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For Stephen Baxter, and for Georgina, encore, toujours.




PART ONE

WAR DAMAGE




1

A hundred murdered ships swung around Saturn in endless ellipses. Slender freighters and sturdy tugs. Shuttles that had once woven continuous and ever-changing paths between the inhabited moons. Spidery surface-to-orbit gigs. The golden crescent of a clipper, built by a cooperative just two years ago to ply between Saturn and Jupiter, falling like a forlorn fairy-tale moon past the glorious arch of the ring system. Casualties of a war recently ended.

Most were superficially intact but hopelessly compromised, AIs driven insane by demons disseminated by Brazilian spies, fusion motors and control and life-support systems toasted by microwave bursts or EMP mines. In the frantic hours after their ships had been killed, surviving crews and passengers had attempted to make repairs or signal for help with lasers pried from dead comms packages, or had composed with varying degrees of resignation, despair and anger last messages to their families and friends. In the freezing dark of her sleeping niche, aboard a freighter sliding past the butterscotch bands at Saturn’s equator, the poet Lexis Parrander had written in blood on the blank screen of her slate We are the dead.

They were the dead. No one responded to the distress signals they aimed at the inhabited moons or the ships of the enemy. Some zipped themselves into sleeping niches and took overdoses, or opened veins at their wrists, or fastened plastic bags over their heads. Others, hoping to survive until rescue came, pulled on pressure suits and willed themselves into the profoundly deep, slow sleep of hibernation. In one ship people fought and killed each other because there were not enough pressure suits to go around. In another, they huddled around an  impedance heater lashed up from cable and fuel cells, a futile last stand against the advance of the implacable cold.

Many of the ships, fleeing towards Uranus when they’d been killed, had planned to pick up speed by gravity-assist manoeuvres around Saturn. Now they traced lonely paths that took them close around the gas giant and flung them out past the ring system and the orbits of the inner moons before reaching apogee and falling back. A few travelled even further outwards, past the orbits of Titan, Hyperion, or even Iapetus.

And here was the black arrowhead of a Brazilian singleship approaching the farthest point of an orbit that was steeply inclined above the equatorial plane and had taken it more than twenty million kilometres from Saturn, into the lonely realm where scattered swarms of tiny moons traced long and eccentric paths. Inside its sleek hull, a trickle charge from a lithium-ion battery kept its coffin-sized lifesystem at 4° Centigrade, and its mortally wounded pilot slept beyond the reach of any dream.

A spark of fusion flame flared in the starry black aft of the singleship. A ship was approaching: a robot tug that was mostly fuel tank and motor, drawing near and matching the eccentric axial spin of the crippled singleship with firecracker bursts from clusters of attitude jets until the two ships spun together like comically disproportionate but precisely synchronised ice-skaters. The tug sidled closer and made hard contact, docking with latches along the midline of the singleship’s flat belly. After running through a series of diagnostic checks, the tug killed its burden’s spin and turned it through a hundred and eighty degrees and fired up its big fusion motor. The blue-white spear of the exhaust stretched kilometres beyond the coupled ships, altering their delta vee and their high, wide orbit, pushing them towards Dione and rendezvous with the flagship of the Greater Brazilian fleet.




2

Sri Hong-Owen was on Janus, climbing the outer slope of a big crater stamped into the moon’s anti-saturnian hemisphere, when General Arvam Peixoto reached out to her. ‘Get back to the Glory of Gaia as soon as possible,’ he said. ‘I have a little job that requires your peculiar expertise.’

‘I have plenty of work here. Important work,’ Sri said, but she was speaking into dead air. The general had cut his end of the connection. She knew that if she tried to call back she wouldn’t be able to get past his snarky aides, and she also knew that she couldn’t risk the consequences of disobeying him: out here, in the aftermath of the Quiet War, Arvam Peixoto’s word was law. So she switched to the common channel and told the three members of her crew that she’d been recalled.

‘Drop whatever you’re doing and pack up. We’re leaving in an hour.’

‘We’re already on it, boss,’ Vander Reece said. ‘We got word too.’

‘Of course you did,’ Sri said, and switched off her comms.

Despite the encumbrance of her pressure suit she was poised like a dancer in the vestigial gravity of the little moon, tethered to the static line she’d been following up the bright slope. Below her, a stretch of flat terrain planted with vacuum organisms that somewhat resembled giant silvery sunflowers tilted towards the close horizon. Above, a scalloped ridge stood stark against the black sky where Janus’s co-orbital partner, Epimetheus, hung like a crooked fingernail paring. The two moons chased each other around the same track beyond the outer edge of the A Ring, one always slightly lower and faster than the other. Roughly every four years, the faster moon caught up with its slower partner. As it approached to within ten thousand kilometres, gravitational interaction  kicked the faster moon into a higher, slower orbit and dropped the slower moon into a lower, faster orbit and the race started over, no end to it. A celestial version of a futile metabolic cycle. A crude metaphor for Sri’s life after the Quiet War.

This was her second solo outing on Janus’s surface, a long trek to patchwork gardens of several dozen variant species of vacuum organism that covered the inner slopes and floor of the crater. They’d already been mapped by drones, but Sri had been looking forward to rambling through them, taking samples, searching for anything that might give her further insights into the mind of their creator, the great gene wizard Avernus. Well, too bad. Arvam Peixoto had twitched her leash, and like a good little pet she must come running to see what her master wanted. So Sri bit down on her resentment and regret, collapsed her long-handled pick and hooked it to the utility belt of her pressure suit, and swarmed back down the slope, following the line through the stands of sunflower vacuum organisms.

Their black stems towered all around her, topped by silvery dishes that focused the dim light of the sun - one-hundredth the brightness of sunlight incident on Earth - onto central nodes whose heat-exchange systems drew up liquid methane and warmed it and pumped it back down into a labyrinthine network of mycelial threads that ramified through the regolith, absorbing carbonaceous compounds and rare earths and metals that were deposited in scales elaborated around the bases of the stems, ready to be picked and refined. The sunflowers crowded close together, dishes set edge to edge in a tiled canopy that obscured most of the sky, stems rooted in a scurf of fallen scales and clumps of blocky ejecta. Despite the exiguous gravity, traversing the Stygian undercroft of this dwarf forest was hard work. Sri was sweating hard inside her pressure suit and feeling a quivering exhaustion in her shoulders and calves when at last she broke free and swarmed up the shallow slope of another crater rim, following a well-trodden path towards the tug that squatted on a landing platform a short distance from a pressure dome.

Inside the dome’s transparent blister, lights brighter than the shrunken sun illuminated a green, jungly garden - another of Avernus’s sly little miracles. A preliminary survey had shown that the bushes, creepers, grasses and sprawling trees of the jungle shared the same genome: all were different phenotypic expressions of a single artificial species, creating an intimately interlinked self-regulating biome. Sri’s  old mentor, Oscar Finnegan Ramos, would have thought this phenotype jungle a vain and silly exercise, a waste of a great talent. And he would have been wrong, as he’d been wrong about so much else. Sri was learning all kinds of novel techniques and tricks from her investigations of Avernus’s gardens, finding inspiration for her own work, beginning to get the measure of the contours and amazing range of the gene wizard’s mind.

Principles and elements of ecosystem construction developed and elaborated by Avernus had enabled Outer colonists of the moons of Jupiter and Saturn to establish robust and stable biomes in their cities and garden habitats and oases on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn; the vacuum organisms she’d designed, congeries of cellular nanomachines able to grow and reproduce on the moons’ cold and airless surfaces, provided dependable supplies of CHON food, metals, fullerene composites, and every kind of complex organic compound. Avernus had expected little or no reward for her work and had withdrawn from ordinary life, an aloof genius protected by a small circle of acolytes, absent-mindedly conjuring miracle after miracle. But despite her long self-imposed exile, she had realised that humanity was approaching a crucial crossroads. A hundred years ago, when Earth had attempted to extend its hegemony over them, the pioneering generation of Outers had fled from the Moon to Mars and Jupiter’s second-largest moon, Callisto. Shortly afterwards, the nascent colonies on Mars had been H-bombed by the Chinese Democratic Republic, but the Outers on Callisto had survived and prospered, spreading to other moons of Jupiter and to the Saturn System, building cities and settlements, experimenting with novel forms of scientific utopianism. Previous attempts to heal the rift between Earth and the Outers had failed, but these failures had not mattered much. Earth had been preoccupied with repairing the damage caused by catastrophic climate change; the Outers had become inward-looking, absorbed in the creation of works of art or in scientific research with little or no practical value. But this equilibrium had been threatened by the expansionist ambitions of the rising generation of Outers, and Avernus had allowed herself to become one of the figureheads of the movement for peace and reconciliation, ploughing vast amounts of personal kudos into collaborative projects meant to strengthen bonds between the two branches of humanity.

The peace effort had been sabotaged. There had been a short, swift war. The Outers had been comprehensively defeated. Expeditionary  forces from Earth’s three major power blocs had taken control of every city and settlement on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. A few Outers had managed to escape into the outer dark; Avernus had disappeared into the vastness of Titan’s icescapes.

Sri had been unable to persuade Arvam Peixoto to mount a full-scale search for the gene wizard. The men and women under his command had more important things to do - securing the cities and major settlements on Mimas, Enceladus, Tethys and Dione, policing and caring for their populations, repairing damaged infrastructure, installing new administrations. Sri had been given only the vague promise of some kind of help in the indefinite future, and use of a pod of autonomous drones. They were ferociously smart hunters that could synthesise fuel from the hydrocarbons in Titan’s atmosphere but were pitifully inadequate for the task of locating a single person squatting in some spiderhole on a smog-shrouded moon with a surface area of more than eighty-three million square kilometres. Sri had set them loose with little hope or expectation, and turned to searching out and exploring the gardens that Avernus had scattered across inhabited and uninhabited moons, elegant fusions of whimsy and theory that would take years of hard work to catalogue, analyse and understand.

