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For Shane Dix, brother of the art.

And my dreams are strange dreams, are day dreams, are grey dreams, And my dreams are wild dreams,
and old dreams and new; They haunt me and daunt me with fears of the morrow... | wander forever and
dream as| go.

—Henry Lawson, "The Wander-Light"
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THISWRECKAGE

Thereks of art for ever decaying, —the productions of nature for ever renewed. — Robert
Charles Maturin

"] am not adecent man.”



The words were spoken in response to a question Imre Bergamasc couldn't hear. Although he knew they
came from his own mouth, he knew aso that the utterance was amemory, not something occurring in his
present. He wasn't talking to anyone. He appeared, rather, to be lying on his back with his eyes closed,
asthough he had just woken from adeep deep, but fully dressed in a soft jumpsuit made of materia that
whispered softly as he raised his handsto touch his chest and explore hisface.

Something waswrong, or at least very different. He had breasts.

His eyes opened wide. A grey bulkhead greeted him, less than ameter from hisface. He raised his head
and looked down aong hisforeign, curved body. A coffin like space enclosed him on al sides except his
left, where it opened onto alarger chamber. The surface beneath him was padded: abed of somekind,
yes, but one of spartan proportions. There was room for just one person, and no space to sit up. Two
narrow sriplights provided the sole illumination, cold and characterless. The chamber beyond his bunk
was dark and sounded empty.

His breathing became more rapid. He had no recollection at al of how he had arrived in such aplace, or
become fema e into the bargain. He was profoundly out of his depth. He was—

"Who are you?"' asked avoice.

He jumped. The words came from a speaker built into the wall to hisright that didn't seemto be
functioning with perfect clarity, for the voice came with more than ahint of static.

"What's your name?" it asked him.

"Don't you know?" His own voice—redl, not remembered—could have been aman's, contralto and
throaty from disuse. He cleared histhroat. The timbre didn't change. ™Y ou brought me here, didn't you?"

Instead of answering him, the voice asked, "Who do you think you are?"

"We could ask each other questions al day.” He lowered his head back onto the thin mattress, already
drained by the short exchange. "Tell mewho you are, first. Then we can talk.”

"We arethe Jinc, fifth ganglion of the Noh exploratory arm. Perhaps you have heard of us.” Thevoice
addressing him sounded faintly hopeful but not expectant. "We trawl the outer edge of the galaxy for
cluesto the nature of God."

He suppressed amomentary discomfort on finding that he was addressing agroup mind. He didn't know
why that should bother him. "God? Why?*

"We have reasons. In the course of our explorations, we found you."
"What do you mean, you found me?"

"Y our body, in amanner of speaking, drifting. Wewill provide full details shortly. Y ou need know for
now only that we spared no effort in restoring you to consciousness and, we hope, full physicdl fitness.”
Heflexed hisfingers. Despite the odd dteration in gender, he did fed fine enough. "I'mwell, | suppose.
What happened to me? What was | doing so far from the Continuum?’

"Isthat the last thing you remember, the Continuum?”
"Why would that be unusud?"

"Wewill explain. Y our stuation is unique, and we do expect there to be some injury to your memory. It



would help usto know your name, if you do in fact know it."

"Someinjury ..." He rubbed hisforehead. An alarming dizziness threatened to consume him as hetried to
recal what had brought him to such adtrait. Hisbody, drifting on the gaactic fringes; rescued by
deep-space scavengers and turned into awoman; his memory impaired. "My nameis Imre Bergamasc,”
hesaid. "That I'm sure of. Therest..." He rubbed harder. His brain was as heavy and duggish aslead. "I
don't know. | do have memories, but—I—they won't fal into place." He kicked out suddenly, flailing his
legsin anill-advised attempt to swing out of his bunk and into the chamber beyond, there to stand and
seek out his questioner, the voice known only through a spesker thus far, buzzing and removed.

Nausea overwhemed him before he came close to succeeding. A flock of memories, beating a hismind
like astorm of crows, drove him back into the bunk.

"I don't know," he moaned into the speaker. "I don't know who | am.”
"Y ou said your nameisImre Bergamasc. Isn't that who you are?’

"l suppose it must be. It hasto be." He placed both hands over his eyes and felt cool wetness on his
cheeks. "Who isImre Bergamasc? Do you know who he's supposed to be? | don't know, and | don't
know how to find out."

"Areyou saying now that you're not Imre Bergamasc?' The speaker sounded puzzled and
cautious—perhaps, even, oddly fearful. "That'smy name," hesad, "so | must be. Right?

The spesker fdl slent. Imre wept softly to himsalf, seeing no way out of the terrible conundrum. He knew
his name but didn't know who he was. Something in his mind wasn't working correctly. The uncertainty
cut like acid deep into histhoughts. He couldn't think through that terrible block, now that he had
confronted it. He was stuck, frozen, damaged.

A door in the chamber outside his bunk hissed open. Air shifted minutely as pressures equalized. He
wiped hisface and blinked his sight clear of tears. A hunched, monklike figure had entered the room.

"We, the Jinc, will explain,”" it said, coming to hisside. Its voice was the same as the one before: thin and
dusted with static. The speaker had been working perfectly. "Pleaselet us.”

Helooked up into aface that seemed composed of nothing but gristle and grey skin, asanimated asa
corpse. Its eyes were shut, but its hands moved with al the purpose and certainty of the sighted. He
reflexively recoiled when it reached for him with long, flexing fingers, but again hereined in that ingtinct.
The Noh was agroup mind distributed through the skulls of numerouswilling hosts. The creature before
him had no moreindividua will than his own foot, being the instrument through which the gestat mind
acted. It was amouthpiece, not the mouth.

He nodded to his strange host and let himself be eased out of the bunk.

The Noh vessal was cramped and torturous to navigate! Corridorslittle wider than the bunk in which he
had woken snaked between sepulchra chambersthat doubled or tripled functionsin order to utilize the
volumes they occupied with maximum efficiency. The room in which he had woken was, it transpired,
normally reserved for medicina purposes aswell as bunking space for the mouthpieces roughly equating
to doctors or nurses within the Jinc. The dispersed entity— who took its name as a parenthesis around a
sngle parcd of the greater culture or cresture known as the Noh—needed such functionariesjust as an
individual human needed an immune system. When componentsfell ill, repair was easier than
replacement. V oyages through deep space demanded such careful use of resources, since the next stop
might be hundreds of years Absolute away.



Imre could not have retraced the route he followed through the Jinc's vessel. He hoped he would not
need to. Along the way he noted clues asto the physical nature of the ship: a spinning habitat providing
centripetal gravity in alow-thrust environment; decentralized life support capable of isolating one segment
of the vessd from another in case of amgor catastrophe; numerous signs of age and wear indicating that
the vessal had been in service for aconsiderable time, even by the standards of deep space. Hisguide
negotiated the tight tunnels by application of well-practiced taps and kicks to anchor points and solid
bulkheads. The sounds and smells of humanity were everywhere, even among the Jnc, where dl notions
of individuality had been subsumed. He smelled food and spices and swest, and afaint stink of
corruption, asthough from afaulty water reclamation plant. The scentstriggered memories he couldn't
pin down: faces and fedings that were, for the moment, fragmentary and nothing less than frugtrating.
Somehow, he knew everything about centripetal gravity and water reclamation plants but failed to piece
together anything more substantia about himself than hisname. That struck him as grosdy unfair, and he
hoped the Jnc would soon explain why that might be.

His guide brought him to an observation port at the very edge of the spinning habitat, where gravity
gpproached half Earth Standard. Unfamiliar details made themsdlves felt as he stepped into the center of
the port: theweight of his breasts; the width of his hips; the narrowness of hisfeet. He had no hair at all
and no obvious markings on hisskin.

He had, as yet, not seen hisown face, so couldn't tell how much it resembled the one glimpsed in his
memory. That his new body possessed a suite of implants and cognitive modifications came asno
surprise; such were standard in the Continuum. Only the most recalcitrant of people, Primes, rgected
such technology and lived more or less as humans had hundreds of thousands of years ago.

A name drifted across his thoughts—Emlee Copas— and with it an image of awiry, blond-haired
woman with jade green eyes. Before he could pursue the recollection, the reflective black bulkheads of
the port faded to trangparency, and the full glory of the galaxy at close range confronted him.

He gasped. One hundred hillion starsfilled the view to hisright, shining across dl frequencies of the
gpectrum. To hisleft was mottled darkness, lit only by globular clusters and more distant aggregetions of
galaxies. The Noh vessal was il too close to discern the true shape of the Milky Way—-the barred
spira that humanity had long ago spanned from end to end—~buit the central bulge was clearly visible, as
wasthethick, curving arc of onearm.

"Behold," said the Jnc's mouthpiece, rather unnecessarily Bergamasc thought, until he redlized that the
wizened cresture pointed not a the galaxy but at an object much closer to hand. "Thisisyour origin,” it
sad, indicating along, grey cylinder with the rough proportions of an old-fashioned flashlight, hanging
immobile with respect to the Jinc's vessd. Its Size wasimpossible to determine without points of
reference. "Do you recognize it?"

Imre could only shake his head. "What'sit made of 7' he asked, taking stock of starlight gleaming dully
from underrated metd. "It lookslikeiron."

The creature bowed its cowled head. "The most stable e ement in the universe. This artifact was built to
endure the ages.”

"How long hasit been drifting out here?!

"Many centuries Absolute, at leadt. Its rest was disturbed, making amore precise date difficult to
ascertan.”

"Disturbed how?'



"The Drum, aswe cal it, was discovered in pieces. Two crude but effective nuclear explosions had
reduced it to little more than dust, which we gathered, mote by mote, from within the blast radius. Our
painstaking reconstruction of the original artifact took longer than we anticipated, for much has been lost
forever—including, we thought at firgt, its contents, for the Drum proved to be hollow.”

"What makes you sure there were contents at al? It could have been empty when destroyed.”

"That was our second thought. Someone built this artifact and set it adrift on the outer limits of human
space in astable orbit that would have seen it neither escape the Milky Way nor return to habitable
regions. Then someone else, for unknown reasons, came aong to stedl its contents and eiminate the
evidence"

"A long way to comefor ahag.”
"Indeed, and just asfar for murder.”

Imre studied the expressionless face of the Jinc mouthpiece even though he knew it would revea nothing.
"What do you mean, murder?"

"We have ascertained that the Drum was aways empty of matter, but not information. Itsinterior wall
was inscribed with asingle groove, looping around and around like copper wirein acrude electric motor.
The groove contained notches spaced at irregular intervals. When we examined those notches—played
them, if you like, as one would once have played arecord with a diamond needle—we quickly
ascertained that they contained information. The Drum was a data storage device, strange and
magnificent inits own way, and intended to last forever. That it might have done but for its deliberate
destruction.”

"Y ou managed to recover and decode the data," he said, guessing ahead. Thefedling of dizziness
returned, and it had nothing to do with the vertiginous view. "This must be where | comein.”

"Y es. The Drum preserved the life of asingle person in hard-storage. We have reconstructed alarge
proportion of that person from what remained of the Drum. Who that person was, exactly, we couldn't
tell. Now you are awake, we know."

"How much do you know, redlly? The record preserved my name, but it got my gender wrong.”

"Gender isamatter of choice not biology, asit should be. It is one data point among trillions. We only
had your genesto rely on for your physiognomy. They dlow the possibility of amasculine form, but dso
severa species of late-onset cancer aswell. Would you have had us retain those tendenciestoo?”

"Of course not.”

"Then we can only apologize for assuming incorrectly regarding your gender. We had aonein two
chance of getting it right. The mistake can be rectified, in time."

"I'll think about it." If reclaiming his past salf and finding out who he had been was to become his
priority—as seemed logicd, given thelack of an aternative proposition—then adopting his prior physica
form could be an important first step. In none of the memories clamoring for his attention was hefemae
or any other gender but male. "In the meantime, what should | do?"

"Y oumay remain our gues, if youwish.”

Imretook adeep bream. So many thoughts ran through hisbrain at atimethat it was hard to concentrate
on just one. From the collison between them, he picked out severa key notions. The Jinc wasalong



way from anywhere, S0 leaving might be difficult, perhaps even impossible, given that he had no vessd of
his own or any belongingsthat he knew of. He had to assume that the Jnc was genuinegly willing to keep
him around, since it had gone to so much trouble to re-creste him from the splinters of his outlandish
persondity backup. Only when that willingness ran out, perhapsin conjunction with its curiosity about his
identity and past, would he have to make other plans. Until then, it seemed smplest to takethe Jnc &t its

word and accept its hospitality.

Part of him, though, hated the thought. He had only the Jinc'sword that any of thiswastrue. There were
other waysto edit memory, and only some of them were benign.

"Y ou said that you were able to reconstruct ‘alarge proportion’ of the person | had once been,” he said.
"What about the rest? Where did that come from?"

"Extrgpolation accounts for much of the missing genetic code," said the Jnc, not flinching from the
guestion at dl. "The rest came from a standard human template. Severa neurologica modulesrequired
direct intervention— functions of the brain, in other words, that smply did not work until we
intervened—but we did everything we could to ensure that such aterations were kept to aminimum.
Memory could not be repaired. Only you can put those pieces back together.”

"There's no sngle answer, then,” he said. "I'm me plus some bits you made up. I'm not me mixed with
someone ese, though. Y ou're definitely saying that.”

"Yes. It was not our intention to create a new persona. Y ou are as close to the record of the Drum aswe
could makeyou."

That was something, Imre supposed, even though intention was a guarantee of nothing.
"I'll stay until | can sort mysdif out,” he said. "'Y ou've wasted enough resources on me adready.”
"Wedo not think s0."

Imre studied the expressionless face of his guide, sensing ameaning hidden but unable to tease it free. He
resolved then to spend as much time studying the Jinc as himself. If he could discover why it had goneto
so much trouble to resurrect him from the dust of intergalactic space, that would go some way to
reveding who it thought he might be.

And then, possessed with that knowledge, he could begin to wonder who had tried to kill him.

He had no plan of attack. WWho had ever been in such a situation before? Not he, if the incomplete
reminiscences at his disposa were anything to go by. There were uncountable such fractions, each
needing to be lifted out of obscurity, examined, then rewritten in both the neurological and narrative
senses back into hismind. He choseto let instinct be his sole guide, taking him whereit willed throughout
the Noh vessdl, and beyond, to the Drum itself, where someone—hisformer self, presumably—had gone
to painstaking effort to preserve him for posterity, only to seeit blown to smithereens.

Moving around the Drum was easier than expected. The Jnc gave him acowl and robe identical to the
onesworn by its mouthpieces. A trand ucent microfilm provided him with air and maintained a
comfortable temperature. It also adjusted the magnetic properties of the soles of hisfeet, enabling them
to stick to theiron of the Drum's curving wall. It was eadily thirty meters across and well over one
hundred long. He walked for hours dong the thin spiral decorating itswide interior. Lessthan amillimeter
wide, they formed the single hdlix that had preserved the data comprising him and hisbody. The
magnitude of the venture startled and shocked him. Thiswas information engineering on amassive,
hubristic scale. The Drum had been built to withstand everything the void threw at it. Only intelligence,



deliberate and mdicious, had ultimately doneit in.

He could see places where the Jinc had failed to reassemble the Drum from its multitudinous bits. Tiny
black dots marred its metdlic grey surface where aresinous materid filled in for the missing parts,
offending adeep-seated need in him for nestness and order. He felt as though he were walking across a
starscape in negative, one that arced up and around him in a powerful representation of the curvature of
gpace. Thered stars shone down ether end of the Drum, where the Jinc had |eft open the construct's
massive caps. Naked vacuum bathed the cylinder and its contents. The sound of his magnetic footsteps
propagated through the metd in silent waves.

When he was done, he waked to where the short-range shuttle scoop waited to take him back to the
Noh vessdl. The Jinc's home looked like agiant neuron, dl curves and distended spineswith a
semitrangparent outer hull that gleamed liquidly inthe light of the Milky Way. Imre could discern no front
or rear. Similarly with me shuttle scoop, which was alarge, seed-shaped vessel pockmarked with
thirteen mouthsthat could, at will, distend vast magnetic vanes. The purpose of the vaneswas smple: to
suck up the dust and debris the Jinc encountered in its long, destinationless voyage. The remains of the
Drum had been gathered in just such afashion, the mouthpiece of the Jinc had told him. What the Jinc did
withitsnorma harvest, Imre hadn't yet ascertained.

The mouthpiece awaited him in the scoop, aslifeless as ever. Perhgpsit was the same one who had
greeted him on his awakening, perhaps not. The distinction was meaningless. He told himself to stop
thinking about it asan individua and tregt it, in both hismind and every aspect of his behavior, asthe Jinc
itdf.

"Did that trigger any memories?' the Jinc asked him, as he reached the edge of the Drum and prepared to
Cross.

"I'm afraid not. I've never seen anything like it before." He stepped carefully into the belly of the scoop,
disengaging his magnetic feet with rdlief. Heeting g forces gripped him as the scoop accelerated away. "l
supposeit wasworth atry.”

"Y ou sound disappointed.”

He was, but saw no point in dwelling on the fact. Although the data had been encoded in the Drum with a
fair degree of redundancy, nuclear blasts and wide dispersal were huge hurdlesto overcome. The Jinc
had done an amazing job to recover anything. "Theway | seeit, I'm lucky to be here at dl. Wherever we
are, exactly." The hunched figure beside him made no moveto offer any information on that score, so he
took it upon himsdlf to ask.

""Show me where you've come from."
A series of three-dimensiona maps appeared around him. He waved them away.
"No. Pointing will befine, whilewere out here.”

The mouthpiece looked up a him. A long, wrinkled finger pointed through the transparent hull of the
scoop at me splendid starscape ahead of them, tracing aline around the extremities of the galaxy. There
was no clear purposeto the Jinc's past movements just as there was no obvious "captain™ aboard the
ship. It was driven by collective will in directions unknown.

Imre's gaze did from the outstretched finger outward to the galaxy, truly grasping itsimmensity for the
first time. It filled one-hdf of hisview, atilted, glowing waterfall looming over the shuttle scoop and its
passengers. Every speck was astar—one of a hundred thousand million, large and small, dead and alive,



and none of them overlooked by humanity. The Continuum connected them al, whether by arcane
quantum loops, stately webs of eectromagnetic radiation, or duggish bullets of matter. The minds
inhabiting the Milky Way ranged from as small ashis, viagestalts as complex asthe Jinc, to intelligences
aslarge asthe galaxy itsdf. Layer upon layer of sentience and civilization stretched upward from the
individua to heights he could barely imagine, and al of it had originated in one remarkable system, on one
tiny world.

He staggered, not under the influence of acceleration or theimmensity of the view, but from aflashback
that burst in his skull like a Roman candle.

"What about theindividud?' said Alphin Freer, an angular, high-cheeked man with iron grey eyes and
neet black hair. "Are we supposed to forget everything you told us— that we fought for?'

"The Forts are the big playersin the gdlaxy now." Hisown voice again, ringing in hisears. The
disorientation was profound. He was undoubtedly in the scoop, but at the same time he was on the
bridge of aburning ship. "They may have had the Acesdl aong."

"No shit," said abig, scar-pitted soldier looming like asmall mountain to one side, combat suit open to
thewaist. The green-eyed blonde beside him looked ready to cry.

"If you do this," said Freer, "you're as much atraitor to the human race asthey are.”

"Ligentome." Imre'sreminiscence was full of anger, resentment, and frustration, but his voice conveyed
nothing but entreaty. "Whatever it takesto get us out of this—isn't that worth pursuing?’

"Y ou redly think we're getting out of this?"

The new voice came from behind him, silky and subtle like astiletto blade. Imre turned—or remembered
turning— and the recollection suddenly dissolved, leaving him with fleeting impressons of snakeskinsand
stab wounds.

He shook his head. The stars were making him fed light-headed.

"Areyou unwell?" asked the Jinc. One cool, skeletd hand fell on his shoulder.

"l don't know," Imresaid. "I think I'd like to lie down."

"That can eadly be arranged. Y ou have been assigned a private berth. We will show you there now."
"Thank you." The Jinc's satement took amoment to sink in. "A private berth, redly?’

"We madeit especidly for you."

It was, he supposed, somewhat lessinvolved than plucking his pieces out of the void and putting them
together again, but the thought still made him uncomfortable. "I'd be happy enough in the sickbay.”

The Jinc didn't reply. Asthe scoop rolled into anew course, Imre held on and kept his eyes averted from
the view.

* * %

Incoherent memoriestrickled down the crater wall of hismind, threastening an avalanche of incapacitating
proportions.

The burning ship was caled Pelorus, and it had been the flagship of an armadavast enough to cast a



shadow across a solar system. Like many ships of the day, it had endured the ravages of interstellar
gpace by doughing away layers of hull in much the same fashion that humans shed dead skin cells. Across
avoyage of several hundred light-years, every externd surface might be completely replaced many times
over while everything within remained prigtine.

"Inthe sameway," avoice from hismemory said, "the Forts replace frags. But are they skin cdlls? | don't
think so. A skin cell doesn't fed pain or loss. It doesn't fed anything at all. The comparison, and the
practice, isodious.”

Humans had evolved vastly and without check across the galaxy. People camein al shapesand sizesand
communicated by every imaginable means. No reliable method had been found to cross the light-speed
barrier, but that was no deterrent. Where space would not bresk, time would happily bend. If ajourney
was to take athousand years by the "natura™ tick of the clock, why not make the subjective tickslonger
so the journey seemed to last only adecade, or ayear, or aday, or even aminute? Indefinite life
extension had been in common practice since before humanity |eft Earth. To grow old and the while
vigiting aneighbor—for anything less than athousand light-years away was practicaly on one's
doorstep—would be considered wasteful, even obscene. People shook hands across the constellations.
They made conversations, and love, and war.

"This machine runs down.” That was the big, scarred man again. His accent was untracesble, wooden
only in the sense that aforest was made of wood. "So few of usare left.”

"That's ableak outlook." Imre's face hurt as though he had recently been laughing uproarioudy. Or
screaming. "Only godswalk on weter.”

"Only idiots or foolswould try. "Were neither, right?"
"Amen. Werethe new religion.”

An acrid wave of ozone swept that memory from the stage. A name took its place: the Corps. Just as
humansin ancient times had formed friendships, alegiances, and armies, so too did affiliations spring up
across the inter-ga actic gulfs. Some were necessarily |oose; others were astight asthey had ever been.
Some were between numerous discrete, different individuas, some consisted of multiple copies of one
individua, propagated across the starscape like seeds, meeting up every millennium or so to exchange
memories. Such singletons were themsdves an ambiguous blend of individua and multiplicity. Novel
pronouns and neol ogisms abounded as language struggled to keep up with numerous new waysto be. All
were human, since they had sprung from the same ancient home as dl known intelligent life, but not al
were the same.

The Corpswas just one of many affiliations caught in the middle. Imre Bergamasc—the man who had
amassed the memories preserved in the Drum—had seen through many sets of eyesand lived in many
bodies. He had none of the smeared awareness of the Jinc, however; each body had a keen sense of
himself—and that, gradually, was how the revived Imre was coming to think of hisformer incarnation:
Himself, the being that had preceded him in life's great adventure. There were bound to be more of him
out there somewhere, unlesswhoever had destroyed the Drum had finished them off too. There were
aso, most likdly, other members of the Corps.

Alphin Freer was definitely one of them: cool, remote, and knife-sharp. The big man whose name and
origins wouldn't quite come, another; also the reticent blonde, Em-lee Copas, with eyes of green stone.
The fourth of hisformer companions was the woman whose voice had crawled down him like il ona
ship'shull. Thefive of them had been ateam, he gradually surmised; soldiers of both kinds, war- and
peacemakers, as circumstances demanded. Had they been friends? That he couldn't quite unpack.



Certainly, they had been close; perhaps even codependent. At least one of them had been hislover, if the
complex knot of emotiona associations was anything to go by. Flesh and blood and pain and fucking, al
wound up in onevicioustangle. If he pulled at it too hard, he feared he might strangle himself.

His own voice formed the backdrop to many of the memories—demanding, cgoling, commanding,
ranting— but the words weren't always comprehensible. So many speeches. when had he ever found so
much to say? Now, all he wanted wasto close his ears and think. If he opened his mouth to answer the
Jnc'squestions, hefeared the dusty, disconnected pieces of hismind might fal out.

Soughing hullsand singletons in rows demanded that he keep it together as best he could. Whether he
was divine or merely decent, or not even that, he owed it to himself to piece Himself together. Then he
could stand back and decide who or what he had been. Soldier? Victim? Leader? Man?

Hewasin abar. Three glasses of apinkish liquid rested on the table before him. The big man glanced
over his shoulder asthough at a sudden sound. " Something iswrong."

Imre reached into the pocket of his uniform jacket for the Henschke Sloan sidearm he kept there, fully
loaded. Before he could draw, asingle shot discharged into the ceiling behind them, and a voice barked
that they should stay seated.

He remembered nothing after that point.

But her name, the name of hislover, did eventudly cometo him: covert ops specidist Helwise
MacPhedron, she of the liquid voice and thin, soft ribs that went down her waist like those of a snake.

Just thinking of her sent ashudder aong his spine, but once again he didn't know why.

* % %

The quarters assigned to him were as cramped as the sickbay, containing a coffinlike bunk identical to the
one in which he had awoken and bardly large enough to crouch in. At least the door locked behind him.
From the other sde of the bulkhead came the sound of machinery and people moving about. Never
voices. The Jinc ship was empty of language, unless he was part of the conversation.

Segp wasalong time coming. Getting undressed and dipping into the eastic coverlet didn't help. His
body felt both pleasantly and unpleasantly unfamiliar. It wasin perfect condition, but the differences
between it and the one he remembered irked him, making him irritable and suspicious of hishostswhen
on theface of it he had no good reason to be either. His skin was hedlthy, pliable and soft, even where
body hair was making its presence newly fdlt. There were no visible scars. Nerve endings responded as
he ran his dender fingers down both arms and across his somach. His eydids blinked smoothly in the
eterna gloom of the Noh vessd.

Hewondered if he was being watched—and, then, whether he should pursue afaint and not entirely
erotic impulse to masturbate. That would help him deep, if nothing else. It dwayshad in hisold body.

His nipples hardened at the thought, but fear of failing stayed his hand. Hetold himself mat he was
unwilling to embrace mis body that he had not chosen. It would be like screwing astranger. Therewasa
timeand aplace.

Earlier, the Jinc had asked him, "What isthe last date you remember?

He had considered the question along time before answering. Little linear sense came with the memories
assembling in hismind. The fedling that some were more recent than others was therefore hard to justify.



"What dateisit now?" he had asked in return. "We are nearing the end of the nine hundredth millennium.”
"Absolute?"

"es"

That had told him nothing. "“Isthewar over?"

"Whichwar?'

"Peoplewere cdling it the Mad Times even before it had finished.”

"Y es, that war finished 150,000 years ago. Isthat the last thing you remember?!

That figure till bothered him hourslater, as helay on his bunk and contemplated the arousal states of his
new body. So many years—Yet they had passed in the blink of acosmic eye, asthey might have for one
of hisenemiesin the Mad Times. Humanity had gone from savagery to the sarsin such atime.

His right moved down to cup his pubic mound. The lack of penisand testes gave him no comfort at al.
"l don't know," he had said. "Why theinterrogation?I'll tell you when | remember something important.”
The Jinc mouthpiece had bowed in gpology. " Perhaps you would like to know who won."”

"| can guess. It was astupid war fought over meaninglessidedls. Sol Invictus was never going to come
out the other sde. The only question was how many of the Forts we took down with us." Theintensity
with which he spoke surprised him. Clearly, this had once mattered deeply to him. "Am | right?’

"Youare" the Jnc had told him. "Sol Invictusdid fal intheend.”
"Could that have been when my record was destroyed? The Drum, | mean.”

"No. Over such along time, your remains would have dispersed too far for usto gamer. Y ou would have
become one with the Holy Background.”

He had immediately thought of the cosmic microwave background radiation, on which were imprinted the
ripples of creation. Wasthat what the Jinc worshipped? The fiery Originad State from which the universe
had emerged?

"Widll, that'd be some funerd pyre.”

"Y ou misunderstand us. We pursue the ExoGenesis, the ultimate source of life in the galaxy—perhapsthe
universe. Life on oneworld can seed life on another, but science cannot tell uswhere life started in the
first place. We seek that place on the gaactic outskirts, where expeditions only infrequently come and
where your remains might have been lost forever.”

"Mixed up with anything e se you found," he said, remembering the Jnc telling him that it had been
looking for the nature of God. "Now | understand why you went to so much trouble. | was a contaminant
that would've screwed up the Background.”

"Thisisundoubtedly true. Our motives are not entirely saf-serving, however. We are curious. We
wanted to give you the possibility of rescueif you desired it.”

"If I—" He paused, redizing only after a second what the Jnc meant. "1 would never commit suicide, if
that'swhat you're suggesting.”



"We did not know that then. We take your word for it now."

There was moisture under hisfingertips. He moved his hand experimentaly, remembering times he had
touched Helwise the same way. Was this how she had felt? Wasthis?

"Have you found anything e se gpart from me?" he had asked the Jinc, feding the stirrings of curiosity.
Nebulous notions of God meant far lessto him than the possibility of artifacts of ancient human, or
possibly even dien, origin.

"Our discoveries have been few but Sgnificant. We will show you when you have rested.”

Almog, then, he had changed his mind about wanting to lie down. Segp was aluxury, not anecessity; he
redlly only wanted amoment in which to process everything he had learned. Couldn't it wait for himto
see what the Jinc had discovered? Wasnt that potentially more important man himsglf?

He didn't know. Over 150,000 years had passed in the galaxy since he had last gazed upon it. Even for
those accompanying the Forts on their dow journey through time, much could have happened. Aliens
might have been discovered and exhaustively cataloged, and more besides. What he considered a
mystery might now be common knowledge.

His own mental and physica state bothered him more, at that moment. So did the state of the Continuum
asawhole. The Mad Times had been a pivotd conflict. He couldn't remember how it had ended, and the
Jnc were no help on what had come afterward.

"Our quest has occupied many millennia, far longer than the gapsin your knowledge. Our contact with
the Continuum has therefore been infrequent and incomplete. For much of thetime, as now, we are
totally disconnected.”

That didn't seem to faze the Jinc. It bothered him profoundly. He couldn't contact home, wherever that
was. He couldn't call for help. He couldn't et anyone know that he was dive, if anyone still cared.

His pulse began to race asit did when panicked. He was swesting under the synthetic coverlet. The hand
between hislegs moved more confidently now, without his conscious direction. A flush spread up his
chest to histhroat. He could fed the blood surging through al the tissues of hisbody—his muscles, his
organs, his skin. His back arched.

It wasn't his. None of it was. The hand, the body, even the orgasm that rose up like an invisible wave and
crashed over himin the darkness. It was longer and deeper than any he had experienced before, that he
could remember, but even in the midst of it he felt untouched. Nerve endings dutifully conveyed their
message to mind, but the message didn't connect to the essence of him. The homunculusin the seet of his
skull remained determinedly male and unmoved. Dispass onate and digpossessed, he buried his new face
into the mattress when it was over and thrust hislegs straight and closed toward the far end of the bed.

When he awoke, hisright hand was brown with dried blood. His gut ached with cramps. He dressed,
knowing that the jJumpsuit would clean him while he woreit, and wrenched open the door to histiny
room. Grabbing the first mouthpiece he saw, he dragged it inside, pulled its hatchet nose againgt his.

"I want to go back. Make me mae again. Now."

"That will taketime," said the Jinc, unfazed by his sudden assault on its person. "The processis not one
weregularly employ out here. We can gart it, yes, but your body will have to do the rest itself, at itsown

pace.
"How long?'



"Onemonth."

Imre dapped a pdm againg the nearest bulkhead. The sound it made was much louder than he expected
in the close confines of his quarters, startling him. His anger surprised and unnerved him.

"Can you turn off menses and libido sooner man mat?'

"Yes. A ample hormone regulation will take care of both."
"Whéll, good." He exhaed through his nose. "That's something.”
"Areyou experiencing discomfort?'

"That depends entirely on your definition.” Helet the Jinc go and shut the door behind it. The smell of old
paper filled his nogtrils as he pulled hislegs undernesth him and sat with stubbled head brushing the
ceiling. None of the erotic sensations he had entertained before degping remained. His counterfeit flesh
felt wrung out and tired. A persstent achein hisleft eye made him want to squint. He felt no hunger or
thirst, or any need to defecate. The designers of hisbody had provided it with considerable
self-aufficiency. That sexual and reproductive capacities should accompany gender he supposed wasn't
entirely unreasonable. He just wished to be free of them while he worked out who he had been, and who
he now was.

He wondered what he looked like. In his memory, he was a dender man with atriangular face framed by
perfectly white hair. His skin had only dightly more color, and his eyeswere bright blue. He had been
described asbirdlike, for both his movements and the dim lines of his limbs and hands, but he didn't fedl
remotely like abird. He wasn't flighty or weightless, but patient and determined. He pictured himself asa
large white cat, poised to pounce.

Did that hold any more? He didn't know, and he didn't know what would be more darming—to have the
same face hed aways had or one he didn't recognize at al.

He opened the door and eased into the crawl space outside. A mouthpiece waswaiting for him, its
features ghoulighly lifeless.

"Would you like to see our discoveries?" it asked him.

"1, uh, yes." He had no reason to say no, unless taking the tour would interfere with his gender
reassignment. For al he knew, that was happening to him as he spoke, put into motion by an undetected
command and cascading through his cdllsin their thousands.

"Fallow." The hooded figure turned like aspider in apipe and led him through the convoluted corridors
of the ship. Strange hissing noises and creaks grew louder asthey traversed one particular
sector—something to do with life support or maintenance, he guessed—but that soon fell behind. They
passed rooms containing dozens of identica mouthpieces stacked up in bunks like components of some
vast, organic machine. Imre remembered the Forts—the ga actic overminds that had evolved so far from
their origins asto seem utterly aien—and wondered how close the Jinc had become to being one of his
enemiesintheMad Times. That it had showed him, asingleton, no hostility meant nothing. To beignored
was the fate worse than death those fighting under the banner of Sol Invictus had feared.

They cameto abloodred pressure hatch, the first that hadn't automatically did aside asthey approached.
The Jnc paused amoment there, with ahand on Imrésarm, firmly gripping him asthough in warning.

"Issomething wrong?' he asked it.



"Nothing. We are merely adjusting your tempo. What lies beyond this door is more preciousthan | can
convey. A sudden disturbance could undo centuries of work. I'm sure you will understand.”

He nodded, even as he wondered just how far his metabolic and cognitive clocks were being dowed. He
fdt no different. Theinflation of hislungs, the shifting of hislimbs, the blinking of hiseyes—every
biologica process might have changed in adozen smal ways, but to him they till seemed natura and
normd. To fed otherwise would have been digtracting.

Findly, the red—now blue—door opened, alowing them accessto the largest chamber he had seenin
the sprawling Noh vessdl. It was easily thirty meters across and ten high, -with curved walls crisscrossed
with tapering spars. Affixed to the sparslike insectsin aweb were legions of strange and unidentifiable
shapes, some large and bulking, others smal and frangible, dl perhapsincomplete or unfinished, having
been pulled out of thevoid in bits like him or grown in vats from scraps of genetic materid. At least two
dozen mouthpieces moved among them, tending the Jinc's collection with the patient intengity of mortuary
attendants. Theair wasicily cold.

His particular mouthpieceled him insde, drifting from point to point like adow-motion moth. The
ambient gravity was much lower in the chamber than he had expected, either because of the tempo shift
or because they were close to the center of the spinning portion of the ship. He felt ungraceful and
awkward, asthough he should be tethered to the spars too or even bottled up like some of the strange
shapes he saw confined to gleaming tanks. He studied them warily, the twisted limbs and jagged forms,
thinking as he went: there but for the grace of someone else's God ...

The Jinc kept up arunning commentary as they went, describing the origins—confirmed or
suspected—of each item they passed. No matter how remarkable they were, little mystery remained.
The entire collection, he was assured, could be explained in terms of the remains of lost travelers, gecta
from planetary impacts or collisons, known pangpermic strains evolving and combining in the heart of
molecular clouds, and thelike. The origins of life remained as elusve as Imre's memories, despite the
extensive museum collected before him.

The largest exhibit by far penetrated the back wall of the chamber like afinger through the skin of a
baloon.

"Isthat what | think it iS?" he asked, pointing.
"A garship,” the Jnc confirmed. "The remains of one, anyway."

Imre regarded it with interest and some concern. He had seen such vessdls before, camouflaged to look
dead when in fact they were very much alive. It had no obvious windows or doors, no externa jetsor
exhaugts, no antennae or dishes, and no visbleinsgnia. Its blackened hull was quite inactive, deeply
pitted by energetic particles, asno living ship's skin would have been. Y et inexperienced pilots had been
fooled by smilar camouflages during the Mad Times and other conflicts. Once taken aboard for salvage,
the zombie awoke and wreaked havoc from within.

"Areyou sureit's dead?'
"Quite sure. It hasn't moved for forty-three thousand years."
"But—"

"We have examined it quite thoroughly.” The Jinc took hisarm and tugged him away from the blackened
relic. "Here, Imre Bergamasc, isour most significant find."



Despite hismisgivings, Imre let himself be guided through the entrance of aspherical containment vessal
severd meters across. They passed through layer upon layer of esoteric insulation, each adding itsown
peculiar effect to the vessdl'sinterior. By the time they reached its heart, the air felt stifled and desiccated.
All light was extinguished, except for that emanating from the object the Jinc had recovered or re-created
fromthe void.

A slver sphere no wider across than Imre's head hung in the exact center of its arcane container, shielded
from touch by a curved, trangparent window. The Jinc waved him forward, and he placed his nose right
up against the window in order to see more clearly. A distorted image of his own face loomed back at
him, as unrecognizable as amelted rubber doll.

The silver sphererippled, asthough it could sense him watching. He went to ask the Jinc what it was, but
something dipped into his mind and eradicated the intention from his thoughts.

Further thought vanished next, subsumed by aBabd of identical voicesal whispering at once. They
spoke of oxygen

of abroken auminum sheet of maiter/antimatter imbalance of hunger

of physicd exhaugtion

of acceleration

of amidaid container of wounds

of garsand of him:

"Heiswith the Artifact. | stand behind him. Heislooking a me with an odd expression on hisface."

The shock of hearing himsdlf discussed wrenched him out of the strange did ogue. He was, he suddenly
understood, somehow hearing the cross talk between the mouthpieces of the Jinc. That they continued to
talk about him suggested that they didn't know he waslistening.

"... breathing ..."
"...mending..."
"...bdancing ..."
"..eding.."
"..reding.."
"..overseeing ..."
"..seeking ..."
"...hedling ..."

.. navigding..."

"Thereisno sgn of recognition,” said one voice. "No. Heisill looking a me. | will ask himwhat is
wrong."

The mouthpiece beside him gtirred. "Areyou well, Imre Bergamasc? Y ou seem unsettled.” He opened



his mouth to reply.

"Do not answer," said anew voice into hismind, one quite different in tone and timbre to the others. This
voice was smoother, dmost mel odious, and came to him not through words but out of histhoughts. "If
the Jinc redizes that you can hear it, it will make you a prisoner too."

Imre blinked, feding areturn of the discomfiture that had struck him in the shuttle scoop after examining
the Drum. Was the possibility that the voice belonged to the silver sphere so strange, after everything else
revealed to him the previous day?

"Hislack of reaction could hide recognition,” whispered the Jinc components among themselves.
"It could. Slenceisthefirs and most primitive mode of dissent.”

"Heismorethan aprimitive.”

"Heisan anomdly, likethe Artifact.”

"That does not necessarily make him Holy."

"No, it doesnot. | will presshim further."

"l—I'm confused," Imre said before the mouthpiece could act on its statement. "What isthisthing? Some
kind of machine?"

"Wedo not know," said the mouthpiece, still watching him intently. "The reflective surface isnot itstrue
appearance, but we have been able neither to penetrateits outer layers nor to discern how they are
sugtained. It isclearly the product of technology quite different from ours. We have cometo no firm
conclusionsregarding either itsorigin or nature.”

Gooseflesh rose up on hisarms. "What does it do, then? Why do you keep it so tightly shielded?"

"It does nothing, inasmuch aswe can tell. The containment bubble protects our many ingruments from
externd influencesthat might corrupt the data they collect.”

The surface of the slver sphererippled again. "The Jinc kegps me here againgt my will," said me
mellifluous voice. "But | am not powerless. | can hdp you.”

Imre glanced from the sphere to the mouthpiece. The latter seemed completely ignorant of the one-sided
conversation taking place right under the Jinc's nose.

"Hecantdl usnathing.”

"I do not concur. Our knowledge of himistill growing. | will dlow him to interrogate me further.
Perhaps he will let something dip.”

"Nod if you wish to pursue me possibility of an dliance," said the voiceto him.
Imre did so without hesitation.

The Jnc's mouthpiece froze like astatue, poised with its mouth open on the cusp of spesking. Theairin
the containment bubble, aready dense and stifled, became asthick as glue. Colors shifted down to the
red end of the spectrum, indicating that he was overclocking, that histempo had risen to an extremely fast
rate, accelerated by the thing in the silver sphere. Shadows consumed him; the silver sphere became a
black hole yawning hungrily on thefar sde of the window.



"We can talk now," said the voice, "for abrief moment. The Jnc will not notice.”
"Who are you?" he asked, voice sounding too loud in the close confines. "What are you?"

"Inmany ways, | amyour dly. That isal you need know. The Jincisyour immediate concern. Itislying
to or concealing the truth from you on three particular counts.”

"l presume you're about to tell me what those are. Or are you intending to offer them as payment for
helping you escape?’

"I will tell you for free. One: the Jinc didn't ssumble across your remains by accident. The blasts that
destroyed the Drum were visble from a great distance. They are what led the Jinc to thislocation, not
pure chance.”

"So it hasn't been a hundred and fifty thousand years since the Drum was destroyed?’

"That figure remains accurate. The Jnc is capable of spotting single stands of DNA from very great
distances, but its vessdl is not as fleet as the ones you might have been used to. It doesn't need to be.
Thereisno competition out here. Not normaly, anyway."

"What do you mean by that?"

The sphere ignored the question. Two: the Continuum is not merely out of range. The datahao dissolved
along time ago. Transmissons have been erratic snce. The Jnc has made no effort to investigate this

phenomenon.”

That was more worrying than how long exactly hisremains had been drifting on the edge of the galaxy.
"What's happened?' He thought of the Mad Times, the terrible conflict that had pitted new and old of all
forms of humanity against each other. "Another war?'

Again, the sphereignored him. "Thethird thing the Jnc isn't telling you is this: the ship you asked about
moments ago is not completely dead. It has been neutrdized, yes, and its maevolence contained, but its
drives and reactors remain functiond. I1ts Al and hull can be revived. It can, in short, be flown.”

"Why areyou tdling methis?'
"Because should you need ameansto escape the Jinc, thiswill beit.”

"Why would | need to escape?’ he asked, even as the misgivings he had felt upon his avakening
returned. "Why should | trust you over the Jnc?'Y ou might not even be humanin origin.”

"What does that mean to you, Imre Bergamasc? Istrust merely ameatter of genes?’
"That'sdl | haveto go on at the moment.”

"Nothing could be further from the truth. Y ou have your own senses and judgment. | urge you to make
up your own mind. Decide who islying to whom, then reach your own conclusions. When you have,
cometak to meagain. Or cdl for me"

"How do | dothat?' he asked.
"Simply spesk this code word: 'Tuminous.’ | will answer, no matter the circumstances.”

Imre caught aflash of humor in the bizarreness of the Situation. "Thisisal very cloak-and-dagger.”



"Y es. For good reason. Y ou are more important than you redize.”
"Me" he asked, "or who | used to be?!
"Isthere adifference?’

With an abrupt lurch, the light changed back to normal. The oppressive heaviness of the air relaxed a
measure. Slence fell—complete silence, for his ability to eavesdrop on the Jnc'sinternd conversations
ceased as suddenly asit had begun. The Jinc mouthpiece spoke asit had aways intended to,
uninterrupted by the strange fugue moment Imre had experienced. The entire conversation with the
gphere had taken barely an ingtant.

"Wefound thisobject,” said the Jinc, "not long before you were discovered. For atime we wondered if
this was more than a coincidence.”

Imre suppressed aflash of anger. "I've never seen anything likeit before," he told the gestalt with utter
truthfulness. If he had, that knowledge was il locked in his skull. "How on Earth did you find it, way out
here?'

"Our detection systems are excellent,” the Jinc told him, echoing the silver spheresclams. " Sendtive
enough to see the explosions that destroyed the Drum?”

"Y es, asamatter of fact. Our sensors examine every quarter of the starscape for anomalies. Thetwo
nuclear explosions that destroyed the Drum were noticed. However, the echoes of war gill propagated
through the vacuum even then. Y our death-sgnature was archived and not closaly examined for some
time, hence our delay in atending the scene.”

That loosaly accorded with what the sphere had said. It didn't, however, make his circumstances any
clearer than they had been. That the Jinc had not acted immediatdly didn't make it hisenemy, even if
prompt action might have spared some of his present complications. Nuclear explosions weren't the
objects of itslong quest. Life, not death, wasits objective.

Stll, that made one out of three, he thought. If he could verify the second of the silver spherésclaims,
that would convince him of the third, and of the certainty that he would take advantage of the spheré's
offer, if it, in turn, was genuine. That something might have hgppened to the Continuum in his absence
was amatter of congderable concern. Shielding himsdlf from that possibility was not in hisbest interest.

Heindicated the sphere. "Have you asked anyone el se about this? It might be an important find."

"We arein no doubt about that," the Jinc told him, "but neither are wein any hurry to relinquish it. Our
examination continues. Should every attempt fail, then wewill cal for assistance and advice.”

"Fromwhom?'

"Another ganglion of the Noh, or from the Continuum itself."
"That makes sense.”

"Wethink s0."

They stared at each other for along moment, Imre sensing me combined attention of dl theindividua Jnc
mouthpieces focused on him. What were they saying about him now? Did the Jinc till suspect a
connection between him and the sphere, or had it abandoned that thought for the moment—ironicaly just
as aconnection had been formed?



"I've seen enough,” he said. "Whatever it is, congratulations on finding it, but | can't help you open it.”

The Jinc mouthpiece backed out of the containment vessdl, and he followed. The long, black nose of the
starship loomed over him. He avoided looking at it as they passed through the museum of relics. What
was the point of escaping, he asked himsdlf, if he didn't know where to go? As he passed through the
bloodred door, he banged hiswidened hip againgt the sed and cursed in alanguage he hadn't known he
spoke until that moment.

His guide took him to the observation port, where he sat looking out at the stars until fatigue sent him
back to bed. The Jinc adhered to no strict diurna cycle, and his body lacked the physical need to deep
that ancient humans had been endaved by. Y et part of him yearned for rest every eighteen hours or so,
and he had no real reason to fight that impulse. Neurona rewiring continued apace whether he was
awake or adeep, and as many revelations waited in dreams as waking recollections.

The Corpswalked and talked with him through numerous adventures. Real or imagined, he didn't know
for certain, but their familiarity—or the supposition that he should find them familiar—was not
unwelcome. Those four people might be dead now, expunged from the gdaxy just asviolently asthe
Drum had been; but they had lived, he had known them, and he clung to them now aslinksto who he
had once been.

Alphin Freer, Emlee Copas, Helwise MacPhedron, and the big soldier whose name he il couldn't
place—waked large againgt abackdrop that was at times unimaginably exotic. Humanity occupied not
just the surfaces and atmospheres of planets annexed during their extensive travels, but every possible
niche between. With virudike mutability, colonies had sprung up around dead stars, red dwarfs, even
black holes. Habitats accreted in the hearts of dense molecular clouds, drifting with the tides between
gars. Even stars themsealves proved hospitable to hardier, high-energy types, those who chose to speed
up rather than dow down their metabolic rates. Whole civilizations rose and fdll in the hearts of some
sellar furnaces, unseen for the most part by the rest of the universe. One such civilization so disrupted the
inner workings of their home that they caused it to go nova prematurdly, destroying everything within.
Another deliberately collgpsed the entire mass of their blue variable into a supermassive, rotating cylinder
longer than the diameter of the Earth's orbit but less than an atom's-width wide, which promptly
disappeared, triggering gravitationd ripplesfelt haf the gdaxy away.

Experimentsin biology and high-energy physics occasiondly struck achemica gold. The Continuum's
inhabitants wrought in forms from the very large to the very small with equal aplomb. Their fallureswere
just asimpressive. Sometimesit was difficult to tell them apart.

Imre dreamed of shattered moons, poisoned planets, and tattered rings left in the wake of the Mad
Times, or smply in the ordinary course of business. He saw hollowed-out worlds swimming through the
outer atmospheres of old, diffuse stars. He remembered navigating oceans, skies, and crusts made from
every possible substance: diamond spires, hydrocarbon sess, acid clouds, rivers of molten meta; the
possbilitieswere endless. All were sources of conflict when the Corps cameto visit.

Finally, he saw astar born fat and vital, more than ahundred times larger than Sol and swollen to red
corpulenceinits middle age. Once part of adense cluster some small distance from the gdactic plane, it
had drifted free millions of years ago and dragged several companion starswith it. These eight stars
circled the central superstar like planetsin an ordinary system, occupying orbitstipped at all anglesto the
ecliptic: two golden, two small and red, one bright blue, one white, one green and fitful, and one dark and
dangerous. Some of those stars had spawned worlds of their own, deep in the heart of the origina
clugter, and they came dong for the ride too, forming a supersystem made stable and inhabited by
humanity in severd waves down the millennia.



One such habitation had grown voracious, fueled by a combination of resource acquisition and political
fervor. A technarchy founded on principles of extreme rationalism and intolerance, it had boiled out of its
corner of the supersystem and threatened dl of its neighborsin amanner both subtle and devastating.
Even at the best of times, the supersystem was anavigationa nightmare, with asteroids swinging from
companion star to companion star along orbits dmost too complex for Fortsto chart. Simple nudges
were enough to divert dozens of such bodiesinto missiles massive enough to wipe out whole worlds.
Such nudges were thefirgt shotsfired in the conflict that came to be known asthe Chaos War. Patient,
ruthless, resourceful, the Alienist Technarchy set the Continuum againgt it in afight it could not possibly
win.

Imre dreamed of long gun battles through the tunnels of the Scathe, the enemy's primary habitat. The
conflict had been long, complex, and wearing, with numerous fronts and significant |osses on both sides.
Exotic wesponry played amgjor role, asit rarely did so close to inhabited worlds. The technarchy
dreamed and built big, employing the largest fiel d-effect generators Imre had ever seen and wielding
asteroid-shearing laserslike chopsticks. After bombardments failed, less subtle techniques of warplay
cameto thefore.

At the technarchy's heart was amassve, crygtdlineintelligence. Scaling one face of this centrd edifice,
placing exotic matter charges with timers every ten meters, he had endured the badgering of the
technarch with sllent certitude.

It couldn't kill him without harming itself, so instead of force, it had tried persuasion, blackmail, and
coercion, without response. Imre hadn't come for a conversation. He had ajob to do, and the window of
opportunity was narrowing.

Inthe end, it had resorted to flattery.

"Youwon't do this" the technarch had told him as he had kicked himself free and primed the detonators.
"Youareacivilized man."

With hisleft thumb on the manua detonator, he had paused to reply. "Isthat what you think?' he had told
the technocrat, hanging before him like afaint shimmer in the heart of the habitat, eighteen stories high.
"You clearly don't know meat dl.”

The button descended. The shimmer cracked. He had felt nothing—no shock wave, no tempest, not
even asgh—asthe mind of hisenemy shattered. Just satisfaction of agrim and resolute kind. Another
job completed. Another enemy dain.

That feding lingered when he woke. Satisfaction, but not without ameasure of doubt. He couldn't quite
pinpoint the source of the latter. His previous self had felt no remorse while eradicating hisfoe; neither
had he doubted the necessity of that goal, nor the methods with which he had pursued it. He didn't
guestion the mindsthat had brought him into play, shuffling him across the board of the galaxy asachess
player might move aknight in for thekill. Not at first, anyway. The events of the Chaos War had taken
place long before the Mad Times; the Corps had obeyed its masters absol utely, then.

Perhaps, he thought, the doubt existed outside the memoir, originating in him and his present
circumstances. Were the words his past self had spoken to the technarch a genuine anamnesis, or were
they more dream than redlity? He couldn't tell.

Certainty and doubt curdled through his mind. In the clutches of the Jinc gestat, he couldn't tell what was
real and what wasn't. With no externa point of reference, he had nothing to go on but words and patchy
memories. He needed much more than that if he was ever to find himsdlf.



Without turning on the light, he rolled over and spokeinto the small speaker grille next to his bed.

"Do you have an encyclopedial can browse through?' he asked. "There are some details | need to
check."

"Of course," camethe buzzing reply. "To gain virtua access, dl you needto dois—"

"Not virtual. Hands-on." Until he completely trusted the Jinc, he didn't want to interface with its systems
any more than he had to.

The Jinc took several secondsto consider his question. Maybe, he thought, the gestalt's mouthpieces
were arguing again. How much more time and energy would it waste on its moody passenger? New
bodies, individua quarters, jaunts outside, sex changes—and now this. He braced himself for aflat
regjection.

Hewas surprised. "Y our wish can be accommodated,” the Jinc told him. "Wewill comefor you when
thefacility isenabled.”

“Thenk you."

Herolled back and stared upward into nothing. His breasts spread and flattened across his chest, heavy
and disconcerting, as though the darkness was trying to suffocate him. His period had ceased, and dll
physica desire had vanished with it. That was something. It didn't, however, change the fact that he
wasn't as he expected to be. He felt weighed down al over, under the influence of many gravities.

At the climax of the latest dream-memory, the nameless soldier had loomed over him, adark shadow
whose features were barely visible.

"Picture the man,” he had said, "when the heartbeat stops.”

A fedling of deep, indefinable apprehension was not shaken by the tapping of his guide a the entrance to
his quarters.

* % %

It took him more than asingle relative day to locate the supersystem he remembered. That frustrated him,
snce the search would have taken seconds on the kind of smart databases to which he had once had
access. The Jinc, however, placed little store in either search engines or up-to-date data. The
encyclopediait gave him access to was an ancient, cumbersome thing, containing the combined
knowledge of the human race—frozen in timelike layers of geological strata, since data had been
accumulating at ever-increasing rate since the twentieth century—but hopelesdy out-of-date after a
certain point. A smple search on the parameters he recalled gave him nothing, so he was forced to trawl
through the data himsdlf.

He eventudly found it in atlas cross-linked to the Jinc's navigationd charts. The atlaswas, perversdly, a
cognitive mirror image of every other one he had ever used. More detailed around the gaactic fringes,
where Noh vessels mainly traveled, its data became fuzzier and less relevant the deeper inward he
browsed. Names and dlegiances had changed in hundreds of places, sometimes more than once, but at
least it was aliving document, unlike the stone-dead encyclopedia

As he searched, he was startled sometimes by just how much factua datawaslocked inside his skull,
awaiting theright trigger to bring it forth. That was perfectly reasonable, he supposed, given that hewas
the summation of al the many different versons of Himsdlf, the origind him, who had existed prior to
storage in the Drum. Names and dates were easier to remember than conversations.



Therewerefour supersystemsin the Milky Way, but only one matched hisremembrance. He stared &t its
name for agood while before opening the file containing more detail. "Mandaa Supersystem,” he
bresthed to himsdlf. "I found you."

What, exactly, had he found? The names of Mandaas eight suns were the sasme—Di-Zang, Chugai
Zhang, Manjushri, Sakra, Jampa, Kuntuzangpo, Chenresl, and Akasagarbha—but amost everything ese
was different. The Alienist Technarchy was missing, asit should have been, but not because it had been
wiped from the maps of the Continuum by the Corps hard work, but because it hadn't even existed yet.
What use was an atlas half amillion years out-of -date?

At least he had aname, hetold himsdlf. That was somewhere to start. He had severa names. In hismind,
he arranged them in as many way's as he could conceive: shuffled like adeck of cards, in aphabetica
order, sorted into branching categories:.

? The Corps

? Alphin Freer, Emlee Copas,
Helwise MacPhedron, 77?
?Mandaa

? The Chaos War

? The Scathe

?TheMad Times

?Peorus

?Sal Invictus

Once upon atime, long ago in human prehistory, women of privilege had whiled away the hours stitching
picturesinto fabric, one loop at atime. That was how he felt: each name was a stitch. Surrounding each
ditch was avast expanse of empty fabric waiting to befilled. A list, no matter how long it might get, was
not apicture.

Plugging "Mandda System” into the dead encyclopedia gave him alittle more information. The Chaos
War had begun when the Jinc's data had last been updated. And he had been dive.

With a superdtitious frisson, Imre put his own name into the encyclopedia. He had been afraid to do so
earlier in case he received anegative result. Now, at least some detail of his memory had been
independently verified. He had that much to protect him from the negation of hisfragileidentity.

The encyclopedia produced amatch dmost ingtantly, which surprised him given the many trillions of
names that must have been in its dusty records. " Sternsknecht Imre Bergamasc” was dl it said, witha
three-dimensional image that perfectly matched his recollection. He stared at the information for agood
minute, dightly stunned by its stark existence—and therefore, by inference, his own—before deleting it
from the screen.

"Picture theman," camethe voice of the big soldier again, echoing from the past like avoice out of awell.

Caught in awaking dream, the destruction of the Alienist Technarchy replayed over and over in hismind
until it almost seemed something that had happened to him. He smdlt the chemica tang of explosve gases



not quite scrubbed by his skin-suit filters; he heard the reports and requests of the people under his
command through avariety of senses; he felt the pain of severa wounds, even asthey were heded over
by the powerful forces contained within his sngleton body. At the end of the conflict, he had lost an eye
and hdf aleg to closefire. Both had grown back within aday.

Hewasin no hurry to test if his present body possessed the same capacity.

"| want to contact the Continuum," he told the Jinc when he was certain he had wrung every last drop of
data from the encyclopedia

"Thatisimpossble”

"Why isitimpossble?"

"We are at too great aremove to detect the data halo."
"Y ou won't consder moving closer?!

"Our energy budget isnat infinitdy flexible."

There, at last, was the congtraint he had expected earlier. "Just how flexibleisit? Are you intending to
keep me as an exhibit in your zoo while you meander around the galaxy? Or are you going to teke mein
deeper, so | can make contact?'

"It isnot, at present, feasible to do the latter."
"That leaves me in an uncomfortable postion.”

"Not permanently. We can reduce your tempo until circumstances change, making the time pass more
quickly for you."

"But how long could it take Absolute? If there's something wrong'—he caught his tongue—"something
I've left undone, then the sooner it's addressed, the better.”

"We understand and apologize."
"An gpology fixes nothing. There smply must be another way."
"Thereisnot."

Helocked eyes with the mouthpiece, searching for any sign of duplicity inits dead stare. Thiswasthe
point around which hisrebdlion would turniif it cameto that.

"Supposing | could leave by my own means, would you let me?"

"Of course."

"Why?Y ou made me. Y ou have something invested in my existence. Would you let me go so easily?!
"We have no reason to keep you here againgt your will."

"What if God demanded it?'

"God does not make demands of us. God smply is, and we pursueits nature with al our being.”

"Except when you're rescuing drifting castaways.”



"A good deed needs no judtification.”
"It doesif it digtracts your from your misson.”

"Our mission leads usin unusual directions. Be assured, Imre Bergamasc, that you are part of God's
creation.”

Hislipstightened. God was on hisside, huh? There were no walls or bars around him. Few doorswere
locked. Y et he was as trapped as he would have been in any cell: unableto leave, unableto cal for help,
completey dependent on hisjailers. A prisoner indl but name.

That struck him as brazenly ironic, since he was the one who had been murdered. He was the victim, not
thecrimind.

"l understand,” helied, turning back to the encyclopedia screen, the better to hide hisexpression. "If | am
congrained, it isby circumstance not ill will."

"Thank you, Imre Bergamasc. We are glad you seeit from our perspective.” The mouthpiece bowed
deeply, then straightened. " Perhaps our siwveeps will detect a passerby,” the Jinc said more
magnanimoudy. "That has happened before. If such can be contacted, they may take you aboard and
return you to the Continuum.”

"Yes, perhaps." He tapped at the keyboard. "Rather man hope for what might never eventuate, however,
| will concentrate on the matter at hand: regaining my memories and working out who | was."

"Have you made progress in that regard?"

"Some. | wasasoldier of fortune, gpparently.” He called up therecord. "I can only wonder if | still ook
remotely likethis" he said, summoning the image of the white-haired man back onto the screen.

"Wonder no longer.”

The image changed to show a high-cheeked woman with bright blue eyes and scap dusted ash grey.
Imre stared in darm. Her cheeks and lips were fuller than they ought to be, her lasheslonger. Her skin
was smoother, her nose straighter. No trace of his Adam's apple remained. One earlobe, so thin asto be
amogt trangparent, caught hiseye and held it tight. He couldn't look away.

"That's—" Not me, he wanted to say. The obvious didn't need stating. "Take it back," he said instead, his
voice 0 soft and strained mat he barely heard it himsdlf. "I don't want to seeit!" Theimage vanished, and
he fell back into his seat as though his spina column had been severed. He raised ahand and touched his
brow. A fine layer of sweat covered every inch of him.

