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Appendix C: “My Last Words’

Praisefor the Astropolis series

Earth Ascendant

“Fans of hard sci-fi will lovethislook at afar-future society where nearly anything ispossible. . . Within
the framework of technology and intrigue live individualswho are ill quite human and familiar. Read it
for [the] technology, read it for the palitics, read it for the space opera; no matter how you approach it,
it san entertaining ride.”

—CA Reviews

“ Sean wastes no time introducing the reader back into the fray of his Astropolis universe, [which] was
begun with such skill in Saturn Returns . . . With answers to unanswered questions coming thick and
fadt, Earth Ascendant isaremarkably good ride. The proseis how first-rate space opera should be:
lyrical, philosophica, and postic. It doesthejob of putting thingsinto perspective regarding our own
earthen empire and how religions can manifest and evolve. Truly unexpected villains greet ustoward the
conclusion asthe story runsriot with doppel gangers, parasites, and a broken higher intelligence. The third
inthe series, The Grand Conjunction, promisesto be an epic thrill ride tapering off aremarkable
journey that might well be the author’ s grestest achievement.”

—HorrorScope

Saturn Returns

“Action-packed SF that has agood deal of wry wit and adesretoinnovate. . . anintriguing mix of
balls-out space opera and head-spinning conspiracies that take in not only the end of civilization but dso
the nature of the sdif . . . The action sequences are exciting to read, and the book’ s pace accelerates
toward the end, leaving you eager to find out what happens next in this projected three-book series. . .
well written, exciting, and surprisingly smart . . . Saturn Returns isagredt little book, and | honestly look
forward to the rest of the series.”

—SF Diplomat
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“Williams renders the passage of eons, and therise and fall of civilizations, with cosmic poignancy.”

—The Guardian (UK)

“Features a busy far-future (some 870,000 years ahead); a mysterious, memory-damaged, morally
ambiguous but militarily potent hero; even more mysterious masked opponents, agang of companions
evincing varying degrees of loyaty, sympathy, and resentment; wildly various, extra-large-scae,

magi ca-technology-filled environments, murky pasts, secret histories, hidden agendas, sudden reversdls,
murky and shifting aliances; plus the usual amusements of chases, captures, escapes, kidnappings,
rescues, befriendings, betraya's, and blowing stuff up.”

— ocus

“Thefirgt inapromising new seriesfrom one of the few writers till producing consstently excellent space
opera”

—Don D’ Ammassa,
author of Encyclopedia of Adventure Fiction

“Sean Williams entertains hisreaders.. . . Thisis space opera at its very best with its exciting scenes and
the descriptions of apuzzle that destroyed the structure of the known universe. Readerswill like Imre, a
combination of ahard and vulnerable person.”

—Alternative Worlds

“Here sa gpace operathat spans the breadth of the Milky Way gaaxy while it focuses on the smilarly
extant breadth of the interna spaces of humanity that make identity . . . Williams knows how to intrigue
and maintains it throughout the nove by answering some questions but opening up bigger questions asthe
plot unfolds”

—AntipodeanSF-

“Wdl written . . . afadt, thrilling, fun read that will give you afew thingsto think about too.”

—The Bookbag



Praisefor the novels of Sean Williams

“Splendid fun, brimming with heroes, villains, chicanery, nest imaginative detalls, some serioudy cool
gpace battles, and one of the most mind-twisting aien artifacts ever imagined.”

—Alastair Reynolds, author of The Prefect

“Thoughtful and imaginative. . . superb.”
—Library Journal
“One of the best writers of future noir thrillers around.”

—Emerald City

“Convincingly redized . . . The vigorous narrative whiz[zes| along at hyperspeed.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Pure space operawith intriguing speculation.”

—VOYA

“Expertly twigts the familiar into the grotesque . . . deeply spooky.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A dark and compdlling tdle.”

—Fiona Mclntosh,
author of Royal Exile

“Compulsively readable, utterly enthralling, serioudy disturbing. One of the best fantasy novels|’ve read



inalong, long time.”

—Sara Douglass,
author of The Twisted Citadel

“A magter storyteller . . . acelebration of hiswild talent.”

—Jack Dann,
Nebula and World Fantasy award-winning author

“One of the brightest new-generation Aussie SF stars.”

—Damien Broderick,
award-winning author of K-Machines

“Magicaly prefigures those childhood terrors of tomorrow . . . apolice procedurd that is unblinking,
noirish, and gnawingly compelling.”

—Scott Westerfeld,
author of Extras

“Sean Williamsis one of the most successful and amazingly prolific sciencefiction and fantasy writers.”

—Sephen Dedman,
author of A Fistful of Data

“Anunusudly finesoryteller . . . phenomendly pralific.”

—Dave Wolverton,
author of Jedi Apprentice: The Rising Force
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For thereal Mr. Webb, with real thanks

For my ways are strange ways and new ways and old ways,
And deep ways and steep ways and high ways and low;

I’m at home and at ease on a track that | know not,

And restless and lost on a road that | know.

—Henry Lawson, “ The Wander-Light”
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All quotes attributed to Robert Louis Stevenson are taken from
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886).

Once every twenty years or o, Saturn and Jupiter form a Grand Conjunction in the Earth’ s night sky. To
adtrologers, this symboalic union is one of greet dynamic tension, heralding upheava in both secular and
religious circles. Seven US presidents were born under a Grand Conjunction. All died whilein office.

The Mudim philosopher Albumasar believed that such conjunctions usher in prophets and new religious
understanding, such asthat wrought by the reformer Martin Luther, whose birth is associated with the
Grand Conjunction of 1434.

Roger Bacon and Pierre d’ Ailly went further, proposing that the world’ s last prophet would appear with
aconjunction between Jupiter and the moon.

Such an dignment would bring together e ements of opportunistic expansion, the unconscious, justice, the
pagt, and the hunt.

Many believe that thislast prophet will be afase one, the Antichrist, and that the peace he bringswill be
but a precursor to the find war.



METAPSYCHOSES

When does recollection become history, memoir biography, and a name just wordsin a dead language?

Imre Bergamasc isaman widely known for changing his mind. Asamercenary in the Corps, he served
his magtersfaithfully and well—until he turned on them, perceiving in their desire for long-term stability
that the Forts were overreaching their responsibilitiestoward “lesser” forms of humanity. The bitter and
bloody conflict that followed, known later in the galaxy-spanning Continuum asthe Mad Times, was a
bold gesture, perhaps even noble, but there could be only one winner. Imre’ s surrender sealed the fate of
his revolution. His subsequent disappearance came as no surprise to many.

Few knew that he had entered into a pact with hisformer masters, a pact digning hisinterestswith theirs
through a project called Domgard. Its purpose was kept from the mgjority of humanity; only Forts could
be trusted with the secret. Imre Bergamasc became, therefore, identical to those he had spent 172,000
yearsfighting.

As part of their Graduations, Forts commonly adopted a new name, one based on the old but with
multiple layers of meaning. Forts are wordsmiths as well asworldsmiths. Imre Bergamasc took over half
amillion yearsto choose his new name, but choose it he did. That nameis presently known only to him.

The art of changing one smind, like much inlife, iseasy to learn but hard to master. Imre Bergamasc
attempted to preserve his reputation by systematicaly erasing or dtering al recordsthat might reved the
truth of hisbetrayal. Such recordsincluded the testimony of hisformer friends and dlies, those members
of the Corpswho had faithfully served with him during the Mad Times and now regarded him asatraitor,
or at best inconstant. The records aso included the comprehensive backups of hislife scattered far and
wide across the galactic disk, from which anew version of himself could be created should some
dissstrousfate befal the origind.

Imre Bergamasc is aman determined to survive whatever fate throws at him. Heis not, however,
omniscient. Even as he emerged once more into gaactic society, gpparently to resume hiswork asa
servant of the Forts, heleft loose ends behind him. One concerned the only living man who knowsthe
truth of hisbetraya. That man isthe Old-Timer best known as Render, and he isthe one man Imre can
never kill.

Another loose end would cause him considerable grief in timesto come. Of the many backups destroyed
by Imre' s own hand, a single example survived complete destruction. The Drum was discovered asa
cloud of radioactive dust on the edge of the galaxy and reassembled by the group mind called the Jinc.
An obsessve cataoger of extragalactic materid, within which it hopesto find the truth regarding
humanity’ s creation, the Jinc re-created I|mre Bergamasc from the ruins of the Drum—aversion of him,
anyway, patched and imperfect, and briefly the wrong gender. It is difficult to say what went through his
mind during this difficult rebirth, but the experience marked him asavery different man from hisorigind,
whom he ultimately regjected. Cdl thisverson of Imre Bergamasc Imre-Prime, not because heisin any
imaginable fashion more authentic than other iterations of himsalf, but because he later turned his back on
more advanced modes of being in order to apped to the galaxy’ s common denominator: Primes, those
multitudinous people most resembling our distant ancestors, the Old-Timers.

The template from which the Jnc “resurrected” Imre-Prime had been recorded by his original shortly



after the end of the Mad Times. Imre-Prime possessed, therefore, no memory of anything that had
transpired since then. He was unaware, for instance, that awegpon of considerable potency had recently
destroyed nearly every Fort in the gdaxy. The Slow Wave radiated out from Spargamos, asmal planet
near the galaxy’ s core, cutting off the drone-like frags that were every Fort’s component parts. The only
Fortsto survive the catastrophe were those linked by means other than loop shunts—advanced
technology that made the very existence of such galactic superminds possible, and which the Sow Wave
specificaly targeted. Imagine ahuman brain with the axons removed, leaving individuad neuronsisolated:
such was the hammerblow to human cognition in the Milky Way. All advanced thought ceased. The great
work of humanity cameto an abrupt halt.

Imre-Prime was also unaware that his Fort-salf had (a) ever existed and (b) survived the Slow Wave.
(The Fort-sdlf, of course, had contingenciesin place—pockets of himsdlf that operated without loop
shunts—because you can never be too prepared for disaster.) Components of Imre Bergamasc swarmed
across the galaxy in the wake of the Sow Wave, seeking by any means to reconnect and rebuild the
mind they were once part of. His prioritieswere, and remain, smple: the work of Domgard must
continue, and whoever destroyed the Forts must not be provoked to mount further attacks on what
remains of humanity. Thelong-term surviva of the speciesis paramount.

By the time Imre-Prime escaped his Jinc creators and returned to the greater galaxy, severa attemptsto
re-create the Forts had been interrupted by Imre Bergamasc and his band of saboteur Barons, plus
another agency, the enigmatic Luminous, who manifested as svarms of slver sphereswith lethd intent.
The Luminous communicate vialoop shunts, the same technology targeted by the Sow Wave, suggesting
that they or their makers are responsible for the murder of the Forts. The two forces independently
ensured that humanity remained in akind of Stone Age, lacking everything the Forts had once provided:
gability, unity, and thelong view. Barons and Luminous coexist uneasly in the Milky Way, with
unthreatening humanity caught between them, but there have been no mgjor flare-upsfor hdf amillion
years. The deadly phenomenon of the Slow Wave has never been repeated on such alarge scale.

Imre-Prime, reunited with hisformer comrades, wasted no time returning to his correct gender and
mounting a campaign to restore order to the mess that had once been hishome. The First Church of the
Return was his principa vehicle of recongtruction, with former lover and nomind adly Helwise
MacPhedron its high priest and he himsalf itsfigurehead, the First Prime. Together they fashioned a
Returned Continuum and brought alarge percentage of the galaxy under Imre-Prime’ s contral.

Hedid his best to bring peace to the many ordinary humans of the galaxy, but asingle Prime cannot
possibly manage such acomplex beast. Unrest was widespread. After an attempted coup by the more
pragmatic Helwise, Imre-Prime abdicated, leaving hisformer bodyguard Emlee Copasin charge. To her
he bequeathed: full control of the gaaxy; responsibility for his unwanted son, RaMacPhedron; hisdlies
Render and Al Freer; and a considerable mess.

He could have managed his affairs more successfully had he not been distracted by other matters.
Immediately prior to the coup, Imre-Prime was taken to Spargamos to see the ruins of Domgard. There
he came face-to-face with his Fort-saf, whom he had last encountered shortly after his*resurrection” by
the Jinc—once to be attacked, the second time to be warned away from anything to do with Domgard.

On Spargamos, Imre-Prime was used as bait to trigger a battle between the Luminous and the Barons, a
battle that served as atesting ground for new weaponry against the perpetrators of the Slow Wave.
Imre-Prime was shot by hisown hand, by his Fort-self, who had no further use for him. And that
appeared to be the end of that.



Fortunately for Imre-Prime, death is not the absolute it used to be. Humanity isan infovore endlesdy
chewing the vast cud of datait has accrued down the millennia. We cannot forget, and we cannot let go.
Baron spiesin the Returned Continuum soon leaned that Imre-Prime had been resurrected from a
hardcast record by Emlee Copas and returned to Earth via surreptitious means. There, during the
attempted coup, Imre-Prime issued Executive Order KISMET, which resulted in the murder of every
iteration of Helwise MacPhedron in the galaxy. For once, his mind was made up.

Thereislittle the Barons do not know about the galaxy’ s would-be savior, although some details they
have discovered only after the fact. They have learned, for instance, that Imre-Prime governed the
Returned Continuum with the assstance of an advanced artificid intelligence, the Apparatus, and one sole
remaining Fort, MZ. Both beings were written directly onto the fabric of space-time—using an arcane
technology developed by the ancient minds of Earth, whose legacy Imre-Prime inherited. It wasin the
belly of thisvirtua Fort that Imre traveled to and from Spargamoas, taking both the Barons and the
Luminous by surprise.

The spiesaso learned that much of the unrest in the Returned Continuum was driven by amovement
associated with the Vell, an alien parasite that alows the expansion and transmission of biological
memory. They know that aformer lover of Imre-Prime brought the Vil to Earth in the hope that he might
useitsunifying influence to bring peaceto his troubled redlm. They suspect that atrace of Helwise
MacPhedron has survived in the Vell, and lurks there still, undetected by the Apparatus.

For dl the Barons have learned, however, questions remain that they cannot answer. They do not know
how much Imre-Prime has learned about the purpose of Domgard. They do not know what took place
between Imre-Prime and the Luminousin the heart of Spargamaos. They do not know where Imre-Prime
is

Perhagps most perplexingly, they do not know why Imre-Prime changed his mind about ruling the gaaxy.

Officid higtoriesfail to explain why aman who has successfully quelled rebelion among hisown
ranks—and hasin addition to that been offered an olive branch from the very forcesthrestening his
regime—would turn his back on everything he worked for. Rumors wererife at the time, but none has
withstood close scrutiny. It is possible that he redlized the futility of histask and fled before the full
consequences of his hubris came to bear upon him. (Fear would be his motivator, in that case.) Perhaps
he felt regretful about Helwise' s betrayad and the revenge he took upon her. (Guilt, then, would guide him
into oblivion.) Another possibility isthat he has struck aded, such asthe one his Fort-saf made with the
Fortsin the distant past, but thistime with a power that has yet to reved itsdf to the greater
gdaxy—more hidden Forts, perhaps, or a consortium of Old-Timerswho have redlized the truth about
the fate awaiting us dl. (Could hope possibly lie at the heart of his actions?)

Mercenary, Fort, First Prime, fugitive. . . No number of spies can tell uswho Imre Bergamasc is now.
Once declared to be anything other than a decent man, he remains changeable, unpredictable, and
chaotic. That fatd flaw may yet be the undoing of dl hisplans. Until history has relegated him to the dusty
drawer of oblivion, until his nameisforgotten aong with al who knew him, and until his deeds become
mere footnotesin the vast list of humanity’ s greet works, he remains athresat to everyone, including
himsdf.

Imre Bergamasc is his own worst enemy.

Thefeding, | suspect, ismutud.



THISIMPOSSIBLE DREAM

If each . .. could but be housed in separate identities, life would be relieved of all that was
unbearable; the unjust might go hisway, delivered from the aspirations and remorse of his
more upright twin; and the just could walk steadfastly and securely on his upward path, doing
the good thingsin which he found his pleasure, and no longer exposed to the disgrace and
penitence by the hands of this extraneous evil.

—Robert Louis Stevenson

The sky changed no less than three times on the way to the detective' s office. First, as she stepped out
the front door of the Iceberg building, aline of bright blue stars swayed erraticaly acrossthe sky, casting
gprays of sharply defined shadows down the length of Rammas Street. That wasn't agood start; blue
days aways put her on edge. Shetook every step in ahyperaware state, gaze directed down at the
cracked pavement and mindful of every angular movement in her peripheral vison. The skin of her folded
hands looked plagtic, asthough it might crinkle and ped away at any moment.

Fortunately the blue stars didn’t last long. Magnificent, twisting nebulag, painted a thousand shades of
orange and yellow, crossed the sky as she boarded the bus and headed downtown. Aslulled by the
aerodynamic vehicle srumbling as by the warm light, shelet herself be rocked ten blocks through the
bumbl ebee traffic, thinking of anything other than why she was on the bus and not off to work, where she
would normally be going werethisanorma day.

It was anything but anormal day. The photograph of her sister, which she' d left lying facedown on her
bedside table, had turned itsdlf over during the night. On seeing it, she had thrust the portrait deep into
her calfskin shoulder bag and resolved that the time had come, findly, to do something about it.

She dmost failed to notice the single, lambent gem that had replaced the nebulae by the time sheleft the
bus. Her attention was on the brownstone two doors up, whose address matched the one she'd torn
from the telephone directory that morning. Only as she gpproached its glass double doors did she register
how her hair turned golden in the soft light, making her look like something from a crime movie. How
many posters for such movies had she walked past in her life? Hundreds probably, dl featuring abusty
blonde and a private dick. Almost she turned and walked away. She didn’t like men looking at her like
that.

The door was tiff. She shouldered her way through and into a stuffy, tiled foyer. A building directory on
thewall to her left confirmed that she' d read the address correctly. She pressed the cdl button for an
elevator, and concentrated on the conveyance s stained brassfittings asit carried her unevenly to the
third floor. The farther up she went in the building, the more it stank of cigarette smoke and sweat—and



something worse beneath it all. Not booze or rot, but definitely something corrupt, as though too many
dark secrets had been carried dong the same route as she was taking, inddibly tainting the air itsaf. Such
corruption probably came with the territory.

The doors did open. The elevator had stopped half afoot short of the floor, so she had to step upinto a
reception area from which three offices radiated. The carpet was green, darkest around the wooden
baseboard and worn amost grey elsewhere.

The middle-aged receptionist’ s eyebrows rose at the interruption. “Y es?’

“Good morning.” She held her shoulder bag close to her somach like ashield. “I’m hereto see Mr.
Grimes”

Thereceptionist’s cool iron gaze darted over her diary and back up again, knowing what it would find
there before making the gesture. “Y ou don’t have an gppointment.”

“I"'m hoping he can find time for me.”
“Isthisregarding amatter he’ sworking on at the moment?’
“No.” She wondered how few mattersit took to end up in such adive. “I’m anew customer.”

At theword “customer,” the receptionist’ sinterest was kindled, athough shetried to hideit. “Take a
seet. I'll check to seeif Mr. Grimesisavailablefor new clientele a the moment.”

“I undergtand.”
“What nameshdl | give?

“I can't tell you that.” There was amoment’s awkwardness. She twisted the calfskin of her bag so tightly
shefeared it might tear between her fingers. She would say nothing more. Of that she was determined.
But it took al her willpower to stare down the receptionist’ s disapprova—uwhich came with an amused
edge, as though she thought she'd heard it al before—and turn away to take a seet. Three
straight-backed chairs formed atriangle in the room’ s only bare corner. She took the one closest to the
eevators.

There was a button intercom on the desk, but the receptionist forwent that option. Rising from her
cresking seet, she walked briskly to the second office door from the right and tapped discreetly on the
frosted glass. At agrunted monosyllable from within, she dipped insde and closed the door behind her.
Black |etters on the tranducent glass spelled “ M. Grimes, P.1.” in strident block capitals.

The slhouette of the receptionist wasfaintly visble, like ashadein fog. Another joined it. They danced
together for amoment, keeping time with a conversation that wasn't quite entirely inaudible, then the
door was opening, and the gatekeeper emerged.

“Mr. Grimeswill see you now.”
A wave of dizziness passed through her. It was all she could do to stand and continue as she had

planned: to walk into this stranger’ s office and tell him her troubles. The ones she could part with,
anyway. Her sster. Her name. Not the dreams. Not the radio. The receptionist waslooking at her



strangely, and she wondered what could possibly be showing on her face. Fear? Anxiety? Dread?

“Thank you, Beg,” caled arough mae voice as she passed through the door and entered the office. He
was't abig man, for which shewas grateful, and his grey suit was rumpled. His hat rested on the“in”
tray on the left-hand corner of hisdesk. The hair it normaly hid was greyer than she had expected,
amogt white, and dicked tight across his scap with Brylcreem, but his grip, when he leaned over the
desk to shake her hand, was vigorous. He smelled like the building he worked in: of cigarettes and
corruption. Like attracts like, she thought; or one begat the other.