But the secrets of the gardens of Janus would have to wait. Sri helped her crew pack equipment and samples and load them into the lockers of the little tug, and one by one they cycled through the airlock into the cramped cabin where they’d been living for the past week. Sri strapped herself into the crash couch next to Vander Reece and he lit the motor and Janus fell away behind them, quickly lost in the glory of the rings. Six hours later, the tug entered orbit around Dione and rendezvoused with General Arvam Peixoto’s flagship, the Glory of Gaia. The tug matched delta vee with the big ship and crept close and fired a harpoon tether and reeled itself onto a docking spar, and the spar contracted like a chameleon’s tongue and delivered it to a cargo bay.

Sri gave her crew precise instructions about handling and storage of their collection of specimens and went off to find her son. After ten days in the vestigial gravity of Janus, the 0.05 g imparted by the ship’s spin felt like lead in her bones. The hot stale air stank of ozone and old sweat, like the locker room of a municipal swimming pool; the corridors and companionways were crowded with soldiers and civilians. A ship-load of advisers and civil servants had arrived from Earth while Sri had been working on Janus; in Berry’s cubicle two men she didn’t recognise  were sleeping in cocoons hung on the walls. She backed out, called the quartermaster, and learned that Berry was no longer on board: he’d been reassigned to a habitat formerly owned by the Jones-Truex-Bakaleinikoff clan, down on the surface of Dione.

Sri didn’t need to ask who’d arranged this, or why she hadn’t been informed. Arvam Peixoto had refused to allow Berry to leave the Glory of Gaia, keeping him hostage to ensure Sri’s absolute and unconditional loyalty; now, without bothering to consult her, the general had dispatched Berry to some tented habitat on a moon not yet fully pacified. With a cold star of indignation and anxiety burning in her chest, Sri swarmed down the ship’s spine and badged her way past a marine guarding the hatch to what had been the officers’ wardroom before Arvam Peixoto’s staff had appropriated it.

Walls and ceiling padded with red leather; couches and side tables bolted to the floor; the general and half a dozen officers and civil servants over in one corner, studying spreadsheets scrolling through a big memo space. No one acknowledged Sri’s entrance, and she knew better than to interrupt. Arvam Peixoto was a bully who loved to pick and pry at other people’s weaknesses; if she confronted him head on he’d use her anger against her. And besides, there was no point in picking a fight she couldn’t win. No, she had to be calm and cool and strong. For the sake of Berry. For the sake of her work. So she snagged a bulb of coffee and sank into a sling chair and diverted herself by reviewing and collating the last of the data that her crew had gathered on Janus. The close attention required to parse the information soothed her; she had more or less regained her equilibrium when at last one of the aides floated across the room and told her the general had a few minutes to spare.

‘Here you are at last. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten about me,’ Arvam Peixoto said.

He was a handsome, vigorous man in his sixties, dressed in his usual many-pocketed flight suit. He’d shorn his hair since they’d last met, cut off his ponytail and clipped what was left to a crisp snow-white flat-top. A pistol was holstered at his hip: the one he had used to murder a man right in front of Sri, once upon a time.

‘Perhaps you’ve forgotten that I was working on Janus,’ Sri said.

‘I don’t believe I’ve been there yet. Have I been there yet?’ Arvam said.

‘No, sir,’ one of the aides said.

‘Is it worth a visit?’ Arvam said to Sri.

‘I have plenty of work to do there. May I ask,’ Sri said, trying to keep her tone light and friendly, ‘why you sent Berry to Dione?’

‘Oh, the ship’s no place for the boy,’ Arvam said. ‘It’s too crowded, and there’s nothing for him to do except get into trouble. Where I sent him, it’s being made over into my headquarters. It’s been thoroughly checked out, and it’s quite safe. A big garden with lawns and fields, trees and lakes. Just the kind of place for a healthy, active boy, yes?’

‘I’d like to see it. Your people might have missed something.’

‘I’ll tell you all about it after dinner tonight. The Pacific Community liaison secretary is paying a visit and for some reason he is eager to meet you. You can tell him about your gardens, and perhaps he’ll let slip some useful information about the situation on Iapetus.’

‘This is why you interrupted my research? To make small talk with a PacCom official?’

‘That’s one reason. I also have a new project for you,’ Arvam said. ‘A very important project. Come with me.’

Sri and a comet-tail of aides followed the general to the medical bay and a curtained alcove at the far end where a young man lay in a slanted bed. A white sheet was tucked tight as a drumhead across his legs and waist; the black band of a heart-lung machine was clamped across his chest. His head was shaven and bandaged and his eyelids were taped shut, there were tubes in his nose, and a dripline attached to his arm looped up to a sac of liquid hung from the bulkhead beside him. The sac quiveringly pulsed at intervals, like a sluggish and fretful jellyfish.

Arvam told Sri that the young man was Lieutenant Cash Baker, singleship pilot and war hero. ‘He was wounded in combat. Brain damage. I want you to fix it.’

‘I’m flattered, of course. But what can I do that your excellent and highly experienced medical staff can’t?’

‘You rewired his nervous system during the J-2 test programme. Also, it’s your fault he died.’

After a heartbeat’s hesitation, Sri understood what the general meant. ‘He was flying the singleship that attacked Avernus’s tug.’

‘Yes, he was. But he may be useful to me, so you will have to find it in yourself to forgive him.’

 



Lieutenant Cash Baker had piloted one of the singleships sent to intercept and destroy a chunk of ice flung at the Pacific Community’s  temporary base on Phoebe, at the beginning of the war. His ship had been damaged by the ice’s automatic defence system, but it had managed to partially repair itself and as he’d fallen back towards Saturn he’d targeted an Outer tug that had escaped from Dione. The tug had been carrying Avernus, and Sri Hong-Owen had been in hot pursuit. When Cash Baker had ignored a direct order to call off his attack, it had been necessary to activate a suicide program buried in his singleship’s control system. In the aftermath, the singleship had plummeted through the plane of the ring system, a speck of basalt travelling faster than any bullet had pierced its hull and shattered into dozens of fragments, and one of those fragments had shot through the lifesystem and drilled Cash Baker’s visor and skull and brain. The lifesystem had put him in hibernation and saved his life, his singleship had been located and retrieved, and now General Arvam Peixoto wanted Sri to help the medical team tasked with repairing his brain damage.

‘We need heroes who can drum up support back home by telling stirring stories of extraordinary acts of bravery. This man is an excellent candidate.’

‘He is a fool who very nearly murdered Avernus.’

‘I’ll deal with his story, Professor Doctor. Your job is to fix him up. I don’t care if he can’t move from the neck down, but he has to be able to speak in full sentences without drooling. Think you can do that?’

The chief surgeon told Sri that the fragment of basalt had struck the pilot just above his left eye, burning a path through his frontal cortex and corpus callosum and clipping the lower edge of the visual cortex before exiting his skull. The fragment had been just a couple of hundred microns across, but it had been travelling very fast: shock waves had destroyed or killed everything in a track averaging seven millimetres in diameter. Damage to the frontal cortex and visual cortex was trivial and could be easily repaired by insertion of glial and totipotent foetal cells. There would be some memory loss, but no serious side effects. But the damage to the corpus callosum was more problematical. Passage of the fragment had severed large numbers of reciprocal connections between the two halves of the brain. If this wasn’t repaired, the surgeon said, the right side of the pilot’s brain would be cut off from the dominant left side, a separate mind with its own perception, cognition, volition, learning and memory but lacking the ability to speak, able to express itself only through nonverbal  reactions. He would not be able to integrate the right- and left-hand sides of his visual field, and might suffer ‘alien hand syndrome’ and other dissociative effects.

After studying high-resolution tomographic renderings of the damage, Sri proposed a radical solution. She had helped to design the artificial autonomic nervous system that enabled singleship pilots to plug directly into the control system of their ships and to briefly boost their neural processing speeds during combat, and she believed that she could use this to reroute connections between the two sides of the pilot’s brain and reunite his mind.

She had plenty of other work to do, of course. She wanted to visit the garden habitat that the general had taken over for his headquarters, and make sure that her son was safe and happy. She wanted to return to Janus and complete her survey of the phenotype jungle and the sunflowers and the other vacuum organisms, work up the data and thoroughly examine it and compare it with the data sets gathered from her inspections of other gardens. Then she would head out to the next garden, and the one after that . . .

No, there was never enough time to do everything she wanted to do. But although she’d been bullied into doing it by Arvam Peixoto and it wasn’t anywhere near the top of her list of priorities, she enjoyed discussing the redesign of Cash Baker’s augmented nervous system with the ship’s surgeon. He had extensive experience of brain and nerve reconstruction, there was a definite intellectual bond between them, two minds into one, and she felt a spark of resentment when one of the general’s aides appeared and reminded her of the formal dinner.

The aide escorted Sri to a senior officer’s cabin, waited outside while she showered and put on uniform coveralls and slippers, then led her to the wardroom, where senior officers and civil servants and the guests from the Pacific Community were already seated at the long table. As Sri settled into her seat between the ship’s captain and the PacCom liaison secretary, Arvam Peixoto gave her a stern look across a centre-piece arrangement of lilies and roses that must have been shuttled up from some garden on Dione - perhaps from the habitat where Berry was now living.

Sri found most social occasions tedious. Trivial chatter and pointless and suffocating etiquette overlaying crude status displays. Alpha personalities like the general strutted and preened; everyone else flattered him, reinforcing their positions in their stupid little hierarchy,  watching each other for possible faults and failings. Ape behaviour. Sri couldn’t play these games. She lacked in every measure the vivid, forceful and confrontational personality of the typical alpha male, and wasn’t the kind of wily social networker, able to build up cadres of loyal followers and keep them in line by Skinner-box reward-and-punishment games, typical of alpha females. Although her reputation gave her some social cachet, these occasions always reminded her that she was a wild card tolerated only as long as she continued to be useful. And to be useful she needed to work, not waste her time on chit-chat and posing.