"Areyou unwell?' The mouthpiece came up behind him. He waved it away with one hand.

"l am Imre Bergamasc," he said. If the Jinc touched him, he would scream or worse. ™Y ou must have
known it from the very start—my name, at least. It would have been on the Drum somewhere. Y ou must
have wondered about the rest, just as I'm now wondering. What kind of soldier goesto such lengthsto
avoid being erased? What kind of man?'

The Jnc said nothing. Its mouthpiece smply bowed again and backed out of the tiny room, leaving him
perspiring and aone.

He fought the urge to chaseit and pin it against the wall of the corridor outside. Thrust hard against the
tubes and conduits of the crawl space, it would experience some of the pain he felt at that moment.



Physica rather than mental, but real nonetheless. Moreover, it would be felt by al of the mouthpieces as
one. All of them: dl the Jnc.

The urge faded. His handslay on histhighs, clenched so tightly they shook. He forced hisfingersto
unfold. They too were more femininein design than any he had previoudy possessed. They too belonged
to someone else.

He was becoming mortally tired—of not knowing, of suspecting, of trying to fed hisway through amaze
of uncertainties. In hisformer life, he had pursued campaigns with surety and confidence. Where were
those attributes now? He felt weak and powerless. He was | essened.

A stupider, more primitive person might have assigned blame for those fedlingsto his new gender. He
was under no suchillusons. Eveninthegrip of hisdissatisfaction, he knew that its sourcelay in his
psyche, not his physical form. Modern humanity was no more victim to hormones than it wasto
saber-toothed tigers. Hisfemae body might not be his, but it was not betraying him.

Hewondered, feverishly, if something had been doneto him, if the Jinc had ddliberately tampered with
hismind in order to make him more compliant or at |least less able to resist. What would be the point?
What possible end could that achieve?

"You are as close to the record of the Drum as we could make you," the Jinc had told him, shortly after
his awakening. "It was not our intention to create anew persona.”

Hewaslessand less certain of that, the more he thought about it. Being cooped up with nothing eseto
do was driving him even further out of his mind than he dready was.

Impulsively, he pushed himsdlf up and away from the keyboard. The acrid stink of smoke and charred
metal struck hisnoselike aphysica blow. The bridge of the burning ship rose up around him, taking him
back into apast that was asred and immediate as afull-immersion recording.

"We're fucked," stated Helwise, holding the shredded remains of one arm across her chest. Blood ran
down her stomach and thighs to drip unnoticed onto the floor. "We're so fucked we don't even care any
more. What's the point of bending over so they can do it to usagain?| say we go down with the ship and
enditat lagt."

"She'sright,” said Freer. "Who are wefighting for, anyway? The Forts own the Continuum now. Y ou
sad it yoursdf on Uraniborg: therés some utility in dying if it Stopsyour enemy getting what they want.”

"What do they want?' Imre's former salf asked. He could almost taste the bitterness through the smoke.
"They certainly don't care about us."

"Sowhy arewe arguing?’ Freer's hands were on his hips. His brows came together. "Are you afraid to
giveasuicide order al of asudden? Did you want usto ask you for permisson?”

"Y ou misunderstand me, Alphin. The Forts don't care about us, and that's why we can't et thisend here.
They should care. WEIl have to make them.”

Hewiseissued asound like akettle boiling dry. "Isn't that what thiswas dl about? Haven't we
completely outworn that argument?’

"Maybe," he conceded. "Or maybe we've been going about it completely the wrong way."

A distant concussion rocked the bridge from side to side. Imre put out a hand to steady himself—



—and found himsalf back on the Jinc ship, breething air that stank of human, not fire, with two new
names a the forefront in his mind. One was Uraniborg, the capital system of a Sol Invictus maingtay that
had been flattened by the Fort juggernaut during along Mad Times campaign. He remembered
remembering his conversation with Alphin Freer in Uraniborg, remembered the eventsthat had led up to
it. They weren't relevant.

The other name came with an image of space so warped and twisted that it hurt him to visudizeit.
Looking through its moon-sized volume, as one might hold up a cube of ice, stars became red- and
blue-shifted stresks, distorted far from true. A nearby golden sun shonelike rings of precious meta
againg the black, repeated so many timesit wasimpossibleto tell which imagewastrue. Deepinits
heart, dmost invisible against ragged sheets of molecular wreckage that had yet to clump into more than
clouds and protorings, was a solid, dense speck,

Imre had never been amapmaker. Of that, he was certain. He had, however, studied the art in hisearly
years. He remembered warping atwo-dimensiond, rectangular image around a sphere and struggling to
ded with the digtinct pinching of theimage at each pole. The namefor that pinching, inherited from the
ancient days of eectronic cartography, wasa"cat's arse'—and that was the name given to thewarp in
gpace |eft by the Alienist Technarchy at the end of the Chaos War. Discovered during the dissolution of
itsterritoriesin one of the plundered regions of Mandaa Supersystem, its purpose was mysterious. That
it actually had apurposein its present form, and wasn't either an intermediate stage of some gregter,
interrupted project or self-sabotaged wreckage, remained uncertain. It smply was. the Cat's Arse. There
wasonly onelikeitindl of the galaxy.

Why had that name popped into his head?
Hedidn't know.

"Damnyou," he growled, addressing the absent figure of his murderer—the person who destroyed the
Drum and left him doubting every tiny fact about himsdf. "Damn you to hdll for dl eternity!”

Ondl fourslike abig cat, he prowled the cramped corridors of the ship, physicaly burning off the energy
accumulating in him. He didn't know how much longer he could stand it. Theword "luminous' sat on his
tongue like hot stone, burning him, but he would not spit it out, not until he had exhausted every last

possibility of escaping the trap on hisown.

Thefear of exchanging one cage for another was very redl, since the silver sphere could yet turn out to be
as untrustworthy asthe Jnc. It could even be another manifestation of the Jinc itsdf, cleverly playing both
sdesagaing him. That thought dismayed him. How could he ever tdl the difference between being
paranoid and maintaining a sensible degree of caution?

Perhaps, he decided, it would be better to remain cautious, no matter how much hisemotionsrailed
againg it. Without any overt threat made againgt him, he had no real reason to run. The Jinc, surely,
would thresten before making amove. Group minds rarely made snap decisions, in his experience. They
were fractious entities, much given to long, methodica musings and arguing among themselves, just like
any human—and he knew nothing at al aout the sphere.

When he dept after his session with the encyclopedia, his dreamswere full of unresolved confrontations
from his past. The Corps had not ways been a happy collaboration, judging by the memorieshis
present experiences stirred up. Arguments and disputes abounded, over issues both minor and mgjor.
Hisorigina sdf had not been immune to such tensions, dthough it was hisjob to earth them, somehow,
to keep the group together. He was occasionaly even the cause of it, if the confrontation on Pelorus was

anything to go by.



Asthe night progressed, interrupted by frequent half awakenings and much tossing and turning, Imre's
dreams progressed beyond the arguments themsdlves, to their aftermaths, to nuraing egos and restoring
the dynamic mat had existed previoudy. Long, intellectud discussonswith Alphin Freer; wordless
emotiond reinforcement for Emlee Copas, urgent physica tusdes with Helwise MacPhedron. Nostagic
desire disturbed him more than the actual arguments, or the lies he had to tell in order to knit the group
back together. Each time he and Helwise made up—fucking as violently as though fighting each other,
then lying beside one another for hours, speaking of times past in the manner of soldiersdrunk on
glory—he came away bruised, psychicaly and physicaly. There were no limitsto their depredations.
Together, they fed on each other's capacity for rapaciousness. They were dways hungry.

"I'mold. So old." The big soldier whose name Imre couldn't remember sat with knees apart and hands
dangling from them like limp, dead fish. "Cold and old."

Imre'sformer salf adopted amore relaxed pose on the bench beside him: fingers laced behind head, right
leg making abold diagona upward to the wall opposite, left leg crossed over it; black dress boots shining
in adigtant streetlight. 1t was nighttime; they were on a planet. He could hear the sound of adistant party.
His bloodstream buzzed with a cohol or some other soft drug.

"Youjust need to unwind alittle.”
Hard, empty eyeslooked up a him. "I don't need saving.”

"My friend, | never said you did. Never. In fact, you've saved my life more timesthan | can remember. Is
thet right?’

"SoI'mtold."

"There, then. I'm not going break the habit of alifetime now." He glanced at his moody companion from
under hooded eydids. "I'll buy you adrink.”

"l don't understand how you smile and pretend it's fun.”

"I know, mate. | know. | don't understand it either. Just get up, will you?' Suddenly irritable, he unfolded
and stood in one smooth mation. "I'm not leaving you here done. Who knows what you'll do?"

"These uiet nightswill dowly kil me”

"Gah." Imretugged at the soldier's broad shoulders. It was like trying to move amountain. In the end, he
raised his hands and gave up. "Okay, be like that. I'm tired of watching. See you."

Hefelt watched every step he took down the narrow dley. Although he feigned dispassion, a heavy
sense of respongibility dragged him like lead weights behind his ankles. The party wasto celebrate the
liberation of the world from the clutches of an enemy he could barely remember the name of, lessthan a
day after victory. It was dl meaningless— the party and the victory both—but he should be there for the
sake of appearances. Helwise was waiting.

Only when he reached the corner and stopped to straighten his coat, on the brink again of light and
movement and sound, did he redize that the fifth member of the Corpswas standing directly behind him.

"Y ou young things never stay young for long." Despite his Sze and his mood—or perhaps because of the
|atter— the soldier moved asslently asasigh. "Comeon.”

The soldier pushed into the crowd, and Imre followed with a sour look spreading across his narrow
features.



* * %

He hdf wokein the grip of total pardysis. When he tried to move, nothing happened. He couldn't cry out
or even open hiseyes. He fdt as though someone was sitting on his chest. Trapped within his body, he
could only, slently, scream.

" ... lambda-cold dark matter?'

Thewhigper came out of the darknessin his skull. He clutched at it, desperate for anything that might
break his strange, hypnagogic sate, but it darted away with edl-like dipperiness.

"... noncommutativeinflation?'

Heforced himsdif to think without panicking, without fearing for the' sanity of hisreengineered mind. It
was mogt likely anightmare, not some ghostly vidtation. Earth and itslegends were haf agaaxy
away—and since when had the Old Hag been interested in the physics of Genesis?

"... trans-Planckian imprint?'

Definitely adream, he decided. His heartbeat began to subside. The urge to scream faded. He fdlt the
darkness embrace him as deep returned.

The whisperstook on more substance, as though an aura lens had turned, bringing them into focus, and
he became privy to a conversation taking place about him.

"Heknows nothing. Thisexerciseis pointless.”

"I must continue to probe. Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”
"His reassembly takestoo long. He grows suspicious.”

"Nonetheless. Nonetheless™

Imre wasingantly aert again. Those were the voices of the Jnc in his ears. What was going on? Why
had the slver sphere—if that was what lay behind this strange nocturnal apparition—woken him to
witness the strife-torn deliberations of hishost?

Had heredlly heard the word "probe™?
The whisper came again, different in tone from the Jinc's and much moreingdious.
"... superhorizon curvator amplitude?’

So much for erring on the Side of caution. He understood the Jinc's intent now: to ply his subconscious
with phrasesin order to see which ones generated areaction. There was no possibility of lying; such
stimulus completely bypassed his conscious mind. It also completely ignored it—which was how, he
supposed, he could go unnoticed while the Jinc worked.

The whisper perssted, giving him anew phrase every ten relaive seconds. He wondered how long mis
had been going on: minutes, hours, or even whole nights. When it came to—

"... perdstent luminous archaeoglyphs?’

—the response of the Jinc wasimmediate and triumphant, and as startling as it was unexpected.



"He reacts! See? He reacts!”

Imre had indeed reacted to the familiar word: "luminous." The rest of the phrase was meaninglessto him,
but he couldn't open his mouth to tell the Jinc that.

"Thereisaconnection. | knew it!"
"The probe has been vindicated!"

"It vindicates nothing. Thisisjust oneword out of many. It may correlate to something completely
unrelated.”

"That was no ordinary attention spike. It was fresh and meaningful, relevant to the present.”
"Y ou see what you want to find. We need more than one match to be sure.”
"Sure?’Y ou would cdl for athermometer stlanding on the surface of asun!”

"We must follow the Core Precepts. The course you suggest istoo costly. Keeping him in the dark was
onething, but this... ?'

"Thereismore a stake here than one life. We owe it to the Continuum to find out what happened.”

"Agreed. We have no choice but to immediately assmilate him. The knowledge he containswill be ours
forever, Holy and unclouded by uncertainty!" Imrefet the return of panic. "Assmilate’ could only mean
onething: that the Jinc would forcibly merge his mind with the gestat'sin order to unlock the secretsit
suspected him of keeping. In doing o, it would eradicate what few shreds of identity he had regained.
He couldn't let that happen. That he had nothing to hide wasirrelevant. He had nothing but himself.

The Jinc component calling for patience was methodicaly outtalked and outvoted. AsImre struggled
fruitlesdy againgt the pardysis, the Jinc as awhole decided that it would begin preparationsto induct its
guest into the group mind. Argument fell away, forgotten, as discussions of methodology roseto take the
floor. The Jinc wasn't an aggressive assmilator, as some gestats were. Imre had fought severd in his
former life. They were as bad as cancer, and the tools of predatory expansion were latent in every group
mind. The human will didn't easily succumb to the greeter good, even in volunteers. Millions of years of
socid programming weren't conquered in aday.

"Heisexhibiting abnormaly high activity in the cingulate cortex," one component stated.
That'smeydling a you, Imretried to say. Y ou can't do this!

"A dream," said another matter-of-factly. "Quash it immediady. We don't want him waking up in the
middle of the procedure.”

"Of course not. | will—"

Darknessfell like theflicking of aswitch, and al awarenesswent with it. Although he knew absolutely
that his one chance lay in remaining conscious and thinking his way free, somehow—or &t least pleading
hiscase, if he could just make himsdlf heard—there was no time for despair. Oblivion took him as surely
as an ax chop. For amoment, there was nothing at al.

Then he jerked awake with a cry—an audible cry, and awhole-body spasm that brought hishead up in
painful contact with the low ceiling above his mattress. Stars flashed. He clutched at histemple,
wondering if it wastoo late, if he had aready been assmilated, if even now the tapering roots of the



gestat werewinding their way through the crevices of hismind and strangling what remained of his
sdf-will.

"Regranhim!”

The voice camethrough hisearsin the distinctive, stat-icky buzz of the Jinc. The gestdt sounded darmed
and angry. Three of itswithered components, ghastly in the haf-light, loomed over him, hands extended
likeclaws.

“"Luminoud”
The word escaped hislips without conscious intent and burst like a cursein the faces of his captors.

The darkness degpened, became asred as blood. The three components froze in midlunge, their mouths
wide and eyes gleaming hungrily. They looked like vampires, and he noted only then, when he was safe
from immediate harm, that he was backed up againgt the wal behind him with hands upraised.

"Thank you," he gasped, knowing the silver sphere could hear him.

"Y ou arewelcome, Imre Bergamasc." The mdllifluous voice came from the air itsdlf, dl around him. "It
had to be your decision. | could only inform, not direct.”

"l understand.” His heartbeat was dowing, but only relatively speaking. "How long do | have?"

"Y ou have until the Jinc becomes aware of your change in tempo. Therewill be aninevitablelag asits
own tempo adjusts. Y ou are overclocking so much right now that a second Absolute will seem like hours
toyou. Still, I suggest you start moving. Thisisthe only chancel can giveyou.”

"Yes" He swung hislegs off the bed and crept between two of the components. He brushed againgt their
robes and winced, feding the heat of his superfast passage much more strongly than he would ordinary
friction. Their faces didn't move as he rushed by. They didn't even blink.

Hewas out of the room before asingle eydlid began to fal. The crawl space outside was blocked by a
fourth component, wooden and corpsdlike as he pushed it aside, burning his handsin the process. He
ignored the sting and hurried aong the cramped tube.

"Takethefirg left,”" the sphereinstructed him. Then the second right.” A pressure hatch did lazily open as
he approached. He imagined himself leaving a hurricane of superheated air in hiswake.

"Go down the ladder and across the chamber to the door on the far sde.”

Another component crouched frozen in midmotion ahead of him. He went to edge past it when suddenly
it moved, clutching at him with one clawlike hand. He flinched away, much more quickly than he needed
to, and in the process jarred hisright shoulder againgt the wall. The Jnc was moving duggishly, its speed
not yet amatch for his. It was, however, accd erating. He hurried through the door, bresth hissing through
histeeth.

"| think I've broken my shoulder,” he said. "Does the sarship have medicad facilitiesfit for thiskind of
body?'

"It does, and they arefully provisoned. Do not delay. The Jnc is reacting much more quickly than |
anticipated."

Imre shut the pain out of hismind and followed the directions with determined speed. Twice more



components stirred as he passed, reaching for him like ghostsin dow motion. Each time he evaded them
eadly. But from behind him, growing louder and nearer with every minute, he heard the sound of pursuit.
Rustling, scrabbling, desperate, the Jnc was not going to relinquish its prize without afight.

"Left. Right. Right. Down." The sphere'singtructions came more rapidly asthey entered atorturous
section of the vessdl that Imre had never visited. His exposed skin was hot with friction. He had to blink
congtantly to keep his eyes watered. When he breathed, the air seared hislungs.

"How much farther?"

"Nearly there." A pressure door glided shut behind them, cutting off pursuit. One bony hand protruded
from the jamb, caught there like adying spider. It wriggled at him, then dropped away in dow motion,
leaving asmear of blood on the dark metd. "Hurry, hurry!"

He swallowed hishorror and did asingtructed. The pain from his broken clavicle was making him
nauseous, but there wasn't timeto adjust hisinternal chemistry to compensate. It was having enough
trouble coping with the other demands he was placing on it. He didn't know how much longer it could
keep up the pace.

"Wait," said the sphere. " Stop right where you are.”

Imre skidded to ahalt. His skin sizzled. He wasin areinforced antechamber that could have squeezed in
adozen people a apinch. Pipeslined one wal. Five entrances converged on the space through dl three
remaning walls, plusthefloor and celing. The hatch behind him did shuit.

He backed up againgt awadll, fedling atrap closing around him. "What isthis? What's going on?"
"Don't move. Trust me."

"Why should 17"

"Because the Jinc has you cornered, and | am your only hope of escape.”

"What about you? Why aren't you escaping with me?"

"My path is different from yours.

Two of the hatches opened smultaneoudy. No less than seven components inched through, menacing
and methodicd. Their armswere outstretched, their expressionsinhumanly blank. Imre didn't need to
read the Jinc's mind to know its thoughts: the components would rush him as one and pin him down.
Then the gestdt would assmilate him.

He looked around in desperation, lacking weaponsto drive the Jinc back. "Whichway do | run?" he
asked the sphere. "Y ou don't. Stand right there.”

He pressed his back against the hatch behind him. Bone grated against bone in his shoulder. "I should
never have listened to you. Look whereit's got me! Taking to you only confirmed the Jinc's suspicions. It
thought there was a connection between us—but there never would have been if you'd only let me bel™

"There dways has been a connection between us," the spheretold him. "But it's not what you think."

The Jinc closed in. Imre braced himsdlf to fight it off asbest he could. A red light flashed once out of the
corner of his eyes, and the opening wail of aKlaxon reached hisears.

Then the hatch behind him burst open and he was sucked out into space on awave of air. The Jinc



looked as surprised as he was. 1ts mouthpieces scrabbled for grip on the floor and walls, anything to stop
them being swept to their deaths. For Imre, it was aready too late. The sides of the air lock were well
out of reach. He was drifting backward with strange downess, reflexes confused by the mismatch
between hisrelative tempo and that of the Absolute universe. He had time only to flail before the glassy,
outer hull of the Jinc vessd cameinto view. Then he waslost. Once outside the ship there was nothing to
ares hisfal except the galaxy itsdf.

Something hard struck him in the back, sending pain shooting up his spine, shoulder, and neck. Hedid
helplesdy dong arough, black surface before dropping into a deep pit. Bright orange walls enclosed him.
Theroof of the pit shut over him, blocking off the view.

A shuitle scoop, he thought, as air hissed into the chamber surrounding him. The Jinc had a shuttle scoop
ready to collect me, the moment | dropped out the air lock. It built this body, so it knew it would survive
the vacuum.

The look of surprise on the faces of the Jinc components testified to the false nature of that theory.

Accderation gripped him, gave him weight. Groggily, painfully, he sat upright. The world's colors had
returned to normd athough they remained unreasonably bright.

"l am The Cauld Lad" said the ship. "Theingructions | have been given will expirein forty seconds,
whereupon | will need further directives.

"l—I understand. Give me accessto your navigationd data" There was no timefor caution asvirtua
displays poured smoothly acrass hisvision. Glowing arrows indicated vectors, smoothly curling tubes and
sheets represented |ow-energy trgectories from which he could choose. The chart was relatively smple,
with just two ships to accommodate and no other nearby mass. Even as he watched, four smaller dots
launched from the sprawling shape that had to be the Jinc vessd.

"Away," hesad. "Just take me away from here"

"l require adedtination.”

"The Continuum—anywhere."

"That ingtruction isinsufficiently specific. | am not rated for self-direction.”

He put ahand to hisforehead, seeing stars creeping forward from the corners of hisvision. "Mandaa
Supersystem.” That would do. His fractured mind had produced no obvious dternatives.

"Dedtination confirmed.”

Weight increased. A wash of radiation obscured me Jinc ships from view. When the static had cleared,
all traces of the other vesselswere far behind. The gestalt's ageing tech was no match for the starship's
fiery ddta-v. He didn't waste asecond wishing it farewell.

"How long?' Imre asked The Cauld Lad.
"One thousand, two hundred seventeen years Absolute.”

Imre nodded. He could accept that. In fact, he was lucky the Drum hadn't been stationed by one of the
gaaxy'souter arms, in which case hisjourney could have been tens of thousands of yearslong.

"Good," hesaid. "I'll need medica attention in amoment. There's one more thing | want you to start



doing immediatdly. | want you to gain access to the Continuum. | don't care what grade connection or
how you manageit. Just get me an outside dataline so | can see what's going on. Make that your first
priority, after navigation and maintenance.”

"l understand.” The ship's Al hesitated, or seemed to. Mot likely, its attention had been diverted to one
or more of the many subsystemsit supervised. "Y ou will find the medical suite on the aft deck.”

Theair lock'sinterior door did open, reveaing alime green corridor on the far sde. Imre lurched to his
feet. There were no gestalt components to help him about now. He was on his own, at the mercy of the
slver spheresintentions and the ship'swell-being. Where they would lead him, only time would tell.

"Thank you," he said. "It's good to be on my own."
If anyone heard him, they played it safe and remained Silent.
THISELEGANT BITCH

We may hate each other, torment each other, —worst of all, we may be weary of each other, (for
hatred itself would be a relief, compared to the tedium of our inseparability), but separate we
must never.

—Robert dories Matorii

Eight hundred and eight yearsintoitsjourney, The Cauld Lad picked up itsfirst recognizable sgna from
the remains of the Continuum. It was adisiress call piggybacking on a pulsar'sflickering polar beam like
ashutter opening and closing in front of abright light. Such beams were properly used as navigationa and
chronological aids, with many of the galaxy's two-hundred-thousand-odd pul sars conscripted to the task.
Those pulsarsthat pointed across the galaxy's flattened disk, where most of the traffic went, were
particularly prized, snce shifting the orientation of aspinning stellar corpse into amore convenient
direction was ajob considered difficult even by the Forts.

This pulsar was Situated in the Crux Arm, tens of thousand of light-years away. Imre was less surprised
that The Cauld Lad had detected such adistant beacon than by the message. Decoding it took no time
aadl.

"The Slow Wave has ruined us. One by one, we fell. What have we done to deserve thisend?’

That wasthe entirety of the message. Imreread it many times over, as though that a one might reved
some hidden subtext, some subtle clue that might otherwise have e uded him. There was nothing. He took
the transmisson'sraw dataand analyzed every 1 and O, noting increasingly tinier arrhythmias, the dightest
shift in frequency. There had to be more, but he couldn't find it.

The Cauld Lad raced on, tearing energy out of the vacuum and doing its smal bit to delay the explosive
expansion of the universe. It seemed unconcerned by the strange portent, but it wasn't designed to
wonder about such things. It was apoor companion, one of reactions and reflexes, never initiating a
conversation that wasn't about navigation or maintenance. Its encyclopediawasthe origina from which
the Jinc's had been copied, so it had no new data to offer. Imre was aone with his doubts and found no
succor among them. He dowed histempo further and further until decades passed in just an hour, but il
time seemed to drag.

A century went by before they finally encountered the data hao of the Continuum. He expected atorrent
of information clogging every band of the electromagnetic spectrum. That was how it had beenin his
former life, adense, infinitely complex web connecting every far-flung member of humanity, dl acrossthe



gaaxy'sbroad disk. Instead, whole bands were empty, or contained little but distant transmissons,
broken up into gtatic by dust and faulty relays. Other bands squawked with conflicting protocols,
interfering signas, and active jamming. It was hard to make out anything beyond detached words or
castaway clauses. Thisonly deepened his puzzlement. Communication was what had bound the
Continuum together, not trade. For what perverse reason would humanity have dismantled its greatest
work?

"..theSow Wave..."

The recurrence of that phrase chilled him. People spoke of seeking its origins and nature, of trying to
eludeit or turn it back, of damage done and ruination left in itswake. Imrewas till too distant to seefor
himsdf what the mysterious, terrible phenomenon had wrought on humanity's home; part of him was
afraid to see. But he had to know. He had to understand. What had the Jinc hidden from him, and why?

Another century passed. The Cauld Lad dove deeper into the dusty Sagittarius Arm that was hometo
Mandda Supersystem, wending itsway through glowing nebulae and past fiery blue giants. Digointed
transmissions went from atrickle to aflood. 1solated packets seemed to be bouncing without purpose
from relay to relay, long disconnected from their senders or the rest of the message they bel onged to.
There was no possible way to reassemble them dl; Imre could only trawl through the most promising
pieces, hoping without real hope for amatch elsawhere. He found dollops of conversations, of stories, of
scientific treatises, of political speeches, of thoughts, of artworks— none of which would ever reach its
intended audience, none of which would ever be complete.

That thought more man any other filled him with unutterable sadness. If the Continuum had been acrysta
of precise and unfathomable complexity, then someone had struck it with avery large hammer. The
pieceslay dl around him, gleaming and strangdly beautiful in their own way, but heartbreaking in their
randomness, their disconnection, their unbearable limitedness. Who would have destroyed such a
tremendous achievement?

Revulson filled him. He was aflea crawling across the gdactic corpse. A fleawith no purpose, no
destiny, no past. What had been lost by humanity completely dwarfed his own persond criss—buit if
there was any difference he could make, any sacrifice or surrender, he would offer it unhestatingly. The
ruin of humanity'swork was awful and terrible. He could not go on.

Two things kept him moving. One: the Slow Wave. Without knowing what that had been, how could he
decide what exactly had befalen the Continuum and whether it could be undone? And two: the galaxy
had been shattered, but not al of the pieces would have been destroyed. Some must have been
overlooked, somewhere. The thought that such isolated remnants might be hiding, waiting for theright
moment to emerge, gave him some small hope. That wasdl he needed.

Heraised histempo closer to Absolute as The Cauld Lad gpproached Mandaa Supersystem. All of the
ship's sensorswere set at their highest resolution, peering past the glowing cone of his deceleration to
what lay ahead. Transmissions from that sector, like every other, were garbled and incomplete. The Line
relays leading to neighboring systems and beyond were full of gibberish, those that were ill working at
al. Imre began to despair of finding anything at his destination but dissolution, desolation.

Then, as he passed through the system's enormous bow shock and officialy left intergalactic space, he
found in the central sun's heliosphere that older and |ess pervasive means of communication had been
revived. Echoes of maser and radio communications grew louder the closer he approached the system's
heart, and he trawled through numerous different archivesto find codes that would unlock the primitive
sgnasbefore he arrived, in order to know who they came from, what they meant.



The Cauld Lad's course took it on along, curving parabola past two of the system's secondary suns.
Thisenabled it to triangulate many of the transmission sources. The most powerful orbited Di-Zang and
Chenres, two stars that had not possessed dominant civilizationsin his day. The sources he had expected
to be lighting up the sky were deathly quiet.

The transmissions, when he decoded them, contained news reports, sportscasts, entertainment shows,
and scientific data—too much for one person to filter through in the short time available to him. They
were, in miniature, everything he had expected to see across the whole galaxy. Where previoudy there
had been no information to mull over, now he had too much.

Some light-hours out of Chenres, the closest Sar, he prepared a stlatement to send to the authority in
charge of the mgor colony, Hyperabad. He introduced himself and briefly outlined his circumstances. He
requested an explanation for the state of the Continuum, and offered his help, should it be needed. He
asked that his existence be kept secret, should the Jinc come looking for him.

The white star loomed closer, freckled with sunspots. Prominences waved like cosmic hair. Chenres's
sblings burned brightly against the galactic backdrop. He thought of mourners holding candles
surrounding the body of aloved one, their faces shrouded with shadow.

Doubt filled him. Who were these people who had taken over Mandala Supersystem in the wake of its
previous inhabitants? They could be survivors of the terrible tragedy that had befalen me galaxy, or they
could be collaborators living high on the spails. Every ingtinct screamed at him to gain more information
before declaring himself to anyone. He didn't want to end up a.captive again.

The Cauld Lad baffled its drives and changed course at his command. He deleted the message unsent
and considered aternate destinations. Di-zang was just as busy as Chenresi; Sakrawas dark and
forbidding, showing alot of slent traffic in and out; Chugal Zhang's five gas giants and numerous moons
were crowded with mercantile transports babbling on about wares and exchange rates. In the end, he
chose the quietest, emptiest corner of the supersystem: Kun-tuzangpo, a golden star with no major
planets and no obvious transmission sources. There he could St and listen without fear of discovery or
interference. There he could consider what to do next.

Memories of the Alienist Technarchy swamped him as The Cauld Lad powered along its new trgjectory.
Decison made, heretired to hisroom to deep them off.

He dreamed not of the technarch's demise but of giant breskers, of curling, green walsfalingin dow
motion over cities of glass. Worldswith naturaly liquid oceans comprised only asmall percentage of
those found across the gdaxy; many such H20 reserves had frozen solid or evaporated away before
humanity had discovered them. The thunderous power of water was therefore unknown to most people.
Imre had experienced the redl thing on severa worlds; he had even learned to surf, once, on abrief R& R
break between campaigns.

He was under no illusions, however, that the Slow Wave spoken of in tones of such terror and dread by
the former citizens of the Continuum was made of water, or anything remotely like water. Something had
propagated through the galaxy in the fashion of awave, sweeping al that was civilized beforeit. What
could it have been? A natural phenomenon? An army? A virus, biological or software? He feared for his
own safety and that of the ship. If he exposed himsdlf without proper protection, he might be corrupted
too.

"I'mthe disease," he remembered the big soldier saying in alifter bay, waiting for adrop. "Looking for a
cure”

"You're so full of shit," Helwise had sneered. Imre had thought that he understood, athough that



understanding wasn't part of the recollection and sadly escaped him now.

Thetide of the past was strong. It had ebbed during his escape from the Jinc, with so many other issues
to worry about dong theway. Now it rose again, stirred up by the gravity of settings both familiar and
unfamiliar. The super-system's e aborate constell ation possessed a reassuring congruency with his
memories, the activity of itsinhabitants did not. The fear of what he might find under every unturned stone
had not decreased. Oceans held more than water. There were monsters too.

"l have detected adistress beacon,” the ship announced, when they were still haf alight-day from
Kuntuzangpo.

He struggled out of hislow-gee hammock and up to the brilliant, yellow plagtic bridge. Every roomin
The Could Lad was decorated in adifferent color: the orange air lock; the blue corridor; his green
bedroom; the purple head that he hadn't used yet. He felt like turning out the lights sometimes to deflect
the barrage of primary and secondary colors. That the ship had abridge at al spoke of anachronistic
designersor idiosyncratic owners, somewherein its past, but it had nothing to say to him about that.

The bridge was circular, entered viaa hatch from below, with awraparound display offering haf a
spheresworth of visua information, asthough his head were sticking out the hull. Ever-changing
instrumentation and contact pads occupied asweeping bank bel ow the display, making a rainbow of
flashing lightsin till more bright colors

"Show me" hesad.

A window appeared in the display alowing him accessto the raw data and various treatments of the
same. Waveforms glided by, looping every haf aminute or so.

"Givemeaudio aswdl."

The transmission was sharp-edged and painful on his ears. He winced, even a the sametime ashe
recognized it.

"That'sa Corpstranamission.” He could barely believeit, but his memories|eft no room for doubt. "Are
you sureit'san SOS?'

"The content is unambiguous.” A trandation appeared in one of the windows: brief, brutal code
requesting immediate assstance, but no name, no details of the emergency, no time or date. It could have
been broadcasting for centuries, long after the reason for its existence becameirrelevant.

He couldn't take that chance, though. If the transmission was recent, it might lead him to one of hisformer
companions. They could help him stabilize his sense of self and perhaps offer alead to the person who
had tried to erase his existence from the galaxy.

"Wheré'sit coming from? Have you pinned down the source?’

"I have." A map of Kuntuzangpo'simmediate surrounds ballooned outward from apoint. The only
navigationa hazards consisted of dust clouds and asingle, straggling asteroid belt, cleaned out long ago
by the Alienist Technarchy. There wasjust one red marker, but it was abig one: the Cat's Arse, the
virulent welt in space-time left behind after the Chaos War. The transmission's source lay in the very heart
of it.

‘Take us closer," he ordered the ship. "When reply times are below three seconds, send an
acknowledgment. If you receive aresponse to that, ask for more information. Use your standard
protocolsif you're not familiar with Corps handshakes."



"l amnot." The shipboard Al offered no further eaboration on what it wasin fact familiar with.

Imre suppressed a growing restlessness as the ship swooped closer to its destination. The spatial
anomay was difficult to see from adistance, looking like perfectly empty space until it occluded a distant
gar, which crinkled and sparkled unpredictably. The ship carefully tracked such occlusions, projecting
them on the display so Imre could view them in turn. He paced the interior of the bridge; seventeen steps
took him once around the instrumentation panels. The images turned with him, always presenting the best
possible angleto their sole viewer.

When, findly, the ship detected a hard image among the distortions, he wasready to seeit. The picture
swayed ever so dightly—the only indication that the ship was currently decelerating at hundreds of
gravities—and hefound it difficult to decipher at first. Hashed up in negative, he made out straight lines,
haf circles, and sharp angles. geometric figuresthat had to be artificid but didn't codesce into anything
recognizable. The ship threw up further enhancements, steedily refining theimages until akind of sense
emerged.

"Ships" Imresaid. "L ots of them. What arethey doing there?* The formsvisblein theimageswere
jumbled, with no clear sense of order. "It doesn't look like adock.”

"Ambient radigionisminimd,” said The Cauld Lad, confirming hisopinion. "There are no navigationd
beacons or automatic hails.”

"A graveyard, then. And/or atrap. Takeit dowly and carefully. | don't want to be hit by whatever hit
them.”

The ship didn't state the obvious: that the crews of the previous ships might have thought exactly thet, to
no avail.

He stopped pacing and rested his hands on the edge of the instrumentation panel. With fixed intensity, he
studied me new images asthey camein. Each ship was a different shape and hanging at adifferent
orientation in the anomaly. Some overlapped, as though they had suffered acollison. One, adender liner
more than ten kilometerslong, skewered an inflatable habitat like a needle. Debris surrounded them both,
hanging in thick tendrilswhere the spatia deformation was stickiest.

In the center of the anomaly, lurking like ablack spider at the heart of its web, was a dense object he
didn't remember from the Chaos Wars but had glimpsed in his memories. No more than a hundred
meters across, it seemed completely inactive, but he assumed nothing. If amaign intelligence was behind
the degtruction of the ships, his money was on aremnant of the Alienist Technarchy—some lingering
weapon brought back into service by accident, chance, or timeitself. There was no expiration date on

revenge.
"Do you think we should just leave this done and go somewhere ese?' he asked the ship.
Thereply came, exactly as he had expected it: "That question isinsufficiently specific.”

He knew the answer to his question anyway: the anomaly, like Mandaa Supersystem itself, was proof
positive that his memory was accurate. The coincidence of a Corps transmission from the heart of it
could not beignored. Like aman peeling back the layers of an onion, hefelt that he was at last getting
closeto atruth. It might be bitter, but he didn't care.

The Cauld Lad coasted the last million kilometers, engines at the ready for ahasty retreat. It possessed
no wegpons or military shielding. If it had in fact been azombie derelict, al evidence had been stripped
by the Jinc. Itsreflexes, however, were fast, and Imre had no doubt of itsingtinct for self-preservation.



Instructed to flee at the dightest threst, it would do so to the best of its abilities.
" am broadcasting acknowledgment of our receipt of the distress beacon.”
Hewaited, barely breathing, for five minutes. "No reply?"

"No."

"Broadcast it again,” hetold the ship, drumming hisfingers on bright yellow plagtic. His skin looked sickly
inthe harsh, artificia light. He dowed histempo so an hour flew fly by in amatter of heartbeats. The ship
seemed to shoot forward like abullet during that time, then dam to a hdt afterward. Still no reply had
come.

"Theresno evidencethat it'satrap,” he said, speaking more to himsdlf than to the ship. "If it was, they
would have given us areason to come closer. Someone from the Corps would have done so, anyway."
He was sure about that. His colleagues might have been assembled from amyriad of disconnected pieces
in hismind, but he had no doubt about their ability to set a successful ambush. "We've cometoo far to
turn back. Keep going in. Can you find away through the anomaly?*

"l require adedtination.”

"Oh, thething in the middle. There." He pointed at the dense object he had seen before. "Isthat the
source of thetransmisson?'

"No."
"Okay. Then take usto wherever that is.”
A red circle delineated the nose of the needllike liner, and the ship began to accelerate.

Half an hour later, Imreinstructed the ship to reduce the display to asmall window on the far side of the
bridge. He couldn't endure the light-twisting effects of the anomaly without such mitigation, but he
couldn't cease watching entirely either. There wastoo much to see.

It became clear dmost immediately that the tangle of ships definitdly was agraveyard, judging by the
number of blast craters, laser scars, and shrapnel everywhere he looked. Pedled-back metal mixed with
shattered ceramics, melted plagtics, and more exotic materids, al in astate of profound distress. The
forces that had gutted the ships were long gone, however. The wreckage was cold and dead, and had
been for centuries at least.

Among the pieces of dead ships and machines, he saw pieces of dead people too. Sad, broken figures
drifted endlesdy in vacuum, radiation-scarred and frozen. He couldn't tell without autopsiesif they were
Primes, singletons, or frags, but the distinction seemed irrdlevant. Part of him that had been asoldier
recognized distinctive signs of small-wegponsfire and suggestions of agun battle among the ruins. That
bothered him. The dead crewsweren't al victims of vacuum and the anomaly's obfuscations, then.
Someone or something else had killed them.

The Cauld Lad edged nearer the stricken liner. Its curved hull looked intact, but dl itsair locks were
open and dusted with frozen atmosphere. Two were clogged with bodies, spread-eagled and stiff. The
source of the beacon wasin the battered nose, akilometer from their present location, and Imre watched
nervoudy asthe white hull did by. Rows of windows occasiondly broke its smooth, curving surface,
reveding glimpses of the cabinswithin.

"Sill no change?'



"Nor]e."

"I'm going EV if nothing happens soon.”
"| can offer you that capability.”

"I know." He had investigated the ship's resources during the long journey, and knew aready that it
carried three environmenta skin suitsin its extravehicular locker. Aboard the ship, he fill worethe
jumpsuit he had woken in but had fed the Jinc's jumpsuit into the recyclers at the first opportunity. "Prep
one of the suitsand ready the air lock. I'll be down in amoment.”

Hewaited until The Cauld Lad had reached the nose of the liner and cometo ahdlt relativetoit. The
display reveded no sign of foul play beyond the damage to the liner itsdlf. I1ts nose was battered and
blackened, probably by its passage through the inflatable habitat hanging in ribbons near its aft end.
Nothing moved, except in the sky beyond. Every dight movement set the distorted starscape rippling and
twiding.

"Isthat suit reedy?"
IIY$II

Therewas no point delaying. Hurrying to the air lock, he stood motionless as the suit's black membrane
gpread up hislegs and across his entire body. He looked down at the dick, ebony surface asthe suit
performed itsfina checks, turning his hands front and back to catch the light. Apart from two trand ucent
eyeholes, he could have been made of gleaming oil. He had used such things many times before, but not
inthisnew life. Never in such sirange circumstances. The reflective surface only made the curve of his
hips and breasts stand out even more.

The ship cycled the air lock open, exposing him to vacuum and the bedevilment of the anomay. He
focused his attention on the hull of liner, some five meters away, and jetted outside. Reflexes took over
the moment he wasin the void. Orienting by The Cauld Lad, not the stars, he flew acrossthe short
distance to the liner and crouched on the white hull. He had no weapon and no defenses; he was
completely exposed, and hefdt it. The onething he could do was adjust the skin suit's color to blend
more with the background. This he did the moment he touched down.

His heart thudded like afrenetic axman. The liner's white needle was a compl ete contrast to the hollow
darkness of the Drum. The only visible text was asingle word writ large akilometer back from the nose:
DEODATI, in giant | etters, which Imre assumed to be the name of the ship. No identification apart from
that; no registration numbers, no home port, and no flag.

After amoment's stillness, he stood and ran on magnetized feet for the nearest air lock, forgoing jetsin
order to make himsdlf lessvisble. In hismind's eye, he saw sniper fire stitching aline behind him, but
nothing interfered with him. He made it to the air lock unimpeded.

The ship was dead. He could fed its morbidity through the hand he placed on the sterile, white wal. No
vibrations rang through the frame: no engines thrumming, no reactor boiling, no life support whispering.
Something, however, was active. The source of the transmission wasn't far away, judging by the
information given to him by The Cauld Lad. There was amap of theliner'sinterior on thewall next to
theinner lock, and he traced aroute dong the relatively broad corridors with afinger before moving off.

Theliner's many levels were stacked like pancakesto provide anillusion of gravity while under thrust.
Imre turned his suit back to black and kicked himsdlf through the vacuum like a deep-sea diver, seeing in
infrared, hisjets at the ready should he need to change course quickly. Two levels down, in what



appeared to be an adminigtrative nexus for the liner's foresection, he found the device, aboxy structure
with a cobbled-together look squatting in the center of a cleared space. Cables snaked through each of
the room's four doorwaysto carry the transmission to the hull, which acted as avery large resonator,
giving the sgna enough comph to be heard by someone passing Kuntuzangpo. Imre floated motionlessy
in the entrance for afull minute, looking for booby traps. The power supply didn't ppear to be rigged,
and none of the cables |ooked live. There were no bodies dumped over the data-entry point. The
transmitter might have been abandoned as soon asit was switched on.

Hewastoo late. That was the only conclusion he could come to. Someone from the Corps had planted
the beacon long ago, probably when the liner crashed into the anomaly, and it had sounded out into the
void ever since. Kun-tuzangpo, being an empty comer of Mandala Supersystem, had too little traffic for
rescue to come soon enough. The beacon was a memorid now, not asign of hope.

Asthough afraid of disturbing ghosts, he gingerly nudged himsdlf forward to the data-entry point and
placed hisright hand against the smooth plastic. The skin suit opened achannd between him and the
transmitter's software and he brought a command screen into view, pasted across the silent cenotaph that
was the Deodati .

He selected END TRANSMISSION from amenu. The silence seemed deeper when he had done that,
even though stopping the machine made no audible difference. He pulled away, the newly grown hairson
the back of his neck tingling.

"Take two steps back,” said avoice from behind him. "Don't turn around until 1 tell you, or I'll shoot you
whereyou stand.”

Hedid as he wastold, unable to pinpoint the source of the voice. It was faint, communicated through the
floor in the absence of air, and barely audible even after enhancement. A shadow moved in the corner of
hiseye.

"Put your hands where | can see them. Now."

"| followed the transmission.” He talked while obeying, hoping that compliance would earn him an
answer. "Where's the emergency?'

"It1l beinyour back if you don't turn around. Do it dowly so | can seeyou.”

He half turned to hisright, just far enough to see thefigurein heavy combat armor standing against one
wall below an open ceiling hatch. That was enough. Setting his suit to mirror finish and flashing itsjetsfull
thrust at hisassallant, helet the recoil propel him away and around the transmitter. Lines of energy
followed him—a Birmingham X-ray laser, scintillating through dust and jet exhaust. He careened around
the room like aderanged blowfly, histempo rising steadily until the time between each laser burst seemed
to take an age. The person shooting at him had agood aim and unequivocaly meant him harm. Even
overclocking, he was hard-pressed to get closer without being shot. Hisjets might have dazzled the
shooter for an ingtant, but that smal surprise didn't last long.

Hekicked achair at the laser, which burned it nestly in two. Pressure hatches had come down with the
firgt shot, cutting the cables and seding him insde the room. He had to take out the person firing at him
quickly, or else he would inevitably die. That knowledge welled up in him from the same place that had
made him move, once he had located the person threatening him. It was part of him, thissoldier'singtinct,
and hetrusted it without examination. It would keep him diveif it could.

Thick, acrid fumesfilled the room. His attacker was moving, coming around to keep the transmitter
between them. That made no sense until the laser Sarted firing again, dicing the blocky construct into



pieces. He couldn't stand by and watch his only significant cover being reduced, bit by bit. He dropped
to the floor and thrust flat dong it, reaching for the shooter's feet. They lifted as he approached and the
laser came down toward him. He kicked off thewall with agrunt of effort and ricocheted away,
imagining the target reticule gliding across his back. Even at full thrust, the suit was too dow—too fucking
dow—

A bright red flash threw sharp-edged shadows across the room. He didn't know what had caused it, but
he took advantage of the distraction, changing course for another section of the room. The laser skidded
away from him, itsbeam dicing awavy line up onewall and acrossthe ceiling. Thenit cut out. Herolled
ashetraveled in order to look behind him. The bulky figure holding the laser had itself been shot. Bright
red edges limned aholein its armor wide enough to see through. Flesh burned within the hole, stricken as
much by the suit's destruction as by whatever had damaged it. As he watched, a second red beam struck
the figure, blowing it backward into the wall and sending the laser flying. The suit's stored energy
discharged in abrilliant crack, powerful enough to send the disintegrated remains of the tranamitter
bouncing around the room. Burning black soot billowed everywhere.

Imre followed the trgjectory of the laser, even though he could no longer seeit. One outstretched hand
reached it just as the room's hatches opened, venting the obscuring atmosphere into the vacuum. The
laser swung into his arms as though designed to fit there. Hisright index finger ingtantly found the trigger.
Suddenly hefdt whole.

The room was empty, apart from wreckage. His attacker's body had been burned completely away. His
rescuer was nowherevisible.

"Thank you," he said doud and over severd dectromagnetic bands. His voice wavered only dightly. "I
oweyou one."

"We owe each other afavor,” came back an immediate reply, masked as hiswas by layers of distortion.
"Shewastrying to kill metoo."

"Who areyou?'

"Y ou're the one holding the gun. You tdl me."

"Imre Bergamasc," he said, tightening his grip on the stock with hisleft hand.
"Impossble. Hesmae."

"Maybe he was." He responded to the challenge by putting a harder edge on hisvoice. "Now he'snot. Is
that aproblem for you?'

A slhouette gppeared in the entrance to hisright, afemaefigure clad only in askin suit amilar to his. He
recognized the heavy cannon it held in both arms as an Acitak two-shooter, requiring recharge or battery
replacement every other pulse.

"Y ou're so hot who | was expecting,” the woman said, dropping the vocal camouflage. Further
connections flooded him—voice, posture, even the way the spent cannon drooped to point at the
floor—as the blackness of her suit dissolved, reveding aface he had seen in thislife only from memory.
"Thelast time you walked into atragp aslame asthat one, Render didn't talk to you for amonth.”

"Helwise?' The namefelt wrong on hislips. Hetried again, abbreviating it in away that felt more naturd.
"Hd?'

"The oneand only." She strode forward. Her hair swept back in atight, black skullcap, throwing her



featuresinto sharp rdlief. Her nose was strong and proud; her lipswere full and curling up into asmile.
She swayed when she waked, placing one long, dender leg in front of the other with fluid precison. Only
she could go from killer to mankiller so quickly.

Thelaser swvung asde without him thinking of it. The cannon drifted behind her, forgotten. One hand
came up to cup the back of his head while the other did around hiswaist. He froze for an ingtant at the
fed of her suited body againgt his. He could fed her breathing, her body trembling with reaction to their
fast-tempo, combeative dance.

Her voice, physicaly conducted through the suitsfrom her lipsto hisear, made hisskintingle,
"Since when did you have bigger titsthan me?"

He held her in return, then, and knew that by some strange measure he had at last come home. "That'sa
long gory."

She pulled back from him. "It'd better be agood one, you son of abitch.” With apowerful, full-muscled
sweep of her right arm, she punched him in the face.

They were in amaintenance closet off the main bunker's access corridor. She had stripped off her boots
and camouflage pants, and her body armor hung open down her front. Imre'sright hand was under her
singlet, cupping her breast. Hisleft hand gripped her buttocks, pulling her closer to him. He worked
quickly insde her, captured by her dickness, her heat. Her hollow bones gave her a deceptive lightness.
That he could pick her up in onearm if he wanted to made it easy to assume that she was weak. But her
muscul ature was corded and powerful, and her limbs were long for better leverage. She bent like awhip,
and snapped rope-tight. She could move as silently as a shadow, when she wanted to.

They were interrupted by ablast so powerful dust rained on them from the celling.
Shelaughed. "Better hurry, or our asseswill be blown off."

"It'snot my assI'm worried about.”

"Y ou and me both."

His communicator buzzed on the floor, where held discarded it along with his pack and rifle. Heignored
it. The urgency of the Situation, the need for haste, the concern over what was happening elsewhere, the
sheer irrespongibility of their behavior—all of it combined in apowerful, physica rush that swept him
away, just for amoment, more completely than combat ever did.

Another subterranean concussion shook the floor beneath them. She lowered her legs and eased him out
of her. "Fuck."

"Well pick thisup later.”

She grabbed his neck and pulled hisface down to hers. They kissed hard, briefly. "If you're lucky." She
bit his upper lip and pushed him away.

He staggered, off-baance, and put out one hand to touch me nearest wall.
"| didn't hit you that hard, did 17

"No, I—" His head spun one way, then another. "I told you. Things are only dowly coming together for
me. Input provokes output. Being with you again—but here, like this—makesme..."



For amoment, he couldn't spesk.

"Those Jinc cocksuckers should've left you where you were." Her voicewas hard in The Cauld Lad's
plagtic corridors, ringing with upper harmonics. "L ook at you: you'd be dead if it wasn't for me. | could
kill you now aseasily aslook at you. How you lasted thislong isamiracle itsdf.”

The amazement dowly passed. He didn't know how to tell her that in his dreams he was male, thoroughly
male, whilein red life hisfemade form remained as substantive as ever. Whatever changes the Jinc had
initiated, they had yet to manifest.

"You'reright,” hesaid. "But | am il here. Y ou obvioudy don't want to kill me, and | obvioudy don't
want to die. The Jinc might not be to blame for the rest. Let's move on. What are you doing here? Who
was that back there?'

"Her? She'sirrelevant now. Forget about her.”
"Shetried tokill me."
"Sheld been trying to kill me alot longer. Don't take it persondly.”

Helet go of thewall, remembering the signs of small-armsfire hed seen dl through the graveyard. "How
long had you two been sniping at each other before | showed up?'

"Longer than | careto remember.” Her dark eyes watched him, revealing nothing. "Come on. Thisold
ship of yoursisasdtting duck. We should get moving."

She had said that earlier, while crossing the gap from the liner to The Cauld Lad. In thelock, they had
removed their suits, noses crinkling a the acrid dust they had carried from the fight scene. Under her suiit,
shewore alight, insulated garment covered with zips. He remembered that kind of garb from his previous
life, but he couldn't remember what she kept in the pockets.

"Where do you suggest we go?' He had brought her up to date on his Situation—hbriefly, covering al the
sdient points—but she had yet to reved anything about hers.

"The habitat,” shesad. "The Cat's Arse. That'swhy we're here, right?!

"| came here because of the distress call.”

"That'sdl?"

Hefdt her puzzled stare on him as he led the way to the bridge. 'Tell mewhat you think I've forgotten.”
"What's thelast thing you remember? The Sow Wave?'

"Further back. Pelorus, the Mad Times."

"Jesus. Y ou should still remember. Wed agreed by then that thisis where wed meet if things ever went
sour. We built asafe house here. Y ou designed it. Are you telling me you knew nothing about thiswhen
you came here?'

Hedidn't say anything, unsure exactly what he did or didn't know. He might aswell have forgotten the
safe house for dl the conscious knowledge he possessed of it. The Cat's Arse had meant nothing to him
until the name had popped into his head, and even then it had seemed little more than acuriosity. Y et
here he was, with Helwise, at the end of achain of coincidence and luck. He marveled at theway his
subconscious had crept him crabwise to where he needed to be.



"What happened on Pelorus?' he asked. "I know we lost the war.”

"Y ou surrendered on our behaf. The Forts rescued the survivors, junked the ship. It was all over. The
Corps should have been tried and convicted astraitors. The Forts should have killed us. But you talked
to them. They let usgo”

“Why?

"I don't know for sure. | wasn't part of that conversation; this version of me wasn't there. But | can
gu%"

He stopped at the base of the ladder leading to the bridge and turned to her, waiting.
"You redly don't know?" she asked him.
"Give me one reason why 1'd lie about that."

"I gave up trying to work you out long ago, Imre. It wasn't something you encouraged. If it was, maybe
we wouldn't be where we are right now."

"What do you mean by that?'

Shesghed. "I don't know. Let'sjust get onwithiit, into the habitat. I'll feel better without imagining her
everywherel turn.”

"Shehad dlies?'
"Well, there are more like her out there. That's close enough.”

Her nervousness was both uncharacteristic and contagious. ™Y ou've been hiding too long, Hedl," he said
as he ascended, hand over hand.

"Isthat any different from being out of the picture?' she caled up after him.
"You know itis. Neither'seasy.”
"I'm not saying thet. Not saying thet at dl.”

From the bridge, they put The Cauld Lad into motion, easing it away from the liner and deeper into the
Space Age Sargasso. Firm nudges shouldered the hulks aside where no clear passage lay. The creaks
and grumbles of reuctant metal came through the walls of the starship like the laments of dying cetaceans.

Helwise took manua control of The Cauld Lad's navigation with efficient and easy familiarity. Imre had
had no interest in doing so before; the Al could do the job better than he could. He indulged her,
knowing that her wish didn't stem from her belief that she was asuperior pilot to the Al but from aneed
to be in control. There was a stretched quality to her, atightness around her mouth that spoke of along
proximity to murder and death. He had yet to ask her about the Slow Wave. It played, he presumed, a
garring rolein her recent history.

"Things were quiet after the Mad Times," she said, her eyes on the wraparound display and her hands
pressed firmly againgt contact points. The view shifted restlesdy at her sllent ingtruction. She didn't ook
at him. ™Y ou.disappeared for awhile, but that's not unusua. Maybe you remember that much. Every
century or two you'd hold your little wank-fests where every single one of you got together and swapped
memories. A big fucking thought orgy, with no one eseinvited. Wdll, | just assumed it was another one
of those. But you were gone longer thistime and you didn't send word. People began to wonder. The



war had shaken al of usoneway or another. Maybe you'd gone to ground for good. Maybe
surrendering had been the finish of you."

Imre leaned againgt the instrumentation panels and listened to her words, to the unfolding tale of Himsdlf
in other times and other places. He fdt as though she was talking about a stranger, and he had to remind
himsdf that he and the Imre Bergamasc she had known were one and the same, separated only by
circumstance.

While she spoke, he never once looked away from her proud profile, yet his eyes saw only what she had
seen; his heart felt what she had felt. A past he had not known enfolded him. For atime without seconds,
minutes or hours, he was utterly no one.

| wasin Chimeleon (she said) when the Slow Wave hit. It had never been much of asystem to start with,
and that didn't look likely to change anytime soon. But it was somewhere, and its people caled it home.
Thered been an incursion from one of the Untitled States, and we'd been sent in to clean things up. You
were there when we arrived, with no explanation as to where you'd been or how you'd found out about
the gig. The powersthat betold usto liaise with you, and we did just that. Just like old times. | tried to
get you to talk, but you wouldn't. Not at first. | could tel you had something to spill. Some big fucking
secret or other. Let him st onit, | told mysdlf. Let him keep it to himself until it won't be kept any longer.
Then helll come around, and I'll listenif it suitsme.

So we go through the motions. (She paused briefly to adjust the starship'strim.) US jobs were dways
untidy. Not any more, since | think they've fallen apart like everything else, and that's something | won't
miss. The Mad Times only made them madder. We were hard-pressed to keep the cap on Chimeleon.
Ground fights were breaking out al over the place, in adozen big cities. We took a couple of tours
ourselves, to get our feet dirty. Y ou seemed preoccupied and jittery. Maybe you could tell | wanted to
ask you about it. Maybe that's why you took us out of orbit, to give me something elseto think about. |
don't know. But it seemed strange, you wanting to bein thethick of it again.

Don't get mewrong. Y ou could still walk thewalk, even if you were just going through the motions. |
reckon | wasthe only one who could tell your mind was elsewhere. Everyone else was just glad to have
you on our Side.

"Wait. Areyou telling me that nothing changed?' heinterrupted her to ask. "After the Mad Times, |
mean. We went to war with the Forts over just thiskind of stuff—usfighting their battles for them. Was
that dl forgotten?'

"Youtdl me, lover. Y ou weren't there to offer an opinion a the time, having bugged out and left usto
take up the dack. It wasaweird kinda dack, let metell you. The Forts weren't treating us any different,
like thewar never happened. Pelorus had barely burned out, and they were offering us assgnments.
None of us had the balls to ask the important questions, then or afterward. It was Smplest to go back to
doing what we knew best."

"That's your explanation? Y ou fell to piecesjust because | wasn't holding your hands?
"Believeit wastha smpleif you like, Imre. Y ou weren't there. Y oull never know."
"I'mtrying tofind out.”

"Wdl, let metel the story,” she said, "and maybe you'll get the picture.)

It didn't go al our way (she continued). The Untitled States had their rootsin deep. There wasthe usua
collateral damage. There were the usua fuck-ups. We lost amillion Primesin one badly timed



counterstrike. The Chimeleon government considered surrender a one point, Smply because they were
tired. We taked them out of that, and in the end | think they were glad. When you're running at Tempo
Absolute, you can't see the big picture. That'swhat we were there for—to tell them that the Untitled
States were abad deal for their planet, no matter how prettily it was dressed up. They had to trust us,
just like we trusted the Forts. It made about as much sense for usto fuck over the Primes asit did for the
Fortsto fuck us. Aslong as no one starts awar they can't win, the system works, right?

We did our job asinstructed, including you. We scoured Chimeleon clean of that particular poison—in
lessthan 180 yearstoo, significantly ahead of schedule. Noncombatant |osses were below estimates. The
Continuum theme prevailed, in the gpproved form. Y esto humanity at al stages of development; no to
predatory regimes that robbed anyone of choice. Never mind the frag Situation; never mind your big
secret. We got it done. That made us heroes and sorely in need of aholiday.

| remember wondering if you'd let your guard down once the pressure was off. With your first gig after
retirement behind you, and with al of peacetime Chimeleon before us, | planned to get under your skin
and seewhat | found.

What | found was this: you'd discovered something new about the Forts. Specificaly, how they
communicate with each other and within themsdlves. They don't use the same meanswe do, which iswhy
it never seemed to hurt them no matter how many communications relays we blew up. They use
something new, something they call Q looping. It'snot FTL, but it's very cheap, energy-wise, and very
long-range. A singlefrag can be hafway acrossthe gaaxy and still plugged into the Fort it belongsto. No
worries. They dso cdl it the Loop.

"I remember that," Imresaid. "I remember knowing about the Loop."

"You do?' Shefrowned. "That means you knew about it before Pelorus. How did you find out? Why
didnt youtel us?'

Therear of his skull ached as though about to shatter. "That | don't remember.”
"Sure, you fucker."
"No, redly. | don't know how it works or who invented it. | just know that it exists."

"Exigted," she corrected him. "The Forts are al dead now, and whatever secrets they had went with
them.”

He opened his mouth, but no words came out. The greatest human mindsthat ever evolved—all dead?
He could barely conceiveit.)

The Forts had their Loop, and we were out of it. Ha-fucking-ha That'stheway | saw it, anyway, and
you didn't rush to contradict me. That you were their pet again seemed pretty incontrovertible. Perhaps|
should have worried less about that and more about the Loop, but you were doing your best to distract
me, dropping hints about some secret project you wereinvolved in, some mission a bunch of you had
elsewhere that not even you knew the full story about.

