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  Home is where I live inside


  White powder dreams.


  Home was once an empty vacuum


  That’s filled now with my silent screams.


  Home is where the needle marks


  Try to heal my broken heart


  And it might not be such a bad idea


  If I never went home again …


  —Gil Scott-Heron


  “Home Is Where the Hatred Is”
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  1


  Maxine


  Naked and transparent, the woman’s smooth white body undulated slowly, beckoning to the empty streets. The streets were still slick from the afternoon rain; the hologram reflected back from the wet asphalt, an erotic mirage.


  Next to her, impossibly huge, a one-man waterbike revved noisily, churning out ethereal waves of foam. Closer to the deserted streetcorner a shoe the size of a human body moved up and down in its own rhythm, a rectangle above it flashing “Shoe Repair.”


  Maxine Black laughed at the holo display as she turned the corner. The rain had washed the air clean and she inhaled deeply, savoring the taste. She was a tall woman, broad-shouldered and firm-bodied, who walked with lithe self-assurance. Her eyes remained cool despite her smiling mouth.


  As tall as she was, she was dwarfed by the man at her side. He moved as quietly as a shadow, and the arm that gripped her waist possessively was as solid as woven cable.


  They passed a blood spectrograph machine. One slot for dollars, one for a Service Mark card. Maxine looked up at her companion playfully. “Ya want to check my B.S., Aubry?” Her voice was throaty and little-girlish at the same time.


  His dark, scarred face crinkled in a rare smile. “You’re clean, baby. We checked you two days ago—and you haven’t had enough time to get into trouble.” His arm tightened on her. “You better keep it that way.”


  She nuzzled up to him, kissing chin, tiptoeing to kiss lips and run the edge of her tongue into his mouth. “Don’t get scary, lover. I won’t spider on you.”


  They walked through the marching shoe with only a slight flinch as the hologram came down on their heads. The phantom waves splashed by the waterbike brought a smile back to Aubry’s face, as if a long-abandoned memory were stirring to life. She pretended to gather a handful of the “foam” and sling it at him. “You shouldn’t waste water like that.” He laughed, spinning her into his arms for a long, deep kiss. “You make me happy.” He shook his massive head in wonder. “I don’t know if I’ve ever said that to anybody.” He rolled the words past his lips again, savoring. His eyes were very gentle. He took her hand as they walked through the naked body of the belly dancer. “I’m not used to good things.”


  “You’d better start, lover. Your life is headed for big changes.” There was something in her voice that made him uneasy, and he squinted at her in puzzlement. She felt the tension in the air and dissolved it with a chuckle. “Good things. You’re a contender now.”


  He nodded, satisfaction and pride replacing unease. “But I half-killed myself for that. Any idiot who can thump heads wants to ride the big rocket, do his thing up there in the clouds.” He stopped, looking up in wonder. Barely a handful of stars shone through the overcast night sky. “Nullboxing. I still can’t believe I made it.”


  “You made it because you’re good.”


  “Because fighting is all I know, and they need dudes who don’t mind killing each other for money. That’s just guts. But you—” His eyes ravished her for the thousandth time: the maddening curves of her body, the face that seemed a master’s collage of ovals and crescents.… “You’re the only thing that doesn’t fit. You just fell into my lap and turned everything around.” His low, rough voice almost cracked, belying his twenty-eight years. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me, and you just fell out of nowhere.”


  Maxine ran her fingertips over his heavy eyebrows, the puffy rise of his cheeks, down to the fine wire stubble on his chin. She felt her throat constrict. “Let’s not talk about it,” she said huskily. “Let’s just have the night.”


  She steered him further down the street, past the fluxing, beckoning projections that lined Pacific Coast Highway. Soundloops triggered by their passing cajoled, promising the finest in services and goods, the ultimate in intimate experience. A hungry taxi-drone paused on its eternal run down the central guidestrip, and Maxine waved it on.


  “Come on,” she said, pulling at Aubry. Then she pushed him away and started across the street without him. She made it a race, and he let her get halfway across before he moved. Without preparation of any kind he was moving fast, a fluid streak crossing the yellow pools of light.


  Maxine shrieked, laughing, and wasted a moment finding the gate through the low fence that sealed off the beach. Aubry hurdled it effortlessly, slowing his pace as he neared her. He pretended to stumble, whoofing, but dove into a roll, springing up to snare her at the waist.


  They wrestled for a moment and he went down, Maxine astride him, triumphant and panting in the moonlight. She beat her chest, growling. Gritting his teeth and snarling back, he staggered to his feet, her legs still wrapped around his waist. “Jesus, you’re heavy.…” She smothered his words with a kiss and pressed her body to his, twining her legs and arms tightly.


  When she pulled her face back, there was fire in her eyes, flames that flickered in a cold wind. She peeled herself off and stepped back, reaching out for his hand. “Come on, big man. Let’s go bite some moonlight.”


  The arm he slung around her as they walked was gentler now, warmer. The night breeze was heavy with wet decay, but like true city-dwellers they shut that information away, concentrating instead on the echoing roar of the breakers.


  The beach was almost totally theirs. Only one lone figure sat quietly in the sand, a dim outline in the pale light.


  “I like his attitude,” Aubry murmured. “Nothing can stop me from going where I want to go.” He shrugged his big shoulders and swung his arms forcefully, then pointed to the rows of highrise office/apartments lining the beachfront. “Damned if I’d live like them. Sitting tight in their cubbyholes, hooking together over their facephones to make their bread. Won’t even come out onto the beach except in gangs. Makes me sick.”


  He dropped his arm around her again as they walked towards the coiling, hissing breakers. The moonlight crested the waves with glittering silver patterns that shattered into darkness on the shore. “Are you cold?”


  “Why?”


  “I felt you shaking a little, that’s all.”


  She moved closer to him. “Maybe.”


  “Well, it looks like our friend over there is sitting on a blanket. I bet if we asked him real polite, he’d let us borrow it.”


  “Aubry.”


  He smiled evilly.


  “You’d better not …” She snagged one of his hands, and he pulled her along behind him. She dug in her heels. “Aubry, don’t be crazy.”


  Aubry was only three paces from the man now. The figure was still immobile, a slender dark silhouette against a silvered backdrop. With elaborate politeness, Aubry addressed the silent one. “Oh, excuse me—”


  There was no sound or action, but suddenly something red and hungry was in the air, and Maxine stumbled back.


  “Walker?” Aubry whispered. The seated man seemed to unscrew from the ground. Slowly, gracefully, he came to full height facing them. His hands were empty.