Then there was the political dimension. Less than a decade ago, the Pacific Community and Greater Brazil had almost gone to war over control of the Hawaiian islands. Both power blocs had stepped back from armed confrontation and had slowly restored diplomatic links, but a great deal of mutual antipathy and suspicion still remained. And although it had cooperated with Greater Brazil and the European Union during the brief war against the Outers, the Pacific Community had come late to the campaign and had made only a minimal contribution, and its intentions were still obscure. Arvam Peixoto wanted Sri to wheedle some morsels of useful intel from the PacCom liaison secretary, and although she liked that kind of game even less than ordinary social discourse, she had to play along for the sake of her son, and for herself.

Fortunately, the liaison secretary, Tommy Tabagee, turned out to be sufficiently intelligent and witty to keep her mildly amused throughout the long and formal dinner. A slight, limber man with coal-black skin and a Medusa’s crown of dreadlocks, he was very proud of his Aboriginal ancestry and fanatically dedicated to reconstruction and remediation of his native continent, telling Sri about what he called his modest contributions to the levelling of cities and erasure of every sign of the sins of the age of industry, a great work that would take centuries to complete.

‘It won’t ever be the same, of course,’ he said. ‘For one thing, the climate is still completely buggered. There are places where it hasn’t rained for a hundred years. But we must let the land find its own direction. That’s the important thing. And we have had some small successes. Before I was assigned here, I had the honour of working with a crew in Darwin that was restoring a portion of the Great Barrier Reef. Using real corals to replace the artificial ones. Oh, it will never be as  glorious as it once was, but if it works half as well as they claim, it has some small potential.’

Sri questioned Tommy Tabagee about the artificial corals, startled him with a few insights and ideas. Around them the other guests ate and drank and chattered, and marines in white jackets brought plates of food and took away empty plates and refilled glasses. Tommy Tabagee drank only water and ate quickly and neatly, like a machine refuelling, telling Sri that people like her were desperately needed back on Earth, it was a pity she had to waste her time out here.

‘I wouldn’t call investigating Outer technology a waste of time,’ Sri said. ‘I learn something new and useful every day.’

But Tommy Tabagee didn’t take the bait, telling her instead that he’d also learned a thing or two in his brief time in the Saturn System.

‘Best of all, as far as I’m concerned, was discovering that these moons have their own songlines,’ he said, and explained that songlines had been the key to the survival and civilisation of his ancestors. ‘In the long ago, my people lived in a country that was mostly scrub or desert, with scant and unpredictable rainfall. So they had to lead a nomadic existence, moving from waterhole to waterhole. These not only supplied food and water, you understand. They were also places where neighbouring tribes met to conduct ceremonies and exchange goods. Using a barter system very like the Bourse which regulated the economies of the Outer cities and settlements before the war, as a matter of fact. So they were important in all kinds of ways, and they were linked by paths called songlines, because the principal trade was in songs. Each tribe had its own song cycle, and traded verses with other tribes. Trade in goods was secondary to the trade in songs. And the songs, you see, they defined the land through which they passed.’

‘They were maps,’ Sri said.

She was thinking of the web of static lines that her crew had laid across the moonscape around the phenotype jungle’s pressure dome, the gardens she hadn’t had time to visit.

‘Exactly so,’ Tommy Tabagee said. ‘A man could cross hundreds of kilometres of desert he’d never before visited, using the information in songs he’d learned from other tribes. He wouldn’t have seen it that way, of course. He’d have said that he dreamed the land into existence as he sang. Which was why he had to get the song exactly right. Of course, the land here is even more unforgiving. No waterholes, and no food. Not even air! But the Outers have scattered oases and shelters across their  moons, and in my opinion it is possible to think of the routes between them as songlines. I’m pleased to say that the Outers on Iapetus are very receptive to this notion. They are very intimate with their territory and they navigate by landmarks, just as my ancestors did.’

‘Is that why you’re here? To learn the songs of Iapetus and all the other moons?’

Tommy Tabagee’s playful smile revealed a notch between his front teeth. ‘I hope you’re not making fun of my cultural inheritance, Professor Doctor.’

‘I didn’t mean to,’ Sri said. The stuff about songlines and dreaming the world into existence was mumbo-jumbo that mythologised a basic survival strategy, but she believed that it revealed something useful about the Pacific Community’s plans for the territory it had seized.

‘I hear you’re interested in the gene wizard Avernus,’ Tommy Tabagee said, smartly changing the subject. ‘Do you know we have one of her gardens on Iapetus?’

It was a small tented oasis on the anti-saturnian hemisphere of Iapetus, he said, near the mountainous ridge that girdled the moon’s equator. The ground inside had been planted with stuff that looked like bamboo: tall black stalks that stiffly swayed and rattled in random gusts generated by the air conditioning. Every thirty days the stalks sprouted banners of every conceivable colour and pattern, died all at once, and released the banners, which swarmed and blew in a great cloud in the gusty air. Compatible banners exchanged genetic material by folding themselves together and forming a patchwork chimera that pulled apart into two halves that fell to the decaying mulch left by the stalks. And then new stalks arose, and the cycle began again. An endless round of growth and reproduction that generated fleeting patterns of random and unrepeatable beauty.

‘Maybe you can tell me what it means,’ Tommy Tabagee said. ‘Because I’m buggered if I can.’

‘I don’t think it means anything in particular. Apart from its own intrinsic meaning, that is.’

‘So it’s a work of art, is it?’

‘Avernus likes games,’ Sri said. ‘And her games are both playful and serious. They’re an expression of the whimsical side of her talent, and they also explore the possible expressions of the limited number of natural and artificial genes currently available. Evolution has been doing just that for more than four billion years on Earth, a little less in  the ocean of Europa. It has produced many intricate and marvellous wonders, but they are a mere drop in the sea of the information space that defines every possible expression of life. Avernus’s gardens are expeditions beyond the edges of current maps of artificial genetics. She is creating new territory, just as your ancestors believed that their songs created the territory over which they walked.’

Tommy Tabagee thought about that for a moment, then said, ‘You like her, don’t you?’

‘I admire her.’

Sri felt a little flinch of caution, wondering if the spry little man knew just how badly she had been humiliated the only time she and Avernus had met.

Instead, he asked her about the gardens she’d discovered and explored, and they talked pleasantly until white-jacketed marines moved forward to serve coffee and Arvam Peixoto rose to make a short speech about the necessity for cooperation between Earth’s three great powers. When the general was finished, Tommy Tabagee told Sri that now he’d have to sing for his supper, and stood up and gave a graceful response. And then the dinner was over, but before Tommy Tabagee left he told Sri that he’d met her green saint once.

‘Oscar Finnegan Ramos, that is. He was a fine fellow. I was sorry to hear about his death.’

Sri’s flinch was stronger this time. Sharp as a needle stabbing her heart. According to the official story, Oscar had died of sudden-onset multiple organ failure, one of the signature syndromes suffered by those kept alive by longevity treatments. Until recently, Sri had believed that only she and Arvam knew the truth, but a few days before she’d left for Janus she’d found a handwritten note on the fold-down table in her cabin.

I admire your bold move. If you ever need help, contact me.

Sri had recognised the round, childish scrawl at once: it was Euclides Peixoto’s, a cousin and rival of Arvam’s who had been given oversight of one of her projects before the war. She’d swabbed the note for DNA, had failed to find any, and had destroyed it. She hadn’t told Arvam about it, even though it meant that one of Euclides’s agents must be on board the flagship; she’d been badly burnt by the internal politics of the Peixoto family once before and she didn’t ever again want to become involved in their intrigues. But now she was struck by the unpleasant thought that Euclides might have been spreading rumours about  Oscar’s death to weaken Arvam’s position, and wondered if Tommy Tabagee knew or suspected that she had killed Oscar so that she could escape the tangle of intrigue that had threatened to trap her, and throw in her lot with Arvam Peixoto and the war effort.

She told the PacCom liaison secretary that Oscar’s death was an untimely loss, to herself and to the Peixoto family and the scientific world; if he noticed that her face had stiffened into a mask he gave no sign of it, saying that Oscar had been a fine man who had contributed so much to the great cause.

‘If you have half his scruples and a quarter of his talent, you’re all right by me, I reckon.’

After Tommy Tabagee and the rest of the Pacific Community delegation had returned to their ship, Arvam Peixoto intercepted Sri and asked her what she and the liaison secretary had been talking about.

‘The two of you were as thick as thieves.’

‘Isn’t that what you wanted? He told me that they found one of Avernus’s gardens on Iapetus. More or less invited me to visit.’

‘I don’t think so,’ Arvam said.

‘I might learn something useful about the PacCom’s plans.’

‘They’ll feed you a mess of grey info and naked propaganda while subtly pumping you for useful information. And besides, you’re a valuable asset,’ Arvam said. ‘I’d look like a damned fool if I let you go there and you decided to defect.’

Sri couldn’t tell if he was joking or not. ‘I’m sorry that you think I’m too naive to be trusted.’

‘You’re the most intelligent person I know. But you don’t know much about people. One of my aides is writing a summary report about your tête-a-tête with Mr Tommy Tabagee. Check it over, add any comments you feel necessary, sign it off, and have it on my desk tomorrow morning,’ Arvam said. ‘Oh, and you can tell me how you plan to fix up our hero pilot. It’s about time you started earning your keep.’
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Some fifty days after he’d defected, the spy at last returned to Paris, Dione.