I've never known anyone quite so paranoid as to keep secrets from themsalves. That'swhat redly gets
me. While half of you were doing the Forts gridy business, the rest of you were up to something so
mysterious even you didn't want to think about it. Or maybe you were thinking abouit it, but you managed
to convince me you werent. | don't know. Layers upon layers upon layers of steaming horse-shit until |
fed like | drowned in it—and now here we are again, with you knowing fuck-all about anything, and me
next to useless, trying to pieceit al back together. Y ou and the Forts, the Forts and their Loop, you and



your secret mission ... I'm as much in the dark asyou are, and that's not agood place to be.

Areyou getting this, Imre? Are you taking dl thisin? Becausethisisjust me beginning. Thisishow it was
before the Slow Wave hit. We were in aspaceport over Chimeleon, waiting for aride out of the system.
We were heading to Mandal a, to regroup with the others. There was only one ship ready to launch, and
that was aFort liner, the Deodati. Y ou pulled some strings and got us aboard, tucked in tight with al the
frags. Y ou'd traveled thisway before, you said. In fact, you knew one of the Fort passengers. There
werejust three: your friend Factotem and two others, or parts of them, in aship built to hold a thousand
people. We were the only singletons aboard; the rest were frags, linked by the Loop to the rest of their
selves. It was creepy asfuck. The ship wasfull of things that looked like people, that ate, shat, and dept
like people, but they were just cdllsin agiant organism. 1'd been fighting the Forts for so long, but that
wasthefirg timeI'd been right up close to one. They surrounded us but didn't even seem to notice us.
Just like the Fortsthemsdlves.

Factotem was ashit: heliked playing poker but kept cheating by sending afrag behind you to look at
your cards. | learned not to take him on pretty fast, but he was good company despite mat. Not dow at
all. 1 thought the Forts worked on a gaactic scale, with their tempos dropped right down low. | thought
that was what made them Forts, and why they hired people like usto do their dirty work. But these
dudes were quick. Y ou could ask Factotem a question, and he would respond ddmost instantly,
sometimes through interface software, other times through the frag itself. | thought talking through afrag
would be like us talking through our skins, or out of our asses, but go figure. Factotem's main awareness
was housed el sewhere, in the Orion Arm somewhere, you said, so the frags ran the ship, those particular
extensons of Factotem and the other Forts. They were crew and passengers born. It was aneat system
that should have been completdly fool proof.

We were hdfway to Manddaat full throttle when the Sow Wave passed us. | didn't know what the fuck
had happened. The noise waswhat hit mefirst. A thousand people screaming—that's what it sounded
like. The racket filled the liner, getting louder and louder. | wasin our cabin, and you burst in like the
devil himsdf was behind you.

"They're dead!" you shouted. "Factotem and the others—something's killed them!™ | tried to cam you
down, but I couldn't. Y ou ran from the room and | followed you. That's when | saw what was making
the noise. Or who, | should say. The frags had burst out of their usua torpor and were running amok
through the ship, banging their heads against walls and tearing &t their hair. | grabbed one of them asit
went past—awoman, or would've been if she hadn't been born afrag. She didn't resst. She didn't even
know | wasthere. Her pupils were pinpoints. Tears were streaming down her face. Her hands flapped
about, repesting the same gestures without stopping. She wasn't redly screaming; shewasjust making a
whinethat only stopped when she had to take abreath. | shook her, yelled at her, but she wouldn't shut

up.

Y ou told meto leave her alone. | didn't want to; she looked so helpless, so pathetic. Not remotely dead,
asyou had clamed.

"Thefragsarent redly dead,” you explained, looking alittle camer. "Thelinksto the rest of their minds
connecting have been cut somehow. If someone opened up your skull and tipped out al your neurons,
what do you think would happen to you?'

| got it then. That'swhy they were running around like chickenswith their heads cut off. " So who's flying
the ship?' | asked.

We hurried forward to the nexus where | found you earlier. The Deodati didn't have abridge per se,
since the Forts were everywhere through the ship, but it could be run from a couple of key places. We



found nothing but chaos dl through the corridors, and the nexus was no better. There were five frags
there. Two werefighting each other; one was sprinting in circles; the others seemed to be trying to make
adifference, but they didn't know how to use the controls, and they weren't helping each other. It was
like watching kids—big, stupid, cranky kidswho were only going to make thingsworse if we |eft them to
it.

Y ou did something then that | hated you for, just for awhile—until | had something much more specific
to hate you for, later. Y ou took out agun and shot the frags dead. Y ou didn't try to talk to them or calm
them down. Y ou didn't threaten them or give them a chanceto get out of theway. Y ou just killed them
where they stood, and stepped over their bodiesto get at the controls.

"Get in here, Hel," you said. "I'm going to need your help.”

| told you to go fuck yourself, but you weren't listening. Do you know how insufferable you are when you
know you're right? The ship had no Al and no one at the helm. To Factotem and the other Forts, piloting
the ship would have been lessthan areflex. They didn't worry about automated systems because they
never needed them. They were patched into the Deodati just asthey were patched into the frags. One
big happy family, until the rug was pulled out from under usdl.

The drive was dready feathering. It only seemed like minutes since the Sow Wave hit, but outside it had
been days Absolute. The hull had begun to degrade. If at least adozen basic systems weren't |looked at
soon, we were as good as dead.

| scrolled through the liner's manifest. "Therésabailout pod,” | told you. "It'srated for areative century
of life support. Let'stake it while our momentum's up.”

"It only holdsten," you told me. "So it'd just be you and me. Now who's the callous one?"
"Therésabig fucking difference” | said, "between killing someone and dying with them.”
Y ou told me to shut up and get the reactor shielding back in the black.

| didn't want to die any more than anyone, but you were up to your eyebalsin the liner's software,
Jjacked in viatwo contact points at once. There was no point arguing. Thefirst thing you did waskill the
drive and st us coasting. We were still moving at afair chunk of C, but the interstellar medium was going
to brake us sooner than later if we didn't start pushing again. Forgetting about the drive gave us some
timeto focus on shielding and getting the other networks stabilized. The ship was asbad asthefrags, dl
gpasms and seizures without the Fortsin contral.

Littledid I know then that it wasn't just the ship. It was everyone, everywhere. I've pieced it together
snce, ligening in to people talking about it, after the fact. The Sow Wave came from apoint near the
center of the Milky Way and swept outward acrossit at the speed of light. It wasn't awegpon in the
conventiona sense. Maybe it was something naturd; | don't know. It sure was specific. The only thing it
did was cut the Loops al across the Continuum. In the process, it killed the Forts. It broke their minds
gpart. There was nothing they could do; they didn't even know it was coming, sSince nothing travels faster
than light. It tore everything to pieces without warning, without notice, in awave that took fifty thousand
yearsto cover the galaxy from end to end.

"Looks likewewon after dl,” Imre said, feding emotionally and physicaly numb.
"Wonwhat?'

‘Thewar. The Sow Wave targeted the Forts. It affected no one else. Doesn't sound like coincidence to



me"

"Y ou think that's agood thing?" She looked up from the wraparound display with eyeslike pits. "L ook
around you. Remember how the Forts always claimed we needed them? How if they relinquished
control, the galaxy would collgpse into chaos? Well, maybe they were right. The Slow Wave destroyed
the Continuum, but not the wave itsdf. The aftereffects. Civil wars, infighting, and daughters. Mass
starvation and disease and natural disasters. Y ou nameit, we've had it, everywhere. If the Fortswere the
main target, we were caught in the crossfire."

He could believe it. The Continuum was without doubt in ruins. Nothing smple or ordinary could have
accomplished that. No mere war. The galaxy had collgpsed in on itsdf once the supporting walswere
removed. The Forts— dow, duggish, pompous, unbearable—had been necessary after all.

"If you think about it," she said, "redlly think about it, the Slow Wave probably killed just afew hundred
people. That's how many Fortsthere werein the galaxy, al up. Maybe even less. That'satiny head
count compared to the one we inflicted on oursalves. The thought that it might have been an accident, or
anatura event, istoo much for most people. They'relooking for aguilty party. Whoever they are, if they
exist, they're keeping their heads down."

He thrust asde aflashback to the bridge of Pelorus— something about Alphin Freer waving agunin his
face— and focused dl hisattention on Helwise. If he hadn't seen the destruction left in the wake of the
Sow Wavefor himsdf, her story would have been incredible, unbdievable. But he had seen. There was
no point doubting her. He had to get his head around the truth, whatever it took.)

Anyway, we didn't know any of thisthen. We thought the problem was purely local. We were stuck in
interstellar space, graduadly losing speed. Y ou were tinkering with network settings deep in theliner's
guts. Your big ideawasto link the fragsinto an ad hoc network. Nothing anywhere near as sophisticated
aswheat they'd known before, but enough to alow them to pool their talents. The shouting was dying
down, but being cm wasn't going to get us anywhere. They were like autistic geniuses. Unless you could
patch them together, they wouldn't be able to talk to each other, let alone get the ship onitsfeet again.

It took usamonth. Half of them starved before they could take care of themsalves. We did our best, but
it certainly wasn't our speciaty. We were better at taking Forts gpart than putting them together from
scratch. Thefirgt time one of them spoke, we held asmall party. Y ou, me, and aship full of frags. It was
like singing in amorgue. The survivors had formed asingle gestalt that | called Headless, because it
wasn't ared identity, just aframe that stopped them from flying apart again. Y ou couldn't converse with
it in anything but machine code, |et lone play poker. It did the job, barely. The screaming had stopped
for the most part.

By the time Headless was ready to work the ship for redl, afull year had passed. There were no parties
then. We were exhausted. All we wanted to do was get accel erating again, to reconnect the fragsto the
rest of themsalves and us to the Continuum. We still didn't know what had happened to the rest of the
gaaxy. A year was lessthan aquarter of the distance to the nearest system. | wouldn't find out until we
got within range of Mandaas light cone, and even then that was only local news. To get thefull picture
would take centuries. More.

Theredly weird thing was that the Slow Wave was gill happening somewhere right then. We just didn't
know it yet, Snceit took thousands of yearsfor the information to reach us. There was no way, either, to
warn the Forts|eft of what was heading in their direction. Nothing can go faster than the speed of light,
not even the Forts themsalves. All we could do was imagine them sitting there, oblivious, astheir death
approached.



Somefate, huh? Still, it's better than seeing it coming and knowing there's nothing you can do. That
would redly suck.

(Disconnection.)

They were a apolitica reception, surrounded by dignitaries and functionaries. Imre wore a black
spider-slk tuxedo with awhite bow tie to match hishair. Helwisg's lithe form was barely contained by a
purple velvet dress from neck to buttocks. He could easily discern the shape of her skeletal structure
through the fabric, able to navigate each narrow rib from long familiarity. Her long legs didn't need high
hedls, but she wore them anyway. Her jet-black hair, piled high in abun, only confirmed her place at the
top of the most-gtriking list. They moved through the crowed like nslooking for atarget.

For once, however, they were off duty—or on duty only in the sense of needing to be seen, not needing
to kill. The reception was not specifically in their honor, since their role in the world's recent conflict was
not commonly known, but their affiliations with certain influential Forts had drawn them some attention,
perhaps even notoriety, anong some socid circles. Their hosts hoped, perhaps, that their presence might
stir up the sort of mild controversy that guaranteed the party would be remembered.

Among the singletons and Primes moved anumber of frags, identifiable by their salf-imposed isolation.
They tended to stand in corners or to one side, away from the action, as befitted their roles as observers
and data-gatherers. Every now and again one would stir and move to a different vantage point, prompted
by ahigher level of mind. Very rarely did one spesk.

Imre drained acrystd flute of champagne and turned to get another. Helwise had moved off to talk to a
decorated old generd with an antique Surflen Systems sidearm hanging from aholster & hiship. Asimre
raised the scintillating liquid to hislips, afrag walked up to him, held out its hand, and introduced itself.

"Factotem-174. That's spdt with an E-M, if you're wondering.”

"Imre Bergamasc." He took the hand and shook, displaying no reaction to the name. He hadn't been
wondering, but he had suspected something aong those lines. Fortsliked their word games and puns.
‘That's M-A-S-C."

"Yes, | know. Y our reputation precedes you. We're grateful for the function you perform on our behalf.
It's hard work and not always appreciated.”

The frag's voice was deep and cultured, itsthick hair grey and long. The robe it wore hung right down to
itsankles, glittering as though covered in diamond dust. When the frag moved, the fabric swayed, sending
gleams of light dancing acrossthe room.

"I'm feding appreciated tonight,” Imre said. "This makes awe come change.”

"Y esindeed. Changeis not just welcome, but critical. To be unchanging isto stagnate and to die. Yet to
you it must seem that my kind adopts avery different policy. At your tempo, the status quo must fed!
eternd, aboothed crushing dl deviation. | would show you, one day, how wrong that impressioniis.
From where | stand, the gdlaxy isavibrant and vita place, and it will remain so aslong asweremainin
charge"

"That's one status quo you intend to maintain, then."
"For now."

Imre sipped at his champagne, watching Helwise with the old general. She had convinced him to
unholster and give her the gun, which she was turning over in her hand as though gppraising it for



purchase. He knew part of her would be tempted to turn it on its owner and fire, just to see thereaction
shewould get.

"I didn't come hereto discuss palitics" Imretold the Fort. "I cameto get very drunk before falling
soundly adeep.”

"Both worthy aspirations, my friend. Wewill talk another time."

The degant frag weaved away through the crowd, long ponytail swaying. Imre wondered when the Fort
called Factotem dept, and whether it dreamed when it did. What strange fantasies semmed from the
unconscious portion of amind as large as agaaxy? What nightmares?

He had, just that morning, been gpproached by a representative from an organization calling itself "Sol
Invictus'— the invincible sun—whose aspiration was to topple the Forts from power. Too long, they
sad, had humanity languished under the yoke of their overevolved masters. Primes, sSingletons, and even
frags deserved a greater say in how the galaxy was run. If the Fortswouldn't allow that truth to be
recognized, they would be made to. Now a Fort had offered to discussjust that very topic with him. An
unrelated event? He couldn't tell, and he didn't want to. His head was overflowing with local politics. He
needed to scour himself clean of that before taking on any more.

"Who wasthat?" asked Helwise, returning unarmed from her conversation with the old generd.
"No one," hetold her, and moved away to get more champagne.

"Thisisredly starting to pissme off,” she said.

He blinked and found himsalf back on the bridge of The Cauld Lad. "What?'

"Y ou drifted again. Where do you go when you do that? Am | really so boring?"

"Y ou're triggering flashbacks," he admitted. "There's too much buried back here ..." He tapped the side
of hisskull with hisright index finger. "It doesn't come free easly. Not & theright time, anyway. Y ou're
doing meafavor."

"Well, I'm no Good Samaritan. Remember that, and try to pay fucking attention.”

He peered out the screen. Spatid distortions painted the sky abewildering array of colors and shapes.
Ahead loomed the blocky, functional form of the habitat. The Cauld Lad was stationary with respect to
both it and the starship graveyard surrounding them. "What's happening?'

"Nothing at the moment. I'm hoping you can tell mewhy."
"How would | know?'

"Y ou designed this place.”

"Soyou say."

"Wéll, I've no reason to lie on that score, and you've no reason to disbelieve me. Shall we move on?"
She pointed a an image on the display. "That'sthe main lock. It's not opening.”

The lock was a stubby cylinder sticking out of the side of the habitat with acircle delineated on one side:
the outer door was closed. "I can't see any sign of damage,” he said.

"That's because thereisn't any. Y ou'll haveto think harder than that."



He came to stand beside her, wondering at his unsettled feeling toward her. Had they aways behaved so
aggressively toward each other?"Y ou say we al agreed to meet here. We must have agreed on an entry
code or series of codes.”

"That'sright, but they're not working."
"I don't see how | can help, then. This place wasn't even on the horizon when my record was taken.”
"Areyou sure? Couldn't thisjust be another thing you've forgotten?

"Of courseit could be. But seeing it now isn't triggering anything. That seemsto bethe way it works. |
saw you and got aflashback about you. Y ou talked about Factotem, and | remembered something about
him. And so on. The only thing that came with here was the Chaos War and the Alienist Technarchy.
Nothing about habitats and codes. Sorry."

Shelooked downcast and frustrated. "What did you remember about me?"

"It doesn't matter,” he said, thinking of them screwing in acloset during aheavy artillery barrage.
"I think it does."

He shook his head. "Not now."

"Indulgeme.”

"Thereésatime and placefor indulgence," he said, feding a sharp spike of anger, "and thisisn't it.”

Her facetilted up so she could look at him. They were standing closer than he had redlized. Her face was
only centimetersfrom his. Her eyes glittered, heavy with unshed tears.

"Fuck you, Imre," she said. "We had an agreement.” She moved for him. He ingtinctively recoiled, but her
hand was under his chin before he could pull away, asfast as a snake and gripping with brutd strength.
Sheleaned closer, mouth opening, then her lipswere againgt his, pressing hard. Their teeth clashed. The
fingers of her free hand thrust forcefully between hislegs.

He gripped her shoulderswith dl his strength and pushed her away. She didn't go easily, emitting a soft
cry that turned dmost ingtantly into asnarl. Her right hand came up to strike him again. Thistime he was
ready for it and deflected the blow with hisforearm. He caught her next blow and pinned her arm
between them.

"l don't want to fuck you," he said, "or fight you."

"Too late for either.” She wrenched free and headed for the hatch. Her angry footfalls faded down the
ladder and into the distance.

When he was aone on the bridge, he sagged and put a hand across his eyes. He was shaking al over
and breathing heavily. His skin burned. The Jinc had succeeded in reducing the desire he didn't want to
fed. Therewas no physica arousdl, in asexud sense. In every other sense, hisflesh smmered. Hefelt as
dick asaned.

Once, for ayear, hisformer saf had reverted to being aPrime, just to seewhat it felt like. Primes didn't
alow themsalvesthe physicd edge singletonstook for granted. Every modification to the natura human
form had to be weighed up againgt remaining faithful to that mythical idedl. Toremaintruly prisineina

world of extended life spans and perfect physicd fitness would have been stupid by anyone's standards,



but Primes rgjected heightened physica and sensory capacities on the grounds that they weren't needed
to be human. Imre had never had such quams, especialy when such capacities had saved hislife on the
battlefield many times, but he could respect those that did.

In the end, though, he hadn't enjoyed the experience. Without the most recent cognitive implants, his
body had felt heavy and usdless, dways at aremove from the world around him. The natural visua and
auditory spectrawereridiculoudy narrow ditsto peer through. Hisfingers had felt permanently gloved.
And sex—he couldn't believe it when he had tried. The limitations of his primitive mae form had seemed
absurd. To be so spent so quickly and with so little control had been nove the first couple of tries, but it
had soon grown to seem afutile exercise. With little regret, he had abandoned the vagaries of
unrecongtructed biology and returned to his status as afully enabled singleton, one among many
comprising the being he cdled Himsdif.

In the present, his body shook like an anxious, adrendine-charged Prime. He fought the fedling. It wasn't
agood timeto be distracted. Helwise hadn't reached the end of her story; he didn't know how many
more of her atackers might be out there, somewhere. While she was absent, he would have to tackle the
habitat's air lock on hisown in an attempt to work out what codes hisformer salf might haveingtaled in
the security system.

"Tdl me" hetold The Cauld Lad, "if shetriesto leave the ship.”
"Y our companion has engaged the port passenger air lock."

A window opened in the display. She was standing in the middle of the cylindrical, orange space with her
arms by her sides. Her black skin suit rose like atarry tide up her chest and throat, and soundlessly
enveloped her head. Her eyes became tranducent ovals on an otherwise featurel ess face. He waited for
her to activate the air lock cycle and wondered if hewould say something to call her back.

Narrow and statuesgue in ebony, she didn't move.
"Notify me of any changein her situaion.”

"I will do that."

"Thank you."

Heturned his attention to the problem at hand.

* % *

The habitat's security system proved to be as obstinate as Helwise had described. No amount of
argument convinced it that he waswho he claimed to be. Itsintelligence was little greater than that of The
Cauld Lad, providing semantic obstacles more problematic than mere physical wals. He could debate
with it for centuries and get nowhere. In desperation, he tried every name he had recovered from his
memory— and even resorted to "luminous’ when nothing €l se worked.

Fatigue and frugtration had thoroughly supplanted anger by the time Helwise finaly broke her londly vigil.
"Y our passenger has spoken,” said the ship.
"Can | hear what she said?I'll probably want to reply.”



"Both wisheswill be accommodated.”
"I'm angry with you," her imagein the display said.
"| figured as much,” hereplied.

Sheturned her head dightly, triangulating on the source of hisvoice. Her gaze fixed on apoint dightly to
the right of wherethe air lock camerawas actualy stuated. "Do you think 1'm being unreasonable?!

"Do you think you're being unreasonable?"
"Asamatter of fact... | guess| do. It pans meto admit it.”
"l canimagine”

"Don't be an asshole, Imre. Thisis supposed to be an gpology.” Her whole body moved thistime, turning
and dropping to a crouch with her back againgt the outer door.

"I'm angry a you when | should be angry at someone dse entirdly.”
"Yoursdf?'

"No, you idiot. Theversion of you in Chimeleon. | didn't finish telling you what happened on the Deodati .
If | dothat, you'll understand.”

"Firg, tell mewhat you meant about us having an agreement. Y ou're not talking about you and me, here
and now, areyou?"'

"No. Thisisold history, about staying male and femae. Thetwo of us, dways. That'sdl.”
"Do you think | changed just to betray you?"

She shrugged and said nothing.

"Go on, then. Tdl metherest of your story, whileI'm listening.”

She put her arms around her shins. Her expression was difficult to read through the skin suit. "I dowed
my tempo down as soon as Headless was in control of the ship, and we were back up to speed. Then |
dept for what felt like aweek. | was tempted to put myself in hard-storage for the rest of the trip, but that
wasn't redlly an option. Someone needed to put in an appearance every now and again, just to make sure
everything was running smoothly. Headless was stable but not robust. Fights broke out among the frags,
particularly between those who had come from different Forts. So much for them retaining no sense of
individudity, en?| didn't want Deodati to plow into something because a cog had broken and jammed
the whole machine.

"Y ou agreed, so we established arolling timetable, where at least one of uswould be on deck one day a
week. That suited everyone. Headless didn't need both of uslooking over its shoulder dl the time—and
thetruth is, we were getting on each other's nerves by then. Keeping the ship aive and solving the
Headless problem had given us something to concentrate on. Without it, even at the dower tempo, we
had nothing to do but fight. That, in turn, upset the frags more. Headless was like a child—our big baby,
you caled it once—and it could tell when we were arguing.

"All thistime wed been heading into Manddas light cone. The Fort low-frequency bands were empty,
and every other transmission was bloody hard to decipher that closeto C. Still, we managed to filter out
some snippets of information. Whatever had hit us had hit Mandala too. In the absence of thelocd Forts,



government had gone crazy. Primes were fighting each other; singletons were fighting Primes; fragswere
caught in the middle, as hopel ess as Headless had been before wed jury-rigged its brain. Occasionally
we strayed across other transmissions, leaking from malfunctioning Linerelays. A bigger picture began to
emerge.

"It'severyone,’ you told me on your last day with me. 'It's everywhere. They're al dead.™
" 'Who?" | asked."

"The Forts. All of them." Y ou looked terrible. The truth was only just starting to sink in. It would be days
before | redlly accepted it. | wasthe last on the ship who did.

"Not long after we talked about it, while | wasin dow mo, you escaped in the bailout pod. It was gone
before | registered the launch. | was taken completely by surprise. We were just alight-year from
Mandala at that point. Y ou wouldn't get there any faster than the Deodati would. But that wasn't where
you were headed. Y ou took the momentum we had and peeled away on another course.”

"l just left you?' Imre asked, surprised. "That doesn't sound like me.”

"Wdll, it was. Get used toiit. | hailed you, but you didn't respond. | wanted to follow, but Headless made
itimpossible for meto do that—not by refusing permission or actively standing in my way, but by
committing suicide. It opened dl the air locks at once and vented the air into space, killing itsfrags. |
bardly survived mysdlf, and | was by no means certain | should be glad about that. One moment 1'd been
cruising, uncomfortable for sure but in control of my destiny; the next | wastrappedina
ten-kilometer-long arrow aimed at the heart of Mandaa Supersystem.

"The next year was an uncomfortable one, as you can probably imagine. | wasliving in askin suit in order
to recyclewhat air was|eft. | had no Al, no crew, no one to help me run the fucking ship. My aspirations
were smal. Going into orbit around any of the mgjor settlementswas likely to be too difficult, given the
chaos|'d learned lay ahead. One of the governments was enforcing atraffic embargo that would've seen
me shot out of the sky if | so much as asked for help. "I chose to comein quiet and fast and use what
resources| felt | could rely on. The Cat's Arse wasn't abig target from so far away—like hitting afly
with adart from the other side of acity—but at least | knew it'd be a soft landing. Relatively speaking, of
course. Thefinal weeks of deceleration were pretty rough, and | hadn't counted on al the wrecks that
would be waiting for me here. It worked anyway. | made it alive and in one piece, despite the odds.

"And herewe are. After the way you and fucking Headless dropped the ball, do you blame me for
having an atitude?"

Imre supposed he didn't, but he hadn't heard the full extent of the story yet. "Why did Headless kill itself,
do you suppose?’

"Out of despair. The more datawe picked up from neighboring systems, the more certain it became that
there was no hope of reconnection—with itsoriginal selves or any Fort a al. The Slow Wave had cut
the Loop and wiped them ouit. Its only hope was gone.”

"Y our companion, my other self—why do you think he Ieft the way he did? Without you, without telling
you where he was going, without even saying good-bye?

"How thefuck should I know? Y ou've got a better chance of working it out than | do.”
"He didn't leave any messages, any clues—?"

"If he had, | would'vetold you. It's been weighing on my mind. I'd like an answer too, one day."



He nodded. She seemed hurt enough to be telling the truth. "What happened here? Who was that woman
hunting you? What did you do to deserve that?*

"Just being my normal, charming sdlf, | guess.” Shesighed. 'l camein hot, Imre. | attracted some
attention from looters who'd been staking out the anomaly and picking the best scraps from the
wreckage. | dedlt with most of them in thefirst days, but a couple were more persistent. Obgtinate, even.
| was locked in a stalemate with the last one for longer than | care to think about. | managed to rig the
SOS in the hope of ether flushing her out or attracting help. In the end, | got both wishes.”

"Why didn't you call for help from esewherein the sygem?”

"Where do you think she came from?" Helwise unfolded her hands and leaned her head back against the
bulkhead. "Things have been crazy since the Forts went away. | told you that."

Imre leaned hisweight on the instrumentation panels and watched her 2-D imagein slenceashe
consdered everything she had told him. His head siwam with so much information from his past and from
recent gaactic history. The chronology of events he was dowly piecing together included disasterson a
scale he could barely conceive. He pictured the Slow Wave rolling across the galaxy like adark tsunami,
chaos and rumor riding in itswake, but hismind baked at the death of every Fort who had ever lived. Be
they dlies or enemies, they were as much a part of the landscape as the stars themselves. Take them
away, and thewals of humanity's domain began to seem eggshd|-thin.

"What are you thinking?" she asked him. "Y ou've gone very quiet.”

"I understand now why you're so highly strung,” he said. "More than usud, | mean.”
She barked hdf alaugh. "Doesthat mean | can come back insde?!

"I never said you couldn'.”

"Regardless, I'd like to hear your opinion on the subject. Am | welcome here, or would you rather | went

away?'

"Y ou're welcome. Just keep the theater to aminimum. I'm having enough trouble coping with the
workings of my own head without worrying about yours aswell.”

"I don't know, Imre. Histrionics and me kinda go together. Do you remember that time—?"

"Wait." Movement in another window had caught his eye. "' Something's happening.” The Cauld Lad had
noticed it too. The wraparound display became crowded with images take from numerous vantage points
and a many different frequencies.

The habitat air lock was opening, turning with stately ponderousness until a dark, featureless maw gaped
where the outer hatch had been. Imre tensed with his hands on contact pads, waiting to see what would
emerge. Another would-be n such asthe onethat had tried to kill him and Helwise? Something
even moresniger?

A minute Absolute passed. Nothing emerged. No other signs of life came from the habitat—no
transmissonsor sgnas. Just the open air lock.

"What did you do that | didn't?" asked Helwise from the air lock, gtill patched in to the ship's navigationa
sysem.

"I don't know. It just opened.”



"Dowetakeit asinvitation?"

"Would you?'

"W, it'snot an obviousthreat.”

"What did you say earlier about walking into traps?"
"Render isn't here. If you don't tel him, | won't."

That was the second time she had talked about someone by that name. "Render” didn't connect to
anyone he remembered, dthough it itched at him asthough it should.

"After you, then,” hesaid.
"Only if you've got my back." Her chin came up. "Have you got my back, Imre?"

Hedidn't reply immediately. The X-ray laser and 2-shooter cannon were in one of the ship'slockers,
fully charged. They were theleast of his concerns. He had no ideawhat lay on the other side of thelock.
She could belying, or circumstances could have changed. Someone e se apart from the Corps might
clamthe Cat's Arse asits own now. Thetwo of them might walk into the middle of aterritoria war, or
dart one.

He considered arguing that someone should stay with the ship in case more hostiles arrived. That
someone should be him, since the ship's Al had been configured by the silver sphere to accept his
commands—but offering that up as an excuse would sound cowardly or untrusting. He didn't want to
present that face to Helwise, or to start his new life on those terms. He had been a prisoner, then an
observer. Now he needed to act, to take control. To become.

"I've got your back," he said.
Her head rose again, as though surprised, then she nodded, once.
THISDYING MACHINE

The secret of silence is the only secret. Words are a blasphemy against that taciturn and invisible
God, whose presence enshrouds usin our last extremity.

—Robert diaries Mattrh

Theair of the habitat, gingerly sampled through the skin suit's ultrathin membrane, tasted of nothing at dl.
Imrefloated three meters behind Helwise, with the X-ray laser at the ready. Just minutes ago, the circular
air lock had cycled smoothly to let them into the pressurized sections of the habitat. No other activity had
greeted them. No lights, no sounds, no life at dl. By infrared, the smooth walls showed auniform, grey
temperature. Helwise burned purple-hot and trailed an orange wake.

"Ring any bells?" she asked. Her voice sounded tight and fuzzy acrosstheir skin suits encrypted comms.
"Noneat dl."
"Wadll, it looks exactly the sameto me."

The habitat'slineswere classicd and clean, with functiondity hidden behind flush pandsand diding
doors. They traveled the length of threeinternal corridors, testing locked doors and exploring every
chamber they could get into. None of them showed signs of recent occupation: no persond effects; no



customization of the clothesfabricators; no disarray. There wasn't asingle dust ball or scratch to be
found, anywhere they looked. The exploration they undertook wasn't completely fruitless. Imre found
himsdlf understanding the architecture barely without having to think about it. Theinterlocking panels,
clearly designed for modular manufacture; the angled intersections between "wal," "floor,” and
"caling"—all meaningless conceptsin zero gee—that gave the eye clear reference points; the manifold
but muted colors bardly registered by senses that would have been quickly dulled by uniform, utilitarian
white; and the corridors themselves, broad enough for two to travel abreast so people didn't haveto
crawl about as he had in the Jinc vessdl.... Neat, symmetrical, and perfectly habitable. The aesthetic
senghility of hisformer self was obvioudy something he had inherited intact.

They turned a corner and entered another long corridor.

"Do you have adegtination in mind?"

"I'm heading for the center in aroundabout way. Going straight there would be too predictable, right?”
"What's at the center?”

"Food. Clean clothes. Wegpons.”

"Assuming no one else got here before us.”

"Assuming thet, yes."

"The people who opened the air lock, for instance, could have cleared everything out centuries ago.”
"No sign of them yet. Maybe it was an automatic response.”

"Triggered by what?'

"I don't know, Imre. Y ou're asking so many goddamned questions, perhaps. Are you going to shut up
and let me concentrate?’

They proceeded down the corridor, finding it as empty asthe other was. The habitat might have been
undisturbed for thousands of years but for the breathable air and modestly clement ambient temperature,
hovering around the freezing point of water. Imre wondered who had lived here in times past, and why
they had needed so much space. He pictured dozens of versions of himself kicking their way along the
corridorsin the free-fdl verson of jogging, training up before burgting out on an unsuspecting galaxy.

A faint noise became audible as they neared the habitat's center. Something soft was hitting something
hard, gently but loud enough to echo through the hard-walled, empty corridors. Not footsteps, not in
zero gee, but not dissmilar either. Tap tap. Tap tap tap tap. Tap tap tap.

Helwise dowed and Imre drew closer to her.

"A digraction," he said, turning the laser on the dark spaces behind them. "We should ignoreit.”
"If wewerewaking into atrgp,” she sad, "wouldn't it have sorung on us dready?!
"Perhapsthat's just what we're supposed to think."

"To what end? We're not much of afucking army, you and me."

"It'sdl rdative, Hd. Y ou know that."



"True. They didn't haveto let usin. They couldve just kept the air lock shut if they were redly worried.”

Tap tap tap. Delicate sensorsin the skin suit's externd surface caught the sound and magnified it until it
seemed to fill the corridor around him.

"Arewe nearly there?'

"That corner ahead isthe last. From thereit's al mess, head, bunks, and the like. Common area.”
"Open space?"

"Modily. There are three entrances.”

"I'll take the nearest while you hook around the far side. Will that take long?"

"A few minutes. Imre—"

"Just doit. Click mewhen you'rein position and well movein.”

Hefting the cong derable momentum of the cannon with both hands, she shouldered past him and headed
back the way they had come, her feet softly kicking off thewalls. The noise she made faded dowly into
the distance. The tapping sound ahead remained the same.

Heinched closer to the corner, looking forward and behind with equal frequency. The tapping paused for
asecond when he was in position, then resumed a moment later. He held his breath and kept the laser
closeto hiscenter of gravity, waiting for the sgna from Helwise.

Tap tap.

The click camefour and half minutes after she had left him. He didn't reply, just took a breath and kicked
himself around the corner. The space beyond was exactly as she had described, abroad and
low-ceilinged room with numerous hammocks and strgps for anchoring bodiesin various attitudes,
spaces for food preparation, entertainment facilities, and severa closed toilet modules againgt the
opposite wdl. Helwise issued from an entranceway to Imre'sleft, moving fast. He covered her with the
laser's barrel, then kept it moving, sweeping across the room.

A lanky man with black hair hung suspended between two horizontal metd partitions, anchored by his
feet and one outstretched hand as though standing upright in ordinary gravity. His other hand rested on
the stock of an old-fashioned Sparks projectilerifle that hung securdly at his side. He was tapping his

foot, making the sound that had echoed up the hallway. It stopped the moment they were both in view.

"Y ou took your time," said Alphin Freer, his voice calm and measured. "Forget the way?'

"What game are you playing, Al?" Helwise kept the cannon up between them, her expression distrustful.
"Did you keep mewaiting for areason?”'

"Y ou can talk about games. | saw you out there, right enough.”

A look passed between them that Imre didn't understand. Her lips tightened.

"Whao'syour friend?' Freer cocked hisnose a Imre, then turned his attention back to Helwise.
"Useyour eyes."

"l am. Use your mouth and tell me. | want to hear the lie from your lips."



"Nolie Itshim.”
"It'snot.” Thedenid cameflat and unemphatic, but with aweight of certainty nonetheless. "It can't be."
"That'swhat | said. So he'sawoman now. Big fucking dedl, Al. It had to happen eventudly.”

"It did not. It'smore likely the other way around: awoman pretending to be him, looking to take us for
advantage." Freer's cold grey gaze turned back onto Imre. Appraising, not threatening, it made hisskin
crawl. "I'm going to require some convincing.”

"Thereare two guns pointing a you," Imre said. "Isthat not convincing enough?’

"Not while you're outgunned, no." Freer's gaze flicked over Imre's shoulder. "Hand over your wegpons
without afuss, please. A shoot-out benefits no one."

Imre turned to see ancther Alphin Freer gliding smoothly out of the entrance behind him. A third
appeared in Hlwise'swake. They were both armed with eight-pul se Balzac handguns, perfectly safeina
pressurized habitat but deadly to humans.

Imreraised the X-ray laser and pushed it away from him. It floated smoothly to the nearest Alphin Freer.
"Fighting each other ispointless” hetold theidenticd trio. "I'll trust youif it'll help you trust me."

"| agree about the pointless part. The rest will take much more than words, whoever you turn out to be."
Helwise gave up her cannon after atoken tug-of-war. "Thisis bullshit, Al. Y ou know who/ am."

"Exactly." Freer visbly relaxed once they were disarmed. Imre couldn't tell exactly how he knew; to dl
appearances, Freer looked no different than before. But something had dissipated, some muscular
tension barely hidden by skin and body armor. "The hab isfully stocked. Plenty of freshwater. Takea
shower; rest if you need to. There's something I've got to do right now, then welll talk."

"Wait," said Imre, asthe three Freers headed for the room'sthird exit. "That'sit? Y oure giving usthe run
of the place?’

"Why not?' Thefirgt Freer sopped in the doorway, with ahand holding him steady on thelintd. "I've got
your guns. There's nothing here you can damage, and you can't get out. I've recalibrated the security
system. | fed quite safe”

"Why did you change the codes, Al?" Helwise looked as angry as ever. "What are you hiding?’

"I'm hiding me, Helwise. That should be perfectly obvious." Again Freer's gaze danced over Imre, then
moved on. "I'll seeyou in an hour Absolute. Be here, or I'll comefind you.”

With that, he left, and Helwise exploded.

"I'll have hisasshole for an earring.” She punched the nearest wall, sending hersaf moving at speed inthe
oppogte direction. "The patronizing dick!"

Imre was suddenly weary. Of her aggression, of subtle threats, of knowing nothing about his
Stuation—of people. Ignoring the deadly, sharklike way Helwise darted to and fro across the room—the
zero-gee equivaent of pacing— and the relentlesstirade she yelled after Alphin Freer, he turned and
kicked himsdf through an exit. He didn't care where he was going. He just wanted to be aone.

Helwise didn't seem to notice or care that he had left. Her voice echoed through the habitat, becoming
ghostly but no lessindignant with distance.



Hefound arow of individual quarters whose doors opened at his command. Choosing the third on the
right, he dipped insde and sedled the hatch behind him. There was no lock, but theillusion of privacy
was sufficient. His mind echoed with words and names and things he was supposed to have done but had
no memory of ever doing. Killing frags and building Forts from nothing. Abandoning Helwisein the
Deodati without explanation ... There was a zero-gee shower at the back of the room, an airtight tube
with nozzles at one end and suction at the other. He stripped of f the skin suit and folded the collgpsible
screen behind him. Fine particles of water abraded him, stripping away the oil and dead skin cdllsthat
accumulated despite the suit's best efforts. He gripped ahandle in each hand and floated with his eyes
shut, enjoying the play of water across his skin. Breathing would have been difficult, had he needed to.
He enjoyed the suspension of every physicd function, apart from the beating of his heart. For atimeless
moment, he was at peace.

Then hismind started working again. Helwise, the Slow Wave, Alphin Freer, the mysterious Render,
who once hadn't talked to him for amonth ... There was too much to absorb, on top of the Jinc and his
strange resurrection. Was thiswhat the silver sphere had intended him to find when it had sent him out in
The Cauld Lad"? Did it have an agenda of its own he was yet to discover?

Onething was certain: hisold self hadn't believed in random acts of kindness.

With a soft rattle, the shower screen did aside. He blinked his eyes open and saw Helwisefloating in the
entrance. She did in with him before he could offer an invitation—or arefusd, if that waswhat he
intended. Hewasin two minds.

There was room for two, just. She shook her hair loose of itsbindings and let it fly about like Medusa's
coils, black and snuous. Her skin suit retreated to a single white sock on her |eft foot. Her hands
scrubbed at her face, and he sensed her awareness of him watching her, even though she had in no way
acknowledged his presence as yet. Her breasts were high and small, with dark nipples; her underarm and
pubic hair matched that atop her head. She twisted to catch the water down both sides, and her thin,
flexible ribs moved benesth her skin. The performance was eerily sensud.

With her eyes dtill shut, she reached for him. He didn't fight her off. Her hands caressed hisface and
head, scratching lightly at where his hair was growing out. The lightness of her fingerstriggered a
sense-memory asthey ran down hisarms and jumped lightly to hiswaist: thiswas afamiliar feding, one
that had excited him, once. She pulled him closer to her. His breastsflattened againgt hers. Her ankles
entwined with his. Their skin met likewarm, wet glass.

Her eyeswere open. "Nothing, huh?'
He shook hishead. "Sorry."

"The Jinc did too good ajob of making you frigid." Sheinhaled deeply. "Still, I didn't come hereto get
laid. Thisisenough, isn't it?'

"Enough for what?"
"To reconnect. With you. | know I'm abitch sometimes, but | still have fedings.”

"I—" Imre thought hard to find the right words. "I don't know what | have, Hel. Thelast thing |
remember about us, we were on Pelorus. Y ou were telling me you'd rather die than surrender.”

"Not very romantic." She sighed into him and rested her head on his shoulder. Her arms tightened around
hiswast. "That's such old news. It feds strange to talk about it now."



"l need to. Not this second, necessarily, but | have to work through it in order to decidewho | am.
Me—this snapshot of Imre Bergamasc—was made just after the Mad Times. I'm that person, not the
one you remember from Chimeleon and the Deodati . But | could be him if | wanted to. | just haveto
work out who hewas."

"And what hedid."

"Exactly." Their skullstouched through her wet hair. "1 can't gpologize for treting you badly, sinceit
wasn't me, but sill—"

"Don't say it. Y ou don't need to. I'll find that cunt one day and make him pay for ditching me. Inthe
meantime, it's nice just to be held. I've been done such along, long time."

"You're not done now. Nether of usis."

They embraced without words, breathing in gentle synchrony, until she said, "Y ou're the only woman |
know who needs to shave her ssomach.”

"What?' He pulled away from her and ran ahand across his belly. Sure enough, stubble was sprouting
there, asrough as very fine sandpaper. "1'm changing back. Findly." He reached lower. His clitoriswas
longer than he remembered and hislabiawere retresting. There was no pleasure to be had in touching
them, so hewithdrew hishand.

"You'l bewriting your namein the snow before you know it," Helwise said with agrin. "I, for one, will be
gad"

"Don't count your chickens. Having theright plumbing is one thing, turning the tap on another entirely.”

"Cock jokes abound." She pushed him away. "l want to get out. Does thisthing have an air dryer built
in?'

Hefound the switch. Hot air buffeted them like parachutists. They held handsin afreefal that would
have lasted forever, had they let it. Heleft the cubicle with skin tingling al over, and afedling that life had
taken astep in theright direction.

"| didn't havetolet youin."

Alphin Freer—just one of him now—sought them out in the mess hall, where Helwise and Imre, dressed
in comfortable outfits of rea fabric, were eating rea food and drinking redl coffee from tubes. It tasted
glorious, and for an ingtant Imre was unable to suppress of aflash of irritation at the interruption.

"If you're going to explain yoursdf, I'd prefer you just got onwithiit. Thisisthefirst med I'vehadina
lifetime”

Freer moved from handhold to handhold until he was stationed at one end of their low-geetable. "l
wanted to open the air lock. Y ou should understand that. | wasn't going to open it without a reason. Not
for Hlwise, and not for someone claiming to be Imre Bergamasc."

"You don't trust us?' asked Helwise through amouthful .
"Trust has nothing to do with it." He cast her acold glance. "I needed areason to be interested.”
"Yougotit," Imresad. "How?"

Freer's grey eyes swung back. "What do you know about 'luminous?'



Imre didn't move except to adjust one of the spent food packets so it wasin line with the others. "Why
do you ask?'

"Y ou used that word when you were trying to get in. It means something to you. | want to know why."
"What does it mean to you?'
"I'm asking the questions.

"Comeon." Helwise looked from Freer to Imre with growing annoyance. "Will one of you morons
actudly say something? Why is'luminous important?”

"It'sno big secret, Hel," Imre explained, not taking his attention off Freer as he spoke. "When | was
imprisoned, that was the code word my rescuer gave me for when the time came to escape. | tried it here
on the off chance it'd work a second time." He shrugged. " Seemsit did.”

Freer looked disappointed. That'sal?’
"Doyou bdievethat'sdl?"

His narrow eyebrows came together. One hand worried at hisbrow. "I don't know. Y ou could belying
or concedling something ds="

"1 tell you, Alphin, my head isfull of holes. There could be al manner of things concedled in there that |
myself don't know about. Why don't you tell me what you know, and well see what emerges?”

"Let me ask you one morething first. Have you heard from Emlee Copas?"
"No," said Helwise. "Why?'
‘That'swhy I'm here. I'm waiting for her, or for word to come from her. She says she needs our help.”

Blond hair and jade green eyes, dight but strong. An image of Emlee Copas swam through Imre's
memory. "Isshein trouble?’

"I don't know. I've been waiting along time. The Slow Wave could have caught her too."

Freer looked grim, and understanding struck Imre at that moment: Copas was a Prime. There was only
oneof her. If shedied, shewould no longer exist. Resurrection in anew body wasn't an option for her.
Shewould belost forever.

"Tdl us" Imresad.

| was on atroop carrier when the Sow Wave hit (Freer began). The usud dedl: dataonly, in
hard-storage. I'd signed up in Goolunmurru after the Mad Times. Y ou'd disappeared, and Forts were
being suspicioudy friendly. | didn't want any of it. | figured serving with ordinary gruntswould clear my
head, and there were plenty of offers. The Mad Times might have officialy ended, but craziness ill
abounded. Brush fires were flaring up everywhere. Someone with my experience could pick and choose.

| cruised for... | don't know how long. A good while, jJumping from hot spot to hot spot, doing what |
was paid for and bugging out afterward. It didn't worry mewho | wasworking for. Ethics weren't the
issue. | just needed some time to work out what had happened to us. We were caught up in that damned
war, dl of us, and I'd redlly thought we had a chance. The Forts were big, but they were serioudy
outnumbered. We could've taken them eventua ly—I il think that. We surrendered because ... why,
again? We got tired? We didn't want the responsibility of running things afterward? We changed our



minds?
(Imre went to speak, but Freer waved him silent.)

No, that's not what thisis about. The Mad Times were old news by the time the Sow Wave hit. | was
heading for Morwedd, for some minor scrap | barely remember now.

The carrier didn't notice anything until we hit the fringes of the system. We were running on silent, dipping
in through the bow shock, and kept our connection to the Continuum to aminimum. It wasn't until the
carrier hit theinner system that it realized the kind of trouble wewerein.

Morwedd was afree-for-al. The collgpse of the Continuum had hit it hard. Its civil administration had
folded dmogt ingtantly, leaving a power vacuum the military tried tofill, of course. That had folded too,
under commercia pressure, leaving chaos everywhere. Armed industrial complexes kidnapped asteroid
mines from each other. Colonies were stripped or burned to the foundations. Someone had dropped an
orbital tower onto one of the settled worlds a century earlier, and the fireswere still burning. Od knows
how many people died there before we blundered in.

The carrier knew it was heading into trouble long before it reached the rendezvous point. | was chief
grunt, so it decanted mefirst. By thetime | was embodied and awake, we were aready under attack. A
fleet of armored asset-strippers had spotted us and were moving in for the kill. We were bigger, dower,
and taken off guard. | did the best | could, but inthe end | had no choice. | gected from the carrier just
asthe strippers reached the Al core and guitted it, killing al seven thousand of my hard-stored troopsin
aningant.

My triaswere only beginning. | won't bore you with the details, but | will say this: | left the carrier with
thirty soldiers. Five died avoiding the strippers, another five when we ran afoul of minesin one of the
low-energy trade lanes. Welogt ten stedling along-haul ship out of the system, and six more during a
drive blowout. The four remaining opted for hard-storage again when we finaly hit near-C on the way
back home. | was the only one awake, thinking at Tempo Absol ute about what had happened to us and
what it meant.

The Continuum was dead. That seemed obvious even then. It would take thousands of years, but if what

| heard was true—that the Forts had redlly bought it—men the galaxy wasn't a safe place to be. Maybe it
never would be again. If | stayed on the course we had chosen, I'd likely run into the same Situation as
exisged in Morwedd, but with moretimeto stew over it, redly build up momentum. I'd been lucky once
and wouldn't be again; that wastheway | saw it. Until | had sure knowledge of what lay ahead, | would
beanidiot to bargeright in. The best thing I could do was jump ship midway and take my chances.

"Coldlogic," said Helwise, with adow shake of her head. "Y ou're as fucked-up as ever.”

"Coming from a hothead like you, | take that as acompliment,” he said, affably enough but without
backing down from his position. "Hot and dead. I'd rather be cold and old like Render, any day.”

Imre physicaly twitched as memories reconnected, sparking associations like two live wires touching.
"Cold and old" was a phrase he knew from previous retrospection: the big, scarred soldier had said it to
him on the night Imre had tried to convince him to celebrate their victory over someone, somewhere.

"Areyou dl right?' asked Freer, staring at him with hisface adant.
"Fine. Just putting some pieces back together.”

"Inagood way?'



He remembered the big soldier called Render saying, "Picture the man when the heartbest stops.”
"l hope s0," hetold Freer. "Go on, Al. Sorry to interrupt.”)

| jumped ship near one of the Line stations between Morwedd and a neighbor called X03733. X03733
had been settled by some machine intelligence or other way back when, before the Forts cleared them
out. Population was less than acouple of million. Lowlifes, mostly. Lots of gestaltslooking for Primesto
assmilate: avolailemix. | didn't know any of thiswhen | arrived, but it would cause problems later. |
would've done my research better if the Continuum had still been working.

Therewerefive Linerelay stations between X03733 and Morwedd. One of them was ajunction where
one Line crossed another. | didn't know much about this Stuff before | arrived. It'staken for granted, or
a least it was before the Sow Wave. Sending signals directly from one system to another takesalot of
energy and is proneto errors. Dugt, ships, gas clouds, even planets can break the link. Using repeatersis
alot safer and much more efficient, but the repeaters and stations need to be maintained. That's where
the Line workers comein. They repair breaks, tune lasers, clear the lanes of dust, and so on, all so the
sgnasare unimpeded and pure.

So | land inthisjunction. It'slittle better than an outpost, with a staff of ten, most of them hard-stored or
at very low tempo. The place stinks; it hasn't been flushed or scrubbed for thousands of years, and itsair
filtersare hometo an ecosystem al of their own. I'd like to think that | caused a huge sensation, but that
would be an exaggeration. Sure, not many people ever came physicaly down the line—mogt are
hard-cast as data and decanted in Stu—but they get the odd traveler. Some stations are equipped with
shuttles and rescue craft. The big ones even have security forces. They see some action.

Thered newswasn't me. It wasthe Sow Wave. The thing about being on aLineisthat you're privy to
al sortsof information whileit'sin trangt. A lot of the Line workers are code crackers and decryptersin
their spare time, so not much gets by them. News of the Slow Wave wasfilling the Lineto capacity. One
of them played me arecording of aFort dying in midtransmission. It didn't sound like anything to me, just
achirped sgna suddenly faling slent. But it wasasigna that had been running unchecked for forty
thousand years. Stopped dead in its tracks as though someone had pulled aswitch.

The Lineworkers of Relay Station 642053 took me in and gave me ajob. It was either that or go back
into hard-storage. | wasn't about to do that, not with so much going on around me, and it seemed afair
trade. That decison saved my life. Not long after | settled in, gutting and redligning systems that hadn't
been maintained for centuries, araiding party came out of Morwedd, followed by ademalition crew from
X03733.

It was acrazy time. None of the Line workers had combat experience. They officialy had no wegpons.
That didn't mean they were sitting ducks, though. They had me, for one, and | was no keener than them
on dying at the hands of rapists and thieves. | mean, | wasn't one of them, but the dternative was so
much worse. | had to fight.

The other thing they had wasthe array of ahdf dozen monster beamers that formed the backbone of the
Linerday. All | had to do was convince them to break the Linelong enough to fight off the attackers.
That wasn't easy. The cardind rule of Lineworkersis: the Line must stay open, no matter what. A split
second's break could see terabytes of datalost forever. That was the trade-off they had to face: a
split-second downtime versus the Line broken forever or in the hands of a corrupt regime that would
filter or distort what came through.

The short versonis. | taked themintoit. If I'd been in hard-storage, we al would've died. We fought off
the attackers, but only just, and we knew there'd be more to come. Gone were the gentle days of the



Continuum, where the Line was common property, shared equally by al and defended by the Forts.
Now new regimes were springing up from the ruins, and information was power. They wanted control
over dl communicationsinto and out of their systems—or, in extreme cases, they just wanted the
resources the stations contained. The Baittle of the Lines had begun.

At fird, it looked like everything would hold on its own, that sheer stubbornness on the part of the Line
workers would keep the channels open. It soon became apparent that this optimism wasn't warranted.
Signals started to flicker and fade. Some dropped out atogether. Light-speed delays and fa se echoes
meant that we could till be hearing transmissions from stations destroyed ages ago. The number of Line
SOS callswent steadily up. Even with the equipment we had salvaged from the people who had attacked
us, | knew the station was going to be lucky to last much longer.

It wasn't my fight, ultimately. Sticking around longer than | needed would have been suicide. Once I'd
done everything | could for the workers on Relay Station 642053, | |eft them behind and got under way
for Mandala Super-system.

("Skip to the good hits, Al," said Helwise, over the remains of her smal med. "When did you get here?
When did you hear from Emlee? What does dl this goddamn Line stuff have to do with anything?")

Everything, Hel. I've cometo redlize that the Continuum would never have existed but for the Line and its
workers. Forget colonies and Forts and the like: without a secure means of communication connecting
them, shuffling signasfrom light-year to light-year, wed gill be sitting in the dark waiting for the lightsto
come on. The Slow Wave may have killed the Forts, but we'rekilling the Line. If the Line goes, were
back in the stone ages. Maybe we are dready and just don't redizeit yet.

It took me much longer than | expected to reach Mandda. | didn't actudly reach it for even longer. |
stopped a arelay junction alight-year out—Mandaa 2, it was caled— one of three mgjor nexuses
through which the bulk of the traffic flowed in and out of the supersystem. The other two had been
destroyed by raiderslong before | arrived. The remaining Line workers had pooled their resources and
made astand at Mandala 2. The junction had become amajor station by anyone's standards, much
expanded fromits origina design. No less than five habitats had been fabricated and cobbled together
into one, sprawling structure. They had around fifty workers, a security force of about the same number,
more than adozen Vespulafighters, and six spare beamers that could wipe just about anything from sky.

They didn't tand alone either. At least one of the Manda an governments recogni zed the importance of
maintaining the Line out to other systems. It sent supplies and staff when it could, when its own problems
weren't getting in the way. Mandaa was as much a dog's breskfast as anywhere else.

| took stock at Mandala 2. My optionswere limited. Another version of me wasthere, freshin from
Fredolfo. Pooling memories gave me alarger perspective. Perspective told me one sure thing: the Line
wasn't just thevictim of exploitation and war. It was aso suffering deliberate sabotage. Someone—a
very large group of someones—was seeking out places of resistance and knocking them down,
specificaly to encourage the collapse of communications across the galaxy. They moved in disguise and
never acted openly. Where they went, systemsfailed and morale plummeted, signa strength dropped and
datawas corrupted. If the Slow Wave was aknife to the galaxy's heart, the saboteurs were a disease
spreading inddioudy through the Line, poisoning everything we were trying to keep pure.

How did | know this? Through inference and deduction, and from the experiences of others. Everyone
had atale of disaster following anew arrival. Saboteurs came disguised as castaways and desperadoes,
refugees and volunteers. | had seen a couple mysdf without redlizing that they formed part of alarger
pattern: a software editor whose systems became chaotic for no reason at al, and amining expert who
accidentally—supposedly—blew himself up, taking alarge chunk of beamer with him. It took two of me



to piece these rumorstogether into abigger picture. | didn't likewhat | saw. | think | still hoped that the
Slow Wave could have been an accident, an Act of Od or just plain dumb luck. Systematic disruption of
the Line suggested otherwise.

The manager of Mandala 2 was a Prime called BB. She was respected by those under her and had done
agood job of keeping the station afloat. Rumors said shewas old. Very old. Some claimed she went
right back to the twentieth century, uninterrupted, but | didn't give that kind of talk much credence at firs.
What would an Old-Timer like her be doing on the Line? It didn't sound very likely to me.

| changed my mind thefirst time | spoke with her. Y ou know how peopletalk about being able to
recognize an Old-Timer from the way they move, even if they're not moving at al? I've dwaysthought
that was crap. | mean, look at Render. But I'm not so sure now. BB wasn't much to look at—rugged,
like most Line workers, with brown hair and eyes to match—but the moment she camein theroom |
knew her for what she was. She has some of what you have, Imre: she can take in acrowd at aglance
and put everyonein their places; she knowswhere everything is, al the time; she doesn't waste energy on
fools. But there was more to her than that. She didn't think the way we do. Sizing up asSituation isone
thing. Knowing how that Stuation will evolveisquite another. Her brain had been building neura
networksfor so long that she could recognize a pattern from the tiniest hint, and extrapolate outward in
any number of directions. I'm still not sureif | wasin love with her or terrified of her.

Thefirst words she said to mewere, "Y ou must be the pirate I've been hearing about. Tel meif | should
waste my time getting to know you before you leave.”

Wewerein the main flight deck. | was getting into asuit while my Vespulawas being prepped. | told her
| wasin no hurry to go anywhere.

"That'snot what | asked,” she said. "Ded with that sngleship sniffing out the range of our senses, then
comeseeme.”

"Yes, maam.”
"That's'BB,’ pirate. I'm no one's ‘'maam.™

When | came back from patrol, she took meto bed. ("Al, you dog," said Helwise, leaning backward
with one stiff arm holding her braced againgt the table.

"Dog nothing. It was her decison. She'd pegged me as atype she liked, and who would like her in

return. She knew how to get what she wanted, because she knew how to make me want it too. That was
how she worked people. She never manipulated or lied; she never cheated; she never took what wasn't
offered. She smply recognized, asked, received. After so much time and practice, | supposeit gets

"You sad it yoursdlf: look at Render. It's not easy for everyone.”

"It depends what you want, | guess. I've never had the impression that Render wants to be a better
person, or that Render much cares what sort of people he surrounds himself with.”

Helwise pouted. "Right enough, | suppose. Isyour confession dmost done? If | haveto listen to your
sexploits| just might vomit."

"BB isimportant, and you need to know why | wasin the right place to find that out."
"Why?" asked Imre.



Freer turned his cool, grey eyeson him. "You'reinvolved.")

In my second year on Mandala 2,1 was off duty in BB's quarters. The entry buzzer to her hatch sounded,
and shetook the summons.

"Wait here," shetold me, dipping- on askin suit and heading for her second room, where she worked
after her officid shift ended. Herswas the only cabin in the station possessing such aluxury. "Thiswon't
takelong. Don't interrupt.”

| stayed in her hammock, listening through the curtained entranceway. Secrecy obvioudy wasn't an issue
or she would've kicked me out quite happily. | was more surprised that she intended to answer the buzz
at al; her private time was sacrosanct.

The hatch opened. Someone camein. "I've been expecting you," shetold her vistor.
"You'rehard tofind," wasthereply.

| dmost fell out of the hammock. It was you speaking, Imre. | wanted to call out, but BB'sinstruction to
keep quiet stayed my tongue. She didn't often issue orders so boldly. She didn't need to.

"Why do you think that might be?" she asked you.

"You'rehiding,” you said. "But that doesn't mean you're keeping your head down al theway. Here you
st, plugged into one of the galaxy's collgpsing veins. #0ne of thefew who il is, | might add.”

"I know how it isout there. | seeit every day, courtesy of the Line. It's like looking the wrong way down
atelescope pointing out of Hell."

"What can you tdl me?'

"I cantdl you you've got abloody nerve coming to melikethis. Y ou dropped the ball. | can't help you
pick it up again. My hands are full enough already. Spies, saboteurs, assassns—you nameit. We've had
it"

"Isit going to get worse?"

"Isthat what you came here to ask? Thetraitor of Pelorus, the architect of Domgard—are you so fallen
now that you can't see what lies before you?"

"I haven't falen. Y ou'd be mistaken to think that, Bianca."
"I'm never mistaken, Imre. Why else would you have come here?

"Wait," said Imre, holding up ahand. It was shaking. He couldn't stop it. "Did you same her name was
Bianca?'

Freer nodded with heavy solemnity. "'l did."

"That's Bianca Biancotti you're talking about."

Freer nodded again. "'l know."

"Biancawho?' Helwise leaned in closer. " Shel's not so famousthat 1've heard of her.”

"You wouldn't have" Imretold her. "Not in thisform. Y ou'd know her better as'2B.™



Now Helwise got it. "The Butcher of Bredand?' He could only nod, wondering why hisorigind sdf had
come to some obscure outpost seeking awoman who might have been one of the most vicious enemies
of Sol Invictus.

"| thought you said shewas aPrime, Al," Helwise said in an impetient tone. "I any of thisistrue, what
was she doing on the Line? Why wasn't she dead with the other Forts? What was Imre doing there,
taking to her?'