Grimes smiled as she sat on the edge of aleather chair that, matching its sbling to her right, formed aset
of fivewith those in the reception area. His chair looked more comfortable than hers, and thoroughly
lived-in. A cigarette sent up alazy banner of smoke from its perch in aglass ashtray near hisleft hand.
Two pardld slver pensformed a perfect right angle with the base of his cobra-necked lamp.

“Mr. Grimes—"

“Cdl me‘Mec.” ”

Nervousness, and perhaps ahint of disappointment, made her irritable. “Must |7

“WEe |l get dong much better if you do.”

“It'snot my intention to get along with you, Mr. Grimes. | want you to help me find someone.”

Hissmiledidn’t dip anotch, but he did lean back in his seat and reach for the cigarette. Exhaling through
his nose, he studied her through the silken miasmafor along moment.

“Why me?’
The question threw her. Not Who or What for, which she had expected. “I saw your advertisement.”
“Where?’

She tugged the bag from her shoulder and reached inside. Her fingers brushed the photograph of her
ggter, but sheignored that for the moment in order to show him the fragment of telephone directory that
had caught her eye that morning. The ad was smple, little more than a name, telephone number, and
street address. She had been drawn to it by the border: a smple geometric pattern created from the
letters P and |, which, combined with the utilitarian text, promised someone with alittle moreflair than the
average private detective. Perfect, she had thought, for someone with more than the average problem.

Hope was afine thing, frequently dashed. She offered him the fragment as answer to his question. He
took it, looked dong hisnose at it asthough he’ d never seen it before, and then gave it back to her with
awink.

“You like punstoo? That wasmy idea,” he said, taking the last drag from his cigarette and butting it out
inthe ashtray. “Best ten bucks | ever spent.”

Shedidn’t know what he was talking about and was determined not to pursue the subject any further.
“The person | want you to find—"



“Let me guess. Some guy who gambled your college fund away? Or a producer who promised you a
part and didn’'t deliver? A pretty girl like you can get into dl sorts of trouble if she' snot careful.”

“It'snot like that. | know how to look after mysdlf.” He reached into a drawer and pulled out a soft pack
of cigarettes. He flipped one out with awell-practiced gesture, lit it with aZippo lighter, and pointed it at
her likeasixth finger. “Y ou must bein somekind of trouble, lady, if you' re talking to the likes of me.”
Shelooked down, angry at hersdlf for letting him focus on her an accusatory maaise he clearly felt for the
world in generd. The corner of the photo peeked out at her from the bag. She pulled it out, smoothed it
on her knee, and gaveit to him. “Thisiswho I’m looking for.”

He gstared at the picture for along moment. No posturing or playacting thistime, just puzzlement. “This
is—"

“Not me, Mr. Grimes. That'smy sster. We reidenticd twins.”

He nodded, took another ook, and pulled an appreciative face. “Nice. When did she go missng?’
“A week ago.”

“Do you think she's been kidnapped?’

“|—" She hesitated. “I don't think s0.”

“That makes sense. If it wasme, I’ d never break the set.” Hisleer repulsed her, but shewas glad to see
his mind working, not just his mouth. “Could be an accident. | can check the hospitalsfor a Jane Doe
with amnesia, seeif that turnsup anything.”

“Doesthat sort of thing redlly happen?’

“Only when it' s convenient for the missing party. Never fools anyonefor long.” Heran hisright index
finger dong the edge of the photo as though testing its sharpness. “ Did she say or do anything unusua
before sheleft? If she left amessage of some kind, that’d make it real convenient.”

She shook her head, feding aflush creep up her neck. The smoke was making her dizzy again.

Hiseyewasincisve. “Areyou feding dl right, Miss. .. ?’

“No. | don't fed dl right, and | won't until my sister isfound. She took—" She swallowed a sudden rush
of nausea. “ She took something very important to me.”

“And you want it back.” He nodded. “ Sounds like a hundred stories I’ ve heard before. Y ou, like
everyone ese, want ahappy ending.” He rested the cigarette in the ashtray and pulled a notepad from the
drawer. Picking up one of the reservoir pens, he uncapped it and paused with the nib hovering over the
paper. “Let’s start with the basics. I'm going to need aname. Y ours or hers—take your pick. I'm easy.”

“I can't,” shesaid.

“Why not? There' sno family in this city without a scandd or two hidden in the closet. Whoever you are,
you can rely on meto be discreet.”



“It'snot likethat,” she said again.

“Thenwhat isit like?’ He tapped the nib to paper, releasing a bubble of ink that wasimmediately
absorbed. “Come on, lady. Y ou gotta give me something. Cruising the streets for nameless blondesis
why my last gd left me”

“Mr. Grimes—"

1] M &.”

“—please don’'t mistake my inability for unwillingness. If | could give you my name, | would.” Shetook a
deep breath. “Thereason | can't is because she hastaken it.”

His gaze lifted from her cleavage, and hisface assumed ablank expression. “Who took what?’

“My sger,” shesad, feding likeanidiot saying it doud but refusing to balk now. “ She took my name
with her, wherever she went.”

“Y our twin sster took your name.”
“That’ swhat | keep saying, Mr. Grimes.”

The pad went onto the table, and the pen, re-capped, followed. “Not ‘took’ asin she assumed it. She
actudly soleit, somehow?’

“I presume so.”

“Y ou don't sound so sure of that. I’ d have thought that was something you' d remember.” Hisexpresson
hadn’t changed. “Can you, ah, tdl methe circumstancesin which it went missing?’

“That' sthe odd thing. | can’t. | woke up aweek ago and it was gone. So was she. The two must be
connected, don’t you think?’

“I don’'t know what to think.” He leaned forward and rested the weight of his upper body on his elbows.
The desk made ahollow sound, like alaugh a afunerd. “ Do you?’

“I think you don't believe me.”

“I never bdievemy dlients”

“Doesthat mean | am one?’

“Youdon't need aPl, lady. Y ou need ashrink.”

“Areyou saying I’ m crazy?’

“You'reorigind, at least. That sometimes don’t Sit so well with the sanefolk.” Hisface brokewith a

smile that had a crooked cast to it. He eased back in his seat and reached into alower drawer with his
right hand, thistime to produce a bottle of whiskey and two shot glasses. He poured apair of



well-practiced measures and offered her one. “ Y ou cal me Mac like everyone else, or you'll be
‘dollface’ every timeyou drop by. And I’'m paid by the day, plus expenses.”

She picked the shot off the table and held it for amoment. The glasswas oily and the liquor golden in the
light coming through the blinds behind him. With one smooth motion, she cocked the glass and tipped its

contents down her throat. The whiskey burned as hot asit shonein thelight, and she closed her eyesfor

asecond, dissolving without pleasure in the sensation.

“That' sthelast drink we' Il ever share, Mac,” she said. “While I’ m paying your expenses, our relationship
will be drictly busness”

“Nothing friendly about drinking,” he said with aweary kind of defiance. Nevertheless, he put the bottle
away and picked up the pen again. “You'll find | don’t do anything less than one hundred percent, when
| sst my mindtoit.”

“I trust your mind ison my problem now.”

“Let’sjust say I’ m thinking about the money. Why don’t you tel me when exactly you think this. . . theft
occurred? We' Il work from there.”

Her hands eased their grip on the shoulder bag, and she fdlt atiny knot of tensgon unwind. Grimes had
doubted her and cast aspersions on her sanity, but he hadn’t turned her away. Shewasn’t lonein this
anymore. That hel ped—more than any nebul ous hope that the Situation might be reversed.

She started at the beginning, at the moment she' d woken from a nightmare convinced that the world had
changed, that something important was missing. She didn’t tell him about the nightmareitsalf. Hedidn't
ask, and shewas glad for that. Curiosity danced in his eyeslike a candle flame, but the dream was one
thing shewouldn't talk of. It made her swest to think of it even now, in Grimes' s unhappy office, with
street noise coming through the gap of the partly open window and his starch-collared receptionist just
outsde. Sherarely had violent dreams—erotic ones ether, for that matter—and to have the two
combined, not just once, but amost every night since, was as upsetting as the mystery of her ster.

She kept a photo by her bed, and she had woken from the dream to find it staring at her with eyes cool
and blue and cheerful facade intact. There were photos of the same woman scattered dl through her
gpartment, alone and with other people she knew. There was even a photo of the woman with her
parents. The woman was smiling, happy, and utterly unfamiliar. She didn’t remember having asister, but
who else could it have been? The woman in the photos certainly wasn't she, dthough therewas no
disputing the resemblance. A sster she had somehow forgotten.

Her phone hadn’t rung that morning, and no one had come to the door. That her name had gone missing
with the forgotten twin sister took some hoursto redlize. Not just her name, but her identity too. On
arriving for work—at the Grand Central Railway Company, where she maintained the clocks necessary
to keep the city’ strains on time—she was told she hadn’t ever worked there. That was patently absurd,
but no amount of protestation could convince anyone otherwise. People she had worked with for years
were gone. Their replacements regarded her with puzzlement, then hodtility, as she pleaded with them.



“Jugt give usyour name,” they mocked her. “If you redly have worked here, you'll bein our files.”

She couldn’t comply with that smple request, so, ssumped and humiliated, she had been forced to leave.
There were no friends or bosses to apped to. They were dl gone, along with her name.

Outside the company headquarters, the sky had been a bright and painful green. She had shaded her
eyeswith her pocketbook and hoped the tears didn’t show. Walking the streets with no destination, she
had prayed for something, anything, to descend upon her and make everything right again.

Her prayers went unanswered, and she returned to her gpartment that evening no closer to aresolution.

Darknessfdl earlier than usua, and the stars seemed particularly restlessthat night. Shelay in the dark
with the radio on, barely hearing the actors' voices. She had been looking forward to Miram Graces's
new verson of Brag Me a Crime, but he had called in sick, and his part was being read by a substitute
who didn’t thrill her in the dightest. News reports of a union blockade of the docks registered only
distantly; the desth of anotable sportsman likewise. Someone was playing agramophone too loudly
acrosstheway, and the words filtered through her emptinessin away she couldn’t immediately explain:

Listen, babe.
Sy you got no one
Tonight.

She wept when the song was finished and went to deep with her pillow over her head.

That night, she dreamed she was a soldier wearing armor and holding a massiverifle in both hands. Wild
colors danced across her vison, as though she were hdlucinating, but the colors contained information
about terrain, targets, and fellow troopers that prompted her to move in swift, decisve ways. Her gun
pounded in her arms, convulsing her whole body. Distant figures jerked and fell to the ground. A bright
flash lit up theworld, and shewasflying, flying . . .

Then she was back in her room, and the night had taken the form of an enormous black man who was
pressing her down on the bed with crushing weight. Her legs were spread, and he moved forcefully
between them. “I’ ve been waiting here,” he said to her inavoicelike ar over acatacomb. “Welcometo
your savior.” She cried out, frightened and unsure whether what she felt so intensaly was pleasure or pain
or amixture of the two. He reared back like agod, and she looked down at hersdlf in horror. Blackness
was spreading across her pale skin likeink, turning her ssomach and thighs as dark as his.

She screamed and woke. The photo of her sister mocked her from the bedside table. Thus ended the
firg full day of their estrangement.

“Photos probably won't tell me anything about her whereabouts and motives,” Grimes said, underlining
on the pad before him the few sdient facts she had been able to provide. The office was becoming warm
asthe day grew older. She wished he would turn on the ceiling fan. “Have you asked anyone el se about
her? Friends or family iswhereI’d gart.”

“I tried,” she said. “I rang everyone | know, but they didn’t answer their telephones. So | went to see



them, one after another. None of them were home. | sat outside one of their gpartments, waiting for her
to come back. | waited awhole day. The police eventualy moved me on. Theland-lord had cdledina
complaint. | spoketo him. He said—" She became aware that she was talking too quickly again, and
forced hersdlf to dow down. Theinfuriation and shame of that encounter was il vivid in her mind. “He
sad my friend had moved on without giving notice or leaving aforwarding address. Sheowed him a
month’s rent. He claimed not to know me, at first, but then he thought he could get the money out of me,
and | ran.”

“It ended there? Y ou weren't arrested or anything?’

“No.”

“Theremight ill beanincident report onfile. I'll check that, if you don't mind.”

She shook her head, knowing that she was under the spotlight too, not just her sister.

“Do you think thisis some kind of conspiracy?’ he asked her with ashrewdnessin his eyesthat she both
respected and resented.

“I’'m not paranoid, if that’ swhat you' re thinking.”

“Don’'t worry about what I'm thinking,” he said, exposing even, nicotine-stained teeth in something that
might have been asmile. “What you're thinking isthe issue here. Y ou gottaadmit thislooks alittle queer
from the outside. If someone wanted to put you away for awhile, in a sanitarium for your own
well-being, say, they could mount aconvincing case.”

Her heart went cold at the thought. “Why would anyone want to do that?”

“I’'m not saying anyone does. I'm saying they could, isal.” He glanced down at the pad, and she could
practically hear hisbrain shuffling through potential questions, looking for anything he had forgotten. He
dipped the cap back on the pen and returned it where it belonged, in perfect dignment with its neighbor,
then glanced up at her with something new in hiseyes.

“Tell me about Imre Bergamasc.”

She stared back at him, detecting a change in mood that made her think twice as hard about the question
as shewould normaly have. Was he nervous, and if so, why? When she answered she was completely
certain, within the limits of her memory, that what she said wasthe truth.

“I've never heard of him. Should | have?’

“I guessnot.” He searched her facein return. “| have another client, you see, another missing person
case, and it’ s starting to look just asimpossible asyours. Cal meafool, but | thought for a second they
might be connected.”

“Sorry.”

His disappointment was papable. “Thanks at least for not calling me afool.” He stood and came around

the desk. Hisleather shoes squeaked as he walked. “Well, it’ s nearly noon, and unlessyou intend to
break your no-drinking rule with this old gumshoe, | suggest you find somewhere dsefor lunch.”



Shefdt drained and oddly reluctant to leave. Unburdening hersdlf of her problems had exhausted her,
and shewas unwilling to reassume their weight so soon. Where would she go? What would she do? She
hadn’t thought beyond that moment and had, perhaps, naively assumed that Smply bringing someone else
into the matter might be enough on its own to resolve her Situation.

“Thank you,” shesaid. “I'll do that. Will you tell me the moment you find anything?’

“Y ou have my word,” he said, “and | have your number. Y ou can’t get more of aguarantee than that.”
She stood.

“Payment in advance,” he added hopefully, “provides an even stronger incentive.”

Sheignored him.

The receptionist glanced up at them as the office door opened and returned pointedly to her typing. The
clatter of keysfollowed them to the elevator, where he pushed the button for her and shook her hand.

“Beseaing you,” he said, with atwo-fingered salute to hisright temple, “either way.”

Asthefloor of the devator carrying her dropped, she was struck by a sudden concern that some of the
building’' s reek might have stuck to her. It was all she could perceive, in her nose, her lungs, and her
thoughts. Instead of going home, she walked downtown and bought a hot dog from a street vendor. She
aejust two hites, having lost her appetite dong with her name, but the salty sourness of the meat
successfully drove the sense memory of cigarettes and sweat—and the lingering burn of Grimes's
whiskey—firmly from her mind.

The city streets were becoming busier. Honking cars vied with policemen and hawkersfor attention.
Lightsflared and flashed. Well-dressed executives strode past the mumbling homeless with eyes carefully
averted. Clusters of two or three swept by in animated conversation. Shop-keepers hosed down
sdewalks, set tables for the lunchtime rush, and dusted mannequins. Men and women looked endlesdy
at watches as the sky turned unpredictably overhead.

Shefdt likean dien, and kept panic at bay only by the greatest effort of will.

Determined to think about neither Grimes nor her Situation for awhile, she sumbled at random into the
city library, avest edifice of marble and iron, seeking quiet and calm in the midst of the metropoalis. It was
busier than expected, thanks to an exhibition of ancient books that had attracted asmall crowd. She
thought about leaving but couldn’t face the roar of the traffic again. Soon, despite hersdf, shewaslogtin
an gpparently endless series of fragile folios—not just from the dawn of civilization, but from darker hours
when dl hope of regaining the light of civilization seemed dead. She pored over yellowed novels,
crumbling diaries, and fragmentary Bibles. Handwriting both strange and wonderful hinted at meanings
beyond the words, at lives long lost and sometimes forgotten. Others possessed sources that were well
documented and lived on in contemporary knowledge.



She walked dowly down the aides and peered with interest into every protective glass case, fedling
dightly voyeurigtic yet fascinated by wordsintended for other eyes, human or divine.

“Piouswork, yet perilous presumption, to change the old and aging language of theworld, to carry it
back to infancy,” wrote an ancient trandator and Doctor of the Catholic Church, “for to judge othersis
toinvitejudging by dl of them.”

In particular, one book, filled with huge, ornate |etters that were the work of zeal ous artists unknown,
captured her attention. Reproduced pages had been laid out flat so they could be viewed individualy,
and she wondered at the perversaly dedicated hands that had produced such a magnificent but
self-defedting legacy. She could barely decipher asingle letter.

It was cdlled the Book of Kells. So she learned from a series of signs accompanying the open pages. The
name sounded familiar. It must be famous, she supposed, to be displayed so prominently.

Barely had she begun reading the explanatory signs when aman strolled by, softly whistling atune
through histeeth. She froze, dismayed. The song was ingtantly recognizable, and it shattered the
contempl ative mood she had enjoyed since entering the library.

Shelifted her head and turned around, but the man wastoo far away to cal back, not without creating a
scene. Questions haunted her: why that particular song, and why just then?

The taste of hot dog was growing stae in her mouth. There were no answersin the restored silence of the
library, and there were none to be found in the musty tomes surrounding her. Turning her back on the
Book of Kdls, she headed for the exit.

She bought a newspaper and stared blankly at the headlines while riding the bus back home. The ongoing
blockade of the docks was increasing tensons all across the city. Several acts of arson had been
reported. A businessman called Mr. Cambersea had been kidnapped and held for a possible ransom.
The mayor had called for calm. Above an ad for anew brand of perfume—Sanctified Obsession— the
chief of police spoke ominoudy of suspicionsthat awell-known mafia hit man had broken the blockade.
Why Anthony Archer, better known to his mob contacts as Rosy Tony, had chosen to enter the city
illegdly at that moment in its history was unknown to anyone but himsdlf. He had a gruesomely romantic
reputation for leaving asingle long-stemmed rose on the body of every person hekilled. AcesBarr, a
gambler of uncertain reputation, had aready been found dead with the trademark rose. No one doubted
that there would be more desths.

As sheflipped one broadsheet page over another, she caught a stocky man farther up the buslooking in
her direction. He glanced away too quickly, and she knew that he had been watching her. Because she
was blond and sitting a one? Ordinarily she would hope not, but at that moment she preferred that to the
dternative,

She kept looking at the paper, ignoring the words on the page and watching him carefully out of the
corner of her eye. Hewore an ill-fitting steel blue suit with amatching fedoraand black tie. The suit’'s
lines made him look impossibly broad across the torso, but the way his collar cut into his neck suggested
that the bulk wasred, and much of it was muscle. His hands were square and thick-fingered. Black hair



poked out from the bottoms of his cuffs. Oddly, thelittle finger on hisright hand was missng. Hewas
clean-shaven but dready sporting afive o' clock shadow. Thetime by the bus's clock was barely haf

past one.

She caught him looking at her twice more, flegting, hooded glances that did little to put her mind at ease.
They were hardly enough to cry foul, though, and she told herself to be careful. Grimes had wondered if
shewas paranoid. Indulging excessive fears was bound to make her so.

She forced hersdlf to read. “ Do you believe in heaven?’ an advertisement asked her in bold lettering. “ A
grave waitsfor you at heaven'sgate,” it went on. “A doorway to heaven . . . your heaven . . . dead
heaven...”

She screwed the paper up with both fists without seeing what the advertisement wasfor. The wordsfilled
her with an unaccountable dread, even though she didn’t know what they meant. It felt like the paper had
been talking directly to her, impossible though that had to be. Perhaps she was going crazy.

The stocky man stood up, and she physicaly jerked in her seat. He wasn't coming for her, though. He
was smply getting off the bus. Her ears burned as he brushed by her and stepped onto the curb two
stops before hers. The doors shut with a hiss. She watched the man walking down the street with aswing
in his step asthe bus rumbled past him. He had aready lit acigarette. He didn’t look up.

Her brow ached from frowning, and the tendons of her neck were astight as bowstrings. If Grimes had
appeared and offered her another drink that second, she wouldn't have hesitated, even though it was far
too early in the day for one drink, let alone two. Shefdt stretched thin and on the verge of tearing. Bad
enough that she had lost her sster and her name. The thought of losing her mind aswell was unbearable.

Clutching at normality, she stopped at the grocers on the way home and bought ingredientsfor alarge,
hedlthy dinner. Eating well, even though she was alone, was important, and she had subsisted for the last
week only on what had been at hand. Her cupboards were bare of anything but scraps, and araw heat
that was at least partly hunger burned in her belly. Now that Grimes was on the case, she could begin
looking after herself again. There would be no use in solving the mystery if she wastoo much of awreck
to get on with her life afterward.