  “Where is it, Knight?” Walker asked, his voice low and hollow. He was lanky, with arms that seemed disproportionately long. The sinuousness of his rise contradicted his clumsy build. His hair was cut squarely, without style, and in the darkness his eyes seemed wet smears.


  Aubry scanned the beach uneasily. “Where’s your sleeping buddy?”


  “Don’t need Diego for this, big man. Don’t need nothing but little Loveless.”


  Aubry’s voice shook with tension. “I got no hassle with you.”


  Walker’s laugh was ugly. “That’s not what Luis says.” He turned his palms front and back, exposing their emptiness. “C’mon, Knight … where is it?” The thin man lunged forward. Aubry jumped back, his heel catching in the sand. Walker laughed nastily. “Maybe I didn’t even bring little Loveless.”


  “You brought it.” Aubry’s eyes never left the hands of the man who approached him, step light as a dancer’s. “But I don’t get it. If Luis wants me, why like this?”


  “He’s a sportin’ man, Aubry. You know that. He figures that if you’re good enough to walk out on him, you’re good enough to deserve a chance. Sportin’.” Aubry’s stomach grew heavy, then hot as the anger began to build. He forced his breathing to steady, and waited. Walker slid forward a meter, and suddenly his right foot hissed in a short arc.


  Aubry pivoted right, and Walker’s kick missed his left knee by a centimeter. With phenomenal lightness for so large a man, Aubry continued in a tight circle, spinning a rear thrust kick into Walker that could have broken the man in half.


  But Walker was out of range. He snapped his right hand like a lounge magician performing a card trick, and it suddenly held a gleaming spike. A finger moved almost imperceptibly and the eight-centimeter metal tube began to whine.


  Aubry backed up again. Loveless chain-knife: a flexible razor strip whirred around its edge. It could slice effortlessly through bone. Walker thrust, and Aubry moved to the side, feinting lightly with a kick. There was a quick swirl of motion, and they were out of each other’s range again.


  “Loveless wants you,” Walker said in a hypnotic monotone. The blade made whining crisscross patterns in the dark. “Ohh … don’t be mean to Loveless. He just wants to kiss you.”


  Before the last syllable was out of his mouth, Walker moved. He seemed to take a single sliding step, but his reach of leg and arm combined to take him much too far into Aubry’s defensive space. Aubry parried and dropped to the sand for a leg-sweep that failed, then scrambled back like a crab as Walker lunged. He rolled backwards and sprang to his feet.


  Walker paused, grinning, then started in again. Aubry feinted with his left foot—and threw a handful of sand into Walker’s eyes.


  The thin man screamed, slashing the air in front of him as he retreated. Aubry was on him in an instant, spearing Walker’s right knee with a kick. There was a grinding snap as the leg buckled. As Walker fell he backhanded with the knife. Aubry blocked with his right hand, and broke Walker’s arm with his knee. As the knife fell from nerveless fingers, Aubry twined his fingers in Walker’s hair, drawing the head up and back. His hand blurred, and the shuto knife edge slammed down into the exposed trachea. Walker’s body slumped facedown in the sand.


  Aubry panted, kneeling to check the body. “We’d better—” He jerked his head around, eyes narrowed. “Maxine?” There was nothing on the beach, no one, only the sound of the breakers rolling against the earth.


  Alarmed now, Aubry jumped to his feet, eyes searching the empty beach. “Maxine!” Fear and uncertainty shook his voice. He ran in a half circle around Walker’s prostrate body.


  “Maxine!” Desperate now, he ran towards the highway, towards the distant pools of yellow light.


  He was a dark hurricane of movement, but long before he reached the fence he heard the whirring police skimmers. Their searchlights were glaring white ovals dancing on the sand. Desperate, he broke to the left, then right again in a zigzag that gained him only a few seconds. Then the skimmers bracketed him, pinioning him in their lights, and the grating-glass sound of their loudhailers wracked his ears.


  “Do not MOVE. We are tracking you NOW. Any attempt to initiate hostilities will cause your death. Repeat. We are tracking you NOW.” Aubry looked down at his chest and saw the tiny red dot of the targeting laser, and knew that its twin focused on his back. One sudden movement and a burst of hollow-point .22s would rip him into pieces. Numb with the sudden inescapability of it, he lay down on the sand and spread his arms.


  Booted feet approached quietly; a knee pinned him to the ground. A strong arm jerked his own to the small of his back. His wrists were taped together, and he was hauled to his feet. His captors wore the standard dark-blue police armor and reflective face shields.


  Aubry shut his eyes against the light, and a red roadmap of veins exploded into view. He tried to lower his head, but powerful fingers twined into his hair, pulling him erect.


  A man’s voice sounded, harsh against the hum of the skimmers. “Is this the man?”


  Aubry wet his lips with the tip of his tongue. He growled and tried to shake off the hands, but they held fast. Through the bright wall of pain came the reply: “I couldn’t forget a face like that.”


  Aubry sagged, only the hands at head and shoulders keeping him from sprawling to the ground. “All right, stow this garbage. Get someone downbeach to check the lady’s friend. Miss—”


  “Black. Maxine Black.” Consciousness became a swirl of dark red; Aubry fought to think.


  “Miss Black. You understand that the beach is off limits at night? There will be questions.…”


  Two faceplated officers hauled Aubry to the waiting skimmer. As he got one foot up on it, he finally left the searchlight’s cone of brilliance and could see the face of his accuser. Maxine gazed at him nervously, then looked away at the ground.


  “You!” he screamed in a voice that would have carried at a whisper. “You set me up!” The hands on his back were insistent, but he fought against them in a rage that verged on suicidal.


  Their eyes locked. “I’ll get you for this. I don’t care what it takes. You … and Luis; but especially you, bitch. Do you hear me? DO YOU?”


  Her chin lifted slightly, her face tightening. The hands forced him into the skimmer, but he didn’t resist this time, keeping his eyes on her as the metallic tape on his wrists was magnetically locked to the restraint bar. He watched her as the skimmer rose whooping from the ground, until she was a tiny vulnerable figure surrounded by uniformed specks.


  At the bottom of a tempered crystal flask were two insects. They were fat and pale, greenish-white, with a row of vestigial legs along their puffy underbellies. They writhed as Maxine burned them alive.


  Her fingers shook as she waved the butane torch under the flask, and she licked her lips. Her tongue was rancid and slimy in her mouth. She watched the dying larvae with eyes that were bloodshot and scratchy. “Please, Aubry. Leave me alone. This time. Please.…”


  She looked at the anesthetic-steeped tube that had held twelve of the insects—twelve larvae of the South American Coal Moth. Gone now, as these two would be in a moment.