It had not been an easy journey. He’d fallen from orbit in a stolen dropshell, skimming through a hole in the Brazilian surveillance-satellite network, landing inside a small impact crater in the high northern latitudes of Dione’s sub-saturnian hemisphere, walking away across a frozen, gently undulating plain. He was short of air and power and had to reach a shelter or an oasis as quickly as possible, knew that his former masters would be searching for him and that he faced disgrace and execution if he was captured, yet in those first hours of freedom his heart floated on a flood of joy. All around, beyond the shell of his pressure suit, with its intimate chorus of clicks and whirrs, the tide of his breathing and the thud of his pulse, the moonscape stretched silent and still, lovely in its emptiness. The dusty ground glimmering golden-brown in the long light of the low sun. Saturn’s swollen globe looming half-full above the curved horizon, bisected by the black scratch of the ringplane, which printed crisp shadows across smoggy bands of butterscotch and peach and caught fire with diamond light as it shot beyond the gas giant’s limb towards the tiny half-disc of one of the inner moons. He felt as if he was the emperor of all he surveyed. The only witness to this pure, uncanny beauty. And for the first time in his brief and strange life, master of his fate.

He’d been shaped before birth, moulded and trained and indoctrinated during his strange childhood, dispatched to Dione before the beginning of the war on a mission to infiltrate Paris, sabotage its infrastructure, and soften it for invasion by Brazilian forces. He’d carried out his mission to the best of his considerable abilities, but his  sojourn amongst the Outers had changed him. He had fallen in love, he’d begun to understand what it meant to be truly human, and then he’d betrayed the woman he loved for the sake of his mission. But now he was free of every obligation and duty towards God and Gaia and Greater Brazil. Free to be anything he wanted to be. Free to find Zi Lei, and save her from the aftermath of war.

And so he bounded along in exuberant kangaroo hops, chasing his long shadow across the plain. Several times he misjudged his landing and tumbled and fell amongst spurts of dust, wrenching his wounded shoulder. It didn’t matter. He bounced to his feet and bounded on, eager and happy, reaching a shelter some sixty kilometres from his landing spot late in the long afternoon.

Hundreds of these tiny unmanned stations were scattered across the surfaces of the inhabited moons, insulated fullerene shells buried in ice and surrounded by fields of tall silvery flowers that transformed sunlight into electrical power, providing basic accommodation where hikers and other travellers could stop for the night. The spy ate a hasty meal, fed a little sugar solution to the halflife bandage that covered the raw bullet wound in his shoulder, then swapped his Brazilian military-issue pressure suit for the shelter’s spare - it fit his lanky frame better, and its lifepack had a longer range - and filled a slingbag with supplies and hiked on towards a crater rim that stood at the horizon. He walked up the long apron of the slumped ridge and near the top found a good hiding place in a deep cleft between two house-sized blocks that had been shattered and overturned by the ancient impact, and unrolled an insulated cocoon and climbed inside it and fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. He slept for sixty hours, through Dione’s long night and most of the next day, and woke and headed out to the next shelter, where he showered and ate, recharged his suit’s batteries and topped up its air supply, and walked on.

He travelled like this for more than forty days.

The land dropped in a series of broad, benched terraces into Latium Chasma, a long linear trough carved by a catastrophic flood of ammonia-rich meltwater early in Dione’s history, before the little moon had frozen to its core. He hiked along the broad plain of the chasma’s floor, moving from shelter to shelter, sleeping in shallow crevasses or in the deep shadows of embayments in the gouged and pleated cliffs of the trough’s eastern wall. He was certain that he was still being hunted, but although Dione was only a little over a thousand  kilometres in diameter it had a surface area of four million square kilometres - half the size of Australia - and the Brazilian forces were small in number and would be mostly deployed around Paris. Even so, he would now and then spot in the black sky swiftly moving points of light crossing from west to east, and feel as exposed as a bug crawling across a microscope slide.

Every day the spy risked tuning into the military band for a few minutes, listening to chatter, trying to work out how the occupation of Dione was unfolding. The Brazilian flagship was still in orbit around the moon, and Brazilian marines were free to move everywhere on its surface, challenged only by a few deadender holdouts - and these were being eliminated one by one. Paris, the self-proclaimed centre of resistance, had been badly damaged. Its tent was ruptured and most of it lay open to freezing vacuum. More than half of its population had been killed; the rest had either fled or had been taken prisoner. And now the Brazilians were rounding up Outers from oases and habitats scattered across Dione and transporting them to temporary prison camps outside the stricken city.

If he was going to find Zi Lei, the spy thought, he would have to go to Paris. It was his first best hope of finding her, and if she wasn’t there he would look everywhere else.

One day he climbed the rim of a big crater that cut across the trough and at the top saw, far across the great circle of the crater’s floor, a steep-sided pyramid of construction diamond panes and fullerene struts lit up within and crowded with tall trees. Another day he walked past the outer margin of fields of vacuum organisms like pages of dark and twisted characters printed on the pale land.

His wound healed and he wrapped up the halflife bandage and folded it away.

At last, the cliff of the eastern wall slumped downward and the floor of the trough rose, cracked in blocks and little ravines. He’d reached the southern end of the chasma. He’d walked almost a quarter of the way around the little moon.

Someone had cut a trail through the chaotic landscape. The spy followed it across the tops of broken blocks and over ravines bridged by elegant spans of fullerene composite. He walked around the broad, uneven ridge at the edge of a small crater and climbed a natural ramp of consolidated debris onto the rolling, cratered plain beyond.

When he reached the next refuge, he found that it had been cleaned  out and left open to vacuum. Tyre tracks and bootprints marked the dust all around, and the vacuum-organism flowers had been chopped down. Certain that the Brazilian occupying force were responsible for this despoliation, feeling lonely and hunted, he walked on. He had no choice.

Four hours later, he was approaching an oasis whose angled tent was pitched on the low rim of a crater some five kilometres across. There were no lights inside and the three sets of doors of the main airlock stood open and the gardened interior was dark and frozen. The spy believed that the place had been raided and cleared out by the Brazilian occupiers some time ago, and although he was by now low on air and power he spent a good hour scouting its perimeter before he dared walk in.

He found spare batteries and air in the airlock of one of the outlying farm tubes. Better still, he found a rolligon hidden under camouflage cloth in a shallow pit dug at the edge of a broad field of tangled black spikes. He spent the time interrogating the vehicle’s AI, but it couldn’t tell him anything useful, so he dozed until shadows had everywhere crept out to cover the moonscape, and then he started up the rolligon and drove up the shallow ramp at one end of the pit.

Navigating by the soft light of Saturnshine, scarcely brighter than starlight, the spy drove due south, with the ramparts of Eumelus Crater doubling the horizon to the west. Using the rolligon was a big risk, but not as big as hoping to rely on resupply from refuges and caches that the occupying force was now targeting. At last he picked up a road that stretched away in a dead straight line towards the equator, the usual graded construction of ice gravel laced with fullerene mesh, thirty metres wide, absolutely level, and with transponder guides set along one edge so that he could surrender control to the rolligon’s AI. He performed a set of stretches and isometric exercises to loosen the rigid bar across his shoulders, went into the galley and steeped a sachet of lemon tea in a beaker, and returned to the driving chair and saw a line gleaming at the horizon.

It was the railway that girdled Dione’s equator, a single track elevated above the plain on pylons like a tightrope bridging the western and eastern horizons. Built, like the road, by the patient and unceasing labour of gangs of construction robots. The spy took back control of the rolligon and stopped a little distance from the elevated track, looking all  around, wary again. The railway was important. It could be a target. Something could be watching it . . .

To the east, far off, a faint light gleamed. A star perched at the vanishing point of the railway’s ruled line. The spy used the zoom function of the rolligon’s monitor. The star dimmed as it expanded; details emerged. It was a bullet-shaped railcar, its rear capped with a cargo space, its nose a diamond canopy over a pressurised cabin. It had been heading west, away from Paris. Now it sat flat on the superconducting magnetic track and the door of its cabin gaped open.

The spy sipped lemon tea as he thought things through. The power had cut off and the railcar had grounded and its passengers had climbed out. That much was clear. But where were they now? And who were they? Brazilian or Outer? At last, with less than an hour before dawn, the spy took the wheel of the rolligon and bumped off the road and drove across the dusty ground parallel to the elevated railway, towards the stationary railcar. The nape of his neck and his palms were prickling, but he couldn’t not look. He was hoping that someone else’s bad luck would give him what he needed.

He spotted a muddle of bootprints around the base of the support pylon closest to the grounded railcar and stopped the rolligon and pulled on his pressure suit and climbed out and cast around. The bootprints resolved into a path that followed the railway east, in the direction from which the railcar had come. Five sets of tracks either side of something that had left a broad trail in the icy dust.

The spy called up a map, realised that the railcar’s passengers must be heading for the nearest station, some fifty kilometres away at the rim of Mnestheus Crater. He looked towards the horizon but nothing moved there. Everywhere was as silent and still as it had ever been.

He climbed the rungs stapled to one side of the pylon and walked down the track to the railcar and stood at the open door for a little while. One of the floor panels was missing and there was blood on another part of the floor and on two of the big cushions that had served as seats. The blood frozen and black in the cold vacuum.

Someone had been wounded, then. And his companions had taken the floor panel and used it to drag him along with them. The spy wondered how much air they’d had, wondered if their wounded comrade had survived the trip.

There was only one way to find out.

A few minutes after he’d started up the rolligon and set off parallel to  the railway, the sun sprang above the horizon directly ahead, as bright and sharp now as it would be at noon because there was no atmosphere to attenuate or diffuse its harsh white light. The railway strode straight on, its pylons stepping amongst a string of small impact craters and growing taller as it crossed a broad and shallow depression. The spy lost sight of the track left by the railcar passengers when it bent to the north, around the outer edge of the craters. He backtracked, spotted a bright yellow cannister someone had discarded, picked up the trail and went on.