"l never asked about her originsdirectly,” Freer said, "but | think thisisthe reason: yes, she becamea
Fort, and avery powerful one, along time ago. She fought usin the Mad Times, and killed millions of
Primes and singletons. But she never absorbed or disposed of her origina self. BB existed dongside her
Fort version, either completely independent or linked somehow—»but capable ether way of withstanding
the Slow Wave when the rest of her could not. Shewasn't afrag. Shewasaswholeasyou and |. And
she of anyone had the best chance of knowing what the Slow Wave had been.”

"What did she say?' Helwise said, her eyeswide. "What did shetell Imre?")
| remember every word the two of them said to each other.
"Y ou came herefor answers," BB said. "There are none. Y ou've wasted your time."

"Domgard did something. It must've done. Thetiming istoo stark, too evident. If we trace the Sow
Wave back—"

"Y ou've not done that yet?!

"I'mtrying to. The datais difficult to trace. Not enough time has passed. Y ou're in abetter position to do
that than me."

"There are more of you."
"Quality not quantity, en? lsn't that the Forts motto?"

"It was. Here's another: strength in diversity. We have been beheaded. It's hard to bounce back from
that.”

"Come on, Bianca. Y ou've heard something—or at least you hope that you will. Tell mewhat that is, and
I'll get out of your hair." She didn't say anything for aminute. Her stillness, her silence, was apapable
thing. It had apresence dl its own that filled her quarters, liketheair, or the smell of jasmineincense,
which she burned despite Sation regulations.

"All right," she said. Theword you're waiting to hear is 'luminous.™
"'Luminous?’ you repeated. "Thisiswhat you're hearing on the Line?'

"A whisper on the edge of hearing. Bardly there, but there beyond doubt. | hear it when | deep, with the
raw data of the Lineflowing through my dreams. | dream of angels and burning swords. | dream of
Lucifer, the morning star. | dream of Jerusalem when the bomb fell, the white flash like a second dawn. |

dream of Apocaypse.”

| had never heard BB talk like that. It was deeply unsettling. She sounded like a prophet, a
madwoman—a Fort.

"What doesit mean?' Y ou sounded as nervous as | fdt, Imre.



"It meansyou're on the right track. | don't know whereit'll take you. Follow it and find out for yoursdlf.
Report back to me, if youveamindto. If I'm till here.”

"Where ese would you be?'

Shedidn't answer. A moment later, | heard the hatch open and you leave. The hatch clanged shut and
sedled with ahiss. Then she came back into me bedroom, undressed, and lay down next to me.

"Who wasthat?' | asked.

She didn't say anything. She just looked at me with her bottomless brown eyes, and | knew at that
moment that everything had changed. | had known who her visitor was, and she knew | knew. She had
aways known. | shouldn't have tried to play her. If I'd really wanted to know, | should've asked her
outright. But | didn't want just to know; | wanted her to tell me, and that wasn't the way things worked
between us.

Still nothing was said. She didn't ask meto leave or tel meit was over. She didn't tell methe topic of you
was out of bounds; | Smply never brought it up again. Life went on, fighting an endless beattle againgt
breakdowns, sabotage, and anyone bold enough to tackle us head-on. A couple of me came through
from different quarters of the galaxy, bearing smilar news: dissolution, decay, despair. We pooled our
knowledge and lived on, no stronger for knowing but no worse off either.

"It till freaksthe fuck out of me, the way you do that," Helwise, pulling aface. "How many of you are
therein your head now?"

"Just one," Freer said. "The same asaways.”

A flash of memory went through Imre's brain: along layover between targets with nothing to do but talk.
Freer had described his pattern of meeting other versons of himsdf and joining into oneinaway Imre
had never heard before.

"I'm atree with many roots but only onetrunk,” Freer had said, "or ariver with many sources but one
mouth. Wheré's the conceptud difficulty in that?"

"There werelots of you, and now there's just one." Helwise had pulled the same face she was wearing
now: nostrils high and mouth pursed, eyes squinting like dark, puckered pits. "lsn't that some kind of
murder?'

"I can't tdll you they're dtill dive sincetheresno 'they' a dl. Thereésjust me, with al of my memories. It's
not an uncommon practice, and no less strange than letting lots of versons of you wander around fredly,
with no intentions of assmilating into one person, like you do. Y ou should try it yoursdlf, or at least get
used to theidea, and get off my case about it."

Time had obvioudy not made Helwise any more comfortable than before. Nor more accommodeating of
different views.

"Where are your two little buddies?' she asked. "Arethey ill walking?'
"I'm right here," Freer said. "Can we get back to the subject? | would've thought you'd be keen to.”

She shot him awarning look. "Why, sure. Fireaway.") | saw you on Mandaa 2, Imre, acouple of times
after that, but never again in BB's quarters. Once | bumped into you on the flight deck. | was going out;
you were coming in. | caught your eye. Y ou didn't seem surprised to see me, but you weren't too excited
about it either. When | tried to draw you into a conversation, you were focused on one thing only.



"I'mlooking for BB," you told me. "Do you know how | can get to talk with her?!

Y ou obvioudy weren't the same one who had come through before. " Just buzz her door,” | told you.
"Shelll letyouin.™

"Thanks, Al."

Y ou went to move away. "Wait" | said. Tell me about Domgard.”

"Never heard of it."

| caught your arm and held you back. "What doesit have to do with the Sow Wave?'

Y ou stared at me. I'd never seen you look like that before. Y ou were guilty of plenty of thingsin your
time, but being caught out wasn't one of them.

"Whatever you've heard, Al, you're better off not knowing."

With that, you pulled away. | considered following, but I knew where you'd go and what you'd betold. |
was caught in the middle of some ghastly loop involving you and BB and whatever happened to the
gdaxy. | didn't have the same accessto the Line or the pattern-matching ability as BB and the other code
crackers. | wasjust agrunt, alay, afool. | wassick of it.

That night, after my shift on patrol, | went to BB intending to ask her outright. Whatever that led to, at
least it would be achange.

| buzzed. The hatch opened and she was standing in the entrance.

"Therésamessage for you," she said before | could even open my mouth. "It came down the Line last
night."

"Addressed to me?'

"Oneyoull want to hear, anyway." She held my gaze and made no moveto let mein. "I've encrypted it
and put it in your Inbox. Thefile header is'Emlee Copas.' Tak to me afterward, if there's anything left to

.

The hatch did shut, with me gtill outside and my questions unasked. | opened thefile right there, without
stepping apace back from BB'srooms. It wasn't large, just afew lines of text, caling for al surviving
members of the Corpsto meet at the Cat's Arse for an urgent recon and recovery mission. One of us had
been arrested by anew Mandalan regime and was facing execution. Which one of us, exactly, shedidn't
say. Shewas going to try to talk the sentence down to imprisonment but didn't fancy her chances. If any
of uswereaive, she could use our help.

That wasdl, but it was enough. It set awhole procession of questions running through my head. Wasthe
message authentic, and if so how old wasit? Had BB been holding on to that message until she needed
to distract me from pursuing her? Where did my loyaties lie—in finding out the truth about the
Continuum's fate or helping an old friend out of trouble?

| didn't buzz BB again. Instead, | turned and headed for my own room, where | stewed over everything |
hed learned until my next shift came up. Even then, in the Vespula, | couldn't clear my head. The hash of
the galaxy was out of my league; what difference would one nosy man make when better minds than mine
were dready on the case? Having aspirations beyond myself was the surest way to get mysdlf killed, or

at least permanently sidelined by BB. But could | let it go so easily, turn my back on the greatest



catastrophe humanity has ever experienced in exchange for short-term persond gain? If wedl did that, it
would only prove that the Forts low opinions of us had been completely justified.

It would've been much easier for me if Mandaa 2 had been attacked that day, destroyed despite my best
efforts. If I'd died with it, that would have been smplest of al— athough I'm sure that somewhere
another version of me would have received that same message and faced the same dilemma. I'd like to
say that, in the absence of such an attack, | reasoned my way through alogical, emotionad, satisfying
argument, onethat | could relate to you now, which led to the conclusion you have certainly guessed.

| did leave Mandala 2, but not because | had good reason to. | |eft because | had no reason to stay. It
wasn't my fight. Their loyaties weren't the same as mine. They had taken mein, yes, but | had earned
back the privilege adozen times over on the front line.

| didn't return from my patrol. | didn't transmit areason or afarewdll. | smply vanished off the station's
scopes and was never seen again.

Isthat cold, Helwise? | don't think so. It wasn't an easy decision, but | think BB knew which one | would
make when she gave methe note. "Talk to me afterward,” sheld said, "if there's anything left to say.”
There was never going to be. She saw it coming long before | did.

When | arrived here, the hab was empty. No sign of Emlee or anyone else. No messages. | considered
turning back, but what would have been the point? The only thing | owed Mandaa 2 was the Vespula,
which | put on autopilot and sent home, without meiniit.

And here | am. Two more of me did come, lured by the same message. There was some other treffic;
you've seen the wrecked ships, Imre. Not my doing, but that's unimportant, | guess. Just one more snafu
|eft in the wake of the Sow Wave.

Then you came dong. At first | ignored you, remembering theway you'd ignored mein Mandaa2. You
didn't raise Emlee and the message, so | figured we weren't on the same page any more. Then you
mentioned "luminous' and my curiosity stirred. What was the point of Stting here doing nothing with the
galaxy faling apart around me? Even with mysdf for company, | couldn't teke theisolation forever. What
would I do when the food ran out or something broke that couldn't be repaired? | would die hereif |
didn't take a chance.

| opened the lock in the hope that you might be able to give what happened to the Continuum some
meaning—so you can show us how to fight back. | served under you in more placesthan I'll ever know,
inmore livesthan | can count. | don't careif "luminous’ is a person, agovernment, awesgpon, anatura
event, or even an idea. Just point me at it and give me something to do. I'm better off dead than
moldering here any longer. There's nothing more usdess than asoldier without afight.

"Isthat it?" asked Helwise,

"That'sdl." Freer looked as shaken asImrefelt. His eyeswere red and his skin sallow. His cheekswere
shadow-filled hollows. Now Imre could seeit: the loneliness and tenson etched in every line. Freer had
been abandoned too long—how long exactly, he had not said, but it could not have been abrief period,
given his condition—stewing over hismistakes and hisfailed aspirations. He had abandoned Mandala 2
to help Emlee, and when that had gone nowhere, he had been left purposaless. Perhaps Freer would
have considered tracking down Imre and asking him for help; perhaps not, since Imre's former sif had
shown no interest in Freer on Mandaa 2. Then he and Helwise had come right to Freer's doorstep,
giving him an opportunity he couldn't turn down.

Something nagged at Imre then, a subconscious thought started but not yet finished. He put it asde for



one moment, already congested by partia revelaions and unclear glimpses of apast he had never
possessed. The chain of discovery he was following became longer every time he pulled at it: from the
Chaos War to Mandala Supersystem and the Cat's Arse; from the Slow Wave to Domgard; from
"luminous’ to Alphin Freer and the missing Emlee Copas—and one of the Corps who, some unknown
timein the past, had been facing execution.

And hisorigind sdf ... what was he up to? Traveling the Line looking for Bianca Biancotti, one of no
more than a hundred or so survivors from the twentieth century, in search of information only she might
have gleaned from the torrent of incomplete data spreading from relay to rlay ... Making dark
connections between the mysterious Domgard and the Sow Wave, and receiving the word "luminous' in
reply ... How could such activity connect to a silver sphere recovered from the edge of the galaxy, where
the view was s0 beautiful only because civilization could not be farther away?

An upwelling of giddiness reminded him of the moment in the Jnc's shuttle scoop when he had first
remembered Pelorus. That this recognition of remembering belonged to him, not the man who had
bequeathed his existence to the void, was no consolation. Everything was touched by the actions of his
former sdf, yet hefet asfar away as ever from knowing what those actions were and what they
meant—and how he should respond in turn. Should he take up the quest that might have resulted in the
destruction the Drum? Was he qudified, yet, to investigate his own murder?

"l need to think about this" he said, pushing himself away from the table.
"Imre—" Freer looked Startled.

"Don't rush me, Al." He suppressed a flash of annoyance. What was Freer thinking? That he would start
issuing orders by reflex, without need for deliberation or debate? "'l know as much as you do about what
we're fighting here. Going off half-cocked helps no one, no matter how long you fed you've been
wating."

"You could & least tell me your side of the story.”

That wasagood point. "All right. Tak to Helwise. Shelll fill you in on what I'vetold her. If you have any
questions after that, we can talk some more. For now ..." Helooked at both of them in turn. They were
waiting expectantly, and that irritated him. "1 need to be done.”

"All right." Freer nodded. "Just tell meif you remember anything about BB and Mandda 2. Did you
come through there on theway here? Isthe Line dill intact?"

Imre wished he could reassure his old friend on any of those scores. "'I'm sorry. | didn't come that way,
and |— thisversion of me—didn't exist between Pelorus and now. That leaves me morein the dark than
you."

"Until we can find another verson of you, | guess,” Freer said. "Hell tak to you, a least. Then welll get
some answvers.”

Imre wasn't sure how he felt about that. He had no evidence yet that any other versions of him il
exigted, just glimpses here and there since the Sow Wave: an enigmatic, trangent figure drifting through
Bianca Biancotti's strange outpost. He felt like aghost in waiting, aresurrection in search of acorpse.

"Looking likethat," said Helwise, "he's aslikely to want to fuck you as help you."

Imre bit down on an angry retort. I'm right here, he wanted to say. That's me you're talking about. The
words sounded hollow even in hismind. He swallowed them like bile and turned and kicked away.



Hedidn't deep. He couldn't. Hisveinswere full of energy, arestless, fitful kind of energy that came from
too many uncertainties, too few complete answers. The habitat was akind of memoria to Himself: every
line accorded with his own sense of aesthetics, from elegant but sturdy zero-gee tables to the sweeping
curves of its hangar bays. The more he saw of it, the more he felt that he could navigate its deceptively
wide corridors with eyes closed, moving from place to place by ingtinct done. Every time heturned a
corner, hewas greeted by a sight that was at the same time new and familiar. He had patently never been
here before, but the man whose memories he claimed had once dreamed of it.

Thisdgavu, he thought, was perfectly understandable; it would have been strange for it to be otherwise.
That, however, didn't make it any less perturbing.

Rather than return to the quarters he had chosen, he let hisinstincts guide him, seeking the heart of the
complicated structure. He passed storerooms and empty fighter launch tubes, al safely locked under
Freer's new security regime. He drifted through cylindrica gardens, green and rich with the smell of
pollen. There were chambersthat had clearly been decorated by others. He recognized spare, abstract
metalwork that Freer would have liked, awhole wing in muted browns that made him think of Emlee
Copas, and aroom devoted entirely to rare energy weapons mat could only have been Render's
contribution: functiond, brutal, and with astrangely filtered gppreciation of history.

("l don't remember our secrets," the big soldier said from hismemory. "1 won't remember. Did God
retire?")

Nowhere did Imre see anything that might have belonged to Helwise MacPhedron.

The heart of the habitat wasn't in the physical center, or its center of gravity. It was, in fact, some distance
from either, Situated behind a closed door at the end of ashort corridor with no other exit. He floated in
front of the door, wondering what he might find on the far sde. There was abiometric lock in the center
of the diding pand. It hadn't opened as he approached, so he put hisleft palm on the lock and waited to
see what would happen.

Thelock hummed againg his skin, barely audible, then clicked. He withdrew his hand, and the hatch did
asde. Red light bathed him from the space beyond, and he kicked himself forward with eyeswidening in
wonder.

The room was spherica, approximately three meters across. The light came from the walls themselves,
but wasn't naturaly red. It shone pure white around the edges of hundreds of glass shards that covered
the walls, each one adifferent shape and shade of red, like jagged petals seen from insgde acrystal
flower. Imre arrested his motion against the far side of the chamber, and gently nudged himsalf back
toward the hatch, which had shut automatically behind him. The glass didn't shift even amillimeter under
hisweight; the relics were anchored againgt the walls by invisible molecular bonds, their surfaces oily and
irregular to the touch. They were clearly very, very old.

Stained glass, he thought, taken from old windows. He saw petals, an apple, and ashoe amid
uncountable geometric shapes. The crimson shards might once have belonged in old Earth cathedrals,
gately homes, and parliament buildings. If they were origind, the collection was beyond va ue.

To whom, he wondered. What was such a unique and precious collection doing at the heart of a secret
habitat hidden in Mandala Supersystem's spatid anomaly?

He could think of only one answer, even though it dismayed him to contemplateit. The collection had to
be his, stuated where it would go unnoticed and be defended if necessary. He imagined Himself passing
through the Cat's Arse after one of his many long journeys, detouring only dightly to deposit another rare
and ddlicaterelic in his secret repository. Had Helwise known about it? Had anyone € se? How strange



to think that they might have full and complete knowledge of his past obsession when he himself, until that
moment, had had none.

A strange urge swept over him: to smash the glassinto millions of pieces. That he understood the urge's
originsin no way diminished its destructive strength. The rosy heart of the habitat was asymbol of
something he lacked, a key difference between him and the man he had once been. So long asiit existed,
he would aways be reminded of it.

Hisfists baled. His knees came up, ready to kick out. Animage of himsdif floating in asea of red
particles cameto him, Sartlingly vivid, but in the fantasy the particles were of blood, not shattered glass.

He hugged himsdf. So much death and destruction. Perhaps he was better off not knowing everything his
origind had done, both before and after the Slow Wave. The latter worried him most: first abandoning
Helwiseto her fate, then appearing and disappearing in the obsessive pursuit of information only he and
Bianca Biancotti seemed to fathom. What remained to be reveded? What dark secret might the next
unveiling exposeto the light?

Reaching out, he grasped asingle, red shard—a curved, tapering shape that might once have represented
aribbon— and firmly pulled it toward him. With just adight, momentary resistance, it came away from
thewadl. Helet it float in the cage of hisfingers, admiring theimperfections of antiquity, then tucked it into
the breast pocket of histop and zipped it shut.

The empty space he had made in the display berated him as he | eft the room behind him, otherwise
untouched, and resolved to look el sawhere.

The habitat's encyclopedias were considerably more up-to-date than that of the Jinc, and their entries
more substantial. Imreimmersed himsdlf in the extradatafor afull day, skipping from record to record in
search of anything familiar. The exploits of hisformer sdf had taken him far and wide acrossthe galaxy, if
not asasngleindividud, then as many whose memories were subsequently combined in reunions
Helwise had described as "thought orgies.” He had pursued campaigns along al of the mgjor galactic
arms, from the serene outer wispsto the frenetic fringes of the centra bulge, where overclocking wasthe
norm and the rest of the Continuum was regarded as a dumping ground for laggardly do-gooders. He
had led armies of thousands and tactical squads of two or three. He had toppled despots and advised
beneficent leaders. He had dismantled predatory Alsand infiltrated aggressive gestalts. He had killed in
cold blood and in the heat of passion. He had pursued alengthy and costly campaign against the Forts
that came to be known asthe Mad Times.

Under hisentry of "Sternsknecht Imre Bergamasc" was along list of awards and commendations, plus
the conclusions of severa investigationsinto his conduct. He had twice been censured for "unnecessary
measures' in the pursuit of his duty, charges to which he had once pleaded guilty and once offered no
defense. Imre remembered just one of these incidents, and could see no way in which it differed from the
many others dowly coming back to him. It was al death and violent change, however helooked at it, in
the service of making the galaxy atidier place for the Forts to inhabit.

Hisfamily'sorigin was listed as New Irdland, a smdl system within the hundred-light-year bubble
surrounding Sol still known to some asthe Round. It had been atraditional terrestrial colony, with cities
Stuated near rivers and abluish sky not so different from Earth's. He wondered if people related to him
gl lived there, or if the Sow Wave had overtaken them too. He could remember none of their names,
however, or the names of hisfamily. They might have died or smply been expunged from his
recollections, erased more by the passage of years than by deliberate, dismissve act.

The encyclopedia entry went on to say that he had taken up permanent residence in Mandda



Supersystem following the Chaos War, and was thought to have returned there after the Mad Times.

That was where his entry ended. There was no mention of the campaigns Helwise had told him about, in
Chimeeon and e sewhere. There was, a0, no reference to the Slow Wave. Presumably, the
Continuum'’s automeatic maintenance of such databases had ceased with the cutting of the Forts Q loop
communications system. Just one of many things the galaxy now found hard to do without. He pictured
himsd f—many different versgons of Himsalf—converging on the Cat's Arse habitat after the Mad Times.
Besaten on athousand fronts, forced to surrender rather than see hisfriends and alies destroyed, haunted
by images of war—what had gone through his many minds afterward? What plans had he made after that
bittersweet merging of memories? Where had the many parts of him gone next?

"l seeyou found the room," Freer said to him over the habitat's intercom.

"l did." Imrewasfloating fully dressed in his hammock with his hands folded behind his head, al appetite
for discovery temporarily spent. "What'sit to you?"

"It wouldn't open for me, that'sdl. It's protected by its own security system. I've been curious about the
contents. Careto tell?"

Imre thought about it. The biometric lock must have been programmed by Himsdlf to respond only to
Imre Bergamasc's fingerprints, genetic code, or some other deep-etched detail. That it had recognized
him was reassurance of akind. He hoped it would put Freer's suspicions at ease.

"No," hesaidintheend. "It's private.”

"Understood.” Freer didn't sound especialy disappointed. "Hel has brought me up to date on your
Stuation. | can accept thet it'sdifficult.”

Widl, thanks, Imre thought to himself. Tell me something, Al. It's been worrying me ever snce we taked,
but I only just worked out what it was. Y ou've been herefor ages, right? Before the ship graveyard
formed, before Hel-wise arrived. Y ou must have seen her. Y ou must have seen the people attacking her.
Y ou didn't mention them. More importantly, you didn't help her."

"It's complicated.”

"l can understand complicated things, Al. Try me."

"| changed the codes for areason, and mat reason till held.”

"Until | camedong.”

"That'sright. Until you came aong. | told you why that makes adifference.”

"Couldn't you and Helwise have worked together? | don't understand why I'm so critical .
Therewasasmdl slence. "She understands.”

"Does she?'

"Weve stopped pointing guns at each other, haven't we? That's about the best we've ever got dong.”

"True, Al. But | don't likeit, and it doesn't redlly answer my question. She was broadcasting adistress
cal, for pity's sake, using Corps protocols. Y ou ignored it. That's pretty hard to forgive."

"I'm not asking for your forgiveness. Not ahead of her, anyway."



"What's that supposed to mean?"
"That weve dl donetilings others might find hard to understand. Me, her, and you."

"Yes," Imresaid, unfolding his hands and letting them float at hisSdes. "I assumed you were including me
inthat satement.”

The empty line hummed between them.

"Theresafull medica suite here,” Freer told him. "It can seeto your condition, if you want.”
"My what?'

"It can make the process the Jinc started proceed more quickly.”

"Y ou know, Al, for alot of people being femaeisn't exactly a'condition.™

"I'm not talking about alot of people. I'm talking about you."

"Anyway, I'm not redly femae any more. I'm something in between." He considered the suggestion,
taking it in the spirit it had been offered. "I'll think about it."

"That's assuming were not in ahurry to go anywhere, of course.”

He could clearly read the implication in Freer's voice. "Where would we go?"
"Emleg's message originated in Hyperabad. We could try to find her there.” .
"Did she say specifically that that's where she was?"!

"No."

"Then | think it would be alegp to assume she was ill there. Take it easy, Al. When we go after Render,
well doit theright way. Okay?"

That seemed to be enough for now. "Okay, Imre. I'll re-program the hab security to take your
indructions”

"You do that." So saying, he closed meline. He didn't want to nursemaid Freer through acrisis of
confidence when he had his own to ded with. Freer didn't want afight; he wanted a commanding officer.
Who was Imre to give out commands—this haf man, haf sdlf, existing congtantly on the brink of
disolution?

When he dept, he dreamed of the ghosts of the Fortslooming like giant headstones on the brink of falling
over and flattening him. Their last thoughts curled around him like dank, midnight mist. "Luminous,” they
intoned. "All isluminous." But it was dark in the boneyard, and darker till at the bottom of the grave
Imre had dug for himsdlf. When thefirgt of the mighty headstonestipped over him, grating likethelid of a
granite tomb, he saw hisnamewritten on it in block letters, chiseed there by the heavy hand of fate.

The hdls of the habitat were nearly silent, the rooms dl empty apart from three. Occasondly he heard
Freer exercisng, anachronigticaly pulling weights and swinging hislegsin zero-gee treadmills. Sometimes
he saw Helwise gliding smoothly through the halls, conducting an inventory of the habitat's contents. He
avoided them for the most part as he went about putting the pieces of himself together. Only when he felt
whole enough to stand on his own would he consider trying to put the Corps, then the galaxy, back
together again.



Freer understood, but he was not so patient. With Imre's permission, he put The Cauld Lad into a
permanent dock. He and the Al worked together to refit the starship after itslong journey—-on the
assumption that it would one day be needed again.

"Better prepared for something that never comes,” Freer told Imre when queried, "than dead.”

"l couldn't agree more." The activity was good for Freer. "Let me know when it'skitted out, and keep it
ready to launch on afive-minute countdown.”

If Freer fet patronized, he didn't let it show. He did, however, send Imre the full text of Emlee Copass
message, as though to remind him of their ultimate god. Imre refrained from pointing out that he hadn't
forgotten, that his god was the same as Freer's. They were Smply operating on different timetables.

Guilt prompted him to overclock just alittle, to hasten his ddliberations and bring any concluson he might
reach steadily closer. The heightened stress on his body brought a new acheto his attention: adeep
throbbing in his hips and spine that was certainly another symptom of hisdowly changing sex. Hetook
himself to the medicd suite and had himsdlf checked over, just to make sure the Jinc knew what they
were doing. Building abody from scratch was one thing; ensuring it stayed hedlthy in thelong term was
quite another.

The suite gave him agenerd dl clear. He didn't want to ignore asign that might turn out to be bone
cancer or something equdly insdious, but a the same time he didn't want to dwell overmuch on the
differences between him and hisformer sdlf. In the mirror, he imagined that he looked more like the
picture in the habitat's encyclopedia than he had with the Jinc. The nose was the same, and so wasthe
mouth; his eyes were unchanged regardless of his gender. Fortunately, singleton bodies were complex
and mysterious machines; hefdt judtified in taking the suite at its word for anything below skin-deep.

Before he lft the suite, he thoroughly depilated his skin, somach and dl, leaving only the thick, if short,
mat of white hair on his head untouched.

Next, hetook on the task of unpicking the message Em-lee Copas had broadcast, taking it apart ashe
had the first message he had received after escaping the Jinc. Starting with the route it had followed to the
Mandala 2 relay junction, he soon redlized that Smply obtaining it had not been an easy fest. It had
bounced for decades between dead endsin the Line, seeking a sympathetic listener. Some had copied it
and sent it farther abroad; that was clearly indicated in the files transmission history. Others, presumably,
had deleted it on receipt, unwilling to clog up the Linewith old criesfor help. This single copy must have
been preserved and propagated by a chain of people sympathetic to, or at least familiar with, the Corps
and its members.

The essence of the message was much as Freer had summarized it. One of the Corpswasin trouble,
having been arrested on charges of sedition, sabotage, and conspiracy to overthrow the government.
Which government, exactly, she didn't say; neither did she specify which of her colleagues wasin danger.
If the sentence couldn't be commuted, execution was inevitable. Unsaid wasthe detail of guilt or
innocence. It was quite possible that Copas and any number of Corps members could indeed have been
congpiring againg asovereign state, particularly if the Forts had anything to do with their being therein
thefirst place. After the Sow Wave, however, al assumptions were thrown out. There were no more
Forts, so how could the mission be alegitimate one? The charges could have been completely deserved
or completely manufactured. There was no way at present to tell.

Copas concluded with apleato congregate in "the usud venue' and from there mount an extraction. Her
avoidance of detailswas frustrating but necessary, Imre supposed. Anything too detailed might be
intercepted and lead to atrap.



There was no way, either, to tell exactly when it was sent. Light-speed delays and the vast Size of the
Continuum had forced the abandonment of a contemporary calendar long ago. Dates and times were
purdy relative, aswasthe flow of timeitself. Three people could occupy aroom for an hour and
experience that time in three very different ways. One moving at Tempo Fort could barely noticeit pass
while another severdly overclocking could grow old and die. Thethird could experienceit in the way
natural humans had for millennia, at Tempo Absolute, but who wasto say that that was the more correct
verson? So it was with even something as broad as the caendar year. What did it matter if two pointson
opposite sdes of the galaxy recorded the same date when tens of thousands of years separated their
every communication? Except on amoment-to-moment level, al discussions of time were conducted in
the broadest and mogt flexible terms, in relation to events the participants had in common.

Emlee Copass message might have been sent immediately after the Sow Wave struck Mandala
Supersystem. It might have been sent much later. Either way, he told himsdlf, there was no hurry. Unless
Copas sent another message directly to the Cat's Arse, he had time to think about what to do next.

That, in agaaxy torn gpart, seemed too precious acommodity to ignore, no matter how it was
messured.

He was adegp when Freer derted him to theincoming vessals. It took him adisturbingly long timeto
wake up. His dreams had become no less vivid with time. If anything, the constant input of information,
present and past, stimulated hisimagination to new heights. He saw himself in athousand guises, as
galactic master, dave to the Forts, rampaging destroyer, gallant hero, swashbuckling lover. He didn't
know if any of them wastrue, but in every one of them he was mae. His desire and the ability to act on
that desire was very active. Sometimes he woke panting for bresth and covered with swest, clutching at
the vestiges of an orgasm he could no longer fed. Thefedingsinevitably dissolved, leaving himwith a
keen sense of lossthat could not be assuaged. The sabotaging of this aspect of hisbeing became
gradudly and inextricably linked with the loss of the Continuum. When he grieved for one, heaso
grieved for the other.

"So do as Al suggested,” Helwise told him at one point, when he had come to her with his problem. She
had taken aroom up the corridor from his, one that remained identical in every respect to the others,
gpart from the smell of her. "Make aman of yoursdlf, literdly. At least one your problemswill be solved
then."

"Fddling while Romeburns" hesaid.

She hadn't laughed. "Y ou're not the Continuum. Why suffer any more bullshit than you need to?"
"l don't think | have amartyr complex, if that's what you're worried about."

That did prompt aguffaw. "If you did, that'd definitely mark you asafake."

("Il give you nothing but lies," he remembered Render saying once. The memory cameto himin aflash,
likeasplit-second migraine. "'I'll give you nothing but liesor nothing a dl.")

"What if itisdl fake?' he asked her, shrugging off the sense of double-time. "What if none of thisisme?"

She had patted him lightly on the cheek. "Honey, the Jinc don't sound like practical jokers. Therésno
other reason | can think of to burden uswith you."

"I'm aburden to you now, am |?'

"Youwill beif you keep asking stupid questions. Now shut up and get undressed.”



"What?'
"Y ou may not feel desire, but | do. Either joinin or get out.”

He had stayed out of asense of duty for what they had once had, and for what she claimed il to fed.
More than mere desire, a complicated entanglement that had had as many good moments as bad. Was
this agood moment? He couldn't tell. Holding her and touching her as he once had encouraged a sense
of intimacy he wasn't certain he wanted. Without knowing who he was, how could he beginto love
someone else? Without desire urging him on, he felt removed from the proceedings. Where once her
naked body might have ingpired lust, he felt only curiosity and awkwardness. He went through the
motions, experiencing no arousal to match hers, no release. When she came, she reached for the wall
behind her, not him. Afterward hefelt tired.

They dept tangled in the sheet that stopped them drifting around the room. He dreamed of a headless
golden statue on avery tall mountain, so tal that from its summit he could see the edge of theworld. A
tidal wave was building, growing steadily in mass and power. Sunlight gleamed off the top of it and the
edge of hisnotched sword in exactly the same fashion. Asthe wave finally broke and began to rush
forward, his sword melted into water and dipped through his fingersto the gold beneath hisfeet.

He woke to the sound of Alphin Freer'svoicein hisears.

"Get up, you two. There's someone coming our way."

"Who?" asked Helwise, pushing hersdf from Imre and reaching for her clothes.

"I don't know. They're not broadcasting, and neither am .

"Keepit that way." She was dressed and gone before Imre had fully shrugged off the dream.
"Isthis necessarily an emergency?' he asked Freer. "Couldn't thisjust be a patrol of some kind?"

"Unlikely. There's nothing around Kuntuzangpo but us, and no reason to come looking. Mandaaisfull of
dead ships and space junk. The Hypers have more important things to worry about.”

"Thewho?'
"Hyperabad isthe seat the civilian government now, around Chenres."

"Yes, | remember. | just hadn't heard you cdl them that before.” He suppressed hisirritation. "Do these
ships bear any resemblance to ships you've seen before?”

"Yes," Freer admitted. "They look like Vespulas.”

Imre was through the door and hurrying to the common area. V epulas were acommon enough fighter;
their presence didn't necessarily implicate Mandala 2, where Freer had flown them for Bianca Biancotti.

"How many are there?'
"Hve"

Imre patched in to the habitat's telemetry as he hurried to the communa area. The deceleration cones
preceding the shipswere clearly visble astriangular distortionsin the space-time surrounding
Kuntuzangpo. Traveling well gpart to avoid interfering with each other, they were decderating at a
massive rate. They had clearly coasted at their maximum velocity for aslong as possiblein order to delay
detection until the last moment. Their ETA waslessthan an hour.



The communal areawas transformed by ariot of two-and three-dimensiond displays at every
conceivable orientation, projecting every imaginable color. Imre kicked through three of them on the way
to the center, where Freer and Hel-wise stood, skimming through the data.

"Theresno sgn of amatter ram,” Freer said, studying radar and lidar images refreshing every tenth of a
second. That was something. A handful of ball bearings dropped before the ships had begun to
decelerate would arrive long before the ships themselves, contai ning enough energy to blow the habitat to
pieces.

"I'm along way from feding any kind of rdlief,” said Helwise. "Are you sure you didn't leave any enemies
behind at Mandala 27

"No more than usud." Freer'stone was dry. The consummate professiona, he made a point of making as
little an impression as possible, except on the battlefield. "They may have comein quiet, but they're
certainly declaring themsdves now."

"Thisisdl well get," sad Imre, taking in the information with hisarmsfolded, oneleg bracing him againgt
amagneticaly fixed chair. "They're hoping to force areaction. It's designed to be intimidating, them
bearing down on uswithout knowing whet they want."

"No shit." Helwise brushed an errant strand of hair out of her face.

"They might want usto break radio slencefirg. If mat'sthelimit of their intentions, | can livewithiit.
Wed probably be dead already if murder was on their minds." He thought for amoment. "How strong
are the habitat's defenses, exactly? Could we hold off adirect assault?"

Freer shook his head. "We could stop them boarding for awhile, but eventudly they'd get in. To turn
them back, we'd need to go out there and engage.”

"And the one ship we haveis The Cauld Lad."
"Lotsof dronesand thelike," said Helwise, "but they're not going to hurt anyone.”

Imre nodded, keeping the turmoil of hisemotions care-. fully hidden. Ready or not, the time had cometo
make adecision.

"All right. Get the ship prepped. Then hail them. Tl them we're the survivors of the liner Helwise came
herein and ask for ID. Sound nervous, if you can. Let's see what happens when we play by their rules.”

Freer complied. After engaging The Cauld Lad's Al and setting itslaunch-prep cyclein motion, he
brought up amaster communications window and broadcast a short message directly at thefive
approaching ships.

"Deodati to incoming vessels: identify and state your intentions. We are not salvage. | repest, we are not
sdvage. Pleaseignore any transmissionsto the contrary.” They waited ten minutes, listening to the crackle
of Kun-tuzangpo and the long-distance burble of conversationsto faint too make out, then tried again.

"Incoming vessels, thisistheliner Deodati. Y ou may have heard adistress cal, but the emergency has
been contained. We are in no need of assistance. Thanksfor your interest, but we'd appreciate you

moving dong."
Thefive shipswere hdf the distance they had been when aresponse findly came.

"You'refooling no one, Freer. Get your locks open. Were here for Bergamasc.”



The three of them exchanged glances.
"Do you recognize that voice?' Imre asked Freer.
"Never heard it before.” Freer activated the transmitter again, and broadcast, " Bergamasc who?"

The response came more quickly. With every minute, the ships drew closer. One of the screens
displayed afuzzy image of their arrowhead formation: five black motes riding forward-pointing jets of
fire. Their enginesworked on principles very different from the chemica rockets of humanity's earliest
ventures into space, but the specid effectswere not dissmilar.

Thistimethe voice that spoke was very familiar indeed. "1 know you haveto try, Al, but you're wasting
your time. They know where you are and who'swith you. | suggest you stop staling and hand him over.”

Helwise looked at Freer. "That'syou, isn't it?"
Freer nodded. "Itis."

"You cdl yoursdf Al?'

"Not normally."

She pursed her lips. "1 don't likethis."

"Neither do1." Imre pushed himself forward. "Ask them why they want me—and what you stand to gain
by doing asthey say. Hdl, get those drones you mentioned out of storage but don't launch anything yet.
Have them ready to movewhen | tell you."

"I think—"
"Jugt doit."
She pursed her lipsbut didn't argue.

"Listen," Freer broadcast to the approaching ships. "Say I've got what you want. Y ou're going to haveto
provide agood reason for meto giveit away. What's my motive? Why would | betray afriend?!

The five specks resolved into identicd fighters: definitely Vespulas, no decoys. Thefighterswere much
smaller in mass than the habitat, but one of the basic rules of space warfare—writ large and clear on
Imre'sinherited mind— was that being big and under zero accel eration was amassive disadvantage.
Offense was much easier than defense, and the fighters had it in spades.

Helwise nodded surlily when the drones were ready. At precisaly the same instant, the other Freer
replied.

"I'm not asking you to betray anyone. People are looking for him. Important people, Al. Worry about
them, not him. Y ou don't even know if he'sreal.”

Helwise and Freer looked at Imre. He shook his head, as much in the dark asthey were.
"Why wouldn't he be real ?' Freer asked.

The response took only aminute. "WEell fill you in when we dock. Don't stuff us around any more than
you haveto, for pride's sake. Od knows | understand; no one likes being pushed around. But Imresa
wanted man, and we know he's come here. Theré's no point dragging it out or getting anyone hurt.”



There was a pause, then: "Oh, and BB sends her love."
Freer stiffened and went pae. "She wouldn't do that. She wouldn't say that. She was ether lying or—"

Imre reached out and gripped hisarm. "It'satrap. He used the wrong name; he asked you not to betray
anyone; he told you something you knew wasfase. The rest was just what they wanted to hear."

"Y es, but who are 'they'?" The flesh around Freer's eyes was infused with blood. It wastoo easy to
imagine what his other salf's captors had doneto force himto lie. Everyonein the Corps had used such
techniques themsdaves, many times.

"Let'snot stick around to find out." Helwise kicked through the virtua displays and headed for the
nearest door. "I'll see you guys at the ship. Don't take too fucking long, will you?"

"Wewon't." Imrethought fast, skimming through options until he was certain the one he was following
was the optimum. "Get those dronesin motion,” he called after her. "I want them in the habitat,
everywherel Al, cal our vistorsand tell them you'll do asthey say. Pick an air lock; give them directions;
don't make them suspicious.”

Freer's attention narrowed back to the present. Y ou're going to let them in?"
"Y es, but wewon't be here. The only thing they'll find waiting for them isanasty surprise.”

Imre brought up the drone master control window and confirmed that Helwise had activated their interna
Alsand put them in motion. Simple, reactive machines normally used to widen sensor basdlines, they
filed in their dozens dong the habitat's long corridors like platd ets through a human bloodstream. He
patched into one of their data feeds and glimpsed the one next in line, wobbling like afat top as puffing
arjetspropdledit dong.

With a series of quick commands, he put their self-defense systemsin a state of high readiness. At the
flick of amental switch, they would go from harmless drifting dronesto hair-trigger assassins. Asafurther
mesasure, he rigged them al to blow if one was destroyed. The resulting firestorm would play merry
havoc with the habitat's life support and, at the very least, give the visitors areason to pause.

Big, dow objects were no good in combat, but they were perfect for an ambush. Limited ingress, tight
corridors, centraized contral... He felt arush of adrenaine he hadn't experienced in that body before.
But for the high odds, he might have stayed to see what happened. At best, they would catch the crew of
onefighter off guard, maybe two. That |eft three Vespulasto deal with, making avery close match
againg the starship.

"Y ou've been here along time, right?" he asked Freer, asthey hurried from the common areato where
Hdwiseand The Cauld Lad werewaiting.

"Long enough.”

"My eyes crosswhen | so much aslook outside. The distortion gets me every time. They won't be
adjusted to it either. We can use that to our advantage, I'm sure.” He watched Freer closdly. "1 want you
at thehdm, not Helwise. Y ou understand?’

"You don't entirely trust her." Freer nodded. 'That's good.”

"It'snot that. | don't want her finger on thetrigger if we have to do something you'll regret later. Like
killing someone you hold more dlegiance to than you do her, or me."



Freer kept hiseyesforward. "I understand.”

Asthey hurried dong thelast leg to The Cauld Lad's dock, Imre brought up the external battery
command window and put the habitat's externa defensesin astate of readiness. The targets he dlocated
weren't theincoming vessdls, but the agglomerations of space junk surrounding the habitat. The
graveyard had been undisturbed since Helwise had crashed through it in the Deodati . The time had
come, perhaps, to mix thingsup alittle.

A drone whizzed by like an angry hornet, no larger than hisfist. The air lock gaped ahead of them. Imre
waved Freer infirst.

"Sed usup," hetold the ship, tugging himself from handhold to handhold aong the bright blue corridor.
His eyes had become accustomed to the gentler tones of the habitat hisformer salf had designed. "Hd,
are weready to launch?'

Her reply came virtualy to his earsfrom the cockpit. His new body had interfaced seamlessy with the
ship's symbolic environment. "My hand's on the switch and ready to push. Aren't you just alittle bit
curious asto what you're guilty of ?*

"l don't get thefedling they're hereto talk." He reached the ladder leading to the bridge a second after
Freer and followed him dong it, mindful of thetaller man'skicking feet. "I'm not sure I'd believe anything

they had to say, anyway."

The wraparound screen was full of displays. Many showed the quintet of vessdls, their velocities il
dropping fast and their courses diverging as they neared the habitat. Front-on they were ova in cross
section, but that would soon change as wegpons and telemetry vanes extended. Their outlinesrippled as
in a heat haze, seen through regions of distressed space-time.

Imre pointed at acouple of windows he'd never noticed before. "What are these systems? | don't recall
them from thetrip out."

"While you were busy with the encyclopedia,” said Freer, "1 made afew improvements.”
"Likewhat, exactly?'

"Wesapons, for one. Just in case." Freer stood next to Helwise. "We've been around long enough to
know that we're not considered threats by anyone. No one came looking for us. Y ou, though, are awild
card. Wherever you go, trouble alwaysfollows."

A window bleeped for attention. Helwise brought it forward through the virtual stack. " So, now the
bastards want to talk."

"They can want dl they like." Imre opened the habitat's externd battery command in the wraparound
screen, where the others could seeit too. "Y ou know what I've got in mind. Give me some targets.”

Helwise no longer needed to be asked twice. The view swung and shifted from hulk to hulk. "That one
there. And that onetoo. It'll fall to pieceswith one shot to the bow. Seethat fat carrier over there, behind
the scaffold? It'sfull of hydrogen. | was saving that for later, if | needed it." Imre picked out the targets
she selected and |ocked the habitat's mass and beamer weapons onto them. Projectiles would take
longer to hit their targets than alaser, but their effects would be more dramatic. While doing so, he
carefully avoided looking at the twisted, shifting backdrop of stars. Thiswasn't thetimeto be
bamboozled.

"Givethem one chance,” said Freer. "At least |et them know they're not welcome.”



"Spoil the surprise?" said Helwise. "'l don't think so.”

"No," sad Imre, diding the battery screen to one side. "He'sright. Go ahead, Al. They might ill think
thisisyour show."

The Cauld Lad gave Freer an open lineto the incoming vessdls. "We don't haveto do it likethis" he
told them. "I need reasons, not thresats, before I'll hand over anything or anyone.”

The response time was measured in seconds. A different voice spoke, awoman with inflexible vowels:
"Bergamasc isawanted man. That'sal you need to hear. Stand between us and him, and you'll know
about it."

"Well, gee, snceyou put it so nicely..." Freer activated the main air lock by remote. "Come aboard, by
al means"

"Thank you." The shipswere now so close their speed could be measured in meters per second. "Y ou're
doing theright thing."

"I have only your word for that." Freer glanced at Imre, then away. "I suppose this has something to do
with Domgard.”

The response wasimmediate: "'Y our immediate future, Alphin Freer, and the future of the human race,
depend on your never saying mat name again.”

Thefive shipsdiverged like aflock of birds hit by acannonball.
"Holy shit." Helwise dapped Freer in the chest. "What did you say that for? They're on an atack run!”

"They dwayswere." Imre pushed them apart and in- strutted the externa battery to begin firing. "Get us
ready to move."

"Couldn't bereadier." Helwise's hands played across The Cauld Lad's contact pads with as much
symbolic need as actud. "Just say the word.”

"Al hasthe hem. | want you firing a the graveyard.”

If shewas surprised, it didn't show. In adozen windows energy played across the abandoned hulks.
Shadows danced aslight flared and faded. Clouds of vaporized metal bloomed like mushroomsin fast
motion. One particularly fierce explosion left abright line across Imre's retina. When he looked back, the
entire view was moving: the wrecks, the sky, and everything between. What had once been a
navigationd curiosity suddenly became a serious danger for anyonein thevicinity.

Particularly anyone moving. Thefiveincoming vessas changed course to avoid thewordt of it. Telemetry
became ahash of noise and ghost signasinto which the V espulas vanished. The battery continued
pounding the graveyard until the habitat was surrounded by spinning wreckage. Distant thuds and rattles
camethrough the hull to thoseinsde The Cauld Lad. The entire nose of the Deodati pin-wheeed by,
trailing sparks from ether jagged end.

"Shall | launch?" asked Freer.
"Not yet. They'll be waiting outside in case werun, dl five of them. | want shorter odds than that.”
"| can't get afix on them,” said Helwise, trawling through masses of raw data. "They could be anywhere."

"We know where they want to be," said Imre. They won't keep uswaiting long."



Right on cue, adark shape did into view: one of the Vespulas, feigning atumble. Helwise ingtantly
targeted it.

"Do they think wereidiots?'

Imre held her back. "L et them think that. Ramp back the barrage, one battery at atime. Makeit look like
we're running out of ammo.”

"Yes, boss" Hisface froze at the term, and he fought a pointless urge to run. The Vespularolled by,
exposing itsflank like a seductive shark. Gradudly, fitfully, the pounding of the habitat's defensesfell
glent. A full minute passed before—

"One, two, three." Freer counted off multiple targets gppearing in me displays. "Here they come.”

"Leaving just two outsde.” Imre dlowed himsdf to fed relief. The game wasn't over, but its concluson
was now very nearly inevitable. "L et them dock. Give them enough time to reach the drones. Then let's
get the hdl out of here”

Helwise primed the externd battery to start firing again the moment The Cauld Lad launched. "Beiter
hope you didn't leave anything behind. We won't be coming back for awhile."

"I can't say I'll missthe place,” said Freer, priming the drives. "It'll be good to be moving again.”

Imre patted his breast pocket, where the shard of red glass safely rested. He was haunted by the
questions that would remain unanswered if they ran: what did these people know about Domgard? Why
were they going to so much trouble to find him? How did they know he was here in the first place? For a
brief moment, on the brink of explosive motion, he was tempted to surrender just to get those answers,
to put an end to the growing uncertainty he felt about hisrolein the Slow Wave and the fate of humanity.
By duding capture now, he might delay the revelation he so desperately needed.

Perhaps that was agood thing, he told himself. Perhaps the time had arrived to set that mystery asidein
exchange for something much more important. Knowing the answersto those questionswouldn't tell him
whereto go next. He needed to find out where he stood with those he had been closest to in the
past—and that meant finding Emlee and putting the Corps back together. That was amuch more worthy
god than his obsession with hisformer sdf's actions, the wrongs he might have committed in absentia.

Freer blew the dock's external hatch and set The Cauld Lad off itsleash. Helwise fired the externd
battery, and the shell of wreckage surrounding the habitat lit up like clouds over ablazing city. Fire and
ash and arain of twisted metal rushed by, making aterrible noise on the hull, then al was distortion and
acceleration and liquid stars smeared across the blackness of space.

The fourth and fifth \Vespulas gppeared in their path with gunports blazing. The Cauld Lad quaked under
the impacts but didn't falter. Sheets of burned hull doughed away, leaving awake of matter that |ooked
uncannily like avapor trail.

Then the Vespulasfdl behind them, their trgjectories too divergent from The Cauld Lad'sto correct in
time. What fighters gained in maneuverability they lacked in sheer grunt. By the time they brought
themselves about, the starship would be well out of range.

Imre checked the course Freer had plotted. He had done exactly as Imre had expected.

"Bring us around Kuntuzangpo,” he said. "Don't take us straight to Hyperabad. Take usviaDi-zang. At
least make mem think about where we're headed before going for the golden goose.”



Freer nodded. Helwise had no opinion on the subject. She was watching the displays aimed back the
way they had come and laying down atrail of hard matter to make rapid pursuit more dangerous. The
cloud of debristill burned, issuing clouds and jetslike the surface of adirty star. Only two of the
Vespulaswere visible; the habitat couldn't be seen at dl. Imre had no doubt that their attackers could see
them as clearly asthey could be seen in return. Their escape route would be plotted, projected
and—what? Transmitted ahead to more of their kind? It al depended on who they were. Freer had
talked about a steady stream of saboteurs and spies passing through Mandate 2 during his tenure there.
That spoke of organization and intent. It wasn't inconceivable that the two groups weren't connected.
From Di-zang, they would change course for Chenresi, the subordinate star around which Hyperabad
orbited. He would look for Emlee Copas the only place he could. He would commit to her cause, inthe
absence of hisown. They would find Render, if he il lived, and they would rescue him. Then the Corps
would be complete.

"Y ou don't know what he's done," the attackers had said.
At least for now, he thought, he knew what he was doing.
THE HUMAN CORROSION

Where be treads, the earth is parched! —Where he breathes, the ok is firel —Where he feeds, the
food is poison! —Where he tuns, his ghmce is Kghtmng! —Robert Charles Maturti

Onerdative day awvay from the Cat's Arse, till accelerating at dozens of gravities, The Cauld Lad
received ashort transmission from the habitat's attackers. It showed Alphin Freer tied with arms
outstretched between two bolted crash couches. He had been beaten bloody and seemed barely
conscious. There was no sound. He stirred, said something to someone standing out of shot, and spat
messily in zero gravity. Therewas a spike of light, like aflashbulb, and Freer's head jerked back. A fine
mist of blood painted the bulkhead behind him a brilliant shocking red.

There the transmission ended.

"I'm sorry, Al," Imre said. He could think of nothing elseto add. They had al lost versions of themsdlves
in combat or accidents. Some had been sacrificed in circumstances not dissmilar to thisone. It went with
the territory.

"That's okay." Freer'slong, lanky frame bowed, just for amoment, like atree under heavy wind. "There's
nothing we could have done."

"No point mourning what you never knew," said Hel-wise, with the bare minimum of sympethy.
"Doyou redly think s0?' Imre asked her.

"Sure”

"I'm wasting my time, in other words—trying to put myself back together?'

"I'm not talking about you, boss. I'm talking about Al. There are enough of himin that skull aready. Any
more and he might implode.”

Freer sraightened. "How many of medied in that Vespula? How many werein that skull?"
"Don't give methat crap. Would you have traded places with him?”

"Of course not.”



"So you see adifference between this you and that you. Why wouldn't it have been murder, then, if youd
absorbed his memories and got rid of that body? What makes you so fucking specia ?*

"That'sacompletdy different Stuation, and you know it. If you redly want to discussthe mordity of—"

"Not now, you two. Not now." Imre held up hishandsin an effort to quell the argument beforeiit redly
garted. "1 careless about philosophy than getting usto safety. Hel, any sign of pursuit?”

She drummed her fingers againg The Cauld Lad's instrumentation pand. "Three of thefive arelagging
way behind. No sign of the other two."

"Will welosethem at Di-zang, Al?"
"Il bet thislifeonit.”

"Good. Then there's nothing to worry about—and there won't be for quite awhile. Unlessyou have
anything specific to tell me at Absolute, I'm dropping tempo and saving mysdf the wait. Join meif you
want, or I'll seeyou  the other end.”

With that, he reduced his body's metabolic rate so that ayear would last lessthan arelative day,
confident that the ship would bring him up to speed if necessary. He could imagine few circumstancesin
which that would be the case; the route Freer had plotted took them well away from any known planets,
habitats, or shipping lanes. Unlessthe hypothetica conspirators hunting him had access to unimaginably
vast resources—whole governments would have trouble netting asingle ship moving at speed through
Mandaa Supersystem—they would arrive in Hyperabad safely, there to meet a completely new basket
of problems.

Helwise and Freer became blursthat swirled and sped about him, arms waving like deranged angels
under ambient light that was suddenly bluer and brighter. To their eyes, he would be a statue frozen
resolutely in place around which their argument raged. He didn't bother requesting a transcript of their
discussion; hisfractured autobiography supplied him with enough evidenceto indicate mat thiswasa
regular occurrence, and one unlikely to be resolved soon.

Helwise wasthefirgt to drop tempo and join him. Her blur abruptly dammed to ahdt on hisleft, standing
with armsfolded and jaw set.

"Our ETA issix hours, reative" she said in atone he had cometo recognize as provisondly cam. "Any
particular way youd liketo kill thetime?"

"I'm not killing anything. Al must have collected astack of datawhile he was hunkered down in the Cat's
Arse and Mandaa 2. | want to know everything he does about Hyperabad.”

"Weéll, bewary of him. | don't like the way he handled that litde scene back there.”

"l hear you, Od damniit." Freer's motion-smeared form solidified on Imre's right. He was peering closely
at one of the displays, adjusting the ship'strim. "There's no right way to handle sceneslike that. At least |
don't think mereis”

"For the record, | agree completely,” said Imre, "but mat's not the point. The point isthat you two are
going to shut the fuck up aout it, or I'll ditch you both out the air lock and to the devil witii who'sin the
right or who'sin whose head. Get over it in your own ways and your own time. Leave me out of it. All
right?'

"Got it," said Helwise, scowling at Freer. "Y ou heard the man, or whatever the hell heis. Let's see your



data" Imreignored the jab. Freer opened awindow in the ship's wraparound display, and at the same
time made the information available directly to them. Bits and bytes flowed like invisble motes between
the three people on the bridge. Slowly, a picture of atroubled survivor emerged.

In Imre's day, Hyperabad had been aminor capita of asmall empire overshadowed by its neighborsin
Mandaa Supersystem. Therise of the Alienist Technarchy had barely touched it, and thefal had actualy
benefited it, Snceitsinfrastructure had been criticd to the Continuum's rgjuvenation of theregion. Imre
assumed that he had had a part to play in that, athough there had been nothing in the Cat's Arse
encyclopedia specifically mentioning it, and he didn't remember. The subsequent collgpse of me
Continuum had left numerous sgnificant regiona works unfinished and seen othersfd| into less beneficent
hands. The resulting squabble had somehow ended with Hyperabad on top of aheap of diverse
world-states and more man two dozen loosdly affiliated habitat governments. A complex bureaucracy
comprising severd overlgpping federations and one more or lessintegrated military force oversaw the
adminigtration of the supersystem—~but there were as many opportunities for wriggle room asthere were
holesto fal through. Kuntuzangpo was one such hole: an entire subsystem of Mandala abandoned smply
because it was of no use or threat to anyone. Lawless groups like those that had attacked the
habitat—and the Corpsitsalf, snce Imre, Helwise, and Freer owed no alegiancesto the
"Hypers'—roamed unchecked as aresult.

Closer to the centers of power, aumority wielded a heavy fist. Corruption and commerce swelled like
cancerous twinsin Hyperabad's dusty womb. A small, hot world, with 90 percent of itswater drawn
from aquiferstainted by thousands of cycles of pollution and reclamation, itslast officid census put the
head count at an even hillion, Primes and singletons al: no gestats alowed, thanksto an Alienist
Technarchy backlash. Since that census, Freer had picked up news of at least one mgor population
crash that had culled 30 percent of the pre-Slow Wave high. Anyone's guess was as likely to be accurate
asto the current head count, but a significant chunk of it clustered in a sprawling, overbuilt capital
centered on the base of the"skyline," the planet's oldest orbita tower. "Hyperabad of Hyperabad" was
the megacity's official name. Its citizensregarded the city, the world, and the small empire beyond as

Synonymous.

The Cauld Lad swooped around Di-zang's fiery white orb like aweight on astring, ignoring the
prospects of its six rocky worlds and busy industria complexes. Its e aborate LaGrange constructs
possessed afriable, fractal beauty reminiscent of automated processes gone to seed, and Imre wondered
if they wereinhabited at dl. Mandala Supersystem was a garden, ferd and beautiful in avery deadly

way.

Theleg to golden Chenres passed uneventfully. Two of the five Vespulas had followed them to Di-zang
but falen steadily behind, and no intercept vehicles came out to meet them as The Cauld Lad
approached its destination. Either there hadn't been enough time to launch an intercept, or the next
attempt was going to be less overt. Traffic became denser the closer they approached Hyperabad, and
they examined every near passwith al due scrutiny. Makes and classes varied, but al openly
displayed—or &t least made the gppearance of displaying—their purpose for being in the planet'svicinity.
Most were traders or passenger vessal's, some were on diplomatic missions from elsewherein the
supersystem, escorted by deek security ships as deadly as poison darts; ahandful were refugees, denied
landing privileges on Hyperabad itself and orbiting endlessy in an artificid ring, awaiting asecond chance.
Imre suspected that at least some of these were fronts for security forces, covertly testing incomers or
hoping to draw out diss dent movements from within the indigenous population.

The Cauld Lad remained resolutely silent except when hailed by government officials. Helwise answered
al questions with as much of the truth as they deemed appropriate: they were visitors from out-system;
they had no officia 1Ds; they would alow their ship to be searched; they would submit to the laws of



Hyperabad as applied to mem. There was no reason to buck the system until the system demonstrated its
hodtility to them, and thusfar it had been nothing but officious and abrupt. Imre could live with both.
Governments like this one existed to push people around, thinking mat was the only way to keep unrest
in check. Aslong asthey let themsel ves gppear to be pushed, and kept their true intentions well out of
sight, they would not be bothered.

Whatever their true intentions were... Imre had no ideawhere to start looking for Emlee Copason a
world of haf abillion people or more. She had been the Corp'sinformation specidist; with her dongside
them, the job might have been manageable. Asit was, he, Helwise, and Freer would just have to make
do with what talents they had between mem. Helwise the covert operative and Freer the sergeant; Imre
Bergamasc their ersatz commander.

Their landing permit came with along list of dosand don'ts plus a sdection of portsto put down in. They
had requested a ground landing in order to keep The Cauld Lad as close as possible, even though such
were not the norm on most densaly populated worlds. Permission came readily enough, suggesting mat a
history of mistrust existed regarding the orbita tower networks. They had probably been commandeered
or sabotaged in the past, before or after the Sow Wave, leaving more than just physical scars on the
planet and its people.

Everywhere Imre |ooked, he saw evidence of paranoia and aggression. His grief for the Continuum rose
rather than faded, for such conditions had been rarein histime. Poverty and politica subjugation had
been relatively un- known and swiftly eradicated whereit arose. The baser aspects of human nature had
been carefully pruned or guided into more productive outlets by those like him under the direction of the
Forts. Even he, when he had turned on his masters, had been eventually cowed and brought back to
hedl. How that had happened he till didn't know, exactly. Neither Freer nor Helwise had been present
during the fateful conversation with Factotem.

The Cauld Lad adopted a stubby aerobraking configuration on approach. Hyperabad's atmosphere hit
them like a hydraulic ram. Back at Tempo Absolute and standing on the bridge with the others, Imre felt
afaint vibration trill through the bulkheads. In the displays, the bold, brown sphere of the planet bulged
large, dusted with ice at the poles and girdled by a narrow ocean around its southern hemisphere, until its
edge became a horizon and the nearest face the ground. Details sprang into sharp relief: sheets of thin
cloud; jagged, reddish mountains; geometricaly precise roads crossing deserts of pure white; dark clots
that were most likely satdllite cities or independent settlements, strung out like droplets of dark water ona
spider's web.

"L ooks about as comely as ever," muttered Helwise, asthe ship's vel ocity dropped from interplanetary to
merely supersonic speed, carving acrack acrossthe sky severa kilometerslong.

"Don't fed obliged to comewith us, then," Imretold her. " Someone hasto stay with the ship, anyway.
That can beyour job."

"Where are you two going?"

"To do alittledigging. If Emleeis here and hoping to contact us, shelll have left atrall. It's not going to be
easy to find, but it's the best hope we have."

Helwise said, "Get us access to thelocal databases, and | can search from here. It'll give me something to
do."

"That was my very next suggestion.”

"One step ahead of you, boss. Thisisjust likethe old times." Imre said nothing. He had intimate, if



partia, knowledge of many such operations. The connection, however, was till lacking; his actionsfelt
anything but routine. The difference was as acute as that between reading an autobiography and living the
life

The ship rocked as it dropped below the speed of sound. Banking sharply, it lined up for landing at the
airport they had chosen, one well connected to the heart of the city. Roads, rail, and maglev transport
systems radiated from the port like the rays of astar.