Her gpartment was sunlit and warm when she came home. A trio of bright yellow lights hung close
together in the sky outside, casting thick-edged shadows across the room and sending dust motes
dancing. She opened the drapes as wide as they would go and raised the windows an inch to let in some
fresh ar. Turning on the radio for background noise—tuned carefully to a station with no moremusic
than the E. G. Mamba s McRib jingle—she set about preparing meet loaf with sweet potato puffsand a
lettuce, celery and grape salad, with a Queen Mary sponge cake for dessert. It didn’'t have to take dll
afternoon, but shewasin no hurry. The familiar routines of chopping, mixing, whipping, and baking
pleasantly occupied her mind, and the homey smells coming from the oven touched a deeper part of her
gill, reminding her that even in aworld where confusion and uncertainty reigned, there were ill small
things that could bring her comfort.

The night was growing cold when she laid out the components of the meal on the table and took off her
apron. A cool breeze had come up, and she shut the windows one by one. On closing the last, she
stopped, still with her hand on the latch, peering suspicioudy into the roadway below. A man was
standing in the entrance to the aleyway across Rammeas Street. He was wearing a hat, and he seemed to
be watching the entrance to the | ceberg building.



He was solid and muscular, and his suit wastoo small. Even from that angle, he looked like the man from
the bus.

She forced herself to move casudly away from the window, leaving the blind open as though she had
seen nothing out of the ordinary. Her hands were shaking. She st at the table, al appetite gone, and
wondered what to do. She could shut the curtains and hide like amousein its hole, but that thought
rankled more than it would have just hours earlier. She had taken mattersinto her own hands by
approaching Grimes, and that had been an important step forward. She wasn't helpless and wouldn’'t
give up her lifeto fearseither red or imagined.

Keeping well out of sight, she pulled on an overcoat and hid her hair benesth a nondescript scarf.
Leaving the food cooling on the table, she eased her way out of the gpartment and took the stairsto the
ground floor.

There was atrade entrance at the back of the building. She had never used it, but she knew wherethe
super kept the key. Tugging at the stiff hinges, she peered into the alley outside and found it empty. She
|eft the door gar behind her and walked carefully around trash cans and piles of rotting boxes. The
stench was foul but not unbearable. From the street ahead came the occasional flash and roar of cars
going by. It wasn't Rammas Street; the dley ran pardld to the stireet she normally stepped onto when
exiting her building. The man watching the entrance therefore wouldn’t see her when she stepped into the
open. Her mental road map of theareadidn’t include dl the dleys and darkened ways, paths she would
never normally have trodden on her own, but she could guesswhere they led. Moving hurriedly and
keeping her eyes open for more sinister characters, she took awide, digressive route around the man
observing the lceberg building, in order to come up on him from behind.

The gtars spun above her as she inched around the last corner.

He wasn’t where she had last seen him. The lane opened onto Rammas Street unimpeded. In the flash
and blur of headlights, she saw no sign that he had ever been there.

“Looking for someone, dollface?’

She spun around. A dark figure stepped out of the shadows, bringing with it awhiff of cigarette smoke.
She backed one step away, then stopped dead as the glowing-eye ember came up and cast abright flare
acrossthe man’' sface.

“Grimes?’

“Y ou expected someone ese?’

“No—I—" She fumbled for words, confused by his unexpected materiaization. “1 saw someone
watching my building—you, | presume?’ she added, even though the resemblance was nonexistent.

“Asagenerd rule, | don't stake out my clients. Besides: you didn’t give me your address.” He cocked
his head acrossthe street. “Thisis actualy where you live? Y ou’ re not messing with me?’

She didn't doubt that he could have obtained her address had he desired to and didn’t et him turn the
questioning back on her. “Tell mewho he was—the man watching my home.”

“Just someguy | wastailing.”



“Isthet dl you' regoing to tell me?’

“I'm not sure yet. Client confidentidity, and al that.”

“l am your client.”

“You're one of them.”

She studied the deep, orange-lit lines of hisface as he sucked thelast lungful of smoke from the cigarette.
He dropped the buitt to the ground. The toe of his shoe made a harsh, scraping noise, twisting the ember
out.

The pounding of her heart had eased to a steady, driving pulse.

“Who was he, Grimes?’ she asked in alow voice.

Hemoved in closer. “A thug by the name of Serge Maim. Hisfriends cal him the Crab.”

“What was he doing here?’

“That’ swhat | was hoping to find out. He was obvioudly on ajob; that much | worked out. He was
settling infor along night.” Grimesindicated asmal pile of cigarette butts by the corner, where Maim had
been standing. “We both heard you coming. Those hedls of yours are as subtle as a shotgun in aregistry
office. He split before | could follow. Then you appeared, and | thought to myself: well, two and two
an't dwaysfour. Perhaps| ought to stick around to see what it comesto thistime.”

Her mind flashed through a dozen scenarios. One: Maim had been watching her gpartment in the employ
of persons unknown, keeping track of her movements and reporting when she came and went. Two:
Maim had been pursuing her for his own ends and had been waiting for her lightsto go out so he could
movein on her. Three: Grimeswaslying, and Mam didn’t exist at al. The thug was a cover for whatever
game he was playing, and she had walked right into it.

A ca went by withitsradio blaring. A snippet of song caught her ear:

“—this point of view gppedsto me—’

She shivered. The night was cold, and she hadn’t done up her coat. She hugged herself tightly and
wondered if she hadn’t inadvertently made things more complicated, not less, by involving someone dse
in her problems.

“Mathisredly not my specidty,” he prompted her.

“I'vetold you everything | know.”

“If that’ strue, dollface, it'd be thefirst timein history.”

Putting aside her name, her Sister, her job, and dl her other worries, just for the moment, she had only
one question that really mattered.



“Am | in danger, Mr. Grimes?’
He shrugged. “ That depends on what you' ve done.”

“Nothing. | swear it.” She rubbed her templeswith her left hand. His suspicion was relentless. Would he
be so blatant about it if he wastrying to gain her trust?“1’m going back insde,” shesad, “and you're
coming with me. Y ou’ re going to tell me about your other case.”

Something crunched at the far end of the aley, where the gloom was deepest. Grimes stepped close and
gripped her ebow tightly with hisleft hand. Hisright had dipped under his suit jacket, and stayed there.

“Okay,” he whispered, “but we go in the front door, not back the way you came. We go in together, and
we shut your blinds. I’ ve got areputation to think of.”

Or acover to maintain, she thought as the two of them walked out of the dley sde by side, asclose as
loversbut alittle too briskly to be entirdly licit. Her neighbors were far from her mind. She glanced over
her shoulder but saw no one visible standing in the shadows where they had been amoment before.

The smell of meat loaf hit her as she opened her gpartment door. She had completely forgotten the meal
she had cooked for herself.

“Youredly shouldn't have,” Grimes said, as she hurried from window to window and finished thejob on
the drapes she had started earlier. The dley was ill empty, but she knew better than to trust the
evidence of her senses. When she turned back to the table, he was helping himsdlf to a sweet potato puff.
At least he'd removed his hat.

“I'll get you aplate,” shesaid. “Y ou can serve yoursdlf.” That seemed to take him off guard, and she
wondered if he had genuindly expected her to eat in front of him without making some kind of gesture.
He removed his coat and laid it with his hat over the arm of her sofa, and with brisk, economical
movements cut himsdlf adice of mesat loaf from the baking dish, ladled on asmal amount of sdad, and
replaced the puff he had stolen from her plate.

They sat opposite each other over their meals. Her appetite had not returned, but she knew she should
try to force something down. Thefood sat heavily in her ssomach, and again she surprised herself by
wishing for some of Grimes swhiskey.

“No mirrors” he said through amouthful of meset loaf. “ Thisisthefirst dame splace |’ ve ever beeninto
that didn’t have a least onein line of sight of the front door.”

“I don't likethem,” she said. “Isthisyour brand of smal tak?’
“Don’'t carefor that either, huh?’ He smiled. “ The bathroom. There must be onein there, at least.”

She shook her head and placed her knife and fork neatly across her haf-empty plate. “Y our other client,
Mr. Grimes. That’swhat we' re here to discuss.”



“Only if you call me Mac. Y ou keep forgetting that part of our arrangement.”

“| fail to seewhy it' s S0 important to you.”

“Perhaps | was christened McGrimes.”

“Wereyou?’

He shook his head. “It'sfrom my first name.”

She remembered the sign on his office door. M. GRIMES, it had said. That was as much as she cared to
know. “Okay, Mac, tell me about your other client. Who is he—or she—when she’ s not paying your

rent?’

“I don't know much. HisnameisMonsieur Li, and I’ ve never met him. I’'m paid by wire and ingtructions
comeinthemall or by courier. He never uses the phone.”

She imagined the world Grimes must inhabit, so shedidn’t fed asking, “ Areyou surehe' sred?’ was
ingppropriete.

Grimes shrugged and answered, “His money checks out.”
“You mugt havetaken it further than that.”

“Oh, sure, but the man’ saghost. No onein Chinatown’ s ever heard of either him or theman he's
looking for.”

“How long have you worked for him?’
“Oneweek.”

He watched her as she absorbed that snippet of information. She kept her expression neutral. 1t might
have been nothing more than a coincidence that the enigmatic Monsieur Li had hired Mac Grimesthe
very same day her sister had disappeared. Now that the case had led him right to her doorstep, a
connection between the two cases wasn't out of the question.

“What have you managed to find out about this Inri whoever?’

“Imre Bergamasc.” Again the disillusoned shrug. “He saghost too. Li’ sthe one with the leads. Where
he gets them from, | don’'t know, but | do as1’m told and check them out. A cigar importer; anightclub;
adeazy dancer or two. I'm not saying the job doesn’t have perks.” He winked without humor. “The
troubleis, thetrall keeps growing cold.”

“Cold how?’

“With aknifein itsback kind of cold, or the like. Then late this afternoon a note arrives telling me to
watch our friend the Crab, and here | am. Got any clues asto what that’ s al about?’

She had nothing. Every name he had mentioned was new to her. “Have you?’



Hisface became very serious. He leaned forward over his plate so his upper body was supported on his
elbows and touched his fingertips together. His stare was disconcertingly direct.

“How many beds you got here?’
“That’snone of your—’

“You don't need to answer. | know thiskind of apartment. There’ s one bedroom through that door over
there, and it'sasmall one. Enough room for a dresser, a cupboard, and asingle mattress. A double, if
you skip the dresser, but then you can't close the door. Y ou'll note that the door is closed, and | bet
you' re not ever going to openit for me.”

Her earswere burning. “Y ou bet correctly.”

“Don’'t think I’'m angling for something well out of my league. I’ m just asking because that sofa over there
does't fold out into abed. Y ou mentioned in my office that you' d searched friends' placesfor your
sster, but you never once mentioned that she had a place of her own. | assumed, therefore, that you
berthed together. Now | seethe place, | know | assumed wrong—unless you dept top to tail in that
narrow bunk of yours, or were alot friendlier than most ssters| know.”

“If you' re suggesting—"

“I don’t know what I’'m suggesting, dollface, but I'm getting that same fedling of chasing ghosts again.”
He leaned back and reached into hisjacket for his cigarettes. He offered her one, and she shook her
head. The complex aromaof burning tobacco and match smoke dispelled the homeliness she had tried so
hard to restore by cooking.

She searched her memory while he smoked. It wastrue: she didn’t know where her sister had lived. It
had never even occurred to her to wonder. How was that possible when she spent the last week literally
quartering the city, searching al the sprawling boroughsin the faint hope of sumbling acrossaclue?
Shouldn’'t she have asked that question first?

“I rang afriend today,” he said, dropping afinger of ash onto hisplate. “ Didn’t mean anything by it. In my
line of business, you' ve got to check every angle. He told me abunch of stuff I’d never heard of before.
He assures meit’ s genuine—sometimes things look like nonsense only because you' re seeing them
wrong—s0 | took notes and committed afew namesto memory.” He tapped his head with the filter of
hiscigarette. “1’ ve got agood memory. It helpsin my business. So does cultivating a good understanding
of human psychology.”

He leaned forward again. The smoke curled between them like a question mark.

“Have you ever heard of a Joseph Capgras? That's one of the names | recall.” He raised ahand to cut
her off as shewent to answer. “No, you won't know him—or if you do, it might explain alot. HE ssome
fancy doctor from awhole other place. He has a syndrome named after him: Capgras syndrome, which is
when a patient believes that a close relative or spouse has been replaced by an identical-looking
impostor. Ever heard of that? | hadn’t either. There are other syndromeslikeit, I'mtold. Having a
subjective double, say—when a person believes there is a doppel ganger roaming the streets, getting up

to mischief. Or clond plurdization of the sdf. How' sthat for amouthful? That’ swhen you think multiple,
identica copiesof you exig, leading their own lives.”



Hedrew on the cigarette. “ The point is, | guess, that none of these impostors and doubles and
misidentificationsisred. All the shrinkslike Joseph Capgras and my friend will tell you that, anyway. |
don’'t think any one of them ever consdered the possibility that what their patientstell them might be true.
The professionas couldn’t cope with that. That’swhere laymen like me have aroleto play. My jobisto
know enough about peopleto tel when they’ re telling the truth about what'’ s bothering them and find a
way to put it right.

“I think you're telling the truth,” he said to her, “and up until tonight | thought the best way to put it right
wasto show you, firmly but kindly, that your truth was al in your head. Now, I'm not sureit’sso smple.

Truth takeslots of different forms, and mineisthis. you see one ghost, you assume you' re dreaming.
When ghogts start multiplying, you don’'t pinch yourself. Y ou get an exorcist.”

“I don't believe in the supernatura,” she said.

“Viceversatoo, | expect.” He stubbed out the cigarette with bent-thumbed findity. “You' Il take my
meaning regardless, | hope.”

Shedid, and she had tried to make light of hislong declaration, but it hadn’t worked, and for along
moment she could think of nothing to say in response. She found hersdlf liking M. Grimes, despite his
rough edges. The more he knew about the case, the less he hid behind innuendo and tough talk. He might
actualy be ableto interest agd, she thought, if she could see past the exotic dancers and strained
andogies—and if she was serious about telling him everything.

“Would you think it strange,” she asked him, hesitantly, “if | said that I’ d been hearing the same song
over and over? On theradio mainly, but other placesaso,” she added, thinking of the man whistlingin
thelibrary that afternoon. “It’ slikeit' s—yes, exactly likeit’ s haunting me.”

He stared at her, long and hard, as though she had caled him afoul name.

“| fed stupid even mentioning it,” she ssammered, “but given the topic of our conversation—"

“ “You dream of something,” ” hesaid, “ ‘like | dreamed of you.” ”

The tablecloth bunched under her hands. “Y ou too?”

Hewas suddenly on hisfeet. “To answer your question, dollface: yes, | would think it strange.” He stared
down at her with a harsh expression. “ Suspicious, even.”

Thelegs of her chair scraped across the floorboards as she rose to meet the accusation in his eyes.
“What exactly do you mean by that?’

“I don't know. Youtel me”
“Y ou want meto read your mind?’

“Is't that what you' redoing?’ Hisright index finger jabbed at her. “Tell me how & se you could know
about that damned song.”

She was startled by the suddenness of histemper. “If you' re accusing me of something, something
rea—"



“l @n’'t accusng anyone,” he said, turning abruptly to scoop up hiscoat and hat. “1’'m leaving.”
“If you think thisissomekind of trick—"

The door dammed shut in her face. Shocked by the sudden turn the evening had taken, she considered
pursuing him. The thunder of hisfootsteps rapidly receding up the corridor outside persuaded her of the
poor sensein that. With an exasperated noise, she chained the door, turned back to the kitchen, and
began cleaning up the mess.

Shortly after ten o’ clock, she peered past the drapes and saw that the alleyway was ill empty. The
reassurance was hollow but welcome.

“Shadows and pain?’ the radio squawked. “ Depressed and aone?’
Sheturned it off and went to bed.

Her dreams, when they came, were of aworld covered from pole to pole with smoke. Not cloud. There
was nothing naturd about the phenomenon. Bubbles of febrile, red heat bulged upward from fires below,
burning unstoppably through fidds, cities, and mountains. The sght numbed her; she could barely grasp
the scale of such a catastrophe; yet she knew, somehow, that she had caused it. She was responsible.
The degth of the world lay heavily upon her shoulders.

Then the black man came again, and hiswhisper in her ear wasinsidious. “1 would swim across oceans
just to talk with you,” he said as he pressed her back onto a bed of burning stone. “1 would climb atall
mountain just to look at you.” His physicality was overwhelming and threastened to subsume her ina
world of ecstasy and agony. “1 would walk out of heaven just to be with you.” She screamed when he
opened his eyes and she saw nothing but stars staring back at her.

She woke crouched upright in bed, gasping for air. She was wet with sweet al over her body, especidly
between her legs. Thrusting one hand undernesth her, she found a hot and subtle dickness. Two fingers
did easlly indde her and she ground her pubis againgt her palm, making an dmost masculine sound as she
climaxed.

When it was over, she sagged forward, drained, and drew her legs together against her chest. What was
happening to her? What was wrong with her? Shewasn't like this. It wasn't her fault. Her sster had
ruined everything—doppel ganger, dream, or delusion, whichever she turned out to be.

She lurched onto her side, remembering the voice of the black man in her dream. | would walk out of
heaven . . . That reminded her of the ad she had read in the paper that afternoon. A grave waits for you
at heaven’'s gate . . . Were her paranoid fantasies becoming interndly consstent?

Knowing that deep was beyond her, she reached out and turned on her reading lamp. The sudden glare
revealed the tangled mess of her bedsheets, which she straightened automatically before lying back
down. Shedidn’t realize that she had looked for her sister’ s photo on the bedside table until she saw that
it was gone. In its place was a scrap of curled paper. She reached out and picked it up with tentative



fingers

It was Grimes' s advertisement, the one she had torn from the telephone directory the previous morning.
She had underlined his name and addressin pencil. M. Grimes, Private Investigator. The border that had
caught her eye marched with geometric precison around the text, and she studied it now with afrown.
What had he said about it?

You like puns too? That was my idea.

Theletters P and | marched around the border, angular and blocky. She could see now how the letters
were sometimes rotated, so the P became a d. The | was unchanged, making Pl effectivey ID. That, she
supposed, was where the pun lay: she was awoman who had lost her identity, and he was a private
investigator who had made that word an essentid part of his advertisement.

Her frown deepened as her eyes traced further permutations of the letters. They weren't just rotated, but
reflected aswell. A reflected P meant nothing, the | again remained constant, and al the d’ sbecame b’s.
IB, while not aword, could beinitias.

Imre Bergamasc.
You like punstoo?

Shewondered if heredly believed that an accident of design had brought him two clientsin one week.
Morelikely hewas just being flip, talking because he liked the sound of hisown voice. Later, when the
cases had started overlapping, then the strange case of the song—which she il couldn’t quite believe,
and had begun to wonder if it could betrick on his part, to throw her off guard—what had he thought
then? He hadn’t seemed to be taking it lightly when he had stormed out.

She rubbed the scrap of paper between her fingers. It had ended up by her bed through mysterious
means. She hadn’t put it there. Like her sster’ s photo, it had appeared there while she dept. It was as
though someone was trying to tell her something, but she couldn’t imagine what—or how. Why dip into
her bedroom at night and rearrange her persona effects when ringing her on the telephone or telling her
face-to-face would be much smpler? The thought that someone was creeping around her apartment at
night was so unreal and unlikely that it barely seemed possible, eveniif it did chill her to the bone.

She hadn’t rung Grimes to make an gppointment since she couldn’t give his secretary her name. Now,
though, under very different circumstances. . .

The possihility had hardly entered her mind when the telephonein her living room rang with aloud,
dartling jangle.

She answered it on the third ring.

“Dallface”

She collgpsed into an armchair and put a hand over her face. “What do you want, Mac?’
“I want to know if I’'m dreaming this”

She had been wondering the same thing. The room was dark. From the street below, she could hear



muted shouting, as of adrunk staggering home aone, railing at the world. The cushions benegth her gave
way in perfect accordance with the normd laws of physics—but how could he be calling her just when
she had been thinking about him? It was't possible.

She could till smell the stink of cigarettesintheair.

“You'reasawakeas| am,” shesaid.

“Excuse mefor not finding that terribly reassuring.” The noise of hissigh came clearly down thewire. “I
ought to gpologize for earlier. My temper got the better of me.”

“Areyou actudly apologizing, or just acknowledging that you should?’

“Both, I guess. No, | don’'t guess; | am, positively. Y ou've got asharp ear, lady. Y ou ought to be a
lawvyer.”

“I’d be happy just to get my old life back. Isthat going to happen anytime soon?’

Hewasslent for along while. “1t follows me everywhere, you know.”

“Thesong?’

“No, alittle black dog caled Bertie.”

She dlowed him the retort. “ Can you hear it now?’

“Y ou know that ringing you get in your ears sometimes—after aloud bang or an exploson? Tinnitus?’
“I know what you mean.” She wondered if he' d ever been in combat or merely knew people who had.

“That' s exactly what thisislike. It comes and goes, and dthough | can hear through it perfectly well, it
never goes away. Y ou say haunting; for meit'smorelike stalking.”

“Isthat what you' re doing up so late?’

“It keeps me awake, yeah.” He grunted. “What’' s your excuse?’

