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      Veteran revolutionaries only end up
as monsters and ghosts.
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      CHAPTER 1


      

      Mars was dying.


      

      Year after year, the summer rains failed and the hard pink skies were stitched only with dry lightning. Each year, the winter

         dust storms raged more fiercely, and spring arrived later than the year before.

      


      

      In the second year of the Silence of the Emperor, the first day of calm spring weather did not arrive until the forty-sixth

         of April. The thousand or so people in the Bitter Waters danwei suddenly discovered that they were weary of their long winter confinement, their enthusiasms for fighting crickets, heroic

         opera, and handcrafting fur-trimmed oddments for fun and profit. Despite a seventy per cent chance of a late dust storm, Contract

         Agronomist Technician Wei Lee had no trouble in rounding up half a dozen volunteer citizens to clear the clogged filters of

         Number Eight Field Dome.

      


      

      It was filthy work, requiring full face masks and sealed suits. Edging along metre-wide frame elements. Climbing hand over

         hand up lines of rung staples to find the air vents which studded one in every hundred of the field dome’s big hexagonal panes.

         Sticking in the blower’s nozzle and becoming enveloped in a personal storm of red dust. When Wei Lee cleared the last vent

         at the top of the dome, he blew his face plate clear, hooked his line to the vent’s grid and leaned out to take in the view.

      


      

      The King of the Cats was playing some down-home rock’n’roll in Lee’s earpiece; apart from that he was more alone than he’d

         been all winter. This was his first year at the Bitter Waters danwei, his second as an itinerant agronomist technician. Already he was chafing to move on through the emptying landscapes of Mars;

         if he could he’d never stop moving until he found his parents or, at least, found the truth behind his great-grandfather’s

         honeyed evasions. The librarian program Xiao Bing had built was all very well, but it searched the other world of the common information space, not the real world, the world all around him.

      


      

      The dome curved away on either side of Lee, facets glittering against the shocking-pink sky. A dozen identical domes stood

         in a grid of drainage canals and tracks. Beyond were the sours, green-brown patches showing through the thin mantling of red

         dust, slashed by the lightning bolt of the dry riverbed, spreading north towards the lowlands of the Plain of Gold. Dust hazed

         the line between land and sky; westward, the notch of the Great Valley was hardly visible. Perhaps he’d travel down it, come

         summer, to the Paved Mountain and the strange ecosystem of the Dust Seas, hitch a ride on a dust skimmer and climb Tiger Mountain

         …

      


      

      Shouts floated up, no louder than the King’s music. Directly below, the others were semaphoring at Lee. Their shadows made

         small black oblique strokes against the red ground. He abseiled all the way down, kicking off lightly once, twice against

         structural struts. He just missed the trestle which carried the water line into the dome and landed sprawling on his back

         in a bank of soft dust.

      


      

      ‘Make speed, Technician,’ one of the men shouted as Lee picked himself up. ‘Lin Yi is drowning!’


      

      Field Dome Number Eight grew rice. The canal which carried away the overflow from its flooded fields had been choked by winter

         dust storms, forming a slough of deep mud covered by a thin dry crust on to which Citizen Lin Yi had ventured and broken through.

         Now he floundered up to his chest in algae-tinted gloop while the others laughed and shouted advice.

      


      

      ‘Do you think you’re a fish, Lin Yi?’


      

      ‘Fish swim in water, not mud. Maybe he’s a hog!’


      

      ‘You’re taking conchie recapitulation too far!’


      

      ‘Recapitulation? If he’s a hog, then he’s evolved!’


      

      They were waiting for Lin Yi to call for help, none of them willing to break ranks and lose face; and Lin Yi wouldn’t ask

         for help because he would lose face too. He made a kind of sobbing grunt and tried to lunge forward, but succeeded only in

         sinking deeper. His hands splashed uselessly in dark green slime; his head was tipped back, his mouth wide open.

      


      

      Lee tossed an end of his safety line to Lin Yi, missed and dragged it back, threw it again. ‘You might be enjoying your swim,’ he shouted, ‘but we’ll need your help to clear up this mess, Lin

         Yi!’

      


      

      Lin Yi threw himself at the line, his head going under the slop even as he grabbed hold with both hands. The line snapped

         taut and Lee fell flat on his ass. Some of the watchers laughed. Lin Yi came back up, eyes rolling white in his mud-caked

         face, and started to claw along the line in panic. For every metre he gained, Wei Lee was pulled a metre closer to the mud.

         The watchers hooted and stamped their feet as Lee was dragged feet first towards the canal while at the other end of the line

         Lin Yi pulled himself out hand over hand, as neat a demonstration of Newton’s third law of motion as anyone could wish. By

         the time Lin Yi made dry land, gasping like a future-shocked amphibian and streaked from head to foot with slimy clods and

         viridescent strands of algae, Lee was lying waist deep in mud beside him.

      


      

      Lin Yi held out a hand. ‘Help me up, Technician,’ he said. After all, he was a shareholding citizen, and Lee was just an itinerant

         worker. He had rights; Lee had a contract. The fact that Lee had just saved his life meant that Lin Yi had to regain face

         by asserting his position.

      


      

      Knowing that didn’t cool Lee’s temper. He clambered to his feet, smarting in a dozen different places. He pulled off his face

         mask, swept his black, greased hair back into its DA, and mopped his face with the red kerchief he’d knotted around his neck,

         the way the King wore one in Charro to hide his branded wound.

      


      

      ‘Help me up,’ Lin Yi said impatiently, and Lee said he’d do better than that, and stalked over to the big raised water line

         that served the dome’s hydroponic fields. He had already attached a hose to a spur valve and hooked it over one of the struts

         which supported the water line as a kind of makeshift shower to wash dust from the protective suits. Now he shook it free.

      


      

      Lin Yi had climbed to his feet, and the first high-pressure burst sent him sprawling. He sputtered and spat and swore and

         tried to get up again, and a second burst knocked him on to his back. He began to laugh, paddling upside down in mud and water

         like an overturned turtle, trying to splash his fellows.

      


      

      ‘If you can’t swim,’ Lee said, ‘you should stay out of the water!’ And he lifted the jet so that it rose towards the pink

         sky in a trembling fountain, glittering in cold sunlight and torn by wind and falling in fat droplets that darkened the red dust. The

         men danced beneath it, faces raised to the precious rain, hands cupped to catch it, laughing at each other; and Lee laughed

         too and sent the fountain shooting to new heights.

      


      

      A voice said loudly, ‘This is a noble way to waste a morning, Wei Lee!’


      

      Lee turned, sending water spraying in a flat fan. The men ran from it, screeching in mock alarm.


      

      Guoquiang reached up and shut off the valve; the hose quivered and fell slack in Lee’s hands. ‘A little early for a rain dance,’

         he remarked.

      


      

      ‘We wash ourselves of dust, after our labours.’


      

      Beside Guoquiang, Xiao Bing held on to the harness of a draught bact. Face pale as powdered chalk; white hair; silver caps

         over pink irises. With his free hand he thumbed a vial into the waist pocket of his long jacket and said, ‘You are an inspiration

         to us all, with your selfless dedication. How is my librarian?’

      


      

      ‘Still searching. You’re going hunting?’


      

      Guoquiang grinned. He was as tall and burly as a Yankee, with a shock of bristly hair, a craggy face with heavy brows. Like

         Xiao Bing he was dressed in rust-coloured field clothes. A rifle was slung at one shoulder, and a pistol was buttoned into

         a holster at his hip. ‘We aren’t here to shovel shit. The low-pressure cell shifted. The probability that the storm will hit

         us has dropped to twenty per cent. It’s spring, Wei Lee! All kinds of furry critters are stirring in their burrows! Here,

         put these on.’ He tossed Lee a bundle of clothes: padded cotton trousers; a long many-pocketed jacket; a zippered shirt; knee-high

         hiking boots. ‘A good idea to get out, but we’ve a better one. And we’re good enough to share it with you.’