  With a barely audible pop, the first grub burst; and then the second. Vapor from their bodies filled the tube. Maxine clamped her mouth over the top, ignoring the heat, and sucked the mist into her lungs. It had a harsh, minty taste. Whimpering, she sank to the filthy rug of her one-room apartment and held her breath.


  Eyes tightly closed, she could see the light begin to glow in her chest. It crept outward through her bloodstream, penetrating her muscles, her bones.


  She exhaled in an extended whistle, and let the light spread, the weight of her body and mind lost, driven far away by the drug.


  She began to laugh. Just a giggle at first, then hiccupping hysteria. “All gone. Everything’s gone.…”


  Your account will be credited … Luis Ortega had told her on the phone, his voice and face so calculatingly pleasant that a sneer would have seemed friendly in comparison.


  His face swelled, grew solid and warm, bobbing in the whirlpool of images that filled her mind.


  Luis. What a handsome, handsome man—Latino and Chinese, with a full sensuous mouth and a voice to match. A body that sent chills up her spine. She could use a body like that right now. Now, with the heat and light coiling around her like a nest of snakes.


  Then Luis wavered, snarled, darkened, and became Aubry Knight.


  Knight: his face flayed of all human emotion as the judge pronounced sentence: fifteen years at hard labor.


  His eyes had been a light chocolate brown when she first met him. At the moment of sentencing, through some trick of the light, they seemed the deepest, coldest black that any eyes could be, and they held a vast and certain promise. We will meet again, they said, and when we do …


  And for the first time during the trial, for the first time since that terrible night on the beach, Aubry had smiled. It was a tight little smile, meant for her and her alone. Then, unresisting, he was led from the courtroom.


  Maxine Black sweated and whimpered in her grub dreams, praying for release.


  There were many johns, a melange, a morass of flesh in which Maxine tried to drown herself. But every body became Aubry’s body, every voice Aubry’s voice, and after long months, the time came when even the grubs gave no release.


  She was filthy most of the time, and always ill-fed. The men she rented her body to were as tired and worn as she: laborers and salvage miners, piecework bodyguards, and low-level drug traffickers. When the weather turned cold and rainy, and the streets of Los Angeles filled with holiday cheer, Maxine stayed indoors during the day, deeply into grub toxicosis. She pissed blood in the mornings and was driven to her bed by wracking headaches that shattered her vision into mirrored slivers and magnified distant snoring into the crashing roar of a tsunami. Her gut rejected complex proteins and saturated fats. Her diet was confined to rice gruel and predigested egg whites.


  It was on one of those terrible, fever-clouded days when the serpent beneath southern California awoke. It stretched from slumber, shedding its skin, the screams of its wrath heard in the shriek of tortured steel, of splintering wood and concrete.


  Maxine was torn from her slumber by the moans of the dying and the awful sound of her ramshackle apartment shifting on its foundations. “Earthquake!” She pulled herself from the bed, stumbled from her building into the street, and watched the lurching structures and snapping powerlines, the buckling sidewalks and exploding water mains, as a seismic debt long outstanding came due.


  The days and weeks that followed were filled with hunger and confusion and ache for the grubs she needed. Everywhere, everywhere, was the smell of smoke as central Los Angeles burned.


  There was no call for her services: too many desperate amateurs stalked the same streets, giving anything for food, water, and shelter. Maxine stumbled in darkness, alone with her pain, a growing hollowness inside her.…


  … Maxine wandered along the Alvarado Street barricade, where barbed wire marked off what was left of south-central Los Angeles. There was nothing for her there, no customers, no shelter—just the twisted, blackened remnants of the Firestorm, rising from the wreckage beyond the fence like the shadows of a demon forest.


  Emaciated, nerve-dead in the left side of her body, her vision obscured by burst blood vessels, she was unable to attract even the grimiest fungus farmer. Men walked around her, looking the other way as she hissed her siren call, desperately gyrating her once generous hips.


  By lowering her price to virtually nothing, she finally managed to attract a customer, a piecework bodyguard with filthy teeth and a great chunk carved out of his nose. After he left her she realized that she hadn’t demanded a blood spectrograph.


  She fled screaming to the nearest machine and thrust her hand into it, fumbling in her purse for her charge card. She punched it in—and nothing happened. Sobbing, she punched it in again, watching the “insufficient funds” light flash in monotonous rhythm.


  She sagged to the sidewalk, hearing only her own breathing and not the firm, soft footsteps that approached the corner where she lay propped against the machine. But she noticed when the footsteps stopped.


  She looked up and saw a tall slender figure, its face lost in darkness. Maxine curled her body tighter against the spectrograph vender, and whimpered.


  The stranger bent down. Within the shadow Maxine caught sparkles of light, a dancing crackle of rainbow electricity, then nothing. Reflections. Or the beginning of grub withdrawal. A slender hand reached out and cupped Maxine’s chin, raising her face with gentle strength. Focusing her eyes, Maxine could see that the shadows were created by a dark brown cowl.


  The hand released her, and she sagged back to the ground.


  A cool, carefully modulated voice said: “Grubs?”


  Maxine looked up hopefully, stretching out a hand.


  “I owe someone a favor,” the voice, a woman’s voice, said. “You and I can make a trade. Do you want to live?”


  It sounded as if the voice was calling from the depths of a swirling wind, all but lost in the roar. But Maxine, groping for life, for any understanding or hope, nodded with the last strength in her body.


  “Then you’ll do.” The woman bent down and slipped an arm under Maxine’s, wrapped it around her back, and helped her to her feet. The cowl slipped a centimeter or two, and Maxine saw the outline of an oval, full-lipped face. Then the woman sighed, a sound that contrasted with the almost metallic tones of her voice, and the left side of her face glowed like a rainbow reflected in shattered ice. Maxine collapsed again as her already numb mind overloaded.


  She felt herself pulled to the curb, and heard the woman punch a Mark card into a cab box. Within moments an armored taxi-drone hovered in for a landing. The door opened automatically and sealed behind them. The readout screen flickered its query: DESTINATION? in crawling yellow dots of light, simultaneously speaking the word in politely androgynous tones.


  “Emergency Detox.” The readout was silent and dark for an instant, then simultaneously read and said, “TWO POINT SEVEN-EIGHT MARKS. FORTY-SEVEN DOLLARS.” While they watched, the display faded, then brightened again. “EXCUSE ME. ADJUSTMENT IN EXCHANGE RATE. FORTY-NINE DOLLARS.”