"Apparently | lived in Mandaa Supersystem for awhile" Imre thought aloud. "I might have identities|
can il access.”

"It would be unwise to go anywhere near them," said Freer in aleve tone. "Theless attention you draw,
the better. Y ou're awanted man, remember?"

"Lucky I've dtill got these, then." Helooked down at his breasts, undiminished in Sze benesth a
nondescript outfit of canvas pants, beige flak jacket, and work gloves. A tight-fitting, grease-stained
beanie would compl ete the ensemble when he | eft the ship. Benegth dl of it, he discreetly wore askin suit
for protection from blades and crude projectile weapons. " Suggest that | pose asyour girlfriend, and I'll
knock your lightsout.”

Freer's expression didn't change. "Y ou're not my type."
"After BB," said Helwise, "that'd be like cradle-snatching.”

None of them laughed. The moment wasn't about levity. Sometimes conversation existed to fill the sllence
between key momentsin acampaign. Thiswas one of those, Imre thought. The team wasticking over,
idling like an engine waiting to be put into gear. Soon enough the time would come to drop the clutch and
push the accelerator to the floor.

The Cauld Lad skated on rippling jets toward the bay alocated to it by traffic control. Grapnels reached
for it like the mandibles of agiant insect. Half the views on the dis- play became black as the shadowed
maw engulfed its prey. A soft boom rolled through the bulkheads, then silencefell. They were a the
bottom of Hyperabad's gravity well, with nowhere |eft to go but down.

Thetermina was hot, and it stank. Not in any particular way, and it was certainly no more offensve man
the close odor of the Jinc vessd, but it had aparticular tang to it that Imre immediately associated with
planetfdl. The air waslessfiltered, less specificaly tailored to humanity's needs, less safe. It wasfull of
gpores and organic chemicasand dugt. Thelining of hislungs reacted ingtantly to the soup of irritants,
making him cough—just once, but it took him by surprise. Respiratory complaints were unknown to his

new body.

Then there were the people, as colorful and diverse as any human population on any colony world. He
and Freer had stepped from the egress tube into a broad thoroughfare filled with pedestrians. They were
thefirs strangers he had met since waking up in the clutches of the Jinc, and he felt hiseyesgrow widein
an automatic and undesired reaction. He suppressed it; people were noticing him back. A woman with
hooded eyes smoking a cigarette in adarkened niche. A man wearing along, red coat flicking through a
stack of paper bills. A person of indeterminate sex covered in snakeskin banging two shoes together,
raising acloud of yellow dust. He forced himsdlf to keep his gaze forward and concentrate on something
dse

Red gravity tugged a hisframe. For thefirg time, heredized just how much taller than him Freer actualy
was. Imre had to stretch to keep up with Freer's relaxed, swinging gait. He was overclocking as a matter
of course. The dow-motion gait of those at Absolute gave the crowd asurred edge.



People were il looking at him, and that unnerved him. It wasn't supposed to go that way. Crowds were
normally the perfect place to hide. His heart began to work as adrenaine powered through him, ready for
atrap to spring. Security had been tight enough to forbid them carrying weaponsinto the airport. Until
they found Emlee or another local munitions source, they would be defensdess.

Then he redlized that most of the looks were coming from men.

"Ah, crap," he muttered.

"What'sthat?" asked Freer, looking sdewise and down at him, asthough from a great height.
"Nothing. Let'sfind somewhere to stay and get me hell out of sight.”

His companion shrugged. "What's your hurry? We're not even connected to the locd grid yet.”
"How could it take so long?"

Even asthey walked the broad thoroughfare, ignoring bright, frenetic advertisements on every visble
surface, software agents were exchanging handshakes and setting up protocol s between their interna
systems and those of the megacity. Hyperabad's symbolic environment was much more duggish than that
of the Jinc vessdl or the Cat's Arse habitat. Perhaps that had something to do with the number of
individuas ng the environment. Or perhaps, he thought, it was another sgn of how the galaxy had
devolved from the pre-Slow Wave heights. Once, such software would have been carefully maintained
by Forts or their agents, rewritten as needed and edited when bloat threatened to creep in. There were
no such checks and balances now; Primes and singletons were free to tinker and obfuscate asthey
willed. Even the sandard systems of identification were unraveling. It had been disturbingly easy to
provide fake names and origins, without only atoken attempt to match their faked DNA to the local
database.

But why, he wondered, hadn't new mental networks formed to replace the old? The Loop wasn't the
only way for compound intelligences to connect their disparate parts: the Jinc was proof of that. Perhaps
this unchecked clunkiness was afeature only of Hyperabad, with itsinnate prejudice against such
advancements. There might be grester minds forming elsawhere in the galaxy, even now commencing the
long, dow restoration of dl that had been lost.

A darker thought cameto him, prompted by the experiences of hisformer sdf: not every gestat had the
best interests of humanity at heart. A disconcerting proportion possessed al the egalitarianism of a
militarized Ebolavirus. It had been hisjob, once, to keep the galaxy free of such. Perhaps the accrued
software junk of Hyperabad was preferable to the dternative.

Algorithmsfinally meshed. Virtual windows opened in hismind, allowing him accessto local services,
More advertisements came with them, dancing in the corners of hiseye. Heignored them, too,
concentrating on finding vehicle hire, accommodation and network resources instead— until the glimpse
of ashockingly familiar facetripped him up, dmogt literdly.

"Wait." He reached out and took Freer'sarm. The world around him faded into the background as he
pursued the shocking glimpse. It euded him for asecond, dready dumped into transient memory by
automatic processes occurring just below the conscious level. He retrieved the most recent batch of
discarded ads and rifled through them, glancing at the pictures not the text.

Hefound it: triangular face, full white hair, pae skin, bright blue eyes staring right out of the picture as
though hypnotizing the viewer.



Himsdf.

The advertisement came with text:

The old powers are gone but hope remains.

Reclam thefuture.

First Church of the Return. That wasit. No links, no contact details, no explanation.

"| think | seewhat you're seeing,” said Freer. "Don't get hung up onit. Keep moving." His hand was on
Imre'sarm.

"Yes. Kegp moving." Helet himsdf be tugged dong, feding like afool to be so poleaxed in public. This
wasn't what Himsdlf would have done. He should be cdm and caculating. He should partition the shock
and dedl withit later. He should at least watch the crowd asit flowed by him, ready for an actud attack
rather than an assault on his senglhilities,

(Render, standing over a spy who had taken a swipe at him with amolecular knife and actually managed
to draw blood before being disarmed and pressed facedown into the mud with one arm held high, so far
backward Imre could hear the tendons creak.

"God, save me," the py pleaded, as Render placed the muzzle of avery large handgun against the back
of hisskull.

"Thereisno God," the big soldier grunted, "so pray to me.")

They checked out a ground-hugger from a vehicle sation near the termind exit. Fortunately, Hyperabad
hadn't devolved so far asto have reinvented money or capitaism. Imre let Freer take the manua controls
and propel them along asteep-walled freeway toward the city center, which towered like a
glass-and-stedl mesain the near distance. Aircraft buzzed around it like flies. Chenresi's bright, golden
light gleamed sickly off athousand flat surfaces.

Theroar of rubber wheds on tarmac, the rush of air going by, the muted growling of the engine, and the
tortured throb of blood through his veins: combined, it made a strange symphony for the city, atheme
comprised entirely of noise and anxiety, endless and assaulting on every level. Imrefet caught in the
throat of agiant jet engine.

"Maybethat's our clue," he said. The words seemed to come from someone el sg, far away. "From
Emleg, | mean."

"Some clue," Freer muttered. "It doesn't leed anywhere.”

Helwise had patched in to the local network and found them. Her disembodied voice came like aghost's
from between the car's two front bucket seats. "1 don't think it's her. She wouldn't be so apocalyptic.”

"Who'sto say that isn't part of it? If she thinks someone's onto her, she might be worried about her usua
methods giving her away." He could fed himself reaching for explanations that defused the threet of that
serene, confident face. "The purloined letter, Hel. It'sright out in the open. No one would expect it to be
acdling card.”

"I'm conducting asearch aswe speek,” Helwise said. "If this'First Church of the Return' isn't red, then
it'san elaborate front—with severd outlets, a charter, even arepresentative on the loca government.
Their leader isawoman called Zadiq Turin—mat's 'Mother Turin' to her empty-headed acolytes. There



are no pictures of her— none anywhere, which is odd for acult leader. Just your face on al the church's
ads”

"Bergamosgues, anyone?"' said Freer.

Imre didn't laugh. "Thiswoman could be Emlee."
"She was never that good,” saild Helwise.

"She's had plenty of timeto practice.”

"Well, yes, Imre, | suppose she has at that. Do you want the address of the nearest congregation? Y ou
can go sraight there and ask, if you like." Helwisg'stone was dismissive.

Imre rubbed at the stiff bristles of his eyebrows with the thumb and forefinger of hisright hand. They
were gtill shorter man he was used to, and he became momentarily obsessed with that small detail.
Noming was asit should be; everything had been didodged from its proper place; hislife was acomplete
and utter debacle.

"It could be atrap,” he said.

"Now you're thinking straight.” Helwise's voice prompted a phantom made of sweet and gunpowder and
the rumble of distant guns. "Stick to the origina plan. At least wait until nightfall before jumping at
shadows."

"Sorry, guys. It took me by surprise, triggered aflashback." He sighed. "Y ou'reright, Hel. Thisis getting
old. Every time| think the lid's screwed down, something new escapes.”

"Areyou surethey're memories,” asked Freer, glancing away from the road, "not fantasies?'

"Am | making them up, do you mean?| know alot of the pieces dontt fit together as neetly as my
subconscious would like. It would make sense to create mash-ups to smooth over the rough edges.” He
pondered this possibility anew while they took agradua bend, letting inertia push him into the side of the
sedt. "Do ether of you remember along campaign on awater world, with giant blimps and trimarans
snooting it out over the one and only piece of dry land? Its name was something like 'Anita or
‘Anahem.”

"Anahita," said Freer, nodding. "Named after agoddess of water."

"Never heard of the cow," said Helwise.

"Thefight only ended when we nuked the idand so no one could haveit. Do you remember that part?’
Imre shook hishead. "Wasit my idea?'

"The nuke?Y eah. Not a happy ending, but at least it was an ending. That was the important thing."
"For the Continuum.”

mWhat?

"That wasthe important thing for the Continuum.”

"Od, yes. It was good for the Anahitans, too. When you say it was along campaign, you're being
generous. We spent the best part of acentury trying to untie that knot. A little fallout was nothing



compared to the damage they were doing to themsaves." Again Freer's gaze flicked to him. "Don' tell
me you're feding guilty about it dl of asudden.”

"No, not guilty. | just couldn't remember how it had ended.” He didn't say that he wasindeed troubled by
the absence of any doubt or remorsein hisorigina's mental legacy. Even if the decison itsalf was gone,
there should have been echoes | eft behind. There was no memory either of what had been on theidand
and he was afraid to ask what had been lost. A city? A forest? Nothing at all ?" At least we know that
some of my memoriesarered.”

"Whoop-di-fucking-doo," said Helwise. "In the meantime, I've found you boys some digs. Sorry, Imre:
boy and girl. The Rilxiel Innisnothing fancy, but it's central and it has good Sght lines. Take the next
turnoff and I'll guide you there.”

Freer changed lanes. Imre lent half an ear to Hlwise'singructions. Therest of him was thinking about
the First Church and its"old powers," and wondering who or what "the Return” referred to. Were they
working actively to restore the Continuum or just hoping that someone else was? What else could the
Firgt Church be referring to when it talked about reclaiming the future?

He dreaded to think what furor might have erupted had he not deleted the message held planned to
broadcast to al Hyperabad on hisarriva in Mandala Supersystem.

Privately he vowed to look more closdly into Zadig Turin and her enigmatic cult.

ThePRilxie Innwas ahulking, black, rectangular structure composited to look as though it was built of
volcanic stone. Sandwiched between alooping stedl structure with no windows at dl and atower built
entirely out of glass, it seemed to draw shadowsto it, as though reluctant to reved itstrue face.

"Perfect,” Imre said, as Freer svung the ground-hugger down aramp to the inn's underground car park.
"Buit this place does have the connections we need, right?"

"Of course," said Helwise. "Y ou're booked under the name 'Ravenstone.’ I've secured you atop-floor
suite on the northeast corner. The door will open on the voice prompt 'hope remains,’ so you don't need
to register at the desk. There's more than awhiff of gangster chic about this place. No questions, no fuss.
The big chains could learn from these guys."

Hewisgsfamiliar patter put Imreinto calmer state of mind. He and Freer Ieft the car behind with nothing
on them but the clothes on their backs and heads full of sophisticated espia software. It was much cooler
ingdethe building and smelled of dust and earth, with afaint tang of organic cooking in the background.
They found alarge metal elevator and rode up to the top floor in silence. There the doors opened onto a
wide, sunlit foyer. Dugt particles danced in il air, caught in danted beams from gold-tinted windows.
Imre waked through them, fedling like he was shattering something precious.

The suite was spacious and surprisingly tasteful, given theinn's exterior. Floor-to-celling windows lined
two walls, with various levels of trangparency available. The walls were dead, lifelessthings, as befitted
an establishment whose clients were likely to possess cognitive and sensory modifications. Low couches
and tables broke up the expanse of the common room. Two secondary rooms contained beds large
enough for three people to deep without touching. Only one of those rooms contained aview of the
looming city. The other had an old-fashioned en suite bathroom instead.

Imre dided the windows darker. Even in the midst of skyscrapers and pollution, the sunlight seemed
harsh to his ship-accustomed eyes. Dayswere long on Hyperabad, and the axid tilt was minimal. There
were six hours|eft until nightfal, then another nineteen until daylight returned.



‘Thiswill do," he said. They had only just arrived, but he was aready fedling restless. He accessed the
inn's room service menu and ordered asdection of drinks ranging from coffeeto liquor, al locd and dll
grong.

"Settling in for thelong haul, en?!
"Yousadit, Hel. Keep hunting for info on that First Church of the Return while Al and | look for Emlee.”

"You got it." Hetook a seat and leaned back with asigh. Half abillion people; no certainty that Emlee
was on the planet at dl; people hunting him on at least one front.

"Just like old times," he breathed.
Closing hiseyes, hefél into the embrace of the city.

There was no easy way. Hacking into transit records and pitting search algorithms through coundess
images of dight, blond-haired Prime females with green eyeswas afirst sep on avery long mile. Not
knowing if Emlee had kept her hair or eye color or even her Prime status made the exercise more
difficult. Imre assumed that at the very least she had changed her name.

Corps scrambling techniques were powerful, but he was reluctant to risk too much. Rather than put
keywordsinto loca search engines, where they could be monitored and possibly traced, he downloaded
entire databases into i solated caches where he could search them himself. Vast quantities of data moved
at light-speed dong the city's less-frequented information backbones, appearing and disappearing at his
whim. Residentid records, traffic infringements, visa gpplications, vocationd postings—he even tried
socia worker and medical casefiles, just in case she had popped up as a patient somewhere. Asa
matter of course, he scanned every legd and military database he could access, expecting at any moment
to find her face on an execution order or in a police officer's wegpon-discharge report. Genetic records
and samples could be easily faked or dtered; but he checked them too, just in case any of her distinctive

sequences had popped up anywhere.

Nothing. The drinks came, and Freer brought the trolley, left anonymoudy outside the door, into the
room. Imre poured himsalf an Irish coffee, putting the bottles back exactly asthey had been when hed
finished. The mix of acohol and caffeine set his neuronstingling at their base leve, below the enhanced
buzz of Continuum technology. Asthe sunlight angled more obliquely across the room, heincreased his
tempo until he was overclocking at dmost five times Absolute. Transmission delays were becoming
annoying. He felt asudden craving for asteak, rare and bloody—the urge coming to him stark and
gartling from nowhere. Hunger, however, was like any other biologica urge: containable, or at least
deferrable, for atime.

Six hours passed like twenty-five. He was exhausted by the time the city lights came on outside. Some
had never switched off in the degper recesses of the canyonlike streets. The night sky wasinvisible, even
the sibling suns of Hy-perabad's parent star. The view through the window became multicolored and
ever-changing, afar cry from the golden stillness of the afternoon. He dtered the glassto let light in but
not out. Blinking, flashing, twinkling—the city put on its best face in an atempt to lurehiminto its

gleaming trap.

Freer was getting restless. Thetall man paced an L-shaped trgjectory back and forth along two sides of
the room, his route so well rehearsed that he didn't need to watch for obstacles. He hadn't had any luck
ether. If Em-lee was anywhere on Hyperabad, she was keeping her head determinedly down. Even her
former colleagues would have trouble finding her if she didn't want to be found.

The next step, one Imre was reluctant to take without agreat deal of forethought, was to be more



proactive—to call her forth and lay atrail for her to follow back to them, as he had imagined her doing
with the Firgt Church of the Return. That plan might easily backfireif lessfriendly mindswere looking for
ggnsof Imre Bergamasc in the region.

Thinking of the cult, he decided to take a short break and see what Helwise had found.
"Does everything in the galaxy have to be about you?' she asked in an exasperated voice.
"What do you mean?"

"Can't you guess? Y ou're only their prophet and savior, the one they expect to lead them into the
Promised Land.”

llMe?l
"Yes, you. That'swhy your faceison dl their posters. How doesit fed to be needed?”

He didn't know how to take her reveation, not until he had dl the information. "Go back to the start. Tdll
me why they're making such afuss.”

"Y ou said you lived in Mandaa Supersystem for awhile, before the Sow Wave. Turnsout you lived
right here on Hy-perabad. Y ou made friends; you influenced people. Then the Forts died, and everything
went to hell. Hyperabad ground to a halt, effectively quarantined by atransport lockdown. People
thought it was local. Y ou went to get help but never came back. These poor saps are till waiting for you.
Canyou believethat? After dl thistime, they till think you're going to wave amagic wand and make

everythingright.”
That'sstupid,” said Freer, listening in while he paced.
"It's so naive it makes me want to gag. That Turin woman needs afucking dap.”

"Itsacult,” said Imre, fedling distant from the conversation, as though separated from it by asheet of
thick gauze. "Faith only workswhen people don't make sense.”

"The point isthat they're wasting their lives waiting for something that'll never come. Unlessyou're
planning on ddlivering anytime soon, I'd say they'relikely to be disappointed.”

"Sure, but why are you so persondly affronted? It's not like they're making you join or anything.”

"It'sjust such awaste," she said, unconvincingly. "1 supposeit could be worse. They could be
worshipping Al, or Render."

Freer stopped pacing and peered through the window at the street below.
"Someones casng theinn,” hesaid.
Imrewas at hissidein aheartbest. "Where?'

"There." Freer pointed at a man in atattered grey-and-red jumpsuit leaning against awall one block over.
"He's been there fifteen minutes. Before him, it was awoman with atrolley three metersto hisright.
Before her, there was another woman with short black hair. Someone's doing their best to be subtle, but
they're definitdy watching thisbuilding.”

"Hel said this place sees someillegal action. It could be a coincidence.”



"Y ou want to take that risk?" Freer's sted grey gaze did over him like oil on water.

"Absolutely not. Go down there and find out what you can. No need to be subtle. If they're aready
watching us, wewon't lose anything by being up front."

"And you?'
"I'm going to check the inn's security system.”
"Already doing it," said Helwise. "It'sclean.”

"Keep an eyeonit anyway," he said, as Freer wordlesdy exited the suite. "Tell meif you see anything
unusud. Elevator movements, power interruptions, data spikes."

"Yougotit."

He walked the perimeter of the room, taking its measure mentally aswell as physicaly. There weretoo
many possibilitiesturning in hismind. If the people who had attacked the Cat's Arse had tracked him to
the inn, another attack could be imminent. Sitting <till might be foolish. However, running could be worse,
depending on how the attack would come. An n could pick him off in the street more easily than
from inside a sealed room. Better to conserve his energy for when it was needed than expend it
unnecessxily.

Freer appeared in the street below, crossing with long strides through the traffic to where the watcher
stood. When Freer was within five meters, the man turned and hurried off. Freer brokeinto arun. Imre
leaned closer to the window as bom men disappeared down alane.

Then he stiffened. There had been no sound, no warning. The air hadn't shifted. No new odors had
reached his nogtrils; no shadows stirred in the comer of his eye. Hel-wise had said nothing to dert him to
danger. Y et he knew someone was standing in the room behind him.

His mind turned furioudy, overclocking at the fastest possible rate. The man in the Street had been a
digtraction, obvioudly, aruseto get him alone so the job could be done with lessrisk. One person could
do it—the same someone, presumably, who had cut or bypassed the inn's data feeds, preventing any
damsor early warnings.

His spineitched. How had it cometo this? How had his cautious plans been so easily overturned? He
pictured adark figure silhouetted in the doorway, gun in hand, taking aim at his back. There would be no
dodging a close-range shat, if that wasto be hisfate.

Another certainty penetrated his desperate deliberations: only one person could have got past Helwise
while shewas on watch. And if it redly was her...

"Don't shoot,” he said, gambling what might have been hislast breath on the hope that hisingtinctswere
correct. "I'm sorry we didn't come sooner, Emlee.”

He detected afaint indrawn breath at the edge of his hearing.
"Who are you? How do you know my red name?"

"I've dwaysknown it." There was no point answering her first question. No one ever believed him at
fird. "Wefought together along time ago.”

"I don't remember you. Al must have told you my name. What are you doing here? Why are you looking



for me?'

"You called us. Weve come to help you rescue Render.”

"What use are you going to be againgt Kismet?"

"I don't know what that means," he said, "but | don't intend to give up on him so easly.”
"That voice..." She performed a, slent doubletake. "Y ou're Imre Bergamasc.”

"Yes Emlee”

With four light footfalls, shewas on him. The pistol he had imagined clubbed the back of hishead, and he
went down, skull ringing. Both hands came up to defend him against a second blow, but it was useless.
Hismind flared with dl thelights of the city and he knew no more.

Pelorus was burning. Evacuating me air had done nothing to stop the dow, terrible combustion that the
Fort had ignited. Glowing rot ate more and more of ship's spine with every minute. Before long, me
magnificent, ship would be gutted from the insde out, like atree trunk colonized by white ants, leaving
only theliving hull behind.

He had to get his people to safety. The crew of the ship first, those who were left. Many had died when
me fire broke out in engineering, stripping away the menta contacts and implantsthat had intimately
bonded mem to the drives they tended, then carbonizing the flesh itself. Others had been crushed as
bulkheads failed and molten metal dumped by the ton mrough cabins and duty stations. Such awesgpon
was designed as much to decimate and demoralize asit was to destroy. Many would survive, and they
would remember what had happened.

They would remember Bergamasc's misca culation.
Rage, frudration, and shamefilled him.

"Weérerecaiving ahail from the Fort flagship,” said Emlee mrough the smoke on the bridge. Life support
was struggling to cope with the sheer amount of heat and air loss. "They want to talk."

"Tdl themto goto hell," said Helwise, dripping blood from the ruin of her arm.
"Ask them what they want fird," Imre said.

"| think they want to discussthe terms of our surrender.”

"Who said anything about surrender?" asked Freer.

Imre knew. The hail would be from Factotem. He would have few options but to follow it up. What
came next wouldn't be easy, and there would be no going back, but the sheer lack of an alternative was
amost reassuring, in its own way. There was no point second-guessing, o reason to debate. It would be
finished. Soon.

Helooked around the room, at his companions through many, many conflicts. Didn't they deserve an
explanation, at least? Shouldn't hetry to convince them first?

He dready knew how it would pan out, but he had to make the attempt.

"Tdl them we're open to suggestion,” he ordered Em-lee. "That should buy us sometime.”



"Tofight," said Render, gripping the stock of a Bazac beamer asthough strangling it.
Imre shook hishead. "To talk."
He waited out the inevitable howl of protest before putting his case forward.

"... Supid disguise," Emlee was saying when he stirred. "Why just him, Al? Why not you too? Y ou're
crazy for moving so openly in public.”

"It'snot adisguise,” Imre said, struggling to Sit up and failing. His hands were bound tightly behind his
back. His ankles were dso tied and drawn up againgt his buttocks. He could barely roll over. Theworld
turned around him. "It'samistake.”

Emlee came to stand over him. Her hair was short as he remembered but colored black. Her eyeswere
different too: brown, not green.

" Don't you move aninch,” shesaid. "Y ou're not doing anything until 1 know exactly what you want."

"Sorry, boss," said Freer, coming to join her and towering over them both. " She did this before | got
back from chasing that little weasdl. When | went to untie you, she threastened to shoot me.”

"I'ddoit too," she said, hefting the powerful Henschke Soan pistol she had used to knock him out. "I'm
not joking about this."

"I never said you were joking." Imre forced himself to rlax into hisbonds. They weretight and dug deep
when heflexed hismuscles. "Y ou're not the joking type.”

"l don't like being patronized either.” She put asolid boot against his shoulder and rolled historso so he
waslooking up & her. "Is Helwise here too?"

"At theairport.” Therewas no reason to lie. "The ship's checked in asthe Turnfalken. Contact her. Shelll
back up anything Al'saready told you."

Emleelet him go, and herolled gratefully back onto hisside. His beanielay on the floor whereit had
falen. Herested hischeek onit.

"I've no doubt about that," she said. "If you've fooled him, then you've definitely fooled her too. | just
don't want her calling in the police or making a scene.”

"What makesyou mink I'm lying?" he asked her. "What have | ever doneto you?"'

Her left hand swooped down and twisted hisface up to meet hers. Her breath was as hot asthe anger in
her eyes. "It's not just what you did, Imre Bergamasc. It'swhat you didn't do aswell. | don't trust you as
far asl can spit.”

"That wasn't me. Al, tdl her."

"I don't know, Imre," Freer said. "Y our old self left Hel on the Deodati, and you might aswell have | eft
me at Mandate 2, for al theinterest you showed. Y ou reckon you're him. Can't have it both ways."

Emleetilted her head in grim satisfaction and shoved Imre back to the floor. Her ragewas so dliento
Imrethat he felt he barely knew her. What had happened to her on Hy-perabad? What had he done to
make her the way she was?

"l did call you," she said, returning to the sdient point, "but that was avery long time ago. | don't need



your help now. I'll get Render on my own. | know where he's being kept, and | know how to get in
there. Thelast thing | need isa couple of deadweights dragging behind me."

At that, Freer ood Straighter. "Who're you caling a deadweight?”

"You're out of touch. You waked in the airport as though you owned the place.”
"We didn't think we'd need protection from you," Imre said.

She looked down at him, then up & Freer. "Carry him to your car. We're moving.”
"Whereto?'

"Somewhere safer. | had to come out from cover to get you. The Hypers might aready be on their way,
and I'm not going to sit here like afool, waiting."

Freer hestated.

"Do asshe says, Al, while the offer stands. She knows the loca scene better than we do.”
"It'snot an offer,” she said, glaring a both of them.

"Canit, Emlee" said Freer, looking weary. "We get the picture.”

With agrunt, he bent down and hoisted Imre onto his shoulder. The beanie stayed on the floor. Both
endured in dlencetheindignity of being led a gunpoaint to the eevator.

"Down there"

Freer did as Emlee ordered, propelling the ground-hugger off the surface road and into an arteria tunnel.
Bright lights swept overhead as she tinkered with chips and wiring under the dash—reprogramming the
vehiclesregidration data, Imre assumed.

"Tel uswhat happened to Render," he said from the backseet, till trussed up like a hog.
"Shut up.”
"Wewant to help.”

"Then shut up. Y ou're ruining my concentration. If they catch sight of this car on the scopes, we're dead

"Y ou could do thisin your deep, Emlee. If you're so worried about getting caught, why didn't you move
earlier?| think you'retrying to frighten us—or keep us off balance.”

"| don't carewhat you think."

"We both know that isn't true. Why else would we be here?"

She made an exasperated noise.

"Isthis something to do with the First Church of the Return?' he asked, following an ingtinct.

Her head dipped. "I don't know what's going on any more. It'sal so unbdlievably pear-shaped.”
They emerged from the tunnel and reentered the light-speckled ambience of the city. Emlee stuffed a



tangle of fine wires back under the dash and issued more instructions for Freer.
"Shouldn't we be blindfolded?" he asked her.

She didn't take the bait. "We change our rendezvous point every night. Don't think thisisgoing to gain
you an advantage.”

She guided them along one-way streets and lanes|eading ever deeper into the close congregation of
skyscrapers. Imre watched the lights through the side windows, unableto sit up and takein the view
properly. He memorized street Signs and noted landmarks, just in case he would need them later. He saw
no sgn of aeria pursuit or ambush.

"How do you know Render's il dive?' he asked.
"That's none of your business.”

"I mean, it's been along time since you sent that message, telling us he was facing the desth penalty. He
could have been killed years ago.”

"I sc—"

"Yet here you are, al fired up as though held been captured yesterday. Why isthat, Emlee? What makes
you so certain? Do you have areason, or are you just desperate to believe in something, evenif it's not
redly anything a dl?'

She didn't turn around. She didn't speak, and neither did Freer. Another voice entirely broke the tense
slence— aghastly whisper that seemed to come from the wrong side of the grave.

‘Tel my friends, wherever they are,” it said. "Help me. I'll be waiting for you. Thisis my nightmare, and
you're my solution. I've been expecting you. I'm not asking for amiracle. I've nothing to lose. If |
surrender, will you come for me?If | believed—if | forgive—?" The spesker made an awful choking
sound. "I'll believe in you when you come for me. I'll believe in you when the world comes apart. If you
comefor me..."

Silence for aheartbest, then: "She scaresme. Thereisno calmin here. I've been waiting for so long now.
I'vewaited years. I've waited al my life for you. I'm so sick with need. I'm trying hard to forgive. But you
don't care." Anger mixed with desperation made the voice louder, yet that only emphasized the tremor,
the weaknessin every syllable. " Abandon me. Wak away from me. | don't care. I've seen the guards
and the danger. I'm not crawling around, looking for afriend. I'm so sick with pain. I'm trying to hide my
scars. I'm talking to you. I'm just trying to survive.

"l am just avoicethat no oneesewill hear."
The monologue ended with an abrupt click, as though an audio file had been poorly edited.
Freer shifted uncomfortably in the driver's seat. "Isthat realy—?"

"Render, yes. | receivefileslike this every month or so. Anonymoudy, aways. There's no other pattern.
Thelast one came twenty-five days ago.”

"| barely recognize him," Imre said. "Who's hetaking to?'

"No one. For the sound of hisown voice, | think. In the last one he—" She swallowed. "He's not doing
well, anyway, and getting worse. | think they've been trying to Hex him."



"Who's 'they'? The Hypers?'

Her voice hardened. "I don't haveto tell you anything. | don't need you. All | haveto do is keep you out
of theway until I've got the job done. The worst thing you could do right now isdistract me." Imre didn't
wagte his breath arguing. Her mind was so obvioudy made up on that point that forcing the issue would
get them nowhere. There were, however, numerous small battlesto engage in before the time cameto
tackle the war.

"Will you let ustalk to Hlwise?' he asked. " Sheld probably appreciate that.”
"She can hear us" Emleesaid. "That'sall she needs”
I'm sure sheld disagree, Imre thought to himself, but so beiit.

Freer forced their way through amaze of lanes so narrow the ground-hugger lost a centimeter of girth
along the way. The deeper they went, the darker it became and the farther behind them the forest of neon
and LCD seemed. Their wheels crunched over drifts of rubbish that might not have been disturbed for
decades. Many of the ground-floor windows were permanently opaque, or layered over with graffiti. An
ever-present hum of traffic filled every silence, with the occasiond human voicerising like birdsong from
the urban jungle.

They came, ultimately, to a strange, forgotten space between buildings, one that had somehow managed
to avoid the rubbish, the homeless, and the graffiti artists. No windows or doors opened onto it; no light
cast ashadow. Y et it was surprisingly expansive, with room for five or more of the ground-huggers.
Someone had tiled one wal with a crude depiction of ablue-tinged sunset, now faded by time, aswell as
the lane they had followed to get there, anarrow crack broad enough for two people promised a second
route back to civilization.

There was no one else at the rendezvous point.

"Wait here." Emlee jumped out and performed a quick survey of the area. She returned empty-handed.
"No note. No sign that it's been compromised.” She exhaded once. "Wewait."

"Fine" said Freer, turning off the engine. "We've got nowhereeseto be.”

"If you'd consider loosening the knots," Imre said, rocking histightly bound body from sideto side, "I'd
be grateful.”

Emlee dipped aknife from under her jacket and reached back. With three quick dashes, hislegs, feet
and armswere free. Hiswrists, however, remained tightly bound.

"Thanks." He sat up and gratefully flexed his back. He had been in more uncomfortable postions for
longer, but that didn't mean he enjoyed it. "I mean it, Emlee. | am grateful to you for doing thet. You
didn't haveto."

"Don't be atoady," she snapped. "It doesn't suit you.”

Heignored her. "Listen to me. | want you to hear something.” In afew sentences, he summarized the
redlity of his Situation: re-created from dust on the edge of the galaxy by agod-hunting gestalt;
incomplete, so he could never be sureif the memories he had were anything other than plausible
re-cregtions, more ignorant than anyone else on the actions and motives of Himself after thefdl of
Pdlorus, mistrusted by his friends and hunted by murderers claiming that he might not be who he thought
hewas. "So forgive meif I'm grateful for receiving asmple courtesy. It's more than I've had in my entire
life, mistime around.”



Her gaze stayed fixedly forward. "I'm not going to give you any sympathy, if that's what you want.
Y ou've had too many lives aready and doneterrible thingsin al of mem. | don't believe that you are the
exceptionto therule”

"Y ou're not being asked to, Emlee. We just came here to help you rescue Render. | don't understand
why youwon't let us™"

"Because," she snapped, "1 don't believe you have an dtruitic bonein your body."

"Y ou think I'm going to turn thisto my advantage?'

"No. | think you're going to ditch us as soon as you find something more important to do."
"Therésnoway | can prove you wrong if you won't let me, isthere?'

"I'm under no obligation to give you the opportunity.”

"Okay, but don't damn Al and Helwise with me. At least give them the chance to help Render. He was
ther friend too."

"I don't think Render was anyone'sfriend, redly,” said Freer. "An dly, yes, undoubtedly—but | never got
the feeling he cared much about any of us."

Emleeturned to study him. "Do you bdieve that?"
"Areyoutdling mel shouldnt?'

She sighed and looked down at her 1ap. Her right hand hefted the weight of the Henschke S.oan sheld
kept handy ever sincethey'd left the Rilxid Inn.

"Wereyou lovers?' asked Imre softly.

"Ha" Her laugh was abark as contained as a punch to the mouth. "Now, that | can't imagine. But he was
abetter friend than any of you three."

"Comeon, Emleg" Freer encouraged her. "Wevetimetokill."
She hefted the gun again and, talking to it rather than the othersin the car, began to tell her story.
"| was gtationed here after the Chaos War, picking up the pieces after the Alienist Technarchy. We—"

"Wait." Freer leaned forward. Someone in ared-and-grey jumpsuit had run out of the crack ahead of
them and scrambled to ahalt directly in front of the ground-hugger.

Emlee raised her handgun, then relaxed. "That's only Deesticker,”" she said. "The guy you chased away
fromtheinn, Al."

"Yeah, | recognizehim.”

"Wait here," she said, opening the door and dropping from the car. She and the new arriva talked for a
moment, too softly for Imre to make out. The dusty-looking fellow had wispy hair that stuck out around
the ears and weathered features. His hands moved quickly and often.

"What are you thinking, boss?' Freer asked him. "Does this seem as crazy to you asit doesto me?
Emlee going dl commando and cutting us out of the action? It's not right.”



"I'm thinking we're al screwed up, oneway or another, and we shouldn't judge her too harshly.” He
leaned forward and put his elbows on the back of Emleg's seat. "Em-legsright. Y ou, me, and
Helwise—we've been AWOL for too long. I've been dead; you've been in the Cat's Arse; Hel wasin
trangit on the Deodati . Emlee has been deep in the thick of it, tangled up in who-knows-what herein
Hy-perabad. Shelll have seen things we've missed completely. Her perspectiveisimportant. We've got
to honor her for that.”

"l guess™

Emleefinished her conversation and hopped back into the car. The man caled Deesticker danced lightly
through the dust, back into the crack and out of sight.

"Dee says he wasn't followed," shetold them, "but he doesn't know where the others are either. They
should be here by now. He's going to go rustle them up. They might have been delayed.”

"Unavoidably detained,” said Freer, "like we were."

"Theresabig different between afew hours and afew thousand years.”
"Isthat how long it's been?’

Emlesdidn't smile.

"Tell mewhy you'reangry,” Imresaid. ,.:;: She sagged back into her seat and picked up from where she
had been interrupted.

Wewere dl in Hyperabad at one time or another, not just me: Al, Imre, Helwise, and Render. This
wasn't such a backwater back then. People liked us, we'd helped them with the Alienist Technarchy, and
they had long memories. The feding was mutud. | fit in better herethan | did elsewhere. Being aPrimeis
difficult sometimes; people make assumptions. | don't like that.

The system did well under the Forts, before and after the Mad Times. We didn't see many frags moving
en masse, aswe had in the old days, and their owners kept the grisly details behind closed doors. There
were exceptions. Rumors of flesh dumps <till circulated: shipsand cities, sometimes whole planets [ eft to
rot when their uses had run out. They might have been old news, though. It was hard to tell. Y ou know
how word used to spread around the Continuum: a hundred thousand years from one side to another; by
thetimeit came back to you, you might not remember saying it even if it bore any resemblance to what
you origindly said, which was unlikely.

| still hear whispers now, when | hack into the Line: of vast machines carrying out the last ordersthe
Forts gave them before they died; of frags going through the motions by reflex, even though their
collective heads have been cut off; of Forts rebuilding themselves piece by piece, in preparation for a
counterstrike. Never seen evidence of such mysdlf, and until | do, | won't believeit.

There was something, though, just before the Sow Wave hit: ahint of big thingsgoing oninthe
background. | wastracking signds originating outside the supersystem, looking for meme-line viruses
from Old Wilde, when adice of amessage camefor you, Imre. | amost didn't noticeit, it was so cut up
and distorted. But your name was clearly mentioned, so | brought it to your attention.

| don't have the message any more. | erased it, thinking it irrelevant, long ago. I've been bothered by it
ever snce. Oneword in particular, endlesdy nagging a me:

"Domgard."



(Imre sat up straighter. He saw Freer do the same.)
"What doesthat mean?' | asked you.

"It doesn't mean anything,” you said. "It'sjust aname.”
"The name of what?'

"The greatest experiment ever undertaken,” you told me, and that was dl | would ever get from you on
that subject.

But it wasn't the last time | heard the word. After the Slow Wave, everything went crazy. The Hypers
decided to restore some of the networkslost in the Slow Wave by building from gestalts up, hoping to
create something to fill the gap left by the Forts. It was painful work: | was pulled out of
hard-storage—where I'd gone to wait out the worst of it— because they were using the backbones we
had put in place after the Chaos War, and they needed my help maintaining them. That wasit, at firdt. |
was just a consultant, doing what | could to restore the status quo. Asmuch as1'd didiked the Forts,
once, | could seethat in some circumstances they were better at doing things we needed—necessary,
even. | worked with acyberneticist called Pam Anders on adapting the backbones to homegrown
systems. She was asingleton and keen to reconnect with versions of herself in other systems. A lot of
people were like that, orphaned when the Line jammed up and traffic ground to ahdlt. | sympathized:
being stuck on Hyperabad forever hadn't been part of my original plan either.

It went well &t first. Pam was the right person in the right place. When the time came to seek volunteers
for the next stage of the reclamation project, she put up her hand. | tried to talk her out of it. Becoming a
Fort isn't like becoming a singleton. They were going to take her mind apart and give it an entirely new
architecture. People have | died in the process. Sheignored me and proved my worries unfounded. She
took to the processes as though sheld been born to them, making it from singleton to gestat and
ultimately Graduating into something that did indeed look and think very much like a Fort. Her tempo
dowed; her thoughts grew deeper, longer. She even took atrick namefor dealing with plebs:
Ampersand, an anagram of her old name, and aword that actualy meant something too.

Shedidn't hold it against me that 1'd thought she was doing the wrong thing. If anything, it brought us
closer together. The Hypersdidn't redly care about what she was going through; they just wanted the
end result. While she went to work repairing the communi cations and data-collection networks so we
could look properly at the damage, she talked to me about how it felt to have awhole world resting on
her shoulders—and in her head too because she was tapped into every grid in the system by that point.
She became Hy-perabad and Hyperabad became her. Sometimes she could convey how it feltto a
Prime like me; sometimes she didn't even want to try. But she had to talk to someone, and | wasit. She
thought of me as a confidante, afriend. She had no onedse.

For thefirst time, | could see what the Fortsredly were. They weren't heartless monsters, cold and
caculating. They had fedings so vast we smply didn't see them. They were human too. Thisonewas,

anyway.

For awhile, Ampersand was on her own. The attempts to make otherslike her failed as often as they
succeeded. One or two other minds limped into being. She helped them, becoming amother to them as
well asto the planet. Order began to seem possible, findly, in the midst of bedlam.

Then we were attacked again. | say "again” because I'm certain the Slow Wave was awegpon. | can't
tell you exactly how it worked, but its effects were too specific to be natura. Like aneutron bomb kills
the peoplein acity while leaving the buildings intact, so too did the Sow Wave massacre the Forts alone,
and therest of the galaxy goes on. Why just the Forts? Becauseit's exactly asyou said in Pelorus, Imre:



they werethe big players, the oneswho redly mattered. With them taken out, humanity is helpless.
Vulnerable.

These are the sdlient facts. (Emlee's brisk, businesdike tone hid emotion Imre couldn't guess at her. Her
years asthe Corps signas officer had trained her too well in the art of impersonal communications)) It
happened over a couple of years. Just like the Sow Wave, no one saw it coming until it was upon us. It
was nothing like the origina attack, though. Thiswas focused, not indiscriminate: abullet to the heed
rather than a neutron bomb. The head in question belonged to Ampersand, and the bullet was an assassin
picking her frags off one by one. It looked like a series of accidents at firgt, then bad luck; then the
government suspected internal agitators who saw the proto-Forts as competition or impediment to
corruption, or amilitant group still disgruntled by the Alienist Technarchy. One minister even raised the
possibility of war between Ampersand and the other proto-Forts. Such certainly hadn't been unknown
before the Slow Wave. She hersdlf, however, declared that impossible. She wasn't athresat to the others.
They were week things, il finding their feet. Without her hel ping them, they would've collapsed.

The attack, therefore, had to be coming from the outside. Someone had seen our attempts to rebuild
what had been lost and taken stepsto stop usin our tracks,

As soon aswe redlized what was going on, | took myself off technical duties and formed abodyguard
squad. Ampersand had lost eeven frags by then. Only twenty-five remained. A third of her, basicaly,
was gone. Shewas definitely feding the bite. | had unlimited resources, but it was adifficult job. |
couldn't be everywhere, and we couldn't put al of her in one spot lest she be taken out with asingle hit.

("What about us?' asked Freer. "Where were we?"

Emleg's expression, which had been growing darker through metelling of her story, grew blacker till.
"By thetime | came out of hard-storage, | only had Render left. Severa versons of you, Al, had come
through Hyperabad after the Slow Wave, but you kept merging into one and taking off again, which was
no help. Imrewas long gone." Her jaw worked. " There had been two Helwises at one point, but ashuttle
accident had taken out both of them.”

"Areyou sureit was an accident?'
"What do you mean?' She frowned. "That they were murdered?’
"Nothing." Freer shook hishead. "Go on.")

So I'm on bodyguard detail for one person in twenty-five bodies, doing my best to keep track of the
frags asthey go from place to place. Even with agun to her head, Ampersand wouldn't stop working. It
was she who connected the Slow Wave with her gradua nation. She had her collective fingerson
the pulse of Hyperabad, and not much got by her.

"Theré's something odd building,” shetold methelast timel saw her. "This Church of the Return. Have
you heard of it?"

| told her the truth: that | hadn't. She explained that it was anew sect rising in the poorer digtricts of the
city. It was just the "Church of the Return” in those days, no "First" about it, and there was no mention of
you, Imre. It had probably formed in response to the Hypers attempt to rebuild the Forts.

"It'sniceto be gppreciated,” Ampersand said, "but I'm not comfortable with theideaof being
worshipped.”

"Y ou won't see me kowtowing in ahurry.”



"l hope not. That's neither needed nor wanted.” | remember exactly where we had this conversation. We
werein the building her origina had lived in before Graduating. Once she'd owned a single top-floor
apartment; we'd eaten there acouple of times; she'd even cooked. Now al four apartments contained
frags—not just hers but some belonging to two of the other proto-Forts the Hypers were building as
well. It was abeautiful building set on the edge of the city'sinner ring, with ahigh, curved roof of glass
that caught the light of Chenres every evening. The southern sky was clear, so you could see the other
aunsrising and setting. The wallswere covered with red art: nothing eectronic or mutable; genuine
paintings, sketches, and hangings from all over the planet. The frags had knocked out wallswhere
possible, creating an open, accessible space that would have been noisy if norma people lived there. As
it was, the frags were silent unlessthey had visitors. They didn't play music or argue. They came and
went, following their own arcane needs. There were timeswhen | admired the peace of that house too
much. It was so cdm and industrious, so untouched by human chaos.

"What would you do if | said | wantedto joinin?" | asked her.
"The Church?I'd think you were insane."

"No. You and me, asagedtat.”

"To be honeg, I'd think the same thing."

"Why?I've heard of peoplejoining gestalts—even known afew, before | moved here. Becoming one
would make tracking you easier because | could live through al your sensesat once. You'd also be
better equipped to fight back, with my experience behind you."

("l can't believe I'm hearing this," said Freer, thefingers of hisright hand drumming on the manua steering
column. "You'reaPrime. You don't join gedtalts.”

"Why not?' Emlee adjusted the fastenings of her camouflage top and didn't meet hiseye. "People
change”

"Not you. That'd be like Render taking up origami.”

"Let her continue," Imre told Freer, sensing Emlee's need to finish what she had started.)
"It wouldn't be like mat, Emlee," Ampersand told me.

"| thought that was the whole point of forming agestalt, to share knowledge around.”

"I mean it wouldn't be that smple. I'm more than a hgphazard assemblage of random parts. I'm me, Pam
Anders, multiplied on agrand scale. More than multiplied: | am expanded exponentidly. To add you to
the mix would be like putting sdt in asugar solution. It would ruin the chemistry that is Ampersand and
creste someone e se, someone who might not function as smoothly or consistently, or might not be willing
to cooperate with her fellow citizens quite so well.”

She smiled. Ampersand's frags had such beautiful clear eyes. They were dmost colorless. Her skin was
aswhite as chalk, and her jaw looked asthough it'd shatter if she so much as coughed. Thisfrag had
long, blond hair bound up in abun; I'd seen others wearing different styles, but | liked this one the best,
even as she turned me down.

"Don't you want me?" | asked her.

"Y ou are your own person, Emleg," shetold me, taking my hand in both of hers. "That's one of the many
things that make you who you are: your independence; your clear sense of saf. Don't ever turn your back



on that. Don't ever be who you aren't. | couldn't bear it. Just because Ampersand can't take you into
hersdf doesn't mean she doesn't like you very much, just the way you are."

That night, Ampersand's compound was attacked. | was awake; security wastight; Ampersand and the
others didn't keep to regular hours, so there was no question of anyone being taken off guard. It made no
difference. They came at usfrom al directions, head-on. One moment it was as quiet asthe city ever got.
The next it was like being under sege. Windows and walls were blowing in. Half of the frags went down
in the opening seconds. Blood was everywhere. Thiswas no subtle, dy assassination. Thiswasa
concerted operation with one god only.

| gathered the frags and took shelter in the heart of the building. We had aweapons stash; we weren't
defensdless. Our lines of communication were still open, and we soon learned mat the other compounds
were also under attack. The Hyper security forces were scrambling, but they were going to be stretched
thin. We had to force our attackers back or at least hold them off until help arrived.

We did better than we should've. | was overclocking. Ampersand and the others could seein every
direction at once. We were outnumbered, though, and surrounded. Our enemies weren't al human.
There were humans out there— to the north, in an armored truck—but the rest were Al drones of some
kind, ones'd never seen before. They had active camouflage, which made them hard to spot, but when
you hit them they took on akind of shape. They weresilver, like mercury, and cannonball-sized. That's
right, Imre. Silver, and deadly. They moved fast around the perimeter. Stick your head out for too long,
and they'd laser it right off. They could also sneak through gapsin the masonry and come up from below.
| even saw one blow itsdlf up to take out one of Ampersand's frags. Mean.

The seconds were dragging by. Asfast as backup was coming, | knew it wasn't going to arrive quickly
enough. | tried hacking into the spheres comms but couldn't get afix on their signals. Drones are
normaly noisy, chattering across every available band. These were eerily quigt, like they weren't talking
at al. 1t freeked me out alittle, and still does, to be honest.

| thought it was al over when the human contingent moved out from under cover with wegpons blazing.
One of Ampersand's frags came to stand next to me, the one | liked best. She raised her pistol with her
right hand and gripped my shoulder with her left. There was no timeto say anything stupid like: if we
couldn't live as one, at least we could die as one.

Then | redlized that the humans weren't firing at us. They were shooting at the spheres. | stood up and
added my fireto theirs, hoping to catch the spheresin apincer. | didn't know who our unexpected dlies
were—their uniformswere black and unmarked, their helmet visorsimpenetrable. It didn't matter. Our
defeat suddenly turned into achance for victory, and | was going to take it with both hands.

Thefragsjoinedin, following my lead. Thefirgt of the humans|eapt our defenses and came Straight to
me. | can't remember what | said to him; some stupid line about being late to the party, | think.

"Signas Officer EmleeIndiraCopas," he said, pulling me back behind cover, "we have the situationin
hand now. If you come with me, well get you to safety.”

"What do you mean, get meto safety? Well handle this together now you're here.”

"With respect, you don't know what you're dedling with," he told me. 'The Luminouswon' give up
without afight.”

"Thewho?'

"I'll explain in amoment. Follow me."



With that, he was up and firing again, clearing a path through the playing field back to the truck he'd
come from. There was no reason not to believe him. Whoever or whatever the Luminous were, | figured
he was part of some crack team set up to deal with them. | hesitated only a moment before following,
laying down adense covering fire that saw him hafway to safety before the spheres fought back.

Ampersand's frag came with me. | had no choice, redly: she was hanging on to me like alimpet. It wasn't
until later that | recognized the look on her face as one of fear: morta fear, for dl across Hyperabad her
frags were dying, shot down or blown up by the silver spheres—and she was dying with them, bit by bit.
One of the other sites was taken out by asmal nuke, but | didn't know that then. | had my eyeson the
way ahead and the targets al around us. The cavary might have arrived, but there were ill plenty of
hostilesto go around.

We madeit under cover. | wasimpressed by the amount of equipment the new arrivals had bought:
wegpons and surveillance tech; support staff and grunts. There must have been a dozen people under
cover and as many again out on thefield. They hadn't just happened on our situation; they had been
waiting for it.

"Who are you people?’ | asked, wondering why 1'd never heard of such agroup before.

"It doesn't matter who we are." The leader whistled in adistinctive recdl-the-troops way. "Keep your
head down. Itl be over in amoment.”

"Wait." From behind us, | could hear the sound of explosions and falling masonry. "The job's not finished
ya"

"Itisfor us"
"But Ampersand—the Luminous—"
"They'll sort each other out. Y ou don't need to worry about them any more.”

Nothing could have been further from the truth. Before | could tell him that, however, the frag pushed
between us. Her face was ghastly: so paleit looked completely bloodless; its only color was around its
eyes and a hot patch on each cheek.

"| recognize you," shetold him through her fear. "1 know who you are. Y ou call yourselvesthe Barons.
Whispers, echoes, rumors—that's al | thought you were. Y ou and Domgard both. But you'rered, and
you're here. You're herel”

'Too late," he said. "The Luminous should never have been drawn into mis. We were supposed to
intervene before you Graduated, but the traffic embargo kept us out.”

"Yes" shesad. "Yes | seethat now."
"Why?" | asked. "What difference would that have made?"
Both of mem turned to me. | felt two yearsold, trying to understand a conversation between adults.

"You said you'd explain,” | told the man, wanting to grab him by the chest plating and shake the truth out
of him.

Ampersand lunged so quickly my eyes barely registered the movement. She had the Baron'spistol ina
split second and had turned it on hersdf in another. The recoil knocked the gun right out of her fingers.
Thetop of her skull exploded. | recoiled as though shot myself. Her body dropped in dow motion, | was



overclocking so hard.
" lied," the Baron said to me, before her body hit the ground.

| went for him, but a that moment the compound exploded. It went up like afireworks factory, with lots
of pyrotechnics and smoke. Thetruck shielded me from theworst of it, but | was till blown away like so
much rubble. Afterward | saw ameta spikesticking out of the ground like a spear, and afoot lying in the
middle of the road with the rest of the body missing. Smoke was everywhere. By thetime | staggered to
my feet, it wastoo late. The Barons were gone, the Luminous with them, the Hyper security forces had
arrived, and dl around the world al of Ampersand was dead.

Emlee sat il for amoment, breathing heavily asthough fighting nausea.

"Afterward, | thought | had al thetime in the gdaxy to agonize over what had happened. | began digging,
looking for anything about the Barons or the Luminous. | found nothing at all, which was as compelling
evidence of their existence as having one of either in front of me. 'Nothing' doesn't exist, as a concept.
The gdaxy isfull of spurious datathat pop out of nowhere and disgppear as mysterioudy. All thingsare
mentioned, unless del eted. Someone was therefore deleting al references to both Luminous and the
Barons—and who would do that apart from the conspira-. tors themselves?

"That chain of logic didn't go down very well with the Hypers. They had abloody circus on their hands.
The whole Fort project had been ruined, and they needed something other than shadowy conspiraciesto
blame. | found evidence that the origina nations were thework of different peopleinvolved inthe
find conflagration—the Luminous, it seemed, had finished what the Barons had started—but that didn't
get anyone off the hook. | didn't redlize then just how close to home the Hyperswerefishing.”

"A Prime conspiracy,” said Freer. "Y ou should've seen it coming.”

"| shouldve, yes, but | had other things on my mind, like trying to avenge my friend. Ampersand was
never coming back. It didn't matter who had actudly pulled thefind trigger. The Luminous and the
Baronswere equdly guilty, and | would bring themto justice.

"Instead,” Emlee said, gripping the stock of her pistol so tightly white showed on her knuckles, "instead
the Hypers went for Render. He had been with some of the frags during the final attack. He had even
been injured, and was recovering in hospital, walking off hiswoundsin dow mo. They took him anyway,
dropping him like an animd with anonletha dart while he was out one dusk. He managed to get off a
warning before they whisked him away, thinking they'd come after me next. They didn't at first, not until |
gtarted kicking up afuss. There had never been a Prime conspiracy to get rid of the new Forts—nothing
that would have made a difference, anyway—but the Hypers had their scapegoat, and they weren't
letting go of him. That'swhen | sent out that SOS, in the hope that one of you might hear. | didn't think |
had the time to mount alegd challenge, and | knew | couldn't rescue him on my own. When | became
too much of aproblem, the Hypers took me too and branded me with the same crimes.

"Bad enough that | had watched Ampersand die," she said. "Now | was accused of her murder—and,
unlike Render, | had no oneto stand up for me. | was done.”

"Hold on asec.”" The drumming of Freer'sfingers had started up again. The martia rhythm put Imre on
edge. "If they arrested you too, how come you're here and Render's not? Don't tell me you testified
agang him—"

"Don't be stupid,” she snapped. "'I'd never do that. | was convicted, just like him, and sent to Kismet to
await execution. That'swhat | was told would happen, anyway. | had interfered with the grand plan to
bring back civilization. | was worse than any mere murderer or terrorist. Me and al my so-called



congpirators would be made an example of, one by one, so anybody who dared question the regime
again would think twice before acting onit. Blah bloody blah."

"So what happened?' asked Imre, feding as though he understood her alittle better now. "Did you
ecape?”’

"Y ou don't escape from Kismet," she said in aflat voice. "'l was set free. Don't ask by whom. | don't
know. One minute I'm in confinement, expecting around through my skull. The next I'm being escorted
to ashuttle and brought back here. No explanations, no excuses, no apologies. No pardon, even. Turns
out I'm still wanted on adozen or so charges, which isthe main reason | can't show mysdlf in public or go
back into hard-storage. What's the point of getting arrested so | can end up in Kismet again, back where
| sarted? | get the feding someone's playing a game with me, testing me, waiting to see whichway I'm
going to jump. Regardless, I'll work on springing Render. He's till in there. Those recordings didn't come
from nowhere. While he continuesto suffer, | have hope."

"Do you think the person who let you out is the same one who sends those recordings?' Freer asked.
She shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not."

"Both of them obvioudy have some pull witfi Kismet— and they must both be prepared to go out on a
limb for someone like you. One | could believe; two I'd think unlikely.”

"Beieve me, I've been following that reasoning dong every possible angle. Thereé's only one person | saw
in Kismet who wasn't part of the security staff. She breezed through a couple of timesto tak to the
reprobates. | got the impression she doesit fairly regularly.”

"Who?'

"Mother Turin of the First Church. Big woman; wears afull burqua everywhere she goes, so no one has
ever seen her face.”

Imrelet that Snk in for amoment. Again he sensed connections and vectors closing in around them,
chains of causdlity leading him from one unlikely destination to another. Emleg's SOS had led him to
Hyperabad, where he had seen his own face on aFirst Church of the Return advertisement. Now the
matriarch of that cult had turned up in the place where Render and Emlee had been held prisoner.

"What exactly isKismet?' he asked. "Why'sit so difficult to escape?’

"High-security pend habitat," Emlee said. "It's—" She stopped and peered through the windscreen.
"What?"' asked Freer, doing likewise.

Imre could discern nothing untoward in the city's forgotten space.

"Dee has been gonetoo long,” she said. "Helwise, are you seeing any unusud traffic?' Emlee was silent
for amoment. "Of course | don't entirely trust you, but | do still have Imre hostage. Remember that.” She
hefted her pistal. "Al, get us moving. Something's up, and I'm not Sitting hereto find out what it is."

The ground-hugger started with an eectric growl.
"Let metak to Hwise" Imretold Emlee.
"She hearsyou just fine dready.”

He swallowed hisfrustration. "1 think she should move the ship too. If we've been compromised, so has



she. Lose the ship, and we're trapped here.™

Even as he said the words, he thought of the silver sphere in the Jinc vessdl and the drones Emlee had
called the Luminous. Another connection, one he hadn't had timeto processyet. If the Slver sphere and
the Luminous were one and the same, and if the Luminous were actively hostile to any reviva of Forts
and the Continuum, how did that connect with him and his rescue from the Jnc? He had once fought
againg the Forts. Would that be enough to make the Luminous an dly? Was that why one had given him
aship, gratis—even though he had changed his mind after the Mad Times?

Then another thought occurred to him. The people who had come for him at the Cat's Arse—claiming he
was awanted man—had somehow known exactly where he was. There was only one possible way for
that information to have leaked. Either Helwise or Freer had called mem, or....

"No, wait," hesaid. "l takethat back. Stay right where you are, Hel. Moving will only confirm that we're
suspicious. There's something else | need you to do while you're in dry dock. Go over the ship from stern
totail. Look in every subsystem, every black box. Leave nothing unturned.”

"She wantsto know what she'slooking for,” Emleetold him.

"Something that isn't showing on the systems we have access to. Something we couldn't see working,
evenif wewerelooking for it. Something that's been giving me away ever sincel left the Jinc and is il
broadcasting now, right under your nose." He nodded, more certain of it with every second. "Therésa
L oop shunt somewhere aboard The Cauld Lad. Find it but don't knock it out. Maybe we can useit to
our advantage. Okay?"

Freer was staring at him with his hands on the steering whed, not driving anywhere. The engine hummed
with patient restraint. Emlee listened to Helwisgs reply, then rlayed it to Imre.

"She thinks you're paranoid, but shelll do what you ask." Emlee nodded approvingly. "Paranoiais good.
It'sthe only way to see the knives coming.”

"Seaing them isthe easy part sometimes,” he said. "Avoiding them dl is much harder.”
She opened her mouth to say something but was interrupted by alight that turned the night into day.

"Get out of the car with your hands on your heads," boomed avoice from the sky. "L eave your weapons
ingde. Y ou have five seconds Absolute to comply.”

Imre overclocked automeaticaly and felt Freer and Emlee doing the same,
"Hyperd" shesad. "Drivel"

Freer pushed the steering column forward. The ground-hugger moved as though through treacle. A rain
of energy firefenced off the lane through which they had come—but that wasn't the direction Freer was
headed. Directly ahead loomed the crack between buildings through which Em-legs dly Deesticker had
disappeared. It was far too narrow for the ground-hugger.

The muscles of Imré'sarms chorused in complaint as he lunged between the bucket seats and pulled
Emleg's Henschke Soan from her hands. Hiswristswere il tied together, but histempo was dightly
ahead of hers, giving him an advantage. She had time only to open her mouth before he raised the gun
and fired two rounds through the car's plastic window. It shattered with anoise like a plank of wood
being tornin half.