After a few kilometres, the trail of bootprints and scrape marks bent north again and crossed the low rim of a medium-sized impact crater. The spy stopped the rolligon and looked all around, the elevated railway skylined behind him, the moonscape all around utterly still and empty. He locked his helmet over his head and climbed down and followed the bootprints up the crater rim to the top, where a flat sheet of fullerene composite, the missing section of railcar floor, stood upright at one end of a mound built of loose ice-rock rubble. He unpacked the rubble at the foot of the sheet and uncovered a helmet, its faceplate blind with frost.

The pressure suit had been powered down and the body inside was frozen solid. The spy had a little trouble unlatching the helmet, felt relief wash through him when he saw that the corpse was male, its face white and hard as marble. He uncovered the body down to its waist and jacked his patch cord into the pressure suit’s service port and studied the personal files stored in its memory. The dead man was Felice Gottschalk, born in a garden habitat called Dvoskin’s Knoll and currently a resident of Paris, an apprentice architect and sonic artist, twenty-three years old, no children. Perfect.

He did not give another thought to the dead man, or to the people who had dragged him with them until he had died and then had buried him here in the hope that they could one day come back to retrieve his body, or tell others where to find it. He did not wonder whether they had reached the safety of the station or had run out of air or power and died somewhere out on the empty plain. His curiosity was strictly practical. With the exception of Zi Lei, he was interested in people only inasmuch as they were useful or dangerous to him.

So without ceremony or second thoughts he carried the corpse to the rolligon, stashed it in an external locker, and drove south and east. The  railway sank beneath the horizon behind him. When he saw the long gleam of an ice cliff at the horizon he turned towards it.

The cliff, created by tectonic fractures when Dione had cooled and its icy crust had contracted, was more than a hundred metres high. Part of it had collapsed, forming a small, shallow basin. The spy drove up a lobate apron of consolidated mass-wasted rubble and parked in the shadows under the grooved face of the basin and interred Felice Gottschalk’s corpse deep in the dusty rubble, where no one would ever find it.

He microwaved and ate a portion of rice, black beans, and shiitake mushrooms, then set to work, merging his biometric and DNA profile with the biographical data in Felice Gottschalk’s files and porting everything to the ID chip in his pressure suit. This fake identity would pass any casual check made by the occupying forces, and if he could reach one of the caches he’d set up while he’d been living in Paris he would be able to alter his appearance and change his fingerprints with injections of halflife collagen. The spy dozed in the driver’s seat, luxuriating in idle but pleasurable fantasies about Zi Lei until nightfall, and then he drove on towards Paris.

He was certain that he would find Zi Lei there. If she’d managed to escape from the immediate vicinity of the city during the war she would by now have been caught in the occupying force’s sweeps and transported to one of the prison camps. And even if she had managed to evade capture so far, if she was hiding out in some remote oasis or shelter, he would find her. Even if it took the rest of his life, he would find her.

 



Now, at last, the spy had reached the dead city.

He’d driven as close to Romulus Crater as he dared and hiked in over the rim some thirty kilometres west of Paris, to one of the caches he’d set up before the war. He’d subjected himself to a few minor cosmetic alterations and altered his ID accordingly, picked up a memory needle containing back-up copies of his demons, and after night had fallen he’d snuck across the ancient landslips and fans of mass-wasted material to a vantage point just two kilometres from the city’s perimeter.

The long tent slanted down the inner slope of the crater’s rim and ran out across the flat terrain beyond. Buildings stood up inside it, starkly lit. The farm tubes were dark and the land all around was dark too - apart from the spaceport, which seemed to float in the glare of  hundreds of floodlights. Three Brazilian shuttles stood on landing pads. Beyond them, a crew of giant construction robots were working on a skeleton of new tent.

The spy dozed until the sun’s tiny disc appeared at the horizon and the moonscape was immediately tangled with shadows. He looked all around, alert and eager, and spotted a tiny gleam to the northeast. It was the dome which housed the research station where Zi Lei and other members of the peace movement had been held prisoner. The healed wound in his shoulder itched. His body, remembering.

Zi Lei had come to him for help after martial law had been declared and the city’s wardens had begun to arrest prominent members of the Permanent Peace Debate. He’d drugged her, forced her to swallow a transmitter, and betrayed her to the city’s wardens because he’d needed to find out where the peaceniks where being held - he’d been instructed to locate the gene wizard Avernus and the traitor Macy Minnot, both prominent supporters of the peace movement. Although he’d been wounded while escaping from the city at the beginning of the war, he’d managed to reach the makeshift prison, sabotage its security system, and deal with the guards . . . but then things had gone badly wrong. Someone had knocked him down with a tranquiliser dart, and he’d been left behind when Zi Lei and the other prisoners had escaped. He had a hazy memory that she’d bent over him as he’d faded into unconsciousness, that she’d whispered that she knew that he was a good man. He hoped it was true. He hoped that she would forgive him when he found her.

He watched as military vehicles drove up to the farm tubes that ran alongside the city. Figures in blue pressure suits - Brazilian soldiers - clambered out and moved towards the airlocks at the ends of the tubes. After a little while, people in Outer-style pressure suits emerged and were chivvied into lines by the soldiers, some marching off to the vacuum-organism fields pieced across the plain beyond the city, others marching through the freight yards towards the big airlocks at the eastern end of the city.

When all was quiet again the spy wormed his way closer and found a hiding place in a small crevasse close to the road between the city and the vacuum-organism fields. He dozed for several hours, came fully alert as lines of prisoners, shepherded by guards on fat-wheeled trikes, shambled past. As the last line went by, he rose up and tagged onto its  end, following it along the road to the farm tubes. There were no headcounts or ID checks. He followed the Outers into one of the airlocks, the door guillotined shut, and that was it. He was back where he belonged.
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Cash Baker was woken by degrees. Surfacing to a confusion of light and clamour, sinking back, surfacing again. He knew that he had been badly injured and that he was still gravely ill, but he didn’t remember what had happened. The surgeon in charge of his recovery and rehabilitation, Doctor Jésus McCaffery, told him that his singleship had been attacked by Outer drones. One of the drones had exploded close to his ship and a fragment of debris had punched through the ship’s hull and pierced Cash’s head. His ship had saved his life by putting him in hibernation; after he’d been rescued, Dr Jésus and his crew had kept him in an induced coma, repaired the damage by regrowing parts of his brain and modifying the artificial nervous system that had enabled him to fly combat singleships, and then brought him back to consciousness in a series of carefully managed steps.

Dr Jésus or one or another of his aides had to explain this several times. Cash would fall sleep and wake up and try and fail to remember what had happened to him. Sleep was dreamless. Waking was like being in a bad dream he was unable to escape. He didn’t know why he was strapped to a bed in a medical ward, and whole slabs of his life were missing, too. According to Dr Jésus, he was suffering from retrograde amnesia. The memories were still in his head, somewhere, but he had misplaced the codes that accessed them. As he recovered, some of his memories would gradually return, Dr Jésus said, but couldn’t or wouldn’t say how much would be forever lost.

Cash slept a lot, and spent most of his waking time striving to master the basic chores of body maintenance. The medical aides applauded him when he successfully voided his bowels or guided a spoon to his mouth without spilling more than half its cargo. Lavished praise on  his ability to remember short strings of unrelated nouns, or to count backwards from one hundred in units of three or seven. He met every challenge with the same determination and vigour he’d applied to basic pilot training, the test-pilot school, and the J-2 test programme, and his recovery was astonishingly fast. Within days of being returned to full consciousness, he was out of his bed and testing his ability to walk in a straight line. He had a swirling limp and a tendency to drift to the right, but he gritted his teeth and got the job done in less than two hours, and then he slept around the clock.

An intelligence officer paid him a visit, told him that he was a hero, and showed him two files, crisply edited and saturated with brash patriotic fervour. The first documented the descent of a pair of singleships, one of them apparently his, into the atmosphere of Saturn. Operation Deep Sounding. A demonstration of the capabilities of the Brazilian J-2 singleships that had ended in a thrilling hair’s-breadth escape from a fiendish plan by the Outers to destroy them. The second followed the trajectory of a chunk of ice that a gang of Outers had flung across the Saturn System towards a base that the Pacific Community had established on Phoebe, the largest of the gas giant’s flock of eccentric outer moons. Cash and two other singleship pilots had been dispatched in hot pursuit. When they’d caught up with the rogue chunk of ice there’d been a brief but furious battle with its automated defences. Cash’s singleship had been damaged and he had been grievously wounded. According to the file, his noble sacrifice had allowed his companions to plant a nuclear bomb that had blown the ice to harmless fragments. And he had been rescued and, thanks to the intervention of skilled surgeons using the very latest technology, his life had been saved and now he was recovering from his injuries, a true hero of the Quiet War. The file ended with video of General Arvam Peixoto, commander-in-chief of the Brazilian/European joint expeditionary force and acting head of the Three Powers Authority, leaning solicitously over Cash lying in the bed where he was lying right now, asking him how he was feeling. Cash, watching, winced when he saw his lopsided smile, the obvious effort with which he lifted his arm, thumb quiveringly erect.

Cash didn’t remember the general’s visit and he didn’t remember the action against the chunk of ice or the descent into Saturn’s atmosphere. And he didn’t recognise some of the people who came to visit him, although they clearly knew him. He remembered his best buddy Luiz Schwarcz, sure, and Caetano Cavalcanti and a couple of other guys  from the J-2 test programme, but he had no recollection whatsoever of several others, including the severely beautiful blonde woman, Colonel Vera Flamilion Jackson, who claimed to have flown with him on the two missions celebrated in the files.

When he asked Luiz Schwarcz about their bunky Colly Blanco, Luiz’s mouth turned down and he said that Colly was dead. He’d flown a rescue mission and he’d been shot down. The first casualty of the Quiet War.

