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Justina Robson (www.justinarobson.co.uk) is "from Leeds, a city in Yorkshire in the north of
England. She always wanted to write and always did. Other things sometimes got in the way and
sometimes till do... but not too much.” She went to Clarion West. She teaches yoga. She has a
child. Sheisthe author of Silver Screen (1999), MappaMundi (2000), Natural History (2003), Living
Next Door... (2005), and Quantum Gravity (2006). She said in a SF Ste.cominterview, "l am
science girl. Philosophy and linguistics are perceived as adjuncts or arts, compared with raw
sciences like physics, but | can't see the difference. They're all driven by the need to know, to
discover and to verify what's real. The drive to understand and explain is insatiable, the method—
whatever suits at the time." Her stories are dense, intense.

"Dreadnought™" was published in Nature. It istypically intense and strange, a character vignette
that portrays a future in space that is dark, military, perhaps posthuman.

We sail upon avast spaceship with open sides. Sheisonly askeleton of avessdl. A chassis of carbon
beams anchors her cargo to the engines. She carries hundreds of thousands of Armored soldiers. Some
work. Others deep in ordered ranks, magneticaly attached to clamps on the ship'sribs. Thereis no need
to move about. Where would we go? Wetak alittle, old friends, and in places|ean on one another like
faling pillars. We turn our facesto the solar wind when we are awake. Welike the light. It recharges our
eectricd sysems.

| unlock the lightweight frame of aMess pod, prior to passing it on for jettison. My comrades are moving
anew oneinto position and are waiting to refud. We will befirgt, because we have replaced the pod, but
therest of thisMessisfor the dead. Asthe new tank rollsin, I connect my hose and commence drinking.

At the front of the ship, instead of a nose cone, the dead are stacked in orderly catacomb files, upright,
packed in. They were placed there at the end of the last battle. As| watch the dead | see one decouple
itsdlf from the aft Sde of the stack. It moves with cautious steps.

We are dl connected but | cannot hear this one.

Through the shattered faceplate | see that the soldier's mouth is blocked by a piece of metd ingrowth.
When he was dive he was a Mute, one of my communication nodes, my flag-bearer. Hisforehead isthe
flat ochre plain of dead human bone and his lidless ever-open eyes are the blue of Earthly skies. Parts of
his Armor are badly damaged, but it ventilates and feeds his body.

| didn't know that | could function without my human host, until | saw him. | anglad. | need dl my
troops. | am frightened. What will become of me?

He comes closer. Bones show through holes, fraying into space. Despite the fact that his neura
connections have been sufficiently regrown to permit communications and the effective functioning of his
remaining body and brain, he has not returned to his Unit. Thisistrue of dl the dead. | do not know why.

He drifts surreptitioudy toward me, clampsto an open position at the pod, opposite mine. He moves
duggishly, connects, and beginsto fuel. He stares Straight through me. His eyes do not reflect the Sun.
They have been rebuilt to withstand vacuum and they are not shiny.



| ping him for information. | want to catch hishand and ask him the question everyone asks of each other,
begging to know—uwhat's your name?

If he were one of theliving | know what he'd say.
Private Diego Arroyo Lopez.
Because that is my name, though once | had another.

That iswhat everyone has said for forty-eight days, ten hours, five-and-a-haf minutes, sncethetimethe
last EMP bomb detonated. It was close to us, but we were not ruined. We successfully obliterated our
primary targets. Welive.

But thissoldier isdead.

| have taken 20 liters. | unhook myself from the Mess and clip on one of the pipeinesto feed the
remaining dead. | step aside. The nameless unit watches me. His expression does not alter.

| ping him again and hear my own signd echo in the minds of al my soldiers; the radar of alost
submarine. What isyour name?

Blue Eyes spesks in machine code. It does not trandate to English, or any human language, but we all
hear it at once and know its meaning. The Unit spesks the symbol of the empty set, &, but theline
through it isred, unmaking it. Not nothing. | am.

Thisis Armor itself! The dl-of-us-at-once, every unit, every man and woman, every fused level of our
sngle army. Oh Cgptain, my Captain, my commander, my body, my soldiers, my plan, my one, my true!

He/we are uncertain. We are afraid. Thereis nothing to hold on to.
My eyesfill with tears, and my Armor recyclesthem.

"Private Lopez," says Blue Eyes. Armor looks through him, at us, and back at itself. We are aloop
arcuit.

"l am Private Diego Arroyo Lopez," it says.

| cannot see mysdlf in hissunless eyes.

" am Private Diego Arroyo Lopez," | say in response. | am hopeful.
"Y ou are Private Nancy Johnson," it replies.

Yes. | am.

"This experiment has concluded,” says Private Lopez, who isaso Armor, speaking the one language we
al understand, because we are one. "Individua unit identity has been temporarily restored.”

Later dl the viable dead units become Private Lopez. They dl look different, but they are dl the same.
The nonvi-able unitsare recycled into Mess.

We are upset that we could not find our way without Private Lopez. This meansthat none of my units
can exist without ahodt. | am insufficient for lifeaone. But | can be Private Lopez anytime | want, even
though | am dead. | am glad.