Shedidn’'t want to discuss her dreams with him. The savage excitement with which she had woken
followed by her contemplation of him made her fed digtinctly uncomfortable. “1 don't deep well
anymore, either.”

“Some pair we make. If we had any kind of style, we' d be a a dive somewhere, drowning our sorrows.
Do you know the Créme Bar on Sigma Stregt?”’

“Y ou do remember, | hope, what | said about drinking on thejob.”
“Lady, it'sunavoidable. Compulsory, even. No tegtotaer lasts more than aday in my line of work.”

“Y ou sound completely sober to me.”



“Not for want of trying.”

She heard two sudden sounds from hisend of theline. Thefirst was afaint smash, as of glass shattering,
followed by the digtinctive creak of his office chair. She pictured him sitting suddenly forward at his desk,
ligening carefully.

1] M &:_H
“Cigars,” he said with hismouth pressed close to the receiver. “Remember.”
Then the line clicked dead.

Shejiggled the receiver, but got only the did tone. He had hung up. She raced back into the bedroom
and returned with the ad. When she dialed his number, it was busy. She glared at the tiny speaker, as
though she could force hersdf down the wire by nothing more than willpower, and then firmly replaced
the handst.

She dressed quickly and locked the door behind her as she | eft.

A Gem Cab stopped at her hail forty feet up Rammas Street. She gave the driver Grimes' s address and
told him to hurry. The name on the driver’ staxi license, S. Mareri, conjured images of unknown shores
and dangerous journeys, and she concentrated on that rather than what she might find at the end of her
own brief voyage. She was't armed; she hadn’t called the police; she had no ideawhat to expect. She
was supposed to be the onein need, not the other way around.

Grimes s building was dark when they arrived. The front door was shut. She instructed the driver to drop
her off around the corner, and paid him with afive. He said he'd wait aminute or two, just in case she
needed aride back. The late-night silence of the city was profound, and she could tell that he was
worried on her behdf. If he wanted to stick around, shewould let him.

Remembering what Grimes had said about her hedls, she dipped her shoes off before getting out of the
car. On stockinged feet with the shoesin one hand, she ran lightly around the corner and along the
sdewak. The sky was restless. Twisting sheets of faint white stars swirled back and forth above her, too
faint to cast ashadow but distracting against the blackness of eternity. The air smelled dectric, asthough
astorm was coming.

The door to Grimes's building was unlocked. She took a deep breath and dipped insde.

Both eevator doors were closed. Shetiptoed past them to the stairs and ascended to the third floor
quickly and quietly. There was no sound at dl apart from her breathing. The landing on the third floor
was as empty as the foyer below, and she took a moment there to calm the beating of her heart. It could
be nothing, shetold hersdlf, and she would be pleased if she did find that she was jumping at shadows.
Shewouldn’'t be angry a Grimesfor making her fed like afool. Much.

She eased the stairwell door open and peered into the reception area. Fragments of broken glass were
scattered across the floor like tiny, deadly stars. The source of the glass was avase that had been



knocked or thrown off its pedestal behind the secretary’ s desk. It had hit the floor and shattered into a
thousand pieces. She dipped her shoes back on so shewouldn’t cut hersalf on the jagged splinters. They
crunched under her hedls no matter how carefully shetried to step.

Grimes' s office door hung dightly gar. She could see nothing through its frosted glass. Fearing that it
might burst open at any moment, she put her hand on the handle, gripped tightly, and pushed the door
adde.

A sweep of gtars chose that moment to crossthe night sky, sending aband of silver light acrossthe
room. It looked empty, at first, and only a single boardroom chair tipped on its side spoke of anything
untoward. Shetook astep insde, feding the lack of life within and knowing that she, at least, was safe.
Whatever had happened there was long resolved, and her only task lay in reconstructing those events
and working out what they meant.

She gtraightened the chair. Grimes' s desk might have looked perfectly ordinary a acasud glance, but
she remembered how particular he had been about the placement of his pens. They were out of
alignment, which was an odd note but not necessarily darming. None of the cupboards appeared to have
been disturbed. His phone was off the hook, buzzing quietly to itself. Whoever had broken the vase and
interrupted him didn’t appesar to have searched the place. If they hadn’t done that, could they have had
any red harminmind...?

She came around the desk to check the drawers and found him sprawled on the floor with abullet hole
through hisleft shirt pocket. Hisright knee was raised as though caught in the act of trying to stand. His
eyeswere open and staring at her in surprise and disappointment. On the dark stain that had spread
across his chest and sscomach lay asingle, long-stemmed rose.

She gasped and turned away, pressing a hand to her mouth to suppress any further sound. Dead. How
wasthat possible? She had been talking to him just minutes ago, and argued with him only hours before
that. He was supposed to be hel ping her, not getting himself killed.

A name flashed across her memory. Anthony Archer, the mafia hit man who had broken the blockade.
Rosy Tony.

An emoation she had never felt followed it. Like grief but more powerful—amost abreed of rage—it
gave her the strength to turn back around. Thiswasn’t something she could run from. For Grimes s sake,
she had to meet it head-on and find the answers herself. Why had he died? What had he learned that
made hislifeforfeit? What connection did it haveto her?

Grimeslay heavy and unmoving. He wasn't going to be answering any of her questions. She stepped
over hisoutstretched leg and crouched over him. Hiswallet lay next to him, tugged out of his back
pocket by hands unknown. She flipped it open and saw his driver’ slicense photo staring back at her.
Without thinking, she read hisfull name. MACABRE GRIMES. No wonder he had preferred Mac.

A bubble of dismay rose up in her chest. She forced it back down. Hisjacket lay next to him, and she
searched through it with shaking hands. He had been carrying aloaded pistol, cigarettes, and abox of
matches. The weapon was cool and heavy in her hands. She put it behind her, on the desk, where it
would be within easy reach while she searched. She had never fired a gun before, but she understood the
principles. Point and shoot. Couldn’t be smpler.

Grimes s notepad was't on hisbody or on the desk. She turned away from his betrayed expression and



checked the drawers, as she had originaly intended to do. There were four. She knew one would
contain awhiskey bottle and two glasses. There was till asmudge of lipstick on the one she had drunk
from the previous day. The leve in the bottle had dropped significantly since then. The other drawer on
that side held gtationery and abox of bullets. She came around the body to check the other two, and
found in one a checkbook and severa unpaid accounts, and in the other abox of cigars.

Cigars, he had said. Remember.

She reached into the drawer and pulled out the box. It was garishly ornate and didn’t strike her asthe
sort of vice someone like Grimeswould enjoy, even asaluxury. He had clearly preferred cigarettes, and
they were the only kind of butts she had seen in his ashtray. Standing, she tipped open the lid and peered
ingde

The box was hdf-full. She didn’t know the brand but recognized the rich smell of tobacco leaf that struck
her nogtrils. The cigars werefat and long and rolled lazily from one side to the other as she tipped the
box. The box was lined with paper. She could see reversed writing pressed into that lining. Delicately,
with great deliberation, she reached inside and pulled out a sheaf of closdy written notes.

She had never seen Grimes' s handwriting, but she recognized it instantly: neat and blocky. At the top of
the firgt page was the name Imre Bergamasc, double underlined. Below that was alist of public
ingtitutions, dl crossed out: Births, Deaths, and Marriages, hospitals; police and union records; etc.
Clearly these were places where Grimes had tried to trace the name, without success. Then camealist of
other individuals and businesses that seemed to bear no relation to each other, some crossed out, others
untouched. The company that made the box, Beammer Cigars, was on the list, and so were Serge Maim
and the mayor. She flipped forward, seeking an explanation or at least a source, and found a series of
wafer-thin notesin another hand. “ Take another look a Sir Becamé,” said one; the notorious playboy
Gram Becamé had indeed been on thelist. Another said, “Try Mirage.” That name too had appeared,
adong with anotein Grimes shand saying “ E = Embraces.”

Notesfrom Monseur Li, she guessed, giving Grimesleads and ingtructions, some left unresolved.
Thelast note ssid smply “2am.,” thetime Grimes had hung up on her.

A trap, shethought. And he had fdlen for it.

Maybe the song had distracted him. Maybe she had.

Thelast page in the sheaf was acomplex family tree linking many of the names on the previouslist. Some
lines connecting them were made in triplicate, so they stood out boldly. Other lines were dotted, with the
occasiona question mark for emphasis. Many of the names were crossed out, with words like “burned,”
“missing” or “murdered” scribbled next to them. In the middle of them dl was Imre Bergamasc again,
utterly unconnected to anyone.

No wonder Grimes had been frustrated. Thetrail, if there was one, was both convoluted and truncated.
Shedared at it until her eyeswatered. The picture wavered in front of her. Then shewas crying for
Grimes and hersdlf, and the fading hope that she would ever wind her way out of the ever-deepening
maze. She leaned againgt the desk and resisted the urge to fold up next to the dead detective and wait for
someone to discover them both. Maybe that someone could put things right.

Shedidn’t cry for long. The stink of blood was like smdlling sdts, spurring her to move, to run, to hunt.



Mac Grimes had been pursuing Imre Bergamasc, and it was that, presumably—for she had nothing else
to go on—that had led him to an early grave. But Grimeswasn't the killer’ sonly victim. Aces Barr, the
gambler, had been killed by the hit man earlier that week, and his name was on Monseur Li’slist too.
The only thing connecting the two men was | mre Bergamasc—and she too was now connected to him.
Grimes had most likely been seen a her gpartment earlier that evening. Who wasto say Rosy Tony
wasn't dready looking for her?

Grief and ragerosein her again. If fate was coming to meet her, shewasn't going to hidein her
gpartment and wait for it. She had Grimes' s gun now. Perhaps she would put it to better use than he had.

She checked the cigar box for any last scraps, then left it empty on the desk. Stepping over the body, she
took the box of bullets out of the drawer and put it into her shoulder bag with Grimes' s notes. She took
onelast look around the room, ready to sweep off into the night, and paused at the sight of Grimes
garing emptily up at her.

She couldn’t leave him like that. With asteady hand, she bent down and closed his eydlids, and swiped
hisdriver'slicensefor luck.

Thetaxi waswaiting for her where she had |eft it, rumbling throatily into the night air. S. Mareri, however,
was nowhere to be seen. She called out for him, twice, but no reply came. No lights shonein any of the
offices or store-fronts. He had left no note.

Fearing the worst, she stopped the car and used the key in the ignition to open the trunk. It was empty.

Mystified, but unwilling to wait any longer—or to take her chances finding another cab at this hour—she
dipped into the driver’ s seat and turned over the ignition. The warm engine restarted thefirst time,
Cautioudy at firs—it had been along time since she' d last driven—she pulled away from the curb and
took thefirst corner.

Buildings swept smoothly by her. She wound down the window and breathed deeply of bracing, cold air.
Grimes was dead, killed by Rosy Tony. Shewasn't awitnessto the crime, but she had his notes. By
rights, she should take them to the cops—but what would they do? The mayor’snamewason thelist.
They were hardly going to indict him or anyone else on the word of adead flatfoot and agirl with no
name. Besides, what kind of information wasit, redlly? If the nuggets she had found comprised the sum
total of Grimes' s knowledge on the subject of Imre Bergamasc, it amounted to very little.

Five blocks away, she stopped at a public telephone box and stole the directory. Thinking that she
couldn’t be too careful, she drove another two blocks, then turned and pulled up under an incandescent
dreetlight. In the cab’ s glove box she found awell-thumbed sireet directory. Keeping the engine running,
she st both directories side by side and began cross-referencing them againgt the list.

Some of the names were coming back to her. The executive who had been kidnapped was on thelist. So
was the dead sportsman, Magic Amberres. She regarded that death now with grave suspicion. Some of
the companies she had never heard of, including one called Cimbaa Mergers, which had burned to the
ground two days previoudy. Sheimagined Grimesfeding frustrated as hislist of leads was gradualy
chipped away before him, and she sympathized with him. She could hardly wak up to Mayor Besmear’'s



front door and ask him questions about ghodts, at any time of the day or night.

She opted, as she was sure Grimes had many times, for the path of least resstance. In the case of Sigma
Streset, that path was as circular asthe uncia form of the letter it was named after, and narrow to boot.

The bar Grimes had talked about over the phone was little more than adot in thewall, flanked by a
boxing hall on one sde and amovie theater on the other. Thetitlesweren't of crime movies. On the way
there, she had figured out how to flip the “ engaged” flag, hoping that no one would naotice her behind the
whedl of the cab and think her an odd choice for ataxi driver. The blocks weren't numbered, but there
had been plenty of sgns. Some of those signs seemed to bear no relation to the business being conducted
on the sdewaks outsde. The streets were thick with hustlers, gangsters, and pimps, mingling fredly with
women in various stages of undress. It was with some relief that she had spotted the milky-colored sign
of the joint she was &fter.

Shetook the next right and parked the taxi on the curb. Locking the door and dipping S. Mareri’ skeys
into her bag, she stuck closeto the walls and doubled back to the Créme Bar’ s entrance. There shewas
met by abouncer, who looked her quickly up and down before waving her up the narrow dairs.

A lascivious beat grew louder as she ascended, making her nervous. She was relieved, then, to find the
bar mostly empty, both on and off the stage. There was just one desultory dancer undulating in a corner
for atrio of men staring into their drinks. A dight brunette was wiping glasses behind atainless-sted bar.
Shelooked up as her fourth customer approached.

“You'reether lost or looking for someone.”

There was no point prevaricating. Mac Grimes s license came out of her shoulder bag and dipped across
the bar. “ Seen thisman lately?’

“What'sheto you?’

“Hewasafriend of mine. He died tonight.”

Warm brown eyes regarded her for along moment. “Wait here.”

The bartender put down her rag and headed through a door leading out the back. Her voice threaded
through the music as though she was shouting at aclosed door. “Hey, Ma. Some dameis here, asking
after the dick. Says he bought it tonight.”

Thereply was inaudible, but the bartender returned a second later and handed her the license back.
“Okay. Wait over there.” She pointed at abooth in the club’s darkest corner. “Want adrink?’

“It'sokay.” She changed her mind as soon as the words emerged from her lips. “No, wait. A whiskey. |
don't care what sort.”

“Bourbon. That'swhat he' d drink on agood week.” The bartender didn’t meet her eye as she dropped
iceinto aglass and poured two shots. “Old Oscar Pepper, on the house.”



She nodded her thanks, not trusting herself to speak, and went to take the seat indicated. Neither the
dancer nor the men paid her any attention, and she was fine with that. The beat throbbed through her
head, making her temples pound, but the drink soon distracted her. Theliquor’s cold burn did down her
throat like bile and triggered adow explosion in her ssomach.

Mac Grimeswas dead. Although he hadn’t redlly been afriend, he had tried to help her, and they had
been drawn into each other’ s problems because of it. He might not have been killed as aresult of
anything she had done, but the situation was too tangled to know what she should fed. Anger? Fear?
Guilt? Despar?

“You'renot hissort,” intruded arough-edged voice into her thoughts. “But with alittle mussin’ up, you
might be.”

She looked up, blinking. A weathered, hard-faced woman stood over her, wide of hip and asbroad in
experience, if her eyeswere anything to go by. Her grey hair was cut short, little more than stubble, and
her teeth were stained brown. She dressed in layers, like some kind of urban gypsy, and there were
tattoos on her knuckles. Between the index finger and thumb of her right hand she clutched the stub of an
aromatic Punch cigar.

“I'msorry?’

“Don’t be sorry until | find out you what you' ve done.” The woman pulled a seat up to the table and sat
adrideit like aman, blocking her exit from the booth. “Y ou didn’'t kill him, did you?’

1] Wm’?’

“Mac, of course. Isthat why you're here? Y ou think he’ s been cheating rather than beating the streets?
Y ou blew him away, and now you ve come down hereto tie up the loose ends.”

“No, no—nothing likethat,” she sammered, thrown completely off-balance by the woman’ s accusation.
“Quite sure about that? That bag’ slooking kinda heavy for makeup and amirror.”

She pulled the bag closer to her somach, afraid it would be taken from her. “I didn’t kill him. | found him
in his office. He was dead before | got there. Shot. That guy who broke the blockade—Rosy Tony—"

“Hold it right there.” Alarm rosein thewoman’seyes. “ Don't say anything you might regret later. If you
say you didn’t kill him, I'll believe you. Y ou don't look the sort—either to let aguy like him put one over
you or to fix aproblem like that with agun. That he'sdead isdl | need to be sure of.” The cigar stub
came up. “They got him too.”

The sentence hung between them like smoke,

“Who are ‘they’ 7’

“Before | answer that, oughtn’t you know who | am?’ The woman extended a broad right hand. “The
nameis Embers, but most people call me‘MaCigar.” Thisismy joint, and you' re drinking my bourbon.”

“I—" The woman' s grip was strong and demanded reciprocation. “I can’'t tell youwho | am. It'salong



story. Mac wasworking for me, and I'm afraid | might have got him into trouble.”

“Or the other way about. Right. Don't paint too kind a picture of our dearly departed. He was no saint,
athough | liked him well enough, and he tried to do the right thing when the chance arose. Like any
gumshoe worth the name, he was looking for contacts around here and a safe place to drink. | was
happy to offer him both, without being too freein the former department. A girl’ sgot to keep her
reputation.” Ma Cigar’ s grin was as dark-stained as her humor, and didn’t last long. “He came to mefive
nights ago, looking for one of my employees. Asit happens, I' d been looking for her too. She’ d been
popular with the marks but had stopped showing up for her shifts. That happens often enough in thisline
of work, but they always collect their pay first. When they don't, or their fink boy-friends don’'t try to on
their behdlf, that' s cause enough to worry.”

“Y ou think something happened to her?’

“Oh, | know it. That'swhere Mac camein. He waslooking for her too, as| said. Some guy had given
him her stage name, he said. He recognized it and cameto me. | told him she was't around, and he
looked into it for both of us”

She put aside the matter of the missing girl for the moment. “Did he say what guy gave him the name?’
Ma Cigar shook her head. “ Just that it wasin connection with a case he was working on.”

She pulled out the list Mac had hidden in the cigar box and unfolded it under the table. It was hard to
read by the dim light. Only one name looked like the sort of thing a dancer might cal hersdf. “Was she
‘Mirage 7’

Ma Cigar nodded soberly. “He found her in the morgue. She' d been dead two days. He ID’ ed the body
for the cops. Guess he knew it aswell as most. No one claimed her.”

“Mirage’ was crossed out with aheavy double line on Mac' slist. “How did she die?”’

“Strangled. Don't supposethey’ |l ever find the killer. Cops couldn’t care less about girlslike her.” Ma
Cigar’ s stare was as hard and flat asamortuary dab. “Mac poked about a bit, but the trail was cold. |
owehimfor trying.”

She didn’t doubt that he had been pursuing the killer out of something more than dtruism. The girl’sname
had come from Monsieur Li, so whoever killed her might have known something about the mysterious
Imre Bergamasc. That was reason enough for him to have pursued the lead alittle further than he might
ordinarily have.

That someone thought well of him didn’t strike her as a crime, though, so she didn’t speak the suspicion
aoud.

“I found aligtin hisoffice,” she said, understanding that Ma Cigar waswaiting for her to explain. “I think
it could leed meto hiskiller.”

“If the man you named did kill him, you' re heading in entirely the wrong direction.”

“| don’'t have any choice about that.”



“What, you want revenge?’

“No.” Shewas clear on thispoint. “Answers.”

“You think he'll just give them to you?’

She shook her head. “I'll find away.”

“You'll be dead before dawn, you mean.” Ma Cigar laughed. “ Show methelist.”

She pressed it flat on the table and took another hard dug of bourbon while Ma Cigar looked it over.
Her eyesmoved from sideto Side, taking in every detail. “ That’sawholelot of siffs—moreeventhana
good night in here. Y ou need alive oneto lead you farther than the crematorium.”

“Not the mayor.”

“No.” The stub of the cigar sent acolumn of white smoke spirding up to the celling. “Before | give you
anything else, let me say this: Mac intimated to me that something was up, and | believed him. Hedidn't
show methislist, but | had piecesof it aready. | knew ‘Gimme' Barr, and he didn’t deserveto be
rubbed out like that. He was small fry, not worth the cost of abullet. So were the others. It doesn't add
up, and I’'m good at sums.”

“Y ou think the names are connected?’

“I’'m sureof it. Y ou can be sure that whoever’ s behind it won't take kindly to you sticking your noseinto
hisbusiness. | think we both know that about whoever ‘he' is. Hetook care of Mac, and he' Il take care
of you too.”

“I"ll be careful.”

Ma Cigar sighed. “All right. Here.” One square finger jabbed at aname on thelist. “ Try her. She' sl
breathing, or waslast | knew.”

The name was Marge Cambres. “Wheredo | find her?’

“The docks. Sherunsagamefor one of theloca kingpins. Here sthe address.” Ma Cigar pulled a pencil
from under her voluminous layers and, with the smoking root clenched between her teeth, scribbled on
Grimes slist. When she was done she did the paper back with aperfunctory flick of her fleshy wrist.
“Tell her from meto keep her head down. Broads like us have to watch each other’ s backs.”

“I will.” Sheraised thelast of her bourbon and downed it in one.