      


      

      ‘Besides,’ Xiao Bing said, ‘someone has to lead this bact, Contract Agronomist Technician Wei Lee, and it isn’t going to be

         me.’

      




      

      CHAPTER 2


      

      The terraced cliffs of the Red Valley rose step by step to a scalloped rim that stood out sharply against the hard pink sky.

         As the three cadres marched through the sours, a straggling V of geese flew out over the cliffs, honking each to each as they

         headed north to their breeding grounds in the polar sinks.

      


      

      Spring!


      

      Wei Lee shaded his eyes to watch the birds, and out of casual spitefulness, an attribute some gene cutter had forgotten to

         edit out of the camel-derived genome of its kind, the draught bact took advantage of the slack harness rope to try and snatch

         at his hair. Lee felt the rope swing out and ducked the bact’s swipe, then whacked it on its muzzle.

      


      

      ‘Ho! Ho there! Don’t you know I’m cleverer than you!’


      

      He mopped his face with his kerchief and whacked the bact again, to get it moving.


      

      ‘Ho! Understand who is the master!’


      

      Guoquiang and Xiao Bing had heard Lee shout, and now they shouted at him, asking how he knew he was smarter, asking who was

         leading who. Xiao Bing said, ‘We’d be better off if the bact set the traps and Wei Lee carried the gear!’

      


      

      Lee laughed, and said, ‘I think maybe you should carry the gear. This bact is not so dumb he could mistake heroic opera for

         art, and I can lay out traps in my sleep.’

      


      

      Guoquiang said, ‘Thank you for enlightenment! Now I know that only bacts and contract workers are dumb enough to pay attention

         to the King of the Cats and his old-fashioned anarchist propaganda.’

      


      

      ‘Oh! You know very well I like the historical King, not some machine floating in Jupiter who thinks it’s the King, reborn all over again. No, I like the real one, the one who was born in a stable and became a planet-wide

         media star, who was exiled to the Moon and returned a hero after leading a revolution against the tyranny of Colonel Parker,

         who was crucified upon a burning cross, and returned as a thousand acolytes who surgically altered themselves to look exactly

         like him.’

      


      

      ‘And who could raise the dead, and turn water into wine,’ Xiao Bing said.


      

      ‘I can turn wine into water,’ Guoquiang said. ‘The trick is finding the wine.’


      

      ‘I may be dumb,’ Lee insisted, ‘but I wouldn’t mistake historical reality for the construct who jockeys the show.’


      

      ‘But you listen to it, all the same,’ Guoquiang said. ‘A contradiction there, Wei Lee.’


      

      ‘Not at all! I just like the songs he plays. I’m smart enough to know they mean something. Nothing in those operas could ever

         happen in the real world.’

      


      

      ‘That’s the point,’ Guoquiang said amiably.


      

      ‘And if you’re so smart,’ Xiao Bing said, ‘why are you slogging through this stuff with us?’


      

      ‘Oh! I don’t mind this.’


      

      For most of the afternoon the three had been picking a path through the marshy saltpans of the sours. Low black willows and

         tenacious soldier grasses grew along the ragged cuts of sand-clogged irrigation ditches; slimes and moulds threw up wrinkled

         stinking banks that slumped into sands crusted with leached iron salts. Every footstep threw up a rotten salty stench, and

         the three cadres walked with their kerchiefs drawn over nose and mouth. Only the bact seemed unaffected; its black lips drawn

         back in a perpetual sneer as it padded behind Lee.

      


      

      But while the others grumbled about the stink of the sours, Lee saw it for what it was: a co-operative ecological structure

         which had once forced the Martian desert slowly to yield to wetland ecology. The roots of black willows reached deep down

         into the frozen regolith; and special strands in their bark cambium conducted heat to melt and mine the permafrost. Soldier

         grasses wove a net of stolons through the dusty soil, holding it together. Fungi broke the chemical bonds of the thin surface

         crust of iron oxides, binding the iron to more stable forms, releasing the oxygen. Rainbow slicks on the black mud in the

         clogged ditches were a sign that bacteria were multiplying in the anaerobic mud, slowly turning it into soil that would grow

         crops.

      


      

      A slow tide of life feeding on the Martian regolith, feeding on itself, processing red dust into oxygen and water and life-filled

         muck. And the whole system crippled by the imbalance which was locking three grams of water in the polar icecaps for every two produced.

         The battle fading. Crumbs of water spilled into thirsty sand. The front line where once unreclaimed Martian desert had grudgingly

         given way to pioneer vegetation was now a festering wound circling the danwei’s fifty-kilometre perimeter.

      


      

      As the three men moved farther from the danwei, the black willows grew smaller. Thickly clumped stands thinned out. Tussocks of soldier grass had tails of red sand, each

         miniature sand dune pointing in the same direction, away from the danwei and the winds that blew off the Plain of Gold. The men’s boots kept breaking through a duricrust of hydrated minerals, making

         a soft creaking sound with each step.

      


      

      But there was life there, too. Succulent green spears were pushing through the crusted soil, tipped with transparent cells

         which focused light down to deeply buried corms. The bact flared its nostrils hungrily, and Lee had to keep jerking at its

         bridle to remind it that it wasn’t there to look for lunch. A few bees were out, commuting between widespread patches of yellow-flowered

         rock vetch. A patch of frosty soil had gathered in the lee of two weather-split boulders, and a lupin had rooted there, its

         spread of half a dozen leaves no bigger than Lee’s hand but already sending up a spike laden with purse-shaped flowers, white

         and yellow against blood-red rock.

      


      

      Life. It was delicate and tenacious, mocking the propaganda of the conchies, the triumph of the inorganic. Mars was dying,

         yet still spring stirred the little lives.

      


      

      ‘Time to take a break,’ Guoquiang said.


      

      Lee and Guoquiang sprawled on a tilted slab of sun-warmed rock and munched dried fish. The bact nibbled at foliose lichens,

         tearing them from overhangs with its mobile lips. Xiao Bing ranged to and fro, too excited to keep still. He kept taking delicate

         snorts from his little tube, jolts of memory enhancer that would let him fix every detail. He had taken the pledge to die

         out of this world into the next, and was remembering details for the niche he was creating in Heaven, the part of information

         space that belonged to the elective dead. Lee had experienced his design: a desert garden full of reflecting pools and strange

         half-melted machinery under a starry sky where five moons swung by.

      


      

      ‘Look here, a periwinkle! And here is moss campion, a very big cushion. But this, I do not know what this is. Wei Lee!’


      

      Lee asked what it looked like, and Xiao Bing said, ‘Black glossy leaves in a big rosette, a fat flower spike covered with,

         I don’t know, what looks like silver dusting. The spike shines so bright, and there’s a patch of wet soil around the rosette,

         crusted with blue-green algae. It’s beautiful, like a machine. Come and see, Wei Lee!’

      


      

      ‘I don’t need to. It’s ice sunflower, one of Cho Jinfeng’s species. It helped melt the polar caps back when. Very common above

         three kilometres, I suppose what you have there is a remnant from the early days.’

      


      

      Guoquiang yawned. ‘Perhaps it is coming back down from the mountains. The winters are colder than they once were.’


      

      ‘Perhaps. Don’t you ever sit down, Bing?’


      

      ‘I’ve been sitting down all winter. Look at that! There, there, there it goes!’


      

      Lee saw it at once, an ice mouse jinking into the shadow of an undercut boulder, tufted tail held up like an aerial. Spring,

         and the animals which had hibernated through the long winter or which like the ice mouse had lain neither dead nor alive,

         blood vessels and body cavity filled with ice crystals minutely shaped by antifreeze peptides, were now all alive alive-o.

