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Аннотация
The fast-paced and inventive �Fair Verona� is up to R. Garcia y Robertson�s usual high standards. Mr. Garcia�s latest books include The Virgin and the Dinosaur (1996) and its sequel Atlantis Found (spring 1997). Both novels were published by AvoNova, and both are partly based on stories published in Asimov�s. The author�s next book, a collection of short fictions entitled The Moon Maid and Other Fantastic Stories, will be out soon from Golden Gryphon Press. The book will provide a hard-cover home for a number of tales that first appeared in our pages.
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The Noble Dog

�In fair Verona, where we lay our scene��


�Romeo and Juliet, Prologue


Antonio first saw her in the night, at Carnival on the Via Cappello. He had just staggered out of the inn that came to be called the Casa di Giulietta, because of its marble balcony. A surge of revelers filled the torchlit street. Harlequins, lace doves, street minstrels, and drunken louts�laughing, dancing, singing, and colliding, tripping over cobbles, falling into fountains, and pissing on the bonfires.
Standing under �Romeo�s� balcony, with enough good red bardolino aboard to float a boat, Antonio wondered what mischief he meant to get into. Should it be a woman, or a fight? Or maybe both. Then he saw her. His heavenly vision. Lady Love in a gold lace mask and a wide-sleeved gown. She turned, winked, blew a kiss, then was gone, whirled away by the throng.
Without taking fuddled eyes off the crowd, he grabbed Proteus, his manservant, who was busy tipping the innkeeper. �Did you see her? Who was she?�
Proteus pushed a silver groat on the barkeep, then turned to his drunken master. �Who was who?�
�The woman in the gold mask. She was shockingly beautiful.�
Proteus looked askance at the crowd. No woman seemed to stand out. �How could you tell? She was masked.�
�I can tell,� Antonio insisted. He had seen it in the smile above her swan white throat. �You can tell a beautiful woman by her walk. By the way she carries her head.�
�Doubtless.� Proteus slipped a spare bottle of bardolino into his jacket. The way tonight was headed, his master would be brought to bed soused. Or not at all.
�She has to be the most beautiful lady at Carnival. I�d stake my life on it. My fortune. My estates. Even my slim hope of seeing salvation.�
�I have nothing to match against that,� Proteus admitted.
That she was a lady was obvious. Her gown, her gold-linked belt, her wig powdered with gold dust�were all beyond the means of Verona�s most industrious courtesans. Plunging cloth-of-gold decolletage had shown off sculpted neck and shoulders, and round firm breasts, right down to the nipples. But Antonio would have been wild for her if she had worn sackcloth. Or a nun�s habit.
Pushing Proteus aside, he lurched into the street. The crowd parted smartly for him. Despite his black-feathered mask, none could mistake the prince�s nephew in tight hose and pearl-studded jacket, sword at his side and spurred like a Tartar.
He looked up toward the Piazza Erbe, the herb market atop the ancient forum. Nothing. Turning toward the Via Stella, he spotted a flash of gold in the throng. Antonio took off, spurs striking sparks on the pavement.
The crowd parted even more promptly. Antonio Cansignorio della Scala was so used to such deference, he barely noticed. Everything in Verona seemed arranged for his pleasure. He was the Noble Dog. Tall and handsome, an accomplished troubadour, a skilled condottiere, a passable silversmith, and a good Catholic�but an enemy of the Pope. Most of all, he had the good luck to be a nephew to Cangrande della Scala, the �Big Dog� who lorded over Verona. Directly descended from Mastino I, the Mastiff, founder of the Scaligeri dynasty.
The woman in gold turned a corner, headed for the Piazza Bra. Antonio dashed down a side street, cutting her off. But when he got to the Piazza, he could not pick her out of the costumed crowd. Had he lost her? He doubled back up an alley. There was only one other way she could have gone. Ahead loomed the Arena, Verona�s ancient Roman amphitheater. Second only to the Colosseum in size, its colonnade blocked off the entire eastern side of the Piazza Bra. He had her trapped. Unless she hid in the Arena itself, hardly the place for a woman alone on Carnival Night.
Then he spotted her. Beyond the mouth of the alley, framed in one of the Arena�s dark cavernous archways, a gold icon in a black niche. He called to her to stop. She turned to look back, standing still and composed. Waiting. She had the good sense to know when the game had gone far enough.
Two costumed men stepped out of the gloom at the head of the alley, coming between her and him. One wore a jester�s belled cap and floppy straw boots. The other was tall, wearing the black cloak and white birdfaced mask of a plague doctor. Both had swords at their sides.
The Jester called out, �Montague or Capulet?� The worst words any honest Veronan could hear in a dark alley.
�Neither, swine!� Antonio swore, drawing sword and dagger, not for an instant thinking that this was some honest mistake. Masked or not, all men knew the prince�s nephew. Nor would it be the first time that a street feud was used to cover murder. �A thousand pardons, we thought the man was a Montague.�
And Antonio had enemies aplenty. Mighty enemies. A godawful long list. Headed by Pope Clement V, Christ�s Vicar on Earth, and lapdog of Philip the Fair. Guelfs in general hated him. So did the Visconti vipers of Milan. Then there were the French, a blasphemous nation of traitors and ingrates. Whole hosts of people would be happy to hear that the Noble Dog had died in some dark alley. Some would even take the trouble to arrange it.
But it was easier wished than done. He glanced past the two men to the woman. She took no active part, standing motionless, lips parted in horror�or perhaps excitement; her mask made it impossible to tell.
�Drop your sword,� the Jester shouted. �We only mean to talk.�
�Just a word,� the Plague Doctor assured him.
�My word is �Begone,��� Antonio retorted. �Draw if you be men!�
The Jester drew blade, saying over his shoulder, �Back me.�
Antonio sprang to meet him. Swords clashed and grated. Bells rang on the Jester�s cap as he backpedaled, parrying briskly. Fighting drunk, and full of anger, Antonio easily forced them back. Too easily. Both men swiftly gave ground. Suddenly the Jester slipped in his floppy boots, going down on one knee with a shriek of fear.
Piss-poor acting. Instead of trying to get in past the man�s guard, Antonio spun about, putting his back to a wall.
A third assassin, dressed like a Saracen in a cloak and turban, leaped from a doorway. His scimitar sliced empty air, where the Noble Dog had been.
The trap had been obvious even to the half-drunk Antonio. Two men falling back before one, while the ringing bells on the Jester�s cap covered the third attacker�s footsteps. Antonio had seen it done before. And better.
He slashed at the Saracen�s throat, feeling the solid jar of contact down the length of his sword arm. Sure of his kill, the Saracen never had time to parry. Blood sprayed the width of the alley. The assassin crumpled, his head hanging sideways.
Antonio congratulated himself. Not bad for fighting on a head full of bardolino! It was two to one again.
The Jester scrambled back to his feet, cursing. He called to the Doctor, �Come, man, make worm�s meat out of him!�
The Jester met Antonio�s drunken attack, while the black-cloaked Plague Doctor tried to get at the Noble Dog�s left side. Cool professionals, they acted unfazed by the death of their comrade. But the narrowness of the alley fought for Antonio, keeping them from both getting to him at once.
Abandoning his caution, the Jester pressed Antonio hard, trying to create an opening for the Doctor. Swords met, rasped, struck sparks. Antonio parried with his dagger, thrusting past the Jester�s guard. His point pierced the Jester�s jacket, which was sewn with playing cards. Striking metal, the Noble Dog�s blade bounced back. There was steel hidden beneath the card-sewn jacket. The Jester�s boldness was explained�his ringing Fool�s Cap hid the clang of armor.
Grinning, the Jester came on, bolder than ever, hacking and slashing. He did not fear a body blow, and probably had an armored codpiece to boot.
Antonio feinted low, as though going for the groin. The Jester rose on his toes, aiming a downward slash. Antonio again parried high with the dagger�this time aiming his sword thrust beneath the upraised arm. His grandfather had been on the losing side at Benevento, and never tired of telling how King Manfred�s German mercenaries were cut down by French knights striking � l�estoc, into the armpit. His point slid through the Jester�s sleeve, and over the cuirass.
The Belled Fool folded up, staggered, and fell gasping against the Doctor. He had the impudence to take Antonio�s blade with him, its point tangled in the puffed sleeve and the top of his lung.
Letting go of the sword, Antonio sprang forward with just his dagger, staking everything on a single drunken rush. Pushing the dying Jester aside, the bird-faced Doctor aimed a sweeping blow at Antonio. Too late. The Noble Dog got inside his guard, grabbing the Doctor�s right wrist, slamming him against the alley wall. His dagger at the man�s throat, he hissed, �Yield.�
Helpless, the Doctor let his blade fall. His white bird mask looked blankly at the Noble Dog.
Antonio glanced up to see the woman disappear into the Arena archway. Damn. Missed her again. The man beneath him would die for that. But first�
Keeping the dagger clenched in his hand, he grabbed the beak of the white bird-mask, wrenching it back. Finding the face beneath irritatingly familiar. He knew this man from somewhere. �Why?� Antonio demanded. �Why dare to accost me?�
Amazingly calm, despite sure death at his throat, the man managed a devil-may-care smirk. �There is a call on your service. Clients are coming down the Beanstalk.�

Heartbreak Hotel

Tearing off his headset, Toni stared at the 3V deck resting on his knees. Naked thighs shone slick and white in the artificial light. Disoriented and drenched in sweat, it took time for the truth to sink in. Those were his thighs. He was no longer in Verona. No longer the Noble Dog. No longer wearing pants.
An audio beeper indicated incoming messages. Toni ignored it, still fixed on Verona. Who was she? Had she really gone into the Arena?
Beeps increased in volume, dragging him into the here-and-now, badgering him with incoming calls. He hated that. Hated being jerked out of the program. Hell, he hated being out of the program period. Hated being anywhere but Verona.
Shutting down the beeper, he stared at the stained white ceiling of the sanitary unit. Sitting bareassed in a dingy portable toilet, fed by a glucose drip, was a piss-poor substitute for being a prince�s nephew at Carnival time. Or at any time.
Setting aside the 3V deck, he climbed up on his exercise bike, thankful that Ariel�s pull was only ,5g. Any more, and he never would have made it off the toilet seat. Toni found physical exercise boring�but most realtime activities were essentially tedious. So Toni put his tedium to maximum use, telling Proteus�Programmed Techno-Environmental Utilization Service��Give me the priority messages.�
The housekeeping program obeyed. Grunting atop the bike, Toni responded to his calls as best he could.
�Check. Hunting party headed down the Beanstalk.�
�Yes. Of course I still think of you.�
�Fuck off.�
�2100 tomorrow�at the soonest.�
�Will call back.�
�Shit. OK, OK, I�ll get to it.�
When he could not take any more, he told Proteus, �Dump everything over forty hours old. Hold the rest.�
Toni got down off the bike, inserted the glucose drip, and set the deck on his lap, tempted to return at once to Verona. He had to follow her into the Arena. And�
His hand hovered above the deck, fingers itching to hit VERONA. He hit DRAGON HUNT instead.

