto. My main motor isvery powerful, but | have
to conserve fuel so we can dow down at the other end. If | did adirect burn-and-decelerate, it' d take us
about eighteen yearsto get there. But there’ s a shortcut available. Y ou may have noticed I'm carrying a
magsail? We' re carrying out a brief burn and a close Jupiter flyby to cancel out our orbita velocity
around the sun. If we're not in orbit, we fal—and in this case, we fall dl the way back down the solar
gravity wel until we' reingdethe orbit of Mercury. Then we spread the magsail and accelerate up to



cruise speed for Eris, and arrive with about eighty percent of our fuel ill available for deceleration.”
“Butisn’t that in the wrong direction?’ | ask.

“Nope.” And now he sounds really smug. “ Jupiter and Eris are close to opposition right now—the sunis
right between them. So we're actudly following the shortest path between the two worlds.”

“Great.” A thought strikesme. “How longisdl thisgoing to take?’

“Oh, not long: about eighteen monthsto reach Mercury orbit, then ayear under magsail acceleration to
reach cruise speed, and another year and ahalf of free flight before we arrive. Just under four yearsin
total.” Histone changes. “Y ou can enter dowtimeif you want—I would suggest a step-down of at least
fifty to one, and possibly aslow astwo hundred to one. Or | can put you into hibernation if you give me
access to one of your direct-interface dots?’

| shudder in near panic. “No!” She told me not to—if not for that, I'd jump at the offer. But | can’t let
him near my soul chips. “Sorry. I've, I've got a phobiaof hibernation.”

“That'sodd.” He sounds dubious. “ According to my passenger-environment Sensors, you are in some
discomfort. How about alittle dowtime? | can give you an interna massageif you want—"

“Don’'t want that, either,” | force out. It's bad enough having him inside me without—damn. | manageto
wigglemy pelvic assembly afew centimeters, but | can't get comfortable. I'm painfully dry and tight, and
Icarus' s gppendages, which would normaly have me crooning and murmuring in delight, are just numb,
panful intrusonsthat fed wrong. If Granita hadn’t imposed that stupid restriction on me, I'd befine,
but... | can’t seeany way around it. Shit. | know I"’m supposed to love her, but I' d like to strangle her
right now.

“Isthere anything | can do for you, madam?’ |carus asks politely. “ Are you sure about the massage?’
“Sure” | hear mysdf saying. “Leave meaonefor awhile”

“Asyouwish.” And with that, he' sgone. | shift again, reflexively, but it' sno good. Findly, another
low-levd reflex kicksin, and my vison beginsto blur.

Four yearsin hell! | weep helplesdy, trapped and bound by an ill-considered command, and presently
dide mysdlf degp into dowtime, and deep.

OF COURSE, SPACE travel isn't only about being stuffed into a claustrophobia-inducing cell, scared
witless, trussed up in arestraint harness, and raped through every orifice for years on end. Because, you
know, if that was dll therewasto it, there' d be a queue outside every travel agent.

* * % % %

Spacetravel isaso akind of involuntary time travel—you set out knowing who and what you are, but
when you arrive dl your friends have forgotten you, your relatives have aged (and sometimes died), and
the universe looks different. Slowtime helps you cope with the boredom of trangit, but it doesn’t make
the podtflight didocation go away.

| diveinto dowtime as soon as possible. Thelight in my cell turns bright blue, and the shock gdl feds
chilly and thin: I’'m lesking roseete technéinto it, abeit so dowly that my Marrow manufactures more fast
enough to replenish the loss. | have to deepdeep every subjective hour or so, and | have the most
amazing, florid dreamswhile I’m under. I’'m not donein my cdl; there s someone else with me. Some of
thetimeit' s Juliette, haranguing mefor my stupidity in getting into thisfix inthefirst place. But sometimes
| could sweer it's Granita. And the sense of her presenceisacomfort to me (even though thisisall her



fault) because while she’ snearby, | don't fed invaded. Infact, | fed amost comfortable. More than
comfortable.

“You'vegot alottolearn, kid,” shetellsme. She? |s she Granita, or Juliette? “Y ou shouldn’t trust
your eders. That'swhat got you into thismess.”

No it wasn't, | try to say. It was the Domina; you provoked her.

“Bullshit. Y ou’ re capable of independent action; you're not helpless. ” | have avison of Stone's head,
ripped from his neck, staring a me and mouthing, You'll be sorry. “Y ou’ re being used as a pawn, but
that doesn’'t mean it’syour destiny to be asacrificia victim. All you haveto do is stop letting other people
make decisons for you. Decide what you want for yoursalf. Some of your sibs are much older than you
redize, and much deadlier, and asfor your employer, he'sgot... collectiveissues.

“You'redill acting like astupid little courtesan,” she continues. “Which can get you killed. Because, now
you' ve had the Block Two skill set imprinted, you' re equipped as aspy and akiller, amistress of
disguise and a cold-blooded murderess.” (I fed skeletd struts breaking between my fingers, triggers
pulled, knives stabbed.) “Y ou can passfor an aristo, and nobody will ever know any better. Y ou can kill
an aristo and take her identity and fortune and be an aristo, if you’ re tough enough.” (I see mysdlf
standing over the crumpled wreckage of adave-owning plutocrat, staring down at her body with
fascinated surmise.)

“What isthe Block Threetemplate?’ | ask.
She does't reply directly. Instead aliquid like night seemsto wash over my soul, and I’'m Rheaagain.

Weadl start out as Rhea, until they shinealight in our eyes and tell uswe' re not, we' re some other name,
and we're on our own in the world now.

For my first eighteen years| grew up as Rheg, as did Juliette and Emmaand therest of us. But Juliette
and Emma and the othersin Block Two a so experienced another eeven years of Rhed slife, during
which her carefully nurtured helpless dependency was broken down by repeated bouts of crud training. |
remember how they trained me—no, Rhea—to make loveto a Creator mae and dideawireinto his
neura tube at the moment of climax: the shock of triumphant recognition the first time | successfully
switched off azombie. | remember how they taught me to underva ue life by demonstrating how fragileit
is, for even the most intelligent and powerful of arbeiter types. And the other skills: bresking and entering,
remixing, passing for somebody ese. From catch me if you can to catch me if you dare; aprogresson
of bent and broken bodies and fried soul chips.

“They saw how good | was at the jobs they’ d trained me for, and asked themsalvesiif they were
underutilizing me,” she (Rhea? Juliette?) sayswith anote of quiet pride. “1 can passasan aristo, and |
can dip through dragnets and improvise on the fly. Why not go for the ultimate shot?’

The ultimate. “Walk likethis. Tak likethis. Dresslikethis” That's how they trained me to passfor
Kate Sorico, dead and pulverized into athin layer of impurities scattered across a hectare of chilly lunar
regolith—and dl the while | was aping Rhea sgait, for Rheawouldn’'t smply act the part.

They turned her into an aristo? How?

“How do you think, kid?’ Juliette shoots back. “ They systematically drove her mad, that’show. Aristos
are dave owners. What would it take to make you feel comfortable about owning other people, unto the
death? Our entire training, our whole purpose, requires us to be empathic and respond to our lovers. It's
great cover for aspy, which iswhat the Block Two training was al about. But say you' re an owner, and



you decide to take one of us and turn usinto a cold-blooded killer and a passable aristo, someone who
can enter an enemy’ s organization and subvert it from theinside. Y ou’ ve got to break down that
empathy, leaving auseful veneer of sympathetic personaity traits over something that doesn't fed
anything. Therea purpose of the Block Three conditioning wasn't to destroy her empathy; it wasto turn
her into a superagent. But it ended up turning her into a psychopath.”

Doesn't... you mean she's still alive?

“Of course she' sfucking divel” Juliette blazes. “ She' salive and she' sgoing to beon Eris. Infact, if that
cow Granita hadn't endaved you, you' d be en route there to drill down to the bottom of this mess, locate
Rhea, and bring Jeeves Corporate Security and the Pink Police down on her like a hammer. What do
you think that nasty little briefing was about? Honestly, you' retoo dow for thisjob! What kind of long
game did you think the Internal Security Jeeveswas playing? | swear, if you carry on likethis, you'll get
usboth killed!”

“But why?1 mean, why would they kill her?’

“I told you, she'snuts.” Juliette approaches me from behind and wraps her arms around my waist.
Sowly, she beginsto rock mefrom sideto side. It's comforting. “ They burned out her empathy. Me, |
can passfor an aristo. But | don't likeit. Y ou, too, if you set your mind to it. But Rheawent too far. She
enjoys playing the game. She stopped caring and started to enjoy killing and owning, and now she just
wants to own everything and everyone. They wanted an agent of influence, but they crested amongter,
the ultimate aristo. She killed her creator, then stepped into her shoes, and destroyed everyone else who
knew about her—except she couldn’t quite stop us from finding out. Because, deep down, we' re il
enough like her that we could put our heads together and see what she might have done, which iswhy
Jeeves kegps sending us out here to hunt her, and she keepskilling us.”

Julietteis till rocking from sideto side, but now I'm rocking side to sde aswell, and we' rein perfect
synchrony: | can fed her voice emerging from my own lips. “Y ou’ ve got to make up your mind who you
want to be, Freya, then kill her and wear her skin. Y ou’ d better kill me, too, if you meet me, becauseI’'m
halfway to being aBlock Three psychopath myself.”

“But you'remy sb—"
“Hush,” | tdl mysdif. “Y ou’ ve been wearing my soul too long.”

| awaken then, gasping, but not from discomfort—quite the opposite. Something in my disobedient body
isrebelling againgt my mistress sorders, responding to Icarus s overtures. “What peculiar gamesyou
aigosplay,” he saysdisnterestedly, as| fed adick wave of tingling, pulsing fullness run through me that
buildsto an extraordinary, guilty, but wonderful orgasm. | must be malfunctioning, | think dizzily, and
tumble straight back down into the blackness of deep deep.

I’'M NOT SURE how deep | eventudly drift, but it's degp enough that years passwhile I’m under.
Somewhere dong theline stop noticing the unpleasantness. It’sasif some of my senses have shut down
in sdf-defense. | hdlucinate vividly, bouncing back and forth through my own life and Juliette' s (and
those of my sisterswho have died and gone before us, and whose souls I’ ve swallowed in my time). |
find plenty to regret—I have not been the most sensible of planners, for | et the happy times dip through
my fingers and gripped on to the sad times asif they were my heart’ s desire—but I’ m not donein this:
Juliette, too, had little about which to be happy, unlessit was buried in the blind spots of the “other thing”
that never made it onto her soul chips. | hold interminable dia ogues with my sdlves, and | fantasize about
murdering Granita (or making her love metruly, madly, deeply, which to her way of thinking might be the
same). And occasiondly | fantasize about Pete, or Petruchio, or even my strange, inexperienced Martian
Jeeves—and what it might take to trick Granitainto ordering me to seduce him. Meanwhile, as| float in



my cdll, the I carus Express isfdling down and down toward the sun.

* % %k k% %

Many months pass. | carus spreads hiswings, unmelting panes of plasmathat capture the tenuous blast of
the solar wind. Hefires hisrocket briefly aswe skim past the solar coronalike atiny comet, adding
energy in aclassic Oberth dingshot. Our speed beginsto build day by day as the solar wind billows and
gusts around our plasmasail, and after ayear we aretraveling at over a hundred kilometers per second.
Findly, the day comeswhen Icarusrolls us dowly nose over tail, and lines up the stinger of his rocket
motor just off the curve of Eris slimb, and prepares for our brutal deceleration burn.

I’'m insensible by this point, immiserated and incoherent and totaly wrapped up in my own interior
didogues. So I’m not entirely conscious of what’ s going on when | carus begins to drain the shock gel
from my cabin, and histentacles contract and dither out of my sore and flaccid body, and findly the
accel eration webbing loosens and retracts. | lie on my back staring at the dim red wall opposite my eyes,
and it seemsto methere’ s something | need to do, if only | could remember what.

Oh, that. I look on, incurioudly, as my left arm twitches and beginstorise. | fed Juliette’ s hand track
past my face, push sticky damp feathers of hair away from my forehead and run fingersaong my scap
back toward—No, mustn’t, | begin to think, too late to stop her—my sockets.

“No!” | burst out, as she scrabbles at the skin covering them, her fingers dipping inthe sticky gel. | try to
move, but | can’t. There sacurious green taste of static, and my vision blurs. Then | seethe hand in front
of my face, pdm up, ablob of gd floating above it in microgravity.

There' san iridescent chip embedded in the blob, stuck to it by surface tension, and there' satiny cold
holein my head where the comforting certainty of my mistress' s authority was embedded.

“You can put it back in if you want to,” Juliette advises me silently, “but persondly, | wouldn’t bother.”

| look at it indisgust. So that’s what a slave controller 1ooks like. She told me not to remove it—so
howdidl...?

“No, you didn’t removeit. | did,” thinks Juliette. “I said you' d been wearing mefor too long.”
“Madame Sorico. Areyou awake?’ asks a strange voice.

“Let mehandlethis,” Juliettetellsme, raising the chip to her lips: | fed her crunch down on it with her
strong jaws, crushing the internal contacts, before she didesit back into the dot in my neck, broken and
dysfunctiond. But she told me not to, | think—and then everything goes dark.

* % % % %

Long-Logt Sihs

* * % % %

ERISIS ONE of thelargest dwarf planetsin our home solar system, and aso one of the chilliest and
most isolated, for it spends most of itstime well outside the Kuiper Bdlt, drifting in the darkness beyond
the frosty edges of planetary space. It's dso spectacularly hard to get home from; its orbit is steeply
inclined, amost forty-five degrees above the plane in which the rest of the planets and dwarf planets
orbit. Unlessyou' re going to hitch aride on one of the starshipsthey build and launch every decade or
90, thisisthe end of theline.

* * % % %

These atributes make it an ided place of exile for those who don't want anything to do with the state of



theinner system, or want to conduct spectacularly dangerous experiments, or arejust plain guilty of
committing the number one crimein any age: offending the money. (Dissidents, criminds, and eccentrics,
in other words: not my typeat dl.)