Hejumped as the fenders of the ground-hugger made contact with the sides of the crack. Momentum did



therest. Herolled in ashower of plastic shardsthrough the air, turning with the grace of an underwater
ballet dancer between the seats, through the window and out into clear air. Every fiber of hisbody
screamed at the demands placed on it. Overclocking was good for talking and planning, but acrobatics
were discouraged.

Helanded so hard he thought for a second he might have broken both ankles. Stumble, recover—he
didn't fight hisreflexes. His hands swung up, holding the gun. Above the ground-hugger—till crunching
into the concrete walls—hung an armored vehicle on airjets, engineslowing in an unnaturaly deep
register. White lights burned red. Orange flashes of wegpons fire painted dangerous constell ations against

the cityscape.

Hefired three times, taking out two of the spotlights. Then Freer and Emlee were out of the car too and
running past him, up the crack. He put two rounds into the hood of the ground-hugger, aiming for
batteries, hydrogen tank, anything volatile. With dl the grace of a nature documentary, the vehicle
sprouted agiant, fiery flower. Findly, he turned and ran.

One crack led to another, and another. He felt like a sentient rat running through the crevices of the city
maze. Threads of blue sky were pinned overhead between hundreds of meters of paralld walls.
Occasondly, he caught aglimpse of the agrid armored vehicle, or an AAV very much likeit, asthey
crossed broader thoroughfares or relatively open spaces. Beams of light reached for them from above
likeinsact antennae, flicking and touching, then fell behind.

Imre was content to run at Emlee's tempo. Sprinting at lessthan full stretch gave him a chance to think.
She had produced another pistol from under her jacket. They didn't draw attention to themselves by
firing any further, but it was good to know they had something to fight with if it came down to that. Three
people, one of them unarmed, againgt aflying tank and an unknown number of assailants didn't make
good odds. They would be better off running and going to ground than making a stand and dying.

Onethought nagged at him, though.

"They could havekilled us," he said as they weaved down atight crevice lined with pipes and plastic
crates. "They had a clear shot when we were in the ground-hugger. If they wanted us dead, they
would've taken us out then.”

"Y ou think we're of valueto them?' Freer asked over his shoulder. He ran with long, loping strides
between Imreand Emlee.

"Oneof usis," said Emleafrom thefore of their smal formation.

"All of usor oneof us" sad Imrewith aflash of irritation, "the fact remains. they issued awarning.
Theresalimit to what they'll do. That gives usan edge.”

"Because thereésno limit to what you'll do,” Emlee said. It wasn't aquestion.

"Thisisn't theright timefor an argument on morality,” Freer said to her. "Are we heading somewherein
particular, or are you just taking usin circles?”

She ducked under anest of multicolored tubes connecting one building to another like the corpus
callosum between two brain hemispheres. "' dways have abolt-hole ready in the case of disaster. You
taught methat, Imre."

He nodded even though he had no recollection of ever saying such athing. It struck him as common
sene. "IsHdwisedl right?”



"Coming through loud and clear. They've made no move a her end.”
"Good," hesaid. "Tdl her to keep the drive warm for afast dust-off, in case we need it."

"The drives are more than ready. | had to talk her out of coming for uswhen you blew the
ground-hugger.”

"Thank you," he said. "The last thing we need is her violating airgpace regulations. Tell her to St tight and
keep looking for that Loop shunt.”

They cameto ameta hatch opening onto astairwell leading down into a building on their right. Emlee
checked to make sure no one was observing, then led them down the darkened steps into amusty
sublevd, cluttered with rusting metal drums. Sticky, black liquid oozed from the drums, emitting afoul
gtench. Imre was glad to put the stink behind him.

Emlee guided them through amaze of connected basements and underground car parks. Thear was
heavy and silent, compressed by the weight of the city above. Their footsteps sounded strangely muffled,
as though made by lost things devoured by the vast and ancient earth. Disorientation rolled over Imrein
waves, triggered by low sugar levels and fatigue. He would need to reduce his tempo soon or risk
physica breakdown. The effort of changing sex was aready putting an unwanted strain on hisbody's
resources, he didn't want to trigger ameltdown by pushing it too far.

"Were here" said Emlee, opening an unmarked door at the end of an unremarkable corridor. "After you,
Mr. and Mrs. Ravenstone.”

The space on the far sde was cramped and lined with narrow shelves. A broom cupboard, was Imre's
firgt thought, and it wasin redlity little more than that. But it was somewhere to rest, and he dumped
graefully to the floor, breathing heavily a Tempo Absolute.

"Here." She handed him an energy drink that looked tartlingly blue in the drab surroundings. He took it
from her, and offered her the pistal in exchange. "No, hang ontoiit,” she said. "Just keep the safety on.”

He did as she asked and swigged gratefully at the drink. Freer sat with his back to the closed door. The
shelves contained food, drink, clothes, wegpons, and a series of batteries connected to chargers. LEDs
glowed at him like the eyes of underground crestures, gathering around him for warmth.

"We should lie low until sunrise," Emlee said, Stting opposite him, so close their booted ankles touched.
Her face was flushed with exertion. "Perhapslonger.”

"Who were they?' asked Freer.

She shrugged. "Theflier was unmarked so probably not police. Maybe the same guys who attacked you
a the Cat'sArse."”

"If that'sthe case," Imre said, "then they've had achange of heart about firing on us. They're dso abigger
organization than we thought. They must have accessto Q loop technology to follow The Cauld Lad.
They must have been following you too long enough to know your alies and their movements. Deesticker
was probably in their pay, so he gave you away the moment he was sure where you were and that you
had uswith you." He shook his head. "They've been closing on two fronts, and we didn't see them.”

"What's the connection?' she asked.

"You," sad Freer to Imre. "Hd isright: it al comes back to you."



"Why?" he asked, genuinely not understanding. "What did | do that was so awful ?1 didn't kill
Ampersand. That had nothing to do with me."

Emlee stared a him with pity in her eyes. Y ou redly don't know?"

"I told you. Thelast thing | remember isthe bridge of Pelorus. The ship was burning. We were arguing
about surrender.”

"Y ou said you thought we were going about the war completely the wrong way, or something likethat.”
He nodded. "There was an explosion.”

"I was knocked out. Everything's ablank after that. When | woke up, | was off the ship with the other
survivors. There weren't many of us. Render was there. Y ou were nowhere to be seen. It took awhileto
filter through to usthat the deal was done. The argument was over. Y ou'd surrendered on our behaf.”

Imreturned to Freer. "Isthat how it went?"
He shrugged. "'| wasn't there. The Alphin Freer you knew on Pelorus died in the explosion.”

Haf recollections and secondhand accounts tumbled through Imres mind like balsin an old-fashioned
lottery draw.

"I don't think this has anything to do with Pelorus," said Emlee. "Everyoneloved us here after the Chaos
War. Perhgps alittle too much. Not even the Mad Times could sour that deal, and what happened after
the Sow Wave only clinched it."

"What did happen?' Freer asked.

She leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees. The fingers of both hands went into her fake,
dark hair and gripped tightly. "Everyone € se was grounded without the Fortsin charge. The airports had
crashed; the skyline was seded tight. There were rumorsthat ships were being shot down if they tried to
break orbit. Turns out that was happening in Jampa, not Chenres, but the effect was the same. People
thought the world was ending.

"The Corps role had always been to maintain the peace, but thiswas completely beyond us. We were, in
fact, making it worse. Factions of the Hyper government were fighting over us, trying to curry favor while
at the sametime pressuring usto back their particular version of martial law. The gunswere out. It was
only amatter of time before they started firing. That's when you came up with your grand plan, to go get
help. Like everything else around then, it was alittle crazy. Wereally needed help, and you said you
knew whereto get it. We couldn't get out-system in a ship, though, so we had to find another way. That
way would be to send ahardcast copy of yoursdlf viathe Line. No one had hard-cast for thousands of
years—and | could see why after the week you had to spend in a scanner, being recorded down to the
smallest possible level. But it was supposed to be safe and reliable. Unless the data comprising you was
corrupted in trangit, you could be rebuilt at the opposite end so you could deliver your pleafor help.”

Imre thought of the Drum and the supposed inviolability of the copy he was based on. Nothing was ever
completdy safeor rdiaole.

"It made sense at thetime," she went on. "Don't forget that we didn't redly know yet what had happened
outside the system. We didn't know that the whole galaxy had been affected. Help could already be on
itsway, for al we knew.

"So the Hypers backed your plan. The factions stopped fighting. The government gave you everything



you needed to punch the transmission through to the nearest Line relay. The publicity machine went into
overdrive. Contact with the rest of the Continuum would resume in amatter of years, order would be
restored. The knowledge that you'd be out there, firing into the night like arescue flare, gave everyone

hope.

"When transmission day finaly arrived, the Hyper president made a speech; you made a speech.
Everyone shook hands and toasted to success. No one mentioned the protesters outside, chanting that
we didn't need the Forts back, that Hyperabad could rule itsalf, that thiswas our last chance to save
humanity for the singletons and Primes. | didn't know how miswould come back to haunt me later, when
they arrested Render.

"Thetime came to push the button. The presswere there, of course. Everyone was watching. Y ou put
your hand on the ridiculous switch and smiled for the cameras. Y ou pushed it. All hell broke loose.

"The bomb wasn't as deadly asit could have been, but it wasin exactly theright spot, and it had just
enough punch to kill adozen or so people, so itsimpact was tremendoudy precise. In one stroke, the
most vocal supporters of the plan werekilled, including you, the president, and the chief engineer. The
equipment was destroyed along with the record of your hardcast. The press caught it al, and theworld
watched it live. Instead of abrave attempt to reach out for help, the Hypers witnessed a daughter that
would haunt them for centuries. In that ingtant, Hyperabad knew it was done for good.

"Aswe picked through the rubble, however, we discovered something both grim and wonderful. You
had seen it coming, Imre, and you had taken steps. The hardcast had actually been broadcast the
previous day, just in case of such an attack. The pleafor help was propagating across the system even a
that moment, traveling at the speed of light toward its ultimate destination.

"When the interim government learned the truth, they kept it from the public in the hope of preventing
further trouble from the protesters. | thought that was amistake, and still do, since the truth was bound to
oet out eventudly.”

"The Firgt Church of the Return,” Imre said with asinking fedling in his sscomach.

"They're kidding themsealves," said Freer in alow drawl. "They would've had areply by now, if onewas
ever going to come. The hardcast must've been corrupted or ignored. It was dl for nothing.”

Emlee nodded. "It was dl for nothing, but not for the reason you think. Thisiswhereit getsrealy murky.
Theidentity of the saboteur was never pinned down one hundred percent. In the chaos of forming anew
government and quelling unrest, we were dl distracted. Someone on the investigetive team persisted,
however, and arrived at a conclusion that not even she believed entirely. She came to you, me, and
Helwise with the information, fearing how the new government might ded with it. When she outlined the
case, | could only stare at her at firdt, thinking shewasinsane.

"Shesaid, Imre, that you planted the charges yoursdlf, not some volatile terrorist group. Y ou were the
saboteur and the murderer. Y ou were the one who had knocked Hyper-abad back into a state of fear
and unrest. You had doneit al in cold blood and |eft usto pick up the pieces.”

"Why?" asked Imre. "Why would | do something like that?

"Y ou didn't share your reasonswith us." Emleg's expression wasflinty in the gloom of their bolt-hole. "l
promised theinvestigator 1'd look into it. She didn't want to leaveit there—like | would try to protect
your reputation by keeping it hush-hush—but | convinced her that | was on her sde. Two days later, her
body turned up in aditch outside the city. Her neck had been professionally broken. The evidence was
gone. Whoever else shetold, they kept it very quiet indeed. Even the most vicious enemies of the First



Church have never raised theissue. Al left; Helwise died in that shuttle crash. | might be the only person
left who knows the truth—apart from your hardcast, Imre, wherever that is."

Imre sensed there was something she was hiding. "Y ou have atheory," he said to her. ™Y ou wouldn't be
telling methisif you didn't think | could help you figureit out.”

"What'sto figure out?' she said. "Y ou ran, and you didn't take us with you. Why? Because of that great
experiment you kept so secret, which Ampersand picked up on the Line when she heard about the
Barons. | don't know what Domgard was, but it was more important to you than anything going on here.
The whole hardcast fiasco was just ameans of getting you out to where you wanted to be, which wasfar
from here. Y ou destroyed the equipment so no one ese would follow, and yourself so no one would ever
suspect the truth. Call me untrusting if you like, but that strikes me as something you'd do if the stakes
were high enough.”

"If they were," he shot back. "Theres no evidence | wasinvolved in any of this"

"Remember what | overheard in Manddla 2," said Freer. "BB cadlled you 'the architect of Domgard.' She
said you'd dropped the ball. Y ou wondered if Domgard was connected to the Slow Wave. What if your
great experiment went wrong and killed the Forts by accident?"

"Think about what you're saying, Al. How could | possibly wipe out every Fort in the galaxy by
accident?'

"Perhaps thisis what the people who chased you out of the Cat's Arse think you're guilty of," Emlee said.
"Hd-wise has been filling mein. Thismay aso explain why you ran after the Sow Wave: from an uneasy
conscience.”

Maybe, Imre thought. Only maybe. "Until we understand what Domgard redlly is, were groping in the
dark. We aso need to know how it's connected to the Luminous and the Barons before any blame
comes back to me."

"It dways comes back to you," said Freer. "Best not to fight it."

"Maybe," he breathed, feding as heavy asaplanet. "Thetraitor of Pelorus. Wasn't that what BB called
me?'

"That'sold news, Imre," said Emlee. "Anyone who survived the aftermath of the Slow Wave could see
that you had your reasonsfor surrendering. The Fortsweren't so bad after al."

A flicker of sadness passed across her features, and Imre knew she was thinking about Ampersand.

"Let'srest," hetold her. "Weredl tired, and | know I'm not thinking straight. What did you havein mind
for dawn, Emlee? That's when you said we could think about moving."

She leaned her head back and rested it against the wall behind her. "At noon | should have beenon a
dowboat heading off-planet with the others.”

"Well, let's not abandon that plan. Keep our focustight. Remember what we're doing here. There's
nothing | can do to change the past. | wasn't even there for most of it. But thereésawholelot | can do for
Render."

"Spoken like someone who has no ideawhat Kismet is" she said.

"Youreright there. Want tofill usin?'



"I'd rather tell you about it than act asatour guide, but | have ahorrible feding I'm going to end up doing
both..."

They spent therest of the night in astate of restless tenson, with one of them on watch, overclocking at
al times, in case they were discovered. During hisoff shifts, Imre didn't deep. He sat awakein the near
darkness, thinking over everything he had learned—about the fate of the Forts and the Continuum, about
Domgard, the Barons, and the Luminous, and most importantly about himself.

A timelinewasforming in hismind of the missing period between Pelorus and the present, pieced
together from the three accounts he had received so far. The argument over surrendering or not had been
violently interrupted, leaving Helwise and Freer dead and knocking Emlee unconscious, perhaps Render
too. Shortly after that point, Imre's former self had surrendered to the Fort known as Factotem, and the
survivors had been evacuated. He himsdf had disappeared for atime following the surrender, at least in
some parts of the galaxy. Emlee implied that he had continuoudy occupied Mandate Supersystem after
the Chaos War, but Helwise hadn't seen him until he regppeared for the Chimeleon operation, apparently
perfectly willing to cooperate with the Forts and possessing knowledge of the Loop, suggesting anew
intimate rel ationship with hisformer bosses. Freer hadn't seen him at al between the Mad Times and the
Sow Wave.

At some point in those years, Imre assumed, hisoriginal had made the recording that had been stored on
the Drum. Taking such arecord and being hardcast were different only in the media of transmisson
between creation and utilization. The Drum, on the one hand, had clearly been intended as a permanent
record. The hardcast was only atemporary measure, designed to dleviate the need for a starship to
crosstheinterstdlar gulfs.

For amoment, he wondered if he might be the hardcast that the First Church of the Return was waiting
for. A casud thought soon unraveled that theory: if he had been, he would have possessed memories of
the period between the Mad Times and the Slow Wave, a period about which he knew absolutely
nothing.

Thearrival of the Slow Wave appeared to have sent hisformer self into apersonal panic. One had
abandoned Hd-wise in midjourney the moment he learned that the problem was gdactic, not locd,
having spoken earlier of asecret project or mission. Another had concocted an el aborate plan to flee
Hyperabad, erasing dl chance of anyone following him. An unknown number had come through Mandaa
2, seeking answers from BB, an Old-Timer with connectionsto alost Fort, and made no effort to
regroup with Freer.

Hints of Domgard surfaced in that time, intimately entangled with hisown lost history. Emlee detected its
nameintheLine. BB referred to it. The version of Himsalf on Hyperabad had described it as"the
greatest experiment ever undertaken.” Details remained nonexistent.

Then there was or were the Luminous—strange ns competing with ashadowy group caled the
Baronsin the destruction of proto-Forts on Hyperabad, perhaps linking them to the Slow Wave and/or
Domgard. Either or both had taken steps to ensure that their existence could never be proved, and
perhaps at least one of them was related to the spies and saboteurs cruising the Line that Freer had
spoken of, or Helwisg's attackers while trying to get into the Cat's Arse. Thelist of connectionswas
growing fast. Not long after the Slow Wave, references to Imre Berga-masc grew nebulous or
nonexistent, and the First Church became ascendant—clinging to what had been lost and hoping for a
glorious restoration. On Hyperabad, he had become a symbol of hope, despite or perhaps because of his
continued absence, while for hisfriends he had come to represent betraya and abandonment. He
wondered gloomily what kind of story Render might tell if they managed to rescue him from histerrible
prison.



At the nearest end of the time line, the Drum had been destroyed, and he had emerged from the rubble,
new and changed, and till trying to put himself together from the pieces.

Y ou'veleft mein aterrible mess, he said to Himsdf. Wherever you are, wherever you've been sincethe
Slow Wave, | hope you're aware of that much. I'm sure you had your reasons; I'm positive you were
doing the right thing. It's hard to find those reasons down here in the trenches. Why didn't you leave me a
message of some kind? Y ou could've given me aclue: who | can trust, where | should go, what | should
be doing. I'm afraid that I'm getting in the way of your grand plan to restore order. What if you're dead,
and al my wonderings areirrlevant... ?

A memory cameto him during the night, as subtly ingdious as awaking dream. The Corps had not
originaly been hisinitiative. He had joined it on leaving hishome world's military forces and progressing
to mercenary work among the stars. At that point in its history, the Continuum wasn't anew thing, but it
remained in agtate of constant flux. Pockets of civilization were growing steedily, degpening, diversifying,
and adding to the richness of human habitation in the galaxy. As such ventures grew, they inevitably
began to overlap. Sometimesthisled to feats of cooperation impossible to foresee; other timesit led to
conflictson ascde previoudy unimaginable.

Inthe middle of awar over asingle asteroid between two interstellar empires, each claming adozen
systems under their flags, the former commanding officer of the Corps thed suddenly, killed by the sort of
mistake a novice would have been embarrassed to admit to. Khail V oda had tripped a vacuum mine
while ingpecting a captured ship. The resulting explosive decompression had sucked her out into space,
where the wake of ashuttle had vaporized her before rescue could reach her. It had been adifficult
campaign aready; losing her wasamgor blow to dl involved.

Imre stepped into her shoes under those fraught circumstances and somehow managed to broker atruce.
The details were hazy; they weren't the important part of the memory. What happened afterward had
impressed him much more, when a frag representing the Forts had contacted him on the former battlefield
and offered him adedl.

The Forts needed agentsto work for them, he was told. Humanity was growing more diffuse and diverse
every millennium. Worksranged across dl scaes of time and space. Keeping track of it al, and keeping
problemsin check, was an unbearably complex task, one the Forts couldn't monitor at al times, just asa
human brain couldn't conscioudy oversee every action of itsimmune system.

Did Imre Bergamasc and the Corps wish to be involved in the maintenance of the Continuum? If so, he
would be given ingtructions from time to time and left to do as he willed, so long as the objectiveswere
met. Sometimes the tasks might seem incomprehensible; sometimes they might even seemimmord. The
important thing to remember was that in the long term it would dways work out best for humanity asa
whole. That was what the Forts wanted; that's who the Forts were, at the end of the day. In aroomful of
people, one counted heads, not nerve cdlls or intestinal flora; the heads, however, needed every cell
"beneath” them to survive, and they were painfully aware of that fact.

"What do | get out of it?" he remembered asking.

"You?' Thefrag, to dl appearances aman of average height, average build, and unremarkabl e features,
had smiled. "By pursuing that which we are trying to remove from the g axy—war, injustice,
dissolution—you will experience the very worst humanity hasto offer. It isour firm belief that this
environment suits some people better than others. Do you not think you'll be more at homein such circles
than in the Continuum you strive to uphold?"

Peace did seem astagnant quality to him, even the dynamic sort of peace to which the Forts aspired. "l



could be tempted,” he said.

"What if | said you've dready been doing our work without knowing it? Khalil VVoda cooperated with us
before she died, and her CO before her."

"I'd say it makes no difference at dl. The Corpsisin my hands now. It1l go wherel lead.”

"Asit should, and asit will. Y ou are under no obligation.” The frag had bowed politely. "WEell bein
touch. Decide then. The choice will dways be yoursto make."

In the days following the offer, he had wondered if he redly wasfree to do as he wished. What would
happen if he went againgt the Forts first order? Would he be replaced— perhaps after suffering an
apparently innocent accident as Khdil Vodahad? Did he have the courage to put that to the test?

He hadn't. Not for along while, anyway. He had accepted the first order—a simple diplomatic extraction
that paved the way for peace in acomplex border skirmish— and the second, and the third. He saw no
mora conflict, and the Corps was well compensated with new equipment, privileges, and information for
every successful contract. Hiswork for the Forts was sometimes difficult, sometimes smple, and not
aways possible to penetrate logisticaly. Astime passed, he did indeed begin to take comfort in the
thought that he was doing what was best for the Continuum—asimplistic philosophy but one he could
not have falen back on in ordinary mercenary work.

Even such asafety net had proved thinin time. The wars never ceased; the Continuum was ever at
conflict. All reassurance was washed away on an endlesstide of blood. He began to wonder if the Forts
were deliberately provoking dissent among the gestalts, singletons, and Primes in order to reduce their
effectiveness as a united force. Once that ideawas in his head, it wouldn't go away. Was he, asleader of
the Corps, aiding and abetting the subjugation of hisown kind? That possibility he found deeply
repugnant. In convoluted, secretive conversations with his Fort masters, he found little reassurance.

So: Sal Invictus and the Mad Times, the rebdlion; his surrender on the burning Pelorus. Betraya. And
then ... ?

Hefound it difficult to accept that he would smply return to working for the Forts. There had to be
something else at take—Domgard, presumably, whatever that was, either a carrot dangled by the Forts
or something unrelated, perhaps even inimical, to them. He couldn't conceive of amorally defensible plan
to murder the Forts as awhole—even if they were unjustly dominating the human gaaxy, and eveniif his
former sdlf hadn't considered himsdlf a"decent man." He couldn't rule it out, however. There might be
much more yet to learn about his past.

He thought again of Render and wondered what might liein that brittle, battle-scarred mind. Unlike
Helwise MacPhedron, Emlee Copas, and Alphin Freer, who had joined the Corps after he had taken
control, Render had been at his sde from the outset. They had saved each other's lives uncountable
times, yet Imre knew next to nothing about how Render worked. Thousands of years of persona history
lay behind those multicolored eyes. They looked out on aworld very different from the oneinto which he
had been born, for Render was an Old-Timer like Bianca Biancaitti, perhaps the only Old-Timer left who
lived alife of war. Longevity on the battlefield dways came at a cost, and Imre could only imagine what it
had cost Render.

Rebuilding came at a price too, and Imre would risk "more unpleasantness to bring the Corps back
together. If Render spumed him, that would create a schism within the group. A fitting symbol, Imre
thought, for what was happening in the galaxy at large, and in hismind. If, on the other hand, Render
accepted him, that would be asign of thingsto come. With the Corps behind him, perhaps the returned
Imre Bergamasc could make a positive difference.



During his shift, hetidied the shelves of Emleg's hideout to kill time, putting the cans of food in rowsand
sorting the ammunition so it would be easier to access. He ran through countless scenarios based on the
little he knew about Hyperabad and Kismet, and the rest of Mandala Su-persystem. He cameto no firm
conclusions, but he did dismiss severa Strategies as patently absurd, direct assault among them. Heran
up alist of questionsto ask Helwise as soon as Emlee gave him access to her and the ship. He
considered which way he would act, depending on whether Helwise found the Loop shunt on the ship or
not.

The hoursdidn't drag. If anything, there weren't enough of them. When his shift ended, he ceased
overclocking and resumed Tempo Absolute.

"What would you have doneif I'd made abresk for it while you dept?' he asked Emlee, whoseturn it
was to stland duty next.

"Who said | dept?' Shelooked at the neetly tidied shelves and back at him. "Don't think | wasn't
watching you every second. Don't think | won't keep watching you until I'm sure| can trust you.”

"Do you think you ever will?*
"l guessit'sunlikely,” she said, "consdering | never did before.”

His mind replayed the vision of Alphin Freer being executed by the people who had attacked them at the
Cat'sArse. It had haunted him for days. He suspected it might haunt him forever until he found out what
hisformer sdf had done.

"l understand now why you're angry with me," he said. "Y ou think | ran to get back to Domgard, which
connects me somehow to the Barons. They killed Ampersand, with or without the Luminous. Their guilt
ismixed upwith mine. | getit."

"It'snot your understanding | want.”

"Then what? An gpology won't change anything. | certainly can't bring her back. | want to know who
killed Ampersand and the Forts as much asyou do. That'sal | can offer.”

"Areyou sureit wasn't you who killed the Forts?'

"Do you redlize what you're asking? Could | possibly have wiped out the gaaxy'sfittest minds with one
sweep of ... 7' Heraised hisright hand and stared at its dender, femininefingers. "Theideaisinsane.
Youreinsane, and so am |, for contemplating it."

"But you don't ruleit out ether.”

"I can't, no." Hedighed. "'l don't supposeit'd help saying that if I'd been there, if you'd asked meto help
protect her, | would've done my best to make adifference.”

"No, it doesn't help. You'relivingin apast | no longer believein. | thought we were ateam, but it turns
out weweren't a dl. Y ou work through your sins as much as you want. Don't expect meto give you my
blessng.”

"We want the same things. Render and the Continuum for two. Why not Ampersand aswell?"

She leaned her head againgt the wall behind her. "All right. Y ou want to know why I'm redlly angry?1
didn't get achanceto say good-bye. That'swhat | sewed over dl metimel wasin Kismet. Everything
went down thetoilet, and | was|eft behind to pick up the pieces. Wasthat fair? Wasthat al | deserved?!



"l understand,” he said. "'l assume | had areason for escaping Hyperabad so suddenly, but that doesn't
makewhat | did right. | want you to know that I'm sorry. Redlly."

She made asound that was neither agreement nor dissent, laugh nor sob. Her nogtrilsflared. "I was
talking about Ampersand.”

"Oh." Hefét hisface grow warm in the darkness, remembering that both he and the Fort she loved had
killed themsdvesin front of her.

"I would've died for her," shesaid. "l loved her. | loved aFort. No, not a Fort. Ampersand was more of
awoman, aperson, than you'll ever be."

They said nothing for along time after that. He was hurt by Emlegsdismissa of him. She had expressed
nothing but anger and loathing ever since he had regppeared in her life. A lot appeared to be hisfault, but
her plan to rescue Render going awry wasn't one of them. There were limits to how much blame he

would accept.
Hewondered if Helwise wasligtening in, and whemer she agreed with any of Emleg's sentiments.

"Wake meat dawn," hesaid. "I, for one, am definitely getting some deep. Were going to need it."
"You haveaplan?'

A possibility had been niggling at the back of hismind for an hour. "Come morning | will. If no one has
any other suggestions, of course.”

"Diplomacy doesn't suit you ether, Imre," shesaid.

He curled in acorner with his eyes closed and didn't disagree.
THIS PRISON MOON

It isalways easier to excite a passion than a moral feeling.
—Robert Charles Maturii

"—the world comes apart.

"I'm sotired. I'm so tired of this. One more time: Where are you? Will you come for me? Y ou owe me,
and | need you. I'm not asking you to remember me. Memories are only there to make you bleed.

"Nothing in here but dust. She comes and she goes. Thisis confusing me again. There's nothing down
here but me. | could be dreaming.

"Picture the man when the heartbest stops. I'll believe in you when the world comes—"

The message conveying Render's latest whi spered monol ogue came an hour after Emlee cracked open
the supply cupboard and crept cautioudy outside. Imre listened to the broken voice with agrowing sense
of dread. The words were directed a him. He knew it, even though Render hadn't used his name. When
he called for help, there was only one person he expected to come.

Thefilelooped around and around in his mind, as self-devouring as Ouroboros.

"I'll believe in you when the world comes apart.”



"Who'sthis 'she he keeps going on about?" asked Hel-wise. Emlee had finally opened comms between
The Cauld Lad and the othersin order to coordinate their movements. They were currently ina
crowded marketplace breathing air thick with orange dust. Calers and musiciansfilled every available
frequency with an ever-increasing Babel. Emlee had bought hersdlf breakfast from a pungent stall, but
neither Imre nor Freer had felt the need to sample the local wares. The vast assemblage of artisansand
their wares was larger than many suburbs and seemed to go forever.

"l don't know who sheis," Emleetold her. "Hetaks about her alot. I'll give you the other audio filesto
examinein your own time. Maybe you can make sense of them.”

"Y ou think there's sense to be made?' asked Freer, pulling the collar of his combat jacket across his nose
and mouth. His grey eyesrestlessly scanned the brightly colored crowd. "I think hismind hasfindly gone
for good. Who could blame him, if everything you say about this placeistrue?"

Kismet orbited the dead heart of astar cdled Sakra, in aregion of Mandala Supersystem long employed
asamilitary training ground by variousindigenous governments. The harsh environment rendered it
uselessfor colonization except by the most extreme of extremophiles, and even they had soon cleared
out rather than be mistaken for targetsin tactical exercises. Imre doubted that Kismet had always beeto a
prison; even as a powerful deterrent, it wouldn't have justified the efforts and expense someone had gone
to to smelt aniron asteroid into asolid steel scaffold as wide across as some cities. Whatever it had once
been, that scaffold now supported the numerous tubes and cells of Render's most recent home. Apart
from the stedl, every externad surface was astransparent as air, giving the incarcerated avery clear view
of the dead star, around which Kismet orbited in ahighly dliptica orbit. The fly- bys of Sakraduring
perigpss, Emlee assured them, were terrifying. Imre believed her. Kismet circled the star orice every
twenty-two hours, moving so quickly that even at apoaps's docking was difficult. To approach a
superdense, superradioactive stellar remnant at speed every day, while gripped and shaken by powerful
tides, would convey an undeniably powerful lesson in the hodtility of the universe.

Imretried not to think about it too much. He had more immediate concerns.
"Have you had any luck reaching Zadiq Turin?' he asked Helwise.

"None, fuck it," sheingtantly replied. "There are layers of bureaucracy around her like you wouldn't
believe. Y ou'd think the First Church of the Return was a Catholic enclave for dl the fussthey make
about hierarchies and protocol "

"Keep at it. If we can't get to her, well haveto look for another plan.”

"Don't worry. | dways get what | want."

"What about that time in the Siegel Straits?" asked Emlee. "1 remember you saying thet then, too.”
"Y ou must be thinking of someone else. | was never there.”

Imrefollowed Emlee dong anarrow stal, cluttered with chegp holograms and field effects that batted for
his attention like giant, trand ucent butterfly wings. His eyeswereirresstibly drawn to the wares on offer,
and hefound them to be uniformly cheap and shoddily made: biohack jewelry likdly to eat the skin it
clung to; consumer nanotech with an unready, untested 10ok; data sets with typos on their cases. A new
feding of dread roseup in him.

"Hereweare," said Emlee, pulling ablue cotton drape back with one arm and waving him ahead of her
into anarrow, white-lit stal. Imre blinked at the sudden change in ambience. Theinterior of the stdl was
amost clean compared to the outside and contained little more than atable long enough to hold a person



at full gtretch. It took up most of the available space.

"Doesn't ook like much,” Imre said.

"Doesn't look like anything at al,” said Freer. "Are you sure we'rein theright place?!
Emlee nodded. "Chyro, come out! It's me. I've brought you that customer | told you about.”

The rear wall folded back, and asmall man with ablack goatee and no other visible hair emerged.
"You're not dissatisfied?' he asked. "Y ou're sure you don't want me to correct an error?"

"If I did, I would've come back there and dragged you out mysdif.”

Hedidn't look entirely reassured. With nervous, darting glances, he took in the three people standing
before him. "Wdll, good," he said. "I'm Chyro Kdls. Which one of you wantsthe service?'

"l do," said Imre. Chyro Kellswas responsible for the genetic patches that had enabled Emlee to dodge
discovery for so long. Presumably he had atered her eye and hair color too, and hel ped her keep in peak
Prime condition— unless she had taken on a second genetic tailor to divert attention.

"I presume your brief hasn't changed.” The little surgeon cupped his bearded chin asthough weighing it.
"There isno magic wand. Certain repairs are not aided by over-clocking and must proceed at amore
natural rate. Cosmetic, | can give you what you want in matter of hours, but below the skin ..." He pulled
athoughtful face, milking what smal amount of authority he could from the exchange. "A week."

"That'sfine," said Emlee. "H€ll take the contract.”
"Inahurry, arewe?'
"Not so much that we wouldn't go elsawhere. Don't push your luck, Chyro."

"My luck isconsgtently terrible,” he said. "Must be all that junk | take—for my back, boys, for my
back."

"Ignore him," Emleetold them, as Chyro turned around and began extruding workbenches and tools from
the previ- oudy feasturdlesswhitewadls. "He'sfirg-rate. The Alieniststook him during the Chaos War,
screwed his mind up some. He works in exchange for medicd data. That'sdl helivesfor. Buildshisown
equipment so the work can't be traced, you'll either be pleased or terrified to know."

Imre wasn't sure what to say to that. The surgeon told him to undress. Hetried not to look at himsdlf as
he did so. The skin of his chest and abdomen was mottled by bruises, stubble had spread across his
stomach again. His breasts had only dightly reduced in size snceleaving the Cat's Arse, but hisclitoris
had reached amost an inch long and protruded from the stubble of his pubic hair like atiny penis. Hefelt
ill defined and awkward, between states. Some people liked it that way; he didntt.

"Please, liedown."

The table shifted uneasily under him, taking his every measure. Hetried to hide his uncertainty, but some
of it must have appeared on hisface.

" told you to use the medical suitein the Cat's Arse," Helwise whispered into hisear. ™Y ou wouldn't
ligen.”

"I'm not ligtening to you now, Hel."



"Outside, please” Chyro told the others, making shooing motions toward the curtained door. "1 must
reduce digtractionsto aminimum.”

"Wewon't befar, boss," said Freer, patting him on the shoulder asthey left. " Scream if you need us."

"Now." Chyro fussed about the room, exchanging hiswhite coat for one that looked identica. ™Y ou have
two options, my friend. | can decrease your tempo so it'll be over in amoment for you, or | can knock
out your neura pathways so you won't fed athing. Which isyour preference?’

Imre consdered briefly. Thefirst option was not paatable; he needed to be consciousin case Emleg's
backyard surgeon turned out to be untrustworthy. The second unnerved him too, but for reasons less
easy to define. Bad enough that his body had the wrong gender and therefore didn't fed! like his; bad
enough that it was subtly changing with every passing day. To let go of it so absolutely, even for ashort
time, struck him as dangerous. Without a physica anchor of any kind, would hismind spird off into a
thousand disconnected segments and never reassembl e?

He reminded himsdf that he would still have accessto his other senses. He wouldn't be completely
removed from the physical world. If worse came to worgt, he could aways watch what the surgeon was
doing for digtraction ...

"I'll take the neurd pathways," hetold Chyro.

The surgeon nodded and continued with his preparations. His coat had extruded white tendrils from the
deeves, which ran down his hands and around hisfingers. With delicate, staccato movements, Chyro
teased those extrusions into numerous exotic shapes, the spirds, needles, hooks, and blades of his craft.

When he was done, he turned to Imre with asmile, and said, "Turn your head to theright. Y ou might fedl
some temporary discomfort.”

Imre nodded and did asinstructed. The surgeon reached behind him and touched the base of hisneck. A
glowing thread of agony did through his skin and into his spine. He stiffened, then relaxed asthe pain
went avay.

"There" Chyro tilted Imre's head back with the hedls of both hands. "Can you fed anything, anything at
al?

Hefdt asthough he was floating on a cloud of nothingness. "No," he said. Hisvoiced was durred.

"Good. I'll begin. Remember, the changeswill only be cosmetic. It'll take awhilefor therest of you to
catch up. | accept no responsibility for the troubles that'll cause you."

"Wewon't be here to accuse you of anything.”
"Y ou're not thefirst to say that." Chyro moved lower, and his hands began their gridy work.

Imre's attention wandered. For awhile, he talked to Hel-wise and the others, but their conversations
about food and other trangent concernsfelt far removed from his present circumstances. Eventudly he
turned them down to afaint whisper, reassuring but not demanding. He went over the details of the plan,
but they too seemed irrelevant. Perhaps Chyro had done more than simply shut off the pain, he thought.
Hefdt relaxed for thefirst timein days. He could have amost falen adeep.

Needing to remain conscious, he turned to the recordings of Render that Emlee had given him. The
melancholy missives could have no soporific effect on him, he was certain. The voice of the missing
member of the Corps whispered softly to him asthough out of adream.



"No deep. Don't let me deep. | don't want to deep. There's nowhere to hide in your dreams.

"When | deep, someoneistaking. But it's not conversation. Sounds more like avoicein my head.
Sometimesit dmost breaks my heart. Sometimesit feelslike | could die. | know I'm adeep, but | know
thisisred. Something is here, in the dark, in the dream. Dark whispersin my head. They whisper
'shame.’ They talk of pain. I've known fear many times but nothing like this.

"I'm so scared | can't breathe. | will do anything— anything, you understand?—just to wake up. She's
like desth on two legs. | will never deep aone again.

"Areyou afrad, dear ligener?"

Imrewondered if Render knew hiswords were being recorded and sent to Emlee. The question was
purdy rhetorica. There was no way to know until they got him out of Kismet and asked him. The more
Imre heard the more urgent that objective became, despite the occasiona protest from Render himself.

"l don't need saving," began another recording. "I don't need lies. | don't need heroes. Some heroes!
Kissmy arse. I'll give you dead heroes. Y ou were there. Y ou were dwaysthere. A shadow of life
watching over you, | was cold but not insane. | was young. | was clean. Now my soul eats me dive.

"Some things you can't forget. Some things you can't forgive. I'mtoo old. | won't forget. | can remember
everything: every promise, every lie. I've seen somethingsI'll remember if | live forever. Forever and a
day. She was wrong, and now it's come back to haunt me.

"Memories? | don't need adead museum and agrudge to feed. | need emotion. Sometimes | remember
how to fed again. It hurts, but I'm thinking clearly. I'm il bresthing. | don't cry, or forget.

"We are deceived. Vahdlaisfaling. Wedl regp what we sow.
"Nothing can help me here.”

It was easy to see why Emlee was so haunted by the messages. The litany of mood swings, as Render
oscillated between hope and despair, was both exhausting and deeply moving. Imre didn't know how
long Render had been imprisoned, or what exactly had been doneto him, but the toll on Render's psyche
wasterrible, and mounting.

"Hereit comes again: that old familiar pain. What am | to do, and wheream | to go? | am not myself.
Thisisnot my voice. Not my face. Not my life.

"It'sdl that she knows. Who'd believe sheld be so devious? She said, 'Y ou could be here forever.' I'm
unforgiven, and | haveto pay. | hope you forgive me. I'm like adead man hiding in the dark. So cold. I'm
scared to die. A fool inthe dark, afraid of thetruth. | don't know why I'm afraid. I've never been afraid
toface afear.

"I look at what I've become. My memories, my life, my soul. The things I've seen. Thethings|'ve done. |
looked insde—abig mistake. All lies, dl cold. Hereismy small black heart, filled with shame.

"And | know that | can't leave. | cannot be saved. Not by you. Not by God. | can hardly breathe.
Sometimes | cdl out for you, and sometimesI'm afraid. Sometimes | wonder if God laughsat me. | hear
Hisvoice when | deep, hereinthisroom. | wait in the dark, so perfectly cold. | ask for one small mercy.
| ask God if He can save me. | beg God for salvation, for an angdl, every night. "He says'It'sal too
dark.'i

"I put my fear back in its box. Thereé's no darker place.”



The surgeon worked quickly and with uninterrupted concentration in Imrée's abdomen. Despite his
determination to stay awake, Imre drifted deeper into a state familiar from long hours of sentry duty. He
was aware of the outside world and could react to it in an instant if needed, but his consciousness
became dissociated, smeared equally across externa and interna worlds. Archetypesfrom his
subconscious girred, throwing up strange associations and images. Shadowy, formless shapes wereto
be expected. Creatures with long claws, likewise. None of them frightened him. He drifted dmost
peacefully until awoman in clerical robes lunged at him out of the darkness with sharp teeth snagpping,
dartling himinto full wakefulness.

"Strange," said Chyro.
"What'sthat?' he mumbled.
"Something odd. Hmmm. No maiter.”

Imrelet hiseyes drift shut. Render's sorrowful monologues were drawing to aclose. He had missed
some during hishaf deep. He didn't doubt that they had filtered down through his mind and prompted
the frightening image at the end. Render'swords were vivid: worldsfaling apart, Vahdlafaling,
bargaining for hislife... Imre couldn't decide if he referring wasto the Mad Times or to the Sow
Wave—or nather.

"And s0 it comesto this: death or eternity?!

"l don't likethisfedling, like someone haunts me. Thisismy future, my one chance. I'd hide in shadows,
but the shadows talk to me. She wants everything. I'm scared to deep. Does she laugh at you like she
laughsa me?'

There were definitely two people in Render'sinternal psychodrama. Imre pondered this as the surgeon
rolled him onto his ssomach and worked behind him; blood trickled onto the table, quickly absorbed. The
woman tormenting Render warred with the person he hoped might rescue him, for whom he felt both
admiration and anger, love and hate. Could Emlee be the latter, not Imre as he had assumed? Sad for her
if it was. She hadn't forgotten him; she was doing her level best to get him out of Kismet. That her efforts
were rewarded by these conflicted rants made him wonder if the messages were intended as taunts by
the authorities, those who had been forced by parties unknown to let her go.

"Do you hear me? Can you hear mefall? Don't let the dark into me. Like ascar that won't fade, | will be,
I'll dways be, yours. I'll be your demon. Shadowman. Cal meand I'll run to you. Ask meand I'd diefor
you. Let mediefor you. Would you like that? I'm aghost in the dark, and I'm yours.

"I wonder if at timesyou ever think of me. I don't suppose you do. I'm just another old story. Time will
help you. Time hdpsyou forget. Time helpsyou forget me.

"I'll haunt you. | won't ask for faith or forgiveness. All | need isaplaceto hidethe pain ..."

"There." The surgeon rolled him onto his back and dapped him on the thigh. Imrefdt the dap through
nerve endings restored to full operation. "All done."

"Can |—" Hisvocd cordswererusty. "Can | St up?'

"Y ou're not much use to anyone lying there." Chyro stepped back. Already the tools of histrade were
retracting, retreating like light-sengitive worms back into the deeves of hiscoat. "Move carefully at first. It
will take you awhileto adjust.”

Imrelifted himsdf onto hiselbows. Thefirst thing he noticed was that his breasts were gone. He had a



fully masculine chest once more, with smaller nipples and muscles clearly defined. The dight fur on his
stomach no longer looked so out of place. Neither did the bruises. His hips were noticeably narrower,
but till a shade broad for aman. He presumed that would change further with time. Between histhighs
lay penisand testes, hairless and raw-looking with healing blood flow. Hiswhole body tingled from the
shock of surgery and amyriad of ongoing repairs. He went to stand and immediately lost his baance.
Regting on the edge of the bed for amoment, he put out a hand to steady himself.

" told you," said the surgeon, glancing up from the retraction of histools. Imrefelt those coal,
emotionless eyes focus properly on hisface for thefirst time. "Don't | know you from somewhere?"

"Unlikely," he said, making a successful second attempt to stand and pulling on his clothes. Pants and flak
jacket were baggy until the fabric adjusted around him. Every step was alearning experience, thanksto
the new narrowness of hiships.

Not new, hetold himsdf. Old. Thiswasthe way the Jinc should have made him from the sart. That
Chyro now recognized him only confirmed that he had done the right thing.

Freer peered around the flap. "We heard voices...."

"It'sdone," Imre said, patting his clothes to make sure nothing had been removed. The pistol Emlee had
given himwas il intheingde jacket pocket, keyed to his pam print, which it ill recognized. She came
through the flap after Freer and stood staring at him for along moment.

"Good work, Chyro," Emlee eventudly said. "Helll easily passfor himsdlf now."
"Youmean heredly is—?""

"Check hisDNA if you like. Spread the word. Just give us an hour to get clear; that'sdl | ask.” Emlee
transferred alarge amount of datainto the surgeon's private banks. "I've added allittle extrafor your
trouble”

"A pleasure," the smdl man said, covering his awvkwardness with aquick bow. "A genuine pleasure.”

Embarrassed, Imre pulled the hood of hisjacket across his face and pushed hisway out of the stall and
back into the market. They walked in singlefile, with Imre sandwiched between Emlee and Freer. The
sunwas high in the sky, the air hotter and even dustier than before.

"You'relimping,” Emleesaid. "Areyou okay?' ; "I'll get over it. Nothing's dropped off yet, anyway."
"You are anatomically correct, | presume?’ Helwise asked from the ship.

"All present and accounted for." Imre surprised himsdlf with afaint fegling of loss, but he put that down to
the stresses of surgery combined with Render's agonized musings. The sensation that held been recently
kicked in the balsdidn't help. "Any progress with Mother Turin?"

"She's as dippery as sogp. You'd think the head of amagjor religion would take calls saying that her
savior isback intown, but no. I'm beginning to wonder if she's ddiberately avoiding us."

"Perhaps she thinks youre a crank.”

"Asfar as she knows, I'm arich off-world convert seeking an audience. Profit speaks|ouder than
prophets.”

"Police" warned Emlee.



Imre looked up to see an armored patrol moving through the crowd, their brassy, domed helmets
towering high above the people around them, reminiscent of ancient Norman headgear. Conversation
ceased as Emlee led them down another narrow lane, seeking obscurity among me buyers and sdllers of
Hyperabad's vast and dusty underworld.

"Y ou know what shitsme?" asked Freer, when the patrol had falen behind. "No one mentions us. We
couldve a least been disciples, high priests—popes, even. But nothing, like we never mattered.”

"To these guys, we didn't." Emlee brushed through a series of dangling vines that danced when touched.
"Get usedtoit.”

"We did matter." Freer looked genuinely worried. "Who is she to say we're nobodies?’

"Don't worry. Well show the bitch eventudly,” said Helwise. "Me, I'd be happy just to get off this dump.
Looking at you guys makes me want to take a bath.”

"We're not moving the ship until we have adestination,” Imre reminded her. "1 don't want to provokethe
Barons, just in case they do have the Hypers watching you."

"Yeah, yeah. | know al that. But I'm getting bored arguing with First Church drones and looking for
some piece of equipment that might not even exis.”

"Keepat it," hetold her. "Absence of evidenceisnt—"
"Evidence of fuck-all, I know. Just let me get my grizzle onfor abit, then I'll get back to work."

Imre saw another brassy dome at the end of the lane ahead and drew Emleeg's attention to it with aquick
tap to her shoulder.

"l seeit," she said. "That makes two patrols where there are normally none."
"That dicer friend of yours," growled Helwise. "Y ou should go back and cut histongue out.”

"Not him. The police don't have anything he wants." Emlee squeezed down a gap between two stals
barely wide enough for her, let done Freer's broad shoulders. I mink they're trawling for us, figuring
we'relikely to come here.”

"They'reright," said Freer. " So how do we make mem think they were wrong?'

"We do exactly what we're doing. We keep moving; we don't let them catch usin their net. If necessary,
we head deeper into the city since that's the opposite of what they'll think likely. Thelast thingwedois
make arun for theairport.”

"Wewouldn't need to if thisbloody priest would take her cdls," Helwise said.
"Don't assume shewill," Imre said. "We should work on a contingency plan.”

"Separate,” said Emlee. "Go to ground for amonth until things get quiet again. Rendezvous and start
agan.”

"No," hetold her, certain that he would rather undergo more surgery man wait amonth. "I'm not going
into hiding. If I'd wanted to do that, | wouldn't have gone under the knife in the first place. Render has
waited long enough. We're going to get him back now."

"Thisiswhy you never got thejob done, Emlee" Hel-wise said. "Y ou didn't have a haf-finished



amnesiac high on hormones a your Sde.”
Neither Emlee nor Imre responded to the barb.

They circled for what felt like forever through the giant marketplace, changing their externd garb every
hour, from flak jacket to flowing robes and back, with caps, sunshades, and dust-filtering masks
completing the various ensembles. Imre's hips ached more with every step, but he didn't order arest until
late in the afternoon, when patrols had been absent for over an hour, and the streets were even more full
than before with commuters and bargain hunters. Most of them were Primes, as dwaysthe lowest
socioeconomic class on worlds like Hyperabad, and they maintained a predictable Tempo Absolute.
Every now and again, however, someone weaved through the throngs at speed, provoking a chorus of
complaints, or stood like a statue on a street corner, watching the tides of humanity ebb and flow.

Emlee chose a bar with an dmost invisible entrance, one that served the strongest of the planet's clesr,
bitter liquors. Imre sank with asigh into a shaded cane sest at the rear of the bar and felt his abused
musculature gratefully rearrangeitself. He poured himsalf ashot of ice-cold liquid and downed it in one.

"That'sjust fucking crud," said Helwiseviathegrid.
"Crud nothing,” said Freer. "Y ou haven't got police breathing down your neck every five minutes.”

"We can't keep this up much longer,” Emlee said. "No matter how careful we are, we're going to be
unlucky eventudly. | think it'stimeto be proactive."

Imre nodded. "What do you have in mind?"

"Forget trying to contact the Church directly. That's obvioudy not going to get us anywhere. Insteed, we
seed wormsto infect every meeting place we can infiltrate. Chat rooms, dating services,
newsgroups—whatever. Spread the word everywhere so it'll be impossible to miss. Ads, too. Whatever
it takes."

"What's the message?' asked Helwise.

"That the First Church isascam and we can proveit. That Mother Turinisafaker and afraud. That the
Forts are never coming back, and you'd be a poor substitute for them.”

"Thetruth, then," said Freer. "l don't think that mattersto people like this"

She shrugged. "Theimportant thing isthat it'll get areaction. The Church will have to respond somehow.
We post adummy address and filter through the responses until we get what we want.”

"And then?' asked Imre.

"Wetake the lead right to the top." Sheleaned forward over hands folded tightly on thetable. "What do
you think?' Her eyes challenged him to disagree.

"I think the principleis sound," he said, "but you haven't gone far enough. Doesthe church havea
headquartersin the city?"

"Yes. At the base of the kyline."

"Good. We're going to find arunner to take something there, a parcel addressed to Zadiq Turin herself.
It'1l contain anote from you telling her that you have me hostage and that you'll execute me if she doesn't
contact usimmediady”



"And then what?"

" She has access to Kismet; you've seen her there yourself. If she can get Render out, you trade him for
me. She can't mean me any harm; I'm her savior, after dl. After a cooling-off period, I'll dip away and
rgoin therest of you. Thereésno way it can go wrong."

"I canthink of a least one: why would she believe us?

She must get crank mail al thetime." i "None accompanied by pieces of me, I'm sure.”

Freer and Emlee stared a him. He felt Helwise peering through their senses too.

"You'rekidding," shesaid. It wasn't aquestion. "Y ou're not kidding. Which bit are you going to send?"

"I don't know. A finger or atoe; something large enough to get agood match on. It could be faked, but |
doubt they'll take the chance. If | am here and being kept against my will, they'll want to know."

Emlee nodded dowly. He saw in her eyes an entirdly different emotion now: excitement, perhaps. Was
she pleased that he was going to be physicaly punished?"It'll certainly attract attention” she said. "Well
have every Church-affiliated police officer on thelookout for us."

"Not so different from the way things are right now— except well know for sure which sdethey're on.”
"True. So are you thinking of going back to Chyro to get the bit chopped of 7"

"I'd be mad even to condder it," he said. "Who knows who he'stold by now? Besides, my body's till full
of pheromones and repair agents. | could do it right here without spilling adrop.”

"Okay. Here." She dipped her knife under the table into his hands.
"Thanks" If she thought he might blanch at the last minute, she was mistaken.

"Wait," said Helwise. "Y ou only just got your body fixed up, and now you're chopping bits off it? That
sounds less like a plan to me than acute body dysphoria. Are you sure thisisn't something the Jinc put
indde you, screwing with your mind?'

"Who cares about the Inc?' said Emlee. "'l ill think it's worth ashot.”

"You'renot redly on hisside yet," said Helwise. "Y ou don't care what happens to him so long as you get
Render back okay."

"What'sto care about?' Emlee asked with aflash of annoyance. "So helosesafinger. Big dedl. It1l grow
back."

"Dont doit, Imre. There's bound to be a better way. Al, tell him."
Freer looked uncomfortable. "Better, yes. Faster, no."
"Oh, great. Am | the only person here who thinksthisis an extreme overreaction?'

"You aren't here, Hel." Imre straightened in his seat and brought his left hand palm upward across hislap
30 hiswrist was braced againgt his ssomach. The metal blade felt cool againgt the knuckle of hislittle
finger. "We need to do this. | need to do this. Emlee, you might want to get a cloth or something to put it
in



She nodded once, aready ready for him.

Therewas no point delaying. Wishing only that he had Chyro Kdlss ahility to switch off hisneura
pathways, he pressed down with hisright hand. Pain as sharp asliquid hdium filled hisarm, radiating
outward from the joint and aong his bones, into his skull. He was unable to avoid stiffening; hisface
became wooden like amask. His febrile gaze alighted on Emlee's chin and didn't move as he increased
the pressure. Singleton flesh was tough, consisting of tissues and fluids bearing only apassing
resemblance to actual human flesh. The knife, however, was sharp enough to cut metal, and he was very
grong.

Gristle parted. Blood dripped onto hislap. Endorphins gave him afeding like euphoria as the finger
swung free, released from its tendon and joint, as nerveless as aloose button. He concentrated on not
cutting too far in order to pare the next knuckle dong. Hisring finger was dippery. Letting the knife
drop between hisknees, he brought the remaining fingers of hisleft hand into afist and caught the
amputated finger in hisright.

"Got it." His voice sounded deeper, hoarser than norma. He fumbled the cloth Emlee handed him. The
knifefell with aclatter to the ground. "Sorry." There was blood al across hislap and upper thighs. The
flow was dready easing from the wound. Within seconds, the stain began to fade as his clothes absorbed
the spill.

"Od damn," breathed Freer. The lanky mercenary looked uncharacterigtically pae. "I would've cut it off
for you, if you'd asked.”

"Hewas never going to,” said Emlee with satisfaction. "Thisisthe guy who blew himself up to keepa
secret, remember?”

"I'm sure I'm him now," Imre said, hearing adistant ringing noise that had nothing to do with Srensor
discovery. "Sed theded."

"See?" said Helwise, her voice strident in hisears. "This had nothing to do with rescuing Render. It'sdl
about proving a point to himsdf, not to any of us—including the Church and the Barons and whoever
elseismixed up in hiscrazy affars. Were just spectators—but if were not careful, well end playing the

gametoo."
"Sedl the ded," Imre repeated. The bar was growing distant and hazy.

"Thisisno game" he heerd Emlee say. "Hesfighting for hislife, | think."

Then the bar was gone, and he was back on Pelorus. The air was full of smoke and ash. Hislungs felt
caked withit; hiseyes stung. Inertia gravity wasfailing asthe Forts terriblefire ripped through the
centrifuge axis. With another mighty explosion, more of the ship dissolved into flame.

He kicked himself aong the bucking corridor asfast ashe could. A corner loomed. He dammed into the
wall, unableto turn in time. Bone crunched in his hip; he ignored the pain. Watching from within and
without, like an observer in adream, he had the time to wonder what was going on. Wasthis after the
argument on the bridge or before? Either way, the new achein his past self'ship wasjust one of many he
couldn't stop to seeto. He had to go faster. They couldn't be far ahead. Another comer and there they
were: Render with Emlee held unconsciousin hisbroad, scarred arms. Imre'sfirst thought—that Render
was using her as ashidd—struck him as patently absurd. Everyone knew that Render and Emlee were
close, despite their differences. If Render had afriend, she wasit.

Another explosion shook the ship. The air was getting noticesbly warmer.



"Get her out,” Render told him, pushing Emlee toward him. " Get her out.”

He hesitated. Why? He couldn't understand the uncertainty he felt in hisremembered sdf's mind. Clearly,
Pelorus was coming down around their ears. Why weren't they running for the bailout pods? Why the
sck fedingin hissomach?

There was agun in his hand—a Ba zac beamer, workhorse for Sol Invictus ground troops.
"What's doneisdone," Render said, pushing Emlee ahead of him again. "We must get out of here.”

The moment was leaden, solidifying around him like amber. His heart thudded with terrible certainty,
unstoppable, implacable. Why? Why was he still immobile in the face of certain death?

Then Emleewasin hisarms. There was blood and bruising about her head, athough Render seemed
unharmed. Imre held her like achild and turned the two of them about. The nearest air lock was back the
way he had come. They would need to hurry if they wereto avoid the ship'sinevitable destruction.

Render's presence, as heavy asfateitsdf, followed closely behind. "Don't ask," the big soldier said. "I'm
not surprised. Thereisno longer any normal to me."

Imre said nothing. His mouth was closed in astraight, grim line. From his memory's memory camethe
voice of abeing caled Factotem: "Sed the ded." That wasall, without explanation. It was enough to
make Himsdf grind histeeth and move even fagter.

* * %

During his blackout, while Freer watched uneasily from his seat, and Helwise cursed from her distant
vantage point, Emlee camly wrapped the digit in the cloth and wrote ashort note to Zadiq Turin. It
conveyed everything they had discussed: Imre Bergamasc had returned and would bekilled if Turin didn't
respond immediately. She bound the note around the finger with a salf-sedling plastic sheet and called
over the manager of the bar. Hetold her of acourier service that could be relied on for discretion and
speed. A runner came moments later and accepted the contract. Emlee gave him the smal parcel and the
barest of ingtructions. The runner Ieft with an assurance that the forged ID number she had given him
would be joined by another when the job was confirmed. She would know when Zadiq Turin called the
temporary address given at the end of the note.

All thisImre learned when they woke him from his trance and told him they were moving. It wasn't safe
to stay in the bar any longer. The runner could be traced back to them if he was interrogated or offered a
better desl.

Imre ached dl over, from the sump of hismissing finger to the holesin hismind that the Jnc had been
unableto repair. Hisbody ill burned from Chyro's minigtrations. Barely had they |eft the bar when he
doubled over, clutching hislower abdomen.

"What now?" Freer hissed, standing closein the busy lane to hide him from view.

Hetook adeep breath and tried to straighten. The white-hot pain in hisgroin struck again. "'l think my
urethraisrearranging itself,” he said. "Give me asecond. It'll pass.

"Jesus," Helwise breathed.
"Police," said Emlee with thefatalism of ajaded priest.

Imreforced himself to stand. Three brass hdmets, limned with attention-getting blue, were shouldering



through the crowd. The masses had evolved with night'sfalling; instead of bargain-seekersand
merchants, there were revelers and vice peddlers, prowling or staggering from venue to venue in various
stages of intoxication. And thieves, of course, preying on the careless. Music filled the cooling air;
aromatic smoke and exotic pheromonestickled the back of his sinuses. Two of Chenres's sster suns
shone brightly acrossthe hazy band of the Milky Way; no other sarswerevisible.

Imre dropped one shoulder, letting that and the limp he couldn't hel p give theimpression that he was
crippled. His hood hung low over hisface, casting it in permanent shadow. Hisright hand rested out of
sght, fingers cradling the grip of the pistol Emlee had given him. His brutaized left hand sivung free,
adding to theilluson he wastrying to convey.

Emlee spared him nothing in her efforts to evade detection. They dodged between stdls, dong lanes, in
and out of crowded squares, through bars. The pain pulsed in hot waves radiating outward from his
groin. He had no feding in hisgenitals a all, it ssemed, except for pain. Hewondered if it was possible
for hisnew body to reject the male organs entirely, leaving him shipwrecked on a shore even more
uncomfortable than the last. What then, he wondered. Would he attempt to hurry the transition again,
supposing he didn't bleed to death or fal afoul of the Hypers, Barons, or whoever else was after him?
Was hewilling torisk hislifein order to become Himsdf again?

He supposed he was dready doing that, by coming to Mandaa Supersystem and pursuing his memories,
no matter where they might lead him.