Instantly, Toni was outside�standing at the base of the Beanstalk, looking out over Freeport with infrared eyes. Geodomes and apartment blocks glowed softly from internal heat. Powered filters showed as bright firefly streaks. Pair-a-Dice Beanstalk towered above him, piercing the dawn sky, connecting Freeport to the Pair-a-Dice geosync platform thousands of klicks overhead. The topless stalk cast a thin shadow onto the cloud plain, a dark razor-straight line disappearing in the direction of Nightside.
It was early morning. Prospero had just cut a notch in the cloud plain surrounding Mt. Beanstalk. Another long drawn-out day had begun. This far into the Twilight Belt, it was always dawn or dusk. Ariel kept the same face turned toward her primary, Prospero. Orbital libration produced a slow-mode version of day and night; long cool mornings alternating with shady twilights. Prospero never climbed too high in the sky, nor sank too low below the horizon.
A Transgalactic Liner was in on Pair-a-Dice. Tourists jammed the slidewalk, wearing tinsel wigs and chrome yellow pompoms�laughing, joking, and generally embarrassing themselves. Toni was not in the mood to be amused by rich fools with nothing to do. And he could have done something about it. At the moment he was three meters tall, standing head and shoulders above the crowd on duraluminum legs. His metal arms�all four of them�could have scythed through the throng, braining the lot of them without so much as raising a sweat. Plasti-metal does not perspire.
But he had better things to do. Better as in paid. Otherwise, he would have deleted Freeport completely, and gone straight to Verona. He flipped off the infrared filters. The last time he had inhabited the cyborg body had been for a Nightside hunt. Here, he did not need them.
Ali, Harpo, and Doc came striding up. They too were three meters tall, with plasti-metal bodies. Except for Ah, who was a head shorter, nonchalantly carrying his cyborg cranium tucked under his arm. The helmeted head, with its radar dome, sonar receptors, and binocular lenses, looked up at Toni. �Draw if you be men,� the head dared him. Its speak-box exactly mimicked the Noble Dog�s accent.
Toni glared at the talking head.
�Or we�ll make worm�s meat of you,� Harpo added.
�Shut up with the Shakespeare,� Toni growled. In Verona, he could have had the three of them flayed.
The cyborgs laughed. In Ali�s case, the chuckle came from under his arm. He hefted the head and screwed it�still laughing�onto his shoulders. �We had to come for you.�
�But not just then. I was this close.� Toni lifted his upper left hand, holding two heavy gauntleted fingers a micron apart.
�Gives you a reason to go back.� Harpo�s attempt at a grin looked like the front end of a ground car. As if Toni needed a reason. As if any of them did. They all had their private Veronas. They enjoyed jerking him out merely because misery loves company. He would get them back.
A soft subsonic buzz warned that their Pair-a-Dice capsule had arrived. The pressure door at the base of the Beanstalk began to disgorge luggage. Hand-tooled leather flight bags. Fancy holographic camcorders. Field shelters. Night glasses and freeze-dried gourmet rations. An autobar and a silver tea-service. Along with sufficient ancillary equipment to start a small colony.
Port workers in mint-green candy-striped coveralls attacked the mountain of belongings, loading them onto gravity sleds, working briskly, but without enthusiasm. They wore electronic shackles and shock collars. Most were government employees�addicts, vagrants, debtors, and moral degenerates, working off their debt to society.
Then came the hunting party. First the Client, flanked by a pair of Su-perChimp bodyguards, looking sure of himself and overly successful. He had a squat bald head, cropped ears, beady eyes, pink jowls, several chins, and no noticeable neck. His lace-trimmed purple doublet and parti-colored hose merely made him look more grotesque, like Quasimodo in a clown suit. Anyone who could easily afford biosculpt, but still looked that ugly, obviously did not give a damn what an age of artificial beauty thought. People had to take him as he was, or not at all. His walk matched his looks, brusque and self-absorbed. Oblivious to underlings scurrying around him, he talked through an open comlink to someone in orbit. Toni told Proteus to put a name to the face.
Proteus obeyed�(Alexander Gracchus, CEO of Transgalactic for the Deneb Kaitos, offices in Mt. Zion in Mt. Zion system, on Aesir III and Vanir II in the Twin Systems, and on Pair-a-Dice in Prospero System. Personal residences: Baldar, main moon of Aesir VII, Sylvan Hall on Vanir II, and a lodge in the Quartz Peaks Hunt Preserve on Aesir III. Three wives, five children, 2s. 3d.)
The rest of the party looked tiny compared to Gracchus and his hulking bodyguards. Two of them were women. Proteus identified them as Gracchus�s younger wives�Selene and Pandora. Selene, older and senior, had blonde hair and fair skin dusted with silver. She wore a feathered, flaring gown better suited to a ballet than a Wyvyrn hunt. Pandora, the junior wife, was more sensibly dressed, wearing thigh-length boots and a leopard-skin leotard. Alert and self-reliant, she had a friendly, curious face framed by untidy lacquered hair trimmed to ten-centimeter spikes. Like the stevedores, she wore an electronic slave collar�only diamond-studded.
Pandora immediately took charge of the baggage, helping to stow it aboard a big aerial barge docked by the Beanstalk. Working briskly and cheerfully in her spiked hair and leotards, she encouraged the convict labor by passing out stim tabs from a pillbox on her wrist. Toni lumbered over to lend his four mechanical hands. If he could not be in Verona, he meant to be doing something.
The baggage pile vanished into the barge, and Pandora (whose name meant �All-giving�) emptied the contents of her pillbox, passing out extra tabs as rewards. A guard wearing a purple skin-suit with broad white vertical stripes strolled over, one hand resting on a holstered riot pistol. He signed for her to stop. Without saying a word, Pandora whipped a miniature chrome holocam off her wrist. Smiling, she handed the holo-cam to the guard, who pocketed it, turning his back on the proceedings.
One port worker refused the pills. An older woman with graying hair, she glared at Pandora, saying that she did not need �hoppers.� Whatever crime the woman had to work off probably didn�t come close to passing out drugs to convicts. Or bribing a trustee.
Pandora deftly handed her tabs to the next guy. Reaching up, she removed two sapphire chip earrings, putting them in the older woman�s palm. �No one should work for nothing.�
The woman gaped at the tiny blue stones, then swiftly closed her hand before the guard could see.
Pandora smiled ruefully up at Toni. What could you give a three-meter-tall cyborg? �Maybe later,� she said, and shrugged. Toni did not answer�totally uninterested in whatever she had to offer.
The hunting party trooped aboard the barge and lifted off into dawn light. Freeport and Pair-a-Dice Beanstalk fell behind them. The barge was big, resting on huge rounded helium tanks, with a wide observation deck forward, and a jet-powered hovercar sitting on the fantail. Toni stood on the foredeck, staring out across tens of thousands of square khcks of dazzhng white cloud plain, wishing he were in Verona. Beneath him, below the cloud plain, lay Ariel�s surface, a pressure-cooked caldron of searing hot winds and greenhouse gases. Partial terraforming had given the planet a rudimentary biosphere based on mountain tops and high plateaus. Incompletely habitable, Ariel was very much a work in progress.
Telescopic vision let Toni make out their destination, the ringwall of Elysium poking through the sea of clouds. A massive volcanic caldera rearing up into the biosphere, Elysium formed a huge natural amphitheater more than a hundred khcks across, a great green bowl of misty jungle, surrounded by stadium-like walls.
Seeing Elysium ringwall reminded Toni of the Arena in Verona�the ancient Roman amphitheater that the Lady-in-Gold had vanished into. Seized by the image, his mind immediately tried to catapult back to Verona. Toni fought the impulse. Such spontaneous flashbacks terrified him. They were symptoms of acute mental feedback, severe glitches in his neural circuitry. A hazard Toni would rather not think about�and one he had to hide from his employers at all cost. If Dragon Hunt suspected him of having cybernetic seizures, they would yank his program�stranding him in real time.
The jolt of landing helped jerk Toni back to reality. The landing zone sat on a cleared semicircle blasted out of the crater rim, big enough for the barge and a base camp. A trail sloped downward, choked with cycad fronds and tall bamboo. Vines and creepers kept Toni from seeing more than a couple of meters into the tangle.
Happy to be back in control of his augmented psyche, Toni helped with the unloading, piling safari supphes about the landing site. Turning up his hypersensitive hearing, he tried to tell if the Hunt Guide had noticed his lapse.
��but with the brain shot the angle of entry varies too much to rely on surface features. Don�t count on aiming between the eye cells. Or above the mandibles.� The Guide was giving a short lecture on the best way to scramble a Wyvyrn�s neuroanatomy.
�What should I aim for?� Gracchus asked. His weapon hung loosely from one huge hand�a long gray 30mm recoilless minicannon, with a padded shoulder rest and a broad ugly snout.
�Imagine a line running between the bases of the primary antennae. The Wyvyrn�s cerebrum is a barbell-shaped pair of ganglia midway along that line.�
Gracchus grunted. �Sounds tricky.�
�It is,� the Guide admitted, �unless you�re close enough to tickle its tonsils. You might want to try for heart number one. It is located in the center of the second segment back from the head�
Fine. The Guide was too busy bullshitting Gracchus to care what his cyborgs were up to. It surprised Toni that someone so obviously successful as Gracchus could fall for such a shuck. But the allure�and expense�of a real hunt, with real prey, was too much for folks with more money than sense.
Toni had a true 3V addict�s contempt for �real� adventure. For a tiny fraction of the cost, Gracchus could be a 3V Beowulf, or Siegfried. He could kill Fafnir, battle sea serpents, and fuck Brunhilde, all without leaving home. But that would be too much like the plebs.
Toni looked about, seeing the impassive Chimp bodyguards. And Gracchus�s two wives, now drenched in sweat. Selene�s fairy gown was drooping, and smeared with silver dust. Pandora looked cooler in her leopard-spotted leotard. Neither dared to complain.
Why haul everyone through this? Dragging folks about in the flesh�just to show that Gracchus had the power and money to make it happen. The Guide�s little bullshit lecture made no mention of collared Wyvyrn. Wyvyrn were flying megafauna from Beta Hydri IV. Huge hundred-meter, semi-intelligent, flying omnivores, with less reason to tangle with humans than lions had. Humans didn�t taste good to them�and normally they had sense enough to stay out of their way. To get them to cooperate, Dragon Hunt went into Elysium ahead of time and collared a couple of prime specimens. Once collared, the Wyvyrn could be made to stick around. Even attack. Without control collars, Gracchus would be lucky to see a Wyvyrn, much less get off a �brain� shot.
It was all as phony as 3V. Only less comfortable, and a damned sight more expensive. Which, alas, was the point. So long as Toni was paid, he kept his complaints to himself. Besides, who cared what a cyborg thought?
The Guide signaled with his hand, and they set out. Harpo went ahead, hacking out a path. Toni lifted a field shelter, ration case, and microstove, along with a hundred-odd kilos of baggage and ammunition, falling in behind Doc.
The first couple of klicks were dense brush, a claustrophobic pile of creepers and wrist-thick bamboo, crisscrossed with lianas and strangler vine. Toni kept station a dozen meters behind Doc, turning when he turned.
Without warning, the tangle suddenly opened overhead. Toni strode into a cool cathedral forest of kilometer-tall trees festooned with great red perfumed blossoms. Slanting Prospero light glittered off the wings of giant insects flitting from flower to flower. A forest imp flew by, a tiny pale humanoid with huge gold eyes, riding on the back of a two-meter dragon-fly.
Toni kept his optical sensors aimed low, trying not to tread on the humans hidden by tall ferns and elephant grass. Ten more hours of slogging and he could go back to Verona.