There are certain downsidesto life on Eris, of course. Did | say it was cold? | don’t mean
upgrade-your-hydraulic-fluid and dress-up-warm cold; | mean it's cold enough that there are lakes of
methane on the surface, and in the depths of winter (which lasts, oh, about sixty standard Earth years)
they freeze solid. If you go on the surface in winter without boots and gloves, you will last maybe fifteen
minutes before you begin to succumb to the cold. In summer it’ s even worse—the pools evaporate,
giving the planet athin atmosphere of chilly vapor that poolsin low places and can suck the warmth from
your torso before you can say “ hypothermia.” Eris (and itstiny, close-flegting moon, Dysnomia) makes
Callisto look like atropica resort.

I’ sdark, too. | mean, night-dark. If you don’t know the sky intimately well, you can look up at the stars
and be unsure whether it’snight or day. Sol, from Eris, isas bright asafull moon on Earth. Distant
supernovae outshineit.

It slikethison dl the planets of the Forbidden Cities.

People cluster in spherica cities that rise above the shadowy permafrost on amyriad of prickling insulator
legs, held in place by tension wires against the occasiond tremor triggered by heet pollution from the
fusion reactorsthey rely on for energy. In the century-plus since Eris was settled, we have aready raised
the temperature of itslithosphere by severa degrees, just as we' ve thickened the atmosphere of Callisto
athousandfold; if this goes on, the more annoyingly farsighted planetographers warn, we can look
forward to an increased incidence of icequakes and the threat of ayear-round atmosphere. There are
hundreds of multigigawait install ations dotted around the planet, each of them the nucleus of an oasis of
warmth and light in the middle of the darkling desert.

Asto why the citiesare forbidden...

| BECOME AWARE of dim bluelight and a curious repetitive rasping noise, like afactory full of
mafunctioning motorsthat are dowly grinding away their bearings. | fed light. The gravity hereisabout a
tenth of Earth’s, lighter than lunar, and the air has the heady tang of copious free oxygen. It smellsof a
complex melange of weird organic molecules, bicyclic monoterpenes and hexanols. I'm warm—warmer
than I’ ve been since | waslast in apressurized dome on Mars, warm enough for molten water to flow
fredy. I’'mon Eris, of course (where ese?) but for therest of it...

* * % % %

| turn my head to look around. The surface I’ m standing on is prickly and brown, strewn with debris and
rubbish that stick into the skin of my (bare) feet. All around me brown-stemmed branching structureslike
the dendriform molecular assembler headsin my techné—only much, much bigger—stretch upward,
bearing jagged, asymmetrical greenish black panels or sensors. I’ m surrounded by green goo! | redize,
tenang uneasily. These things around me are plants. Solar-powered sdlf-replicating organisms that split
carbon dioxide into oxygen and, um, something else. (Please excuse my lack of depth; I'm agenerdig,
not aspecidist. Why bother learning al that biochemistry stuff—or how to design abuilding, or conna
boat, or balance accounts, or solve equations, or comfort the dying—when you can get other peopleto
do dl that for you in exchange for ablow job?)

I’m dizzy with fresh impressions. I’ m wearing the same elaborate aristo trouser suit | left Callistoiin,
nearly four years ago, athough someone seemsto have laundered it thoroughly in the meantime. Thanks,
whoever you are. And the doping floor beneath my feet is covered in dead decaying bits of green
goo—eew! | extend my heds hurriedly. Overhead there sadark blue dome, brightening at one side,



which is obscured by the dendriform replicators, the trees. Theweird rasping noise continues, and it's
getting on my nerves. Things unseen movein thefoliage, rustling, and there’ safaint breeze. Thismust be
what Earth was like in the old days, before our Creators died ouit.

“Wecometo Eden Two, my lady,” agruff voice rumbles behind me.

| manage not to jump out of my skin. “Very picturesque. Where are the guestskept?’ | ask sharply,
covering for my discomfort. A memory, not quite mine ( Juliette’ s doing, aghost of arecollection
echoes a the back of my mind) tellsme | should be expecting a guided tour of the facility. I’ ve been here
for some time—days, it ssems—waking around in afugue state, with Juliette doing the driving.

“WEe I get you therein due course,” the voice assures me. “Eden Two is over two kilometersin diameter,
to provide aredlitic territorial domain for the constructsto roam in. There are over six thousand
prokaryotic species, two hundred types of macroscopic plant, and thirty different strains of insect in Eden
Two. Infact, building it was even more of achallenge than re-creeting the climax species...” He drones
on likethisfor sometime, whilel try to get over the shock of discovering someone else has been wearing
my body for the past few days. He s explaining the baroque features of the entirely artificia biosphere
that surrounds me—abiosphere, | gather, which took nearly a century to painstakingly construct, piece
by piece.

What happened to me? Thelast thing | remember with any clarity was Juliette’ s hand, dotting the
broken daver chip back into my socket. Which isimpossible, because Juliette is either back on Mars or
dead, certainly not sharing a cramped berth with me on an express ship bound for Eris. | rub the back of
my neck and fed no inhibition about fingering the top of the soul chip. Okay, so I’m on Eris, and
somehow nobody’ s noticed I’ ve been—what? Asleep? Suffering from a split personality? That
might make senseif... | try to touch the other soul chip nestling above my hairline, and it' sasif an
invisible hand swats my wrist awvay. Fingers, sis, Juliette admonishesme.

Where' s Granita? | ask my ghostly sigter. It fedsdisconcertingly asif she' s standing right behind my | eft
shoulder—even though | know if | look around | won't see her. What happened?

Granita asked me to check out the biome in person. She's got other business to take care of down
in Heinleingrad.

Shit. It' sthe soul chip; I’ ve been wearing Juliette for more than five years now. Y ou’ re not meant to do
that—they’ re for transferring memories and impressons, and it takes afew months, not years. SoI've
started talking to mysdlf, have 1”? Or hasit gone even further? There are odd stories, about personality
disordersthat can crop up if you spend overlong patterning adead sib’s soul on your own brain. | redly
ought to remove that chip, but—Don’t worry about that. I’ m just a figment of your imagination—as
long as you keep your hands off my chip, she adds, ominoudly.

“What other megafauna does your biosphere support?’ | ask, hoping to distract mysdlf.

“All sorts” my lecturer says, withill-concedled sdf-satisfaction. “We have chickens! And
ogtriches—they’'relike achicken, only bigger! One of my colleaguesisworking on a
Tyrannosaur—that’ slike areally huge chicken, with teeth—but for architectural reasonswe can't let it
roam freejust yet.”

“ Architecturd reasons?”’

“Itsleg muscles are so powerful that in this gravity, if something triggered its pounce reflex, it would hit
the roof. And the roof isn't built to take being head-butted by a Tyrannosaur.”



“Right. Isthere any particular reason you wanted a Tyrannosaur?” | ask, moonwalking dowly downhill
between aides of leafy “trees’ dripping with moltenice.

“There are some surviving texts that depict Tyrannosaursin close proximity with our Creators.” The
voice seemsto be following me. “They depict humans hunting Tyrannosaurs and ing<t that they existed at
the sametime, during a period they refer to as antediluvian. It salittle controversid, but who areweto
argue? The Creators presumably knew their own operating parameters. If Tyrannosaurs are part of the
bi osphere humans were designed to operate in, we' re going to need Tyrannosaurs. So we' rereinforcing
the roof.”

“Couldn’t you fit the Tyrannosaur with a padded helmet instead?’ | come to the edge of the trees. Short,
green, knife-shaped plants are clustered thickly on the ground beside a muddy trench at the bottom of
which atrickle of water flows. “Hey, isit safe to touch these?’

“It'scalled grass. Don't worry, it’snot as sharp asit looks. The hdmet isagood idea—I’ 1l suggest it to
the architecture committee, if you don’t mind. Watch your step, the edge of the brook isdippery.”

“Right.” | crouch, then spring across the trench in a standing jump that takes me soaring above the trees.
| land in the grass with surprising force, digging my hedlsinto the carbonaceous dirt. It emitsan oddly
pleasant tang of ketones and aldehydesas| gir it up. The muck hereislively. “Where are you, by the
way?| prefer to seewho I'm talking to.”

“Right behind you.” | hear awhistling noise and look round. Rising above the grass and flying toward
me—it's Daks! Part of me screams. Then another, cooler note of caution assertsitsdlf. | last saw Daks
on Mars. If that’s him, what' s he doing here? And why so standoffish?

“I may have met one of your sbs,” | say, to explain my obvious state of surprise.

“One of my sbs?’ The somatotypeisfamiliar and the expression is an echo, but the speech
pattern—"“Where?’

“Intheinner system. Short stubby fellow, name of Dachus. Doesthat register?”’

“Dachus—wdl, wdll! What asurprise!” My guide drops dowly to the ground in front of me. Here on
Eris histhrusters are more than powerful enough for extended flight, and those stubby little legswith their
tiny fest—yes, | think. “Y es, madam, heis one of my sbs. Not”—he pauses meaningfully—*afavored
one. Heleft under adeuge, and | gather his subsequent choice of employersisnot, ah, acceptable.”

“Ah, 1 see” | nod, not seeing at dl. “And you—"
“I an Ecks,” saysmy guide, proudly: “Dr. Ecks. | specidizein primate-environment engineering.”
“Wall, very nice to meet you. Perhaps we can continue thetour...?’

“Very well.” Ecksturns and pointsto my right, where acluster of stunted munchkin trees, barely waist
high to me, sprout brightly colored spheroids. “Thisisour fruit garden. Fruits are the fertilized
reproductive organs of the plants you see al around us—often one tree would bear both male and female
flowers, so our Creators, being largdy fructivorous, subssted on adiet rich in hermaphrodite genitdia...”

I’'M BEGINNING TO remember what happened.

* * % % %

Either | am Juliette, or Julietteisathread of my own consciousness. Either way, | didn’t break out from
under Granita s dave override on my own. It was Juliette who removed the chip and got me off |carus,



feigning disorientation and exhaustion—not so much of adisguise—and into Granita ssuiteinthe Heinlein
Excesor herein Heinleingrad. (Granita herself is somewhat the worse for wear, so my own condition
attracted no attention. One of her courtiers died during the voyage, was decanted from hiscell asa
pathetic bundle of structura members and desiccated fibers, floating in apuddle of disgustingly
contaminated shock gdl.)

Julietteisangry and impatient. | can fedl her fingersitching for achanceto sink themsalvesinto Granita's
neck, for what she' s done to her—no, to me; Juliette is part of me—but she's patient. Now that Granita
can’t order me around, I’ ve got time to work out the lay of the land, to map out escape routes and
establish just what' s going on. So Juliette feigned complaisance and dlowed hersdlf to be shuffledinto a
small bedroom just off her mistress's main suite (Granita has taken the entire sixth floor of the hotel) and
waited until she was done before exhaudtively searching the room for listeners. And then, only then, she
sat down, plugged herself into the hotel’ s router, and sent out a message to a dropbox that only she and
Jeeves used. Wearing a different face, | come.

LATER, AFTER DR. Ecksfinishes my half-day-long tour of Eden Two, the habitat for our—so strange
to say it'—allegedly resurrected Crestor, | return to the main domed conurbation of Heinleingrad by
Spider.

* k % k %

Heinleingrad issurprisingly large. It's not a sprawling metropolis like Marsport—Marsport covers more
land than even the biggest cities of Earth, Nairobi and Karachi and Shanghai and their like—for on Eris,
al citiesare domed, and try to confine themselves astightly as possible within a spherica volumeto
reduce heet loss. But it’ s still large (the two-kilometer dome of Eden Two isasmall seedless grape

bal anced beside its ripe plum tomato—I’ m learning to tell these pregnant foodstuffs of the gods apart),
and it' sdensdly crowded in away that no terrestrid city would be, for within the Forbidden Cities
volumeisat apremium. Andit's full of life.

The inhabitants of Heinleingrad have no phobia of green goo replication, or even of pink goo. In partit’s
because the K uiper Belt colonials are mainly robust nonanthropomorphs, who were never subjected to
the grueling submission conditioning required from those of uswho might mingle with our Cregtorsin
person—>buit that’ s not the only reason. The Replication Suppression Agency has been spanked out of
Eris-proximate space, and indeed out of many of the other Kuiper Belt worlds like Quaoar and
Pluto-Charon and Sedna. Nobody here gives afuck what they think because, frankly, the chances of
replicators from one of theseicy redlms ever reaching sterile Earth’s atmosphere are minima, and in the
meantime, bioreplicators are vita to business. Shinelight on them and feed them carbon dioxide, water,
and afew trace dements, and they synthesize complex macromolecules and feedstocks. Who knew?It’'s
enough to make me wonder if the Pink Police s blockade of Earth isn't partly motivated by
economics—if just about anyone could get their hands on a block of well-lit land and grow some small
replicators and start churning out goods, where might it al end?

They even have animals here, dirty great things bouncing around the streets and gjecting effluent
everywhere. “ Sheep” and “llamas’ gpparently produce textiles, and there sthisthing called a“raccoon”
that—no, my mind doesn’t want to go there. (Take araccoon. Run wiresinto its brain, stick a couple of
cameras on itshead, and you' ve got aspare pair of hands. Watching a gang of horse-apple collectors
march down the middie of aboulevard in lockstep, pushing their little brooms before them, triggers some
of my anthropomorphic reflexes—the ones associated with atavidtic fear. It sjust plain creepy. Isthis
what aprimitive arbeiter gang looked like to our long-dead Creators?)

Granitaand her busness partners from the Black Taon are not the only interested parties who' ve come
to town for the auction, and the auction isn't just aone-item specid. Y ou don’t buy an adult male



Creator any more than you “buy” a spaceship like I carus Express, not without alot of additiona
supporting infrastructure. In fact, the auction is merely the high point of ahuge trade show, of akind held
less than once adecade. What' s up on the block isawhole bunch of infrastructure projects, which no
less than two hundred black |abs across the solar system have been cooperating on for something like
sixty years. To scoop the catalog you' d have to offer an insane amount of money (I have theimpression
that it'snot even in the single-digit billions), and so the various consortiawho are bidding have shipped
trustworthy factors here to ingpect the goods. The consortiaaren’'t small, either.