  “Are you sure you’re finished?” The taxi was silent. The readout remained the same, and the woman chuckled darkly. “Fine. I’ll pay in Marks, thank you.” The taxi rose, coasting them to their destination.


  The woman pulled back her cowl. In Maxine’s wavering vision it seemed that she had never seen a woman so beautiful and yet so distant. Her eyes were almond-shaped and shifted colors from brown to gold as she turned her head. Her hair was a spray of dark brown, only slightly ruffled by the cowl, and came down on her forehead in a very slight widow’s peak.


  Her forehead was high and smooth. Her skin was a darker chocolate than Maxine’s own, and seemed somehow unreal.


  “Who … are you?”


  The woman looked at her, a brief flash of hostility giving way to a smile. “Santa Claus.” Then she leaned back into the seat and watched the crumbled, patchwork buildings of the Maze whip by, the few denizens who traveled by night looking up to wonder who had business here in the crumbled core of Los Angeles.


  Maxine awoke with a start, aware only of being carried from the taxi pod, of voices buzzing softly around her. She lost consciousness again and awoke stretched out on a couch in a clean, almost sterile room. There were a few flat-frame pictures decorating the plain yellow walls, and several sprays of flowers. There were three other couches in the room, but they were empty.


  The woman in the cowl was standing to one side, talking to a tall, moon-faced oriental man with slender fingers.


  “She’ll stick,” the woman was saying. “She’s got nowhere else to go.”


  The man’s mouth curled in a tolerant smile. “Promise, how can you be sure of that? How long have you known her?”


  “Half an hour, Cecil. Trust me, all right?”


  “Trust you? A piranha maybe, but not you.”


  Maxine expected a flash of anger, but instead there was laughter; the woman laid her hand on his shoulder. They seemed about the same height. “Look. I know that if she doesn’t stick you’re just going to bug me until I bring you someone who will. Believe me—I know her type.” For the first time, there was genuine softness in her voice. “I was there, remember?”


  “Never that far, Promise.” Cecil sighed and looked at Maxine casually. He scratched an ear and looked back at the tall woman. “Will you come and see her? We’ve got some new techniques—some grub antagonists that I’ve been asked to try out. Catecholamine drugs, very experimental and very powerful. Pretty wild stuff, Promise. She’s going to need a friend.”


  She glared at him, then at Maxine. There was a flash of light in her face, one swiftly dimmed. “If she’ll have me—” Her voice grew fierce. “But this is it, all right, Cecil? Debts paid. In full?”


  “Sometimes I forget—you have more important things to do with your time, don’t you?” She stiffened at that, but Cecil’s bare trace of a smile softened the words.


  “All right.” Promise walked slowly over to the couch on which Maxine lay curled. She knelt down. “All right, mouse. We don’t know who you are and we don’t care. This is Dr. Kato, and he’s a crazy man. He got some of the federal emergency funds coming into L.A., and he’s got this psychotic need to do good deeds. He’ll get you out of the woods, if you let him.” Maxine tried to speak, to protest or complain, but could find no strength. “Give it a chance, mouse. It’s better than the Farms.”


  Maxine closed her eyes, knowing the words to be true, no matter what she was headed for. Promise ruffled her hair affectionately, then stood and slapped Cecil lightly on the cheek. “She’ll do.”


  “I think maybe you’re right. Check back next week, would you?”


  “Doctor’s orders?”


  “Friend’s request.”


  She patted his cheek again, nodding. “Oh, one more thing. Better give her a blood spectrograph. She might have a spider.”


  “Have you brought me some more trouble, Promise?”


  “I do my level best.” Promise turned and walked to the door and the waiting taxi pod.


  Maxine found her voice finally, raising it above the level of a whisper. “Promise?”


  The tall woman turned. “That’s it.”


  “Maxine. My name is Maxine.” She paused, gulped air. Then: “Thank you.”


  Promise smiled then, and the left side of her face exploded into light, as if every nerve and muscle were connected to a tiny Christmas bulb. “I’ll be back.” Then the lights were gone. A moment later, so was Promise.


  2


  Aubry


  Jackson, the copilot of State Penal Transport Skimmer 101, felt his stomach drop as his pilot and friend, Art Rollins, swooped down low over California’s Inyo mountains to begin weaving his way towards Death Valley.


  Too close below them, the landscape whizzed by in a crazy quilt of packed sand, rock, and scrub brush.


  He looked back over his shoulder at the walled-off compartment holding their cargo. Despite the sliversling in his holster and the ceramic plastic wall with a tested strength of better than a thousand kilos per square centimeter, he felt profoundly uncomfortable. Judging by Rollins’s erratic flying, the feeling was mutual.


  They cleared the last rise of mountains and slowed, beginning their descent to the floor of Death Valley, eighty-six meters below sea level. There, just a pale glitter in the morning sunlight, was the faceted dome of Death Valley Maximum Security Penitentiary—the future home of their cargo.


  “This is Penal Transport 101. Transmitting identification code of the day, please respond.” Rollins slowed the VTOL to almost zero, hovering twenty meters over the desert sand like some impossible insect, a roughly triangular mirage of belly fans and lift jets. Rollins turned to Jackson and smiled weakly. His hands were sweating. “Light me a cigarette, would you?”


  “You got it.” Jackson lit up a low-tar for him and pushed it into his mouth. Rollins inhaled gratefully.


  “Thanks, Jacks.” His fingers drummed on the controls as he waited for the clearance light to flash an acceptance. “Come on.…” He sighed heavily. “You know something, I’ve flown just about everything in my time. Explosives, nuclear waste, toxic gas…. Hell, I ferried food right into the middle of L.A. after last year’s little shakedown.” Rollins raised one hand from the controls, watching it tremble. “This gets to me worse than anything else. I gotta get out of this work, Jacks. The old nerves just can’t handle it.”


  With a beep, the clearance light popped on, and Rollins throttled the skimmer ahead into the security zone surrounding the prison.


  “Nerves my ass, Rollins,” Jackson said, feeding their landing coordinates into the guidance system. “Nerve gas doesn’t try to get out and poison somebody. Radioactive waste doesn’t want to fry you, for Chrissakes. These poor bastards we run out here got nothing to lose.”


  Rollins clouded the cabin air with smoke. “Forget the rest of them. Did you hear what this bastard did to those two guards at New Q? Right through their armor.” He shook his head. “Damned nullboxers are freaks, man. Sport ought to be outlawed.”