Via Venezia

�Myself was from Verona banished
For practicing to steal away a lady��


�Two Gentlemen of Verona, Act IV


At first light, the morning after Carnival, the Noble Dog rode across the Ponte Romano, the ancient stone bridge over the Adige, leaving Verona. Green suburban hills rose up on the far bank, dotted with palaces, pleasure gardens, churches, and Roman ruins. After him came Proteus with the led horses.
Antonio now had a name to put behind the mask�a name, but not a face. His Lady-in-Gold was Silvia Lucetta Visconti, the daughter of Matteo Visconti, exiled Lord of Milan, reputed to be the most beautiful woman in northern Italy. Proteus had come up with this news, along with word that she had taken the road east towards Padua and Venice. Antonio�s manservant was a wizard at ferreting out information�part Gypsy and part thief�never failing to turn up a useful fact. Always anticipating Antonio�s wants, and seeing to his needs.
That he had still not seen Silvia made her all the more attractive. Every woman Antonio knew paled in comparison to how he pictured her�no flesh-and-blood female could hope to compete with his imagination.
This obsession led to caustic words between Antonio and his uncle Cangrande, the Big Dog�sparking a family argument that rebounded off the romanesque arches of Cangrande�s audience chamber, keeping servants and mistresses awake well after midnight. The Lord of Verona had an absurdly cherubic face, pierced by a pair of sharp compelling eyes. Dismissing Silvia Visconti out of hand, he reminded his nephew of the �bad blood in that family.� (The Vipers of Milan were infamous for savage despotism, murderous cruelty, and engaging in all manner of sexual manias�in addition to giving good government and encouraging the arts.) How could the daughter of an exiled enemy be a fit object for marriage?
�Who said I mean to marry her?� Antonio retorted. Being obsessed with a woman was a poor excuse to wed her.
The Big Dog was not mollified. �What if you get her in pup? The bitch could be bait. I do not want any half-Visconti bastards running about, hoping to be put up as heirs to Verona.�
Down-and-out though they were, it remained the Visconti dream to hold all the Piedmont, plus as much of Tuscany and the Veneto as they could grab. Even in exile, they were far too cozy with the Emperor�and would happily use Verona as a step to regain Milan. �Have no more to do with her,� Cangrande commanded, his habitual inane grin masking a ruthless will no sane nephew dared brook.
Bidding the Big Dog a stormy farewell, Antonio stalked off to do as he pleased. His obsession might be unhealthy�but by God it was his. If he wanted a horse or a dog, he got it. Women were at least as important. True, he did feel a little like that old fool Dante, who still mooned over some woman he had glimpsed in the market decades ago. But at least Antonio was going after his Silvia, not locking himself away in a borrowed room, wasting paper on some impossible terza rima epic to her.
On the east bank of the Adige, he passed the Teatro Romano, the ancient open-air theater, and the old cathedral of Santo Stefano with its great octagonal red-brick campanile. There he paused, treating himself to a last view of the city, wreathed in breakfast smoke and still recovering from Carnival. Then he was off, riding through the Porta Vescovo, with Proteus at his heels.
The Corso Venezia, the dusty via Venezia that led to Padua, Venice, and the sea, rolled through green pastures cut with stone fences. Antonio stopped only once near Soave to rest the horses, and put in a supply of light, dry white wine. On his left, vineyards came right down to the road. In the hazy distance he could see the Alps.
At the bridge over the Alpone, he caught up with her. Just past the fork that leads to Belfiore, Antonio spotted the woman a few hundred paces ahead, riding a pretty black mare. Even at a distance, there was no mistaking her. She wore the same lace mask, and her gold-link belt glittered in the sun. Besides, by now Antonio knew her style. There was not anothep�young noblewoman in North Italy likely to be riding alone on the Venice road. She gave him a single over-the-shoulder glance, then, with a flick of her mare�s tail, she made for the bridge.
Giving spur, Antonio set off at a gallop. Mounted on a blooded stallion with twice the strength of her little mare, he felt certain that he had her. As they neared the bridge, he cut her lead to two hundred paces. Then one hundred. Then fifty. Then twenty. He could see the Visconti serpents on her horsecloth.
But by then they were into the bridge traffic, peddlers pushing handcarts, and a big hay wagon half-blocking the ramp. Peasants with their bundles leaped into the ditches rather than be trampled, but the carts could not be brushed aside. Antonio had to rein in. Weaving deftly between the obstacles, 9he beat him to the bridge, and, as soon as she was over it, she picked up speed, opening the gap.
Cursing like a condottiere, Antonio forced his way through the throng with the flat of his sword. On the far side of the bridge was the town of Villanova, where the road forked. The right fork ran south along the Alpone through the marshes to Areola. The left fork kept on along the line of the Chiampo, headed for Venice and Padua.
Again, Antonio had to rein in. There was no telling which fork she had taken. But she was headstrong and willful, not likely to change direction just because a man was after her. So he put spurs to his stallion and took the left fork, keeping to the Via Venezia.
Beyond San Bonifacio, he caught sight of her. Giving a great hurrah, he redoubled his efforts. But by now, his horse was blown. Her mare must have been better rested�as well as carrying a lighter load. Getting her second wind, the filly easily kept her distance, daring his stallion to catch her. The chase slowed from a gallop, to a canter, then finally to a tired trot, with his winded mount unable to gain on her mare.
Antonio heard a hail behind him. Twisting in his saddle, he turned to see Proteus pounding up behind him with the led horses�just when he needed the man most.
Proteus had a spare mount already saddled and ready to ride. Tired as he was, Antonio did not bother to rein in. Instead, Proteus brought the fresh horse up alongside his, and Antonio leaped aboard his new mount without breaking stride, shouting his thanks. Proteus handed him the horse�s reins, then dropped back, taking charge of the winded stallion. He was one manservant in a million�worth the price of a duchy!
Surging forward on his fresh mount, Antonio ran head-down at full gallop, the mane whipping his face. Silvia�s tired mare had no chance. The distance shrank rapidly�two hundred paces. One hundred. Fifty. They hit a long stretch of rising ground, doubly favoring his fresh horse. He closed the gap, tasting her dust in his mouth, seeing little clods thrown up by the hooves of her flagging mare. Her blue eyes showed in the mask holes when she looked back. Tall towers and castle battlements reared above the hill ahead, overlooking Montecchio Maggiore, but Antonio meant to have her long before she reached the town.
Three horsemen appeared atop the rise, emerging silently from the trees along the road to stand silhouetted at the crest. They were dressed in carnival garb�a Saracen, a Jester, and a Plague Doctor. Parting ranks, they let Silvia pass between them. As she disappeared over the crest, they closed up, cutting Antonio off.