“Broads like you shouldn’t even be up thislate.” Ma Cigar smiled. “ Come back to see meif you don't
get your pretty ass—"

A disturbance from the stairwel | cut her off. Raised voices could be heard over the music—men arguing,
becoming quickly more heated. The distinctive whip crack of agunshot had both women out of their
chairs and heading in the same direction.

“No.” Ma Cigar pushed her toward the bar with surprising strength. “Y ou go out the back way. Gemma,



show her.”

The brunette was already halfway through the door. Heart racing, she hurried to catch up and was led
through a cramped maze of STAFF ONLY signsand cubicle entrances. Alarming noises came from
behind severa of them. Three more shots split the air, one athroaty boom that sounded like it came from
asmall cannon. It sounded like the sort of gun Ma Cigar might fire,

They reached adead end, and the brunette fumbled on a crowded ring for the key. The lock was stiff
and the hinges no looser. They both leaned their weight into opening it, and the door banged open,
making afragile-looking iron staircase rattle bel ow.

“Goon,” sad Gemma, indicating the gairs.

“Will you bedl right?” Getting into agunfight was't part of the deal—especialy one that might turn out
to be nothing more sinister than aneighborhood speat, given the neighborhood—but gtill she felt guilty
about leaving the two women toit.

“Sometimes you gotta put up afight regardliess.” The brunette wrenched the door closed and locked it
shut.

The aley below was empty of life, gpart from acat picking through garbage and abum who looked like
he hadn’t moved for weeks. She descended as hastily as she dared and followed the aley away from
Sigma Street. Moving quickly through the shadows, with her hand inside her shoulder bag, gripping the
butt of Grimes' s pistal, she hurried through the back streets to where she had left the cab.

Someone had stuck an advertising bill under the wiper. She pulled it free, glanced cursorily at the
message—DARK SALVATION COMES—and threw it away.

The night seemed about as dark asit was ever going to get. She could see no starsat al from theinsde
of the cab, and that small fact puzzled her so much she stopped hafway to the docks, onthe arc of a
bridge spanning anest of snake-like train lines, and stepped out into the cold to see without obstruction.
Her impression was dmost correct. Apart from two bright stars hanging low to the east and afaint wash
of paelight to the north, sinking visibly, the sky was completely black.

It struck her as ominous, but she wouldn’t let that thought hold her back from what she had to do. To
avenge Grimes, and maybe Ma Cigar too—and to find out if there was any connection at al between the
disappearance of her Sster and the mysterious |mre Bergamasc. Perhaps they were lovers, she thought.
Or bitter enemies. Either way, the quest for one had become profoundly wedded in her mind with the
quest for the other, and she would seeiit through.

The docks a night were more brightly lit than the city, but its shadows were darker. She wound her way
past mountains of containers, stacked up in their hundreds for the duration of the blockade and swarming
with dock-workers. The shouting of men and theringing of metal on metd filled the air. She felt even
more out of place than she had on Sigma Street, and her anxiety deepened accordingly. Thisworld was
utterly dien to the one she normally inhabited. It undoubtedly had its own rules and expectations, dmost
itsown language. Shedidn’'t belong at dl.



Shetried to imagine her Sster in the port area, but could not. Not if her Sster was anything like her. That
anyone would flee there by choice was inconceivable. She must have been taken, then. Kidnapped.
Perhaps by the same person who was behind the deletions from Grimes slist. Perhaps she too had been
somehow connected with Imre Bergamasc and taken out of the picture with the others.

Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.. . . Her head spun with possibilities. If that theory was true, then why wasn't
her sster’ sname on thelist, crossed out with the others? Perhaps it was and she smply didn’t recognize
it. And where did the mysterious Monsieur Li fit into the picture?

Streets became back streets, many of which didn't appear in S. Mareri’ sdirectory. Light and motion fell
behind her. The cab negotiated cramped lanes and its headlights illuminated corners that were normally
never exposed after nightfal. It waslike turning over arock. She saw things she had never imagined and
was unableto look away. In her rearview mirror, she occasonally glimpsed two faint yellow headlights,
and for thefirgt time she wondered if she was being followed.

Nothing for it, shetold herself. The address Ma Cigar had given her wasn't far away now. There was no
other destination open for consideration.

The cab jerked to a halt before agraffitied roller door, the entrance to a massive, ratchet-roofed
warehouse. WELCOME TO DEAD HEAVEN, said the angular |etters, and she knew that she had
cometo theright place.

Shekilled the engine. Icy sllencerolled over her, making her shudder. The headlights behind her winked
out.

Gripping the pigtal tightly in her right hand, she stepped from the cab. The warehouse appeared as empty
asatomb, but when she moved closer to the door, someone stepped out of an acove to confront her.
More shadow than man, he seemed to have no features at al.

“Hold it right there, Sster.” Hisvoice was surprisingly high-pitched, and inflected with al manner of gutter
accents. “What you looking for?’

“Thegame,” she said, remembering what Ma Cigar had told her.
“Thisain’'t your scene.”
“I'll bethe judge of that.”

“You got an invite?’ Hiseyesgleamed at her in the dark, their whitesthe only parts of him that weren't
completely black.

“Marge Cambred,” shesaid.
He nodded as though he had suspected already, and reached down to pull the roller door up. “Unnaturd
filth.” He spat at her hedls as she hurried through, and she fought atide of shame she had done nothing to

deserve.

The warehouse wasn't as empty asit had seemed from the street. A series of dim lightbulbs guided her
deeper into the rambling brick structure. Murmuring voices came through the wals, an exclusvely made



susurrus that had an animal, primal edge. She didn’t want to go any closer to the source of that sound,
but she followed the lights without hesitating, concentrating on the clicking of her hedls, and cameto two
closed doors.

Oneled to her right. The sound of the crowd seemed louder that way, so she turned instead to the door
ontheleft. NO ADMITTANCE, said the sign. She reached for the handle,

It turned before she could touch it. The door swept open. A man in blue, pin-striped suit pantsand a
white shirt with deevesrolled up stood before her. His eyes were wild, and swesat dripped freely down
hisface. Alarmed, she backed away a step and held the gun hidden in the bag before her, so it was
pointed at hischest.

“What do you want?’ he asked in avoice as cracked as an old record.

“Marge Cambres.” She repeated the password that had got her thisfar. “I want to talk to her.”
“She—" He swdlowed. “ She' snot here.”

“I canwait.”

“She can't do anything for you.” He sounded angry, but the ook in hiseyeswas dl desperation.
“Whatever you want from her, forget it.”

“Isshedl right?” The man completely barred her way. She could see only the edge of abroad pine desk
behind him, covered in paperwork. “ Has something happened to her?’

Hisjaw bulged. “Run;” he hissed. “Run!”

A mesaty hand reached from the behind the door and thrust him away. Another man took his place, athug
in acheap suit with a chesgp pistol to match. His hair was dicked back to the nape of his neck. A
toothpick jutted from between histeeth. He didn’t snarl or make any threats. With businesdike
nonchaance, he brought his pistol up, obvioudy intending to shoot her.

The bang was deafening. She staggered backward. He dropped to the ground with half his head missing.
A storm of paper blew up into the air from the hole in the bottom of her bag. The recoil numbed her
hand, making it fed likeit wasn't part of her, asthough it had fired the shot of its own valition.

The man in the blue suit pants reappeared, staring at her as though she' d grown horns and aforked tail.
She kept the gun up and stooped to salvage what she could from the bag without taking her eye off him.
Grimes slist and driver’ slicense, theremains of her purse, and the keysto the cab al disgppeared into
her coat pockets. The rest she abandoned. When she stood, she was holding the pistol in plain sight.

“Who was he?’ she asked, stepping over the body without looking down at it.

“I don’t know. He came with the usua crowd and forced hisway in here during the game. Marge—" His
eyestracked to hisright. She followed them and saw awoman' s legs protruding from behind a second
desk. There was a second pool of blood to match the one she had just created. “He didn’t say why. He
just did it, then he turned on me. That’ swhen we heard you coming. He told me to get rid of you.”

Her right hand had started shaking. She squeezed the pistal grip tighter to hide it. She wanted to close the



door, but the corpse blocked the way. “Who are you, then?’
“BriceMars”

“Thisyour outfit?’

He straightened, seeking to regain some composure. “Who's asking?’

Shetook that as ayes, dong with the assumption that she had saved the man Ma Cigar knew asa
kingpin of the dock-yards. He was Marge Cambres’ s boss, and he probably murdered people for
breskfast. But he had advised her to run, which said something about what character remained in him. He
wasn't dl rotten.

Ignoring his question, she said, “ Tell me about Imre Bergamasc.”

Something silver flashed over her shoulder. Marsredled back, clutching at histhroat and making a
hideous choking noise. Bright red blood spurted through hisfingers, around the handle of athrowing
knife. She spun around and had the gun knocked aside by a powerful blow. Her numb fingers betrayed
her. The wegpon clattered to the floor. Brice Marsfollowed, kicking hislast.

She backed away from the black-suited figure approaching through the doorway. This man was no
cheap hood. Histie wasimpeccable and asred as blood. The silk band of his hat looked expensive. The
vivid knot of asingle red roselay pinned to hislape. Hisface above his upper lip wasin shadow. His
gloved handsheld nothing at dl.

“Sameoldline” hesad. “I' ve read the book, and | know you well.”

“Who are you?’ she asked, even though she aready knew the answer. He had to be Rosy Tony. “ Stay
back.”

“Shut your mouth.” He backed her into a desk and came close enough to pat her cheek, which he did
firmly just once before she pushed his hand away. He laughed and came even closer. Hiseyeswere il
invishble, but she could fed his stare burning her where it touched. “ This point of view appedsto me.”
“What do you want?’

A dow smile spread across hislower face. It was as cold asice. “ Say you' ve got no one tonight.”

Her heart stopped besating. It couldn’t be, but it was—the same line from the song that had been haunting
her and stalking Mac Grimes for aweek. And not just that line, but every word Rosy Tony had said. She
recoiled from the redlization but couldn’t fight it, just as she couldn’t fight him off. He wastoo strong. His
body pressed againgt hers, pinned her so she couldn’t get free. His hands came up. Sheflinched at the
fed of the leather against the skin of her throat, but she was pardyzed by her own powerlessness. Just
moments before, she had killed aman. Now she couldn’t even raise a scream.

Through her closed eydids, he was ablack silhouette blotting out the light.

She had killed aman. She deserved it.

“Don’'t cry,” hewhispered as he closed her windpipe with two strong thumbs. “Don’t cry anymore.”



She dreamed of aholein the sky so deep it went forever. Itslip was steep, and she skirted the edge with
great care, being sure not to fal in. Billions of specks of light turned with her, making her giddy, but she
wasn't afraid. She didn’t make mistakes. Her position was assured and her balance perfect.

A powerful shove knocked her off-kilter, and suddenly shewasfdling, faling at a soeed too fast to
measure. Thewalls of the hole were verticd at first, likeawell, but then her inner ear rebelled, and she
became abullet in abarre rather than a stone plummeting to the bottom. A wall of infinite blackness
rushed up to meet her. She screamed in terror.

The blackness folded and unfolded around her. Thewall became aman’ s ssomach. His black skinwas
dick and shiny with swest. He glowed with the reflected fire of dying stars.

“I looked deeper,” he said, driving her down, driving hisflesh into her. “I came closer, into dead
paradise. | moved like arumor, the ghost of aman. | walked into heaven. And now you redlize: | amthe
Black Messiah. | am the truth.”

“No,” shesaid, the first word she had ever spoken in her dreams. “No, you'realie.”

“A gloriouslie, crud and divine” Hislaughter filled the universe. “Would you liketo pay for all
humanity?’

Shetried to force him away from her, but that only made her grind against him more powerfully. “I don't
understand.”

“I give you the cure: choose heaven, or hell, or me.”

Shefet him growing harder insde her, moreinsstent, and she groaned in denid. Shedidn’'t want himto
climax. Shewas afraid it would tear her gpart. She struck blindly outward with her right hand and caught
him across the face. Her fingers clutched for his eyes but found his mouth instead. His lips opened for
her, and she felt only coldness where there should have been warmth, vacuum insteed of air. His
emptiness pulled at her. He wasn’t human, but he wasn’t agod, either, to make such promises. She
didn’'t know what he was.

He rdeased himsdf insde her, and she blacked out.

When thetide of darkness retreated, she was being carried by stretcher onto aboat. Her limbs were
distant, as though she had been drugged. For amoment she felt relief that the mafiahit man hadn’t killed
her. There was hope yet, that she might surviveto find her sster.

Then she saw the name of the ship, picked out in white capital |etters on thetall meta hull, and she knew
with certainty that any hope was premature.



Heaven' s Gate.

“Becareful,” thefirg of the two men carrying her stretcher said over his shoulder to the second, who had
stumbled over the leading edge of the gangway. “Li doesn’t like damaged goods.”

Shetried to raise her head. Monsieur Li? The movement, combined with her sudden anxiety, wastoo
much for her, and the brief window of consciousness abruptly closed.

The next time she opened her eyes, she waslying on her side on ameta surface, and the world was
undulating beneath her, surging from side to side with the regularity of agiant machine. Sheraised her
head more cautioudy thistime and was able to stay conscious. Her throat hurt. Rubbing it, she looked
around.

The room was small, barely three feet across and two long. Lines of rivets pockmarked the grey-metal
walls. A single naked globe burned down on her. There was a single door, sporting ahigh doorsill like
the ones she had seen in movies set on nava vessds. There was no handle. Through avent high inthe
ceiling, air smdling of oil and salt washed over her.

Shewas on aship. The Heaven's Gate, presumably. A low, mechanica throbbing suggested that it was
moving under its own power, but she had no way of telling where it was going. She didn’t know how
long she had been unconscious. It could have been days, judging by the gnawing emptinessin her belly.
Her shoeslay next to her, blood-spattered and scuffed. Her stockinged feet were cold.

“Hdlo?’ Her voice echoed from the impenetrable wdlls. “Hello!”

Footsteps sounded on the metal deck outside, but they didn’t stop, and her door didn’t open. They
faded into the engine noise and disappeared.

She dithered backward across the floor and sat upright in a corner. She was till wearing her coat, and
she wrapped it tightly around hersdlf, afraid of the new, hard life she had woken into. In aperiod of
twenty-four hours, she had been spied on, pursued, strangled, and imprisoned. She had seen three dead
bodies and killed one man herself. She had not only learned nothing about her missing sister, but had
been dragged into an underworld of mysteries and murder, from which she might not, now, ever escape.

The dream of the black man didn’t seem so terrifying in comparison.

Searching the pockets of her coat, she found that nothing had been taken from her—apart from the gun,
which she had last seen lying near the bodies of Marge Cambres, Brice Mars, and the unknown assassin
she had shat. If the police found it and traced her fingerprints, she would be in awhole different kind of
trouble. She emptied her pockets and stared glumly at what were, gpart from her clothes, her sole

remaining possessons.

The purse was blackened by the shot she had fired from inside the shoulder bag. Its clasp wouldn't
close, but there wasllittle of value within, just asmall amount of cash and the photo of her missing sgter.
Tucked into onefold was Mac Grimes sdriver’slicense.



Apart from the purse, she had only Grimes'slit, well thumbed and dog-eared, and S. Mareri’ skeys.
That was al she had to show for one night of adventure, and the unremarkable life she could remember

living,

She unfolded the list on the cold metal floor, if only to see what names remained once she mentally
crossed off Marge Cambresi.

She stared at it in growing puzzlement, eyestracking back and forth, then turned it over. The back side
was blank, as she had known it would be, and did nothing to explain this new puzzle. Could someone
have dipped a counterfeit list into her pocket while she dept? What purpose could such asubstitution
possibly have?

She turned the page back over and confirmed the evidence of her eyes. The handwriting was the same;
the crossing-outs were identica ; but the names on the list were very different. Beammer Cigars had
become Acme Ambergris. The mayor’ s name was now written as Gabe C. Smarmier. Sir Becamé had
transformed into Sir Mab.

Thelist swam before her eyes. A headache threatened to overwhelm her. Could her memory befailing,
or was something else going on?

Staring at the last name, she redlized something odd. The new, full name—Sir Graeme C Mab—was an
anagram of the old. The same applied for Acme Ambergris and the mayor. It wasthe samefor al of
them. Once she had seen it, the rearrangement was obvious, even if the reasons behind it remained
mygerious.

Thelist wasn't the only thing in her pockets with namesonit. S. Mareri’ skeys had an identifying tag, and
sheraised it to see better inthedim light. It said A. MERRIS.

With hesitant fingers, she opened her purse and pulled out Grimes slicense. SABER MACGRIM.

Theflap of her purse, where she had written her own address, now said, “If found, plesse return to the
Carriage building on Bemms Street.”

With an involuntary, violent motion, she pushed everything away from her. The keys skittered likea
metallic spider and cameto rest againgt the far wall. Thelist lifted into the air, turned an ungainly pirouette
and came down barely afoot away from her. Her purse tumbled like a stone.

The new address was written in her own handwriting.

Footsteps boomed outside. A lock clicked in the door. With aloud creak, it swung open.

Rosy Tony stood outside, an amused expression on hisface.

“Same old smilethat cracked athousand hearts,” he said, “but not mine.”

Shelaunched hersdf a him with fingers bent into claws. Her fury was complete. They—whoever they

were—had drugged and brainwashed her in an attempt to drive her out of her mind. Having doubted her
own sanity too many timesin recent days, shewasn't going to give it up without afight.



The hit man made short work of her attack. She wasn't adight woman, but he was much bigger dl the
same, and stronger, and had obvioudy fought off many such attacks. He took her wristsin both hands
and twisted. Shefound hersaf turned irresistibly, and pinned with her back to him, aams held at awkward
angles between them. Hislips were uncomfortably closeto her ear. His breath was hot.

“What' sthisfeding? What' sit for?’

“I'll kill you,” she gasped.
“Thet | don't bdieve”

He spun her around and pushed her againgt the wall. Before she could think of attacking him again, he
had apistal at her throat, heavy and cold and smelling of oil. His eyeswere like empty barrdls, like the
bottomless pit of her dream. Sherose on her tiptoes, afraid of what would happen next.

“Listen, babe. Listen good.”
He would have said more, but a voice caled from the end of the corridor.
“Mongeur Li isready.”

The hit man turned to face the spesker, aman in sailor’ s uniform—dark pants and boots, athick cream
turtleneck sweater—and froze as though weighing his options. Eventually he nodded and turned back to
her. A smple prod of the gun told her that she was to move. She dropped down onto the soles of her
fet, relief warring with dread. She was about to meet Grimes's shadowy employer. The cold meta floor
wasn't nearly as chilling againg her flesh asthat thought.

Rosy Tony marched her through the ship, past surly-looking crew members and pounding machines. The
hit man walked behind her, keeping the gun firmly in her ribs. No one spoke to him. Few members of the
crew even looked at him. Their attention was directed entirely at her, and the power of their combined
gaze was digtinctly threatening. As both an intruder and awoman, she could cal on none of them for
help. Shewas, once again, alone.

They cameto closed door. The hit man banged on it, sending booming echoesrolling around them. It

opened instantly, and he pushed her inside. She regained her balance directly in front of adesk as
metallic and unforgiving asthe walls. The chair behind it was empty.

She looked around. These quarters were much larger and more opulent than her cell, with acot aong
onewall, asmal cupboard, and two curtained portholes through which fresh air and a hint of purplish
light entered. The engine noise was louder, as was the smdll of the ocean. Men'svoicesroseand fdl in
the distance, their wordsinaudible.

“Doyou bdievein God?’

The question came from behind her. She spun around, but saw no one. Turning in adow circle, shetook
in every nook and cranny. The room was empty.

“Leaveus, Anthony,” said the same voice, “but please remain by the door. | will call if | need you.”

Raosy Tony inclined his head and shut the door.



Shefolded her arms, feeling vulnerable and darmed. The voice was that of a cultured, mature man, but
its source was completely hidden from her.

“Where areyou?’

“Please answer my question.”

“Which question?’

“About God.”

“What difference does that make to anyone?’

“If Godisred, it would make agreat ded of differenceto Him.”

“Or to Her.”

“Indeed.” When shedidn’t reply, the voice said, “Do you know who | am?’
Shenodded. “Y our nameisLi.”

“That isincorrect. | am Mongeur Zee. Mongeur Li has not yet arrived, but heis close now. Y ou will
meset him shortly.”

“Why—" Her throat closed on the question. “Why can’t | seeyou?’

“Can you not? | gpologize. Thissde effect is unintended, and temporary, | hope.”

“Sideeffect?” She guessed the answer as soon as she asked. “ Of the drug you gave me. Right. It's been
messing with my head ever since | woke up.” She thought of thelist of names and was rdieved in part to
confirm her suspicionsthat her confusion didn’t arise from aphysical switch but amental one.

“I can assureyou that it isnot | who hypnotized you,” Zee said.

“I didn’t say | was hypnotized.”

“Regardless, that isthe truth of your condition. It ismy fervent wish to restore you to full health.”

Something moved across her field of vison. The suggestion of an arm, perhaps, or a hand waving before
her eyes.