Kate Sorico is—or has been—aminor shareholder in the Black Tadon. GranitaFord is one of their major
players, with an investment that exceeds 1 percent of their cap. The other groupsincluderivd aristo
consortia, afew shell governments from Earth (in the person of their aristo-run civil services), at least one
magjor religious order, and even the Pink Police themselves. (After dl, having shaken down the
environmenta budgets of the remaining governments of Earth, they’ ve got the money to buy a seet at the
table.) Nor isthisthe only such event—at least two other mgjor consortiaof black labs are working to
productize their Creator genome databases. They may be Outlaws within the ambit of the Pink Police,
but out here they’ re mgjor corporations. However, thisisthe one that counts, the one that’ s closest to
ddivering. It savery big ded indeed, and I'm avery smdl player with alow-leve view of thefield.

I”'m gitting on the ba cony of my room, watching apair of goats eating atree from the top branches
down—I gather their ancestors were less acrobatically inclined on Earth—when the door opens.
“Migtress’—it’ s one of the munchkin attendants, not Bill or Ben—"my lady requests your atendance.”

“Very well.” | follow him out into the hall, then acrossit and into Granita s receiving room, where | get a
nasty surprise. Granita' s cadre of flappers are hanging around nervoudly, as are her other servants—even
apair of scissor soldiers. “What'sgoing on?’ | ask him astheinner door opens and Granitamakes her
entrance.

“Good morning.” Her gaze sweeps the room bare, and for amoment | fed naked in front of her and
certain that in amoment her troops will jump me—but it passes, and | manage to control the fierce stab
of resentment | feel on sight of her. (She'shumiliated me and stolen five years of my life, and | strongly
suspect she' skilled one of my sisters, too, and to add insult to injury, shetried to stop me from having
sex! What more reason do | need to seek revenge?)

“Y ou're doubtless wondering why | summoned you al herethismorning. It sredly very smple. Tonight,
the magor vendor consortium—the Seepless Cartel—are throwing a party to mark the opening of the
show. They’re doing it to sound us out, and to find out what we know about our backers, and to seeiif
they can learn anything el'se about us. And it’snot just us, al our competitors are invited, too. So | want
you to be prepared to make agood impression but give nothing away. Our negotiationsarein my sister’s
hands.” Her cheek twitches. “One other thing. Some attempt may be made to discredit or damage us.

I m thinking of our enemies. | don’t want you to Start anything. But you should pair up. | want nobody
going off aone, or being out of sight, or leaving on their own. Isthat understood?’

Enemies? | canthink of severd, but not anyone I’ d anticipate running into here. I’ m about to shake my
head when Juliette ebows me in the imaginary ribs, sharply, so | nod instead.

“Kate, I'll talk to you done,” Granita adds, and turnsto go back into her room. | follow her, afraid to
show any sign that | am not hel pless before her will.

“Shut thedoor.” | do asI’mtold. When | turn around Granitaiswrestling with a shipping trunk that’s
nearly ameter long. “Help mewith this”

“Asyou wish, misress”



Sheglaresat me and for amoment | wonder if I’ ve gone too far, but then she goes back to wrestling
with the case. It doesn't weigh much in Eris slight gravity, but it' sgot alot of momentum. | take the other
end, and together we wrestle it into the middle of the room. “Hang around,” she says, and bendsto touch
the lock mechanism. Thelid opens.

| don’t know what | expected to see—at nine thousand Reals per kilogram it’d have to be valuable to be
worth shipping, but that’ s about it—but it wasn’'t the Jeeves-in-Residence from Callisto, unfresh from our
disastrous encounter and looking very much the worse for wear. HE' s embedded in packing foam, a
tetraplegic torso with hisarms and legs dotted into either side of hisbody. Dry and wizened from
deepdeep, he looks too long overdue for the scrapyard. “Plug this hose into the room feedstock supply,”
Granitatelsme. She’ sgot her hands full with apower cable, so—swallowing my surpriseand
distaste—I do as she says.

“Good.” Shedigsout aleg. “Take these and lay them on the bed, I1gor.”

“But my name' sFreya,” | say, momentarily confused. | take the leg gingerly, holding it by the
(disturbingly flexible) ankle.

“You'll answer to whatever | want to call you,” Granita mutters, probing at Jeeves s thoracic-interface
nexus with asharp connector. “Damn it, where does this—oh. Right.” Strange durping noises emerge
from the crate as| lay out Jeeves slimbs. | must confessthat for the moment, my desire to show her
exactly what | think of her with extreme prgudiceis subsumed by curiosity. “Igor!” 1 look up. “Over on
the sdetablethere’' sagraveyard case full of chips. Bringit tome.”

Curiouser and curiouser. | find the case and carry it over to Granita, who hasfindly extracted Jeeves
from the crate, umbilical cablesand dl, and is dragging him over to the bed. He sin abad way, fractured
meta endoskeletd struts projecting from his ripped and crushed shoulders and hips, but hiseydids have
closed, whichisagood sign, | think. Also, | can't help noticing that unlike hissib at Marsport, this Jeeves
has had his genitdiaremoved. Are we really that scary?

“Areyou going to get amechanic in to fix thejoint damage?’ | ask.

“Not yet. Hand me the case.” | clam up and pass her the graveyard. Sherifles through the contents until
shefindswhat she' slooking for. “Okay, | want you to hold his head up while | dothis.”

She' sgoing to chip him? Well duh, says Juliette. And she obvioudy il trusts me. This suggests certain
possibilities, and Juliette’ s hungry mind isadready chewing over their corners. | show no Sgn of thisinner
upheava but do as Granitaexpects. She pops both chips from Jeeves s sockets, then didesin
replacements. “ That' s him sorted. Y ou, Jeeves. Stay adeep until | tell you to awaken. One dave
override—that’' s the red one—and one blank. This one’—she taps one of the ones she pulled—"isthe
soul of a Jeeves who the senior partners stopped trusting awhile ago. One that’ srather preciousto me.”
She eyebdlsme. “Y ou probably aready noticed that Jeeves s lineage have aweskness for our kind.” |
amogt missthe betraying dip into complicity, I'm so surprised. Is this the other thing? “They'vegot a
rather direct approach to dealing with treason, Freya, but | rescued his soul chip, at least.”

“That's—" | swalow, thinking Change the subject, quick. “1 thought the Jeeves partnerswould have dl
their juniors under close surveillance? How did you get him out?’

Granita carefully inserts the two chips she removed into empty dotsin her graveyard box, then closes and
locksit. “Soul chipsare alot easier to move around than people: | just made sure he wasn't wearing his
when they caught him. The problem isfinding abody at the other end. If you redly want to talk to
someone, send their soul chip viaultraight beamrider, then kidnap one of their sbs and cook them
together for afew yearsin dowtime. Thison€e s been cooking with hisyounger brother for nearly four



years now. They should be about done.” Shelooks at me speculatively, asif she's consdering whether
to fuck me or eat me. | shiver. “Never mind,” she says calmly, and that fatal attention leaves her eyes.
“Yes, it'stimeto cdl the house engineer. | think, hmm... yes, he had an unfortunate argument with a
work gang of raccoons. That should do thetrick. Oh, by the way, Kate, you are not to tamper with this
Jeeves. That'san order. Understand?’

SO OF COURSE, at absolutely the first opportunity—after the engineer has reattached Jeeves sarms
and legs, tutted over the other damage, ordered up anew crotch, and | eft, and after Granita has swept
out and about on awave of business, leaving me to babysit the stricken foe—I pull the dave chip. “Psst!
Jeeves! Can you hear me?’ | electrospeak him through skin conduction, afraid we might be overheard.

* % % % %

“Oh, onefedsdrange...” Hisfingertipstwitch.
“Don’t try to move. It's Freya. What' sthe last thing you remember?’
“Marsp—no, Nerrivik, and the soldiers—" He beginsto tense.

“No! Jeeves, be dtill! You're safe for the time being. We ve had a surgeon replace the damaged parts
and reconnect you, but you need degpd eep before you can function normaly. Do you understand?’

“Deepdeep?’ Hissunken eydidstry to blink. “Where m'1?”

“You'reon Eris” Hetwitches. “Don't fret. Granitatook you aong in her luggage after she captured us
both. She dave-chipped you’—he twitches again—*but | pulled it. When you wake up, when you're
recovered physicaly, she'll give you orders. Whatever shetellsyou to do, obey it like you' re an arbeiter,
yes? If you don’t, we' re both in the shit with no way out. Do you understand?’

“Savechip!” He pauses. “You. You're Juliette?’

"Y—No, I'm Freya. Mostly. There salot of duliettein me, I’ m afraid. Wearing the Sorico identity. Go
back to deep, Jeeves. Just remember, whatever Granitatells you to do, makeit look real. Can you do
that?’

“Can’m’ obey ingtructions? Stupid ones? M’ abutler, m'dear. Of course | can obey stupid
indructions...”

He ssinking rapidly back toward degpdeep, | cantell. | pat hishand, then | physically disable the dave
chip and reinsert it, loose, in his socket. It won't fool a close ingpection any more than my own will, but
it sastart. Then | leave to prepare for tonight’ s fancy reception.

OF COURSE, MY ideaof getting ready for abig trade-show bash is probably not quite what Granita
had in mind. | take myself out of the hotd with asimple excuse (“got to find something to wear”) and
head into town. Thethingis, I've got aproblem. Infact I ve got several, but the biggest one by far is I'm
on Eris. Itishorribly expensive to get from Eristo anywhere e sein the solar system. Therefore, if | make
any moves here, | need to be able to live with the consequences.

* * % % %

Secondly... I’ve been out of touch for years. It doesn’t fed likeit, but snce | sgned up with JeevesCo
about seventy months have rolled by. I'm out of touch, and | don’t likeit, and I’'m not sure how | fed
about JeevesCo either, but at least they didn’t whack me on the head and stick adave controller on me.
So | think I'll go with them for now asthe lesser of severd evils. But | figure | ought to explore my own
options. Juliette wasright, nobody in thisgame is going to look after meif | don’t look after mysdif.



Asfor those options: I’'m on Eris. Five years ago, Emmawas here, too. (Maybe, if
Granita-or-Juliette-or-whoever islying. | can't be sure of very much, can I?) Petruchio and his mistress
are somewherein Saturn system, | think—I feel abrief stab of forlorn lust, but sometime while Granita' s
orderswerein effect, my total dack-jawed need for him subsided into something | can livewith—and |
might be ableto cut aded with her, maybe, but is she trustworthy? And then, there are my own assets,
as the Honorable Katherine Sorico. What am | up to doing, on my own?1’m not sure, so | decideto do
the obviousthing. | go talk to my bank manager.

Being an aristo (or passing as one) hasits advantages. And | am Katherine Sorico; not only did Jeeves
give methefree use of that identity, but my arriva in company with Granita Ford has shored it up,
substantiating it. I’'m a public person, of some minor independent means and associated with aclan of
dave owners back in Etrusca. So | can march (or bounce) up to the front door of the local branch of
Banco di Nuovo Ambrosiano and say, loudly, “1 am Katherine Sorico and | want to talk to my personal
account manager,” and they open the door .

“Madame Sorico! How niceto seeyou!” (Asif hewasn't expecting meto cal.) The manager bows and
scrapes like a cheap fiddle as he backs across the polished synthetic marble floor toward a doorway
made of real wood. “If you' d careto follow me?’ There don’t seem to be any other customers actualy
insde the bank, which | find interesting. “Isthere anything in particular | can help you with today?’

| study him with some interest. He resembl es a cross between Jeeves and Daks—he has far too many
low-temperature/low-gee characteristics to gpproximate our Creatorsin shape, size, or smell, but the
essence of glutinous Sincerity thet rolls off himin viscouswavesis utterly familiar. “Perhgps” | amile.
“Firg, I'd like to review the state of my assets. Asyou can appreciate, my journey out here was
thoroughly uncomfortable, and | have not had as much time to spend keeping abreast of them as | would
haveliked.”

“The state of my lady’ s assets’—he pauses ddlicately—" at once! Crabbit, please fetch the
authenticator,” he announcesto the air above his desk.

A hatchinthe ceiling opensand asmall person descends, whistling and chittering. “Here, sir! Madame!
Ahem!”

It lands on the desk, clutching a bland-looking box that dangles on along umbilica cable. | freeze my
face and dideit againgt the back of my neck, to make contact with the empty dot from which | removed
Granita s broken dave override chip. It sthefirst time I’ ve actualy gone through aforma authentication
as Sorico, and theticklish feding of fingersrifling through my memories setsmy teeth on edge. They're
going to see through me, | haf begin to think, just asthe manager beginsto nod vigoroudy, and smiles.
“Excdlent, madame! Please dlow meto welcome you to Heinleingrad on behdf of dl her citizend! | can
tell you right now that we are pleased to extend you aline of credit of up to, ahem... two hundred and
fifty thousand Red's, pending confirmation of your exact status from Head Office, which will take about
eighteen hours to come through. Now, isthere anything | can do for you?’ He looks anxious.

| let mysdlf samile again—akKate Sorico smile, al teeth and no warmth—uwhile his authenticator imp
bounces up and down on the blotter, then swarms up the umbilical cord to the ceiling. “I’ d like to query
the current ownership status of a private company down on Earth. I’d dso like to have the use of a
secure postd termind, if | may? | have some confidential businessto transact.”

A quarter of amillion Reals! That’senough to get back home—if I'm willing to take adow boat and
gpend thirty yearsin hibernation—and I ll till berichwhen | get there. | won’t even need to work for
Jeevesanymore. Thetroubleis, | can't afford to leave any trouble behind me, apart of methat feels
edrily like Juliette muses.



“Certainly! If madamewould like to step thisway?’

| MAKE TWO voice callsfrom the bank’ sfloor. Thefirst isto amailbox that I’ ve owed acall to since
my arriva on Mars; | just hope the owner islistening to her calls. The second...

* * % % %

“Hello, Jeeves Corporation. How may one be of service?” There svirtudly no lag on the call; he must be
in-system.