Cash was a casualty of war, too. He was improving physically every day, but his head still wasn’t quite right. He suffered from violent headaches, was prone to sudden rage, crying jags, and depressions that leached everything around him of colour and value. Meanwhile, he exercised, did his level best to ace out every one of the memory and reasoning tests that Dr Jésus’s crew set him, and slept.

Luiz Schwarcz stopped by Cash’s little cubicle whenever he could. He smuggled in forbidden luxuries: a pouch of cachaça, squares of chocolate, a fresh peach. He also brought, at Cash’s request, a mirror. Cash had already seen himself in his sickbed at the end of the second file. He believed that he was prepared for what the mirror would reveal. But he wasn’t. The file must have been doctored. Cosmetically tweaked. He’d looked pretty bad in the file, but he looked even worse in the mirror. He looked like his father. He looked like his goddamned father in his last days, dying from a wildfire carcinoma that had turned his lungs to black slime.

‘You look like a man with a hole drilled right through his head,’ Luiz said. He was sitting on the edge of Cash’s bed because there was nowhere else to sit, a wiry man with coffee-brown skin and a hairline moustache, trim and poised in pressed blue coveralls. ‘You’re the only person I know stubborn enough to survive that.’

‘I’m not sure I did. I mean, I’m not who I used to be.’

‘You’re a certified grade-A gold-plated hero,’ Luiz said.

‘I’m a fuck-up who screwed the pooch.’

‘It was a hairy mission. And you went in close and took out the booby traps. The rail guns and the drones. If you hadn’t done that, we couldn’t have planted the nuke that blew the chunk of ice to dust and splinters. And if you want to talk about screwing the pooch, that would be down to Vera and me. Because we weren’t able to rescue you when your ship jagged off.’

‘No hard feelings on my part. You had to complete the mission,’ Cash said.

‘We completed it. And then we should have come after you—’

‘You did what you had to do,’ Cash said, riding a hot spurt of anger. ‘You had to leave me. Big deal. Get past it. Because I’m fucking sick of hearing you apologise.’

‘You’re tired,’ Luiz said. ‘I’ll come back later.’

‘Yeah, fuck off, why don’t you,’ Cash said. He knew that he was being unreasonable but was unable to stop himself. Hearing himself say, ‘It’s what you’re good at. Fucker.’

It was like he was possessed. Like the women in church back home, collapsing when the preacher pressed the heel of his hand against their foreheads, writhing on the floor, speaking in tongues.

When Luiz came back the next day, Cash apologised, but his friend waved it off.

‘Não é nada.’

‘It ain’t nothing,’ Cash said. ‘I have to get past it. I have to get back.’

‘You will,’ Luiz said, although his soft sad gaze contradicted him.

They talked about the war. According to Luiz, it had started long before a gang of Outers who called themselves Ghosts had aimed that chunk of ice at Phoebe. And the military phase, the attacks on Outer cities and settlements and ships, had really been the last stage of a cunning and intricately planned campaign. Before the Brazilian/European joint expedition had arrived in the Saturn System, diplomatic and trade missions had persuaded some of the Outer cities to stay neutral. To give in; surrender without a shot. As for the rest, spies had infiltrated the cities and sabotaged their critical infrastructures. Crops packed tightly in greenhouse farms had begun to die, depriving the cities not only of supplies of food but also oxygen; water had been contaminated with psychotropic drugs, and air with influenza viruses; the information nets had been polluted with demons that denied service or saturated the nets with propaganda messages; power supplies had become untrustworthy. By the time the military phase of the war had begun, the populations of the cities had been demoralised, sick, and exhausted from dealing with faltering or failing life-support systems. Most had surrendered at once. Only Paris, Dione, had put up any kind of resistance, and it had fallen inside a day.

Luiz told Cash that he and the rest of the singleship wing had spent their time chasing down Outer ships that had been attempting to flee  the Saturn System. Most of those had been unarmed; the rest had been no match for the singleships. Still, more than half the refugees had managed to escape. Right now they were hiding out at Uranus. And no one knew how many of them were out there, or what they were planning to do.

‘Why haven’t you gone away?’ Cash said.

‘Away?’

‘I mean after them.’

‘We’re too busy here,’ Luiz said. ‘We’re good at blowing things up. It’s what we trained to do. But we’re not so good at putting things back together again. And fixing the damage to the cities is child’s play compared to dealing with the Outers.’

Luiz told Cash that he’d been put in charge of a taxi service, shuttling marines and civilians and equipment between various moons. The Saturn System was now governed by the Three Powers Authority. The Pacific Community had established a small base on Phoebe and controlled the scattered settlements on Iapetus; the Europeans had been given charge of Rhea; Greater Brazil owned the rest. All the tiny and mostly uninhabited moons, as well as Mimas, Enceladus, Tethys, Dione, and Titan.

‘Plus we’re arguing with the PacCom over who controls Hyperion,’ Luiz said. ‘No one lives there, but it’s become a sticking point.’

‘Bullshit politics.’

‘Remember we nearly went to war with them over Hawaii?’

‘I’m not that fucked up.’

‘They didn’t come here to help us out. We didn’t need their help. They came here for a piece of the action,’ Luiz said. ‘The question is, what are they going to do with what they have? And what else do they want?’

‘If there’s going to be another wart, another war, I need to make better fist,’ Cash said, and pretended that he didn’t see the quick tremor that passed across Luiz’s face.

 



One day, General Arvam Peixoto visited Cash in his hospital bed and presented him with a medal and his captain’s bars - that was when Cash found out that he had been promoted, and that he was going back to Earth. The general told him that people back home needed to know about how the war had been won. He wanted Cash to act as an emissary  or ambassador for the expedition. To explain the heroic work being done here, and to tell his own story.

‘I don’t remember too much of it right now,’ Cash said.

‘Don’t worry about that. I have people who can help you. It’ll be a fine little assignment. You’re a hero, Captain, and you’ll be treated as one. You’ll tour the major cities, meet VIPs at parties and receptions, drink fine wines and eat steak each and every night. And women, Captain, I don’t have to tell you that women love a hero, eh? All you have to do is make a few speeches, answer a few questions. And my people will write the speeches and coach you, and because they will be asking the questions, you will know the answers. A fine assignment, yes? And one that you fully deserve. What do you say?’
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Every day, the Brazilians brought more people to the dead city. Their search parties spread out across the face of Dione, entering and securing every garden habitat, oasis, and shelter, rounding up the inhabitants and transporting them to Paris for processing: a brief interrogation, confirmation of identity, injection with a subdermal tag. An industrial process, inflexible but efficient. The city’s net and every copy of its data base had been destroyed or corrupted during the war, but the Brazilians had assembled a list of malcontents by trawling news boards, public forums and private discussion groups, personal mailboxes, and registers in the nets of cities that had survived the war unscathed. Anyone who had ever been a member of any civic agency, had served on Paris’s council or any of its committees, or had spoken out against reconciliation with Earth, whether in private or in public, was dispatched to the maximum-security jail, formerly the city’s correctional facility and now much expanded. Of the rest, pregnant women and women or men nursing babies were sent to a maternity camp; everyone else was told that they could either work for the Three Powers Authority or spend the rest of their lives in a prison camp.

Almost half the prisoners supported the doctrine of nonviolent resistance and refused to work. At first, the Brazilians attempted to break their spirit. Refuseniks were subjected to public strip-searches, random beatings, solitary confinement, or even, in the early days, execution. The guard would order the prisoners to line up and then seize two or three of them and drag them to an airlock and cycle them through into vacuum, but this practice was abandoned when prisoners began to follow the guards and their victims, demanding to be cycled through too. If anyone in one of the barracks was refused rations, the  rest went on hunger strike in sympathy. If the guards selected someone for a random beating, other prisoners would volunteer to take their place. And so on. At last, the Brazilians gave up on attempting to convert the refuseniks and left them to their own devices, supplying their barracks with minimal rations and life support, locking them down in quarantine.

The spy chose to work. People who practised nonviolent resistance might be honourable, principled, and brave, but they were also crazy. They would weaken and die in their isolated barracks, and their principles would die with them. In any case, it was nothing to do with him. He was neither an Outer nor a Brazilian. Neither prisoner nor occupier. He was a free man. He had given himself up to the Brazilians freely because it gave him the best chance of finding Zi Lei. He knew that it was a stupidly dangerous quest, but it gave his new life a shape and a destination. He had been trained all his life to be someone else: to wear the skin of an assumed identity and infiltrate the enemy population and carry out a secret mission. That was what he had done before the war, when, working in the skin of Ken Shintaro, he had sabotaged Paris’s infrastructure. And that was what he was doing now. Despite the deprivation and fear and hard work, he was quietly content.

In the first weeks, the spy and his fellow prisoners, all single, childless men, worked twelve hours a day every day in the ruins of the city. Supervision was minimal. They were left to their own devices when they weren’t working, and organised themselves into crews assigned a variety of housekeeping tasks: taking turns at cooking, laundry, and general maintenance, nursing those who’d been wounded in the battle for Paris and its aftermath, collecting and recycling urine and faeces, tending the fruit bushes packed into the farm tube that served as their quarters, and sharing out harvested fruit to supplement their CHON food rations.

The spy was immediately welcomed into this little community. The Outers weren’t naive or credulous, but they were naturally hospitable and hadn’t yet learned to suspect and distrust strangers. And besides, it was obvious that, with his etiolated build, opposable big toes, and simple secondary hearts pulsing in his femoral and subclavian arteries, he was one of them, and his story about his search for his friend Zi Lei chimed with their strong sense of romance. He told them that she had been arrested and incarcerated before the war, that he had tried and failed to find her during the confusion of the attack on the city when  battle drones and troops had fallen from the sky and quickly overwhelmed the defences that ringed the city’s perimeter, and that he had been searching for her ever since.