“Don’'t come anywhere near me,” she said, retreating.
“I mean you no harm.”
“No? What about the others, then? Y our goon out there”—she cocked athumb at the door—" has killed

and kidnapped hisway through haf the city. Once you' ve finished with me, | assume I’ ll be poleaxed and
tipped over the side. No one will ever find my body, out in the ocean.”



Another hint of movement, thistime on the far side of the room, by the desk. “ Again you are mistaken,
on both points. We have not |eft dock. The blockade is unbreakable. Y ou are safe with us.”

The sound of running engines belied hiswords, but she didn’t protest the point. She didn’t believe
anything he said anyway.

“What' sthe deal with Imre Bergamasc?’ she asked. “Who is he, and what did he ever do to you guys?’
“| fear that | know aslittle about him asyou do.”

“Thenwhy areyou looking for him?’

“Hewaslooking for someonetoo. A woman. We bdlieve he might have found her.”

“So what?1t’ sno business of mine.”

“Her name was Bianca Biancotti.”

It rang no bells at al, but one word Zee had used worried a her. * ‘“Was 7’

Hemade anirritated noise. “I have answered many of your questions, but you sill have not answered
mine”

“Oh, for Pete'ssake. No, | don't believein God. | never have, and | never will. Isthat what you want to
hear?’

“You don't believe thereisareason, or apurpose, to your life, to dl this?” A ghostly limb waved,
indicating thewalls of the room and, by inference, the ship, the city, everything. Zee' svoicetook onan
imploring tone. “Y ou will not accept that there' s something greater than yoursdf, beyond thislife you cdl
your own?’

“I've never fdt the need to. It' sasucker’ sway out, to blame the problems of the world on higher forces,
asthough we aren't dl redlly at fault. We re what we make of oursalves and our lives, not wooden
puppets on strings.”

“| disagree.”

“Wadll, that’ s your prerogetive.”

“I thought you of al people would understand. Y our Sister ismissing, yes? Isthis circumstance of your
doing or someone s’ s?’

“It couldn’'t bemine. | didn’t drive her away.”

“Soyour lifeisinfluenced by others, some of them unknown to you. Perhgps entirely unknowable. Things
affect you that you cannot see or touch or understand.”

There was definitely something to see of Zee by then. He became, while he talked, atrand ucent
slhouette—Tlittle more than edges and the suggestion of around face—pacing to and fro before her. She
didn’t take her eyes off him.



“Of course,” shesad.
“Y et ill you do not believein God.”

That was more a summeation than a question, so she didn’t bother responding. There were more
important things on her mind. “What do you know about my sster?’

“Only that sheisimportant to you, and that she has stolen your name.”
She was struck by his matter-of-fact tone. “ That doesn’t sound abit cracked to you?’

“Not at al. Names are important. They reveal much about us that we cannot otherwise see—that we are
hypnotized not to see. Y ou protest that you are not under anyone' s spdll, but | assure you that you are. |
am, adso. The only difference between usisthat | know it. That iswhat makes me dangerous, and is
perhaps aso why you cannot see me clearly. | am in conflict with the context that you have been given. |
am not entirdly of the world anymore, because | try to see beyond it. Everyone you know has been
hypnotized by God. |, perhaps aone, have touched Heaven.”

“Doesthat make you an angel?”’
A phantom’ s crooked smile floated in the air before her. “| fear not.”

Her knees were beginning to shake, so she moved across the room to sit on the cot. The protoplasmic
Zeedidn't try to stop her. The engine noise had grown louder, as though the ship was straining against a
heavy current. The crew was more active too. She could hear ordersflying in dl directions, running fedt,
and theringing of bells. The deck rocked and rolled without respite.

“Atleast oneof usiscrazy,” shesad. “Frankly, I’ m betting on both of us.”

Zee said nothing, just stood by the desk as digphanoudy as asilk curtain. She wondered when Monsieur
Li would come. The next chapter in her imprisonment might be asimpenetrably bizarre asthefirst, but at
least it would be a change. She wastired of this strange confrontation.

Li and Zee. They sounded like avaudeville duo, which didn’t help their credibility. What had Zee said?
“Names are important. They reveal much about us that we cannot otherwise see” She wondered, idly,
what their names said about them.

Then she thought of the names that had changed while she was unconscious, the anagrammetica
transformation of everything she had learned since meeting Mac Grimes, now the ominous-sounding
“Saber MacGrim.” Even her home address had rearranged itself into something new. If she could
remember her own name, would it—or her memory of it—have changed aswell? That seemed
impossible, but in the middle of a conversation with an invisible man that point was rather moot.

Why anagrams? That question snagged at her mind. Mentdly she laid some of them out before her inan
attempt to find an answer before she completely unraveled.

Beammer Cigars ? Acme Ambergris



Sir Gram Becamé? Sir Graeme C. Mab
Acess“Gimme’ Bar ? Ace“Gem” Bismar
CraigM. Besmear ? Gabe C. Smarmier

Mac Grimes stransformation puzzled her until she remembered that hisfull first name had been
“Macabre,” thus providing the missing letters. There were thirteen in all—another ominous note, but one
shefdt safe assuming was purely coincidentd.

Until she noticed that “ Acme Ambergris’ had thirteen letterstoo, asdid “ Sir Graeme C. Mab” and “Ace
‘Germt’ Bigmar.”

Her eyes scanned down the mentd list. They all had thirteen letters.

What'smore, they dl had the same |etters. Everyone she had met or heard about in recent dayswas
linked by thisone smdl fact. “MaCigar” Embers, Serge” Crabb” Mam, Magic Amberres—and places
too, like the torched Cimbaa Mergers offices.

The murdered dancer, Mirage, had taken her stage name from the one she had been born with, which
was“MiraG. Embraces.” The samethirteen |etters. Even S. Mareri matched, because he drovea” Gem
Cab” and that made up the difference.

More fell into place as soon as she started looking. Marge Cambres had worked for “Brice Mars
game.” The Creme Bar was on Sgma Street. She had heard adsfor “E. G. Mamba s McRib” on the
radio.

A sck fedling swept through her. Somehow, her life was as much apart of it asanyone's. She had
enjoyed aplay caled Brag Me a Crime and lived at the | ceberg building on Rammas Street, now the
Carriage on Bemms. Wheredid it end?

Names are important.

“Imre Bergamasc” had thirteen letters.

“Mongeur Zeg’ did not. Neither did “Monseur Li,” “Anthony ‘Rosy Tony’ Archer” or “Bianca
Biancotti.”

The feding that she had been on the verge of some important understanding evaporated. She put her
head in her hands and fought the urge to weep.

“Heishere” said Monseur Zee.

Shelooked up and through swimming vision saw that Zee had become much more substantial while she
had been thinking of other things. A dumpy, unremarkable man dressed in awhite suit with aNehru
collar, matching waist-coat and tie, he had awesk chin and receding hair. Fleshy hands hung limp &t his
Sdes. Marble eyes sared into infinity, while the ship’ s engines strained and strained benesth them.

Sherose warily to her feet. Apart from the two of them, the room was empty.



Seemed empty. Sheraised her hands protectively in front of her chest and, futile though it was, kept her
eyespeeled for another invisible man.

Zee jerked as though he had been stabbed in the back. His face stiffened, but he didn’t cry out or fal
down. She edged toward the door, figuring she' d rather take her chances with Rosy Tony. Zeejerked
again, and his body arched like atautened bow. His mouth opened, but still no sound emerged. A
gplitting sound came from his chest, and ared stain spread in aline from histhroat to his ssomach.

She turned away and pounded at the door. “ Get me out of herel” There was no answer. The noisesfrom
behind her were becoming louder. Tearing, wet sounds as though Zee was being gutted. She didn’t want
to look, but she couldn’t keep her back to it forever, like a child pretending what she couldn’t see
couldn’t hurt her. She didn’t want to suffer the same fate as Zee without at least putting up afight.

Sheturned and pressed hersdlf flat againgt the door in horror. Zee was il upright, but he couldn’t
possibly be dive. His chest and abdomen were ripped completely open, exposing hisinternal
organs—which at that moment dipped and tumbled messily to the floor. Blood was everywhere. He
jerked and swung in the air, wrenched by invisible forces. When something started moving ingde his
chest cavity, she thought she might faint.

It was a hand, ahuman hand groping for purchase among the bent and broken ribs. Slick with gore, it
clutched lower and found agrip on Zee' s pelvis. A second hand appeared and did likewise. Muscles
bunched. Ze€ s shattered corpse shuddered. From the bloody depths of his stomach, something round
and black emerged.

A heed, followed by shoulders and chest. She cried out in denid as afull-grown man hauled himself
bodily out of the dead man and, with avile sucking sound, splashed to thefloor.

The twisted, violent parody of birth was followed by something even more shocking. The man on the
floor was neither monster nor stranger. He was tall and muscular, as demonstrated by his unfolding limbs
and the height he attained upon standing. His face was broad and masculine. Through the blood, his
black skin gleamed. His nakedness hid nothing.

She knew him. He had come to her every night since her Sster had disappeared. His name, she guessed,
wasMongeur Li.

His eyes opened, dripping blood like tears. He turned to look at her.

“| was adeep, lost to dreams.” His voice was exactly asit had been during her degp—emotionless,
dead, ancient. “1 wasdying in abig machine. Didn't think the voice that called me could bered. Didn't
think I’d find the savior in the dark.”

Her whole body was shaking. She wanted to scream, to pound at the door, to run, but every muscle was
locked. Even when he took a step closer to her, moving like a giant through thickened air, she couldn’t
make hersdf budge. His eyeswere crystalline and cold. She could only stare at him with viscerd terror
and awe.

“I am the darknessthat crawlsinto you.” Hisright hand reached for her. “I'll drive astake through the
black of your heart.”



Oh no, she thought with renewed desperation, you won't.

Falling wasjust ameatter of giving up, rdinquishing al attemptsto control her muscles and dlowing them
to go limp. She dropped like a stone to the deck and kicked upward, finding strength for retdiation
where there had been none earlier. Thiswas't adream. Thiswasredly happening, and she hadn’t yet
found the answers she needed, or her Sister, or her name. She wasn't going to let some well-hung
nightmare get in the way of her promiseto hersdlf.

Her stockinged feet struck him the same moment the metal door crashed open. Rosy Tony fell backward
through it, blown by ahail of bulletsinto the room. He crashed into Monsieur Li, and the two of them
went down. The noise was deafening. She rolled over and crouched with her hands over her earsasmen
in uniform poured into the room. It sounded like a dozen tommy gunswerefiring at once. Mongeur Li's
grotesque body wastorn in haf. The air wasfull of gun smoke and misted blood.

A strong hand took her wrist and dragged her out of the tempest. The hand belonged to a cop, and she
sobbed with relief. Someone must have tipped off the police, or they had worked it out for themsalves.
Thetrall of bodieswasthere for al to see. Only dumb luck had brought her to Monsieur Li before them.

The pounding of guns faded behind her. The cop was till holding her by the arm, leading her irresstibly
through the ship’ stight corridors. The engineswere ill running, sill straining against unknown currents.
Blue-uniformed men were everywhere. The ship had been completely overrun.

She was dragged out onto an open deck, where a strange sight greeted her. They weren’t on the open
seq, but they weren't in any recognizable dock, ether. To her right, the water was asflat and transparent
aspureice. To her left hung an impressionistic vision of acity, smeared as though seen through awindow
streaked with water. Ahead was abright yellow light, too powerful to stare at, and behind nothing but
shadow. Therewereno starsin the sky at all.

The engines had taken on asick sound, as though the ship too had been mortally wounded. Glancing
behind her, sheredlized that at least part of the shadow consisted of smoke billowing from the ship’s
stern. The deck quaked underfoot, and she stumbled. The hand at her wrist dragged her upright again,
and sheredlized only then that she was as much a prisoner as she had been before.

The cop holding her was stony-faced and lifeless. He dragged her onto the foredeck, where adozen
other policemen waited with pistols drawn. Individudly they lacked persondity, but as agroup their

hostility was papable.
“Wait,” she said, tugging hersdlf free from thetight grip. “Aren’t you supposed to be rescuing me?’
Without saying aword, the cops as one raised their weapons and took aim at her.

She didn’t have timeto think about fingerprints on Grimes sgun. Shedidn’t have time to wonder if she
could persuade them of her innocence or talk them out of it some other way. Fighting back wasn't even
an option. They had the numbers, and the guns, on their side.

The deck shifted under her again, and the officers swayed, losing their aim. While they were off-baance,
shemoved. A powerful sense of sdlf-preservation guided her. She had waked knowingly toward the
threat of desth and survived thisfar. Thistime she wasn't going to freeze. Her legs moved with surety,
putting al her strength to the task.



Five stepstook her to the starboard edge of the deck. One strong leap took her over. From there,
gravity wasin charge.

Bullets snatched at her but couldn’t hold her back. She felt no pain, just weightlessness as the ocean rose
to meet her. Itsfrozen surface was as smooth as glass. Reflected in it, she could see hersdlf,
blood-spattered and with arms outstretched as though to embrace her reflection. Or her reflection was
rising up to embrace her. Or—

When the two met, they shattered into pieces too smal and too numerousto count, and dl the world
shattered with her.

THISDARK FACADE

[T]he doom and burden of our lifeis bound forever on a man’s shoulders, and when the
attempt is made to cast it off, it but returns upon us with more unfamiliar and more awful
pressure.

—Robert Louis Stevenson

Imre Bergamasc woke knowing exactly who he was. He didn’t know where he had been or what he was
doing. They were smdller problemsto contend with, later. For the moment it was enough to bask inthe
knowledge that he wasin one piece, and that piece was him.

Hewaslying in a coffinlike space that felt like a hardcaster sarcophagus, and he had returned to
consciousness naked apart from amicrofiber skin suit. His body seemed complete, apart from the last
finger on hisleft hand, which was missing, asit should have been. He waited for the lid to open or for a
data feed to connect from the outside, afeding of weariness and morbid anticipation beginning to present
itsdlf, as though a dreaded task awaited him upon his emergence and the return of his memories. He
wondered what dire Stuation would prevail upon his attention.

The memories did come, and they didn’t belong to him.

A man in an antique suit shot in the back whileleaving adingy gambling hal . . . A dancer drangledinthe
entrance of her tiny gpartment . . . A businessman kidnapped and seded in an empty oil drum, where he
suffocated not long after . . . A detective chasing phantoms through alandscape of urban clichés shot in
his office because he had been getting too closeto thetruth . . .

Imre could barely keep track of dl the counterfeit memories pouring into his skull. Under skiesasfluid as
an aily rainbow, he had been dozens of peoplein acity with no name—working, eating, deeping.



Dying.

His ears popped. The sarcophagus broke its seal and did open. Warily, he sat up. The room he found
himself in was much longer than it was wide and contained nothing but a sSingle queue of hardcagters of
unfamiliar design. Sleek and curved like seedpods, al were open and empty gpart from his. Absent were
the thick data and power cablesfamiliar to him. Absent also were any signs of life.

Heinhaled deeply through hisnose. The air had an ozone tang that wasn't entirely pleasant. Hewas
reminded of attack shipsthat had been running hard in battles either unwinnable or too costly to wage for
long. He remembered with bitterness the Pelorus and hislong-ago war against the Forts, and the
decison that was il haunting him many, many yearslater.

More secondhand memories poured into him. Not al of them were immediately comprehensible. Some
were just emotions, fear, anger, and lust among them. He glanced down a himself, and was momentarily
surprised not to see awoman’ s body through his skin suit. He had been re-crested female once before,
but why did that thought come to him now? Why thefedling of having lived athousand lives, but missed
the one that mattered most?

The last date he remembered was M1552. In relative terms he was barely two thousand years old, but
by the Absolute Cdendar he had been around over amillion years. Sometimes he felt that old. Thistime,
it seemed, was one of them.

A door opened at the far end of the long room. Air stirred as pressures equalized, confirming his
suspicion that he wasin aship of some kind. Footsteps echoed in the distance, coming steadily closer.
He peered past the endless ranks of hardcasters to see who had arrived to welcome him back to life.

Atavidtic horror caught the breath in histhroat. A tal black man was striding with confidence toward
him—atal black man he had never seen before, but whose face and body were vividly familiar dl the
same. Therewas no logica reason to be afraid of him, but Imre felt his pulse rise regardless. Hispams
became moigt. A flash of memory crossed his mind—something sexud and bloody—then dropped back
into nothing, leaving him wildly disoriented.

Sopit, hetold himsdf. Get agrip. Y ou know who you are. Find out who he is before giving anything
away.

Imre did hislegs over the edge of the sarcophagus and dropped to the ground in readiness.

The black man dowed as he gpproached. He wore awhite suit with smple, clean lines—auniform,
perhaps, but lacking visibleinsignia. He appeared to be unarmed. Imre didn’t fancy hischancesina
graight fistfight. The man’ s reach was prodigious and musculature pronounced. His eyes, unlike those of
the man in Imre’ s adopted memories, were adeep, dark jade.

“Areyouto blame?’ Imre asked him, not letting his disadvantage in height faze him. He had ruled the
gdaxy, once. He had killed gods.

“For what, exactly?’

Imrewriggled the fingers of hisfour-fingered hand by hisleft ear. “ For the messin here.”



“| don’t understand.”

“Y ou got your wires crossed and plugged me into someone else' s screwed-up fantasy. If | wanted
garbagelikethis, I’ d go back to being asingleton.”

The black man cameto a hdt two meters from him and stood with arms hanging heavily at hissides.
“They are your memories, Imre. Y ou should be grateful. It took us along time to extract them, and you
with them.”

“Extract me from where?’

“From the city: C20. Y ou were caught in ahoney trap. Y our plan failed: you were broken down,
fragmented, eroding, and wouldn’t have lasted much longer. By the time we caught up with you, MZ and
Chyro had become entangled too, trying to get you out. Fortunately, | had something the city couldn’t
defend itsdlf againgt. | had aguaranteed way in.”

Imre remembered C20, amobile metropolis and exclusive haven for Old-Timersthat mimicked the
pre-space erd s twentieth century. Some regarded it as alegend, like the Wandering Jew, but he had
suspected otherwise and proved his hunch true. The tempo of its passengers was maintained at a near
crawl while superdense materidsin the foundations provided gravity under adome designed to let in the
light of nearby suns. Permanently drifting between the stars, it could observe anything approaching from
millions of kilometers away, no matter how small—anything but awrinkle in space-time, aghost ship ship
cdled the Wickthing.

These memorieswerered; he could tell the difference. Despite the Wickthing, getting into the city hadn’t
been an uncomplicated process. C20 was aphysical place, not avirtud environment. Itsinhabitants
possessed real bodies and walked real streets. Imre and the galaxy’ s last-known Fort had tapped the
telephone exchange and hacked into the city’ s contemporary maintenance systems where, below the
facade of ancient days, lay machines cgpable of building him anew. Encased in flesh and blood, with an
assumed identity and credible credentia's, Imre had begun his search for awoman and the answer he
hoped she possessed.

Bianca Biancotti.

The namewas asfamiliar to him ashisown, but it came now with ahint of intrigue. To one among the
many whose memories crowded his head, Biancotti had been amystery to be solved. He could not
remember his own mission, however, beyond getting into the city and the beginning of the search. From
there, he could only guess. If what the man before him had said was true, the city’ s defenses must have
identified him asan intruder. It hadn’t killed or expdlled him, but it hadn’t let him go, ether. His sense of
sef had been dissolved, suddenly and without any chanceto resist. The city had overwhelmed him and
taken himinto itsalf.

“They are your memories, Imre,” the black man had said. Memories of parts of him that had been
excised and let loose—to keep him distracted from his quest and to play rolesin the city dongsideits
“authorized” inhabitants. He understood perfectly now. There had been endless anagrams of hisown
name scrawled on adog-eared note in another man’ s handwriting. He remembered the search to find
“Imre Bergamasc,” who didn’t seem to be anywhere. He remembered a song he heard without respite
and awoman looking for her lost Sster. He remembered fedling alone and fundamentally incompleteina
vaiety of ways.



Lost names, logt siblings, lost opportunities, lost hope. . .
You dreamed of something like | dreamed of you.

A name swam like adlver fish through the sea of his consciousness—Vaia Falisa Soulis—but it meant
nothing to him then.

“Tell mewho are you and why you rescued me.”

The black man regarded him without blinking. “1 think part of you dready knows.”
“I don’'t see how.”

“Inthecity, my namewas‘Monseur Li." ”

That rang avery loud bell. The Mac Grimes part of him had taken orders from a mysterious figure with
that name. “I presumethat’ s not redlly you. Isit an anagram like the others?’

“Of asort. A pun, anyway. The city’s overseer wouldn't give us complete access, so we had to sneak in
by any means available. Because of that, we sometimes arrived mistrandated. It’ s not surprising you
didn’'t recognize mein thecity. | probably wouldn't have recognized myself in that light.” The deep, green
eyes studied him for amoment. “No? What about ‘ Monsieur Zeg' and * Anthony Archer’?’

Fedling tested, Imre turned away from the black man and paced four steps along the hardcaster queue.
Anthony Archer was better known as*Rosy Tony,” the hit man who had killed Grimes and so many
others. He didn’t know who Monsieur Zee was. None of the names were anagrams of hisown. He
jumbled the syllables, reassembled them, free-associated with other words and namesin hismemory.

It cameto him at last.