         Running and feeding and breeding all unawares of the humans who had brought them here. Mice and men: men and the Ten Thousand

         Years.

      


      

      The Ten Thousand Years and the conchies.


      

      Perhaps the conchie propaganda was right, perhaps the Golden Path was the only way, the inevitable next step in the evolution

         of intelligence. Many, like Xiao Bing, were eager to embrace it, pledging early deaths in exchange for the privilege of designing

         their own private niche in the Golden Isles of Heaven, that lay beyond the barrier in information space. But Lee did not understand

         the conchie ideology which insisted that Mars must return to its original state, that after all these years the terraforming

         project should be allowed to fail. If the Earth’s consensus was as powerful an ally as the Ten Thousand Years claimed it to

         be, why was it afraid of the living? For why else would it want to gather all that lived into information space?

      


      

      Guoquiang had fallen asleep while Lee had been thinking on this. Xiao Bing came over and rummaged through his pockets and at last came up with a pair of goggles. ‘It’s your last chance to

         check on the librarian,’ he said. ‘When we get over the rim the reception will go.’

      


      

      Lee took the goggles. ‘I checked this morning.’


      

      ‘It’s a good program. It’ll find your parents.’


      

      ‘Thank you, Xiao Bing.’


      

      Xiao Bing bowed. ‘It was fun to make. But like all intelligence-mimicking programmes, it needs positive reinforcement. It

         needs encouragement. I’m going to remember some more desert before we start up off again,’ he added, and wandered away.

      


      

      Lee watched Xiao Bing ramble about for a while. Then he snapped on the goggles, and information space scrolled up even as

         he adjusted earpiece and patch microphone. The librarian turned to him, a massive book clasped across his chest.

      


      

      He was a tall thin man in a dark silk robe, its hood cast over his sharp, high-cheekboned face. It was a mirror-image of Lee’s

         own face, a whim Lee now regretted but was unable to ask Xiao Bing to edit out; that Bing had written the librarian was favour

         enough.

      


      

      The librarian said, ‘I have found nothing new since we last spoke, Master, but I have accessed a promising new level. Every

         day I feel I am getting closer to your parents.’

      


      

      Behind the librarian, tiers of chained leather-bound volumes stepped up into darkness. A shaft of light from a high narrow

         window slashed across their ranks, fell to a patch of richly patterned carpet no bigger than a hand.

      


      

      Lee, who had never mastered the knack of subvocalising, mumbled, ‘You are here without compromise?’ The librarian had been

         working for two weeks now, had moved a long way from the common data-access areas into undefined regions. So far, by some

         miracle, its integrity had not been tested.

      


      

      The librarian said, ‘I had to kill a guardian, but I believe it was not noticed.’


      

      With goggles and earpiece as the only sensory inputs, Lee was aware of the faint warmth of the soft dust on which he sat,

         the touch of cold air on his face. The librarian was only a fictive interface; still, Lee felt a dry catch of fear when he

         said, ‘Isn’t that illegal? Show me.’

      


      

      The librarian put his hands together, fingertip steepled against fingertip.


      

      And suddenly a worm raced at Lee down an infinite corridor between stacks of books. Although it moved at tremendous speed

         it also seemed to writhe about a single fixed point, now showing the red serrated plates along its back, now its pale belly.

         Its golden eyes were huge under arched brows; its mouth gaped amongst bristles and kept on gaping, a vast yawning cave ringed

         by wet razor-sharp ridges. Lee saw his hands tear a page from the book he carried, wad it and toss it into the worm’s maw:

         there was a soundless flash and the worm vanished.

      


      

      ‘That was ten days ago,’ the librarian said. ‘I travelled on until I reached this place, and now I will try and penetrate

         the data files. They are very old, as you see.’

      


      

      ‘Ten days?’ Lee had accessed the librarian only that morning.


      

      ‘Time is not the same for us,’ the librarian said. ‘Master, you have given me a difficult task, and I have travelled long

         and hard roads to try and fulfil it. I wonder if I might ask one question of you?’

      


      

      ‘I would be honoured.’


      

      ‘Master, what will you do when I find out what happened to your parents?’


      

      ‘Once you have found out where they are, I will go to them, of course! My great-grandfather knows about them but would never

         tell me and so I swore that I would find them for myself. He said it was to protect me from the taint of my parents’ Sky Roader

         sympathies …’

      


      

      ‘Perhaps, Master, he had other reasons. But if you defy your great-grandfather, who is a powerful man, surely you would become

         an outcast. What then? I ask only because it is often the case that the child’s personality is a reflection of its parents.

         By knowing you better, I may hasten in my task.’

      


      

      Lee’s patience had worn thin. ‘My great-grandfather is one of the Ten Thousand Years, it’s true, but I am only an agro-tech.

         What have I to lose? You find them! That’s all I ask! After that, you won’t have to worry about me. Who can say what the future

         holds?’

      


      

      ‘Who indeed, Master?’ The librarian bowed again, and added, ‘Someone wishes to speak with you.’


      

      When Lee stripped off the goggles Guoquiang said, ‘You woke me up with your shouting. What were you doing? It’s no time to

         be visiting dream girls at Ma Zizhen’s.’

      


      

      ‘That wouldn’t be much use with only sound and vision,’ Lee said.


      

      ‘Oh, there’s nothing wrong with looking. Or talking, for that matter. I do it all the time. It’s healthy.’ Guoquiang grinned.

         ‘Now you’ve had a winter here you’ll know why.’

      


      

      Xiao Bing said, ‘Wei Lee doesn’t need goggles and a clenched fist. He’s had more luck in one winter than you’ve had since

         your first hard-on.’

      


      

      Guoquiang said, ‘Exogamy is a strong drive. Wei Lee shouldn’t exploit it. I rely on my natural charms, not greased hair and

         zither playing.’

      


      

      ‘It’s a guitar.’


      

      ‘Of course it is,’ Guoquiang said. ‘First you rock and then you roll. And then you and Li Mei start paying child tax.’


      

      Lee blushed, and Guoquiang laughed. ‘There are no secrets amongst citizens – at least, not in winter. Come on, we’ve a way

         to go.’

      


      

      In two minutes they were packed and on the move again, climbing a slope of loose stones and frosty dust that rose up to the

         horizon line, where a square boulder big and black as a locomotive jutted against the pink sky.

      


      

      They were climbing a collapsed cliff towards the first terrace of the ancient river valley. Three billion years ago a vast

         flood had carved the Red Valley, cutting a channel a kilometre deep and three kilometres wide at the point where it entered

         the lowlands of the Plain of Gold. In the past few centuries the warming of the world had restarted the release of water from

         aquifers in the badlands, but only enough to create a sluggish trickle, white with salts, that dried out completely in winter.

         Now it was spring, but the alkaline river which had given the Bitter Waters danwei its name had not yet started to run. A bad omen.

      


      

      Halfway up the slope, the cadres turned as one and saw the settlement framed by the red walls of the valley, small and far.

         Domes glittered in the brilliant sunlight. Stepped cliffs rose on the other side of the braided river channel to the cratered

         high plain.

      


      

      The three grinned at each other, and then they were running. Lee hauled at the bact’s halter until it broke into a sullen

         knock-kneed trot. Freedom, they suddenly all felt it. Their feet kicked dry dust high into the still air, and when they all reached the top and turned they saw far downhill a drifting red sheet that twisted

         into three ropes pointing to the ridge where they stood, gasping for breath.

      


      

      Lee started to babble as soon as he got his breath back, asking his friends to imagine the terraces cloaked in pine forest,

         dark green rhododendrons. Grass pastures either side of a wide clear river, a waterfall plunging into a foaming pool. Water,

         that was all that was needed: the water locked in the poles and in the vast buried permafrost reservoirs untapped by the world’s

         failed warming. It could still happen. It was not too late.