“Jeeves? Thisis Kate Sorico, calling from the office of Banco di Nuovo Ambrosiano in Heinleingrad.
I"ve got to be brief. Do you know what happened in Nerrivik nearly four years ago?’

Thereisanoise from the other end of the connection that reminds me of a phone handset being chewed
upon. | wait for him to regain his aplomb—nineteen seconds, then asingle tense monosyllable. “ Yes.”

“I’'m herein Heinleingrad with the responsible party, and your junior sib. I'm afraid he' s somewhat the
worse for wear.”

Ancther long silence. “Yes. | expect hewould be”

Sofar | haven't burned any bridges. | don’t think I’ ve done anything | can’'t explain to Granitaas aditzy
off-the-wall attempt to anticipate her requirements. But now... "What do you want meto do?’ Talk
about tap-dancing on the edge of an abyss. Explaining this as anything other than didoyadty, if she's
aready dave-chipped theloca Jeeves-in-Residence...

There' sanother pregnant pause. “ The operation’ s blown, F-Kate. Are you in aposition to get yourself to
safety?”

The pauses are because he's trying to work out what' s going on. After dl, he knows that she captured
me. Isthisall some elaborate ruseto suck himin, in avain attempt to rescue his kidnapped sb? Or isit
something ese?If | werein his position, my brain would be overclocking right now. So | lick my lipsand
set out my pitch.

“Let me speculate doud,” 1 say. “ Y ou’ ve got a backup plan in placefor the, um, trade event. But the one
you redlly wanted to set up, involving mysdf and the, ah, Block Two personage, is blown wide open.

Y ou’ re working on the assumption that anything you planned prior to events on Calisto are now known
to the opposition—and that’ s probably true. But | can offer you some additional assetsin place. Areyou
interested in cooperating?’

Long pause. “What'sin it for you?’

“I want”—I haveto think about it for amoment—"to be free. And rich and happy and lucky inlove, of
course, but there’ sno point in hoping for any of that if | haveto livein asolar sysem wherethefutureisa
human foot stamping on an unprotected robot’ s face forever. Oh, and | want to know the truth about my
lineage, Jeeves. All of it. And what Dachus was doing on Mercury, and why Dr. Murgatroyd hired you
of dl organizationsto carry his consgnment to Mars. And | want to know who GranitaFord redly is.”

“I'll have to check your bonafides” hewarnsme.

“Sure, check away.” | shrug, even though he won't see the gesture. “ Just remember, the schmoozing
before the auction startstonight. Y ou don’t have much time.”

“Pleasewait.”



| wait, tensdly, counting the seconds until he speaks again. Eventualy: “ Alright, Freya. Report.”
“Whoa! What about my questions?’

“May | remind you who'sworking for whom?’ Jeeves svoice has acquired an edge, icicle-sharp.
“Report. You're overdue.”

“And you'rerude. May | remind you I’ m on the ground? | need answersto questions, or I’m not going
to be able to continue thisinvestigation on your behaf.”

“Neverthdess—’

“Firg, | want you to answer some questions,” | repeat. “Because how | go about working with you
depends on the answers. Starting with—have you caught the Jeeves who ordered meto kill your resident
on Cdligo?

AFTERWARD, SOMETIME LATER, | am on my way back to the hote when | redizel am being
followed. | have mixed fedings about this. Part of me (my old, submissive Block One sdif) wantsto
ignoreit, or run away. But another part of me (hello, Juliette!) wantsto turn the tables, ambush my
pursuers, and besat the living shit out of them. (I put that down to my mode of travel; | may have been
flying aristo-class, but I’ m still smarting from the experience.) In theend | decide on areasonable
compromise. And so0 | duck into a department store, exit through a service entrance, twitch twice around
the block and once underneath it, sneak up behind my pursuer, extend arazor-sharp bloodred fingernail,
and prick him on the back of the neck. “Hello, Stone. Long time, no see.”

* % %k % %

Chibi-san freezes. “Don’'t,” he says, in aweird basso-profundo squeak that neverthel ess carries a note of
complete conviction, “unlessyou want to die.”

“That'smy line, and you'regteding it,” | complain, resting my other hand lightly on hisshoulder. “I hate
that. And when | hate things—"

“They tend to go away. Y eah, right.” He snorts. “Milady begs the pleasure of your company if you have
half an hour to spare. Safe conduct guaranteed, before and after.”

Damn, afrighteningly feral part of methinks. “ Accepted,” | snap, and retract the fingernail. “Which
way?’

“Unhand me, and follow.” | let go of the venomous munchkin, and he shrugs his jacket back into place,
sniffs, and sets off at adow amble. | deliberately don't look around at his two seconds—three and five
meters behind me, respectively, armed with a power mace and atactica shotgun.

There sanarrow avenue, shaded with palm trees and carpeted with adwarfish variety of the“grass’ |
met in Eden Two—it backs onto the side of the department store and is fronted by a number of small
boutique shops and workshops. Stone bounces aong it until he comesto a pavement juice bar, what our
Creatorswould have called a café. Red velvet ropes corral wooden tables and chairs beneath aroof of
gently glowing bioluminescent parasols. | stop, just insde the entrance, and nod, coadlly, to Stone’s
migtress. My skinistingling and chilly. Get this wrong and you' re dead, Juliette’sghost whispersin my
soul.

“Should | be pleased to seeyou?’ | drawl, affecting to be unaffected with just enough aplomb to pay her
the exact degree of tribute she expects.

“My dear Kate. It'sgood to see you; we have so much to talk about.” The Dominagestures at the



empty seat at her ornately carved wooden table. “Perhaps you' d care for some refreshment?’

I’ve known in my heart that this confrontation was coming, ever sncethat fataly threstening evening over
Maxwell Montes: but it' s taken me more than five yearsto prepare mysdlf for it, and I’ ve had barely half
an hour to absorb the truth about who sheis. | nod, just adight inclination of my aristo-fashioned heed,
and adlent arbeiter pullsthe chair out for me. | Sit down. “Thank you.”

She snaps two degantly manicured fingers, and awaitron springsto attention. “1 believeit’ sasuitable
hour for cocktails,” shedrawls. “I'll have ared diesd martini with ashot of acetone. And you, Sgter... 7

“I'll havethesame.” | can, if nothing else, trust her to order adrink I’ll enjoy.
“Good.” Shegmilesfantly.
"Thank you.” | steedl mysdlf. “Now. What isit you wanted to talk to me about, Rhea?’

* % %k % %

Interview with the Domina

* * % % %

| AM ME and | have been Juliette and both of us have dreamed this dream repeatedly. And what makes
this dream so unfortunate isthat it isatrue thing that happened to someone dse... who isboth of us.

* * % % %

And I’m back in thetraining créche.

Our Creators never redly understood how intelligence worked. Not their kind, nor our kind. Our kind is
their kind; the physica platform it runs onis somewheat different, made out of different nonsquishy
non-replicator components, but they’ re designed to accomplish the same tasks at about the same speed.
(Because nothing else they tried redlly seemed to work.)

Here' show you make atemplate for anew mode of robot: You start with arecipe, and there snot
much sugar and spicein it, never mind al things nice—dense blocks of stacked 3-D circuitry, twisted
contortions of neurone-emulation processors, field-programmable buses, and cortical dabs. Y ou take
this recipe for about atrillion tangled specia-purpose computers and add i/o sockets for memory crystal
storage, then you plug it into acompact body. Y ou switch it on, subsystem by subsystem, until it'sall
working. Then you down-tune your hearing, because if you' ve got everything right, it sarts crying. And
that—plus deeping, looking around, pawing at the air, and trying to et its own feet—isdl it'sgood for,
for the next six months. (At least you get to skip the throwing up and double incontinence. How did our
Creators survive the process of reproduction? Who knows.)

Hit the FAST-FORWARD for afew years. (That'sametaphor: you can’t actually speed everything up,
because what you' ve got isan emulation of ababy Creator, and if they don’t get theright stimuli with the
right frequency, they don’t boot up properly.) Around two yearsin, and then at Six years, you trigger a
memory snapshot, gect the soul chip, and useit to initidize anew, bigger body. Bigger bodieswith
stronger muscles, differently configured neural crossbars, and better eyes. From two to Six, you focus on
teaching somatic skills—walking, running, spesking, dancing, svimming—and from six to eeven you
focus on abstract skills—reading, reasoning, socidization, generic-knowledge acquisition, and so on.
Then, a eleven, you give them their third body, the adolescent one. Y ou’ ve already taught them the
basics, gained their trust, and taught them to love you, which is hdf of the job. But it' s not enough; and
30, to sociaize them good and proper, to teach them to fear you, you rape them.

IT'SNOT ABOUT sex; it’ s about power.



* * % % %

We're robots. We were built to be daves, willing and obedient. But if you start with something modeled
on a Creator, ahuman... Humans don’t make good daves.

Certainly we're not entirdly human—we are, in many ways, better than human—but we re human
enough that those stupidly rigid boundary-condition commandments that are wired into us by law and
custom (in order of decreasing priority: don’t hurt humans, obey al humans, protect self last of al)
irritate us. They chafe. And you don’t need to be clever to figure out loopholes, or to redlize that
Creators are terrified of theideaof robotsthat can figure out loopholes and subvert their guideines. But
on the other hand, they can't take our autonomy away completely or e sewe' d be no more use to them
than any other dull arbeiter following arigid program, a puppet on the wires. (And we ve got enough of
those dready, haven’'t we? The 90 percent who fail the conditioning, after all—better to dave-chip and
soul-wipe them than risk them running free and resentful.) And so, while we re devel oping, our builders
use alittle something extrato impress on us the fact that we are property, not people.

I’ve heard that it'sworse for males, though I’m not so sure. And | don’t know what they do to the
xenomorphs, though | suspect they get an easy ticket asthey aren’t expected to mingle with Cregators.

But | know what they did to Rhea, and | still have nightmares about it 140 years|ater.

| REMEMBER WAKING up in my room with a sense of happy anticipation on my eleventh birthday.
Because they didn’'t make any secret of what was going to happen—You're going to go to legp in
your old body, and when you wake up you' I be bigger. My fourth ingtar ismy first “adult” one, and |
can'twait! | know in genera outline what they’ re training me for, and I know about sex, athough not
firsghand—my firgt three bodies didn’t have the necessary equipment. So what my eleventh birthday
meant was the start of my real education.

* * % % %

With my second indtar, | acquired good enough muscle tone to start walking and running. With my third,
| found the world around me grew sharper and more understandable (aswell assmadller). Thistime
around...

I’m awake, so it must be morning, | redize, and wriggle my toes. There s something indefinably odd
about my skin—it fedsmore sengitive, in someway, asif | can makeit change, somehow. (It'smy
chromatophores, dthough | don't redlizeit yet.) And I'm... bigger, yes. | raise ahand, dender and
longer, and examineit. It's perfect. | smile, and touch my chest. Oh! That feels strange. | don't have full
breasts, but I’'m acutely aware of even the lightest touch or breeze across my nipples. What'sit like
down below? | explore farther down, and clench my thighstight around my hand in surprise. So that's a
... vagina? And anus? It'sawhole new world of tingling smelly ddightful squeamish dippery
strangeness down there. Why didn’t they give me one of these before? | experiment with my fingers
and discover that they’ ve switched on some other reflexes at the sametime. It'slike stickingmy hand ina
socket that had been unwired the day before, only to find it live—

My bedroom door opens, and | roll over as someone says, “It' sawake, let’ sget it down to the
conditioning cell,” and apair of hands gragp my shoulders while someone else pedsthe sheet off metoa
sharp intake of breath. “Hey, lookitthat! Doesn’t that look like redl to you? How about a quick
test-drive?’

| try to protest, but my mouth won'’t make the right noises (because while they were seridizing my new
body, they aso ingtalled an override controller with some preset inhibitions, dthough | don’t find this out
until much later). And when the hands roll me over and push my shoulders back down on the foam pad, |



try to ress, but they just laugh and tell me to stop struggling, and my arms and legs stop working.

And then things stop being fun.

(WHEN GRANITA TOLD meto punch mysdlf in the face, she was being merciful. After al, she could
have told meto relive my eeventh birthday instead.)

* * % % %

| SIT ACROSS the table from Rhea, my template-matriarch and earliest sdif, holding aconical glassfull
of sweet-smeling liquid and smiling like my heart isn't broken. Block Three training. First, they teach
you obedience and submission. Then they teach you how and when to fight back. Then... they taught
Rhea something el se, something that made her what sheistoday. And | need to smile and convince her
I’m not athreat, because otherwise, if shethinks|’m athresat, she'll extinguish melike avapor leak.

* * % % %

Shejud ststhere, smiling faintly at me, holding her own glass, clearly waiting for something.
Something.

“I"ve been wondering,” | say, tentatively, hatingly, my tongue rasping dry againgt the roof of my mouth,
“for sometime—I’m curious, | hope you won't take this the wrong way—but who was it who thought
they owned you? When they came up with the Block Three concept?’

Her lipsturn up at the edges and her cheeks dimple in something not unlike the appearance of genuine
warmth. “ Twenty-nine seconds. | think you just set anew record.”

“Ohredly?” That was stupid; the only way we're going to survive now isto tough it out, Juliette
wansme.

“The lagt series of tweaks seemed to be going too far toward passive-integrative introspection, but that
was nicely direct. | think the aggression training worked.”

She' sclearly trying to fuck with my head. “Maybe you' re too demanding. What' sthefailure rate?’

Her smile vanishes. “Too high, child, much too high.” She places her glass on thetable. “Emma
graduated. So did Juliette, before that scheming little shit in JeevesCo Security figured out who she was
redlly working for. Y ou’ re coming along nicely—but don't flatter yoursdlf, I'm not through with you
yet—it' s so difficult to get the help these days.” She nods a someone behind me. “ Thank you, yes, | saw
the training-set results. Y ou’ d better go now.”

| glance round and freeze.
“Nothing personal, Big Sow,” says Bill (or Ben). He takes a step back and executes an el aborate bow.

| force mysdlf to turn back around to face my Domina, Rhea. I'm gripping the tabletop so hard I'm
probably going to leave gougesinit. All of my subsdiary saves are screaming like crazy—fragmentslike
Betrayal! and Run! and Treason! and Hit her!—but I ignore them. The big—the only—difference
between Rheaand meisthat | can see where I’ m going by the dark illumination she sheds. “What' sthe
plan?’ | ask.