Those three names were the key to everything.

“ *Rosy Tony’ Archer is‘Rostano, Archard,
gotin. HE san Old-Timer; he's permitted.”

he said, turning. “Render’ sreal name. That's how you

That earned him anod. “He was our route into the overseer. Getting from there into the honey trap
wasn't so easy, however. The dlegories are difficult to penetrate, and by then the city was aware of our

tampering.”
“The blockade of the docks,” he said. “Theintruder from outside.”
“Remova from the trap constituted akind of death, so Render was portrayed as amurderer.”

“Killing pieces of me s0 they could be excised cleanly.” 1t made sense, in adourly poetic kind of way.
Hismanifold physica bodies remained in the city while the data comprising their experiences were
recombined in the new body he wore, one based on atemplate provided by another of hisformer
companions.

“*‘Mongeur Zee isMZ. He camein after me and must’ ve got atoehold aready, which you were able to
exploit.”



“Something like that. The Forts built C20 to host their former salvesin comfort and dignity, with Alsto
keep the peace. MZ was able to get partway in before he was caught. Render rescued him first, before
we made amove on you.”

“And you are Monseur Li, theringleader. ‘M. Li.” Emlee.”
He—she, in the body of aman—bowed again, but made no move to come any closer.

Imre turned and leaned againgt the sarcophagus closest to him. Hefdt faint, and he couldn’t immediately
fathom why. He and Emlee had been lovers, briefly, and his memories of that encounter remained strong
in hismind. Commingled fedings of desire and uncertainty distracted him, interfered with thoughts he
desperately needed to pursue. How long had it been since he had wished his former bodyguard au revoir
on Earth? How had she tracked him down? Why?

Who was she now?

A flash of memory, in abedroom, of adark figure with eyesfull of sars, caught in hismind like asplinter.
Heraised ahand to his breast and held it there, clenched into afigt, until the disorientation passed.

“Areyou dl right?’ she asked him.

He dismissed her concern with an irritated gesture. “ Forget about it. Y ou brought me out of the trap and
put me back together. Now | can get on with my life.”

“Don't you think you should thank me, first?” she said, dtiffly.
“Yes” Acknowledging his self-absorption, heinclined hishead. “ All right. Thank you, First Prime.”

“Prime Minigter, now. There' saso the matter of Bianca Biancotti. She wasn't in the city when we
arrived here. In fact, she waslong gone. The city’ srecords suggest that she left soon after you were
caught. | believe your arrival prompted her to leave, perhapsto take action elsawhere. I'm hopeful she
gave you informetion before she left.”

“What kind of information?’

“That depends on what you asked her, in the city. Don’'t you remember? | assumed it would be
something to do with the Jinc, snce you and | talked about looking for them once. Or the Luminous, or
your old obsession.”

Himself. Of dl hisformer associates, only Emlee had known the truth about the man he had once been.
That had indeed been the prime motivator of his search. Bianca Biancotti had spent many thousands of
years sudying the broken and submerged text flooding the rewired Line. She must have possessed
important data on that front.

Imre’ smind was empty of data, however. If there was anything important in there, if he had found
Biancotti and she had told him anything at dl, it was buried in amess of memories and livesthat barely
resembled hisown.

“Givemetime” hesad agan. “I’m sure the answer will come.”



“Time,” Emleesad, “isonething we're particularly short of.”

Emlee granted him aglimpse of the datafeed he had been anticipating earlier, ataste of the world outside
the hardcaster room. Through virtual senses, he saw the disk of C20 tumbling like atossed coin through
the guif between stars. Its velocity was considerable, explaining the changeable sky of hisfragmented
lives. Emleg smaps reved ed the location of powerful magnetic field lines protecting the structure from
debris. Thosefield lines presently had more to grapple with than ancient meteorites and dust grains.

A series of complicated glyphs defined ships stationed near the city. A contingent of threewas Emleg’s,
arrow-thin darts of unfamiliar design. He wasinside one of them. The rest belonged to afleet of some
fifteen heavy warships maintaining a powered stance surrounding the city. Drive flames burned in naked
displays of aggression. Intense Sgnd s flashed between them, consummately encrypted.

“Not yours?’ he asked Emlee.

“Not remotely. They’ re RaMacPhedron’s.”

His stomach sank. “Well, sl him for afew days, and we'll hardcast into the Wickthing. Then hewon't
be ableto track us. Or have the Apparatuskill his drive system to stop him following.”

She shook her head. “We can't do either, Imre. Ra s ships are protected against the Apparatus by the
same spatiotextura technology that makes the Wickthing vulnerable now.” She hesitated. “ Check the
date, Imre. Things have changed while you were gone.”

Helifted that tiny detail from the dataavailable to him. Not quite bdieving it, he checked it again.

Emlee had reassembled him in the 2010th millennium of human history, meaning that he had beenin the
honey trap for 508,000 years. While his fragments had crawled aong at nearly Fort tempo, and the city
had tumbled close to light-speed, his Absolute age had advanced haf amillion years without his noticing.
No wonder the tech looked different and Emlee had changed so much.

No wonder his head ached.

Emlee came close enough to touch him. Her massive right hand gave his shoulder areassuring squeeze.
“WEée I outrun them the old-fashioned way.”

Helooked down at her hand, and froze.
Don't pull away, hetold himsdlf. Don’t react until you' re absolutely sure what you' re reacting to.
“Go do your thing,” he said, stepping back and waving her ahead of him. “All | ask isfor agood view.”

She flashed white teeth a him, in something that he supposed was asmile, and led him to the bridge.



Things have changed while you were gone.

If hislife had arecurring theme, that wasit. Hisfirst return had been after the Sow Wave, to the news
that every Fort in the galaxy had been killed. Later, hisriseto power had been punctuated by
whistle-stop tours lasting fifty thousand years or more. Then this new devel opment, thelongest gap of all.
While he had dept, the gaaxy had kept patiently turning; stars had gone out; the universe had expanded a
little more; humanity had . . . changed.

Civilization was over two million years old. Imre was amazed he recognized anything at al. The same
cultura momentum that had been such a powerful forcein histimewas clearly il in effect—sustained by
long life spans, records stretching back hundreds of thousands of years, and an innate desire by the
majority of peopleto maintain at least theillusion of astatus quo. While Old-Timers born in the twentieth
century il existed alongside people like Emlee Copas and himsdlf, humanity’ s evol ution was bound to
be duggish. There had aways been fringe dwellers, strange offshoots who burned brightly in the Core or
explored new ways of being out in the dark spaces between the arms. Sometimes these mutations were
successful, asthe Forts and singletons had been. Mostly they died out, though, or diverged so far from
the mainstream of human existence that they were never heard from again, by choice or through an
inability to communicate with their former sblings.

Changes to the mainstream accrued inevitably, but dowly. It wasn't the ship design or politicsthat
gartled him thistime, made him reach urgently for the data feed when Emlee had clapped her hand on his
arm. Electrons had moved duggishly aong quantum channd's as he overclocked to gain timeto think.
Gates had opened and closed with infuriating downess. Mountains of data were waiting to be processed
and pored over—he had no doubt there was much more hidden behind security screens and filters—but
he needed only aquick scan, ahandful of specifics, apartia understanding.

It was worse than he had feared.

The being standing before him was definitely Emlee Copas—former signas officer of the Corps, then
colond in Imre’ s gdaxywide army, and most recently Prime Minister of the Milky Way—but she wasn't
even remotely the person she had been. She might not, if he was forced to pressthe point, even be
humen.

He had raised his tempo before she could become suspicious, and he said nothing to her about it as they
walked through her ship. There would be time later, when they had safely dipped through Ra
MacPhedron’ s net—and there was awhole other thread of history he would have to unravel before he
could even begin to fed like he had found hisfest.

They cameto avast, semicircular bridge, whose purpose was undoubtedly more ceremonid than
functiond. Walls, floor, and ceiling were angular, with brushed-sted fittings that spoke alanguage from
another time. Thirty duty stations clustered in two arcs around a central command podium. There, three
meters above the rest of the crew and standing behind a safety rail, was the one face Imre expected to
recognize no matter when he woke up.

An extrahdf amillion years had been hard on Render, and he hadn’t been a beauty to start with. His
skin had acquired an eroded ook, like pitted stone, and his mismatched eyes were smultaneoudy sunken
and mobile, asthough the mind within that ancient skull let nothing escape its notice. His scalp was
hairless gpart from awhite half Mohawk leading from the crown of his head down to the nape of his
neck. Hewore auniform identical to Emlee’s, but black where hers was white. They looked like negative
images of each other.



Imrewondered if that wasintentiond, if Render was ddliberately making himsdf stand out. The rest of
the crew aso wore white uniforms, and most of them had distinctive black markings on their skins. Few
were completely black like Emlee—he wondered if that was asign of seniority in this strange new
society—but most of them were male.

Imrehid al signs of rising discomfiture. He wasn't one to discriminate over superficidities, hewould
work with people of any race, color, height, age, or gender. That they did their job was dl that
mattered—and the fact that Render was still associated with this particular crew hinted that they must be
doing their job very well indeed.

Emleeled him up aflight of spird stairsto the top of the command podium. On that vantage point
focused the manifold screens of the curving walls. He felt as though he was stepping into asea of data, as
vivid and vitd asacora reef on old Earth. Colors assailed him; ever-changing graphs evolved in
split-second increments; real-time images of RaMacPhedron’ s ships came from dozens of different
angles. For amoment, al he could do was soak it in.

“Say, are you new here?’

Imre shrugged off the information ondaught and forced himsalf to focus on hisold friend. “I might aswell
m”

“Welcometo the real world.”

They shook hands, and Imre was relieved to see that Render possessed none of the black markings of
therest of the crew.

The old soldier noticed him looking and said softly, “ Just you and me,” answering his unasked question.
“Everybody’ sinfected.”

Imre nodded, not wanting to talk about it in front of Emlee. “ Thank you for getting me out of the city.”
“Dreamsare crud.” He shrugged. “| supposeit al meant something to you.”

“We'll see about that later, when I ve had a chanceto think about it.” He indicated the screens. “Arewe
going to makeit out of herein one piece?’

“Maybe. Waich. Keep alow profile. Don't leave.”

Imre assured Render he would stay. He had no intentions of going anywhere until hisimmediate surviva
was assured.

“Who' sthe commanding officer?’
“I am,” Emleereplied. She was|eaning with her arms splayed on the handrail, watching the screens. Her
green eyesreflected athousand different colors. She looked every inch the commander in her new body

and spotless uniform. Imre felt underdressed beside her.

The members of Emlee' s crew looked up from their stations as though in response to an announcement.
A low buzz spread through the room. Images shifted at an increased rate on the screens. Imre came



forward to stand next to Emlee, fedling the energy in theroomrise.
“It' sstarted,” he said.

“Yes” Shedidn’t turn to look at him.

“Can | tak to the Wickthing?’

“Not yet. We re maintaining astrict comms silence so Rawon't know which ship you'rein.” Shedid
glance a him, then. “Forgive mefor kegping you out of the loop. When we' re done here, we can talk
about how you and your friends are going to fit back in.”

“No need to gpologize. I'll just Sit back and relax.”

“You will definitely need to take a seat.” She gestured behind them, where three couches had risen out of
the podium in readinessto cradle their frames. The rest of the crew were adopting Smilar precautions.
That was astartling detail: not even the most powerful engine of hisday could stretch aPrime or
singleton’ s combat-hardened body.

Hedid astherest did, including Emlee, and powerful g forcesimmediately gripped him. He could barely
move his head. From his supine position, though, therewas till plenty to see. Thetrio of arrowshipswas
breaking station around the city, each of them acceerating in a different direction from C20. Ra
MacPhedron’ sflotilla gplit in turn into three pieces and set out in pursuit. Clouds of dronesand
independent weapons spread out like ahalo around each of the stubby, businesdike ships. They were
destroyers, Imre’ s data feed informed him, and had names to match. The stubby vessd following Emleg' s
arrowship was caled Wurmbrand. Thanhauser and Januskopf led the other two charges. All three
were registered to something called “the Fleet Vanguard of the Hogt,” with numberslinking them to the
Round.

The Hogt. Imre could guess what that meant.

Again, unease rippled through him. It was clear that many things had changed. In the old days of the
Corps, Imre would have placed copies of himself and al hismgjor officers on each of the threefleeing
ships, to maximize the chancesthat a least one complete set would survive pursuit. That wasn't aluxury
he dlowed himsdlf anymore, having embraced the philosophies and limitations of a Prime and limiting
himsdlf to just one body, forever.

In more recent times, Imrewouldn’'t have beeninaship at al. Traveling by physica ships through space
had been ararity in the Returned Continuum. Hardcasting dong the Line wasthe norm, so interstellar
gpace battles were rare occurrences. The one commencing before him was the first he could remember
foravery longtime.

Light flared as batteries engaged. Wespons both subtle and massively destructive added their own
spectaclesto the diverging battlefield. Imre raised histempo to keep up. Most of the combat systems
were unfamiliar to him, but many of the tactics remained the same. Emle€’ s ship possessed the advantage
of the lead, which meant its drive wash effectively functioned as awegpon. On theflip side, the pursuit
vessalswere following ahighly visible target. Providing they were able to keep up, they could
theoreticaly pursueit forever.

The start of the chase wasthetrickiest phase, for high-acceleration drones still had a chance of catching



up with the lead ship. Swarms of tiny vessels expanding from each of the combatants flashed and
sparkled with energies dwarfed by their parent vessals but capable of inflicting significant damageif they
hit their marks correctly. Imre studied the diagnostics with agrowing sense of amazement. The drones
were pulling delta-vees athousand times higher than anything he had ever seen and reacting with reflexes
far beyond human. Whole battles were conducted in microseconds, leaving behind clouds of glowing
debristhat covered hdf the sky. Signalswere wildly blue- and red-shifted astheir sources darted this
way and that. For abrief moment, the sphere of vacuum surrounding C20 glowed with the energy of a
smdl sun.

Twice, the couch beneath Imre physicaly shook, reminding him that the ship he occupied was a physica
thing, not anillusion generated by the Wickthing. It could be destroyed, he dong with it, if hisluck turned
sour. The crew took their duties very serioudy and performed with impeccable skill. Emlee commanded
them like amagter, which surprised him at first dthough he should not have expected otherwise. She had
much more than just haf amillion years experience on him. Her ship and its crew possessed advantages
he had never experienced.

Her ship, the Memory of Markheim, was gaining asteady lead on the Wurmbrand when achain of
impacts struck it from acompletely unexpected direction: the front.

Imre swung his attention forward. Seven deep pits pockmarked the Memory of Markheim'’ stapering
nose—entry scars from wegpons that must have been seeded by Ra MacPhedron just in case Emlee
tried to escape along that route.

A boarding alarm sounded. Anything from nanotech swarms to human shock troops could be spreading
through the ship even as he thought about it.

Heturned his head against the crushing g forces. Emlee’ s expression was appropriately concerned.
“Isthere anything | can do?’

“Y ou can stop distracting me.” She relented. “Here are the protocols,” she said, opening command
pathways through the firewals surrounding him. “Go for your life”

He eagerly took the chance to be more than a passive observer in the fight to escape Ra MacPhedron.
Counterintrusion systems had dready identified the nature of the hostile drones. They consisted of
fast-tunneling bombs—tasked with seeking out vulnerable areas and sdlf-detonating—supported by
teams of robotic “bodyguards’ that kept the bombs functiona aslong as possible. To counter them,
Emleg s ship was manufacturing assassin droids to take out the bodyguards plus bombarding the bombs
with viruses designed to disable their trigger mechanisms. Already one of the bombs had sensed the
interference and salf-destructed well forward of itstarget. The Six remaining bombs were heading for
areasrelating to telemetry and life support. One passed dangeroudy closeto a crew shelter in which
more than ahundred of the ship’s personnd lay, unable to move while the ship was undergoing such
intense acceleration.

Imre left disarming the bombs to Emlee s software specidigts. Taking control of one of the assassin
droids, he embraced the spindly machine slightning-fast reaction times and sent it sprinting along the
Memory of Markheim'’ swinding corridorsin search of prey.

When hefound hisfirst target, he poured an upwelling of frustration and anger into its destruction. For he
who had been caught in theriptide of C20 and flung out the far end of time. For the fragments of him



who had thought themselvesreal beings and died in their droves just so he could escape. For the past.

One by one, the bombs were defused or destroyed. Imre helped mop up the last of the bodyguards,
noticing Render among those taking an active role in the ship’ s defense. The old soldier moved with a
familiar and utterly brutd efficiency.

When Imre returned to active control of his body, he was swesting and breathing hard, but felt cleansed,
part of the world again. His senses rang with the sights, sounds, and smells of combat. Aswake-up calls
went, there was nothing quite so effective asagood fight.

On the main screens before him, it was clear that pursuit was faling behind. The drones Ra MacPhedron
had sent after them were becoming less numerous, and those few remaining were at the very limit of their
operating lives, having expended nearly al their mass smply to catch up. Forward sweeps were now on
the aert for more ambushes, and severd had been neutralized dready. The austere visage of the
Wurmbrand receded steadily into the backdrop, accompanied by aswarm of semi-independent fighters.

The main drive till surged, even though the Memory of Markheim’s velocity was now so closeto the
speed of light that the stars behind barely registered above infrared.

“How long are you planning to keep thisup?’ he asked Emlee. “The burn must be costing you plenty.”
Shedidn’t turn her head. “I know Raand his ships. He' Il bresk off before we do.”

“Areyou sure about that?’

“I am. Hewill.”

Imre didn’t pressthe point. Other details were causing him concern. There seemed to be awhole other
conflict taking place on the screens that he couldn’t access through hisnormal senses. Strange sheets and
webs unfolded and collapsed in brilliant colors that bore no relation to what was taking place in the regl
world. They weren't magnetic, dectric, or even gravitationa fields; they weren't vectors of nanotech
swvarmstoo small to see. Something else was going on that he couldn’t quite fathom.

That wasn't dl. Ahead, where the sky blazed in brilliant ultraviolet, he saw no obvious god for ther
headlong flight. “Wherever you' retaking me, itisn't Earth.”

“No,” shesaid. “We're heading out of the gdactic disk.”

“Dol get any say inthat?’

“Later, | promise. Let me put one problem to bed before tackling the next.”

Imre acquiesced, dthough it seemed very much to him as though they were running, not retreating. He
didn’'t want to believe that anyone formerly under his command would mount an extraction without first
preparing an exit strategy. The other two ships Emlee commanded, Stwell in Retrospect and the
Hermiston Memorial were aready well outside the Memory of Markheim’ slight-bubble. He assumed
they were experiencing smilar barrages from the shipsin pursuit of them.

On the screen, aflurry of activity indicated the sudden dimming of the Wurmbrand’ sdrive halo,
indicating that Rawas indeed breaking off the chase, or at least lessening the urgency of hiseffortsto



keep up.

Emleedidn’'t say | told you so, for which Imrewas grateful. Instead, she maintained the Memory of
Markheim’s burn for afurther fifty seconds. When an extrafew points of velocity differentiated the two
ships, shefindly cdled for the mighty enginesto be tilled.

Imre’ s sense of down shifted wildly as the ship reconfigured itsalf around a centra, centripetal habitat and
speedily spun itself up to a comfortable one gee. He took that as a sign that they would be coasting for a

longtime.

The crew relaxed as the threet from behind eased, but they didn’t lose their focus. The way they moved,
the intense concentration with which they went about their tasks, and the lack of interaction between
individuals—al told him that they were most likely frags. None of them looked familiar, which aso
shouldn’'t have surprised him. In haf amillion years, most of the people he had known should have been
dead or radicaly transformed, like Emlee.

He eased himsdlf out of the couch and stood, grateful to be mobile again.

“You want answers,” Emlee said. It wasn't aquestion. “Render will take you to my quarters. I'll meet
you therein an hour Absolute, after I’ vetidied things up here. Ther€ Il betimeto talk then. Browse
through Hard Records while you' re waiting. Fill in some blanks. Fed freeto cal the Wickthing and
double-check everything.” Her green eyes met hisfor amoment. “1 know you' |l want to.”

Imre understood Emlee. He didn't entirely trust her, and she dmost certainly knew why. It would take
more than datafrom her own ship to turn him around on that point.

“Comewithme.”

Render indicated the sairs leading from the command podium, and he dutifully followed, leaving Emlee
and her crew to settle the Memory of Markheim into itslong voyage wherever. The bridge was eerily
slent: no orders, no exclamations, no conversation. He hadn’t seen a group of frags so content since the
Forts had died.

Render noted the direction of his gaze asthey moved past the orderly ranks and headed for a section of
the ship Imre hadn't seen before. “ Say nothing.” The old soldier switched to an encrypted line, using old
Corps protocols that had probably been superseded athousand times over. “ Tread careful. Hide your
fear. Don't let them know.”

“But it salien—a parasite, athrest—"

“All thisistrue”

“I told her to think about using it, to consider its Strategic advantages. | didn’t expect her to infect
everyonewith it. | didn’t expect her to infect hersdlf.”

“l know. You and me—wedon't likeit, but it' stoo late. Thisisreal.”
“Y ou should have done something.”