      


      

      ‘Wei Lee’s genotype is expressing itself again.’ Xiao Bing said, when Lee paused for breath, and Guoquiang laughed. They’d

         both heard all this Sky Roader propaganda many times; Lee had told them about his education and keep, the obligation to his

         great-grandfather he could not forget. Xiao Bing, even though he had written the librarian for Lee, thought his flight from

         privilege was romantic; Guoquiang was more scornful, but his scorn was tempered with deference to Lee’s upbringing. Once a

         relation of one of the Ten Thousand Years, always a relation. Despite the danwei’s ethos of democratic capitalism, its shareholders retained a respect for lineage.

      


      

      Lee sighed. He said, ‘I was brought up to believe that the task will be completed, but that does not mean that it will come

         true.’ He had almost forgotten the angry uncertainty that the librarian’s questions had tapped. How little his own fate mattered,

         compared to the fate of the world!

      


      

      Guoquiang said seriously, ‘It is Sky Roader talk, Wei Lee. You know that. After what happened to your parents you must know

         that. Your great-grandfather can believe what he wants. That is the privilege of the Ten Thousand Years. But you …’

      


      

      ‘I can talk with you fellows, at least.’


      

      ‘Better not to talk about it,’ Guoquiang said. ‘In a hundred years perhaps we will all be Sky Roaders singing the songs of

         the King of the Cats day and night. But it is not likely. You know what happened to the last board of directors, ten years

         ago. Thanks to Yi Shihung we’re all committed to the Golden Path. And so must you be, even as an employee.’

      


      

      Lee said, ‘Perhaps. But I can still speak of these matters amongst friends, eh?’


      

      Guoquiang said, ‘Mars is for the Martians. I don’t care for the conchies, but I have no special interest in the anarchists

         either. Keep them all out, I say.’

      


      

      Xiao Bing, who was always anxious to stop arguments developing, said, ‘Some people insist the King is an alien. We listen

         to him, and he studies us.’

      


      

      Lee said, ‘We made the world what it is. We should finish the making. Mars for the Martians, Guoquiang. So perhaps we agree

         after all.’

      


      

      Guoquiang said, ‘That’s over. We live as we must. At least Earth helps us defend ourselves from anarchists who would turn

         this world into an ecological laboratory, if they could. Why should we aid them by trying to correct old mistakes?’

      


      

      ‘To prove that we can do it, of course.’


      

      ‘But of course,’ Guoquiang said, smiling, ‘we do not need to prove what we can do. Only what we cannot.’


      

      Xiao Bing laughed. Silver-capped eyes flashed in his thin white face. ‘Cheer up, Wei Lee,’ he said. ‘Maybe it will rain every

         day, and we will become frogs. I prefer the desert! I will always remember it this way.’ He took a dramatic sniff of enhancer.

         ‘I’ll remember all of us this way! Dusty and sweaty and happy! We don’t need this world: the Emperor rules a better one on

         the far side of death.’

      


      

      Lee and Guoquiang exchanged looks. It was bad taste to remind others of one’s elective death. Guoquiang briskly consulted

         his mechanical watch. ‘There’s still three hours of daylight left. We’ll try and make the rim today, at least.’

      


      

      By the time Lee had managed to pull the bact away from a clump of luscious prickly pear, and beaten its flanks and dodged

         a sullen kick, the two cadres were almost out of sight. Lee followed, wishing that he could keep his mouth shut, not argue

         the King’s undoubted greatness, not denigrate the Thousand Year Plan of the Golden Path. His thoughts were like water stored

         in the porous regolith; raise the temperature and they flooded out under an irresistible pressure, causing chaos and collapse.

      


      

      But he couldn’t stay unhappy for long, not when he was out in the world again. Leading the contrary bact, he sang in his high,

         cracked tenor songs from his all-time number-one favourite movie – the immortal Spinout – and listened for the echoes from the rosy cliff that rose ahead, where Guoquiang and Xiao Bing were toiling up the narrow path that clung to its sheer face.

      


      

      By the time Lee had hauled the bact to the top, the others had already started to make camp in the remains of an ancient crater,

         a weathered arc of upturned strata fretted with horizontal crevices. It was a site traditionally used by hunting expeditions

         from Bitter Waters. Guoquiang was sweeping out the largest crevice, which was no more than a couple of metres high; right

         in front of it, Xiao Bing was excavating from the dust of the winter’s storms a blackened slab of rock that had served as

         campfire hearth for at least a century.

      


      

      As Lee hammered in the bact’s tether Guoquiang emerged in a haze of red, rubbing his hair, spitting and spluttering. ‘I thought

         I would cook tonight,’ he said to Lee, and Lee smiled and helped him rummage through the packages for the iron pot and the

         supplies.

      


      

      Guoquiang cooked what he always cooked, a sort of soup of mushrooms thickened with rice flour and sharpened with spring onions

         and chilli pods, and little pancakes with which to eat it. The three ate in companionable silence as Mars turned his face

         from the sun. Westward, the level land ran away towards the horizon. A few twisted Joshua trees made arthritic silhouettes

         against red dust that glowed like heated iron in the level light. As the horizon climbed above the sun’s pinpoint disc there

         was a brief flash of blue, a thin ring that ran around half the horizon. Xiao Bing stood and saluted the double star of Earth

         and its Moon, now suddenly visible. A moment later they too had set.

      




      

      CHAPTER 3


      

      Lee and Xiao Bing were dozing near the dying fire when Guoquiang came back. He’d gone off to scatter pheromone-baited traps

         for kit fox and red mongoose; now he slithered down the craggy slope of the crater rim with an urgent clatter.

      


      

      ‘Ku li,’ he whispered fiercely, one hand on Lee’s shoulder, the other on Xiao Bing’s. Firelight struck his face under his chin,

         making his eyes crescents of shadow. ‘I have seen tracks, half a kilometre southwest. Of horses, I think.’

      


      

      ‘You’re sure?’


      

      ‘How do you know they are ku li?’

      


      

      Lee and Xiao Bing had spoken at the same time.


      

      ‘The fire,’ Guoquiang said, and kicked dust into it. Sparks whirled high and Guoquiang groaned with frustration and kicked

         harder: more sparks flew.

      


      

      ‘If there are ku li,’ Lee said, ‘now they will surely know where we are. Wait, don’t …’

      


      

      But Guoquiang snatched the big water bag from Lee’s grasp, upended it over the fire’s scattered embers. There was a hiss and

         a smell of hot mud: then they were in darkness.

      


      

      ‘That,’ Xiao Bing remarked, ‘was most of the water we have.’


      

      Guoquiang said from out of the darkness, ‘Ku li, I swear it. Tracks of three different horses.’

      


      

      Lee said, ‘Cowboys, then. I’ve often seen them; never one of the legendary ku li.’

      


      

      ‘Don’t talk so loudly!’


      

      ‘It’s you who are talking …’


      

      ‘Quiet!’


      

      Their voices echoed out into the immense starry stillness of the desert night.


      

      ‘I thought they had been beaten back to the polar marshes at the beginning of winter,’ Xiao Bing whispered. But there was

         a tremor in his voice: he was the cleverest of the three, and perhaps he was imagining the kind of atrocities the ku li insurgents were rumoured to perform on their prisoners being performed on him.

      


      

      ‘Even I do not believe all the boasts of the loyal and strong Army of the People’s Mouths,’ Guoquiang said in a hoarse whisper.

         ‘Listen! What was that?’

      


      

      Lee heard the rustle, and smiled into the darkness. He could just make out the shapes of the other two by starlight. He said,

         ‘A mouse, come to finish your mushroom stew, Guoquiang. If the ku li have horses, we would hear them easily.’

      


      

      There was a silence, and then Xiao Bing whispered, ‘They muffle the hoofs with rags.’