Damn. Another emergency call. This was more than Toni could take. He found his cyborg body right where he had left it, sitting on a mossy jungle trail beside a pile of baggage. Great vine-covered tree-ferns towered over him, their huge fronds shading the path.
He stood up, shooing off the forest imps that were climbing curiously over the baggage pile. �What is it? And it better be bad.�
�The worst.� That was Harpo.
�We lost the client.� Doc cut in.
Toni was up and trotting down the trail, leaving the baggage to the forest imps. �Wasn�t he radio-tagged?�
�Not lost like in misplaced. Lost like in dead.�
�Torn to pieces,� Harpo explained.
�Wyvyrn got him,� Ali added.
They were nervous as hell, all talking at once. �Bullshit!� Toni retorted, giving his snap professional opinion.
�See for yourself,� Harpo suggested.
Toni got to see it all different ways. First in 3V, then through his own optical sensors. The kill site looked like some huge mowing machine had gone berserk. Shattered tree-ferns leaned at crazy angles. Big lycopods lay broken and uprooted. Even the mossy forest floor was gouged and furrowed. A great gaping hole ripped in the canopy overhead showed where the Wyvyrn had made its exit.
And there was blood all about. Big splotches of it stained the moss. Smaller drops speckled the torn fronds. In the center of the broken clearing sat a SuperChimp�s head, glaring at the mess.
Reviewing recordings was singularly unproductive. The Guide had gone on ahead to �flush� the Wyvyrn. Gracchus and his bodyguards had been waiting, armed with enough firepower to take out a platoon of light tanks�staring at the surrounding wall of cycads, fern fronds, hanging lianas, and vine covered trunks, all about as transparent as green-painted reactor shielding. Until you�ve been on a Wyvyrn hunt, you�ll never be able to imagine how hard it is to spot a hundred-meter flying monster in dense cover.
A faint rustle off to the right caught everyone�s attention. Then the Wyvyrn burst on them.
There was no time for a brain shot, heart shot, or even a frantic toe stab. Toni got to see the carnage from three different angles�from the point of view of Gracchus and his two Chimp bodyguards. One of the Chimps lasted the longest, but all he saw was his master being shredded before the Wyvyrn turned on him. So much for realtime adventure.
And the sickest part was that Dragon Hunt had set it all up, using the Wyvyrn�s control collar, electronically torturing a semi-intelligent omnivore until it turned killer. Some �sport.� Brutal, but real. Which was what Gracchus had paid for�at least he got his money�s worth.
Meticulous search of the area turned up a profusion of body parts, some of them human. But only one object of interest�a torn diamond neckpiece, and several loose stones. Toni recognized it as soon as Harpo showed it to him. �It�s Pandora�s slave collar.�
�She�s missing,� Harpo informed him.
Toni scoffed, �No shit.�
�The blood on the stones came from a Chimp,� Doc added. �She could still be alive.�
�Right.� Toni remembered her at the dock, cheerfully handing out stim pills�and a pair of earrings. �But for how long?� If the Wyvyrn carried her off, they were going to have a godawful time finding the body.
�Well, we�ve got to make the attempt.� That was Ali, always the optimist.
Toni could see an absolutely pointless search stretching out ahead of them. Of course they had to make the attempt. But Elysium covered thousands of square klicks, most of it as dense as the morass around them. Given time and patience, each square centimeter could be gone over for clues, until something turned up. But when they did find parts of Pandora, so what? Dragon Hunt was dead. They had just killed one of the richest men in the galaxy. No one was going to award them points for bringing back pieces of his most junior wife.