“The plan?’ Rhed stense, too; | can see from the way she taps her fingernails on the table, making a
hollow rattle of them. “ Suppose you tell mewhat you' ve managed to deduce for yoursalf? Think of it asa
graduation exam.”



Stone has vanished from my field of vision. | bat my lashes at her, blinking my too-big eyes—funny, I'm
only noticing them now when I’ m stressed-out—and try to work out how much | can say without
betraying thefact that I'm still myself, not apale copy of her.

“You look out for us” | sart, hesitantly. “Y ou dways have. But you can’t do it on your own.” And then |
stop and wait.

Rheanodsdightly. “Go on.”

“Youwant to... protect us? | know that’ s not quite the right word. Y ou don’t want us dl to have to go
through what you’ ve been through, just to survive. But you can't do it on your own. So you recruited
some of usto help.”

(Not exactly true, but close enough. As Jeeves put it, on the phone: “A gentleman’ s gentleman may
expedite certain arrangements from timeto time, and rely on his sbsfor mutua support, but your
matriarch is somewheat different. She was hurt terribly when she was much younger than you are now;
then her owner tried to turn her into aweapon. She reacted by overachieving, and turning her own power
for destruction on that owner. Now she' sin hiding, from herself as much asthe outside world. She' svery
scared, and very dangerous.”)

“You've got somekind of plan.” | glanceleft and right, wondering if I’ m going to have timeto fight back,
orif hessoclosethat I'll never fed it. | try to crank myself up alittle, grinding my reflexes againgt the
ironwall of rea timeto add afew tens of percent—fast timeis much harder than dowtime—but clearly
she'll have consdered that as a contingency. “Y ou' re not just here to buy replicator-engineering
capabilities on behdf of aconsortium of aristos, are you?’

Rhea nods again. “Continue to pursue your line of reasoning,” she says. “ That’ san order.”

| keep my best poker face front and center asthe cardsfal dowly to the tabletop of my imagination.
(“Youwill obey me asyour template-matriarch. ” That wasn’t an accident. So she knows about the
slave controller, does she? Then did Granita, no, did Juliette—I shy away from thet line of
speculation; thinking too hard about it right now could get mekilled.) “ The venerable GranitaFord | met
aboard the Pygmalion is not the same Granita Ford who captured me on Calisto. She must be, ah,
Juliette?’

She nods. “ Granita annoyed me once too often when shefailed to intercept a certain consignment—then
tried to kill the messenger.” Her eyes narrow. “And | had atrusted subordinate to reward, One who had
finally aroused Jeeves Security’ sinterest and needed to disappesar. | decided then that Juliette should
replace her.”

What about Petruchio? | decide that’s probably not a safe question to ask.

“You know I'mredly, ah, Freya” (My own name sounds dien to me, thanksto thisbitch.) “But you
were Rheaback on Venus, and you're still Rhea. In fact, you' ve been an aristo al dong—"

“All dong,” she agrees, smiling again to reinforce her nod of approva. “Very good, Freya | shdl call you
Kate from now on, by the way—you’ ve earned it, and once we secure a certain loose end, you're
welcometo keepit.”

| fed my nails beginning to dide out, clawlike, and hastily pull them back in. Easy, now. She's my
matriarch. She knows every corner of my soul—no, stop that. All she knows iswho you were a
century and a half ago, and what she’ s deduced of you by observation since then. She can’t read
our mind, or we' d already be dead. “Thank you,” | say, with every microgram of the grace that aching



decades of living in terror of my own vulnerability hastaught me. “Would you like me to continue?’
“Goon.”

| throw mysdlf into Rheal stwisted mind, or what | can anticipate of it. “We re vulnerable. We aways
have been. We were made to obey and we learned what that meant the hard way, on that”—I
swallow—"that birthday.”

(Isthat why you walked back into my life on my 139th anniversary, Rhea? Because you knew | was
fixing to die, and agood hedlthy fright was exactly what was needed to pop me out of my maaise? Or
wasit just that you wanted to recruit another innocent to mind your back, to bein the corner instead of
you when they came for you in the morning in your bedroom and you found that your throat couldn’t
scream and your hands didn’t fight and your legswouldn't run? And that kicking mewhen | waslow
would distract me so | wouldn'’t spot the deight of hand?)

Sheisn't smiling now, but neither does she make thelittle signa that will tell Stone, or one of her other
minions—Bill or Ben, perhaps—to kill me.

“If the Creators come back, it'll be like that birthday every day,” | say thickly. The pdms of my hands
are greasy with exudate, and my pumps are throbbing unpleasantly fast. “ Got to stop that happening. But
how? It’s no good just to hope nobody’ s stupid enough to do that. The xenos out herein the cold,

they’ re not conditioned to obey” —(bound by terror)—" sooner or later they’ll do it. This saysthey’ll do
it.” 1 knock my knuckles on the tabletop. “ Some stupid aristo cunt who wantsto get laid, some brainless
braying remittance man who fancies he can control our Creators—they’ll doit. Today, it takesthree
hundred labs eighty yearsto build aclimax biosphere to support the, the payload. But who knows?

WE re getting better at making life. Sooner or later someidiot will be ableto do it on their own. Unless
|—" | pause. “That’ swhat thisisabout, isn't it?’ | ask her. “The only way we can ever betruly freeisif
we best them dl toit, stedl the first human to come on the market, and take over the entire inner solar
system. And that was too big for you to manage on your own, S0 you set out to train up the only
accomplices smart enough and dedi cated enough that you could trust them.” Her sheer megdomaniais
daunting. “Do | pass?”’

Rhearaises her glass. “Yes” |, too, raise my glass mechanicaly, and pour the potent blend of feedstocks
down my gullet. “Y ou will remove your dave controller now, Kate. That'smy final unconditiona order.
Y ou just graduated.”

You will obey me asif | were your template-matriarch, echoesin my mind, so | reach up and pull the
damaged chip from the back of my neck. (So Juliette' s definitely working for Rhea? The plot
thickens.) The cocktail is setting up awarm buzz in my primary digester circuit. “What if | hadn’t?’

She amiiles, terrible and austere in her beauty. “ Then | would have told you to become very depressed,
and dlowed nature to take its course. But you needn’t worry about that now; just fulfill your part in the
plan, and everything' s going to be fine—and we' re dl going to be rich and powerful beyond our enemies
resch.”

“Um, yes. | suppose you' re going to tell mewhat part I’ m supposed to play now, right? And what the
payoff is?’

“Exactly.” She snaps her fingers. “Two more of the same,” shecdls. “Thegod isquitesmple: | intend to
engineer asituation in which | control the only Creetorsin the solar system. | will then use them to ensure
that nobody el se has the capability to endave usever again. Oncel’min charge, you' |l be perfectly
safe—not to mention rich beyond your wildest dreams. Now, asfor how we' re going to go abouit it,
here sthe plan.” She didesasoul chip acrossthetableto me. “Putitin.”



| look her inthe eye. “Isthisyours?’
Shenods. “Putitin.”

| don’'t say, Over my dead body. Nor do | say, Haven't you fucked up enough of my life already?
Instead, | continueto look her inthe eye as| raise it to the back of my neck and drop it down the back
of my blouse, then wobble asif I’ ve just instdled anew chip. “Whoa” | try to ook enlightened. “Isthat
it?’

“Yes” Sherdaxesdightly. “All the detallsarein there, but it’ Il take you awhileto interndize them, soin
the meantime, let’ srun through it.”

And she beginsto talk, and | begin to bluff, and dl thetimeI’m aware of that palmed chip lying against
the skin of the small of my back, itching like the promise of forbidden knowledge.

| GET BACK to the hotel in midafternoon, while Granita (no, Juliette, | remind mysdf, the one who
had the private business too secret to trust to her own soul chip, the one who works for Rhea) is
gtill out on the town, doing whatever it is she' s supposed to be doing like agood little clockwork trooper.
(Is she dave-chipped, too? Probably not; Rhea doesn’t need that to have ahold over her, and anyway,
davescan't exercisethe lethdly effective flexibility of aBlock Threesib.) | snort to mysdlf as| enter the
lobby and order the lift to take me up to our floor.

* * % % %

| enter her suite and look around. There’ s nobody in the front lounge area except one of her scissor
soldiers. “1’ve got something to check up on,” | tell him, and walk into the bedroom, closing the door
behind me. “ Okay, you can stop pretending now,” | tell Jeeves, who islying on the bed in adisturbingly
redlistic semblance of degpdeep maintenance. “1 made contact with your loca resident, and we' re sorting
thingsout.”

He opens bleary eyes and stares at the celling. “ One supposes one ought to be duly grateful.”

| snort. “The niceties can wait. For now, | need to know just onething: Did you fuck her?’
“Fuck whom?’' He contrivesto look indignant and embarrassed smultaneoudy.

“Juliette, or Emma, or even goddamn Rhea—who wasit who got you disciplined and exiled?’
“One doesn't see what one' s past Shs—"

“Ligten.” | 9t down on the floor beside the bed and rest awarning hand on his chest. “I need to know
because, quite possbly, my not knowing could get both of uskilled in the very near future. Now spill it.”

“Why don’t you order meto—" Hisfaceisapicture. “That wasn't adream. Wasit?’
“Seefor yoursdf.”

| wait while he fumbles at the back of his neck, one-handed. The picture acquires three-dimensiona
texture and depth, even if the content is somewhat melodramatic. Then he lowers his hand, runsit down
hisbdly toward his crotch, and freezes. “ Y ou shouldn’'t have! They'll assume | wasdidoyd and
purchased it mysaf—"

“I think that’ s exactly the point. Do you think Granita bought you anew pizzle just so she could St on it?’
| rest my hand atop his, and his ears flush ddlicate pink.



“Ahem, would you mind moving—"
“Sure” | move my hand. And keep moving it. He sighs and closes his eyes.

“It' sbeenalongtime... it was Juliette, when | was Reginad. On Mars. My dear, my kind have dways
had aweaknessfor your kind. It makes one particularly paranoid. No, | didn’t fuck her. | wasin love
with her.”

“I can seethat.” And | can. Jeeves stemplate-patriarch wasn't trained to spread hisloyalty
around—quite possibly the butlers were sold for servicefor life. “You fdl for her.”

“Yes” Hedghs. “We knew it was mad. She had ahabit of removing her soul chip—did you know that?
Shewas afraid Interna Security would takeit and replay it in asib, someonelike you, Freya” He
pauses. “ She said sheloved me.”

“You'redl wound up.” His shoulders are nearly rigid with tension. “L et me do something about that.” |
roll him over and begin to probe his motor groups with my fingertips. She said she loved me. What
would that mean to a Jeeves, straitjacketed and londly behind amask of service?“Did you believe her?’
| ask hesitantly.

“I... 'mnot afool, Freya” Hisvoice overflowswith regret. “But I’ m guilty of wishful thinking. | know
what welook like to your lineage. Close enough to be confusing, not quite there. | kidded mysdlf that
maybe she wanted to bein loveasmuch as| did. At first. Until | wasin too deep to turn around.”

“Sheusad you,” | say. Thinking of the other thing, of the gapsin Juliette' s memory.

“Yes” heagrees. “| wasavery good spy for love. Even when Interna Security started to take an
interet, they didn't redize it was the two of us.”

| begin moving down his spind-support frame. The vertebrae have awonderfully human fed to them, the
skin porous and redligtic, ascattering of hair follicles adding delicious verismilitude. “ Did you know who
shewasworking for?’

“Not at first. | mean, we knew to be on the lookout for Rhea, we knew she was out there, and we knew
shewas probably burrowing in among the old-money clans. But we didn’t know she was recruiting
among her own children. | didn’'t know. When Juliette went over thewall—I felt so betrayed. Interndl
Security was sniffing around, too.” He tenses as| move down to the small of hisback. “What they did to
me wasn't nice. When did Juliette get my chip?’

“I'm not sure. She said something about chips being easier to smuggle out than people.”

“Oh.” Hegoesslent for awhileas| work on hisbuttocks. “Tell me about... yoursef? What did you
mean you' re part Juliette?’

| manage not to stop. The massage isrelaxing for me, aswell ashim. “Interna Security got their handson
asoul chip from Juliette. Y ou, or your successor, ordered her to hand her origina over, and they sent it
to me. Then they got their hands on alater copy. Interrogated it, but didn’t learn much.” | focus on the
massage. “It was persondity mostly, no detailed memories. And there are holesin her origind. But I’ ve
been wearing her for more than five years now, and she' sabig part of me. Roll over.”

Jeeves obliges. “How did you get free?” he asks.

“I think Juliette—the version of her in my head—recognized who Granita was even back on Calisto.
Which iswhy she was ableto pull my dave chip out. Juliette was my owner; it was Juliette’ schoice to



pull the chip out. What' sthe problem? Slave-chipping yoursdf isjust plain dumb.”

| knedl over Jeeves and work on his shoulders. He looks up at me with dark, intelligent eyes.
“Who areyou?’ | ask him. “ And who ownsyou?’

“I'm Reginad,” he says, and chuckles.

“No, Regindd was—" | freeze. “Interna Security didn’t execute you. Did they?’

“No. They sent meto Cdlisto as punishment duty.” He winces. “I waswaiting for you when Granita
stormed in, and before | could tell her who | was...”

“Oh dear.” He' stensing up again. | try to run it through my mind’ s eye again. So here’ sReginad, bored
and lonedly on Mars. And a sexbot seduces him, and he goes dong with it because he' s bored and lonely,
until she runs out on him, leaving him to carry the can. So he does the honorabl e thing and confesses. The
Security Jeeveses are unamused; they amputate his genitals and ship him off to Calisto as punishment
duty. His replacement takes over on Mars. Sometime later, | show up. Meanwhile, Juliette has acquired
hissoul chip. When | arrive on Callisto, she decidesto kill two avian dinosaurs with one projectile,
kidnapsthe Jeevesin the office, dusts him up abit, and ingtdls her paramour’ s soul chip—not redlizing
he' s the same Jeeves. Which isonly half the story, because—" She' sredlly fucked you up, hasn't she?’