More blue-limned brass helmets |oomed ahead. Emlee changed tack, heading at aright angleto theline
connecting the two patrols. They passed the back of a bar that throbbed with rhythms pitched dightly too
high and too fast for Absolute ears. Imre's nose detected a dozen different drugs and their breakdown
products. Even in the Continuum, where any concelvable sensation could be accessed at will, people had
sought intoxication by interfering chemicaly, dectricaly, or cyberneticaly with their bodies. Sensation
wasn't adatic thing, not in abiologica machine designed to register change in its environment.
Unpredictability itself was desirable. Hyperabad wasn't the jungle, or the dangerous plains of Africa, but
there was awhiff of the primal to the pursuit of pleasure, even here. Just because people could be gods
didn't mean everyone wanted to be.

A third patrol heaved into view ahead. Imre knew then that they werein trouble. "I presume theré's no
way we can fight our way out of this," he said to Emlee, asthey took cover in an empty shed.

"Not the three of us, barely armed.” Thethrob of the nightclub gave her words more gravitas than they
needed.

"Okay. Helwise, warm up the drives. We might need adramatic exit."
"What about those airgpace restrictions?!

"| think we're beyond that now.”

"Right you are, old cock."

"We should separate,” said Freer, hisfolded frame closest to the shed's entrance. Hiseyes didn't leave
the path outside. " Split into two, even three groups. One creates a distraction—"

"No. No oné's doing anything like that." Imre wondered at the strength of hisfedling that they should stay
together. Freer was making sense; he knew that; but they were aready stretched too thin, with Helwise
in one place, the rest of them in another, and Render till waiting to be rescued. "They can't possibly
know we're herefor sure. Eventualy they'll moveon.”



Over the thudding of bass drums, a high-pitched whine became audible.

"That'san AAV," said Emleg, gazelifting to the dark celling. " Someone's not taking any chances.”
"On one dimy cutter'sword?' Helwise sounded skeptica. ™Y ou've been rumbled again, I'd say.”
"How?" Emlee sounded frustrated and angry. The only person who knew anything at dl was Chyro."
‘That's not true. There'sus."

"Areyou saying one of usisatrator?'

"I'm saying we need to consder the possibility.”

"Be careful where you point thefinger,” Emlee said with eyes darkening. Y ou're as much a suspect as|
am. Who knows who you've been talking to, safein the ship?

‘There are plenty of fingersto go around, Copas. Broadcasting adistress call isthe oldest trick in the
book."

"Enough,” said Imre, hisvoice raised sufficiently to cut acrossther growing argument. "None of usisa
traitor. We've just been unlucky. Helwise, isthere any sign that you're going to be stopped from
launching?'

"Nonemat | can see.”
"Good. Emlee, can you suggest anearby dust-off point? 1 want to keep casudtiesto aminimum.”
She nodded. "There's astructure called the Granary to the northeast. Its roof would be perfect.”

"Then well head there. It be easier on my nervesif we kegp moving, rather than sitting around waiting
for something mat might never come.”

Freer nodded once in agreement. "Theway isclear.”

"Solet'sgo." He waved the mercenary ahead of him and switched histempo higher. "Helwise, get inthe
arr. If they're not going to let you launch, we need to know sooner rather than later.”

"Y ou want me to come straight to you?'

"No. Take another heading. Give them something to think about. Stay close, though. We might need you
inahurry."

"Roger dodger."

Freer dipped out of the shed and Emlee followed. Imre took adeep breath, shifted his grip on the pistal,
and followed,

* % *

Ghosts of athousand campaigns haunted him as they weaved through the tangled streets of the
Hyperabadan market. Cat-and-mouse games through steep canyon networks; guerrillacampaignsin
ice-rimed city streets; close-combat skirmishes at tempos so overclocked that wars could be won or lost
in asecond. The dusty, urban nightscape took on asurreal edge. Shuttered stalls and revelers caught up
intheir own lives siept by, lit by flegting searchlights from above. Sometimes Imre was unsure precisely



which world he inhabited most: Hyperabad or that of hisformer self. He forced himself to focus on
Emleg's narrow-shoul dered, muscular back. The shifting, flickering shadows held threats visible only to
him.

They crossed ardatively broad thoroughfare one by one, crouched low and moving as quickly ashis
aching muscles dlowed. Theair flowed past him like ariver of thick soup. The edges of hisnew flak

jacket smoldered. He forced himsalf to keep moving, to concentrate, to run through the pain. Theworld
contracted around him, became a series of obstaclesto be dealt with, then forgotten.

Ahead, ablocky, brick building appeared, looming over the empty stalls and sail-like sunshades. Their
degtination, he presumed. Somewhere above, among the cornucopia of lights moving in the sky, Helwise
was waiting to snatch them to safety. All they had to do was meet her halfway. How hard could that be?

Needles of wegpon firelaced thewall at his side. He ducked, following Emlee through an open doorway.
Glowing domes, color-shifted to red by his rapid tempo, filled the alleyway behind them. Freer shot out
thewall on the other side of the stall they had entered, and the three of them burst back out into the night
air. Another shot blew in adoor two up, creating an obvious distraction as they took another route away.
A forest of streamers and flags caught firein their wake, ignited by stray shots.

A dow-motion splinter stabbed deep into Imre'sthigh. He winced but kept moving, painfully aware that
Emlee was lagging behind. If they didn't find cover soon, they would have no choice but to turn and fight.
Helwise would have to bring the ship down in the middle of the marketplace, and to hell with the
property damage that caused.

Two AAVsdid overhead, their gunnerstoo sow to take advantage of their superior positions. Gunfire
raked the stalls and streets, laying down still more smoke and debris. They passed revelersfrozenin
states of panic, some of them bloodied by shrapnel or direct hits. The market had become an al-out war
zone. Imrefdt for them, even asthe thought of surrender didn't even once cross hismind.

Then, asthey neared the eastern side of the Granary, its redbrick wall looming over them like an edifice,
Emleeraised ahand. "I'm getting sometiiing,” she said. "From Zadig Turin.”

"About bloody time," Helwise growled. "Don't keep it to yoursdlf."

"To the authors of the gridy message delivered to my doorstep this evening,” intoned a rounded, formal
voice, "l say this. why should | negotiate with terrorists?”

"It'salive broadcast,” said Emlee.

"Better answer her," Imre said.

"Because we have what you want," she sent back.

"That isnot theissue, not when | am told the authorities are close to taking it off you."
"How does she know that?' asked Freer.

"She's powerful and obvioudy hasfriendsin law enforcement,” said Emleeto him. "She could be
watching usright now, for al we know."

"Tdl her the goods could easily be damaged,” Imre said. "Thisisavolatile Stuation for al of us. If she
wants me back in one piece, shesgoing to haveto talk.”

Emlee passed on the message.



"He'sdready intwo pieces," cametheimmediate reply. "One of them isSitting on my knee a thisvery

"Let'snot makeit three" Emlee said. "Or more. I'm not kidding."

"Y ou sound very serious, my dear girl, and perhaps atrifle too earnest. How can | be surethisisn't a
trgp? | have enemiestoo, you know."

"We're not after you. We want an exchange: Bergamasc for a prisoner in Kismet. | know you have
contactsthere. If you give ushim, well give you what you want."

"There are so many prisonersin Kismet. Which onein particular do you require?'

Emlee gave Render'sreal name, which Imre had forgotten: Archard Rositano. "He's been therealong
time. Hewon't be hard to find."

"Isthisthe wretch known as Render? He's a specia case, never to be released.”

"Everyonein Kismet isaspecia case, and people do leave." Emleg'svoice waslevel, but Imre could see
the tenson in her shoulder blades. "Y ou'll get him out or never see lImre again.”

"On firg-name basis with him, are you? Don't be presumptuous, girl. His affections are not granted so
eadly." Therewasamoment'ssilence. "Very well. | can probably give you what you wish, and moreinto
the bargain. Still, it could be atrap. Y ou set the exchange; I'll set the terms. We will meet in Kismet to
enact thetransaction, or it will not take place. That is my sole condition.”

"Y ou could betrying to trap usinturn,” Emlee said.

"Indeed | could be, but | have something you want too, so we are on equal footing. For each of usthe
threat isreal. Do you accept my terms? Are we agreed?”

"Tel her yes" Imre said. "Well meet her at Kismet in three days”

"Inform anyone who asksthat you're traveling under Diplomatic Privilege 438," Zadiq Turin ingtructed
them. "That'll refer any queries back to me and ensure you arrive a Kismet unencumbered. | don't want
your cargo damaged. However, the privilege can easily be revoked. If you don't intend to honor your
end of the bargain, don't come at dl. | can assure you that you'll never leave.”

With that threat, the conversation ended.
"Was that traceable?"' asked Freer.

Emlee shook her head. "Not under these conditions.” They were running parald to the side of the
Granary, looking for an entrance in the sheer, red wall. "Areyou still planning to go ahead with this?'

"All theway," he said. "Get us safely onto the ship, and you'll seethat you can believe me."
"A changed man, huh?"
"A man, a leadt," said Helwise.

"I'm more worried about getting us off Kismet," said Freer. "We could dl end up in acell with Render if
thisgoes badly."

"We could indeed,” said Imre. "Do you want to back out?"



Before Freer could answer, the sky above turned to flame and arain of dow-motion shrapnel began to
fdl.

"What the hell is going on down there?' asked Helwise. Her voice was bardly audible over the
thunderous concuss ons shaking the world.

"Someone's attacking the police.” Imre had rolled for cover under athree-whedled ground-hugger
chained to arusty lamppost. Molten flakes descended like burning snow to the sdewalk. "At least one of
the AAV s has been taken out, maybe two. It's not you, isit?'

"I'm not the sort to go off half-cocked,” she said. "That's the guy we're rescuing, remember? | can seethe
AAVsgoing down, and | can see at least four firenghts happening below. The action isn't far from you,
but it seemsto be moving away. What | redlly meanis. why are the police attacking each other?”’

A smile of understanding spread across Imre's face. And more besides, he remembered. "It's her.
Mother Turin— she's playing the police force againgt itself. The faction loyal to her versusthe Hypers or
the Barons, or whoever most wants us. She's giving us a chance to escape.”

"Then | suggest you takeit," Helwise said. "It's as hot asanun'stwat up here. Reinforcement'son its
Ww.II

Imrewaited a besat to seeif the deadly rain was ebbing. It did seem to have dackened off. Favoring the
leg with the splinter, he rolled from the car to the shelter of astdl's canvas overhang, pockmarked with
bullet burns.

"Okay, people, let'sgo!”

Emlee and Freer emerged from their own shelters and ran with him down the Side of the giant building.
Although they werein full view, no one stepped out to intercept them, and no gunfirewas amed in their
direction. FHlashes of reddish light came and went to their right. The wreckage of one of the AAV's
crashed not far away, flinging debris and fire across a surprisingly wide area. A smoke-blackened,
domed helmet landed with a clatter in the street behind them. Imre didn't stop to check if it wasfull or

empty.

An arched doorway approached on their left. Emleeled them unhesitatingly insde, where a cavernous
storage space greeted them, full of food stalls and offices and hung with vast chandeliers that shook and
rattled with every retort. Stairwells snaked to upper levels. They picked one a random and wound their
way to the celling. A network of girders and scaffolds filled the roof space like the webs of giant meta
Spiders.

Accessto the roof was blocked by adoor protected e ectronicaly and by athick meta bolt. Emlee
picked the lock and Freer shot the bolt. Smoky night air greeted them on the expansive, flat roof. The
Granary seemed much larger than it had on the ground, punctuated only by the occasiond exhaust vent
and antenna.

"Helwise?' Imre studied the specks moving acrossthe sky. "Where are you?”

"Right on top of you." A red dot winked and began to descend. Imre alowed himself to fed relief. Soon
they would be reunited and on their way to rescue Render. That was the most important thing, he
reminded himsdlf. The Barons, the Luminous, and hisformer sdf could wait; the nature of Domgard and
the Sow Wave wereirrdevant until he achieved thisgodl.

Hisinjured thigh throbbed. Blood spread in agrowing circle across his pants. Taking off hisright glove,



he bent over to ingpect the wound.

Asaresult of that dight movement, the shot aimed at him merely clipped hisear. It was till enough,
however, to kick his head sideways and drop him dazed to the roof. The world narrowed down to the
end of along, dark tunnel. He saw only dimly what happened next, as Freer and Emlee dropped to a
protective crouch over him, firing sustained bursts at the location the sniper had fired from. Sparks flew
from another volley, narrowly missing his supine form. Hetried to move, but his limbs were distant and
vague. V oices boomed like whales, echoing and incomprehensible. He couldn't hear the bark of the guns.

Freer bent over him and, cupping the back of his head, did him to aless exposed position, while Emlee
covered them both. A dark shape did like ail from one vantage point to another. To the left, he wanted
to shout. HE's coming around your flank! But Emlee had seen him and sent afan of lethal energy to cut
him off. The shape dodged away.

| recognize him, Imre surprised himself by thinking. I'd know the way my would-be killer moves
anywhere.

A blast of fiery air lifted clouds of weightless dust and obscured hisvision. The Could Lad had arrived,
black and hostile with spider-eyes flashing in adozen different colors. Liftersflared, spikes of dangerous
heat angled well away from the besieged trio; struts extended for atemporary landing. Emlee waved to
Helwise, an ancient gesture meaning: we need help, fast! A hatch opened in the side of the ship, and
Helwise's skin-suited figure dropped to the ground. With light, rapid steps she ran to help Freer carry
Imreindde.

The sniper emerged from behind a cooling stack, gun flaring. Dust motes disintegrated in showers of tiny
sparks like cracksin the world. Freer grunted, hit in the shoulder, and dipped to one knee. Helwise
tugged Imre harder, her hands digging into his upper body. Thekiller was running toward them, al
attempit to hide abandoned, clad from sole to scalp in black combat armor, firing as he came. Soft
punches struck Imre's body, making him twitch.

He performed the caculaionsingtinctively, asadigtraction. Four against one should have been sufficient
to ensure everyonesretreat to safety, including hisown, but The Cauld Lad wastoo far away. Two of
them were dready injured. The n gppeared to have one objective only, and that wasto kill him.
Nothing else mattered.

The gun's mouth spat firein slence. Imre stared at it, waiting for the shot that would end his short life.

It didn't come. Emlee stepped between him and the assassin. She should have been mown down in an
ingtant, but instead the letha gunfire ceased. Then it was her gun talking, following him asthekiller jerked
away and tried to make for cover. Too late. The assassin's frontd assault had failed and now he was
running away with his back exposed. Shots peppered his armor with miniature explosions. He managed
less than five steps before one leg gave way and he sprawled face-forward onto the dusty roof.

Emlee kept her gun trained on the body as Helwise and Freer dragged Imreinto The Cauld Lad.

Takethe body! Hismental voice was utterly disconnected from hislips, tongue, and vocal cords. He
didn't even think of using the local grid to convey his urgent message. Don't leave it behind! We need it!

Blood had just begun pooling around it as Emlee legpt after him into the ship's bright orange embrace.
Lifters burned. Fireignited the dry air, pushed the body over ontoitsside. Theair lock closed shut on the
view. The floor kicked beneath them, and they were away.

Helwise leaned over him, aworried expression on her face.



That was me, he wanted to tdll her. Emleekilled me out there. I'm sure of it!

Black despair rosein him asthey lifted him and carried him to the medicd suite. Freer'shands were
bloody, and so were Emleg's. The world turned around him. Had he imagined that flash of familiarity?
Could it have been anillusion brought on by the injury he had sustained? Just how badly hurt washe ... ?

Hetried not to think about it as the pure white walls of the medica suite enfolded him. Thelast time he
had been there was upon his escape from the Jinc, to heal hisbroken shoulder. That felt like amillion
years ago. He was o tired of mysteries and uncertainty, of being fired on and threatened. Perhapsit
would have been better to die in the gun-sights of the n, whoever he had really been.

Helwise glanced at Emlee as Freer cut away his clothes. Her expression mixed concern and suspicionin
equal measures.

"We come aboard," she said.

A quartet of Vespulas descended from orbit to intercept them. Imre watched in astate of hazy anxiety as
Emlee broadcast the diplométic privilege Mother Turin had given them. Without further prompting, the
patrol broke away and |eft them aone.

"Do you think he was one of the Barons?' Helwise asked.

Imre blinked up a her. Hewas lying in a convaescence tube in the medica suite, protected from the
ship's powerful thrust by abath of hedling fluids. His many wounds— including the ssump on hisleft
hand—had been sealed and cleaned. The cracked skull and concussion he had suffered were no longer
consdered serious. That |eft only the psychologicd injuriesto hedl.

Helwise had stayed with him, leaving Freer—his relatively minor wound aready seen to—and Emleeto
fly the ship to safety. She could have flown the ship from the medica suite, just aseasily as he viewed
their telemetry from hisliquid bed, but she assured him she didn't want to.

"Who was?" he asked her.
"The guy who shot you, of course. Could he have been working for the Barons?'

He shook his head. Increasingly the fedling that he had recognized Himsalf on the roof of the Granary
seemed like afantasy inspired by head trauma. He saw Himsdlf everywhere, in memoriesand in
conversation with hisformer friends, why not in red life aswell? The possibility that it had actualy been
him, hetold himsdlf, was surely remote.

"What makes you think he could have been?' he asked her.

"Widll, the Barons saved Emlee when they killed her friend, the Fort. If she was nothing to them, they
wouldve just let her die with everyone ese. Then this guy tonight stopped shooting at you when she got
inhisline of fire. Doesn't that strike you as odd?!

Odder than he cared to admit. Emlee had been willing to take abullet for him.

"Perhaps that was just a coincidence,”" he offered Helwise. The theory he had briefly entertained he
would keep to himsdlf. "He was probably just another policeman trying to do hisjob, trying to stop us.”

"Plenty of people have been killed like that before,” she said. "Don't get hung up onit, if that'swhat's
worrying you."



He saw an endless parade of victimsin his memory: enemy combatants and despots, as well asinnocent
civilians caught in the melee. He knew the names of some; most were anonymous. It had never bothered
him before— perhaps because his utter extinction had never been apossibility. The"wank-fests," as
Helwise called them, ensured that somewhere in the galaxy part of him waslikely to survive, evenif a
particular version of Himsdlf did not. That had aways been acomfort.

Now hisformer self had effectively disappeared, and someone had blown up the Drum in attempt to
erase even that last vestige of him. Therewaslittle comfort in such agaaxy. He didn't need to imagine his
own self-assassination to be sure of that.

The Cauld Lad left Hyperabad's gravity well a speed, just in case their immunity to pursuit proved
short-lived, and powered around Chenres for the dead star Sakraand its closely orbiting prison. He
watched without comment, fegling invisible forces—his own private verson of cdestid
mechanics—tugging him to adark destiny in that forbidding place.

"I never foundit," Helwisetold him later. The Loop shunt, | mean—in case you're not kegping up again.”

He had understood her. In fatdistic tones, he told her something he remembered well but which his
origina self had clearly failed to mention. "Q looping was essentid to the ascendancy of the Forts. It was
asessentid asthe ability to talk isto us—no, even more so: the ability for our neuronsto talk to each
other. Loop shunts, therefore, weren't something the frags used; it was something they were. Every frag
had one inside them, an organ of their bodies just asthey were individudly organs of their greater minds.
Without the shunts, the fragswere just dead flesh.”

Helwise nodded, adarkness behind her eyestelling him that she was thinking of the Forts on the Deodati
and the fragsthat Himself had killed.

"When | asked you to look for the Loop shunt on The Cauld Lad," hetold her, "I redly mought you'd
findit; it'sthe only way we could have been followed. But you didn't find it, and that'swhen | began to
wonder. We were being tracked on the ground as well asin the ship. There's only one place the shunt

could be"

"Insgdeyou," she said, the darkness degpening.

"Y es. During my recongtruction, Chyro found something odd, something | didn't notice when we werein
the Cat's Arse. He didn't tell mewhat it was, but | think we know now."

"Did the Jnc do that? Why would they want to track you if they were planning to assmilate you into their
heppy family?"

Hedidn't know. "Perhapsit wasn't the Jinc. Perhapsit was the silver sphere.”

"The Luminous," she corrected him.

"We don't know for certain they're the same thing.”

"Occam'srazor, Imre. Don't multiply entities unnecessarily.”

"They seem to be doing it well enough on their own.”

She was silent for amoment, then asked, Do you want us to take the shunt out now?"

"No." He had been wondering that himsdf. "It might even come in handy one day as evidence, or bait."



"Whatever you say." She bent down and kissed him on the forehead—a surprisingly tender gesture. "Y ou
look tired. I'll let you rest. Holler if you need anything, okay?"

He nodded and | et his eyes shut. He was indeed tired. A long, dreamless deep would be ablessing for
both him and his body.

AsHelwise kicked out of the room, however, histhoughts drifted back to Emlee and the Barons.
Another coincidence occurred to him: the way the AAV hadn't fired on the ground-hugger while she was
ingdeit. Therewere ns on every front, targeting him and the Hypers new Forts— but not her.
What was so specid about her? Was there a connection between them and her that he wasfailing to
see? Could the Barons possibly have been the onesto set her free from Kismet? He drifted adeep with
animage of Emleefloating in hismind's eye: on the bridge of Pelorus, her jade green eyes dive with
anger. A rush of guilt surprised him, carried him down to oblivion. Her hostility was so naked that he
couldn't bring himsalf to suspect her of treachery—or to doubt that he deserved it, somehow.

The dead walked in his dreams, and he walked aone among them.

Kismet from a distance was no more welcoming than Emlee assured them it was on theinsde. Looking
at thefirgt high-resolution images, Imre was reminded of spores seen through electron microscopes. al
prickles and hooks arranged with geometric regularity across alandscape of inverted buttresses and
arches. Close examination of its structure revealed regular deformations marching through its metal
gructure, lengthening and compressing in severd directions at once. Thetiny dot behind it, blindingly
bright in X-rays but almost invisible in other frequencies, was an old, cold stellar remnant eleven
kilometers across that weighed one and a half times Hyper-abad's primary star, possessed ardatively
tiny magnetic field, and had long since swept its orbit empty of gasand rubble. All it had to tug on now
wastherdatively tiny station, whipping around it like the universe's most terrifying carnivd ride.

"Apoapsisistwo hoursaway," said Freer, studying the station's orbit projected in The Cauld Lad's
wraparound display. "We can bein position if we don't spare the horses."

Imre nodded, up and mobile but stiff in his muscles from surgery and gunshot wounds. "Are we the only
ghipsinthevianity?'

"Two in the dock; adozen or so in wider orbits. There's at least one military exercisein progress.”
"Hypers?' asked Emlee.

"No. Another Mandaan government—the Consentient Alliance.”

"WEell beamoving target, if they are Baronsin disguise,” Imre said, thinking aoud. Should they decide
not to dock during apoapsis, they would have to wait amost afull day for the next one. That might make
no difference a al to Render, but it could be life or degth to them. 'Take usin," he ordered. "Watch our
backs, though. | don't want anyone sneaking up on us while we're distracted.”

"Gotcha" Helwise had the helm. She was dressed for combat in inch-thick flexible plate armor that
molded to every curve of her form. Her unadorned head and neck |ooked preposterous protruding from
the open collar. Black hair pressed closeto her scalp like ahemet.

"Course confirmed,” said the ship in response to her ingtructions. ™Y ou are entering aregion exceeding
my design tolerances. Performance may be inhibited.”

"WElI take our chances," Imretold The Could Lad, thinking that itswarning applied to dl of themin
different ways. At perigpsis, the closest point of Kismet to Sakra, the ship would be moving at over six



hundred kilometers per second and experiencing tidal forces of up to eight Earth gravities—hardly
insurmountable conditions for a starship, but with adead star less than amillion kilometers away, not
trivid aitiier. At such acdlose distance—had they been orbiting Sol, they would have been skimming its
photosphere—the ambient gravity would pesk at thirty times Earth normal. "So long as we don't break
orbit at any point other than apoapss, well befine."

"Remember what they say about best-laid plans,” said Helwise with an arched eyebrow.
"I'm neither mice nor man," he said. "That'swhy it'll work.”

An automatic system hailed The Cauld Lad asit entered a parabolic orbit designed to intersect the
gation. Addressing the ship by the diasit had used on Hyperabad, the Al warned them that they were
entering arestricted and dangerous area. If they approached without authorization, they would be fired
upon. "We're protected by Diplomatic Privilege 438," Freer replied for the ship. Both Imre and Emlee
might have had voiceprints on record, and Helwise was closdly watching telemetry. "Requesting
permission to dock.”

"Hold, Turnfaken."

A moment |ater, agravelly, female human voice spoke. "Thisis Duty Officer Wehr. We weren't
expecting you, Turnfalken, and you've creasted something of a conflict. We have only one berth free and
another ship docking on atight schedule just after gpoapsis. Y ou can dock, but welll need you out of the
way when the second ship arrives. Anyone aboard will have to stay aboard. That'sthe best | can offer
you. Doesit suit?'

Imre nodded. Tel her it does. That second ship isalmost certainly Mother Turin's.
"Why doesn't she go first?" asked Helwise, as Freer relayed the order.

"Because she'snot hereyet,” said Imre.

"I'm not staying with the ship thistime. Don't you dare ask meto.”

"I won't. Werre going in together. All of us. And we will be armed.”

Freer nodded. "Wehr and her buddies won't be dlite troops. If they were, they certainly wouldn't be
working out here."

"Don't underestimate them," said Emlee. "Their numbers aren't huge, but they've kept Render prisoner al
thistime."

"Y ou said they gtrip the inmates down to their balls," said Helwise. "No mods, no tempo shifting—just
what they need to survive. It'd be like herding cattle—ajob for shepherds, not sharpshooters.”

"Crimind cattle from adozen worlds." Emlee didn't back down. "I know we're you're coming from.
Don't be fooled. Not everyone who worksin aprison isagrunt— just like not everyonein aprisonis

quilty”
"Weredl guilty of something," said Freer.

"Y ou have permission to dock," Wehr told them. "Warden Goneril will joinyou in Bay 21."
"We're not here to meet the warden,” said Freer. "The people in the ship behind uswill fill himin."

"Everyone meets the warden,” Wehr said in afrosty tone. " She makesapoint of it." The commsline



clicked shut.

"Nice one, dickhead," said Helwise, nudging Freer with an armored elbow. "Do you want to get
everyone offsde before we even arrive?'

Freer ignored her in favor of overseeing the ship's gpproach maneuvers.

"We'd better get ready,” Imretold Emlee. "I have to be bound and hooded. Y ou'll need to be obscured
too so the warden won't recognize your face.”

"| suggest we're both presented as hostages,” she said. "Therell be no mistaking usfor each other, but it
could throw Turin off."

"That'sagood idea, Emlee," Helwise said, and Freer nodded. Imre agreed too. Leaving The Cauld Lad
under Helwise and Freer's supervision, Emlee and Imre went to the air lock to don their disguises.

It was asimple matter to modify the ship's black skin suitsto look like containment and transfer
harnesses, with disguised flaws that would alow them to break freein an ingtant, if they needed to, and
permit datato leak from the exterior through carefully shielded ports. He tried one on first. Thickened
black materid pressed his elbowstightly to his sdeswith hisforearms twisted awkwardly across his
back. A length of flexible plagtic joined hisankles, leaving him barely enough dack to walk. Rigid struts
up hisspine madeit difficult to turn. An al-encompassing hood completed the ensemble, flowing up from
his shoulders and over hisface like amourner's cowl. For luck, he took the piece of crimson-stained
glass he had retrieved from the Cat's Arse and secured it close to his chest.

When the hood did shut, and he went to move hisarms, he found himsalf absolutely immobile. He
wrenched his shouldersto no avail. Nothing but darkness and silence greeted his senses.

Click. "How do you like that, Imre? Comfortable?’

Heforced alighthearted tone despite sudden claustrophobia. "It's alittle tight across the shoulders,
Emlea”

"Isthat too much to endure, after everything you've done?"
"l guessnot.”

The pressure didn't relent. Hefelt her standing closeto him. 1 could choke thelife out of you, if | wanted
to."

There wasn't the dightest trace of humor in her voice.

"Youwouldn'tdoit."

"Isthat adare?"

"It'snot anything, Emlee.” Hismusclesfound no give et dl. "Quit screwing around and let me go.”

She did something to his suit. It moved without hisvolition, forcing his kneesto bend. His center of
gravity dropped. He jerked into aknedling position at her feet. "Beg me," she ordered.

"Yourejoking."

"Beg me, or I'll shut off your air.”



"I'm no use to anyone dead—"
"Shut up, Imre.”

He was breathing too quickly. Already he could fed the air in the hood growing stale. He could survive
hours without oxygen, but he couldn't fight a sudden tightening of the suit itself. Hisribs cresked. Pain
flowed in waves across his skull. A fear that he had completely migudged her flashed through him. What
if the Barons had spared her because she was working for them and had never intended other than to
betray him the moment she had the chance? He gasped her name.

Then the pressure was gone, and his limbswere released. Air rushed againgt hisface. Hefell forward and
rolled, gasping, onto hisside. Light trickled through pinprick data points, seeming bright to his
sensation-starved eyes. She was a shadow looming over him, shifting in and out of focus. "On your feet.
It'syour turn to sed me up. We haveto makeit look convincing, right?'

He clambered upright, his arms coming free as they had arranged. The sudden reversal of her mood
confused him no less than the pounding of blood to parts of hisbody that hadn't shown life for weeks.
Chyro had done more than just hurry along the process of his transformation. He had clearly undone
some of the Jinc's other tinkering aswell. Imre hoped Emlee couldn't see the most recent change as he
helped her adjust the parameters of her makeshift confinement suit. The plan, hetold himsdlf, was what
he should be thinking about, nothing else.

His erection mocked him, urgent and novel and mysteriousin timing, as he carefully bound her in turn.

The four of them congregated, disguised, in the air lock asthe ship camein to dock: two black-clad
prisoners, hooded and bound; two guards clad in combat uniformswith no identifiers, sporting visible
sdearms at their hips and conceal ed weapons €l sewhere on their persons. Imre fully expected the guards
to find most of the weagpons. With luck, one or two would dip through the security net. He had no desire
to go into the prison as defenseless as he had been on Hyperabad.

The deck shifted restlessy under them as The Cauld Lad matched orbitswith Kismet. Through the
limited view alowed by Imre's hood, he saw the prickled, grey-black surface of the prison grow large
before them. One stak protruded farther than the others: the vacant dock they had been dlocated by
Duty Officer Wehr. The other stalks— hundreds of them, reaching like slver stdagmitesfor the cold light
of distant stars—were tipped with clusters of transparent bubbles. Each onewasacell, Emlee had
explained, large enough for asingle person. There were no communications between the cells, no media
facilitiesto speak of, and no shuttersto block out the view.

"Pleasant,” said Freer, hisvoice asdry as adesert on Mercury. "Which one wereyou in?"

Emlee didn't acknowledge the question. Her obsidian form stood motionlesdy beside Imre, armless,
faceless, and powerless. Neither Helwise nor Freer mentioned the exchangein the air lock. He
wondered if they had noticed but wasn't going to bring it up himself.

The ship flew itsdlf, with Helwise keeping a close watch on its progress. The dock expanded in the
forward view until it dominated the screen. The mechanism was nothing out of the ordinary—alate
addition, Imre assumed, to the station's existing structure, possibly to deal with the increasing demands of
the pena system. He wondered if troublemakers and the condemned alike were disposed of in the steep
gravity well of the dead star below. Freedom by freefall. He could see the attraction in that, sometimes.

Dock met ship with aboom and ajerk. The floor dropped from beneath him, then settled as grapnels
gripped and held tight. The Cauld Lad and Kismet were locked together, their orbits one for a brief
time. Physical submission to the larger Structure came easily, with no sense of resstance. Although the



dation wasin the distant leg of its orbit about the dead star, there was sufficient tidal forceto provide an
illuson of weight.

Pressures equalized. Electronic handshakes were exchanged. The ship's outer air lock opened to reved a
blank steel wall, which a second later divided into four fanglike sections and did away.

A short, black-skinned woman stood at the center of the boxy umbilical, dressed in ano-nonsense blue
uniform. "I'm Wehr," she said shortly. "Come with me. Stick to the space between the dotted lines.”

Sheturned on her hed and walked away from them, following anarrow path dong the umbilicd. j "Do as
shesays," said Emlee privately to the three of them. "Don't stray from the path, or you could be hurt,

epecidly at perigpss.”
"Security?" asked Helwise.
"Tides"

Freer went firdt, followed by the "prisoners,” then Helwise. Imre knew exactly what Emlee meant with his
first step. Uneven gravitationd forcestugged at him. The floor seemed to be moving under hisfeet.

The sted doors dammed shut once they had passed through them. Wehr didn't take them far. Bay 21
was atriangular room with seats for ten tucked at an odd tangent to the umbilical. A pocket of
gravitational stability, Imre assumed. Wehr turned to face them, her eyesflat and hard.

"Y ou'll need to move your ship,” shetold Freer, singling him out, presumably, as the male she had spoken
to earlier. Hisrank had never been clarified.

"When do you expect the second ship?' he asked her, as expressionless as the steel doors.
"In forty minutes."
"WEell movein thirty-five. Where's the warden? | thought you said she'd be here.”

"| said sheld join you here." Wehr folded her handsin front of her. They were broad and manicured. She
wore asingle siver ring on theindex finger of her right hand, in the shape of askull. "Arethese two for
us?' she asked, glancing a Emlee and Imre.

"That depends on Mother Turin."

One eyebrow went up. "Areyou followers?'

"My fathismy business™

"Or your businessisyour faith. Theres an important distinction.”
"I don't see how it makes any differenceto you."

"To me, none. To the Warden Goneril..." Wehr dismissed the problem with ashrug. "Shelll behereina
moment." Thewaiting ate at Freer more corrosively than the banter. "Doesn't it worry you that we're
amed?'

"No. Doesit worry you that with asingle word from the warden, you will never leave?"

"| told you. Weretraveling under diplomatic immunity.”



"That ends here. Y ou'rein our territory now. Accidents happen, this close to adead star. 1'd be careful
what you say if | wereyou."

A hatch hissed open behind her. Shelooked over her shoulder at the empty doorway, but nothing
immediately emerged. What lay beyond was in shadow. Still she didn't move. Imre became conscious of
the ambience of the station: acongtant susurrus of air overlaid by the soft grating and grinding of the
sructure asit settled. He could barely imagine the stresses it must undergo throughout its perilous,
twenty-two hours orbit around its primary.

What different creatures of iron, he thought, were the Drum and Kismet. Oneintended to last eternity
intact; the other in a constant Sate of deformation. Which should he aspire to emulate?

A huge figure moved out of the darkness through the open portal and into the room. Imre had to repress
the urge to take a step away. The warden was the largest woman he had ever seen, easily two meterstall
and broad with it. Her shoulders swayed like the tops of treesin aheavy wind. Her booted feet werelike
boats. The metd railing shifted beneath her weight. Each step was answered by the station. She looked
asthough sheweighed hdf aton, wrapped in adark blue uniform with silver piping.

Most remarkable of al was her face, which was defined by her cheekbonesin the same way that Kismet
was defined by Sekra. Her mouth was full, amost sensud, which looked strange on such alarge frame.
Her scalp was hairless and shone like plagtic stretched tight over a cadaver. Her eyes moved with the
momentum of worlds, ng everyone in the room with one heavy sweep. "Greetings, pilgrims,” she
said in avoicethat could easily have come from a man's mouth. She stopped next to Wehr and stood
with her giant hands behind her back. Imre was glad to see them go. Just looking at them made him fed
asthough he was being strangled. "Y ou travel under the flag of the faithful, so welcome, welcome. Has
Wehr explained that you need to move your ship?'

"Yes" sad Freer.
"Good, good. Have you visited our facilities before?
"No."

"Then alow meto introduce you." The warden rotated on one hed and returned the way she had come.
"L eave your walking dead behind and follow. Don't stray from the path.”

Freer dmost looked at Imre, but he recovered quickly. "Of course. After you," he said to Helwise, who
strode ahead of him with her hand on her holster. Wehr stayed behind.

"Well cal if weneed you," Imre sent via Corps-encrypted whisper. "Give us afeed, and well see what
you e

Freer didn't waste bandwidth replying. A window opened in the dark confines of Imre's hood, revealing
everything Helwise saw, subtly distorted as though through afish-eye lens: nothing but more metal so far,
inthe form of aramp spiraling around a pillar five meters across. Imre assumed Emlee wasreceiving it as
well. The warden's voice came clearly to them.

"Kismet. It's an gppropriate name, don't you think? Those who come here are manifestly caught upina
plan, beit onethey'rewillingly part of or one they've had thrust upon them. Destiny wears many faces,
and few are happy to see mine." They cameto adead end, acurved sted wall that split in two and did
aside when the warden clapped her hands. Revealed was aview across the station's many thorn-like
spikes. Its resemblance to a seed vanished. Now it was aforest of girders and stanchions reaching ever
upward to the stars. Each metal grey "tree" reached an gpex where grapelike glass bubbles clustered in



bunches of a dozen or more. Each grape contained asingle dark seed.

Separating the guests from the view was little more than a sheet of thick, transparent plasticand a
handrail. Freer and Helwise stood on a bal cony jutting out over an abyss that seemed bottomless.

"Every one of them atraitor,” said the warden, indicating the nearest cluster of prisoners. "Every one of
them inconvenient, murderous, or indecent. Their old lives end here, in the hope of being born anew.”

Imre thought the word "hope" desperately ingppropriate.
"You believein reincarnation, then?" asked Freer.

The warden looked askance at him. "No more than anyone, pilgrim. The only life we have isthe one
stretching before us. Or behind us, asin the case of some of these poor souls.”

The view suddenly shifted. Imre fought awave of vertigo asthe viewing platform turned around them. He
caught aglimpse of the abyss waiting below. Helwise's cry of fear wasloud in hisears.

Then she steadied. Freer had caught her by the shoulders and pulled her upright before she could fall.
Behind him, the warden's dense eyes glittered.

"Y ou want to watch your balance here," the warden told them both. "L ean too far in any direction, and
you might fal.”

"It'snot fdling I'm afraid of," Helwise said, her voice shaky but firming. "It'sbeing pushed.”

"We push ourselves. Gravity is naturesway of finishing thejob.”

"How about the rest of that tour?' said Freer. "We don't have long before your next visitor."

The warden nodded and turned smartly on her hedl. Freer shot Helwise awarning look and followed.

Therewerelayersto Kismet just asthere were circlesin Hell. The most severe and demondirative
punishment was reserved for those in the outermost cells, where exposure to Sakraand itstides was
extreme, but there were many other levelsin which prisoners were stacked like monkeys awaiting
vivisection, each in their own perfectly isolated cell. All that entered was air and gravity. For some, their
incarceration was dmaost comfortable. The knowledge that escape was not possible and mat the station
could be destroyed if its orbit deviated even dightly was considered punishment enough.

Imre saw only asmall proportion of the station through Helwise's eyes. There wasn't timefor afull
ingpection, and he was under no illusions that the warden intended to give them one. Conveyed by
maglev bullet capsule and aong carefully constrained wakways, they saw no guards, were granted no
ingght into the gtation'sinterna security, and received not the dightest hint asto where the warden herself
lived. In or closeto the center of gravity, Imre assumed, well away from the worst effects of the tides.
There Warden Goneril and her cronies could ride out each twenty-two-hour perigpsisin comfort.
Perhaps, he thought, she dept. That would be the greatest luxury deprived thosein her cruel care.

When they returned to Bay 21, he caught a glimpse of himsdlf: afeatureess, black statue standing with
feet gpart, arms bound tightly behind its back. He experienced amoment's did ocation, finding himsdlf
uncertain for amoment where he truly was. There waslittle to connect him to the body Helwise
regarded. Hisidentity had been stripped from it and placed in her skull, bizarrely, impossibly. Who was
he, he asked himsdlf, to be so casually passed from body to body like abal in aprimitive game?

The body in black swayed, and he was wrenched back to himself an instant beforeit fell. Wehr was



watching him and Emlee without pause, and had done so while the war- den was absent. He steadied
himsdlf and tried to radiate nothing but docility, obedience, remorse, impotence.

"It'stime to move your ship," Wehr told Freer.

"Condder it done." Freer instructed The Cauld Lad to break dock and match orbits with the station.
"Thanksfor the hospitality.”

"We offer out of necessity aswell as generosity,” said the warden. "We permit no maneuvering beyond
an hour either sde of apoapsis. Therisk of an accident istoo high. You're here for the full cycle, now."

"We understand.” Freer inclined his head in acknowledgment, unfazed. Helwise looked less certain, and
Imre could understand that. Until they were overtly threatened, however, there was no sensein causing a
scene.

A series of thumps and bumps echoed through the station's metallic structure. Telemetry indicated that
The Cauld Lad had disengaged and that Mother Turin's ship waslining up to dock. Her vessdl was
designed to impress, witfi sweeping flanges and thrusters that shone like tiny suns. The words RECLAIM
THE FUTURE girdled the ship'sbedlly in roya purple. 1ts nose was as sharp asasyringe.

A premonition ran through Imre like asword. Trapped on Kismet for afull orbit with Zadiq Turin ...
What had he been thinking? Did he want to be taken captive by the woman who worshipped him? Did
he redly think himsdlf capable of saving the human race, as she somehow believed hewas? Was he
pushing himsdlf into afate he couldn't escape, and that nature would sedl with the certainty of a coffin
damming shut?

More thumps and booms. He wondered if the prisoners could fed the ships coming and going. Did they
hope for rescue, as Emlee had been rescued? Did they fed pity for new arrivals? Did those on the
outside of the gtation read the words on Zadiq Turin's flagship and wonder if they had any future at dl?

The stedl doors opened with a clang. Footsteps echoed aong the umbilica: three people, judging by the
syncopated rhythms they made. Duty Officer Wehr hadn't gone to meet them. They clearly knew their
way around the station and felt perfectly a home.

Imre recognized the priestess as soon as she entered the room. Clad as Emlee had described in abright,
blue robe that covered her from head to foot, she trailed presence like atrain. When she stopped in the
middle of the bay, it swirled around her like dense smoke, touching the Warden Goneril and Wetr,
Helwise and Freer, and the two black-clad prisoners. Two aides walked a step behind her, dressed in
cream outfits of multilayered fabricswith crimson stitched around their |apels. Their faces were exposed
beneath matching turbans. Each was expressionless and of indeterminate gender. Each woreasimple
black broach on their left chest. Mother Turin wore amatching jewel on her left hand.

"Warden Goneril." Her voice was cultured and resonant with authority. The warden inclined her head in
welcome. "'l have cometo inquire about the well-being of a particular prisoner.”

"Of course, Mother." Warden Goneril bowed even more steeply. "Ask itsname, and | will inquire.”
"The onel refer to isthe special case: Archard Rosi-tano.”
The warden straightened with a surprised look on her face. "Mother, you know its condition.”

"Tell me so the others can hear." For thefirst time, she acknowledged the existence of Freer and
Helwise, motioning economically with her jeweled hand.



"Archard Rostano continuesfair,” said the warden. " Since you last graced us with your presence, it has
been moved in accordance with the detainee rotation schedule. Itsnew cedll isidentical to the previous.
There are no specid circumstancesto report.”

"That pleasesme." The veil covering the priestesss face moved in and out with every bream. "Guilt is
guilt, but I would hate any harm to cometo thisone.”

"Of course not, Mother." The warden bowed again. "It knew the Awaited. It has a part to play in the
Return.?

"What part isthat, exactly?' asked Helwise.

"| lack the Mother'swisdom,” the warden told her. "When the timeis upon us, perhaps | will understand.
Or—" A hint of asperity crept into the warden'stone. "—if you would adlow me an audience with it
aone, Mother Turin, | could interrogate it direcdy—"

"No, Goneril. I'vetold you: that will never happen. Chip afingernail, and I'll have your hide." Sheturned
to Freer. Her invisible eyes seemed to burn through her vel. "Do you see what you ask of me? Thisisa
prizel will not eesly rdinquish.”

"| fail to seethe problem,” Freer told her. "The prize we offer you is greater ill."

"So you say, Alphin Freer," she said, and Imre could hear the smilein her voice. She sounded as though
she was talking through a mouthful of shark teeth. "Y es, | know you. | know why you want the one you
cal Render. Our motivesare not so mysterious, yours and mine, although your methods could use
refinement. | ing st that you earn the boon you ask. | insst that your claim passes every possible test.
Oneremains that we have not undertaken."

"What kind of test?"
"Nothing unduly complicated. My prisoner must recognize your prisoner, or therewill be no exchange.”

"Exchange?' the warden protested, her eyes dancing from Freer to Mother Turin. "But by your own
order we are bound never to—"

Shewaved her silent. "That ismy sole condition. | don't think it ungenerous. Without clear and
unambiguous recognition, you will never seeyour friend again—and, dare | say it, you will never leave
heredive"

"l understand.” Freer nodded solemnly. ™Y ou need proof—and so do we. At the moment, we have
nothing but the warden's word that Render still breathes. We're not going to think about negotiating
without some kind of surety that we aren't wasting our time.”

"All timeiswasted," she said, "until the Return.”
"I'm sure ‘the Awaited' wouldn't thank you for wasting any more.”

"Indeed.” Her attention shifted to Emlee. "Tell me about the second prisoner, first. Y ou offer one and
bring two, without explanation. Could she be the one think sheis, the one who escaped?”

"Reading mindsis not my speciaty,” Freer told her. "Consder this a sweetener—asign of our good
intentions.”

She sghed. "Civilization isindeed undone when friends turn upon friends so readily. Warden Goneril,



show them what they cameto see. | will bein my stateroom. They may call me there when they have
reached adecison.”

With that, she flowed past them, out of the room. Her robes hissed like snakes through grass. Her aides
followed, silently attentive. When she was gone, theroom felt empty.

"Asmad asamest ax," Helwise said without moving her lips.

"She has her priorities,” Freer corrected her, "and we have ours.” To thewarden he said, "Wed like an
opportunity to confer after we've seen the 'specia case.' Do you have somewhere private we can retire
to?"

"Of course” Thewarden seemed unsettled by the audience with Mother Turin and newly wary of her
visitors as aresult. Questions hovered about her, begging to be voiced. "Duty Officer Wehr will direct
you mere.”

Then she was gone, following Zadiq Turin with rapid, heavy steps.

Wehr was startled in turn by her superior's sudden departure. "We have a conference room on level
eght,” shesad, "that will suit your needs, I'm sure.”

"Thank you." She said nothing e se as she guided them via capsule and a series of narrow corridors
through abird's nest of reinforcing girders deep into the station'sinterior. Biometric sensors examined her
at every juncture and doors opened only as she approached. Still they saw no guards. Strange gravity
tugged at them everywhere they went. There was no clear sense of falling, just restlessness asthe
distance between them and Sakrarapidly contracted. An hour had passed since their arrival—amost 10
percent of the distance from perigpsisto apoapsis. Any discomposure they felt now was only going to get
worse.

When they were safely ensconced within abroad, circular space with reinforced walls supporting alow,
domed ceiling, Wehr brought up aholographic display. "Thisisthe best | can offer you," shesaid. "A
passive feed from the cdll containing the specia case you asked about.” No mention of exchanging
anything, Imre noted. Wehr was playing it safe on uncertain terrain. " The biometric datais current. | can
giveit toyou raw if you like, but you will not be granted access yoursdf. The warden wouldn't want me
to go that far, I think."

"l undersand," said Freer. "Let'sseeit.”

A pinkish, egg-shaped image appeared in the center of the room. Render was curled in afetal position
with hishead tilted Sdeways, floating at an angle to the floor. His massive, scarred body appeared intact;
his muscle masswas still considerable. Dark hair covered much of his skin; that on his head was matted
and had pulled free from hisscalp in places.

Hislipswere moving.
"What's he saying?' asked Helwise. "'l can't hear."
Wehr motioned and sound came up.

"... dck and no one can cureme...." Render's voice exactly matched that in the transmission Emlee had
received the day they had left Hyperabad. ... blind and no one can seeme...."

Imre sensed Emlee beside him, physicaly shaking in her skin suit. She had said nothing since entering
Kismet. He could only guess at what memories the experience was bringing back to her.



"Canwetdk to him?' Hewise asked.
Wehr shook her head. "The warden wouldn't alow that."

"I'll bet,” Helwise said privately to the others. "1 think this solves who the mysterious 'she is. That ugly
thug has been bresking her own high priest's orders and trying to make him talk.”

"Render would never crack,” said Freer.
"Only because he's dready so broken it'd be hard to notice the difference.”
"What's been done to him?' Freer asked the duty officer. "Imprisonment alonewouldn't do this.”

"Hewas Hexed on arrival," she said. "That's stlandard for dl politica activigs. The objectiveisto
rehabilitate even the most hardened of criminals." Her voice was mechanica and her explanation
unconvincing. No doubt she was retreating to a stock-standard answer in order to gaintime. "His
behavior didn't modify the way we would haveliked. It seemed to make him worsg, if anything. Hisbrain
was dready too plastic. When Mother Turin took an interest in him, she asked that the treatment be

stopped.”

"If they've hurt him—" Emlee whispered in asoft, choked voice viathe Corps protocols. "I'll kill them
dl"

"Let'sget him out of therefirgt,” Imretold her. "Then we can decide what heeds to be done about it."
"...lost and no onecanfindme..."

"Shut it off,” said Helwise. "I've heard enough.”

Wehr did asingdructed. "Y ou are satisfied of hisidentity?'

"es"

Relief greeted the admission, but it was short-lived. A long, dow complaint rolled through the structure,
reminding everyone that its harrowing journey around Sakrawas only beginning. "I'll leave you here" said
Wehr. "Y ou can ask for Mother Turin by name, and the communicator will connect you."

"Can we move about?' asked Freer.

"Not until | or the warden returns.” Some of her abra-siveness had gone. Imre couldn't decideif it was
the 9ght of Render, the hints asto their businesswith Mother Turin, or duties e sewhere cdling. "'If your
intentions are honorable, | see no reason for concern.”

The room'sdoor did open and closed as she passed through, leaving the four of them behind. Freer
tested it by walking within range of the biosensors. It stayed tightly shuit.

"What do you reckon?"' asked Helwise via Corps protocols. "Are we going to be honorable or not?*

"We go through withit," said Imre. "We have no choice. Thereé's no doubt Render's here; they didn't
have time to prepare afake as convincing as that. There's no reason to worry about me.”

"Unless Mother Turin prefersthe picture without you init." Helwise paced restlesdy around the room's
perimeter. "Remember what they say about prophets and honor."

"That's a chance I'm prepared to take."



"So we offer the exchange, give you for Render—and Emleetoo, if we need to." Freer went over the
detailswith methodica cam. "If dl goeswell, we St out the orbit and leave when the station reaches
apoapsis. We go back to the Cat's Arse and wait for you there. Right?”

"Right. Assoon as| find out what the hell shewants, I'll get away as soon as| can.”
"Y ou've got no interest in being her god?' Emlee asked.

"I'm having enough trouble being meright now," hetold her with absolute candor. "1 don't think I'min
much shapeto save the gdlaxy."

"I'm not sure | believe you. But that's your decison, | guess.”
"Okay." Freer nodded and looked down at the floor.

Imre could practicaly hear him running through the plan one more time to make sure nothing had been
forgotten. "I'll cal her and get things moving.”

Imrelet himself saginto hisrigid containment suit as Freer discussed the detailswith Mother Turin. He
felt profoundly weary and dreaded the hoursto come. A three-way holographic discussion ensued when
Duty Officer Wehr came on the line to discuss Render's release from his cell. 1t wasn't going to happen
immediately. One hundred minutes Absolute, they decided in the end. In that time, Render would be
brought to the conference room and come face-to-face with Imre Bergamasc. If Render recognized him,
the exchange would proceed.

"What about the sweetener?' asked Freer, asthefinad arrangementsfdl into place.

"If the one you cdl Render recognizes Imre Bergamasc,” Mother Turin said, "I will have no further
interest in her. Emlee Copas has effectively dipped Kismet's noose."

"Youredill saying 'if," Helwise said. "Y ou'vetested hisDNA. Y ou know who we are. What doubt can
you ill have?"

"The sample could have been grown from atiny portion of the origind—one of many originasthat once
exigted. It could have been grown from acorpse. The man in the suit could be surgicaly atered to look
like him. That'swhy | have kept your friend dive: because heisthe only litmustest | have.”

"Why do you think you've needed it?" asked Emlee speaking from inside her hood. "Why hasn't your
so-cdled savior come back to of his own accord?'

The blue-shrouded image of Mother Turin shifted uneesily in the three-dimensiond image. "He has
enemies,”" she said. "People such as yourselves, who hold grudges beyond reason, for instance. He
interceded for us and paid the price."

"Imre surrendered to the Forts," said Freer. "Isthat what you mean by intercesson?”’

"His actions went beyond surrender. He stood between the great ones and usin order to forge abaance
between the two. The responsibility for the war was placed on his shoulders. He bore the burden of our
multitudes and spoke for us among the mighty few. If anyone can save the galaxy from our rapacious
ways, it will behim." Her head rose dightly, emphasizing the proud nose beneath the vell. "It hasto be
him."

Freer nodded. "Okay, | get it. HE's the best option you have. Well, here heis." Heindicated Imre's
containment suit. "He's not much of asavior like this, Od knows. He certainly didn't do much for us. Are



you sureyou gill want him?*
"More than you can possibly imagine." Theline clicked shut between them, and Wehr disconnected too.

Helwise crossed to help Emlee disengage from her suit. "What the hell are you trying to do?" she asked
Freer. "Make her change her mind?’

"Jugt testing the water. Speaking of which ..." The mercenary performed three star-jumpsin quick
succession. "Werefaling at around 10g and rotating with residua angular momentum. I'm guessing the
gation will betidaly locked for the flyby. Emleg?’

"That's right. Expect some attitude adjustment as we get closer. It makesfor abumpy ride. Maybe they'll
sound awarning, but | wouldn't know about that. I've never sat it out from this privileged position.”

Imre watched enviously as Emleeg's head appeared. She looked flushed, swesaty, and relieved to be free
asthe suit shrank back to its normal dimensions. He wished he too could stretch his arms and see more
than what came through his metaphorical pinhole, but they couldn't take the chance that Wehr wasn't
watching. He had to maintain the guise of a prisoner for a couple of hours more.

Helwise was restless too. She checked The Cauld Lad every five minutes to make sure it was holding
Steady with respect to Kismet. There had been no deviations from its orbit, and nothing had interfered
withit.

"You know," she said, "thismight just actualy go to plan.”

"Well, you'vejinxed usnow," said Emlee. "If we don't makeit out the other sdedive, I'll persondly
blameyou."

"That makesachange" sad Imre.
"Don't get used to it." Emlee cast him awarning look, and the banter ceased.

Time passed. Ambient noise levelsincreased steadily as the station gpproached its primary. Meta joints
shifted back and forth; beams flexed and twisted; molecular welds creaked. Sometimes it seemed to
Imrethat with every aggrieved groan the station was voicing the despair of itstenants. It, like them, was
trapped in aterrible cycle of peril and respite. How long until metal fatigue manifested physicaly aswell
as psychicaly? Would Kismet crumble into pieces or explode? He could fed the imminence of its
inevitable rupturing but couldn't tell what form it might take.

"Dont you worry," said Helwise, coming to stand with him. "We won't et anything happen to you."

That wasn't what he was worried about. If Chyro hadn't done hisjob right, if Render, who knew him
best, failed to recognize the reconstructed Imre Bergamasc, that would leave dl of them in adifficult
predicament. While it might under ordinary conditions have been possible to extract from the interior of
such a station, perigpsiswas no place for afirefight.

"I wanted to bring us dl together," hetold her. "I wanted everything to be theway it used to be."

"I know," she said. Sheleaned againgt awal and put her handsin her pockets. Her long, lithe form
wilted. "No one can blame you for that. But that's not the way it's going to be. The Forts are gone. We're
out of ajob. Whatever caused the Sow Waveis il out there, waiting to be dedlt with. It'sa different
gaaxy now. Y ou have to move on. The sooner you do that, the better for al of us.”

"What do | moveonto?'



"You tell me, Imre, when you've worked it out." She put ahand on his shoulder. Hefelt her touch asa
digant, light pressure. "I'm till looking.”

Hefet astrong urgeto hold her, then. Nothing more. But he couldn't move hisarmsin the straitjacket of
his confinement suit, and he wasn't going to ask to be released, lest that be interpreted asasign of
betrayd. He could only take what comfort he could from her presence nearby, while it was offered.

"Did something happen between you and Emlee down inthe air lock?" she asked.

"No." Hewas certain that thiswas the truth. Between them, nothing; within him, something he ill
couldn't fathom. " She's tougher than she used to be.”

"Yes. It'shard to believe, isn't it? Our little girl has grown up.”

He had forgotten until then the difference between their ages and Emleg's. He and Helwise had been born
thousands of years Absolute before her. Primes usualy didn't live aslong as singletons, unlessthey spent
alot of timein hard-storage or were deemed useful by the Forts.

"What's she become, He? What arewe dl?"

"Don't even ask that question, Imre. Existentia bollocks only gets you killed. We do what we must to
aurvive. It'sredly that smple” Sheleaned farther into him, pressing her warm flesh againgt the cold black
of hissuit. "Remember that, and you'll bealot happier. | promiseyou.”

They were standing that way when the door to the conference room did open. Mother Turin breezed in,
with her attendants behind her. The warden came close behind, feet ringing on the unsteady deck.

"You'reearly," sad Freer, moving to confront her.

"It took less time to decant him than expected,” Wehr brought up the rear, pushing a conva escence tube
ahead of her. Visblethrough its transparent plastic hood was Render, lying in agrotesque posture
midway between fetal and straight. His hands were pulled up tightly to his chest, with fingersin claws. His
head strained backward as though he were trying to see something behind him. His eyeswere closed.

Emlee took astep forward, her hands clutched together. One of Mother Turin's aides blocked her path.

"No closer," said thewoman in blue. Wehr whedled Render into the middle of the room, then left him
there. Mother Turin waved Imre forward. "Drop the mask,” she said. "Let's see what lieswithin.”

Helwise did the honors, dismantling the protocol s of the containment suit from the neck up. Imre blinked
asdirect light and fresh air struck him. For the first time he saw Kismet and its occupants with hisown
eyes. Mother Turin and Warden Goneril, staring at him with cautious awe; Duty Officer Wehr hovering
protectively over the convaescence tube, her eyes averted; theiron grey walls and the stink of metdl.

And Render. Render clad only in agauzy undersuit, damp as though from heavy exertion.

A shock of memory ricocheted through him. He barely heard the station grumblein sympathy asa series
of rapid-fire, painfully vivid recollections flashed acrass his mind. Render dropping into combat with
wegpons blazing; Render moving through a crowd like an icebreaker; Render the scarred Old-Timer,
subject to strange moods and insights; Render the man caught by the beauty of a sunset over a
blood-soaked battlefield.

Render on Pelorus saying, "Don't ask. Don't be surprised.”



Imre came back to himsdlf with ajolt. Render's eyes were open and locked fast on his.
"Who am 17" Imre asked. "Can you hear me? Tell mewho | am.”

"Open thetube," said Mother Turin.

"He can hear well enough with it closed,” said Wetr.

"Open the tube, damn you. L et there be no excuses.”

The priestesssveil shivered. Her voice had awavering timbre that hadn't been there before. "We need to
be absolutely certain.”

"Do as she says," Goneril snapped.

Wehr made no visible motion toward the tube. Its hood retracted with asigh. The stink of decay filled the
room.

"Render." tare moved as close as he dared. "Render. It's me, tare. Say something.”

Render blinked once. Heinhaed, judderingly, asthough he hadn't breathed for millennia. "I don't believe
it," hewhispered.

"Beieveit," tare said. "We camefor you. We never abandoned you."
"I don't believe," Render repeated, "in you."

Anindrawn bresth might have come from Emlee. Imreignored it. "What's not to believe? I'm standing
right in front of you."

"Don't tdl melies™

"I'm not lying, Render."

"Nomorelies. | don't need lies"

"Listen to me, Render. These people are going to let you go if you can tell themwho | am.”

Render's bloodshot gaze roamed the room, men returned to him. Oneiriswas murkily blue, the other
green.

"What happensto her?'

‘The warden won't be able to hurt you any more."

"l never—" blustered Warden Goneril, but Mother Turin waved her slent.
"Shewantseverything."

Render had said those wordsin one of Ms monologues. Imre hastened to reassure him. "I'm here to save
you. Em-leg's here too, and the others. All you haveto do isconfirmwho | am.”

"So few of usleft..." Render's eyes drifted shut. His tongue touched hislips, then withdrew. "Who are
you? Forget who you are. | remember, but | don't care. Burn if you want to. Burn the whole world
down. Who am | to criticize?'



"Just tell them I'm Imre Bergamasc, Render. Tdll them, and you're free to do whatever you want.”
"A gloriouslie”

"It'snolie It'sthetruth.”

"My savior. Heliesto you and deceives."

Imre wanted to throw himsalf on Render to bunch hisfistsin hisundershirt and shake the truth out of him.
"I'm no one's savior. I'm just me—back from the dead and pissed off. Everything fell apart while | was
gone. That's not my fault—and it's not my responsibility to fix it, eéther. I'm just aman. I'mtired. I'm Imre
Bergamasc, and if you don't tel them that, Render, they'll kill usdl."