No one in the farm tube had known Zi Lei before the war, or knew if she had survived it. And the Brazilians kept men and women apart, so there was no easy way of discovering if she was a prisoner, in one of the work crews or, more likely, amongst the refuseniks. The spy bided his time. He had been taught how to be patient. But he couldn’t stop wondering where she was and if she was all right. He supposed that his tender helpless yearning meant that he was in love.

The spy’s work crew had been tasked with collecting the bodies of citizens killed when the Brazilians had taken Paris. The Brazilians had broken in at either end of the city’s tent and advanced towards the centre amidst fierce hand-to-hand street fighting. The city’s defenders had blown up and set fire to the public buildings in a last desperate stand, and then the tent had been ruptured and the city had lost its air. Half the population had died. Some ten thousand people.

The crew worked in the lower part of the city, amongst manufactories, workshops and blocks of old-fashioned apartment buildings. It was where the spy had lived as Ken Shintaro before the war, and he found it strange to return to it now. Power had been restored, but the city was still in vacuum and everything was frozen at -200° Centigrade. Trees stripped of foliage and branches by the hurricane of explosive decompression when the city’s tent had been ruptured stood naked and frozen hard as iron along the wide avenues. The halflife grass that turfed the avenues and the plants in the parks and courtyard gardens was frozen too, slowly bleaching in the stark light of the chandeliers.

Most buildings had been damaged during the battle; few had retained integrity. There were bodies in apartments, in central court-yards, in basements. Fallen where they had been caught in the open, huddled around doors, in bed niches, inside airlocks. Those who had been wearing pressure suits when they had died were the easiest to deal with. The rest were statues frozen to the floor or to furniture or to each other, heads and hands swollen and blackened by pressure bruising, faces masked by blood expressed from ears and eyes and mouths and nostrils, eyes starting, swollen tongues protruding. Men and women and children. Babies.

The crew secured samples of frozen flesh for DNA analysis and  logged and bagged any possessions, then pried the bodies free by using crowbars and wedges and loaded them onto sleds that were driven out of the city through airlocks whose triple sets of doors stood permanently open. Construction robots dug long trenches in the icy regolith beyond the eastern edge of the vacuum-organism fields, and the bodies were dumped into them without ceremony and covered with ice gravel. As if the Brazilians wanted the evidence of their atrocities to be erased as quickly as possible.

After all the bodies in public areas had been removed, the clearance work became a macabre treasure hunt. Searching through apartment blocks room by room. Looking in basements and service tunnels. In storage lockers and cupboards where people had sought refuge or had tried to hoard a last few sips of air. Everyone worked in a haze of exhaustion. They averted their gazes from the faces of the dead as they levered and pried and cut. They cursed the stiff and awkward corpses, sat down and wept, were chivvied back to work by the Brazilian guards.

There were dreadful stories of people finding loved ones, partners, parents, children, and in any case the work was an unceasing horror. Many people in the salvage crews committed suicide. A few dramatically, by unlatching their helmets or throwing themselves under the treads of one of the construction robots that were demolishing badly damaged buildings; most by finding some hidden spot and disabling their air scrubbers. It wasn’t so bad, people said. You became woozy as the carbon dioxide built up, and passed into merciful sleep.

The suicides went into the trenches, too.

One day, the spy was lined up with the rest of the crew near one of the big airlocks, everyone shivering with fatigue inside the shells of their pressure suits, waiting for their armed escort to march them back to the farm tube, when a sled glided by and something caught his eye. A woman lying on top of a pile of bodies, her unmarked face pale and hard as the face of a marble statue, a stiff banner of black hair, little tucks in the outer corners of her eyes, a small uptilted nose. It was her. It was Zi Lei. He broke ranks and chased after the sled and caught up with it, and with a shock of relief saw that the dead woman wasn’t Zi Lei after all. Then two guards crashed into him and knocked him to the ground. They hauled him away to the punishment block and stripped him and beat him half-heartedly and threw him in a cell and left him there all night without food or water. And in the morning gave him his pressure suit and put him back to work.

No one on the crew said anything to him about his moment of craziness.

The spy had been in the city for more than sixty days and still had no news of Zi Lei. By now a kind of telegraphic system had been established amongst the prisoners. Crews sometimes mingled while working on large projects and could exchange news by using a form of sign language to talk to each other right under the noses of their guards. Everyone asked after everyone else. Establishing a roll-call of the living and the dead and the missing. Zi Lei was one of the missing. No one knew anything about her. It was as if she had dropped off the face of the world.

Perhaps she had.

One day, the spy’s crew spent an entire shift searching for bodies and turned up only one. The following three shifts they found no bodies at all. And then, without warning, they were redeployed to work in the vacuum-organism fields.

Many of the city’s farm tubes and its microalgal and dole-yeast cultures had been destroyed during the war, and most of the crops that had been planted out in new or refurbished farm tubes were not yet ready for harvest, so tracts of vacuum organisms south and east of the city were being ripped up to provide CHON for the foodmakers that supplied the prisoners with basic rations. One day this work took the spy’s crew close to the little dome of the research station where Zi Lei and others in the peace movement had been held prisoner. He’d hiked there to save her, and that had been the last time he’d seen her. And here he was again, helping to scrape up stiff lichenous growths from dusty ice, with the dome sitting on a low ridge in the middle distance, gleaming against the black sky. Remembering what had happened there when he’d been someone else.

By now, the damage to the city’s tent had been repaired, and it was being repressurised by atmosphere plants that split water into hydrogen and oxygen, stored the hydrogen for fuel, and mixed the oxygen with reserves of nitrogen and carbon dioxide. At first, the carbon dioxide fell as snow, but it sublimed as the city slowly warmed, and then the temperature crept past the melting point of water-ice. The whole city began to thaw. What had once been a frozen morgue was now a ripening charnel house. Trees shed bark and branches as their icy cores melted. Every plant wilted and deliquesced into slime. Bacteria and fungi whose spores had survived the freezing vacuum multiplied  tremendously and a great stink of rot and mould filled the tent. Drones equipped with methane probes located bodies that had so far escaped detection. The spy’s crew returned to their grim task for a few weeks, and afterwards were put to work repairing the surfaces of streets shattered by explosions during the bitter fighting, and clearing away the rubble of collapsed buildings.

It was a hundred and fifty days since Paris had fallen. Air pressure inside the city’s tent was now at four hundred millibars, thin but breathable. Power had been restored to most areas. The river was running again, fed by a waterfall at the top of the city and tumbling over the rocky watercourse that ran between slopes of dead trees and dead parkland in the slanted half of the city, flowing through the centre of the flat built-up area of the lower half and disappearing underground into pipes that recirculated it back to the top. The pace of reconstruction work picked up as more and more prisoners were brought in from outlying areas across Dione. Work crews cleared rubble and chopped down dead trees. Repaired the railway terminus at the top of the city, and the big airlock complex at the bottom. Patched up apartment buildings.

The spy’s crew was rehoused in one of the old square-built apartment blocks at the edge of the industrial zone, very similar to the block in which he had lived when he had first come to the city. Where he had first met Zi Lei. Other crews moved into neighbouring blocks. Only men at first, but then women and children. Families and friends fell into each others’ arms. Slowly, that quarter of the city came back to life. Entrepreneurs set up makeshift cafés on corners, serving tea and snacks, or cultivated small patches of herbs and vegetables. There were stalls where goods could be exchanged. An informal index of kudos was established. Along the banks of the river, people erected memorials to their dead, making little sculpture gardens from rubble and glass, setting plaques in the embankment wall, raising painted flags and pennants on wire-whip staffs that blew and doffed on cross-currents of air-conditioning. They painted murals across bullet-riddled walls. There was a fashion for embroidering tiny but elaborate abstract patterns on the sleeve-cuffs of standard-issue coveralls. There were poetry recitals, song-fests, discussion groups on science and philosophy.

But the bulk of the city was still shabby and battle-scarred. The halflife turf that paved streets and avenues was dead and crumbling to dust; parks and gardens had not been replanted; many buildings were  still badly damaged and uninhabitable. Curfews and other restrictions were strictly enforced, power was cut in apartment blocks from ten at night until six in the morning, and Brazilian drones constantly patrolled the middle air between the high vault of the tent and the flat rooftops of the old part of the city. Deadly glittering things that moved with a lazy hum, strobe lights blinking. At night, the red threads of their tracking lasers stitched empty streets and avenues. Sometimes Brazilian patrols would stage night raids on apartment blocks, waking everyone and searching rooms, confiscating possessions and tossing them down to the courtyard, trampling precious garden plots, making random arrests. Most people would return two or three days later, dazed with lack of sleep and the after-effects of veridical drugs. Some never returned at all.

The Brazilians had moved into the city too, zoning off everything west of the burnt-out ruins of the Bourse and the City Senate, turning the central part of the city and the sloping park beyond into a kind of fortress or forbidden zone inside a perimeter of heavy blast walls and tangles of smart wire. A tented and relatively undamaged apartment building that had retained its integrity when the main tent had been breached was converted into suites of offices and became the seat of the new government of the Saturn System. A regular traffic of tugs and gigs ferried Brazilian and European officers and civil servants to and from orbit, and they were conveyed at speed through the city to what was now called the Green Zone.

When Outers began to be recruited for menial tasks in the Green Zone, the spy began to ingratiate himself with his guards. Unlike most of the Outers he spoke fluent Portuguese, and in addition to his usual work he ran errands for the guards and pretended not to mind whenever he became the butt of their stupid practical jokes. At last, he was granted a brief interview with a security officer, and was put to work in the Office of Collateral Damage Assessment, checking translations of files recovered from the spex and slates of dead Outers.