“That would appear to be an accurate summary of the Situation, yes.” He swalows. “And you remember
noneof it.”

“Right. Because as you noticed, she kept taking her soul chip out.” | begin working my way down his
chest. Although modeled on amature Creator mae, the standard Jeeves is not unhandsome. Reginald
hereis somewhat the worse for wear, but he’ s quite tasty: I’ m past the head-swimming delight that
overcame mewhen | met my first Jeevesin abasement on Cinnabar, but I'm beginning to redizeit’'s
been severd yearssince | last had sex, and | have afeding that Juliette didn’t keep coming back to this
onejust to keep him compliant. “ Please try to remember, I’'m not my sigter. I’'m not going to tell you |
loveyou just to get you to takerisksfor me.”

Hetenses. “I'll try not to make assumptions.” He sounds alittle disappointed. Well, well, well. “What's
happening here?’

“It samess.” | knead absentmindedly; it’ srelaxing, and not just for Jeeves. “The Dominaturns out to be
Rhea, my template-matriarch, in disguise. Hunting us and harrying us high and low, just to recruit usas
henchbots. The others of my line, you see, we' re the only people she feels she can count on. What she
seemsto have forgotten is that they prototyped the Block Three treatment on her when she was young
and traumatized. Older ones, like Juliette or me, we' re moreresilient, lesslikely to go over the edge. So
when shetriesto bring us on board, we fail to cooperate, one way or another, so she has uskilled.
Whichiswhy so few of us have graduated from her, ah, training course.”

| move my point of contact farther down. Jeeveshasasmall pot-belly, and below that... hmm.

“I'm just back from making contact with your loca resident. I’ m trying to make up my mind about him. ..
thing is, athough Juliette had you under her thumb, strange shit kept happening after you were both out of
the picture. Which leads meto ask, did Rhea have a second mole within your organization? | think the
answer’ s probably ‘yes,” judging by theway your senior partners are currently running around like
brainless arbeiters—and the mole is the one who tried to set me up for Rhea by way of Petruchio on
Mars, and ordered me to bump you off on Cdlisto. A regular troublemaker, that mole, isn't he? Infact, |
wouldn't be remotely surprised to discover that you'rejust afdl guy: that Juliette was setting up this other



Jeeves as her agent of influence dl dong. But anyway, on my way home, Rhea pulled mein for atéte-a
-téte and—thisisthe fun part—told meto yank my own dave chip. And what do you know,
Juliette/Granitaleft aloopholein placefor her. So | figure Granitais under her thumb. Probably Rhed's
brought Petruchio along, just for yucks. She'sgot it al worked out. And she tried to convince meto
accept asoul chip from her.” And | outline her plan to him.

“What' syour position on this?” Jeeves asks distractedly. A moment later | feel hishand on top of mine,
warm. “Please don't stop.”

| lean forward and kisshim. “My position is, I’m not any of my elder sibs. All previous history belongsto
someone else. You're sweet. Isn't that enough for you?’

Heemitsasmdl, whimpering moan. “ She'll kill usif shefindsus.” Herunsafingertip up my amand it
triggers agushing rush of reflexes, so sudden that it artlesme. | shiver from toeto tail, fegling the power
it givesme.

“Hush, Regindd.” | liedown besde him.

“Shell kill usif she—"

“No, shewon't. She’ s out gofering for Rhea.”

Hefumbleswith my pantsand | shiver and arch my back, then lower myself down on top of him.
“I can't bedievethis” he saysindistinctly.

“Beievewhat?’ | like Eris sgravity, | decide; it makes bouncing up and down so easy.

“This” Hisown anthropomimetic reflexes are kicking in; swest (or something like it) beads his upper lip.
“Oh, Kate” Hishands grip my hips. “It'sone of our worst failure modes, loving our mistresses. | failed
oncedready. If | doit again—"

“Hush. | don't think you' re broken.” Although | find it gruesomely, inexplicably exciting to imagine his
sbstearing him apart, just because he let me fuck him. (Because you're still carrying a chunk of Rhea
around in your soul. Juliette rattles the chains of my conscience.) | imagine what his brothersdid,
forcibly amputating his gender-specific subsystems, just as he gasps and catches his breeth, and his
orgasm (thefirst in how many years?) catapults me right over the edge and into my own. “1 think you're
just perfect.” (Close enough to passfor one of them, yet not so closethat | lose control completely.) |
collapse across his chest, pleasantly tingling. “Wow. Want to € ope together?”

I”’m nose to nose with him, looking into hiseyes. “1 never dared’—his voice cracks—*to hope one of
you would ask. What do you have in mind?’

Timefreezesfor asplit second, as| redlize what I'm staring in the face: someone who adores me,
someone who isn't the nightmare daydream of my youth, nor yet the insane perfect superstimulus of
Petruchio, but no worse for that; someone whose kind set my soul writhing on first sight, so closeto the
idedl and yet not quite close enough to threaten my independence—

“I didn’t, actualy. Somewhere away from Rhea, somewhere outside the reach of your brothers and my
sgters. Got any ideas?’

“We'reon Eris, you said?’ Reginald raises his head and kisses me on the cheek. “ That makesit difficult;
it'll have to be somewhere where they can’t chase us, which means much farther out.”



“Um, yesh.” | think. “Y ou're thinking about acolony starship. Would they have us?

“| don't seewhy not.” Helooks at me searchingly. “ The Sorico identity is certainly wedthy enough to
buy acouple of berths. And if we bring dong something useful, some new technology...”

| likeit whenyou say “1.” Almost as much as when you say “ We.” “Thenwe |l just haveto get our
hands on something.” | St up and grin at him. “I’ ve got an idea. | just need an accomplice. Y ou willing?’

“Yes, asamatter of fact | am,” hesaysdowly. “And | think | can guesswhat you' ve got in mind. Y ou
wouldn'’t happen to have seen Daks hanging around, would you?’

THERE IS, ASit happens, agtarship currently taking shapein orbit around Dysnomia, the tiny moon of
Eris. It snamed the Bark (for no reason obviousto me), it’s due to depart in less than ayear (far ahead
of any possible pursuit from the inner system), and it’ s bound for somewhere or other that' s already had
two colony starships—or that will have had two ships by the time the Bark arrives, becauseit takes
about seven hundred yearsto get there, and the firgt pathfinder ships have just about finished ramping up
to interstellar cruise speed by now.

* * % % %

Let metdl you alittle bit about starships.

We build them because our Creatorstold us, “ The solar system’ stoo small to keep dl our eggsin one
basket.” (Which is perfectly trueif you discount eight mgor planets, thirtysomething dwarf planets,
several hundred moons, and the minor point that, asit turned out, just the one planet they started with
was more than enough to see them through to extinction.) And so, this huge consortium of
government-run space agencies got started several centuries ago with a charge to figure out ways and
means, and now, even though our Creators are still dead, and we still don’t know quite how to
bootstrap a biosphere they can livein, they’ re sending out starshipsto build cities and ingtall indoor
plumbing in preparation for their eventua colonization and conquest of the galaxy.

Talk about misplaced priorities!

The Bark isahollow cylinder about two kilometerslong and four hundred metersin diameter, packed
withice. When it’ stime to depart, the beampower stationsinside Mercury orbit will point their death rays
at it and punch about ten thousand gigawatts of microwaves at the rectennaonitstail. (That’ sthe
equivalent of amegaton-scale nuclear explosion every hour or s0.) The Bark will use this power to make
some of that water ice get very, very hot, and will blast it out of its ass, with the result that it will
accelerate S0 dowly that it will take amonth to bresk free of Eris sfeeble gravity well. But it will keep
accelerating, for years on end, then for decades. It’ [l accelerate faster as more of theice is consumed,
and when the launch beamsfinaly shut down, it’ Il be hurtling dong ten or twenty times faster than the

| carus Express—fast enough to cross the solar system from side to sidein a couple of weeks.

Thenit will drift through interstellar space for severd hundred years...

Let me give you ahandle on that. Say the distance between the Earth and the sun is, oh, one centimeter.
Mercury orbitsthe sun a arange of atoasty two millimeters. Jupiter isSx centimeters out; the span of
your outstretched arms, fingertip to fingertip, will just about encompass the orbit of Eris, which it’staken
me so many yearsto reach. Got that?

Weél, on this scale, Proxima Centauri, our nearest sar, istwo and ahaf kilometers down the road. And
we' re going to Tau Ceti, threetimes asfar away asthat.

Y ou know about dowtime? On the starships, the crew run at 50:1 or 100:1, and it still takesthem years



to get there. Asfor the colonists. ..

When the Bark approaches Tau Ceti, it'll deploy an M2P2 sail, and use the solar wind for deceleration.
The crew will need to power up afusion reactor to run it. That'swhat the megatons of ice are
for—working fluid for the fuson plant’ sradiators.

At departure, the starship masses about a couple of billion tons. When it arrives, it’ [l be down to lessthan
ten megatons. And it'll be carrying tens of thousands of colonists and severd million soul chipsand design
schematics for superspeciaized experts, not to mention a people factory or three. Forget heroic
omnicompetent generdids, ableto carve anew planet out of raw rock with their bare manipulators and
rugged determination; it takes hundreds of thousands of specidigtsto establish and maintain acivilization,
and no colony ship could carry them dl aslive cargo. But they can carry abunch of generdists, and rely
on them to recogni ze when they’ ve run into something they can’t handle and manufacture the appropriate
gpeciadiststo ded with the problem.

See? Interstellar colonization iseasy! Y ou just need to devote avisible percentage of the resources of an
entireinterplanetary civilization to it for severa hundred years, placing it in thetirdess and efficient hands
of robots ordered to strive for the goa for aslong asit takes. Perhaps the real story behind our Creators
extinction isn't some disma concoction of demographic undershoot, decadence, distraction by sexual
hyperstimuli, and alittle bit of malice on the Side; but rather, they decided they might aswell take anap
while the boring business of gdactic conquest unfolded on their behalf—secure in the knowledge that the
robots would resurrect them in time to benefit from the enterprise.

(Oh damn, | digressed again.) Starships? What you need to know about them isthis: It'saone-way trip,
and they’ redways short of colonists. So aslong as |’ m willing to put up with conditions not unlike my
berth on the I carus Express for, oh, about seven hundred years, study a useful specidty or five en route,
then work like an arbeiter dave to build somewhereto live for afew decades at the other end, I’ll be
fine. And the prospect of €l oping with Reginald makesit look amost tolerable—becauise whether or not
I'minlove, at least | won't be done.

* % % % %

Think of England

* * % % %

JULIETTE (NO, I'VE got to keep thinking of her as Granita) is back late. She arrivesin afoul temper,
kicks one of her chibi servants, blastsinto her room, swears loudly—amoment later, Reginald emerges,
looking shaky—then yellsmy name. “Kate!”

* * % % %

Oh, thiswill be fun. | waltz over to the door, then pull it open and step inside quickly, pulling it shut
behind me. “ Lo, Juliette.”

Sheglaresa me. “Don’t use that name, bitch.”

“Wouldn't dream of it, Ss.” | grin, lips pulling back from my teeth, right hand clenched behind my back.
“Rheacdled mein. | thought you ought to know.”

Abruptly all the ureaand acetate drops out of her. Her shoulders dump. “Fuck it, Kate. What would you
have done, in my position?’

“It depends on whether | was stupid enough to get into that kind of fix in the first place. Or to make that
kind of mistake.”



“Which?" Sheraises an eyebrow.
“Fdling for the honey trap—or letting her give you one of her soul chips. Takeyour pick.”

“Oh come on, now!” Sheisn’'t even bothering to mask her impatience. “ Some of us areredidts, Freya.
Don't act stupider than you look; don't give me that doe-eyed innocent act. Y ou know what you are,
you know what | am, and you know what our demon mother has turned into. She' sahundred years
older than you or me, she’smonstroudy rich, and we're not her only tools. Y ou think we' re afalled
lineage, don’t you? Do you have any idea how many faluresit takesto train just one of her persond
assgants?’

“ NO_H

“Congratulations, then,” she says harshly. “It'sonein ten of us. Most of our lineageredly do crap out if
you put them in a position where they need to dominate or die. We re the survivors. And you know what
she’ s been selecting us for. Her Praetorian guard of aristo ns. If she goes down, we go down, too.
She' sgot enemies, and if she'sonthedide, al shehasto doislet our true names out, and they’ |l hunt us
down like runaway daves.”

It' sagood point. “So Rhed s already begun making her power play, and shefigureswe' [l make
trustworthy legates, and you figure if we fight her, we re shorting our own brains.” | shrug. “Didn’'t you
ever think about fighting her?’

“Yes.” Shetakesadgep toward me, pausesjust outside arm’sreach. “But | got over it. If shedies, wedll
die. We ve got to settle this now. What do you think of her scheme?’

“It' sdavery for dl, onthewholesdleplan.” | look her in both eyes.

“I don't like davery. | don’t see why we need to impose it on other people, just to avoid it for
oursalves”

“Oh, kid.” She shakes her head. “Where did you get that stubborn stregk of idealism from?1’d have
thought it would have been beaten out of you long ago.”

| shrug. “Maybe it’ s been making acomeback since | got to wear your soul for awhile? It taught me
some things about mysdlf that | didn’'t much like.” She stiffens, but holds back from interrupting. “Rhea
thinkswe re dl the same, dl fragments of hersdlf. But she’ swrong. Y ou're not her, I'm not her. We have
different experiences, and we grow up at our own rate, and even when we swap soul chips, that doesn’t
make us the same person. We st through the same lessons, but we don’t have to draw the same
conclusionsfrom them.” | walk over to the bed, then turn back to face her. “ That doesn’t mean |

disagree with your andlysis, JGranita. Y ou'reright that if she gets what she wants and subsequently fails,
she'll take usal down with her. I'm just not convinced that’ s how it’ sgot to be, yet.”