      

      CHAPTER 4


      

      Lee took first watch. He perched on a sheaf of frost-shattered rock at the crater’s rim, a quilted blanket wrapped around

         his shoulders, motion sensor and infrared scope and pistol to hand, radio plugged into his ear. He was too far from Bitter

         Waters to access the librarian. His mother and his father, out there somewhere. He would not believe that they were dead.

         Exiled, yes. In penal labour gangs almost certainly. One of his childhood fantasies had been that they had joined the ku li, that one day they would return and scale the high walls of Master Qing’s Academy of Mental Cultivation and take him away

         …

      


      

      Instead, he had left to look for them.


      

      He did not believe for a moment that the ku li would have penetrated this far south. No doubt Guoquiang had seen tracks, but they could have been made any time since the

         last storm. And most likely they had been made by cowboys searching for their winter-scattered herds: this was the edge of

         the vast ranges where half-wild yak and dzo grazed.

      


      

      So he made the best of it, enjoying the solitude of the huge, quiet night. It was good to be alone and outside the danwei, without having to think of other people, without having to listen to the exhortations and advertisements continually broadcast

         through the loudspeakers that were everywhere, in Number One Recreation Hall, in the labs, even out amongst the fields and

         fishponds. ‘Mars is Red’ at dawn and dusk, and in between commercials, games shows, heroic opera, noise made to fill the space

         made by the Emperor’s silence. Out here there was only the sound of wind whining amongst the rocks, stirring the cold sand:

         the wind, and the voice of the King of the Cats whispering in his skull.

      


      

      The lazy lallygagging voice, smooth and strong like iron slowly sinking in velvet folds of pitch black oil …


      

      ‘Coming down to y’all from way way way on high, I’m gonna lay some righteous country soul on you for a few hours now. That’s right, I’m gonna feed you some rich Memphis stew. Here we go with the Mar-Keys and ‘‘Last Night’’ …’

      


      

      No long sermons tonight. Lee lay back luxuriously, sweet ancient harmony in his ears, looking up at the ancient light of the

         stars. An act of rebellion in itself, for anywhere beyond the atmosphere was the territory of the enemy. The stars were everywhere,

         hard and bright and many coloured. The faint haze of the asteroid belt was diagonally bisected by the Milky Way’s river of

         light. There was Panic’s mottled fleck, falling backwards across the sky; Fear wouldn’t rise for another hour. Jupiter, a

         double handspan above the horizon, shone so brightly that it cast Lee’s shadow across the slope. He could just see the pinpoints

         of two of its moons to one side. The tiny repeater satellites which relayed the King’s twenty-four-and-a-half-hour-a-day rock’n’roll

         station were invisibly closer to hand, reproducing faster than they could be shot down from their tangled orbits, a braid

         of music girdling the world …

      


      

      (‘And here we go with some guys working out of Chips Moman’s American studios, back when there was an America. Anyone out

         there remember the old US of A? One day I’m gonna lay the real history down on you, correct some serious misconceptions. But

         right now I’m talkin’ about James and Bobby Purify and this is their big hit, sort of poppy but I love it anyway, ‘‘Shake

         a Tail Feather’’ …’)

      


      

      Music in his ears, Lee watched the sky for a long time, so long that he couldn’t quite tell when he realised that the occasional

         streaks of light that slashed the starscape weren’t meteorites.

      


      

      They were coming out of the east, radiating from a single point halfway to zenith, flashing at regular intervals spaced about

         a hundred heartbeats apart. Most scratched a long line of light high above Lee’s head, white fading towards red followed after

         a space of silence by a faint drawn-out rumble. But more and more frequently the streaks terminated prematurely and silently,

         inflating into blurred hazes and then slowly fading.

      


      

      Craft of the anarchists, attempting to penetrate the defences. The first wave falling fast enough to reach the atmosphere

         before they were targeted by the X-ray laser cannon satellites controlled by the loyal cadres of the Tiger Mountain defence

         systems. Later arrivals would be vaporised further out, before they hit atmosphere. He was watching a battle in sub-orbital

         space.

      


      

      Points of light were moving counter to the general direction, slowly drifting west to east. A violet line rose from below

         the horizon, from the land where the sun now walked. It climbed so slowly that it could not be light alone. Presently, Lee felt

         a soft shaking through the soles of his boots. Then the light went out, and there were only the stars.

      


      

      ‘Those bastards got what they deserved,’ Guoquiang said, right behind Lee.


      

      Lee wondered how long his friend had been standing there. He said, ‘So many of them.’


      

      ‘Robots,’ said Guoquiang, who took a keen interest in such matters. ‘Radar-dense frames with single-shot thrusters, probably

         from some little nickel-iron asteroid made over by fullerene viruses. The X-ray defences destroy the anarchists before they

         have more than grazed the atmosphere. They are more alert than you, Wei Lee. Take that radio out of your ear! If I was a ku li bandit I could have cut your throat.’

      


      

      ‘How fortunate that you are only Guoquiang.’


      

      ‘Perhaps we should build machines to take us out to the lair of the degenerate anarchists,’ Guoquiang said. His face was a

         white smear by Jupiter light. Barefoot, he wore only a shirt and loose trousers, didn’t seem to notice the freezing wind that

         tugged at the blanket Lee clutched around his shoulders. ‘They breed out there like sandflies. To destroy a weed you must

         pull it up by the roots.’

      


      

      ‘Are the anarchists insects then, or plants?’


      

      ‘The Great Reassessment was ten years ago, Wei Lee. It will not be taking the Sky Road to build machines with attack capability

         and destroy the anarchist running dogs who infest the asteroids.’

      


      

      ‘Perhaps you have a point.’ Lee was made uneasy by the reference to the revolution which had been the downfall of his parents.


      

      Guoquiang looked up at the starry sky. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘many of the Ten Thousand Years are against that idea. They know

         only the safety of the past, of custom. Each year we grow closer to the past, Wei Lee.’

      


      

      ‘Our persistence is our strength,’ Lee said.


      

      Guoquiang laughed, then remembered the imagined threat of the ku li, and whispered, ‘That sounds as convincing as a commercial for an industrial adhesive. You needn’t mouth tags with me, Lee.

         Is it really true that you were born up there?’

      


      

      ‘I was conceived, as I believe I’ve told you, when my parents were on a diplomatic mission. We were trading with the anarchists, then.’ The librarian, patiently working in the data stacks.

         Even now, it could have found his parents. Or been destroyed by a guardian.

      


      

      ‘Some of them still try and trade with us, of course. And certainly they trade with the ku li. The tracks I saw could have been made by ku li moving towards a landing site.’

      


      

      ‘I should imagine the ku li have little to offer.’

      


      

      ‘They promise the future, yours and mine and the whole world’s. It is not theirs to promise, of course, but I suppose that’s

         beside the point.’

      


      

      Lee said, ‘Instead the Ten Thousand Years trade it with the Earth’s Consensus. I wonder who is right?’


      

      ‘The Ten Thousand Years of course. Because they rule in the name of the Emperor, as they always will.’


      

      ‘The anarchists change, and the Earth does not, and the Emperor has been silent for more than a year. Does the future belong

         to the past, or to the future?’

      


      

      Guoquiang didn’t rise to the bait. Instead he shouted, ‘Look!’


      

      Something fell across the sky towards them on a long track. It glowed white-hot, and tongues of flame cascaded in its wake.

         Lee and Guoquiang threw themselves to the ground as the thing burned overhead. Then silence. By Jupiter’s light, Lee saw Xiao

         Bing clambering towards them along the eroded ridge of the crater rim.

      


      

      Guoquiang stood and beat dust from his clothes. ‘Did you see where it fell? It may still be intact!’


      

      Lee said, ‘I don’t think it can be far away. It was right over our heads. Those things glide, they don’t really fly. So the

         lower it is the closer it is to landing.’