As soon as he could, he inserted one of his little zoo of demons into the Brazilians’ net, a data miner that quickly returned with the results of its searches amongst the great registers of the living and the dead. Zi Lei’s name was not listed with the dead; nor was it on the lists of refuseniks and members of the general labour pool. And although the spy’s demon presented him with pictures of some twenty-three young women culled from files and security footage, none had more than a  passing resemblance to Zi Lei, so it was unlikely that she was living under an assumed identity. It took a little longer, and deployment of two more demons, to break into the hardened and deeply encrypted communications system and send copies of his data miner to the administrations of the other moons under Brazilian control. Zi Lei was not registered on Mimas, Enceladus, Tethys or Titan.

The spy refused to consider the possibility that she was aboard one of the dead ships still in orbit around Saturn. No, she was alive. She must be. Perhaps she had escaped on one of the ships that had managed to head out to Uranus. Or perhaps she had fled to Rhea, or to Iapetus. Rhea was controlled by the European Union, and Iapetus by the Pacific Community: there was no direct connection with their nets. Or perhaps she was still on Dione, part of the active resistance movement whose members had infiltrated the city or lived in refuges not yet discovered by the occupying force. The spy inserted a demon in the Brazilian net and tasked it with scanning every frame of the city’s security camera footage for Zi Lei, and began to reach out to sympathisers of the resistance.

Every day brought rumours of some act of sabotage, or harassment of the occupying force. Squads searching remote refuges were ambushed; explosive devices were buried beside roadways; once, several civilian advisers in the Green Zone were killed by a remote-controlled bomb. The explosion was close to the building where the spy was working. The hard thunderclap knocked him out of his seat; when he picked himself up, he saw a column of black smoke unpacking in the air towards the roof of the city’s tent. Within an hour, soldiers swept through the offices and like every Outer working in the zone the spy was arrested, beaten, and briefly interrogated. His assumed identity held, and two days later he and the others were allowed back to work, although it now took more than an hour to navigate the increased security at checkpoints, and all workers inside the Green Zone were subjected to random stops and searches.

At first, the spy’s cautious inquiries about the resistance met only with dead ends and denial. A few men and women seemed sympathetic and told him that they would try their best to find out about Zi Lei, but no one ever got back to him. One day, on his way home from work, he was cornered by two men. Both wore fabric sleeves over their heads, with slits for their eyes and mouths. One held a knife at his throat while the other, much older, told him that he was making too much noise  about things that were not his concern. He could have disabled or killed both of them inside thirty seconds, but he pretended to be shocked and frightened. He told the older man that he was desperate to find the woman he loved, that he had a position in the Green Zone and could be of help. He had access to useful information, he would do any kind of favour. All they had to do was ask.

The man shook his head. ‘That’s why we can’t trust you - because you work for them. Stay out of our business. Find your woman without involving us.’

The spy let the two men walk away, marking their gait. That was how he recognised the younger man a few days later. He followed him to where he lived and learned his name. He was still keeping track of the young man, hoping he would lead him to other members of the resistance, when the Brazilians arrested three women and claimed that they had planted the bomb in the Green Zone. There was a show trial, the accused were found guilty, and the next day every member of the general labour pool was assembled on the dead lawn of the city’s largest park to witness the execution.

The spy stood near the back of the crowd, watching the young man he’d been following, planning to follow him afterwards. The three condemned prisoners, barefoot and dressed in new blue coveralls, were led out onto a stage by Brazilian guards who moved with the delicate clumsiness of those unused to Dione’s low gravity. An officer read out a brief statement, warning that any further acts of treason or sabotage that threatened the reconstruction of the city and the restoration of order would be met with extreme force. The spy wasn’t listening. He didn’t even react when the three women were shot in the back of the head, one after the other. He had seen, on the far side of the great crowd, someone he knew. Keiko Sasaki, the woman who had been a friend and caretaker of Zi Lei before the war.

It was impossible. He’d mined the Brazilian records for information about everyone Zi Lei had known: Keiko Sasaki’s name was in the lists of the dead. And yet there she was.

As the shock of recognition faded, the spy realised that there could be only one reason why she was registered as dead and was living in the city under another name: she was a member of the resistance. Despite the risk, he decided there and then that he must talk to her as soon as possible.

It took him less than twenty-four hours to establish that Keiko Sasaki  worked in the city’s hospital and lived in the same apartment block as the girlfriend of the man he’d been following. The spy doubted that it was a coincidence, and decided that it would be too dangerous to confront her there. Instead, three days after he’d seen her at the execution, he walked up to her in the hospital and slapped a narcotic patch on her neck and caught her when she collapsed and dragged her into a storeroom.

When she came around she struggled briefly against the plastic ties he’d used to bind her wrists and ankles to shelving, crucifixion style. Making noises behind the halflife bandage clamped over her mouth.

He showed her the knife he’d fashioned from a shard of fullerene, told her who he was, told her that he’d kill her if she screamed when he removed the gag.

‘I won’t tell the Brazilians that you are all part of the resistance. I don’t care. I only care about Zi Lei. Nod if you are willing to talk.’

Keiko Sasaki bobbed her head up and down. She was a slender woman who seemed to have aged ten years since the spy had last seen her. Her face was gaunt and her eyes were bruised and sunken, but her gaze was angry and bright, and she didn’t wince when the spy ripped off the halflife bandage.

‘I heard you’d died, Ken.’

‘And I heard that you had died. Yet here we are. Where is she?’

‘What have you done to your face?’

‘Where is she?’

Keiko Sasaki flinched when he dented the skin under her left eye with the point of his makeshift blade, said quickly, ‘I don’t know where she is, but she has family on Iapetus. I heard that after she escaped from prison she tried to get on one of the ships leaving Dione. Whether the ship reached Iapetus, or whether it was one of the unlucky ones, I don’t know. I do know that if she managed to reach Iapetus, if she’s still alive, she will be safe from you.’

‘She didn’t tell me that she’d come here from Iapetus.’

‘You didn’t know very much about her at all, did you? You didn’t even know that she was suffering from schizophrenia until I told you,’ Keiko Sasaki said. ‘You weren’t interested in her as a person. You were interested in her as an object of your obsession. You believed that you were her friend, that you were in love. But in truth you were two lonely and confused people who were thrown together in the middle of a crisis when emotions were heightened.’

‘You are trying to hurt me. It won’t work.’

‘I’m trying to tell you the truth.’

‘I want to help her.’

‘Wherever she is, alive or dead, she’s beyond your help. But listen. You can help us. You can join us. You obviously have the skill to create a false identity, and you obviously needed to do it because you’re on the Brazilians’ shit list. That means you can be useful to us. We need people like you, Ken. Resourceful people. Survivors.’

‘Ken died in the war. I’m Felice Gottschalk now. And when I walk out of this room I will be someone else, and you and your friends will never find me.’

‘If you help us, then in time it might be possible to find Zi Lei. You help us; we help you.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill you. I killed a man once, and I never want to do it again,’ the spy said, and quick as thought slapped a second patch on Keiko Sasaki’s forehead and caught her as she slumped sideways.

He walked out of the storeroom as a Brazilian marine, Ari Hunter. Trooper Hunter was a skin, a few entries in the files of the Brazilian military, but he wore the spy’s face and fingerprints and retinal and metabolic patterns, and he possessed the spy’s DNA. He also looked like an Outer, but that didn’t matter. He only had to deal with the AIs and robots that controlled the security gates and the garages. They believed that Ari Hunter required a rolligon because he was on a mission to investigate an anomalous signal near the northern end of Latium Chasma.

This time the spy could drive across the surface of the little moon without worrying about being targeted by the Brazilians. His mission was logged and approved - although he would not be making the return part of the journey, of course. He planned to retrieve and refuel the dropshell and quit Dione. It wasn’t an ideal craft, but he couldn’t risk stealing anything else. It had just enough thrust to reach escape velocity, and then he could spiral out to Iapetus in a long, lazy orbit that would take more than a hundred days. That was all right. He had plenty of air and water and food, and would spend most of the time drowsing in hibernation. And when he woke, he would set out again to find the woman he loved. It was a holy mission. Nothing could stop him.




6

Loc Ifrahim deserved a world of his own. Instead, they gave him a junkyard full of dead ships.

When the war had kicked off, most of the Outer ships in the Saturn System had been killed by encounters with singleships or drones or mines. Now, robot tugs were locating and intercepting these hulks, modifying the long and erratic paths they traced around Saturn, and nudging them towards Dione, where they were parked in equatorial orbit to await the attentions of the salvage gangs.

A dozen agencies commissioned and loosely controlled by the Three Powers Authority were attempting to reconstruct damaged infrastructure in the Saturn System, find gainful employment for tens of thousands of displaced Outers, set up Quisling administrations and police forces, harness the skills of Outer gene wizards, engineers, scientists, and mathematicians, and reboot the economy using a centralised command-and-control model. All this required a robust transport network, and because it was too expensive to build ships from scratch, repair and refurbishment of those damaged in the war was an essential part of post-war reconstruction planning. Loc Ifrahim was responsible for civilian oversight of the salvage operation, reporting directly to the TPA Economic Commission. A key role in work that was crucial to the success of the occupation. Nevertheless, he felt short-changed and slighted.

Before the war, as a member of the Brazilian diplomatic service, Loc had worked in most of the cities on the major moons of both Jupiter and Saturn. He’d been part of the commission that had drawn up tactics used in the war; he’d helped to lay the groundwork for the deal that had kept Camelot, Mimas, neutral. And in addition to his official duties, he  had been carrying out clandestine work for General Arvam Peixoto. He’d not only fed the general useful information, but had also gotten his hands dirty on several occasions. And he was a genuine war hero, too. He’d been kidnapped by Outers and held hostage in a prison outside Paris, Dione, but had managed to escape at the outbreak of war, reach the Brazilian flagship, and disclose important information about the whereabouts of the gene wizard Avernus. It was not his fault that Avernus and her daughter and members of her crew had managed to escape, and yet he was certain that he was being punished for it.
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