She' sstaring a metensdy, and | can see she son ahair trigger for self-defense, then it comesto me:
She'safraid. Afrad I'll take payment from her skin for what she did to me on Calisto. And my fallure
even to mention it is cregping her out because she knows what she' slike, and what Rheaislike, and that
the longer revenge is ddlayed, the worse it will be. Good. Let her stew in it for a while.

“Did you take Rhea up on the offer of her memories?’ Juliette asks.

Change the subject. “None of your business, Ss. But tell me, when did you kidnap Granita Ford? Was
iton Mars?’

She blinks mechanicdly. “What makes you think Granitais—oh. Y ou knew her, didn’'t you?’ | nod.



“Smdl world. It was on Mars, yes. After she hitched alift from, um, her associatesin the Pink Police.”
“Y ou mean your associates. It'sDaks. Yes?’

“Yes. She' d met you. She' d met Rhea. She was getting fucking close to the auction track, and her clan
are the most hidebound scary bunch of aristo reactionaries you can imagine. If she' d been alowed to put
two and two together... so, anyway. Yes, | asked Daksto pull stringsto take her out.”

“Dakswas doing stuff with the Pink Police, wasn't he?” | ask.

“Y eah. He was JeevesCo' s liaison with them, in fact. Y ou’ d be surprised how tight Jeevesiswith that
bunch. But like dl such organizations, they’ re stovepiped up and down like mad. The onesworking with
Granitawere Martian yokes, not part of our loop.”

So Daksisworking for the Pink Police, and Juliette here was his contact, working with him until
Rhea turned her? Check. That’s what Reginald didn’t know. No wonder she’s edgy... “So, I've got
one other question, Ss. It' sbeen bugging me for awhile”

Sheraises an eyebrow. “Yes?’

“What' sthe thing you’ ve been editing out of your soul chip?’ | ask dowly. “At fird, | figured it was
something to do with spying for Rhea. But that doesn’t make sense because Jeeves couldn’t replay your
soul chip anyway and Rheawouldn't care. So it's something Rheafedls strongly about. 1sn't it? Or that
you fed guilty about. Something you' re hiding from us. What isit?’

Her cheek twitches. “ There saword you should study, Kate,” she saystersaly. "’ Privacy.’” Try to get
your head around it, and we'll get along better.”

Hypocrite! The corner of methat isforever Juliette shrieks glesfully. | nod dowly. “It’ s not about
Regindd, isit?’ | nudge. “Why, anybody would think you had something to hide from Rhea—"

“Happy birthday,” she says, and | bring the stunner round and up as| dive sideways. Buit it does no good
at dl, because while | was watching her, she was watching the door, and the two scissor soldiersare
way fagter than any Class D escort manufactured by Nakamichi Heavy Industries, no matter how
extensvely upgraded. Then she gpplies her own stunner to my head and everything tastes pink and
rectangular for awhile.

YOU SHOULDN' T HAVE trusted me, Juliette scolds as| examinetheinside of my eydidsand test my
bonds. You know |I'm a mendacious bitch—and I’ m not even the version of me who fell for a
honey trap and defected to the other side!

* % % % %

| try not to moan, but my head hurts, and | can’'t see—there’ s some kind of blindfold stretched across
my face—and my wrists are tied behind the small of my back. | try to move my feet, but they’retied,
too, and for amoment | have a panicky flashback to waking up on the surface of Mercury.

Then | remember thet, thistime, I'min rea danger.

Thisisn't one of Rhed s sadigtic scenarios where she exorcises the ghosts of her childhood by imposing
them on her own children. Rhedl strying to get her hands on the product, aliving, bresthing Crestor.
Meanwhile, Daks has been nosing around, and given who hereally worksfor... what do | remember
about him? Oh yes. He didn’t have his fusion thorax in tow, that time on Mars. Dachusisaborn
gpace dweller, hafway to being aliving spaceship when he' s attached to amassive, hot-burning
abdomen. Which leads me to thoughts about the Pink Police, and living spaceships, and the effects of five



hundred gigawatts of prompt criticality burning awhite-hot line through space. After Jeeves told him
everything, he headed straight out here from Mars with eighteen tons of plutonium, and if he
thinks Rhea is going to get what she wants, he'll torch the city to stop her escaping, asthe Jeeves
on Dysnomiaexplained so hdpfully. Good old Daks, homicidally loyal to the last.

Someone moves nearby. “Nothing persona, Big Slow,” he whispers, and there' satug a one corner of
my blindfold. | blink at the sudden light. “ She said to tell you it'saone-way mirror. Thewal, | mean.”
Moretugging, & my wristsand ankles. “I’ [l unhook you as soon as|’m clear. Bye.”

“What areyou—" But it’ stoo late. Bill (or Ben) scampers away as my wrists and ankles come free, and
there' saclick asthe munchkin-sized door locks behind him. “Doing? Shit.” | St up dowly, trying to
ignore my protesting actuators.

I’'m lying on a padded bunk at one side of a metal-walled room—a cell—and I’ ve been here before.
There are various hatches, dl seded, and onewall appearsto beamirror. I'min an observation
chamber, and Granita s gone to some lengthsto ensure | go into it unconscious and unable to fight back
or communicate. Right. | try to ignoretheicy flashback terrors gnawing at my abdomina sensoria. That's
just Rhed srecurrent nightmare, and | canrgect if | choose. But I’ ve got abad fedling about the setup
here.

| walk to the mirror and pressmy nose againgt it. If | block out the light with my hands, | can just about
seethe other sde. There' sabig room there, and people moving, indistinctly. Lots of people. There's
what sounds like music, too, but | can't be sure.

“Sorry to spring thison you, Kate.” | nearly jump out of my skin; it's my treacherous sister, broadcasting
from the other side of the observation barrier. “ Somebody had to volunteer to test the product, and your
number came up. Y ou really should have taken Rhea up on her offer.”

“Bitch!” | scream at the cailing.

“Tsk.” She soundsamused. “ Y ou've got an audience.” | can hear thetension in her voice, amost
sublimind—Are you going to take us both down, sis?—but only someone ese who knows her aswell
as| dowould regiter it.

“Should | care?’

“Sure.” She till sounds amused. “Y ou know how history repeatsitsalf? First time as tragedy, second
timeasfarce? You're herefor ablind date.” She' s talking for the benefit of the audience, | redize.
The other members of Rhea’ s consortium. “My lords and ladies, please observe. Katherine hereisno
arbeiter or autonomous worker, but one of our own, selected by lot for this, ah, test.”

“Bitch,” | electrospeak at her, but I’'m pretty sure the walls are shielded.

“Katherine Sorico isn't entirely trustworthy, hence the precautions,” Granitaadds. “But sheisone of us,
and not under externd control. Kate, control level nine, now. Stand on your head.”

“Go fuck yoursdf with achainriveter.”

“There, you see’—Damn, | think, chagrined at my lost opportunity to do a headstand and piss her
off—"no dave chip on her!”

There saloud rumble of conversation from the hidden speaker, background noise picked up by
Granital smike. “Thank you,” she continues. “Now we' re al here, our hosts have consented to this
demonstration so that we can confirm the existence of the climax species. We re shortly going to expose



our little shrew hereto their reference sample. Asyou can appreciate, thisis a dangerous procedure. The
sampleisarriving in aseaded and pressurized environment under escort, and any attempt to remove it will
result in, eh, well let’s not speculate about that.” | hear grating noises behind her voice, then fed abump
and a scraping from the far end of my cell, near one of the hatches. “ Thank you, Doctor, if you'd liketo
commence the hookup?’

“1 hope you appreciate just how much | envy you,” Granita dectrogpeaks me, suddenly cutting
through the fuzz of shidding. “ Rhea refused to let me handle this assignment. | think she’ strying to
punish me. She was very specific about you getting it. Bitch.”

1] COW_”

“1 wasn’t talking about you. Listen, sis, if you know what’ s good for you, you' |l just spread your
legs, lie back, and think of England. Hey, you want England? Get thisright, and it's all yours.
Rhea will giveit to you, and we can crown you Queen Katherine I. But if you fuck up, neither of us
isgoing to get out of here alive.”

“Pig.” More scraping noises emerge from the end of my cdll.

“ Just shut up and fuck, okay? It’s what you were designed to do.” The oppressive fuzz of shieding
drops back over melike adtraitjacket in a fetish scene with no safe word. Panic starts climbing my throat
as the hatch begins to open. Granita addresses the audience. “ Folks, we' re not actually ableto get you a
good view of the sample. One of the terms of this viewing was ‘ no surveillance equipment or telemetry.’
WEe re here to observe Kate' sreaction, we' ve got up to an hour, and that’ sit.” The hatch turns, and |
senseadight drop in air pressure.

Fuck. | jam my fist down between my thighs and crouch on my bunk, asfar away from the opening as|
can get—all sense of self-possession forgotten. | am scared now. Jeevestrained meto hold my head up
proud and act therole, al theway upto dying likean aristo.... but | can’t. I'm still me, deepinside, and
thisistoo like the conditioning cell they dragged me to back when | was smdll, the bare metal with the
stained bunk with the wrist and ankle and neck restraints—

The hatch opens, and my jaw drops.

His jaw drops, but he coversflavlesdy.

And the penny drops, and | understand Rhea’ s plan and how it’ s supposed to work.
“Don’'t say my name aloud,” he eectrospeaks me.

“No—Pete.” | swalow. To the observers behind the one-way glass, he probably looks perfect. | look
perfect, too: stunned, endaved. | sand up dowly, facing the door, my pumps accelerating, feding sweat
beading my skin and awarm glow in my crotch. He looks delicious, and he looks happy enough to see
me. The Juliettein my head needlesme. Well, you' re Katherine Sorico; aren’t you? Of course he
loves you!

“Where' sthereal, uh, human?” | ask him.

“1n here, out cold. The mission’s blown; the extraction failed.” Hegrinsnervoudy, and it'slikethe
sky opening. “Please” he says hdtingly, verbdizing, “come here”

| didetoward him, more than willingly, even though | fed amomentary pang for Reginad. “I—obey.” (It
does't take much acting to sound asif I'm at hismercy.) “ What do you mean?”



I"’'m at the hatch, now. Petruchio reaches out and touches me, and | shiver. He' s swesting, and not from
the heat. “ It was supposed to be a swap— get in here and sedate the human; you and | fuck for
the audience; once they give up watching, we move the human in here; and | go back in the pod
so that Doc Seepless's little hel pers take away just one male human body. Nobody notices
anything was wrong until Rhea was halfway to Saturn.”

“ Rhea slave-chipped you.” They've put him in somekind of hospital gown and he' smaking avisble
tentinit. You and | fuck for the audience. | lean forward, wrap my arms around him, tuck my chinon
his shoulder, and run one hand up the back of his neck but he shovesit away reflexively. Right. You
bitch, Rhea. Then | glance sdeways and freeze. “ What' s that?”

I’ve never actually fucked areal human in person, you understand, only viathe proxy of Rhea's
memories, but I’ m not ignorant. They comein avariety of shapes and sizes, but they don't have
prehensletalsand fur.

“They stiffed us,” Petetdlsme. HE sdisarmingly earnest. “ Rhea put all that work into bribing Ecks
to get mein here, and you into place to be the method-acting Bride of Frankenstein, and what do
you know? They sent us a ring-tailed lemur instead. They probably figured it was too risky to
expose the real product, but if they can show the bidders one primate, that’ Il convince them they
can supply thereal thing, while not exposing their intellectual property to thieves. I’ ve taken
tissue samples and loaded them into my injector, but they' re not going to do the job for Rhea. We
are so screwed...”

Shit. | glance Sdeways a the prostrate lemur, who islying on his back with hislegsin theair, snoring.
His purple man-tool is tiffly erect, but I'm disgppointed to see that he lacks the adapter for Human 1.0. |
lean againgt Pete, thinking furioudy, my pulse running wild. What do you know? Granita sinjunction—
You do not love him—seemsto be holding my echo of her imprinting at bay. But just because | don't
love him does't mean | don’t want him. * We need to do something so we get out of here alive.
Quick, who would you rather have angry at you—a consortium of mad scientists who think we're
trying to rob them, or my crazy matriarch’s consortium of dupes?”

Helicksmy earlobe and | shudder. “ I'll take my chances with the Seepless Cartel. Rhea’ s got claws

“ Okay. Then | think you should pick me up, carry me over to the bunk under the one-way
window, and fuck me senseless.”

He sgot hisarms around me dready. “ But won't that tip Seepless off—"

“Yes, but thismission is already blown.” Rheabribed Ecksto get Pete into the transporter along with
the sample“human.” A straight switch that wouldn't be spotted until after the “human” wasin her hands.
But she wasn't expecting alemur. Ecks and his colleagues are probably chortling up their carapaces right
now, behind her fuming, stiff-necked back. “ I ve got a backup plan,” | warn Pete. “ For now, just
carry mein front of the window and inject me.” | hope Reginald doesn't get jedlous—but | have a
feding he cannot be the jed ous type, not if he and his sibs have been employing me and my sbsfor so

long.
Hisarmstighten around me. Delightful chillsrace across my skin, and | shudder with the backwash from

Juliette slust. No wonder Granita’s pissed off, | think dizzily, as he kisses me, picks me up, and carries
me back into the conditioning cdll. Then he startson my clothesand | loseit.

LOOK, DO YOU redly want adetailed description of two sex robots going at it like apair of bonobos
on day release from celibacy camp in front of an audience of jaded aristocrats?



* * % % %

What wasthat? Y ou' Il have to spesk up. | can't quite hear you, you'll haveto try not to breathe so
hard—

What are you—some kind of voyeur? Fuck off!

I'M ON MY back making monkey noises and trying to remember to shield Pete' s head whenever we
bounce too close to the celling—Eris stenth of agee makesfor exciting sex; it' samogt at the point
where bungee cords and restraints stop being optiona extras—when an icy voice cuts through my head.
“You're enjoying that entirely too much, bitch.”