The Court of a Million Lies

Antonio arrived in Venice by boat, one of the small lateen-rigged craft that ply the lagoon, with their strange hooked masts and old-fashioned side rudders. A crude, ungainly means of transport, utterly beneath his station�but the easiest way to enter the island republic, unless you had wings, or were willing to swim.
Braced against the curved prow, he watched �Byzantium�s Favorite Daughter� draw closer, seeming to rise up out of the low gleaming lagoon chop. At first, all he could see were roofs and upper floors, topped by bell towers, cupolas, oriental battlements, fancifully colored domes, and the lace-like stone facades that gave the city her Eastern cast. A vision built on mudflats. Then came the jumble of walkways, bridges, streets, canals, and the great mass of pilings that kept Venice from washing out to sea. Venice had no city gates, no rich or poor quarters. Lines of wash hung over side canals and small alleys. Ships� masts moved among the steeples.
At the Cannaregio docks, Antonio sent Proteus prowling into the city for news of his quarry, while he changed to a black gondola, setting out down the �Canal Regio.� Cats prowled near the Campo San Giobbe�but the nearby church stood empty. Bells were gone from the church towers, packed away in straw. Venice lay under a papal interdict. A theological calamity that meant no masses, no communion, no Holy Mother Church to stand between the people of Venice and the fires of Hell. Worse yet, God-fearing merchants were free to renounce their debts to Venice and plunder her cargoes.
Uncorking a bottle of bardolino, Antonio offered it to the gondolier, asking what he thought of the ban. The man stopped poling, took a swig, and thought it through. He was a blunt broad-shouldered brute who made his living with his back, and clearly cared little for mainland nobility. He admitted in thick Venetian, �I miss the bells. But interdict also means no marriage and no confession. Twin blessings there!�
Antonio laughed and called him a scoundrel.
He took a second swig. �And no Holy Inquisition.�
Antonio ventured that Venice was coming out well ahead.
�So it would be, were it not for the dead.�
�Death undoes us all,� Antonio agreed, eyeing the houses piled one atop the other. No church burials badly burdened a city that saw deaths every day but lacked fields to take the bodies. Dig too deeply and they�d be burying folks at sea.
�What is your lordship�s religion?� the gondolier asked.
�I don�t speak French.� Antonio�s stock reply. It was what some Flemish burgher said to Robert of Artois, brother-in-law to King Philip of France, before braining the Count with a club at the battle of Courtrai.
The gondolier laughed, handed back the bottle, and began poling again. The French had managed to put religion to shame, beating one Pope to death and poisoning the next. Clement V was their creature, afraid to set foot in Rome, keeping the Papacy in Babylonian Captivity at Avignon�which the French claimed to be part of Italy since Avignon was a fief of the Two Sicilies, making a farce of both faith and geography. Clement V and Philip the Fair had gone on to commit the crime of the century, looting the treasury of the Knights Templars, burning and torturing innocent knights�including the aged Grand Master, who was godfather to Philip�s children. It was hard to fear a church that put faith and justice up for sale.
The Canal Regio ran right into the Canalazzo, the Grand Canal, a magnificent S-shaped waterway that cut sweeping backward curves through the heart of Venice, following the bed of an ancient river now buried beneath wharves, palazzi, and granaries. Barges and pleasure boats crowded the city�s greatest thoroughfare, grand showpiece, and primary sewer. Merchant princes could walk out of their doors onto a gangway and not step ashore again until they were in Marseilles or Alexandria.
Antonio got off at the Rialto, in the city center, beside the only bridge spanning the Grand Canal. Cogs and trading galleys unloaded in the shadow of the silent and empty San Giacomo, disgorging wares from around the world�wheat, figs, frankincense, almonds, Byzantine glass, and slaves from the East. Proteus caught up with him at a stall selling perfumed lace and dyed wax. �Tonight she�ll be at the Court of a Million Lies, attending a f�te in her honor.�
Antonio nodded. He knew this type of commercial soiree stocked with overfed ignoramuses and flirtatious women. Ordinarily, he found them as inviting as the plague.
�And on the morrow,� Proteus added, �she will be gone.�
�Gone? Where?� Would she ever stop running?
�A merchant galley is waiting at San Marco to take her to the East.�
�In God�s name, why?�
�She is heiress to Visconti lands in the Levant worth millions of ducats. Word is she wants a new life.�
What woman did not? Antonio aimed to give her one.
�If you are to succeed with her, it must be tonight, at the Court of a Million Lies.�
�Of course I�ll succeed.� Antonio never failed.
�Naturally.� His manservant made a mocking bow. If Proteus weren�t irreplaceable, Antonio would have booted him into a canal.
The Court of a Million Lies, just north of the Rialto on the outskirts of Cannaregio, was really two courts: the Court of the First Million Lies, and the Court of the Second Million Lies. Both were owned by the Polo family, Venice�s most notorious merchant adventurers. A villainous-looking Tartar, with dark slanted eyes and a devil�s leer, greeted guests at the door. He wore Polo livery and had been christened �Peter� after the doorman to Heaven.
Inside, the crowd was equally mixed. Antonio saw brown, black, and tan faces, beneath fur hats, damask turbans, and scented peacock feathers. He heard Greek, Spanish, Arabic, and every type of Italian�mostly in male tones. Venice took after the East, where good wives stayed at home and only whores walked the streets. But Silvia was there, attended by old Marco Polo�s own daughters, acting the gracious guest of honor. (A Visconti Pope had blessed the Polo mission to Kublai Khan.) She had exchanged her mask for a gold half-veil. Blue eyes flashed Antonio a greeting as he came in.
He hastened to present himself to Master Marco, who was busy spinning tales of the East to drunken skeptics. An Italian scoffer waved a wine cup, asking if the holy yogis of India really went about buck-naked, �With their members hanging out. They sound as shameless as Dominicans.�
�So they do,� Marco assured him. �But by living in abstinence, they do not use the male member for sin. They say it is no more sinful to show it than your hand or your face.�
Someone snickered, �And what about those who sin with hand and face?� The skeptic still looked doubtful, �With all this abstinence, how can there be so many of them?�
Marco shrugged. �The East is vast, with multitudes of people and customs. In some provinces in Cathay, they care so little for chastity that wives take in strangers off the road. If a husband finds a traveler�s cloak hanging by the door, he stays away, even for days at a time.�
Men laughed. Stories like this had earned him the name Marco of the Million Lies. �Sounds like France,� someone suggested. �The poor sods. Our wives at least have the Christian decency to do it behind our backs!�
�That�s not the way they see it,� Polo protested. �The traveler leaves the wife some token payment, a trinket, or bit of cloth. Both husband and wife see him off, waving the token. �This was yours,� they say. �Now it is ours. What are you taking away with you? Nothing at all!���
A woman�s favors might well be nothing, but Antonio had ridden halfway across Italy for one particular woman. Thanking his host, he strode across the court to where Silvia waited alongside a fountain whose demi-god faces spit wine into a silver basin. He could see her lively eyes above the veil. The same eyes that laughed at him in Verona at Carnival. He bowed. �Silvia Lucetta Visconti.�
�Bold Antonio, you have caught me at last.�
�Not without effort,� he admitted. It was the first time he had heard her voice, but already it sounded famihar�as familiar as the form he had been chasing for days.
�Are you ready to lift my veil, and claim your reward?�
�More than ready.� Antonio had never seen a minx so secure in her mystery. He reached out, seizing her veil, triumphantly drawing it aside. When he saw her face, his hand froze. He stared speechless. Beneath the gold veil and blonde wig was the face of Pandora�Gracchus� junior wife�last seen at the site of the Wyvyrn attack. Her lips parted. �Save me,� she whispered. �Save me, bold Antonio.�

But a Shadow

�� I am but a shadow;
And to your shadow will make true love.�


�Proteus, Two Gentlemen of Verona, Act IV


Toni jerked off his headset, staring at the walls of the sanitary unit. This was way worse than any flashback. Virtual junkies got used to being dumped into the middle of a street brawl at Carnival or having long dead friends tap you on the shoulder. But nothing topped a whiff of reality invading your dreams. He punched PROTEUS.
An answer flashed back: PROGRAM ERROR�PLEASE WAIT-FREE FOUR HOUR UPGRADE.
Four free hours. Wow! How generous. Way too generous for some little program glitch. Upgrades usually came measured in minutes. PROTEUS was going to great expense to get him to sit tight and not ask questions, waiting for his reward like one of Pavlov�s dogs.
Toni leapt up, jerking the glucose drip out of his arm, shutting down his life-support pack, pulling on his pants. He might be an addict, but he wasn�t an idiot. Toni knew what happened to lab dogs when they were no longer needed.
Tucking his deck and his life-support pack under his arm, he hit the release on the sanitary unit door. He hated leaving the exercise bike. Bright slanting sunlight nearly blinded him. Half-blind and wobbly on his feet, he steadied himself against the open door, getting his eyes in focus. �Elvis Saves,� was scrawled above the words OUT OF ORDER.
Peeling OUT OF ORDER off the door, he put the letters in his pocket to use later�if he ever got the chance. Then he set off at a stumbling run down a wooded path. The sanitary unit sat in a little-used part of a public park. Kilometer-tall trees soared overhead. Brightly colored flying eels snaked between vine-covered trunks.
For the first time in days, Toni had to move under his own power. He did not find it easy. Or comfortable. Were it not for Ariel�s .5 gravity, he would have had to do it on all fours. He tottered up a side trail leading to a cargo field on the shoulder of Mt. Beanstalk. Above him towered the peak, with the razor-straight Beanstalk disappearing into the deep blue stratosphere.
Toni did not see the spark falling from orbit, but he heard the blast as it hit. Shock waves rattled the foliage, showering him with twigs. Scratch one sanitary unit. Alarms rang across the cargo field. Cargo handlers in mint-striped coveralls raced over, peering into the vegetation, though there was nothing left to see. Whoever offered him FOUR FREE HOURS had not even waited two minutes before blowing his dingy cubicle to bits. They must have assumed he was a moron. Hopefully, they now assumed he was a dead moron.
As guards came running up to take their look, Toni walked casually the other way. Women in shorn hair and green-striped coveralls grinned at him. Smiles were all they had to offer�their only way to look attractive.
Disheveled and out of shape, breathing hard from the run upslope, Toni did not fancy himself overly handsome. But these women had gone months, maybe years, without a man. The mere fact that he was walking free put him way ahead of the guys they were used to seeing. Swiftly, he searched out a matronly female trustee in loading and packaging, offering his life-support pack for cargo-class passage to Elysium. Toni had a bulging credit file, but dared not touch it�not so long as he planned to stay dead.
She readily agreed. What he wanted was only mildly illegal�and the support pack was crammed with drugs and paraphernalia. Stuff that could keep you entertained for weeks in lockup. Giggling mint-striped prisoners loaded him into a cushioned bio-container. The trustee, easily twice Toni�s age, with a long sentence behind her, leaned in and kissed him, pressing her breasts against him beneath the coveralls. Whispering �Sweet dreams,� she closed the lid. The box sealed.
Curled in the dark, Toni reviewed the news channels. (�The armed merchant cruiser M. Licinius Crassus regrets the accidental launching of an Osiris orbit-to-surface missile. Luckily, the missile impacted in a sparsely populated area, causing no significant structural damage expect to a public toilet.�) But the top story remained the hunting death of Transgalactic tycoon Alexander Gracchus. (�A member of his party is still listed as missing.�) Much bigger news than some blown-up outhouse.
Presently, he felt himself being loaded aboard a ballistic cargo carrier. Toni could still smell the warm odor of the woman who had tucked him in, reminding him how shitty some people�s �real� lives were. What had she done to deserve a lonely, single-sex realtime existence, locked away when she was not working. Not much, he bet. Whoever murdered Alexander Gracchus was bound to be doing way better.
And murder it was. Whatever slim chance had existed that this was all some ghastly hunting mishap had been punctured by Pandora turning up alive in Verona. Alive and on the run. Having known, or seen, too much. Clearly, she was supposed to have died along with Gracchus and his Chimp bodyguards. But she must have seen it coming, and set up her escape ahead of time�using PROTEUS to get Toni�s attention. Damn it, why had she picked him? Didn�t she know he was an addict?
Answer was, she did know. It must be one of the reasons why she�d picked him. It made him easy to manipulate. Desperate people have few scruples about other folks� weaknesses. She had tapped into his private 3V fantasy even before coming down the Beanstalk�catching his attention at Carnival, making sure he�d come after her.
And whoever killed Gracchus had traced her contact through PROTEUS. No surprise there. Gracchus had been murdered through PROTEUS�using the Wyvyrn�s control collar. Huge winged megafauna made nifty murder weapons. Pandora and her would-be killers had been conducting a silent duel in cyberspace, while Gracchus stalked his Wyvyrn, and the Noble Dog panted after Silvia Visconti.
Which was why Toni had to stay off the net�playing dead. Not using PROTEUS until he absolutely had to. Surprise was his best weapon. Whoever did all this was not infallible. They�d missed Pandora. And they�d missed him. If only by an angstrom.
His thoughts were still spinning in these circles when the ballistic transport�s engines roared to life. G-forces slammed him into the cubicle cushioning. Like many stretches of realtime, the flight fast became a hideous bore. Interminable minutes of banging off padded walls. Inflight entertainment consisted of Toni tossing his cookies in free-fall.
He emerged battered and dirty on a cargo pad overlooked by the Elysium rimwall. A far better place for his purposes than the usual entry ports atop the rim�less used, and watched over solely by security cams and a trusting crew of maintenance Chimps. Best of all, the cargo pad possessed a clean, vacant public toilet. Adept at bathing from a sink, while doing his laundry in the hand drier, Toni used the time to check on the search, tapping into Ali, Doc, and Harpo�s control channel. The search pattern had tightened. Large sections of the crater floor had been gone over, or ruled out. The remaining area continued to shrink.
It took time to crack the code on the Wyvyrn�s control collar without alerting PROTEUS. But the code ended up being a simple binary transposition�any more encryption would have drawn unwanted attention to Dragon Hunt. The Wyvyrn also turned out to be in the prime search area.
Great. The more the merrier. Luckily the monster lay immobilized, paralyzed by its collar, pinned down now that it was no longer needed. Toni meant to do something about that�but not right now.
First, he had to find Pandora. Not a pleasing prospect. It meant going in person into Elysium�since he couldn�t use his cyborg body without alerting PROTEUS. But he had no choice. Someone who had murdered the richest man in this part of the spiral arm would gladly invest a couple of megacredits in making Toni go away. Pandora was his only protection. Come up with her alive, and he had half a chance. Without her, he would just be some homeless 3V addict with a weird story and an outrageous price on his head. An acutely terminal condition.
And he had to do it alone. The planetary authorities might be tough on drug addicts and tax cheats, but they were hardly up to interstellar conspiracies. Pair-a-Dice Security could care less what happened onplanet. And the Freeport Police were completely corrupt. Their idea of lending a hand would be to hold Toni for the highest bidder.
But the absolute worst of it was having to do it in realtime. In Verona, this would be no problem. Antonio the Noble Dog never failed at anything. But he was not Antonio. And this was not 3V. This was the real world�where everything could (and did) go wrong. Here, he could fail. Or die. God, how he hated realtime! In Verona, none of this would even be happening.
Being the only human at the cargo pad, he had the run of the place. To take him into the crater, Toni selected a skycycle, a hydrogen-filled para-sail with a solar-assisted pedal propeller. He could not chance using his own credit, but he easily convinced the simple-minded rent-a-stand to charge the flight to a regular client�s account.
Toni peddled the skycycle straight off the cargo pad into an updraft along the windward side of the rimwall. Here hot surface air and prevailing winds blowing out of Nightside formed a great standing wave, rolling over Elysium rim. This was the easiest entrance to Elysium, and the air above the rim swarmed with fliers, orthopters, and sailplanes. He felt comfortably lost in the crowd. Beneath him, a green canopy of kilometer-tall trees filled the bottom of the crater, climbing up almost to the rim.
From his perch among the tourists and pleasure seekers, Toni kept tabs on the search below�happily letting Ah, Doc, and Harpo do the leg work. He beat back and forth to windward, listening in on their calls. Hours on the exercise bike had kept his calves in shape, and soaring allowed him to save his strength for one frantic burst once they found Pandora.
Harpo hit the trail first. Chemosensors and a heat trace picked up Pandora�s track, and Harpo�s cyborg body went crashing after her, calling on Doc and A1 to bring the hovercar. Swooping down, Toni plunged through a break in the canopy. Getting ahead of Harpo, he dodged in among the tall trunks, keeping between the upper canopy and the tangle of ground cover, hopefully showing himself to Pandora.
Harpo signaled that he had an infrared contact, bearing ZERO-THREE-ZERO, just shy of a large clearing caused by the fall of a forest giant. Toni headed for the contact, spiraling down through slanting lanes of Prospero light filled with gaily colored day moths.
Pandora had picked a perfect spot for her pick-up. The fallen Goliath had taken out a dozen lesser trees, tearing a huge rent in the canopy. Clear sky showed through the ragged hole, and much of the tangle beneath had been flattened by falling timbers. Toni set down atop a mossy pile of toppled logs. Insects whirred up to greet him.
Pandora appeared, breaking cover to Toni�s left, still wearing her synthetic leopard-skin. Her thigh-length boots were covered in mud, and her lacquered hair had drooping spikes�otherwise she seemed in decent shape. Scrambhng atop the log pile, she leaped from timber to timber toward him.
Toni lifted an eyebrow as she hopped aboard the skycycle behind him, landing on the back half of the banana seat. �Lady Silvia Lucetta Visconti?�
�Sorry about that, I was incredibly desperate.� She sounded as if she meant it, particularly the last part. Her arms looped around his waist, pressing her hips against his back. �Let�s go!�
�You almost got me killed,� he pointed out.
�Might still happen,� she assured him.
As if bent on proving her right, Harpo came crashing out of the undergrowth. Cyborg faces cannot register shock, but Harpo did come to a dead stop, sensors pointed forward. Not waiting for Harpo to recover, Toni kicked the emergency release on the skycycle�s hydrogen bottle.
The cycle�s gas bag ballooned above them, lifting the skycycle off the log pile. Toni backpedaled furiously, keeping them aimed at the hole in the canopy. Harpo dwindled until he looked like a plasti-metal toy abandoned in the clearing.
Pandora pulled them tighter together. Spiked hair tickled his neck. �Smashing. Absolutely smashing,� she purred into his ear�her voice had a rich timbre to it, worthy of a Visconti heiress. Or a beautiful, wealthy young widow, with holdings in a dozen star systems. Obviously on top of the universe, she started giving orders, �Head for the Beanstalk. There�s a gravity-drive yacht waiting on Pair-a-Dice. A Fornax Skylark�fast enough to get us comfortably lost.�
Toni nodded, happy to have somewhere to run to. But at the moment, he had his hands full with the here-and-now, keeping the overloaded skycycle on an even keel while balancing his 3V deck on his lap. No easy task with Pandora holding tight to him, hips and breasts pressed against his spine, her hands clasped just above his groin. He eyed her over his shoulder. �Doing okay?�
�Sure, great. Can�t you tell?� She plainly aimed to make the most of the moment. Passing through the canopy, Toni kept on going, meaning to get all the height he could out of the gas bag. For a laboring skycycle trying to make a quick getaway, altitude is everything.
Trouble appeared almost at once. A silver gleam below them whipped into a quick climbing turn. The Dragon Hunt hovercar. Doc and Ali must have picked up Harpo and were now coming for him.
He shouted to Pandora, �Hold tight.� Releasing the gas bag and the spent hydrogen bottle, Toni put the skycycle into a screaming dive. He had no chance of outrunning a jet-powered hovercar, but the dive would give him airspeed to work with�and the chance to make something happen.
Doc put in a call to him, �Toni, what in hell do you think you�re doing?�
Having no good answer, Toni hung grimly into the dive. Treetops rushed up to greet him. The hovercar did another fast turn and bored after him. �Give it up, Toni, we�ve got the speed to run you down.� That was Harpo.
They had the speed, but not the agility. Spotting a hole in the forest canopy, Toni side-slipped and angled in, dodging between kilometer-tall trunks. The hovercar could not follow without risking hitting its rotors on the foliage or whacking into a tree. They had to throttle down just to draw even with him.
�Come on, Toni, we can make a deal.� That was Doc again, ever the reasonable one.
�I doubt it.� No deals. Toni had them right where he wanted them. He backpedaled, forcing them to come to a complete halt, hovering just above the canopy. Branches rattled in the propwash.
�Nobody cares about you,� Harpo assured him.
Toni smirked. �Tell me something I don�t know.�
�Give up the woman and we�ll see you get away.� Ah tried to sound like they had his interests at heart.
Toni was not even tempted. Without Pandora, he was just a loose end, waiting to be done away with. �They�re going to kill her,� he reminded them. �Just like they killed Gracchus.�
�That�s not our business,� Harpo protested.
�Too bad, it should be.� Toni hit the control key on his deck, sending out a coded signal.
The Wyvyrn roared out of its hiding place, saber-like mandibles flashing, wing segments beating, spine-tipped tail lashing. Given what had happened, the great segmented beast didn�t need much encouragement from its control collar to fly into a blind frenzy. Toni merely gave its anger direction.
Doc managed to get off an anguished MAYDAY before the monster hit. Imagine a huge hundred-meter centipede, with wings instead of feet, slamming into the light plastic-aluminum hovercar. The ship�s lifting body hull crumpled, and the hovercar flipped over, spinning out of control. It went whirling into the canopy, with the Wyvyrn still clinging to the hull, stabbing at it again and again with its giant stinging tail.
�That will teach you to trifle with the Noble Dog!� Toni couldn�t hang around to enjoy the virtual deaths of Doc, Ah, and Harpo�s cyborg bodies. Putting business ahead of pleasure, he pedaled off between the trees. Soon he was lost among the tourists swarming atop the standing wave at Elysium�s windward rim.