  “I’ll write my congressman tomorrow.” Jackson took the controls. They glided in to the concrete landing square a hundred meters north of the greenhouse bubble. The bubble was the only section of Death Valley Maximum Security Penitentiary that lay above ground. “Right now, let’s just get shed of this package, then we can go someplace and get drunk.”


  “Sounds too good to be true. All right. Jacks. Two degrees left—”


  Charteris, the assistant warden of D.V.M.S.P., ran a finger under his collar. Plastic fibers don’t absorb worth a damn, he cursed silently. It was cool in his office, but he perspired heavily. Perhaps it was the knowledge that the sun outside would burn the moisture from an unprotected man in hours.


  On the other hand, maybe it was the man who sat quietly in a calculatedly uncomfortable chair opposite. The metal tape around his wrists held him securely to the magnetic pads of the chair arms.


  With an effort, Charteris pulled his mind back to the routine speech he was trying to make. “You can do two kinds of time here, Knight,” he continued. “Hard, or killer. You gave up your other options when you attacked those two guards at New Quentin.”


  He waited for words, anything from denial to explanations to threats, and got silence. Aubry Knight’s body was a statue carved in obsidian. His black prison fatigues stretched tight across his chest and thighs. His huge hands were relaxed, loosely curled on the chair arms. His black eyes watched Charteris casually. “I’ve heard about you,” the assistant warden went on. “You think you’re a real tough guy. A hard case. Professional nullboxer? Well, even if four years at New Quentin didn’t knock the spunk out of you, things are different here at Death. Tough guys don’t last here. Just do your time, shut up, and listen when you’re talked to. And don’t … don’t make the mistake of touching one of our guards. Even if they do decide to discipline you. This isn’t New Quentin—this is the end of the line, and we let our guards deal with problems like you in whatever way they see fit. There isn’t anywhere lower than this to send you. In a manner of speaking, the Buck stops here.” Charteris smirked. “I didn’t expect you to understand that, Knight. That’s all right. I’m not here to entertain you—in fact, I’m not here to reform you, either.” Charteris overcame his discomfort and came closer to Aubry, stooping to look in his face. “I’m just here to keep you off the street for twelve more years. If you reform, so much the better for you.”


  He backed up again, startled to discover that his breathing stopped when he came close to Knight. There was no mistaking the silent message in those eyes. I could kill you, they said, even now, bound as I am. You can talk and play the big man, but we both know the truth.


  “This is an experimental facility. The security apparatus necessary to keep the prisoners under control is expensive. We cannot force you to work, but we can key your diet to your caloric output. If you don’t work, you will receive a subsistence diet, enough to keep an inactive man of your height and bone structure alive. The harder you work, the more you eat. You can also earn other privileges, but the main point to remember is that a decent diet is a privilege here—not a right. I hope you understand.” Aubry didn’t move. “Good. Security!” The office door clicked open and a burly guard entered. He wore five-mil flexarmor, and carried a slender shock prod. “Take Mr. Knight to his caseworker.” The guard unlocked Aubry and escorted him out.


  Charteris pulled a bottle of Scotch from his bottom desk drawer and poured himself a splash.


  Aubry Knight. Professional fighter. Former enforcer for the Ortegas. The Ortegas, for Christ’s sake. There was little question but that he had been set up, but there was nothing anyone could do about it. A man like Aubry Knight needed to be locked up anyway.


  Charteris took a sip and closed his eyes as the heat spread down his throat. “Screen on,” he called. “Transplant requests.”


  A shallow holo window appeared over his desk, and a quick list of kidneys, eyes, and legs rolled past. Legs and arms. Knight looked good for an arm and a leg. He was tough, though. Give him a year down in Hell. Let him see what twelve of them would be like. Then offer him a reduction in sentence if he would repay society for his misdeeds….


  Yes, maybe a year. And then—at least a kidney.


  Aubry lay on his bunk, hands folded behind his head, staring at the ceiling. The transparent plate that sealed his cell was open for the first time since his arrival six weeks before. Each cell was soundproofed and formed an effective solitary confinement. The only noise was a steady whisper from the arm-size ventilation hole as it pumped dry, lukewarm air into his cell. Three levels beneath the surface of the sand, the ventilation system was life itself.


  Rumor had it that during the riots of ’08 the ventilation ducts had been shut off. Twenty-eight prisoners had died of suffocation.


  Today Aubry would be allowed to take his meals communally, to use the showers rather than merely wipe his body with a wet towel. Then he would be assigned a job—digging out a new level in the bedrock beneath the prison, perhaps. There were six underground levels now, but overcrowding was always a problem. With a job he could earn money tokens, exchangeable for candy, cigarettes, or time in the gym.


  The first two were of no interest, but the thought of a gym made his muscles twitch hungrily.


  He was still lost in thought when he heard the sound of crepe soles stopping in his doorway. Aubry looked at their owner with idle curiosity.


  The man was large, almost as big as Aubry. His face was a flattened moon, his skin color some indistinguishable blend of Black and Hispanic. The two men behind him were smaller, but carried themselves as if all the death in the world were at their disposal. Weapons. Without thinking about it, he knew that they carried weapons: homemade knives, sand-filled socks, wire garrotes, perhaps an acid bag. Something. One of them was blind in his right eye, a dull plastic replica staring from the emptied socket.


  “The name’s Jo Jo. I’m from Denim.” The big man’s voice was ragged, gravelly. Aubry wondered how many times he had been hit in the throat. “Denim’s the power here. He gets what he wants, understand? You’re good to him, play straight, you get what you need, understand?” Jo Jo took a step into Aubry’s cell, looking around. “This is home for you now. Maybe the rest of your life. Forget about what outside was like, and this won’t seem too bad.”


  His manner changed, became tighter. “I hear talk. I hear you’re a real tough boy. Well, in here, ain’t nobody tough but me. You work for Denim, or you play with me, understand?”


  “Get out.”


  Jo Jo snorted. “You know something? I don’t think you’re really all that tough. You’re big, all right, but I’ll bet you’re a pussy, ready to put out for the first stud who flashes a stick of gum at you. What do you …” As the words left his mouth Aubry’s gaze locked on him. The eyes were insanely black and seemed to peel away his skin to drill into the back of his skull. He backed up, startled.


  “Mister,” Aubry said coldly, “I think that you’re about to find out more than you want to know.” Then he closed his eyes.


  For a moment there was silence. “Big man,” Jo Jo said finally, forcing a laugh into his voice. Aubry heard the three pairs of feet retreat. Listening carefully, he could hear that one walked with poor balance. One bad leg, one bad eye. Weird.