Render's eyes opened a crack.
"You areyou," hesaid in aweary, defeated tone. "You are.”

"I'm Imre Bergamasc? Is that what you're saying?' Hewould not let himself fed relief. Not yet, not when
everything rested on the deliberations of a damaged mind.

"Look at me. Look at you. Look down into the face of God. You are.”

Imre turned away, unable to look at the others. Mother Turin was watching with her blue-gloved hands
clagped tightly in front of her, asthough praying.

"Isthat enough?' he asked her. "Do you believe him?"

For aterrible moment, he didn't know what she would say. If she denied hisidentity, he would have no
choice but to throw himsalf on Render's mercy again. If she did accept the mumbled concession of aman
whose mind was clearly in pieces, he would be taken from the others, perhaps never to see them again.

A thunderous convulsion shook the station.

"Do | believe?' she said, asthe sound died away. "Y es, | have seen enough.” Her hands unclenched and
fell to her sdes. "Warden Goneil, | have found what | have been looking for. Y ou may release the
prisoner into our guests custody.”

The warden wasn't looking at Render. Her eyesflicked from Imreto Mother Turin and back again. "He's
redly—?You say that heis—T

"Do not question me," she snapped. "Just do as| tell you. Hand the prisoner over and return to your
duties. My long work hereisfinished. We have donewdll, you and I. Y ou should be proud.”

The warden beamed, but uncertainty remained. Imre saw it in the snappiness of her ordersto Wehr, as
control of the conval escence tube was handed over to Helwise and the others. Emlee's face was a mask
of self-control. She, like Imre, wasn't alowing any emotion free rein until everything was over.

"What do you want usto do with Imre?' said Freer. "I'll open the suit dl theway, if you like."

"No," said the prietess. "He will remain asheis. Y ou may have convinced me of hisidentity, but his
motives remain unclear. We have much to discuss, heand 1."

With aswoosh of robes, she turned and headed for the door. Imre assumed that he was to follow, and
went to do so.



Render reached out and grabbed him as he went by. The ancient, scarred fingers were powerfully strong.
They dragged Imre down, closer, so that Render could whisper in his ear.

"I likeyour lies
Thefingersloosened, and Imre staggered free.

Mother Turin'sidentical acolytes ushered him to the door. Powerless, he could only look behind him as
they shepherded him away. Freer bent over Render, examining him. Emlee hung back, as though hardly
believing what had transpired. Only Helwise watched him leave, her frown lines deeply etched.

The door shut behind him, and they were gone.

* * %

Mother Turin said nothing asthey traveled deeper into the station than he had gone before, forgoing
bullet capsules for stairs and ramps. Under the circumstances, he could appreciate the necessity for that.
The restlessness of thewalls, cellings, and floors worsened as the ambient gravity of the dead star only
increased. Kismet rocked and swayed in the grip of an invisble giant'sfidt. If amaglev track dipped or
broke while they werein transit, they would be ingtantly killed. He was very careful to stay within the
lines

Her stateroom was one of four leading off like leaves of a clover from an atrium decorated in copper and
platinum. Ddlicate engravings ornamented every surface. In the heart of the gation, Imre felt asremoved
from redlity aswas possible. The four doors—one of which led to the warden's stateroom, he was
certain—could have belonged to aluxury liner from adozen worlds. The stench of iron was absent,
replaced by air asfresh asany Imre had smdlled in hislife.

Hetried calling the others but received nothing at dl in reply. There was Smply too much meta between
him and them—or so he hoped.

"Wait here," Mother Turin told her acolytes. They took up positions on either sde of her doorway, which
did open as she gpproached. "Come," she said to Imre, not waiting to seeif he obeyed.

Hefollowed her into an expansive suite containing a desk that appeared to be made out real wood.
Everything was made of curves, from the arc of the desk to around bed at the far end of the room. A
crescent bar occupied one corner. Muted artworks hung in circular frameson al four walls. A disk motif
in browns and greys repeated itself on the carpet.

"Stand there," Mother Turin told him, pointing imperioudly at aspot in the center of theroom. The lapis
lazuli of her robes clashed with the warm colors around her, an eectric jewel inaworld of timber.
Despite her claim that they had much to discuss, she had done nothing but order him from placeto place
snce leaving the conference room. Her reticence made him nervous. She had been seeking him for more
years than he cared to think of. She had taken areligion venerating the Forts and turned it around to
focus on his disappearance from Hyper-abad. Wouldn't she have questions, accusations, entregties?

While he stood uncomfortably in the center of her state room, she walked behind her desk, opened a
drawer, and took something out of it. She dipped it under her robes before he could see what it was.

The gation growled in alow, metal voice.

"So what happens now?" he asked the woman who would be his priestess. "'Y ou've got what you
wanted. What do you expect meto do for you?"



She came back round the table to stand in front of him. Thiswasthe closest he had ever been to her. His
nostrils twitched at a strong scent of sandalwood. He searched her veil for any sign of what lay benesth,
but her emotions were contained once more. She could have been aface essrobot for al he could tdll.

"Y our friends abandoned you," she said. "That must make you angry.”

He didn't know how it made him fed, if he was honest with himsdlf. The plan wasfor the separation to be
temporary, but it didn't have to be. 'They say | abandoned them along time ago. | suppose that makes us
even."

"Does 'even’ stisfy you?"
"It'snot aquestion of satisfaction.”

"Our sense of jugtice demands to be satisfied. Do you believe that justice has been properly meted out?
Has your guilt been assuaged?

He supposed it did make him fed better for having thrown himself into the lion's den. Mother Turin could
kill him or deify him, as she preferred; hewas entirely in her hands. She could even et him go, and he
would leave lighter for it, having cast off some of the karma bequeathed to him by hisformer sdf. There
was little to be angry for, theway he saw it.

"| should tell you where | camefrom,” he said. "The notion of what | fed guilty for isnot asmpleone.”

"It doesn't matter,” shesaid. "Yourehere. You'readive. | knew you would be. | dways knew you'd
return.”

"I'm not asavior. I'm not part of your church. | didn't even know it existed until afew daysago.”

"That doesn't matter either.” She waved his objection away with a swipe of one blue deeve. The Church
isirrelevant now. I've got what | wanted.”

"Irrelevant?" She was standing close enough to make him fed uncomfortable. He swayed under the
influence of strange gravity. "What exactly do you want?'

"Surviva." Mother Turin reached under her robes and produced a short length of blue cloth. "Close your
eyes”

Hedid s0, and shetied the blindfold tightly around his head. He was plunged into darkness again. He
held himself till as she accessed the protocols of his containment suit and loosened hisbindings. Hisarms
shifted, did free. He breathed deeply, filling hislungswith air. He took a step backward.

"Don't make any sudden moves," shesaid in ahard voice, "or I'll shoot you where you stand.”

Hefroze, hearing the promise in her whiplash tone more clearly than any words. Cloth dithered against
cloth. Hefelt the air move across his cheeks and lips.

"Faith isacomplicated thing," she said. "We only need it when things are going wrong. The Forts could
have been gods once, but they made sure we were kept happy, provided we played by the rules. Those
who broke the rules were punished. Maybe the punished had their own godsto call on when things went
badly, gods they prayed to for help toward the end. | don't think faith did them any good, because their
godswerent redl. The only hope they had wasimaginary, and that's worse than none at al.”

"If you redly believethat," he asked, "then why the charade on Hyperabad?' He could hear her moving



but couldn't decipher the sounds. "Fase hopeisal you've offered your followers.”

"Not necessarily. The Forts may bounce back. Y our cal for help may yet pay off. Don't you think that a
possibility?"

He thought of everything he had seen and learned since leaving the Jinc: Forts unraveled, the Continuum
in tatters, the hair-thin threads of the Line breaking, the collapse of civilizations and the end of peace.
"No, hesaid. "l can't seethat asapossibility. The only chance we haveisto do it ourselves, to sop

waiting for someone to swoop down from on high and save us. Thelonger we Sit on our hands, the
harder it'll be. Eventudly it will beimpossible. And then—"

He stopped, unable to voice the thought. If the Forts didn't return—if the Barons and the Luminous and
whoever else were always out there, ready to lop off any budding replacement of the old order—then
humanity would remain ateeming, unruly mob filling the gadlaxy to the brim. Warswould spark and
spread on ascale never seen before. Like a hurricane building up speed across an ocean, there would be
nothing to stop them. Life would never be completely extinguished, for somewhere smal pockets of
civilization would always survive. But there would be no return to the glory days of the Continuum. They
were gone forever. Humanity in its present form was not fit to rule the galaxy.

"Someone killed the Forts" he said, fedling the certainty of it in hisbones. "They're ill around, and we
haveto counterattack. We have to find out who the murderers are and stop them from doing any more
damage to us. We have to find out how to hurt them."

"To get even?' she asked, becoming ill.

"No," he said, redlizing then that he had been speaking like hisold sdlf. That wasn't what he wanted. "This
isn't about retaliation or justice. It's about fixing what was bro- ken. It's about remembering the dead.
The Fortswould expect better of us, and | think that's worth aspiring to."

"Areyou sure you don't want to be asavior, Imre Berga-masc?"

Hedidn't answer that.

Mother Turin took astep closer and dipped off his blindfold so he could see her face.
"Kissme, lover," said Helwise MacPhedron, "or I'll break your arm.”

She was naked aswell as unmasked. The floor was strewn with strips of bright blue cloth. He reeled
physicaly and mentaly, recognizing only then her scent beneath the sandalwood and hearing her voice
behind the disguise. He went back a step, and another.

"Youl" heexdamed. "All thetime?'

"All thetime," she said, with gloating in her eyes.

"From the founding of the Church—no, from when | disappeared—?"
She nodded, coming after him.

"Doyou bdieve any of it?"

"Do you?' She was suddenly so close he could see golden flecksin her eyes. "Who gives afuck about
me gal axy's sdvation when we can have our own right here?’

Hefound it suddenly difficult to bresthe. His origind suspicions about the First Church were



well-founded, but he had been completely wrong about who was behind it. Helwise, not Emlee, It must
have been she who let Emlee go in order to widen the net, she who killed the investigator who stumbled
across the truth about his"suicide.”

"All to draw me here"
"Something likethat."
The back of histhighs hit the desk. He had run out of room to retrest.

"Don't worry about it now," she said with the heet of her body al dong his. "Takingisthelast thing on
my mind."

"The others—"

"Won't be going anywhere until gpoapsis. Were dl stuck here until then, so we might aswell makethe
best of it. Let'srideit out together, you and |, and leave the revelations until after.”

Gravitational eddies pulled a him. The vibration through the deck reached adistinctly higher pitch. Now,
findly, hefet asthough he was hurtling to his destruction. Helmetless, chuteless, hopeless, he plungedin
unfettered freefall down through the thickening atmosphere of hisfate.

Savagely, angrily, he kissed her on the lips. Her mouth was aready open, and her tongue thrust into his
with gtartling force. His body responded with hammering pulse and desire rising. Weeks of repressed
libido burst in him as though Sakra's ashes had caught a spark and ignited dl at once. Helwise gripped his
arms and pushed him back againgt the desk. His suit peeled away at her touch, exposing hisflesh. The
hairs on his chest were white and short. She tore her mouth from hisand bit his nipple with sharp teeth.
The stained-glass memento fell unnoticed to the floor.

When he was naked, he picked her up by the armpits so she could wrap her legs around him. Together
they moved to the bed. He relished her wetness and hisrigidity. Clumsy, impatient, he felt asthough he
waslosing avirginity he had long since forgotten. His urgent need startled even her. Onceinsde her, he
climaxed dmost immediately, and cried out for the force of it, overwhelmed by afeding that was more
pain than pleasure. A flegting concern that some of Chyro's hasty work might have come undone
vanished into the avalanche of sensation. For an eternity, he didn't think at all.

* % %

They lay together, sde by side, while he recovered. He hadn't injured himself. Quite the opposite: hefelt
fully functiond for thefirst time, as though the orgasm had jump-started nerve endings and functions |l eft
dormant too long. Hisskintingled al over. Every part of him was aware with heightened sengtivity to her:
the taste of her mouth, the smell of her sex, the pulsein her neck, the sound of her voice.

"l was afraid of scaring you away," she said. ™Y ou hadn't returned willingly. Y ou had to have another
reason to come, something to attract your interest. Y our ego was always your wesk point.” A smile
flickered across her lips, then vanished. "Also, | waswary of attracting unwanted attention. Y ou
understand that, right?"

Imretold her what he had seen at the Cat's Arse: her other self hunted and a squadron of Vespulas
coming after him. Extremes of caution seemed eminently judtified in the new and dangerous galaxy.

"Not everyone thinks the servants of the Forts worthy of veneration," she said. "We certainly didn't, back
intheMad Times™"



"Whose sde would we be on now?' hewondered. "The First Church or the Barons?'
"Thewho?'

He explained what he knew of the mysterious group trying to get its hands on him. He didn't mention the
Luminous or the Loop shunt that might beingde him. Onerevedation a atime, hetold himsdf. There
would be other opportunities he was certain. Helwise, in her role as Mother Turin, had influence on
Hyperabad. She had kept the police at bay during their escape from the market; she had alowed them
into the very heart of Kismet, where Render had been imprisoned; she had followersin the tens of
thousands, waiting on her every word. What couldn't he do now, with her behind him?

A shadow fdll acrossthe bright future he imagined, a shadow in the form of abody burned black in the
fire of ahasty takeoff. He remembered Emlee standing in front of him, ready to protect him with her own
flesh. Helwise traced the fading circles of scars on his body, asking him where they had come from. He
couldn't answer. There were no words, and soon it was too loud to talk with lips and throat, the only
way that seemed naturd to himin bed.

They made love as the station shook around them. Explosive attitude jets kicked in, sending powerful
shock waves echoing through the meta structure. It sounded like someone pounding the bulkhead behind
him like adrum. Tidesreached their invisible tendrils even into the heart of the sation itsdlf, lifting thin
dreamersof dust into the air. Helwise sneezed while he went down on her, gripping him momentarily in
the vise of her thighs. She rode him to a second orgasm with long, black hair whipping dowly around her,
tugged thisway and that. He gripped her waist and held on.

Perigpsis, when it came, was anightmare of noise and violence. The bed shook, and the sound of iron
drums became an endless tattoo, deafening him to al but the most urgent thought. He clung tight to the
bed, and Helwise clung to him in turn, bent over him with unnaturd flexibility, her spinecurvedina
graceful, near-mathematical arc. He kissed her with his eyes closed, holding the moment tight in hismind,
where it would remain forever, the epitome of their relationship so far: sex, violence, and deceit in perfect
measure. The future might be brief or eternal. Caught between the two possibilities, he was unable to
summon acare either way.

Thenit al went wrong.

His eyes shot open at apinprick painin hisupper arm. A tiny dome of blood shook free of his skin and
tumbled in an accelerating arc past his head. Someone had shot him. Hetried to Sit upright and
falled—dazed by thetides, he thought at fird—and fell onto his side. Helwise was dready moving, more
used to the vagaries of Kismet than he. But it wasn't just gravity and inertiamaking his head swvim and his
body heavy. Something new was coursing through his bloodstream: adrug of somekind, fired into him
from across the room. He tried to increase his tempo, but a disconnect had formed between his thoughts
and hisactions. Helay on the bed aslimp as afish. Drug-muffled drumming provided a surregl
counterpoint to what he saw next. A dark shape did across his vison from the stateroom's entrance,
firing in dow moation. Hetried to follow it, but his eyeswouldn't track. Helwise roseto meet it hafway,
knocking the gun away with agtiff-toed kick to thewrist. A shout of anger from her throat filled her room
asthefight accelerated into a blur and passed beyond his comprehension.

It ended with horrifying suddenness, as such fightsinevitably did. A spray of blood splashed hotly across
him. Something heavy thudded to the bed beside him. Helwise was suddenly standing over himwith a
knifein her hand, breathing heavily. A prima light burned in her eyes. Shetipped back her head and
shook the sweat-soaked hair from her face. Her teeth gleamed like a predator's.

"What—7?"'



"Dont try totak,” she said over the Sation'sracket. "The drug will wear off in amoment. | just needed
to keep you out of the way."

"Wh: ?I

She crouched over him and rolled him onto his back. With easy sensudity, she straddled hiships. "1 can't
believe you fucked her instead of me.”

For asecond he thought she meant Emleg, in the air lock. He opened his mouth to protest hisinnocence.
Then it occurred to him that she was dressed in black body armor, not naked as she had been a moment

ago.

He managed to tilt his head minutely to one sde. Another Helwise lay on the bed beside him, sprawled
with life emptied out of aragged cut to the throat. The sheets were sodden with red and stank of avery
different form of iron.

"l took her by surprise,” me Helwise atop him said. The satisfaction in her voice was horrible to hear.
"While you two were dicking around, we were fighting for our lives. She sent her goonsfor ushaf an
hour after you left, and the station fired on The Could Lad, knocked it out of orbit. They never intended
tolet dl of usgo unharmed, not ever. Luckily, | got the jump on her. She obvioudy thought | wouldn't
figure out that because our bodies areidentical, hers and mine, the biometric dataworks for me aswell
as her. That gave me everything in the station, handed to me on afucking plate. There wasn't much time
to come up with aplan, what with gpoapsis on itsway and the guns aready firing, but we did what we
could. | was right about guards here; they're no match for us. Thedrug | hit you with comesfrom a
dtation stun gun. | took it off the warden hersdlf. She's crazy, you know. More faithful than her faithless
leader—and torn up inside about the prisoners dipping through her fingers. That wasn't the deal as she
understood it. She wasn't going to let Emlee and Render go without afight. Theinterna conflict was
killing her. Shejust about popped avein when | triggered alockdown.”

"My God," he said, only then piecing the clues together. Helwise fighting awoman in combat armor in the
graveyard around the Cat's Arse ("my normal, charming sdf"); Em-leg's account of two versons of
Helwise dying in a suspicious accident; Freer's subtle hints. It fit together too well. Even before the Sow
Wave, sngletons dedlt with their mul-tiplicate natures their own particular ways. Gathering semi-regularly
to swap memories, asImre'sformer self had done, wasjust one of many methods of maintaining a
continuous sense of identity across many bodies and great distances. Now, though, with the Continuum
gone, sngletons had to find new waysto survive in agaaxy beset by failing communications and
unreliable trangport. Freer absorbed his various selvesinto one, gradualy accruing al hisworldly
experience into asingle body, or trying to, while Helwise—

He could bardly bring himself to think of it.

"You'rekilling yoursdlf," he said, forcing out the words. "' One by one. Everywhere you go. That's your
olution.”

"I'm oneof akind," she said with grim satisfaction, "and that's me. Accept no substitutes.” She bent down
to kisshim. Hisarmswere gtill frozen. He couldn't push her off. All he could do wasturn hisface away.

She draightened, hurt in her eyes. "What'sthis? Y ou'll fuck her but not me? Do you see adifference
between usthat | can't?'

"She hasn't murdered hersdf."

"Redlly? Don't you bet oniit. Look &t her private fileswhen you have amoment. Y ou'll find out that she's



killed morethan | ever have. What do you think this setup wasreally al aout? It wasn't about you. It
was about flushing other versions of me out of the woodwork so she could kill them. | got lucky; | had
you aong for theride. That distracted her, forced a mistake. Don't think she would've retired once she
had you aboard. | guarantee she would've used you to bring in even more for the daughter, just like she
used Emlee and Render. It'swhat I'd do."

Hebdieved her.

"That's who Render was talking about,” he said. "The 'she' tormenting him. It wasn't the warden; it was
you. What did Render say in one of hisrants? 'Who'd believe she'd be so devious? He guessed. She
could only have been you—Mother Turin—her. | should have known you'd be capable of something like
this"

Helwise glared. "Areyou judging me, Imre Berga-masc?”'

He stared up at her, willing his body to throw her from him. The most he could coax from his hands was
awesk twitch.

"Yes" hesad.
She spat on hisface. "How dare you—you of al people?’
"Get off me"

"No." Her strong hands found histhroat, but not to strangle him, as heinitidly feared. With a powerful
jerk, shetugged him into agtting position so their faces dmost touched. "Y ou till need me. Y ou won't
get through that door without my say-so, let done off the station. | could kill you now and let the others
think the real Mother Turin did you in—and mewith you. | could walk off Kismet into my own little
empire and pick up where she left off, al the better for knowing your sorry corpse had been g ected from
anairlock."

"Youwon't," he said without flinching. Y ou're capable of it. | know that now. | think I've ways
sugpected it. But you won't do it because you need me, too. The warden will figureit out eventudly; give
her areason to be suspicious, and shelll find away to take your biometric data out of the security system.
If you don't walk out of thisroom with me at your side, dressed as Zadiq Turin, whose face she has
never seen, shell know something's wrong—and you'll be stuck here forever, or worse. How well do
you think the warden will react to the newsthat you'vekilled the high priest of her religion?”

A protracted rumble shook the bed. The stresses on Kismet were beginning to fade, but they were sill
powerful enough to silence even the bitterest argument.

Helwise bared her teeth and pushed him back onto the mattress.
"We need each other,” shesaid. "'l can live with that."
"Therésabig difference between need and want."

For amoment, he thought she might hit him, or stab him through the heart just to spite him. Her skin went
very white and her eyes seemed to retreat into her head. Shelooked more like her corpse than the
corpseitsdf, cooling beside himin apuddle of her own blood.

Instead of killing him, she upped her tempo and left in afurious, blue blur, taking the Mother Turin robes
with her. The double whoosh of the door opening and closing was accompanied by a protracted
cacophony of metal on metal. Helet his head sink back onto the mattress. His side was wet with spilled



blood. The stateroom had become a daughterhouse. His plan had worked on every point: Render was
safe, and there was no doubt about that; with Helwise's hel p, they would be able to escape unharmed,
together. However, any triumph he might have felt was tarnished by Helwise's crime. How many of her
had died at her hand since the Continuum fell”? He had personally withessed two such murdersin a matter
of days. There might have been hundreds. All that blood shed; dl that experiencelost...

The dead stare of the corpse rebuked him. He couldn't bear to look at it. In Helwise's eyes, she hadn't
committed acrimeat al. We do what we must to survive, she had told him before handing him over to
her other salf. Remember that, and you'll be alot happier. | promise you.

Once he would have found the outcome satifactory. He was sure of it. Perhaps he would have been
happy. That was the worst redlization of al. He wasn't, so where did that leave him?Was he growing as
aperson—or understanding, findly, that he was a different person atogether? Remembering the strange
nights he had spent in the Jinc ship asthey searched the fringes of the galaxy for evidence of a
long-absent god, he closed his eyes and prayed silently to Himself for insight.

THE TACITURN AND INVISIBLE GOD
Alas in what moment of success do we not feel a sensation of terror!
—Robert Cfcorles Matww

A trio of unmarked ships awaited Kismet asit ascended from the dead Star, itsiron skeleton intact
despite dl fearsto the contrary and its pitiful cargo newly shaken. Shedding velocity with every hour, it
tumbled toward arendezvous neither it nor its occupants could avoid.

"Barons," said Emlee, studying the telemetry from the mahogany bridge of the First Church flagship,
Memento Mori. Two hours earlier, Helwise had walked aboard her other self's ship with the poise of a
gueen and camly taken it over. Warden Goneril had escorted her with ingratiating but subdued pomp, a
cloud of indecison trailing her like aghostly vell. Imre didn't know how much the warden had guessed
about the short-lived revolution that had taken place aboard the prison. Wehr watched with sharp eyes
from behind her superior's shoulder asal of them were described as honored guests and invited to return
at amoment's notice.

"What are those fuckers doing here?' asked Helwise, dressed in the robes of her predecessor but with
the veil tugged back, exposing her face. The ships crew—ahalf dozen of theidentical acolytes, loosely
knitted into a short-range gestalt—had followed Goneril and Wehr off the bridge and been banned from
returning indefinitely. "Did they follow you?' she asked Imre with clipped tones.

He could only presume o, but he would assume no guilt for this new development. "If | had any control
over the Loop shunt insde me, | would stop it. But | don't.”

"Chyro found it once. He can find it again and cut it out.”

"That'sadecison for thefuture," he said, absently rubbing the ssump of hismissing finger. He had hated
itsregrowth for reasons he was il unraveling. "L et's concentrate on right now."

"They're not making any threats,” said Emlee. "They'd be stupid take us on out here, with so many
witnesses™"

"Maybe they just want to talk," said Freer, studying the display with keen eyes.
"If they made any fucking sound at dl," said Helwise, "that would be progress.”



No comment came from Kismet. Memento Mori was clearly on itsown. After being fired on by Kismet's
cannon, The Cauld Lad had tumbled away shortly after perigpsis and vanished in ahail of X-rays, the
latest victim of the hungry stellar remnant. 1ts demise struck Imre harder than expected. The Cauld Lad
had been his sole companion for much of hisjourney, bland but unquestioningly reliable.

"Does this ship have weapons?' Imre asked.
"Armed to theteeth," its new mistress said with satisfaction.

Of course, hetold himsdlf, thinking of the piece of stained glass he had carried into Kismet, now resting in
two piecesin apocket of hisskin suit. He thought of Freer asking without any emotion at al, when
Helwise unvelled herself on the Memento Mori's bridge, "Which one are you?' He thought of the corpse
presented to Warden Goneril as evidence that the rogue dement in her guests had been contained. There
was atidiness, asymmetry, to the way things had turned out that appealed to part of him— even asa
greater part recoiled in revulson from where he stood now.

Everyonewaslooking a him.

Sometimes, he thought, you can't choose your friends. Y our enemies, however, are adifferent matter
atogether.

"Prep usfor combat. | want us free of the dock as soon it's safe—sooner, if that'll take them by surprise.
Don't wait for them to make amove. We jump them first chance we get.”

They went immediately to work, ateam in deed if not inspirit. Fate forged strange aloys from even the
mogt familiar of metas

Therewas, however, oneingredient missng.

"What about you, Render?' he asked, diverting his attention from the preparations for bettle to the ship's
medica suite, where Render's scarred body and tangled mind were undergoing careful rehabilitation. A
botched Flexing could leave permanent damage on even a hedlthy psyche. "Isthere anything you'd liketo
offer?"

"Old face, new sound.”
"What'sthat?'

"Dreamsare crudl. Everybody'sinfected.” Render lay straight on his back in the conval escence tube with
his large-knuckled fists folded over hislap. His eyes stared nowhere. Old scars on his freshly depilated
scap gleamed in the harsh light. But for me voice, he might have been aparticularly ugly corpse. This
gameturnsmecold.”

"I don't understand. I'm not going to surrender, if mat'swhat you mean. Or are you telling me you want to
pull the plug—?"

"No. | fed sotired and | fed so helpless. Sometimes| could scream. But I'm thinking clearly. | don't look
for lovethat | don't need.”

"That'sgood.” And it was. Imre hated the thought that they had gone to so much trouble to rescue
someone with no interest in living. " So what are you trying to tel me?' Render sighed but gaveit another
go. "Nothing'sforever. Can you fed it? Something's coming. The new god of panic. The change disturbs
me. But you don't haveto play. Y oure everybody's friend. That's okay. Well, maybe. I'll stand by your
sde. I'll forget who you are. | want to believe. Thisisanew kind of cure.”



Imre fought a sudden flood of emotion similar to the one he had experienced for The Cauld Lad.
Sentimentality was dangerous. He needed to remain cold in the face of the Barons. But he could hear the
effort in Render's voice as he regffirmed hisalegiance in his strange, convoluted way. Imre could only
imaginewhat it cos.

"What did | do?' he asked. "How did | betray you?'

The reply took along time coming. Render's chest hardly seemed to be moving, but he definitely
breathed. "Wrong place, wrong time. Y ou learn quick or you learn nothing. No one hasto know | was
there”

Before Imre could ask Render what that meant, the ship lurched underneath him and launched itself
toward the waiting trio of ships. The purely cosmetic needle at its nose retracted. A cluster of spiky
weapons extruded in its place. He upped his tempo so time seemed to drag. The starswheeled in dow
motion. Kismet receded with painful tardiness. G forces from the dead star pulled a them, urging himto
turn around and follow The Cauld Lad to oblivion.

The Vespulas fanned out in response, their drives brightly flaring againgt the sun-pocked starscape of
Mandate Supersystem.

"Werereceiving atranamisson,” said Emlee.
"Put it onthedigplay.”

"It'saudioonly."

"Then let'shear it."

"Stand down, Imre Bergamasc,” said a voice over the bridge speakers. Its clipped, compressed tones
hinted at voca masking. "We haven't cometo fight you, thistime."

"Why are you here, then?" he responded. " Give us an answer, or you'll haveto fight us anyway."
"I've cometo give you amessage."
"We're two minutes from engaging. Can you fit it in before then?'

"Y ou need to stay away from Domgard,” the voice said. That'sdl | haveto tell you, athough perhaps
youd like to hear more."

Imre stared at the display showing thetrio of ships diverging at speed. If they were going to attack, they
would have changed course by now in order to close on Memento Mori from three sides.

"Who areyou?' he asked.

"If you don't dready know, men the answer won't mean anything to you. I've told you what you need to
hear. Will you hear therest out or not?"

He closed his eyes and raised ahand. He stood that way for dmost arelative minute, weighing every
variable he could think of. Opportunities versus traps, misinformation versus truth. Then he gestured
affirmatively at Hewise,

Shejust looked at him. "What?"

"Do ashe says."



"I would if I could understand aword he's saying.”

"What?' Helooked around the bridge. Emlee and Freer stared back at him with the same puzzlement in
their eyes. "Put the attack on hold,” he said, thinking, What now?"Just do it."

Helwise cooled the drive but didn't kill it. The ship coasted on momentum, ready to roar into life at a
second's notice.

"Weé're getting visud," said Emlee with aworried look.

A new window flickered to lifein the display. It showed the interior of aVVespula cockpit with itslights
dimmed. The pilot wore aflight helmet with the visor down. His or her face wasimpossible to discern
through the shadows.

"All right,” Imresaid. "I'll giveyou five minutes at thistempo. First up, you're going to tell me how they
can't understand what you're saying but | can.”

"I'm using the Aldobrand Cipher, of course.”
"Should that mean something to me?”

"It certainly should. During the Mad Times, you kept ajournal. To prevent its contents ever getting into
the Forts hands, you invented a code so densaly personalized that no one could understand it, not even
your fellow membersin the Corps. That code was the Aldobrand Cipher.”

"How did you get your handson it?'
"Oneof usisafool, Imre Bergamasc. Don't make the mistake of thinking it'sme."

Hefdt hisface turn red. It wasn't hisfault that he had no memory of where the cipher had come from. He
hadn't even been aware that he was trandating it, correcting its divergence from everyday speech as
easly as he could trand ate machine code. The ability to do so was clearly ingrained in him, agift sdlvaged
from the wreckage of the Drum, a gift he hadn't even known he had.

"| didn't ask to beinsulted," he said.

"And | don't know what kind of game you're playing. Understand something very important, if you
understand anything. Y ou'rein great danger. Everywhere you turn, enemies are gathering against
you—some because of who you are, but appear not to be; others because of who you appear to be, but
aren't. That uncertainty makes you dangerous. Y ou are athresat to people who would like to see any
uncertainty eiminated.”

"A threat how?1 don't understand how | could be thisimportant to anyone.”

"Therésawar going on you can't see. Asin any war, there are rules of engagement, and you aren't
following them. Areyou bluffing or ignorant? Or are you afake intent on tirring up trouble? Any of those
isacausefor great concern.”

"I know about the Forts on Hyperabad," he said, trying to demondtrate that he wasn't completely in the
dark. "Severa werekilled there after the Slow Wave. | presume you're with the Barons.”

"No, but their work isimportant.”

"So whose sde are you on?"



"My own. Listen to me, Imre Bergamasc.” The shadowy figure in the display leaned closer. "We monitor
the Line, asmany do. It contains echoes of eventslong past and intimations of what'sto come. That's
where we learned of your resurrection. We don't know where you came from or why, but we do know
that we're not the only people looking for you. We got lucky and found you first. The Loop shunt
confirmed it was you, but your behavior was not cons stent. We approached you, tested your reactions.
Y ou can defend yoursdlf. That's good. But it's only amatter of time before someone comes whom you
won't be ableto fight."

"Why?" Imre asked. He leaned over the bridge's instrumentation panels, his attention focused so
absolutely on the image on the screen that he didn't see the others, didn't notice Memento Mori's course
shifting as gravity tugged it, didn't register the continued dispersa of the three Vespulas. "How doesthe
Luminousfit in? And the Sow Wave? Did any of the Forts survive? Y ou haveto tel me. | have to know.
If it has anything to do with why | was murdered—"

He stopped there, breathing heavily and hanging his head. What did it matter how the Drum had been
destroyed when the entire galaxy was at stake?

"Who said you were murdered?" asked the shadowy figure.
"It doesn't matter."

"Of course it matters. Why do you think I'm here?'Y ou should remember. That you don't makes me
suspicious. Y et you seem to be who you say are. If you weren't, Mother Turin would have seen right
through you, and the Aldobrand Cipher would've defeated you." Thefigure sat back inits seat. "What's
the explanation?’

"My memory isdamaged.” That wasn't the whole of it, but it would do for now.
"How bedly?'

"l don't remember anything after the end of the Mad Times."

"Nothing a al?"

"There are gaps, particularly on Pdorus." Arguing with the others, helping Render and Emlee escape.
Fracturesin hismind. "1 don't remember surrendering.”

"That's because you didn't. What makes you think you did?"
"That'swhéet everyonetdlsmel did."

"Y ou should know better than to believe what everyone says. Don't be afool, man. Therésawaysa
deeper truth."”

"Andthat is?'
"That you are not," said the shadowy figure, "adecent man.”

Thewordswere atrigger for memories buried degper inside him than any other. Imre found himself
plunged back to the day in question. Repressed sensation led him: smoke, flashing lights, urgent
ululations from the dying ship, and the taste of blood in his mouth. There were so many memories missing;
mere would aways be more holes than substance. But the skeleton of those moments was dmost enough
as he exhumed what he had tried so hard to forget.



Hisorigind reconstruction had been haf-right. The ship had been burning; he and the others had been
arguing. Then the Forts had requested a meeting to discuss the terms of their surrender, Helwise had
assumed. He had thought differently, having met the Fort called Factotem years earlier and talked about
the need for change. The only hope he could entertain lay in that statement.

"Whatever it takesto get usout of this" he had said, "isn't that worth pursuing?”

He met Factotem'sfrag in the belly of aship so strange and wondrous that he retained only hints of it
now. Their conversation was brief and to the point. The Forts would dominate the galaxy no matter what
happened. There was no fighting that fact. Until anew form of humanity emerged, superior evento the
Forts, it would dways be that way. The only point of disagreement was on how the Forts interacted with
the rest of humanity. They could guide and shape to ensure rel ative calm between the vast numbers of
sngletons, gestdts, and Primesinhabiting the gaaxy; they could fight when unrest broke out &t their
intervention; they could seek new ways when the old onesfailed to work.

"It's getting crowded in here," said Factotem in amemory Imre had not been able to access before.

"Y our numbers are growing, and as aresult governance is becoming increasingly difficult. We expected
the flash point you cal the Mad Times long before it came, and your rolein it too. The Corpswould
maintain the balance, then it would turn against us. There was nothing we could do about it. We
anticipated this moment, too. Our projections strongly indicated that you would be here now, talking to
me"

"Y ou made this happen?'

"No." Thefrag stood in aforest of crysta glowing al the colors of the rainbow—or so it seemed to Imre,
looking back on it through avery foggy lens.

"Youdidnt stopit," hesaid. I-

"We couldn't have stopped it. It'sanatura function of humanity: to expand and spread, to create and
multiply networks. We are an expression of that function; so iswar. We have tried to encourage one a
the expense of the other, but there are only so many imbal ances we can correct. Breeding programs and
genocide are quick and bruta fixes only. So much of humanity that is beautiful and strange would belost
if we resorted to such measures.”

"So what are you suggesting?' he asked. "That wereforcing your hand? That if we don't back down or
cam down of our own accord, you'll daughter us?'

"No. Thereisan dternative. There might even be a precedent. We are thinking in the long term, Imre
Bergamasc. Y ou must remember that. The juncture we have reached today will sedl the destiny of all
humanity, not just the Forts. Y ou areinvited to join usin that greet venture. Are you interested?”

He remembered thinking: yes. Y es, to save hisfriends, and to save humanity from abloody conflict they
couldn't possibly win. They had tried and failed. There was honor in that.

But what was he being offered? What role was he being asked to play?
The memory consuming him wasn't about the deal o much aswhat came next.

He had returned to Pelorus with Factotem'swords ringing in his ears. " Sedl the dedl.” The others
wouldn't go along with the plan. He was certain of that. "If you do this, you're as much atraitor to the
human race asthey are.”" Freer had been referring to merely talking to the Forts. Anything e se would be
abomination.



The ship was burning. An atmosphere of carbonized ash surrounded it like ablack halo. He dipped
aboard unnoticed and set charges around the bridge. The traumeati zed security system didn't question his
actions. Hetriggered the explosives unimpeded.

Emlee Copas was unconscious when he walked onto the bridge. Helwise was on the floor, with Freer
bending over her. Render stood done in the center and wasthe first to see him. The big soldier'sface
turned to stone. He knew, ingtantly. Imre raised his Bal zac beamer, fired once and missed. The others
were dready moving. Freer had aweagpon out and was shouting something as he brought it to beer. Imre
shot himin the chest. Helwise screamed and legpt, reaching for him with her uninjured arm. Two rounds
caught her in midflight but didn't deflect her momentum. Her corpse burned him when it hit, he was
overclocking so fast. He went down hard, losing vauable seconds.

By the time he regained his feet, Render was gone, and so was Emlee. There was only one way they
could have |eft the bridge. Cursing under his breath, he followed.

The smoke-filled corridors of Pelorus. He had dready seen this. Turning a corner and finding Render
clutching Emlee protectively to hischest. "Get her out,” the big soldier had said. "What's doneisdone.”

A change of heart. Imrelet them live. Emlee hadn't seen anything. And Render—
"No one hasto know | wasthere."

Thusthe ded was sedled, and sealed again. Hisformer salf had killed Helwise and Freer in cold blood
because they were singletons and existed el sewhere; they would live on, no matter what happened to
those two particular versons. Instead of killing Emlee, he had knocked her out so she wouldn't witness
his betraya and need to be silenced. Render was an Old-Timer with hundreds of thousands of years
behind him; killing him would be like razing Earth to the bedrock, acrime that would far outweigh
anything else Imre had done. Render seemed to understand. In his own, strange way he had put the
incident behind him and moved on: to saving Emleg, to getting off the ship, to living. Imrewould trust
Render with his secret because he had no choice.

(Inthe present, Imre thought of the Barons and how, three times, they had acted to spare Emlee Copas's
life. At the Cat's Arse habitat, they had been perfectly happy to fire on singletons, and him. Could their
sense of honor be so congruent with his—and mean nothing?)

Later, on arescue ship, Imreésformer self had doubted. Removed from his friends, from his new
congpirators and former magters, from the urgency of the situation, he had felt uncertainty. What had he
done? He had done everything his friends had accused him of : betrayed the cause, betrayed them, and
betrayed himsdlf. What did that make him? Strangely, the uncertainty had fueled an equa and opposite
reaction: acertainty that he was ataining anew stage in his development as aperson, asapolitical figure,
asaplayer inthe affairs of the galaxy. Forts Graduated by crossing athreshold of complexity
unobtainable by "lesser" humanity. Hefdt asthough he too had reached asimilar juncture, one from
which he could not easily turn back.

(Imre thought of the Loop shunt in hisbody. It wasn't an addition added by the Jinc or the Silver sphere.
It was part of him—part of the verson of him that had laid down his meeting with Factotem, ded intact,
aong with dl the rest of hismemories onto the Drum'sendless spird.)

Not adecent man at al, Imre knew now, or &t least not entirdly aman. He saw in an entirely new light his
former saf's personal panic after the Sow Wave, the abandonment of colleagues, the desperation to be
elsawhere at any cost—and the secrecy with which he had made his plans. After Pelorus, he had been
more Fort than man—yperhaps ahybrid of both, snce he had westhered the cutting of the Loop with his
sanity reasonably intact. But the truth remained. He hadn't just surrendered. He had gone over to the



other sde. That fact more than any other he had tried to hide from hisfriends—and even, ultimately, from
himsdlf.

Imre felt like vomiting. Helwise and Freer murdered to keep that secret. He would have fired on Render
too, hewas sure, but for the fait accompli Render had handed him. Everywhere he looked he saw dead
bodies, freshly exhumed but in various states of decay. Ghosts crowded him— people, events, and
decisons past. He couldn't avoid them. They hung around his neck with the weight of an abatross.

Someone was shaking him. He raised his head. The bridge of Memento Mori crept back over him as
though scales had falen from his eyes. Emlee had her hand on his shoulder. The voice wastaking inthe
language only the two of them could understand.

"... tolive provided you abide by the rules of engagement,” the figure was saying. "'l understand now why
you're not behaving the way we expected; it's not your fault you don't know what's going on. Until you
decide which side you're on, however, you will remain at consderable risk. Trying to build a Fort will
provoke retdiation. Trying to use a L oop shunt, including the oneinsde you, likewise. There are too
many mistakes you can make. Y ou may not survive long enough to cometo any decison.”

Imrewasn't redly ligening. "I know who you are," he said, brushing Emlee away. "Moreto the point,
what you are."

"It doesn't matter,” said the figure impatiently. "What I'm telling you is the important thing. Stay away from
Domgard. Go anywhere else but Hyperabad, since your cover isblown there now. Be careful. Youll
know how to contact us when you work out what you want. | can't promise well take you in, but that is
anoption.”

"l know exactly what | want,” he said, surprisng himsdlf with the certainty in hisvoice. "I don't need to
think about it."

"Thetis?'

"I have asecond chance. When the Jinc brought me back, they were pursuing their own agenda. But they
did bring me back, and I'm not going to waste what they've given me. | can undo the damage. | canright
what's gonewrong."

The figure laughed. "With the galaxy? That's a bigger job than you can possibly imagine.”

"I'm not talking about the galaxy. Not yet. I'm talking about me. Everything | did in the past isn't what I'd
do now. | want—yes, | want to be a better person than | was. If that means turning my back on
everything you're hinting a, so beit. I'll find my ownway."

"The chances are you'll only find yourself aslost asyou are now."
"Atleast I'll belogt following my own trail, not yours."
"Don't be so sure you know who | am, Imre Bergamasc. That could be afatal mistake.”

Helwise waved ahand in front of hisface, breaking his near-hypnotic focus on the display. "I said, are
you seeing this? The ships are changing course. They're going to get away if we don't do something about
it now. Thisisyour last chance to change your mind." Imre blinked and shifted hisgaze. As she had said,
two of the three Vespulas were coming around to join the third, which was thrusting away into free
gpace. Memento Mori too had deviated from its original course, following the parabola dictated by the
laws of gravitation back toward the dead star. The distance between it and the three shipswas rapidly
increasing.



"l seeit," he said. "What's the problem? They're not attacking us. We're not attacking them. We're going
to go our separate ways, for now."

"Areyou sure about this?"
"Yes I'msure”

She turned to the ship's maintenance. Freer did the same, happy to be given ordersto follow. Hisinner
fedlings on the matter were carefully hidden. Only Emlee watched as Imre turned his attention back to the
screen.

"Leaveusaone," he said to the unwelcome ghost. "I think we've said enough to each other."”
"L et me ask you something first. Did you say that the Jinc brought you back?"
‘That'sright. What of them?"

"You'vejust told me where you came from. | remember that repository on the edge of the galaxy. Asa
matter of fact, | ordered its destruction."”

Imre closed hiseyes. "Why?'

"To dispose of the evidence, of course. It should never have existed in the first place. If you don't know
mat by now, you'll soon work it out. Good-bye, Imre Bergamasc.”

The display window closed at the sametime asmall packet of data arrived on me same channdl. Imre
cautioudy scanned it. The file was asmple audio recording containing no known viruses or trojans. He
consdered hitting "erase”’ without opening it, unwilling to accept agift that he doubted would come

chegply.
Emlee was il watching him, no doubt wondering what al the fuss was about.

Thetiniest menta gesture opened the recording. It began with a second of deep, no-sgnd hiss: themusic
of sarsinther trillions, burning brightly in the dark. Then afamiliar, genderless voice hdf-buried in static

began to speak.

"Y ou were old when the universe was young," it said, loudly enough to fill the bridge. " The evidence of
your existence spans the arch of the heavens. Y ou are the creator and the destroyer. Heed the prayer we
commit to thevoid.”

Imresfingers clenched tight around themsealves, digging hisnailsinto his pams. He would recognize the
voice of the Jinc, fifth ganglion of the Noh exploratory arm, anywhere.

"Y our emissary isgone,” the Jinc went on. "We were blessed but found unworthy. Y ou gave us evidence,
and we did not recognize it. For that we are deeply penitent. A prophet and an angel werein our midst,
but our eyes did not open until your name was spoken and our mind was cleared of dl other thoughts."

Sartling inits carity came Imre's own voice from the speskers, crying asngle word—"Luminoud "—as
he had summoned the help of the silver sphere. The Jinc employed it now as atalisman to invoke the
deity it worshipped, whose name Imre had until that moment not known.

Helwise and Freer added their staresto Emle€'s as the voice prayed on.

"The one who called you was found and is now lost. Y our angel has departed. We beseech you, our
God, to shine your light upon us once more. Illuminate our sacred path that we may know the road



toward you. Hear our words, and grace us with an answer. We are patient We sift the darkness for your
guidance with rapturous hearts. We dedicate our quest to you and to your mighty works. Y ou are master
over dl levelsof creation. Y our seed created us, and your wrath destroys us. We worship you in your
absence.”

Therethefile ended.

He bowed his head, understanding that athough the message had not been intended for anyone's ears, it
had been intercepted and its Significance noted. Freer was thinking aong the samelines. "That was you?"
He nodded. "' guess the Barons recognized your voiceprint. That's how they knew you were back.”

"Pretty easy from there," added Helwise, "to look for you ‘round here."

"Did they tdl you anything," asked Emlee, "about what the Luminous was? I'm not going to accept that
itsactudly agod.”

Imre shook his head, dragging his thoughts back from the far-off horizon of his speculations. "1 asked,
but—but he changed the subject. There'sawar, apparently. He told usto stay out of it. To forget about
the Forts, Domgard, and Q loop technology. To keep our heads down or lose them dtogether.” Hefet a
thunderhead of anger building in him that hadn't been there before. Thiswas different from Helwise and
her other selves; it went beyond the Jinc getting his gender wrong and trying to absorb himintoiit; it
eclipsad the First Church of the Return and its attempt to turn him into amessiah.

But it wouldn't have existed without those things. Each was part of the solution, aswell asthe problem.
The road he glimpsed would be long and hard, but it would be good for achange to move forward
without congtantly glancing behind him, trying to second-guess the man who had destroyed his own
backup because the small moment of doubt he had experienced after Pelorus would incriminate himiif it
were ever discovered.

"We're going to Hyperabad," he said. "Were going to pay avist to Chyro Kellsand offer him ajob as
my personal surgeon—because | think every savior should have one, don't you?' He began to pace.
"Thefirg thing he'sgoing to do is cut the Loop shunt cut out of me. The second thing hesgoingtodois
turn meinto a Prime. Being a singleton hasn't done me any good. | don't want to have anything to do with
therest of me. I'm going to be myself, and fed beholden to no one dse.” Hetook adeep breath, feding a
chorus of memoriesrising up in complaint at that decision. He ignored them and concentrated on the
stump of hismissing finger, the one pa pable part of hisbody that truly belonged to him. "Once I've done
mat, we're going to Earth.”

"What?" asked Helwise, looking as though he'd taken complete and utter leave of his senses. "Why there,
of dl places?’

"Becauseit'sanarchy out here" he said, "and the time has cometo put thingsin order. Timeto stop
waiting around for the Forts to come back and fix the Continuum. Time to make anew beginning, back
whereit dl started. Are you with me?’

Freer nodded, as Imre had known hewould. "All the way."

"Do you intend to look for the Luminous aswe go?' asked Emlee more cautioudy. "I still owe them for
what they did to Ampersand.”

"Wheat people see on the surface,” Imre promised her, "will hide al manner of things. Finding Domgard,
the Luminous and the people behind the Slow Wave—if they aren't one and the same thing—isa

priority."



"Then I'll back you," she said with her eyeslocked on his, "if Render will."

"I won't knedl down," said the big soldier from the medicd suite. "1 won't praise your name.”
"I'll never ask youto,” Imretold him. "The same goesfor dl of you.”

"Well, it's somewhereto go,” said Render.

That was as close to an unequivoca "yes' asImrewas going to get.

Last of dl, he turned to Helwise, who stood with her blue-robed arms folded on the far sde of the
bridge.

"I'm with Render on this," she said with a guarded expression on her face. "'I'm happy to kick some arse,
but don't expect meto kissyours."

"Youll never be adaveto anyone but yoursdf, Helwise."

He caught aflicker of hurt in her dark eyes, but it was quickly hidden. "All right, then," she said. "What
arewewaiting for? Let's get out of thisjoint and go make some noise.”

"My sentiments exactly,” said Freer with adoppy sdute at theiron station. "Farewdll, Kismet. May you
and Warden Goneril be happy forever."

"I'll be happy when we leave thiswhole system behind us," said Emlee, looking weary. "It's been along
haul.”

"Fade to scenes of violence," said Render. "L et the fun begin.”

Empty words, Imre thought, and empty promises. He let his attention wander to the display window
showing thetrio of ships receding into the starscape.

Under Helwise's command, Memento Mori's drives surged and began the long, hard climb out of the
dead star's gravity well.

Map of the Milky Way

1. Outer Ami @ Sol
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3. Loca Aim ¢) Mandolo Supersystem
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5. Crux Aim

6. NormaArm

7. Bar

8. Scutum Arm

9. Sagittarius Arm Appendix A: Absolute Calendar

Subjective time (like humanity) isaflexible thing. While Primes perceive the ticking of secondsin much



the same way humans did before leaving Earth, overclockers may live hours or daysin aminute, and
Forts regard the passing of ayear Absolute as alazy afternoon. Everyone dances to adifferent besat, as
governed by convenience, necessity, or loca regulation. (The common rule of thumb, that the relative
tempos of Primes, singletons, and Forts matches their usua environments of planets, interstellar space,
and the gdlaxy asawhole, doesn't dways apply.) For this reason—combined with light-speed
transmisson lags and relativistic effects— keeping track of datesisvery difficult. Historians may despair
that the Absolute Calendar is observed by few and adhered to by none, but life for most citizens of the
Continuum proceeds happily enough. The hypothetical clock counting the beats of Universd Timeticks
on, regardless.

Following isalist of important dates in the Absolute Calendar, accurate to the nearest thousand years.
"C" isemployed as an abbreviation for "Century," S0 "the twentieth century™ becomes " C20." Smilarly
with"M" and "Millennium." Asthe Absolute Cdendar nearsitsfirst million mark, no other smplification
has emerged.

C20 — Archard Rositono and Bianca Biancotti born C30-M 30 — Great Human Expansion M50 —
Continuum defined MI100 — Mandala Supersystem discovered and settled M1 50 (gpprox.) — Milky
Way settled from end to end M 220 — Fort domination complete

M250 — Corps founded

M349 — Imre Bergomasc joins the Corps

M402 — Chaos War

AA443 — Anahita Campaign

M550-722 —Mad Times

AAT77— Morwedd Campaign

M790 — Chimeleon Campaign

M820 — Slow Wave epicenter

M830 — Slow Wave hits Morwedd

M840 — Slow Wave hits Hyperabad

M850 — Sow Wave hits Sol

M862 — Slow Wave hits Chimeleon

M844+ —Bditle of theLines

M 864+ — Hyperabad government dominant in Mandala Supersystem
M861 —Hyperabad proto-Fort experiment '

M861 — Foundation of the First Church of the Return
M870 — Sow Wavefinishes

M878 — Drum reconstructed



M879 — "now" Appendix B: Glossary
Absolute: see Tempo.

Alienigt Technarchy: A regime founded on principles of radica rationaism and technologica expansion;
major aggressor in the Chaos War; destroyed by Imre Bergamasc in a Corps Campaign during the
402nd Millennium.

Continuum: Theterm by which the sum of human civilization isusudly referred, from the 50th Millennium
on; includes dl civilizations within the Milky Way, and some efforts at expanson beyond.

Corps. Mercenary force founded in the 250th Millennium that proved influentia in the Mad Timesdueto
itsintimate dealings with the Forts, against which the Corpss then leader, Imre Bergamasc, defiantly
turned. Last known members are: Imre Bergamasc (commander), Emlee Copas (sgnds), Alphin Freer
(resources), Helwise MacPhedron (intelligence), and Archard Rositano (combat speciaist).

Frag: A Fort component, resembling aPrime or singleton but possessing little trueindividudlity; frags may
be separated by light-years yet firmly connected by Q loop technology to its parent mind; Fortsregard
frags as functionally expendable, but may display affection to particular fragsin the same way that Primes
keep petsor look after their hair.

Fort: see Tempo. Hyperabad: Capital of the Hyperabadan regime; also a planet orbiting the star
Chenresi; dso the regime of the same name, which has come to dominate Mandala Super-system after
the 864th Millennium.

Jinc: Component of the gestalt commonly referred to as the Noh; one of saven smilar components that
function as far-sensing organs on the fringes of the Milky Way, searching for the source of lifein the
galaxy, whichis presumed to be of exogenic origin.

Line Common term for individua legs of the vast e ectromagnetic tel ecommunications web spanning the
Milky Way.

Loop / Loop shunt: see Q loop.

Mad Times: Mgor conflict spanning 550th to 722nd Millenniain which non-Fort human civilizations
revolted againgt the Milky Way's effective rulers;, ended with the defection of Imre Bergamasc during the
Batde of Pelorus.

Mandda Supersystem: One of three smilar, possibly artificid, multiple star systemsin the Milky Way
consisting of one central, massive sar orbited by several smdler stars, each with their own planetary
systems. The eight companion starsin this particular supersystem are: Akasagarbha, Chenres, Chugai
Zhang, Di-Zang, Jampa, Kuntuzangpo, Man-jushri, and Sakra. Old-Timer: Common term for aliving
individua born during the 20th Century; usudly refersto those who have lived continuoudy, in oneform
or another, sncetheir births.

Overclocking: see Tempo.

Pelorus. FHagship of the Sol Invictus movement; destroyed at the climax of the conflict known asthe Mad
Times.
Prime: Common term for an individual whose identity and values closely conform to those of Old-Time

humans, particularly those of the twentieth century, when thefirgt Old-Timers were born; most Primes
function asameatter of principle a Tempo Absolute.



Q loop: Means of communication employed by Forts to enable long-distance, untraceable
communication between component frags and each other; loop shunts are devices requiring little power
and possessing extremey high signal/noise characteritics.

Singleton: Common term for an individud that is neither acomponent in agestalt nor atrue Prime; itis
common practice in the Continuum to possess severd singleton copiesthat exchange, merge, or overlap
memories at regular intervals throughout an extended life; tempo isflexible among singletons, ranging from
very fast to near-Fort states of existence. Sol Invictus: Name of the dominant anti-Fort movement during
the Mad Times, founded on the planet of Urani-borg, whose sun was destroyed during the early stages
of that extended conflict in an attempt to crush the movemen.

Tempo: Usud term employed to describe the perception of time a varying rates. " Tempo Absolute”
refersto time as experienced by Primes and Old-Time humanity and iswidely held as a default referent;
"overclocking" isthe practice of fitting more seconds than oneinto a single second Absolute, thereby
experiencing time at an increased rate; the most evolved human individuas, known as Forts, experience
time a an extremey dow tempo, with individua rel ative seconds sometimes spanning centuries, |

Vespula Common brand of interstd lar fighter employed extensively during the Mad Times, millions
remain in active service, scattered acrossal arms of the Milky Way.

Appendix C: "fAy Confesson”

Usetheword "gothic" and one of two associations spring to mind: gothic literature (pick your own
definition) or gothic music (ditto). Theformer is, arguably, the easiest to reference in apace operanovd,
snce they belong in the same medium, but it struck me as unfair to ignore the other completely. Music
ingpires me as much asliterature, particularly when setting the mood for my daily writing sessons. Who
better to reference, when combining science fiction and gothic concerns, than semina eectronic musician
Gary Numan?

The choice seems obviousto me. A postpunk Philip K. Dick regarded as afounding father of synth-pop,
Gary Numan obsessed in the early 1980s about such universal subjects asreligion, sex, heartbreak, and
the inevitable dystopia. He used science-fictional imagery without embarrassment. He even sounded a bit
like arobot at times—but one whose heart had broken, with more humanity than the more processed
vocalists whose descendants we hear today. His relevance continues: across thirty years and aimost as
many abums, his unique brand of music has evolved with theworld and is currently undergoing a
maindream reviva.

| joked, once, that | would use hislyricsin anovel—to pay tribute to him, and aso to bring the influence
full circle. Thewords of Balard, Dick, and Ellison clearly influenced Numan; so too would Numan's
words influence mine. The joke became more serious the more | thought about it. His professiona
philosophy wasin full accord with my desires: in hissong "My Confesson,” he singsof hiswillingnessto
"sed anything in sight or sound.” Surely it would be possible, someday. Surely. Thisbook isthe
culmination of many years of wishing and agreat dedl of recent hard work. The character of Render
takes his nickname from the Numan song "1 am Render." Heismy creation, but he spesks with the
words of Gary Numan—every one of them, from the most bana of everyday phrasesto the most
complex interna monologue. Why would Render do this? Perhaps he, like me, wasafanin his
long-buried youth. Perhaps he found the legacy of akindred spirit locked away in adusty archive and
adopted the affectation as atribute. Perhaps Render istapping into the same depersonaized melancholia
that Numan was accessing aimost amillion years earlier. Or perhapsit'sjust afluke. Fick your own
reason.

| owe adept of thanksfor thiswonderful opportunity to Gary Numan himself and to his manager, Tony



Webb. Cat Walker and MdindaMondralaa Universal, Steve Farnaby, and Richard Churchward also
played important roles. See the end of this Appendix for lists of Gary Numan albums referenced in this
novd (thefirgt list) and songs quoted from (the second).

For different reasons, | would like to thank Lou Anders, Danny Baror, Ginjer Buchanan, Richard Curtis,
Tim Hol-man, Darren Nash, Robin Potanin, Chris Roberson, Jonathan Strahan, Scott Westerfeld, Kim
Wilkins, Stephen Wilson, and the wonderful Amanda Nettelbeck. | would lastly like to thank Garth Nix
for inviting meto dinner at Mebourne's FHlower Drum restaurant, during which meal this novel was born.
I'm sure | was the only one who noticed.

Albums: Berserker (1984), Dance (1981), Exile (1997), /, Assassin (1982), Jagged (2006), Machine +
Soul (1992), Metal Rhythm (1988), Outland (1990), Pure (2000), Replicas (1979), Sacrifice (1994),
Strange Charm (1986), Telekon (1980), The Fury (1985), Warriors (1983). "A Child with the Ghogt,"

"A Prayer for the Unborn,”
"A Quedtion of Faith,”
"An AlienCure"
"Before You Hatelt,"
"Bleed,"

"Blind,"

"Bregthein Emoation,”
"Call Out the Dogs"
"Change Y our Mind,"
"Cold Metd Rhythm,"
"Confesson,"
"Crestures,”

"Cry, the Clock Said,”
"Dak,"

"DeedHiner,"

"Degre”

"Devious”

"Devation,”
"Emotion,"

"Exhibition,”



"Exile"

"Faceto Face/Letters,”
"Fold”

"Haunted,"

"Heart"

"HereAm|,"
"Hunger,”

"| Can't Bresthe,"

"l Can't Stop,”

"l Don't Believe"

"I Still Remember,”

"l Wonder,"
"lcehouse,”

"I'man Agent,”
"InaDark Place”
"Innocence Bleeding,"
"Ligentomy Voice"
"Loveand Napam,"
"LoveisLike Clock Law,"
"Lovelsolation,”
"Machine & Soul,"
"Magic,"

"Mdt,"

"Mirades"

"Mord,"

"My Brother's Time,"
"My Dying Maching"

"My Fascindtion,”



"Night Tak,"
"Nightlife"
"Qutland,"

"Play Like God,"
"Poetry and Power,"
"Poison”

"Pressure,”
"Prophecy,”
"Respect.”
"RipitUp," "Rip,"
"Rumour,”

"Sgter Surprise”
"Jave"

"Sowcar to Ching,"
"Some New Game,"
"Strange Charm,”
"The Angd Wars™
"The God HIm,"
"Thelmagels"

"The Joy Circuit,"
"The Need,"

The Rhythm of the Evening,”
"TheSeed of alLie"
"The Skin Game,"
‘The Tick Tock Man,"
"ThisisEmotion,”

"ThisisNew Love"



"ThisPrison Moon,"
"ThisWreckage,"
“Torn,"

"Treaed Careful,"
"Tricks"

"Turn off theWorld,"
"Unknown and Hogtile,"
"Voix,"

"War Games"
"Wariors,"
"WeAreGlass'

"We Take Mystery (To Bed),"
"Whisper of Truth,"
"Whisper,"

"YouWak In My Soul."
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