Pandora sat comfortably safe in her yacht, a drink in her hand, her back to the Skylark�s main viewport, looking like she had swallowed the canary. A mobile auto-bar stood moored beside her couch, serving up a frothy blue liquor that misted like hquid oxygen.
Behind her, projected in the viewport, lay Pair-a-Dice yacht harbor, backed by starlit void. Pair-a-Dice had grown in haphazard fashion from the original geosync station and Beanstalk terminus. Pleasure domes and gaming palaces came right up to the harbor edge, sticking out at odd angles amid the repair slips and taxi stands. The whole gleaming jumble ended abruptly in empty space. The �harbor� was merely a parking area around the geosync point. A couple of orbital yachts were clearly visible, and taxis going ship to shore showed up as tiny moving sparks. But most of the parked spacecraft were mere points of light, lost among the stars.
She told Toni, �Gracchus was damned good to me. We married for his money, but that didn�t make me hate him. Trouble was, too many folks stood to make trillions by his death. Like his bitch of a First Wife, and her little fuck-mate Selene. You remember her? Came to the Wyvyrn hunt in a faerie gown?�
Toni nodded idly. Pandora had been doing all the talking, happy to be rich and alive.
�I mean, the guy was worth giga-credits. In Aesir system, he owned his own goddamn moon! My measly 2 percent was worth killing for a billion times over.� Intersystem law made a small but immutable provision for secondary spouses.
She grinned at him. �Without a doubt, you saved my butt. And I�m gonna be grateful. Outrageously grateful. I�m fabulously rich, which is all I ever wanted to be. And I�ve seen way too many assholes stepping on people�s faces to get somewhere, forgetting who gave them their start. Well, that ain�t me.� Pandora laughed provocatively, �Prepare to be rewarded beyond your wildest dreams!�
Toni stared at her. What he saw was Silvia Lucetta Visconti with her halo of golden hair, lounging on a day bed on the poop royal of her great lateen-rigged trading galley. A handsomely hung serving lad in blue and white Visconti livery stood ready to refill her wine goblet.
Behind her lay the sparkling waters of the Venice lagoon, backed by the tall Campanile and the sun-drenched colonnades of the Piazza San Marco, where the Grand Canal came sweeping out of the city, headed toward the sea. Toni could see the twin Columns of Execution marking the sea gate to Venice, and the Greek bell-and-onion domes of San Marco Basilica poking above the Doge�s new Gothic palace. At the moment, Venice was besieged by high water. Wavelets lapped past the twin columns into the Piazzetta, flooding the �finest drawing room in Europe.�
Silvia had had the effrontery to suggest that he sail away with her to the East�where she claimed to have inherited rich estates among the Isles. What presumption, even for a Visconti! He was Antonio Cansignorio della Scala, nephew to the prince, not some rich bitch�s plaything. If the right people were poisoned, he would be heir to Verona!
And yet�Italy had gotten stale of late, with this obnoxious French Pope and no wars of note. Or at least none worth fighting in. Even Proteus had failed him, plunging Antonio into no end of trouble. And the East was said to be a real eye-opener�if you believed the Polos.
Besides, the Noble Dog had began to feel he had somehow outgrown Verona�
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