  Aubry lay still and listened to his breathing, trying to relax.


  For a moment there was peace. Then there was a quick thought, a flash of a pretty brown face, a lying voice, and Aubry thought: Maxine. Then the face became a name, a printed name stenciled on a plain granite tombstone. As an afterthought he added a second stone, labelled Luis.


  Aubry relaxed again, a contemplative smile on his face.


  Three echoing tones sounded in the cell before Aubry opened his eyes. He could hear footsteps down the hall: only a few minutes until roll call.


  The guard on the morning shift appeared as the door became translucent. He said, “Knight,” into a handheld transmitter, then moved on.


  Aubry slipped on shirt and pants and walked to the door, waiting for the mess line to form. He felt numb, only vaguely curious as to what the day might bring. There was nothing to be excited about—today would be all too similar to thousands of days to come. Best relax.


  He took his place, feeling the eyes on him, noting with satisfaction that he was the largest man in the line. Less likely that some idiot would start something, try to rank him.


  They moved along the narrow corridor, down a slanting concrete tunnel and into the mess hall. It was large enough for two hundred men, tables and serving stations arranged economically. He guessed that there had to be twenty small mess halls serving food on three shifts to feed the prison population. More separation meant greater control and security. There was an upper tier to the cafeteria, walled with the same unbreakable ceramic that formed the cell doors. The surface was dark, but he knew that behind it guards watched and waited.


  His line moved up to the food counter. He took a tray, allowing a trustee to add a dollop of fruit mush, some eggs, grits, and a chunk of some kind of textured soy. He sniffed: it smelled vaguely like ham.


  The thin, quick-eyed man who dropped a tin of black coffee on Aubry’s tray avoided looking into his face. Aubry suddenly realized that no one in his immediate vicinity was speaking, although an undercurrent of whispers rippled through the air. He took his tray and sat at one of the long, plain tables that filled the room.


  The food was tasteless and grainy. The eggs weren’t eggs. The coffee tasted real, but was thick enough to fork into his mouth.


  There was an empty seat in front of him, and an albino sat down. Except for his deathly pale skin and the sunglasses that shaded his eyes, the man seemed very healthy, muscles straining under his tight workshirt. He smiled without warmth. In addition to the glop on his tray, there was a small orange. The albino placed it carefully on Aubry’s side of the table. “From a friend,” he said quietly.


  Aubry pushed the orange back across the table with his fingertips. “I don’t have any friends in here.”


  “Oh, but you’re wrong. Denim wants to be your friend.”


  “Why?”


  “He can use you. He likes what he sees.” The man put a mouthful of food away and watched Aubry.


  “What sees? I never met the man.”


  “He knows all about you. He wants a talk.”


  “He knows where to find me.”


  “No. You come to him.”


  One dark eyebrow rose and something like a smile twisted Aubry’s face. “Now that’s not very friendly.”


  The albino drank a swig of the “coffee.” Aubry watched his reaction carefully, then followed suit.


  “Listen, Knight. Denim is going to talk to you. You just hope he talks nice.” Their eyes locked. The rhythm of Aubry’s chewing remained monotonously steady. The albino dropped his eyes to his plate. He lifted another forkful and pretended to have broken contact voluntarily.


  The rest of the meal was eaten in silence. The messenger hurried through his food. Finally he stood, gathered up his tray, and smiled. “Just remember, Knight, you can be spare parts.” And he left.


  Spare parts. Aubry watched the man go. Aside from the pale skin, there seemed to be nothing else unusual about him.


  Aubry glanced at the man immediately to his right. He was wiry, with fixed, logy eyes and two day’s growth of beard bluing a pale chin. His sleeve was rolled up to the biceps. His left forearm seemed thinner than his right. There was a long rectangle of scar tissue beneath a shriveled tattoo. Two tables away sat an inmate in a wheelchair.


  Aubry grunted and finished his meal.


  Denim found him during the recreation period. The rec yard was two levels under the surface, a room almost seventy meters square, with a five-meter ceiling. The upper third of the rec room was covered in ceramic.


  There were two racks of weights, two ping-pong tables, and mats for calisthenics. Card tables and racks of magazines dominated the remainder. In one corner of the room was a set of uneven parallel bars, and on them a man with painfully thin legs was working vigorously.


  Around the outer edge of the room there was a running track. Aubry grinned.


  He stripped down and spread out his legs, feeling the bunching quadriceps atop his thighs quiet as he relaxed into the stretch. He did a half dozen more, and when his skin was covered with a light sheen of perspiration, he walked to a water fountain and filled his mouth, holding it as he moved onto the track.


  He started running around the edge of the wall, pulling air down to the bottom of his lungs, matching his strides to his breathing cycle. For the first time in months he felt the kinks work out of his muscles. The weight of the water in his mouth caused slight pressure on his jaw, and he tightened down.


  There were a few others jogging or running along the .2-kilometer track, so he took little notice when a small, slender oriental man moved up and ran alongside him. The man spoke in a low voice. “Denim wants to talk to you.”


  Aubry looked down directly at the man’s bald spot, grunted incuriously, and picked up his stride. The little man matched him, pumping his short, skinny legs faster. This time when he spoke it was between gasps. “He’s over there.” He jerked a thumb toward the weight racks. “Come on. Don’t hurt to be polite.”


  From where they were, Aubry could see that two men were at the racks. One was Jo Jo, the other the large albino from breakfast. Both of them had stripped to the waist and both were monstrously muscular. He said nothing and increased his speed.


  The small man gasped alongside. “Wait!” Red-faced and gushing out his words from a slack mouth, he kept up.


  Clearly, the idiot was going to keep running until he keeled over. Curiosity caught at last, Aubry trotted to a halt. The little man stumbled up to him, sucking air like a drowning swimmer. Finally he motioned Aubry along, and the two of them walked between rows of tables and chairs, the short man leading the way.


  The two muscle boys stopped pumping iron, standing as he approached. A third man sat leaning against one of the racks. He was Caucasian, tall, and slender as a coathanger. Aubry typed him as a former pimp, and smiled at the image of the two muscle boys as Denim’s “women.”


  Denim wore his fatigues with lazy elegance, as if they had been tailored for him. His hair was longer than regulation, and he wore it tied in a knot, ponytailing down the back of his head. His mouth was an ugly slash.


  “You’re Knight?” Aubry nodded silently. “Good. I’ve heard a lot about you. You did good work, before you got stupid.” He watched Aubry’s eyes, looking for emotion that wasn’t there. “You know,” he continued, “there are some people who are very angry with you, and you’re lucky … I’m supposed to give you a chance to make it up.” He moved a step closer. “The Ortegas can forgive, if you play your hand right.”