      


      

      ‘Or to crashing,’ Xiao Bing said. ‘I wonder if the cargo survived!’


      

      In their excitement, they had forgotten both their argument and the threat of the ku li.

      


      

      Xiao Bing built up the fire, and the three cadres sat around it, speculating about what the thing could have been. A robot

         craft of the anarchists, no doubt about it, but what would it be carrying? To find such a prize would bring great honour to

         the Bitter Waters danwei, Guoquiang concluded, and Lee sensed beneath his sentiment the unspoken wish they all shared, that it would bring greater

         honour on their own selves.

      




      

      CHAPTER 5


      

      They set out at dawn, heading south. The purple sky was crossed from horizon to horizon with ropes of livid orange, flaws

         in the jetstream that heralded a late storm. Two days off, Guoquiang said, but Lee was not so confident.

      


      

      Icy gusts whipped knee-high flurries of dust slantwise across the sloping land. Now and then above the wind whine came the

         distant but distinct thud thud thud of culvers. Lee, Guoquiang and Xiao Bing were not the only ones searching for the crashed

         spacecraft, but the intermittent noise of the flying machines had faded northwards by the time the three friends found the

         first aluminium streamers.

      


      

      Knotted bunches of shiny tassels were caught amongst slabs of red rock or spiky clumps of cactus. Their glittering ribbons

         blew high in the windy air. It was chaff, designed to confuse the sensors which directed the X-ray laser cannon. The further

         south the cadres travelled, the more streamers there were. It was like a trail from one of the old tales, Xiao Bing said.

      


      

      ‘The old tales belong in the old world,’ Guoquiang said. ‘We made this world, and we must make new stories for it. Think of

         it, citizens! We may be making a new story even as we ride. No one has ever captured an intact anarchist drone, not in all

         the years since the Great Reassessment!’

      


      

      The land descended. It was hatched with narrow crevasses and slopes of red shale, punctuated with stands of broom and dry

         sawgrass and clumps of prickly pear. The wind had picked up, a constant howl that whirled dust around the three men and the

         bact.

      


      

      Lee slipped on goggles and tied his red kerchief over nose and mouth. Overhead the sun had blurred to a grainy glare in the

         blowing dust, dim as evening. Dust filtered through the slipseals of Lee’s boots and clothing, and mixed with his sweat to

         form a gritty slime that uncomfortably lubricated armpits and crotch. Xiao Bing lurched past, his shape half erased by red

         haze, muttering, ‘I’m not remembering this. I’m not remembering this.’

      


      

      It was not the main storm, only a minor vortex that skipped before its leading edge just as a child will outrun its parent.

         Still, it was getting so bad that the three might have abandoned the search if they had not found the parachute.

      


      

      Guoquiang saw it first; Lee and Xiao Bing were walking bent over by the wind, heads tucked down. Their leader let out a whoop

         and when they looked up he pointed dramatically to where a white shape rose and fell some way ahead in the murk.

      


      

      It was the braking parachute of the anarchist craft, caught around a spire of stone: a banner of fine white seamless stuff

         thinner than high-grade silk but so tough nothing they had would cut it, not even Guoquiang’s broad-bladed knife. Xiao Bing

         took a sniff from his tube and walked round and round it. It could easily have covered the largest breeder pond in the shit-cycling

         sheds, but when it had been folded up (which was not easy to do in the wind), it packed smaller than a bedroll.

      


      

      They set off again, moving quickly now. Guoquiang had drawn his pistol and given Xiao Bing his hunting rifle. Lee supposed

         that he would have to use rocks as weapons against the ku li, or set the bact on them. Fear was a fine tremor he couldn’t quite suppress, mixed with growing excitement, the thrill of

         the chase that even the bact seemed to catch – it galumphed along behind Lee in an undignified trot as he and the others leaped

         and ran through blowing curtains of red dust and bounded up a steep rise that was notched at its crest by a blackened scar.

      


      

      A raw, deep grove stretched away down the gentle reverse slope, fading into the red haze. Shapes moved slowly and ponderously

         in the murk down there, like carp at the bottom of a breeder pond.

      


      

      Guoquiang forced the others to lie down. The shapes were the horses of the ku li, he said, and then he swore that he saw a man moving amongst them. Lee saw no such thing, but Guoquiang was up on one knee.

         He aimed his pistol down the slope and fired: the narrow beam was diffused by the dust into a violent glare that momentarily

         filled the little valley from edge to edge.

      


      

      Something screamed, high and inhuman. Guoquiang fired again. He was on his feet now. Lee jumped up, planning to pull him down,

         but then Guoquiang was running, charging downslope with Xiao Bing right behind him. Lee ran too; he had seen that the shadows

         in the dust had vanished, and was suddenly scared that he would be ridden down by ku li bandits if he stayed on the ridge.

      


      

      Lee lost the other two in swirling dust, then saw shadows running back towards him. He had a moment to realise that the shadows

         were too big to be human, and then the animals were upon him, bellowing with fear as they scrambled up the slope.

      


      

      Lee dodged a black-tipped horn, its span wide as his outstretched arms, and something struck him from behind. He tumbled through

         dust and flying rocks, landed hard and covered his head with his hands, curled into a ball. He couldn’t make himself small

         enough. A hoof slammed down centimetres from his face; he felt rather than saw one of the huge beasts gather itself and leap

         over him.

      


      

      Then there was only wind and dust. Lee uncurled and picked himself up, tested one leg and then the other. Downslope, Guoquiang

         and Xiao Bing were standing over a slumped shape. It wasn’t a man, or even a horse, but a long-horned shaggy-coated yak.

      


      

      Guoquiang’s shot had burned away half its belly. Its matted coat smouldered around the wound. It rolled a brown-veined eye

         at Lee as he took Guoquiang’s broad-bladed knife and slit its throat: the gush of hot blood splashed his boots.

      


      

      ‘You’re bleeding,’ Xiao Bing said. He cupped Lee’s face with one hand, lifted a corner of Lee’s kerchief and dabbed at his

         wounds. Lee saw his face reflected in the silver caps over Xiao Bing’s pupils; there was a long shallow gash on his forehead,

         a couple of nicks on the ridge of his cheekbones. He’d be remembered this way for ever.

      


      

      ‘We still must find the anarchists’ craft,’ Guoquiang said impatiently.


      

      Lee said, ‘Please don’t mistake it for a yak, Guoquiang. I could not survive the excitement.’


      

      They did not have far to search. The gouged track led them right to the place where the spacecraft was half buried at the

         end of the scar it had torn into the ground, crumpled against a rocky outcrop as big as Number Eight Field Dome. The spacecraft

         was far smaller than Lee had imagined, a sculpted aerodynamic wedge that, even crumpled against adamantine slabs of red rock,

         looked as if the wind could at any moment send it skimming into the dust-filled sky.

      


      

      The reflections of the three cadres swam up in the mirror-smooth silver skin, distorted by the flare of its curves. A section

         had flipped off to reveal a cockpit, snug as a holster. Dry foam shrunken on the contoured couch was already silted with dust.

         A little panel of controls winked and blinked with indicator lights, labelled not with neat ideograms but marks like clusters of skulls and

         bones.

      


      

      Not a virus-built robot drone after all. It had carried a passenger.


      

      It was Xiao Bing who found the bloody handprint smeared on the spacecraft’s mirrored hull. But any footprints had been smothered

         by dust or trampled by panicked yaks or blown away on the wind. The three cast around for almost an hour, spiralling away

         from the wrecked craft across the floor of the ancient crater, and found nothing.