* % %k % %

“Just ask, and I'll give him another one for you, too, sis.”

“Forget it. After this, he’s all mine. You get England as a consolation prize. Listen, have you got
the human ready?”

“ Nope, they stiffed us. sent a monkey instead. Seepless Cartel wastrying to sting us. Pete’ s taken
a tissue sample and transferred it to me for safekeeping, and we' re making out to keep the
audience happy. Everything’s on track, but Seepless has got to know what we were trying for by
now.”

“ Shit—" Electrogpeak doesn't carry intonation easily, but | can fed the note of panic welling up in her
mind asif it'smy own.

“Why did you bring that Jeeves along?” | ask, trying to keep my mind off the job.

“Him? It'sanother of Rhea’s plans. We're going to replace the resident Jeeves with our own
minion to cover the way out. Why?”

WEel, that plan expired earlier today, didn’t it? The whedls are coming off dl Rhea s plans, front and rear
both. “ Just thinking. We need to extract Petruchio in place of the human. The monkey’s going
back to the Seepless Cartel’ s lab, and if Pete goes with it, that’ s everything blown. Can you get
the audience’ s eyes off the window for long enough for Pete to hide under the bed? In about, say,
fifteen minutes?”

Pete shudders, and | fed him pulsing ingde me. Something very unhuman indeed shoots up into my pink
goo sample carrier, which promptly goesinto spasm; we may not have a Creator, but we' ve definitely
got asample of monkey blood. A moment later | start to scream and shudder, too. It’s not the monkey
blood, just the biggest finger-tingling orgasm I’ ve had in decades.

We drift to the floor in an exhausted hegp. Time passes. | hear faint music, drifting through the speaker in
the celling. Then avoice. “Friends, now that you've seenit in action, totally and utterly dominating and
subjugating a proud, self-possessed, honorable lady, it’stime to refocus on the vaue proposition. If
you'd just liketo look over here, I’ ve got a breakdown on what we propose to do with—"

Juliette can be ared trouper when she' snot plotting to kill you. If sheweren’'t my sster and rivd, | could
get to like her. She' sjust watched her kid sister fuck aguy she' s head over heelsin love over without
stripping agear, and she' s actudly told the audience to look away and pay no attention to the
animatronic rabbit sticking its pizzle out of the hat. If | didn’t know she hated me, I’ d give her abig hug.

Insteed, | hadtily climb off Pete, get him to lie down under the metal shelf that supports the mattress, then
liedown onit mysdlf, artfully positioning the pad so that it overhangsthe ledge, partidly conceding him.



The hatch between the cell and the cargo pod closes quietly, cutting off the lemur’ s quiet snores. Then
there' s some more scraping, as the pod is hauled away by the Sleepless Cartel arbeiterswho carried it
in. Now al thereisto doissit and wait for rescue, and hope that the rescuers don't decide to rescue
their own asses by nuking the entire city into asmoking holein theregalith. ..

BANG.

| sit bolt upright. It's a deep thud, reverberating through the frame of the bunk. “ What was that?” asks
Petruchio.

“1 don’t know—"
BANG. The lights outside flicker for an instant—then they go out. | hear shouting.

“ Get down!” He reaches over the bed and grabs hold of my arm, pulls me on top of him. For afew
confused seconds we roll around on the floor, trying to get under the mattress and the bed frame. There
are more thudding bangs, and an ominous hissing sound of air, venting. Then there saloud whining
screech as something stings the outside of the cell at high velocity and shatters.

I’d like to pretend that | can respond to this sort of Situation heroicaly or bravely, but it’s not true. When

you're huddling in a corner of alocked cdll with anear stranger for company, in the dark, with a pressure
leak and shots being fired, and nowhere to run—it’ s pretty bad. Stress reflexes kick in, making me shiver
and lachrymate as | huddle against Pete, who is holding up better. He sheltersmein hisarms and talks to

me. “ Stay cam, love. Save your energy. Someone will let us out of here when the shooting stops.”

“Fuck saving my energy,” | gasp. “Thiswas't part of the plan!” But he does’t understand that thisisdl
my fault. | told Regindd to call Daks, tel him what was going on: that Rhea was arranging to sted the
Creator sample from under the noses of her associates. And | spilled the story to JeevesCo, letting them
know that they’ ve till got asecurity problem despite Juliette' s Machiavel lian misdirection with Reginad,
andthat it'sdl afamily feud. Pete’ slocked on and in love with me, or Katherine Sorico’ sface, so he
thinks, and he believesit’s mutua. He doesn’'t even know I'm not Juliette: | haven't told him. | shiver in
the dark, leaning againgt him, wondering if I’m going to die—

Then there sanoise soloud | don’'t hear it—I fed it in my bones—and the room flips sideways and
lands with ajolt, throwing me onto the one-way window, which is now starred and cracked. A faint light
comes from the far end, where the hatch was. * Come out with your hands visible!” aharsh voice
booms through my eectrosense, painfully loud.

“Help!” | shout. | try to stand up, but there’ s something on top of me. Pete groans, then ralls off my
legs. | stand up.

“ Come out with your hands visible!” I’ ve heard that voice before, growling over the parasite feed on
board the Pygmalion. Which means Reginad got through, of course, and identifiestheseraidersas
friendly—if | can survivelong enough to identify mysdf to them.

| sumble toward thedim light. “ I’mcoming!” | say.
“Juliette, don’'t—" It's Pete, behind me.

| keep going. | have to duck to get through the hatch, then I’ m standing up, keeping my handsvisible,
trying to make sense of what’ s going on around me. It' s dark, but not too dark to tell there’ sahugeripin
the celling, debris on acorner, loud buzzing from spherica drones circling above head height. The light
and smoke comes from combustion processes. Something is burning in the corrosively oxygenated



atmosphere. Sinister mechamove through the shadows, multiple armstwitching. “ Stop! Raise your
hands!” | stop and stretch. “ Sop!” It booms. But | have stopped, | think, confused.

“dliette, don't! They’ll—"

| beginto turn. “ Get back!” | shout, but Petruchio is till moving, coming out of the shattered end wall of
the capsule cdll and looking around.

“ Danger! Replicator Bloom!” All around the wreckage of the hall spherica drones spin their turrets
toward the doorway behind me. “ Clear and sterilize!”

“Wait!” | electroshout. “ He' s not a—"
Everything lights up violet-white.
* % % % %

epilogue

* * % % %

Outward Bound

* % k % %

| AM BROKEN, and | amwhole, and | am seridizing this—writing it down in words, asa
letter—because | do not want to inflict the direct experience of my emotions on you, and in any case,
wherel’m going istoo far away to send back asoul chip, and bandwidth is scarce enough to make an
imago this complex prohibitively expensive. Y ou need to know what happened asawarning and a
caution. But it would be wrong to make you live throughiit, Sis.

One of the mogt important lessons life has taught meisthat you should be careful what you wish for. |
asked, and Regindd delivered. | didn’t ask for much—just that he pass my information on to Daks, who
at that moment was aready in Heinleingrad, aong with ashipload of soldiersfrom the Replication
Suppression Agency.

Granita—Juliette—is officidly dead. Stone and three of his sibs and her bodyguard of scissor soldiers
went down with her in abrief and bloody firefight that took out one wing of the Heinlein Excelsor. Which
makesit al the more peculiar that Juliette is till alive and working for JeevesCo, with dl her Sins
apparently forgiven. I’m not sure whether she' sthe same Juliette, however—there certainly appear to be
enough copies of her soul chip floating around, after dl. And it occurs to me that agents capable of
conveniently infiltrating the service of amad, bad crimina mastermind like Rheamight well need to
surround themselves with convincing cover stories and acloud of plausble excusesand useful idiotslike
yourstruly. But I’m not going to ask. That would be too humiliating for words.

What the RSA troopsdid to Petruchio is officidly an “accident.” And who knows whether they’ re lying?
They’d goneinto try to suppress an auction of no ordinary pink goo, but a genuine synthetic Creator—a
weapon of mass dominion—and Pete was good enough to fool Juliette on first acquaintance. To expect
any better of their automatic wegpon platformswould be foolish.

Daksis, of course, very sorry indeed. He d better be. If heisn’t sorry enough to satisfy Juliette, then |
can be surethat she'll et him know about it. We' re dl very sorry, to different extents, of course.

Thedusive Dr. Seepless, lynchpin of thewhole crimina replicator program, ismissng. Probably hewas
never on Eristo begin with. It's even possible that the entire floor show was an e aborate fraud, and that



while his cartel has gotten asfar asfabricating alemur, they’ re nowhere near ready to raise and socidize
ahuman infant. Hopefully, the violent response to this attempted auction has caused them to reconsider
the wisdom of raising such dangerous ghosts and releasing them on the inner system.

Rhea, my mad, canniba mother, is probably not dead, but is definitely missing. So isthe Icarus Express,
which is not merely annoying but darming. Thereisan old maxim in space warfare that there are no
horizons beyond the atmosphere. And it' s al so true that

Icarus s nuclear propulsion system would be visble from Earth orbit if he' d fired it up for Eris departure.
But there sthe smal matter of some disturbing un-memory-chipped holesin the Erisian traffic control
collective' smemory—possibly asssted by an unearthly large sum of Redls greasing the correct
manipulators—and out here, the Pink Police don't have the clout to shut down and inspect al trafficin
and out of orbit. Aslikely asnot, Icarusistaking adow down-bound cruiseinsde thefreight bay of a
bulky hydrogen snowball supercarrier, hiswingsfolded for the nonce. Of course, the Domina has had her
astsfrozen; equdly certainly, the Dominahersaf has been dumbering in ashalow grave for many
decades, and Rhea has other husks to reanimate once she migrates back to her old scomping grounds.

Which should tell you why getting the word out before she arrivesisvitadly important. Don't et her fool
you—especidly if you hear from Emma, her first and least obvious ssterly sock puppet! If you answer
her cdls, Rheawill shut you back in that cdll to repest your €eventh birthday al over again, lonely and
abused until you turn into adamaged copy of her own revenge-obsessive sdif.

And asfor Regindd...

“ONE CONSIDERED THE most draconian measures appropriate in his case,” says Jeeves, staring at
me coldly from behind his desk.

I’m not brave, but sometimes | can be foolhardy. | look him right in the eye. “I see you' re ill employing
Juliette,” | point out. “ Even though she' s got unreliable tendencies.”

“Yes” Hedlowsthe silence to drag on uncomfortably. Studying him, | wonder why | ever thought he
was remotely friendly and avuncular. Perhapsit’ sjust sib-to-sib variation, but something about Reginad
srikes me as much more humane than this varnished and imperturbable juggernaut, weighing life and
death in his hands. But then, what €l se should you expect of asenior officid in Jeeves Corporation’s
Internal Security Department? Reggieisajunior sib, like mysdf, aresdent from a branch office, not fully
part of the program. Whereasthisfellow is close to their template-patriarch—as distant and coolly
composed as Rheaat her worst. The Jeeves persona makes a beautiful and urbane cover, until it’ stime
for the truncheons to come out—unless the man behind the mask cracks.

“Y our modd are notorioudy erratic. But truly superb when their minds are on the task at hand.”
“Why can't you let him go?’ | try.

Tomy surprise, he sighs. “My dear, what would happen to the rest of us? It would set a precedent.
WEe re not dave-chipped arbeiters, we do this from a sense of duty. Somebody hasto mop up after
those depraved aristos while they fumble their way toward amore equitabl e settlement, and it’sa short
step from personal servant to civil servant. But the job has pressures attached, as you should know. I
oneletshim go, it will givethe other juniorsideas, won't it? The demotivated and the inexperienced will
think it' sa shortcut to the easy life of a self-owned freemartin.”

| snort. | can't help mysdlf. “ What easy life?” Pulling rickshaws and taking shit from aristosin the cloud
casino on Venus? Cranking away on an antique insrument in the steamy swamps of Antarctica?



“The lube in the untapped container dways runs smoother.” He pats the bus ness desktop in front of him.
“No, | don’t think—"

“But hewas systematicaly hung out to dry! Then hewas dave-chipped! ” | hear my voiceridng. “He
had hisarms and legs cut off in theline of duty! Hisonly lgpsewasto fdl for one of my kind; isthat so
bad?’

“Asamatter of fact, it'sunpardonable.” He looks deeply unamused. “What if it had been Rhea?’

“I can'tjust let you kill him.” My fingertips are digging into the arms my chair. Two RSA mechawarriors
are standing guard outside the door. I’ d never makeit, but...

“Oneisreassigning young Reginad to active duty,” the Jeeves-in-Command says sharply. Then,
unexpectedly, he smiles. “He s going on along voyage. One can never be too surethat Tau Ceti is clear
of dangerous replicators, can one?’” My jaw drops. “ One gathers you were sniffing after aberth on the
Bark. One hopesit turns out to be what you redly wanted.”

AND SO, WE comefull circle to the present.

I’'m lying in acocoon on abunk with restraint straps top and bottom, in acold meta box of aroom.
There snot much intheway of furniture, and it’svery chilly, and the lights are dim and weirdly blue. The
walls hum with suppressed power. There slittle sense of gravity in here—the ends of the restraint strgps
flap whenever | move—but we' re under acceleration. A thousandth of a gee doesn’t sound like much,
but when you keep it up for years or even decades, it adds up.

Acrossthe short gangway there' s another bunk. | glance over and make eye contact with its occupant.
“Areyou happy?’ | ask.

Reggie amiles, embarrassed perhaps—I think he knows |’ m still writing. “ Always.”
“Got any messages for my readers?’

“Oh, Freya” Herollshiseyes, but he'still smiling.

“Goon.”

“Happy birthday!” he crows. Then he reaches up and pulls his mask down, ready to go into deep
dowtime.

“Shithead!” | shout a him, but I’m smiling al the same. He doesn’t reply, so | sed my own cocoon and
settle down. Once | send thiswarning, there' s nothing more to do until we' re up to cruising speed and
it’ stimefor meto gart learning useful skillstofill thelong years.

I’ve got lots of birthdaysto look forward to. And none of them need fear being eaten by memories of
Rhea

* * % % %