  Aubry raised an eyebrow.


  “Muscle. You’re supposed to be the best—” The albino tensed. Denim laid a restraining hand on the pasty shoulder. “Cool off, Sugar.” He turned back to Aubry. “All the tough boys have their places here, and they’re very jealous of their ranking. Now, you can go through the mill, maybe get knifed in the shower, or you can throw in with us and start at the top.” He spread his arms. “I expect you know about Federal Statute 874-BB. No? It allows federal prisoners to donate limbs and organs to the Federal Transplant Bureau. In exchange, a prisoner can earn money or a reduction in his sentence.


  “Sometimes an order comes down the pike for a kidney, or an eardrum, or an eye … and someone has to find an obliging con who wants more than anything else in the world to be a Good Samaritan and help a stranger in need.” He smiled wolfishly. “Needless to say, there are kickbacks … I’m sorry, honoraria, for any assistance we can offer. I have an excellent arrangement with the assistant warden.”


  Aubry said nothing, his gaze floating from one bodyguard to the other. They had edged marginally closer.


  Denim seemed annoyed that no answer had been made. “What’s wrong? Doesn’t suit your skills? All right, how’s this. Sometimes one of our brothers has an accident—falls down a flight of stairs or slips in the shower. Afterwards we discover that he had signed a Total Donate Card and that he can be—ah, disassembled, and used as might best benefit medical science.” His eyes sparkled as Aubry’s lips curled into a smile, then grew tight as the big man started to turn away.


  Sugar’s hand shot out and grasped Aubry’s shoulder. Aubry turned with the pull and looked him in the eye, then pursed his lips. He lowered his head and spat out the mouthful of water—a well-aimed stream that splashed into a grilled drain at the albino’s feet.


  Sugar bared his teeth. Denim shook his head urgently.


  Aubry spoke very softly, very distinctly. “Stay away from me, and I’ll stay away from you. Good luck with your ‘business.’” And he walked away.


  Denim watched him thoughtfully. “Let him go. He won’t be trouble.” He laughed as if at a secret joke. “He thinks we’re finished with him. When he learns different, he’ll come around.” He jerked his head back toward the weights, and the two bodyguards took their places again. Denim watched with a practiced eye as they performed their daily exercise.


  The weeks melted together, an endless muddied stream of inconsequential events. Aubry was assigned to the digging crew, clearing away the debris left by blast and jackhammer in the lower level. He was given no heavy tools that might have served as weapons. Thick gloves protected his hands, while his back and arm muscles levered the rocks into the trolleys. The air was close, the lighting bad, and the ceiling insufficiently shored; but he grew used to it, came to look forward to the ache it gave his body.


  He ate ravenously and slept deeply, dreaming of tombstones.


  He said little to anyone, and after the first few months people stopped trying to converse with him.


  There was one exception, the slender blond who pushed the library cart past the cells after dinner. Every day he tried to rouse Aubry from his cocoon, but failed. Until the day that Aubry was jerked out of his reverie by a magazine slapping down on his belly. He grabbed it and automatically rolled it into a club, ready to swat the gently bemused figure in the doorway. Something in the young man’s face made him pause, and he unrolled the magazine and looked at the cover.


  On it, amidst a blaze of stars and a crescent moon, in a golden bubble of light, were the words: Sphere, the Magazine of NullBoxing.


  Aubry looked up, but the librarian was already gone. He opened the Sphere and browsed. He ignored the unfathomable columns of print, his eyes fixed on the photos, the illustrations of weightless wrestling and kickboxing technique, the color studies of orbital mayhem.


  Aubry wiped moist palms on his trousers and devoured the magazine hungrily.


  The next day when the blond passed, Aubry said, “Hey—”


  With a grin, the man brought the cart back, and Aubry saw that he was barely out of his teens and wore thick glasses under a square-cut thatch of pale hair. His chest poked bonily through his T-shirt. “Yeah?”


  “Got any more Sphere?”


  “Nope, but I will in a week. I knew you’d like that.”


  Aubry rubbed a thick knuckle under his nose. “Yeah, well, I did. Thanks.”


  “No sweat. It’s my job, you know. Everybody’s gotta have something to do, you know?”


  “I know. What’re you called?”


  The young man grinned again. “The legal’s Billy Mack, but you can call me Mother.”


  Aubry laughed, and it felt good. “All right, Mother. You keep me posted about those magazines, you hear?”


  Mother nodded, backing toward the door. He paused there, suddenly seeming even younger. “Uh—is it true what they say about nullboxers? I mean, about your reflexes?”


  “Depends on what you’ve heard.”


  The young man swallowed hard. “What I heard was something about having to be faster than any normal human being. Something about being fast enough to accelerate your opponent’s chin or ribs to the breaking point before the rest of the body can overcome its inertia and bounce away.”


  Aubry laughed. “I don’t know what the hell inertia is, but …” He flipped the copy of Sphere to a page of advertisements, checked the other side, then ripped it free. “Watch.” He tossed it up in the air, his eyes never leaving Mother’s face. As the paper fluttered down, Aubry’s hand flickered out, and there was a sharp popping sound. Apparently undisturbed, the paper continued its path to the floor. Aubry picked it up and held it out.


  It was pierced by three neatly punched fingerholes.


  Mother’s eyes widened. “Can I … can I have that, Aubry? Can I call you Aubry?”


  “Go to town.”


  He took the paper, gazing at the holes in wonderment. Again he flashed that broad, honest grin, then left.


  Aubry shook his head as he leafed through his magazine for the twentieth time, lingering over the color plates of stars and the long, gradual curve of Earth. In the midst of the gentle blues and tans, the speckled white of clouds, two powerful men were locked in desperate struggle.


  That night he dreamed of clouds and weightlessness, and awoke refreshed.


  At lunch the next day, Mother brought his tray over to Aubry’s table and sat across from him. With him was another man, older, heavier, with a suspicious look in his eyes.


  “Aubry,” Mother said lightly, “this is my—friend, Carl.” Aubry nodded without speaking. He felt Carl’s nervousness but couldn’t quite place it. “I’ve been telling him about you.”


  “Don’t listen to too much of that,” Aubry growled. “I never got a real match. Just some basic training in a Shuttle tank.”


  “Doesn’t matter,” Mother said hastily. “He’s a big nullboxing fan. Aren’t you, Carl?”