      


      

      Lee made his way back through whirling dust to the outcrop and the wrecked craft, wondering where the anarchist could have

         run to. If he hadn’t been picked up by Guoquiang’s ku li horsemen – but then they would have blown up the spacecraft, destroyed the evidence. He hunkered down near the spacecraft

         with his back against a boulder at the foot of the outcrop, out of the worst of the blowing dust. Better shelter inside, of

         course, but he didn’t dare set a foot in the cockpit.

      


      

      Think like an anarchist.


      

      You are wounded, fallen in enemy territory. You must hide, but you can’t go too far because your friends might come for you.


      

      It came to him in the sudden way that sideways logic always does, and he was so sure that he was right that he almost went

         to look for the pilot there and then. But he had long ago learned the virtues of patience, and he hunkered down and waited

         for the others to return.

      


      

      At last Xiao Bing stumbled through blowing curtains of dust and flopped down beside Lee. ‘We had no luck either,’ he said.


      

      Guoquiang arrived a few minutes later. He pulled his kerchief away from his face and spat an oyster of rusty phlegm. He said:

         ‘At least we looked. I see your dedication is consistent, Wei Lee.’

      


      

      ‘But, Guoquiang, I don’t need to search. I know where the pilot is hiding.’ Lee pointed, and Guoquiang looked at the tumbled

         boulders which formed a rough stair up the side of the outcrop. And then he laughed.

      


      

      The top of the outcrop sloped like a pitched roof, riddled with eroded sinkholes and split down the middle by a deep narrow

         crevice. Wind howled around the three as they quartered this maze; dust slithered around them like whipped snakes.

      


      

      It was Xiao Bing who found the anarchist. She lay in the crooked shelter of the crevice, her slim figure curled in a foetal

         ball and cased within a wedge of clear paste. Her entire body was covered with a silvery film, with a transparent strip across

         her round and startlingly blue eyes. She stared up through paste at the three cadres and Lee had a flash of what she saw:

         three inscrutable masked faces, peering over a lip of rock.

      


      

      Guoquiang kneeled and reached down to touch the paste. It had a kind of skin which dimpled under his fingers, then gave as

         he pushed harder. He started to scoop up handfuls of the stuff, and Xiao Bing joined him. The pilot stirred. Her mouth seemed

         to be working under the silvery film.

      


      

      Lee was struck with sudden foreboding. He said, ‘I don’t think we should do this.’


      

      Guoquiang took no notice. He scraped paste from the pilot’s silver-filmed face, then drew his pistol and told Xiao Bing to

         pull the film off.

      


      

      ‘Maybe it’s better if we get help,’ Xiao Bing said uncertainly.


      

      ‘He’s right,’ Wei Lee said.


      

      ‘Think anyone will find us in this storm? Already radio will be knocked out. Just do it, Bing.’


      

      Xiao Bing did it. The pilot gasped, then began to choke. Guoquiang jumped into the crevice behind her, knee deep in paste,

         pulled her into a sitting position, put his two fists in the V below her ribcage, jerked.

      


      

      The pilot coughed out about a litre of white fluid, drew a shuddering breath. Her face was shiny black, with a bubble of red

         blood blown from one nostril. She did not have teeth, but seamless ridges of white plastic.

      


      

      Lee thought that he’d seen her before, but he couldn’t remember where. She looked back at Lee, and when she spoke it was so

         unbelievable that Lee didn’t at first register its meaning. For she had spoken in the Common Language, a weak unravelling

         whisper almost lost to the howl of the wind.

      


      

      ‘So you’ve found me.’

      


      

      Lee dropped to his knees at the edge of the crevice and bent close to her, but she suddenly slumped back against Guoquiang,

         who shouted triumphantly, ‘You see, Wei Lee, it is my story after all!’

      


      

      ‘Our story, I hope,’ Xiao Bing said.


      

      ‘Of course! We must get her down. The bact will carry her.’


      

      ‘It really might be better if we sent for help,’ Lee said. ‘She’s hurt. That paste was some kind of cocoon, perhaps. Look,

         there is a cylinder under her hip – I guess it generated the paste.’

      


      

      Guoquiang sneered. ‘Of course, Wei Lee, you are an expert in the ways of the Sky Road.’


      

      Lee said, ‘She didn’t come up here to die. She’s expecting help.’


      

      Xiao Bing said, ‘The ku li. I can’t die, Guoquiang, not yet.’

      


      

      ‘Then we’d better hurry,’ Guoquiang said. He handed Xiao Bing his pistol and got his hands under the pilot’s shoulders, but

         when he tried to pull her to her feet, she shuddered and squirmed like a landed fish.

      


      

      Lee said, ‘Leave her alone, you fool.’ Xiao Bing clutched at his arm. The pilot said something, a hoarse whisper. Guoquiang

         bent to catch her words.

      


      

      The pilot smiled, and spat blood into his face.


      

      Guoquiang swore and kicked at her, and Lee threw an armlock around his neck and heaved. He had wrestled him halfway out of

         the crevice before Guoquiang managed to jam a hard elbow under his ribcage. Lee sat down hard. A moment later Guoquiang was

         straddling his chest and yelling in his face, calling him a filthy communistic Sky Roader traitor, while Xiao Bing hopped

         around in an agony of nerves and pleaded for them both to stop.

      


      

      And above everything was a growing roar, louder than the roaring in Lee’s head. Dust suddenly blew in every direction at once;

         a shadow crossed the sun. Guoquiang looked up; so did Lee. The black belly of a culver was falling towards them. The Army

         of the People’s Mouths had found the crashed spacecraft at last.

      




      

      CHAPTER 6


      

      An area of low pressure had swung in from the northwest. It displaced the constant winds from the Great Valley that usually

         dominated weather systems in the region, and funnelled freezing air from the dry northern plains, settling in for what the people of the Bitter Waters danwei called a Ten Day Blow.

      


      

      The culvers of the Army of the People’s Mouths were grounded by dust. The troops were stabled in the danwei’s half-derelict Number Three Recreation Hall; the anarchist pilot was incarcerated in the gaol’s only cell, where she was

         undergoing treatment for her injuries. No one in the danwei or the army’s search party was of sufficient rank to interrogate her, so she had to be kept alive until the storm blew itself

         out and she could be flown to the capital.

      


      

      Meanwhile, wind drove billowing sheets of dust across the wide fields of rugged dwarf wheat and around the domes over the

         rice fields. Dust silted the irrigation canals, turned day to perpetual glowering twilight. The solar power station, a faceted

         pagoda of black glass at the centre of the danwei, was shut down. The electricity supply to dormitories and accommodation modules was rationed to three hours in the evening.

      


      

      And wind dashed itself against the linked structures of the danwei itself, howling and rattling and spraying dust through every crevice. Red dust swirled in shafts of light, coated every surface

         with a gritty patina, worked between sheets, ground between the teeth with every mouthful of food. Every touch of metal drew

         a sting of static electricity; dry, ionised air cracked lips, wore tempers to razor edges.

      


      

      The iron-rich dust blanketed radio reception too. The voice of the King of the Cats sounded faint and far behind a swirling

         squall of static. The King was preaching, something about the power of rock’n’roll burning through the universe at the speed

         of light or of life. What with the static and Xiao Bing’s nervous prattle, Wei Lee could only make out snatches of the King’s

         sermon.

      


      

      The two cadres were walking along one of the runnels that connected the danwei’s modules. It was night. Beyond the runnel’s transparent plastic walls dust ceaselessly poured and whirled past, dim masses

         vaguely visible in the feeble strip lighting either side of the walkway. It gave Wei Lee a strange detached feeling to be

         safe inside a sleeve of warm stale air while the storm’s rage was held in check by a centimetre width of plastic.

      


      

      Change is coming at forty-five revolutions a minute, the King said in Lee’s ear. Or perhaps it was evolutions; static rattled

         across the King’s words, and at the same moment Xiao Bing said everything was changed now, that Guoquiang had settled himself to

         change.