  Carl’s dark face creased, bringing a thin white knife scar to light. It ran in a diagonal from left eye to right corner of the mouth, with a healthy nick taken out of the right nostril. “Yeah, that’s right.” His eyes flickered from Aubry to Mother, and suddenly Aubry had the missing information.


  “How long have you two been together?”


  Mother answered shyly, “Four years?”


  “Four years? How old are you, Mother?”


  “Twenty-three.”


  “What’d they pinch you for? Smuggling cigarettes in your diapers?”


  Mother laughed. “Close. Selling grubs. Damn. I had a grub farm in my apartment, and my landlady phoned me in. Ten years. I hope she gets a spider.”


  “And four years with Carl. Congratulations.”


  Mother excused himself to get more water and Aubry felt the tension expanding in the air again. He lowered his voice and said, “Don’t even think about it, Carl. I’m not in the market, and I’m not interested in your boy, all right?”


  Carl traced the scar on his face with a forefinger. “I got this fighting for him. I’d do it again.”


  “True love,” Aubry said without mockery. “What do you do here?”


  “Film room. Took me a long time to get that gig, too.”


  “Flatfilm?”


  “You don’t think Death would be set up for holo, do you?” Mother returned to the table and discreetly touched the back of Carl’s hand.


  “Go ahead. Tell him about the movie.”


  Carl shrugged and blinked.


  “Next Thursday is movie day for your level.”


  “What’s the flick?”


  “Got a detective movie and a sports reel.”


  Mother’s grin tipped Aubry off. “What sport?” He tried to keep the eagerness out of his voice.


  “Well, it seems we have coverage of the Welles-Mustapha title match.”


  “Welles?” Aubry’s fingers were gripping the table savagely; his heart trip-hammered. “I was supposed to fight Welles. Holy—and now he’s fighting for the title?”


  “Everybody says he’s too old to do it.” Aubry glared at Carl. “Anyway, Mother is crazy about it, and begged me to get it in. It took some time, but …”


  Welles-Mustapha. A classic match-up for sure. The thought of seeing it lit Aubry’s face. He stood up from the table. “Thank you.” He tried to smile, and found that it was difficult to keep it shallow—that for the first time in months he was feeling expectant, eager. Emotions he had sworn to stay away from. He had to leave the table. “Thank you both.”


  He got up, tray in hand, trying to deny the excitement that coursed through him, but failing. He dumped the garbage from his tray and sat at the edge of the room, waiting for the signal to leave.


  His hands were shaking.


  When the prison auditorium filled with eager viewers, and the lights went down, Aubry could feel his heart thundering in his chest. His body canted forward on his seat, the saliva furballing in his mouth.


  The newsreel music played. Hissing and catcalls filled the room until Carl turned the sound down. Then there was anticipatory applause and a few whistles.


  The legend Welles-Mustapha blazed across the screen, and a rough chorus of approval sounded in the room. An announcer’s voice called the fight card, and from a clear black screen the flatfilm dissolved to an image of pinpoint stars and a long blue curve of Earth, atmospheric haze obscuring the shape of the continent below.


  “Station Four,” the voice said, “two thousand miles above the surface of the Earth.” Station Four was a cluster of huge gray cylinders anchored at a central globe.


  “Here, in a regulation ten-meter plastic bubble, two giants of the sphere will meet in combat….” The camera moved up on one of the oblong shapes and seemed to dissolve through its surface to the interior, where the bubble was blown and anchored, cameras ready to catch the action and a few hundred seats set up for the fortunate few who could afford to fly up to witness the ultimate in contact sports.


  An over-brassed arrangement of Also Sprach Zarathustra rang over the speakers as two shuttles approached the “stadium,” each carrying one of the gladiators. They docked at opposite ends, and the camera went back inside for the disembarking.


  The two men, John Welles and Mustapha, entered the cylinder to the cheers of their partisans. Aubry watched with unblinking eyes as the referee briefed them on the rules: “Let’s have a clean match. No blows to groin, eyes, or joints. Chokes can be held until your man is unconscious. If you get him in a hold or lock, you’ve gotta give him a chance to surrender. If he doesn’t tap out, you may continue until the joint is broken, unless it would result in a fatality. Protect yourselves at all times. Touch gloves and come out fighting.”


  The men shook hands and doffed their robes, revealing oiled and chiseled torsos. They swam along the safety lines and entered at opposite ends of the bubble. The referee was a small chunky man who bounced from one side of the bubble to the other, testing its resiliency, then braced himself out of the way as the two men floated cautiously toward each other.


  Welles flipped in midair and kicked out, pushing off from Mustapha. The two flew in opposite directions, and Welles rebounded off the clear plastic wall, tucked into a ball, and shot back toward his opponent. The referee scrambled hurriedly out of the way as the challenger, Mustapha, caromed around the sphere doing flip-flops: hands, feet, hands.…


  They clashed, and suddenly there was a knot of straining bodies. A sudden movement, and they flew apart, rebounding together again, each seeking the advantage.


  Punch and kick blended into lock, suddenly broken and converted to counterkick at such a speed that no one in the auditorium but Aubry saw exactly how it was done. There was the incredible midsection strength that could torque the body without the assistance of gravity. There was the coordination that combined gymnastics, wrestling, and kickboxing into a totality that was much more than the sum of its parts.


  The audience screamed with every blow, cheered and clapped until the room rocked with the thunder of their approval. Aubry felt his teeth sink cruelly into his lower lip. As the two nullboxers performed their weightless arabesques, broke apart and reformed into straining knots of tortured sinew, as their grunts echoed on the soundtrack and their sweat droplets drifted in the air within the bubble, he fought a losing battle with his control.


  After the first three minutes the two men broke and went to opposite sides of the bubble, rinsing their mouths out from nipples in the sides of the sphere. Tiny mechanized arms sprang to life, tending their cuts by remote control, while whispering speakers laid out strategy for the next round. The camera cut to a view outside the shuttle tank. The statistics of the two athletes: so many kilos, so many centimeters of reach, so many wins and losses, paraded across the blue curve of Earth.


  Aubry didn’t watch the stats. His eyes were riveted on the motionless clouds, the unwinking stars. He heard his voice as a faraway roar, murmuring, “Oh my God …” as he looked down on a patch of impossibly blue ocean edged with a gauzy haze.


  He blinked, but was unable to keep his vision from blurring. There was a hot, salty taste in his mouth, and his breath was coming in gasps as he fought to retain control. He finally stood, pushing his way out of the aisle as the other prisoners glared silently at him. One of the guards laid the tip of a shock prod against his chest, a nervous finger on the switch. “Where do you
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