      


      

      ‘He doesn’t have to change a thing,’ Lee said. ‘In a year, this will be just another story in the danwei’s history.’ As would he: he had already been dismissed, for bringing disgrace to the danwei. Guoquiang’s father, a major shareholder, had been chairman of the special session of the council. It had been over in five

         minutes. Lee’s humiliation would linger as long as the storm and then he would be gone, just as he’d dreamed two days ago

         on top of Number Eight Field Dome. Beware of wishes, he thought. You may get what you want.

      


      

      ‘You’re bitter, but you’ve every right after Li Mei denounced you in public.’


      

      ‘Her parents put her up to it. I don’t really blame her.’ Lee couldn’t admit to Xiao Bing how much Li Mei’s behaviour had

         hurt him. He said, ‘The scandal will die down and everything will be as it was. You’ll see.’

      


      

      ‘But everything is changed,’ Xiao Bing said. The caps over his pupils were pewter in the dull light, his white hair and pale skin bruise-coloured.

      


      

      ‘You make this a mystery.’


      

      ‘Guoquiang wants to talk to you about it. I’ll let him.’


      

      ‘You’re a loyal friend, Xiao Bing. None of us deserve your loyalty.’


      

      ‘I’ve known Guoquiang all my life. He stopped the other kids beating me up. He liked me because I was smarter than he was,

         an unselfishness I appreciate more as I grow older. He is a leader, always has been. He didn’t have to take it upon himself

         to look out for a special, and he’s always had to look out for me, because the other kids tried to get at him by getting at

         me. A small place like this … I hear that in the capital no one takes any notice of specials.’

      


      

      Lee thought of the child beggars in the Yankee Quarter; not all the deformities had been deliberately inflicted by their parents.

         He said, ‘You wouldn’t be called a special in the capital, it’s true. But surely your contract … The danwei has taken money for your …’ he couldn’t say death ‘… your sleep.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, once I have finished designing my little piece of Heaven, once I have remembered enough to make it real, I can die out

         of this world at any time. Here, or in the capital, it makes no difference. But right now, Guoquiang needs me.’

      


      

      ‘Perhaps it’s as well, now I know how Bitter Waters treats its half-lifers.’


      

      ‘When you begin your translation into Heaven,’ Xiao Bing said serenely, ‘it only matters that your body is kept alive for

         as long as the transfer takes. How it is kept alive doesn’t matter. It is just an emptying vessel. The conchies want us all dead, Wei Lee, one way or another.

         They’ll wait for me.’

      


      

      Lee said, as they pushed through heavy strips at the runnel’s end, ‘I wasn’t thinking of the conchies. I was thinking of the

         danwei, which will lose the bounty for your …’

      


      

      ‘My death? That’s what it is. I don’t mind it.’


      

      The strips fell away. Warm moist air folded around Lee and Xiao Bing like a heavy cloak. Bright light struck through greenery,

         burned in water falling from shelf to shelf in the azolla cascades that zigzagged around pools dense with water hyacinth.

         The sound of the storm and of the King’s voice hushed at the same moment.

      


      

      The rich smell of growing things and the sound of falling water struck a chord of unease deep inside Lee. There had been a

         bad time in a garden a long time ago. He had been no more than one or two. He was sure it had been something to do with his

         parents’ disappearance, but could remember only his terror and the smell of cut grass.

      


      

      ‘Over there,’ Xiao Bing said. ‘Come on, Wei Lee, you’re dreaming again!’


      

      Guoquiang was tipping cakes of boiled leaf into the livestock pens. That was his punishment: work the shit-cycling sheds until

         the Army of the People’s Mouths left the danwei. He didn’t seem to mind. He was whistling to the dogs, scolding them for not eating. The fat white hairless dogs padded up

         and down nervously, spooked by the storm.

      


      

      Guoquiang emptied the woven basket with a sweeping toss, sniffed the air and said, ‘Is a waste line leaking?’


      

      Lee took the radio from his ear. He said, ‘The domestic electricity supply is cut off before my shift ends. There is no water

         to wash. The others steal water from the half-lifers; I can’t bring myself to do that. I’d have changed my clothes at least, but Xiao Bing was waiting for me.’

      


      

      Guoquiang, to his credit, was immediately contrite. ‘I am sorry, Wei Lee.’


      

      ‘It’s all right. I’ve been around it so long that I can’t smell it.’


      

      ‘I mean that my father is a proud man. He sees loss of face by the collective as a great blow to himself. So we are all punished.

         I am sorry that you have the worst of it.’

      


      

      Lee said, ‘How’s your eye?’


      

      ‘Sore,’ Guoquiang admitted. It was the left eye that Lee had managed to hit with his elbow; the swollen flesh around it was

         fading from dark purple to green and yellow. Guoquiang added, ‘How are your ribs?’

      


      

      ‘Also sore.’


      

      Guoquiang laughed. ‘We were both very foolish.’


      

      Lee didn’t have the heart to point out that if Guoquiang hadn’t been so stubborn they would all be heroes, instead of being

         in disgrace for having deviated from the danwei’s ideals of democratic collectivisation, for having committed the mortal sin of self-aggrandisement. For having lost face

         in front of the soldiers of the Army of the People’s Mouths.

      


      

      He said, ‘I suppose we both made a mistake.’


      

      His own was to have tried to save the injured anarchist pilot from Guoquiang’s impulsive misplaced sense of duty. Two days

         afterwards, Lee couldn’t understand why she mattered so much to him. Why she still did. Even thinking about her gave him a

         cloying sense of claustrophobia, as if he was with her in the isolation womb, masked and cathetered and IVed, surrounded by

         hostile aliens on an alien world, floating in a bubble of fluorocarbons …

      


      

      The danwei had pried access from the Army of the People’s Mouths, and a loop of the anarchist pilot (a long shot of her being hustled

         by two soldiers down a narrow brightly lit corridor; medium shots of her standing against a tiled wall, supported by the same

         two nervous men; a circling close-up of her inside the isolation womb, face masked, nakedness washed out in glare reflected

         from the womb’s plastic skin) was continuously running on one of the public access channels. The danwei had sold it to the capital’s media nets too, and it turned up on every news channel every hour on the hour.

      


      

      Lee had watched it over and over, each time with the same fresh sense of fascinated horror. It was like watching a rape.


      

      Guoquiang said, ‘My father insists that you formally recant your transgression before your contract is terminated. I said

         if that was the case, so would I.’

      


      

      ‘He also volunteered me,’ Xiao Bing said. His eyes threw back flashing reflections when he smiled.


      

      ‘My father didn’t think anything of the idea, unfortunately. But all the same, we will stand beside you for the struggle session.

         It is not your disgrace. It is ours.’

      


      

      Guoquiang looked so humble that Lee laughed. ‘Oh, I’ll find another job, somewhere or other. And as for disgrace, it passes

         sooner than you’d imagine. I’ll move on, and forget about it. As a matter of fact, this isn’t my first struggle session.’

      


      

      ‘You know the world,’ Guoquiang said.


      

      ‘Some of it.’


      

      ‘Teach me,’ Guoquiang said, with a fierceness that surprised Lee. His big hands crushed the basket to his chest. ‘Teach me

         stuff. I need to learn. I want to make a difference.’

      


      

      ‘I know very little.’


      

      ‘You have walked the world. I would be honoured,’ Guoquiang said formally, ‘if you would share what you learned.’


      

      In that way their quarrel began to heal. They sat together at the gravel edge of a hyacinth pool, in the murmurous roar of

         recirculating pumps and aerator cascades. The cruel brilliance of the growth lights, tinted purple with near-UV, gave their

         skins a corpse-like cast. Guoquiang put on a pair of dark glasses, oval lenses not much bigger than his eyes. Xiao Bing produced

         a stone bottle and three translucent porcelain thimbles which he filled to the brim.
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