Render shrugged as he led Imre along a perfectly straight corridor that appeared to have no end. “Y ou



were somewhere dse. It'swhat she needed.”
“So no one stopped her?’

“Shesad, ‘I'venothingtolose” ” Render halted midstride and tightly gripped Imre’ sright arm. “L ook at
us. Have we become al that we could be? Where do we belong? We are the unknown.”

Imre wanted to argue with him. Anger coiled tight and hot in his chest, like awhip ready to strike out. He
knew, though, that Render wasn’'t the source of histemper, and neither was Emlee. It was himsdlf, for
being out of the loop for so long, for letting so much time passin such afruitless and frustrating way.

“You'reright, old friend. | shouldn’t judge anyone until | know thefull story. Emlee must have had her
reasons.”

“Okay.” Render let him go with asharp nod. “Did | let you down?’
“No. You did your best. | know you did. Y ou couldn’t have changed her mind once she' d madeit up.”
“Wdl, maybe. . .”

Imre didn’t want to pursue that point. With full control of the Apparatusin her hands, no one could have
stood in Emleg sway for long. Imre of dl people knew that.

They resumed their walk in slence, until Imre asked, “Any sgn of Helwise?’
The question prompted another sharp look. “ Don’t mention that name.”

Imre’ s curiosity was piqued, but he resigned himsdlf to finding the answer on hisown, to that question
and so many others.

The end of the corridor wasn't as distant asit had seemed. It terminated in ablank white pandl that did
aside as Render approached. Beyond that point were two doors, one limned in red, the other green. The
green door opened smoothly to alow Imre access, but Render didn’t move to pass through. They had
arrived at Emleg squarters.

“Do your best,” the old soldier said.

Imre nodded. “Once Emleg sfinished with me, | might want to talk with you about what comes next.”
“Cdl me. I'll bewaiting.”

They shook hands. “It’sgood to be back, | think. I count myself lucky.”

“Miracles” Render said, “are never what they seem.”

Imre smiled for the first time since his reawakening, as hisfriend’ s solid back retreated aong the corridor.



Then the pand did shut, and he was done. The smilefell away. Behind him, the green door beckoned.
He turned and went to see what kind of quarters Emlee favored these days.

They were neither opulent nor unduly extensive, consisting of two rectangular rooms, one clearly a
bedroom, the other astudy. The walls were diaed to a soft shade of brown, making awelcome change
to the bright white of the rest of the ship. What furniture there was favored lean, economical lines a
dim-line desk, two cushioned chairs, abed set low to the floor, a skinny wardrobe filled with ceremonid
uniforms made out of genuine cloth. Nothing that would suit him should he decide to change out of his
skin suit. There were no artworks on display. The face the Prime Minister presented to visitorswas a
minima one, dmost nonexistent, and Imre wondered what was hidden behind it.

“Give me access to Hard Records,” hetold the bare walls.
“Yes, Imre,” said the Apparatus.

Thefamiliar voice didn't put him entirely at ease. That the Al seemed to be moving with the ship, whenin
the past it had been confined to relaively stationary locations, was another indication that things had
changed. “Full access?’

“I am ingtructed to hide nothing from you.”

“Emlee might have ingtructed you to tell methat.” The Apparatus didn’t respond to the gentle accusation,
and hewaved it away. “Doesn’'t matter. Tell me the difference between Hard Records and any other
kind.”

“Theterm isemployed to differentiate between standard information-retrieval syslems and the one
commonly employed by the Host, which | am unable to access”

There was that word again. “What exactly is‘the Host' 7’

“ ‘TheHod' servesthe same function as ' the Returned Continuum.
“It’ sthe gdactic government, then.”

“Yes. Theterm can aso be used in reference to the citizens of that government.”
“And theinformation-retrieva system they commonly employ is. .. 7’
“TheVail.”

He nodded, finding no surprisesin that answer. The truth had cometo him in that superfast moment of
clarity when Emlee had touched his shoulder. He had looked down at her hand and redlized that her skin
wasn't black at al. What he had initidly taken to be skin wasin fact the surface of a nonterrestrial
parasite he had first encountered on an unremarkable world called Dussehra. In return for the nutrientsiit
dole, it provided certain benefits, principa among them its ability to function as aneurond anaogue,
alowing its hosts to expand their memories. The parasite o provided a meansto propagate memories
from person to person, smply by exchanging samples of the Veil. The Gravamen of Dussehrahad used
the parasite to bring stability to a culture that had been turbulent ever sncethefall of the Forts, and
Emlee had clearly performed the sametrick on the gadlaxy asawhole.



AslImre had first suggested she do. He hadn’t meant, however, for the parasite to take over. In her
shoes, he would have confined its use to Primes aone, since they were the onesin most need of
dabilization. Singletons, frags, gestalts, and the rest had their own means of preserving what needed to be
preserved. It was the short-lived multitudes who raised the turbulence and made governing the gaaxy
such athankless task.

Have we become all that we could be?

Render’ swords were pointed. From the Host’ s perspective, Primes without the Vell, like him and
Render, were throwbacks. Who wouldn't choose a better memory if they could? Who would voluntarily
accept to be disadvantaged? That the parasite preferred males over femaleswasn't necessarily an
impediment, since sex was a choice many people exercised, as Emlee had. Surdly, by now, the Host
must have solved that problem.

Hefdt an urge to pace asthough in acage.

“What did Emlee say about |etting me out of thisroom?’

“That | am not permitted to do s0.”

“I'm aprisoner, then.”

“Sheingructed meto tel you that thisis only temporary, for your own protection.”

“Againg wha? Thisisher ship.”

“That is correct, Imre.”

The Apparatus offered nothing more than that, so Imre was left to specul ate about spies or worse.
“You'd better give me access to the Hard Records, then,” he said, deciding it wastime to stop asking
fruitless questions and start accessing facts.

“Yes Imre”

One of the study walls dissolved into an old-fashioned flat screen. He sat in achair oppositeit and
tapped into avirtud feed at the sametime. The amount of information waiting for him was considerable.
Hewould need help winnowing it down to something he could absorb in under an hour.

“Find me ahigtory of the Hogt, right back to when it used to be caled the Returned Continuum.” He
wanted to know where he fit into the picture. Had Emlee come looking for him deliberately or had she
stumbled across him by accident?“Whileyou're at it, you d better give me an update on Executive
Order KISMET. Isthat ill in place?’

“Yes, Imre. Itis”

“Have there been any sghtingslately?’

“Nonefor two hundred thousand years.”

That should have put him at ease. If Helwise hadn’t been seen for so long, that surdly meant that she was



gonefor good.

Again Render stood between him and satisfaction. Don’t mention that name. What did Render know
that the Apparatus didn’t? Helwise had a nasty habit of biting when least expected to.

“Tell meabout Al Freer.”
“The Marsha hasretired from active duty,” the Al told him. “He awaits you &t this ship’s destination.”
“Whereisthat, exactly?’ he asked, jumping ahead of himself.

The Apparatus provided him with amap. Far from the starry arms of the galactic spiral hung asmall red
sphere. The name attached told him that it didn’t define astar or adrifting planet. The red sphere
contained aship maintained by the fifth ganglion of the Noh exploratory arm. The Noh was awidely
dispersed group mind; this aspect of it was known as“the Jnc.”

Imre understood then exactly why Emlee had come after him. He might have got lost on the hunt for
answers, but she hadn’t forgotten the questions. With haf amillion yearsin which to ask them, she had
been bound to make some progress.

What he fdt at that moment, however, wasn't exactly triumph. There was trepidation too, and no smal
amount of salf-doubt. He told himsdlf that both were perfectly reasonable.

The time had come to meset his makers.

With the past catching up on him in more ways than one, the time was a so perfect for ahistory lesson. It
wasn't one he waslooking forward to. In his day, the galaxy had held an average of one hundred
thousand Primes per star system, amounting to atotal human population of ten quadrillion acrossthe
entire gdaxy. The length of a Prime generation had been around 250 years, Absolute, meaning that since
hisday twenty quintillion people had lived and died, the equivaent of four billion twentieth-century

Earths. That figure wasn't unreasonably enormous; just as many had lived and died while he had ruled the
Returned Continuum. But he had been there for that; he had been connected to their lives, no matter how
tenuoudly, by the threads of government he had spread through the galaxy. The mgority of Primessince
then might never have heard of him. How long until his name had been dropped from history texts? How
long until all memory of the Bergamasc regime had been expunged entirely from human consciousness?

He was being melodramatic, and he knew it. While Emlee, Render, and Freer dtill existed, hisname
wouldn’t be completely forgotten. It was, however, astark reminder that what influence he had once
possessed was likely to be much reduced. He wasjust another Prime lost on the vast tides of time. Like
Ozymandias, dl hisworks might one day come to naught.

Even that, he chided himsdlf, was probably nonsense. While he had been absent, his Fort-self had
presumably maintained a presence viathe Barons, working in secret to further the ends of Domgard. And
then there was the Veil. Wherever he was and whatever he was doing, Imre was certain the name was
far from forgotten.



Nomenclature was at the top of hisresearch list. He had aready made amistake by calling Emlee“First
Prime.” Shewas now Prime Minister, and had been, he soon learned, ever since acongtitutiond crissin
M 1610, during which the government had been overhauled from the very top down. Gaactic history up
to that point had been volatile, as he had feared it would be following his departure. He had witnessed
some of it himsdlf while searching for Bianca Biancotti and the Luminous. Civil unrest had threstened to
undo Emlee severy effort at expansion and reconstruction, until it seemed like she might be toppled from
power as Imre had amost been. In the end, she had met the rising dissenters halfway. She had agreed to
reconsider the way her empire was run. Once she alowed that much, tensions had eased. Elections, also,
had hel ped.

RaMacPhedron, Imre was surprised to learn, had risen through the ranks to become President of the
Hogt, elected in alanddide againgt severa well-known opponents, former Marshal Al Freer among them.
Primes and singletons dike had voted for him, which surprised Imre even further. The man Helwise had
Set up to be a successor to Imre's own throne, complete with agenetic kinship establishing adirect linesl
descent for those who cared about such things, had been somewhat of an incompetent. Nor had he
seemed especidly sympathetic to Primeissues. Something had turned him around in the eyes of the
masses, something that was't articulated in the Hard Records. Perhaps, Imre thought, he had smply
improved a the job.

Campaigning had been conducted over ninety thousand years, with platforms and candidates
crisscrossing the galaxy in order to strengthen ties and gather support. Singletons had a clear advantage
over Primesin that regard, since they could campaign in many different places at once. Few candidates
talked about the past, and none referred to Imre stime. The First Church of the Return had been
completely removed from the table—as it should have been, Imre supposed, with both its prophet and
high priestess deposed. The discussion was about the future and how humanity would respond to it.
Under the twin yokes of the Apparatus and the Veil, opportunities existed to talk redistically about such
long-term issues astota resource use, expansion beyond the galaxy, and so on.

Cdling the poll done had been amiracle of organization that wouldn't have been possible evenin the
Forts time. Encrypted votes had taken millenniato converge on regiond centers, then millenniamoreto
reach Earth, where they were checked and double-checked to ensure an accurate result. It wasn't
contested. President MacPhedron, son of the former Regent Helwise MacPhedron and First Prime Imre
Bergamasc, was sworn into power in the 1750th millennium of human history.

Ra svictory ushered in an entirely new era—one publicized as peaceful, but actually one of
overwhelming intra-governmental stagnation, as Prime Minister and President remained deadlocked over
critical issues. In that sense, their corule was not so different from that of Helwise and Imre, except for
oneimportant detail: this conflict wasn't reflected in the genera population. Apart from the inevitable and
unstoppabl e Brownian motion among the Primes, as smal powers rose and fell within the confines of
individua solar systems, the galaxy asawhole was stable. In the half million years or more since Imre
had disappeared from the scene, the communa memories shared through the Vel had such abinding
effect that, regardless what happened to the top, a sense of kinship spread across vast expanses of space
andtime. A low-level empathy had in effect captured the galaxy and brought peace where over amillion
years of conflict had failed.

Imre scanned through pictoria records of RaMacPhedron’ s eection campaign and found his son to have
become alionesque figure since their confrontation on Earth, with no trace of his genetic ancestry apart
from his mother’ s gold-flecked eyes. He wore the Vel like the Gravamen of Dussehra, with tattoolike
whorls and patternsintricately carved across his cheeks and temples. Hislips were black, and hiseyes
were dark-rimmed as though circled with kohl. He was often portrayed with hair wild and manelike, his



posethesatricaly aigned with images of humanity’ s greatness. atop the Citadel of Earth; under the skies of
Hyperabad; on the bridge of an advanced warship; in discussion with politicians and philosophers. Asfar
as hagiographieswent, Imre thought, thiswasfird-rate.

In the background, attending Raas arunning partner during his campaign but playing only asymboalic role
in the government, was an unexpectedly familiar face.

Vice President Sevaste had changed little, superficidly, snce Imre had last seen her, dthough she played
avery different role now than when they had first met. They had known each other briefly on Dussehra,
birthplace of the Vell. Later, on Earth, she had come to him bearing the memories of her former leaders
inapleato usethe Vel exactly as Emlee had subsequently done. Imre had rejected her, fearing that she
was being used as a pawn by Helwise MacPhedron—just as he had feared she was being used by the
Barons when on Dussehra. Since then, he hadn’t spared her a second thought.

For over six hundred thousand years, she had played an active role in spreading the Veil acrossthe
gdaxy. If any one person could be said to be responsible for the plague, it would be she. That shewas
one of the few women who had survived Assumption—uwhich Imre couldn’t help but think of as
infection—had only raised her public profile. Every person she brought into the fold carried with them a
piece of her, for therest of their days. That kind of influence couldn’t be bought—or easily erased.
Maybe that, Imre thought, was how Ra MacPhedron had attained power so easlly.

Imre’ s concern about the parasite returned. His understanding of the Veil, gleaned in passing shortly
before his abdication, seemed to be more or less correct. The limitations of its“ soft” record-keeping
were smilar to those of ahuman brain: extramemory required extratissue, and there was only so much a
Prime body could cope with. Because no one person could possibly contain dl the memories of twenty
quintillion others, the Vel had brought stability without uniformity, and had worked itsway into more
human niches than even the long-lost Continuum. The question was. was the end result till humanity?

Imredidn’t know how to answer that question. Even if the Vel truly wasn't conscious and had no
agenda of itsown, the fact that avast amount of aien tissue was responsible for subduing the human
race’ s sl f-destructive impulses struck him as troublesome.

Gravine Sevaste had been apriest in the First Church of the Return before becoming Gravine of
Dussehra, and he was surprised to learn that she till called herself one, but of anew faith, onewith a
much gentler face. Cdlling itsdlf the Revivaist Doctrine, it had no prophet and it promised no restoration
of glory days, since the present was regarded by most as comfortably affluent. He skimmed its teachings
and found them uninspiring. Vague references to an unnamed savior kept its options open for assumption
of aleader, should the Doctrine ever turn militant. That it hadn’t found the focusto do so thusfar didn’t
encourage him to worry on Emleg s behdf.

Imre eased himsalf out of Hard Records for amoment in order to collect histhoughts. Officidly, at least,
the gdlaxy wasin good shape, despite the squabbling of those nominally in power. If he could bring
himsdlf to accept the presence of an aien symbiont, maybe he could deep at night.

Hedidn’'t, however, entirely believe everything he had read so far. The picture was too perfect. Redlity
didn’'t work like that. Humanity didn’t work like that.

The dark speck of the Wurmbrand ill dogged the Memory of Markheim, as patient as a vengeful
shade.



Darker till wasthe complete absence of the Barons and the Luminous from the officid histories he had
skimmed over. That worried him more than the Vell, Gravine Sevaste, and Ra M acPhedron combined.
The defining conflict of hisrule couldn’t have disappeared so easily. He had abdicated over it. He had
died for it. Herefused to believe that it had smply vanished into nothing.

“I want to talk to someone on the Wickthing,” hetold the Apparatus.

“I will arrange that for you, Imre.”

A minute passed, during which he rose from his seat and waked twice to and fro across the room. His
body felt awkward, wrongly shaped. He wished he could find some other clothesto wear, apart from the
unflattering skin suit.

Theflat screen rearranged the many windows he had opened in order to present anew view, one of a
greenly pastord countryside lit by apleasant yellow sun. The stately Georgian town house wasingantly
recognizable to Imre, who had spent some considerabletimeinsdeits virtua walls, prior and subsequent
to hisabdication.

“MZ,” hesad. “Can you hear me?’

“With perfect clarity,” said the ancient Fort.

“Thank you for trying to rescue me from C20.”

“The effort had to be made. We were fortunate in the end to have the assistance of your associates.
Without them, | fear none of uswould ever have emerged.”

“I'll be appropriately grateful once | know for sure what kind of messthey’ ve brought us back to.” He
studied the view before him closdly, but failed to see the only other inhabitant of the ghost ship. “Where's
Chyro? Lot in another smulation?’

“Inamanner of speaking. He remains caught in C20. His pattern wasirretrievable.”

Imre sat back down to absorb the news. “1 remember a book—the Book of Kdlls.” He frowned.
“That'sarea book, isn't it?’

“Itwas”

He didn’'t know where the memory had come from. Something about alibrary and a man whigtling; the
rest was obscured. He shivered, fegling again as though his body no longer belonged to him, and cursed
the mad ingenuity of thetrgp’ s architects. Puns, tangled connections with the outside, fragmentary
versons of himsdf—he did indeed count himsdf lucky to bein one piece.

“WEe I go back and get him,” he promised, theloss of his old companion gnawing at him, “or bring him
back the cheat’ sway. Y ou still have his pattern recorded, | presume.”

“| do, but you should know that this method of retrieva is rictly forbidden by the Hogt.”

That didn’t surprise Imre, knowing that Emlee wasin charge. “What they don’'t know won't hurt them.”



MZ disagreed silently; Imre had learned through long association how to interpret the Fort’ s unspoken
messages. “| have been waiting to hear from you,” MZ eventudly said. “Did you find Bianca Biancotti ?
Did you learn everything you hoped from her?’

Hefrowned. “To be honest, my memory’shazy on that point. There salot to sort through. You'll have
to be patient.”

He was speaking as much to himsdlf asto the Fort and didn’t really expect an answer. Theone he
received surprised him.

“Perhapsthe Host can help.”

An automatic rgection of that ideadied on hislips. Perhgpsindeed. The Vel had given humanity half a
million years of experience with memories. Aslong as he didn’t have to become infected, he waswilling
to explore the possibilities.

The entrance to Emlee’ s quarters did open.

Helooked up as she entered, and his pulse involuntarily quickened.

“Areyou nervous?’ she asked him as hekilled the feed to the Wickthing.

Imre stood, but that didn’t make him fed any lessdiminutive in her presence. It wasn't afeding he liked
aadl.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Y ou kidnap me. Y ou lock me up. Y ou surround me with people infected by an
alien parasite. What reason could | possibly have to be nervous?’

She smiled and began to disrobe in front of him. “What I’'m about to tell you won’t help. The Vel is
sexudly transmitted.”

He kept himsdlf perfectly till. Emlee’ swhite uniform was severd layersthick, consisting of subtle armor,
he assumed, designed to protect her againgt different sorts of attack. Beneath the armor she was hugely
broad across the shoulders and chest—Ilike aweight lifter, or aclumsy ultramae of old, the kind he had
routinely rejected for positionsin the Corps. Her upper arms were thick with corded muscle, aswere her
thighs. Her ssomach was perfectly flat.

Again, something ingde him quailed with amixture of fear and desire.
“Areyou coming on to me or converting me?’

“Look closdly,” she said, holding out her arms and standing as ill as hewas. Her discarded uniform lay
on thechair beside her. “Don’t be like Render. Y ou have nothing to fear from me or the Vell.”

“Y ou haven't answered my question.”

“| want to educate you, not fuck you.” She wasn't smiling anymore, and he remembered that the
Gravamen of Dussehra hadn't liked being touched. “ Thisisavery old organism that spread among
protomammals on Dussehralong before humans arrived. There was a surviva advantagein being
infected; it increased the animd’ s experience, gleaned from the parasite’ sformer hosts. Infection usualy



went from maeto femae, then from mother to mae offspring. Therole of the femae changed inthe
human pandemic. Gravine Sevaste told us, correctly, that in her day it was very difficult for awoman to
assumethe Veil. That's changed now; we cracked the parasite’ s genome and proteome along time ago.
But the tradition was firmly established by then, and it’ seasier for meto play therole thisway. Apart
from the extramass | need to keep up with demands, | could change back anytime | wanted.”

Imre was curious despite himself. He moved closer to study the surface of her body. It wasn't skin, but it
covered every square centimeter of her from head to foot, so it might aswell have been. It was smooth
like cured leather, and lacked the fine hairs and wrinkles his subconscious expected. Theillusion of
muscles was created by thick layers of the Vel accumulating in areas best able to support the extramass:
shoulders, arms, back. She needed the extra memories, presumably, to give her acommanding edge
over rivals, her body therefore had to be physicaly able to support it.

“Norma biomodificationswould be smpler,” he said.

“People find this more palatable, and biologicaly it stswell. Human bodies have been home to parasites
aslong aswe ve exigted. A lot of Primes prefer it to machines and genetic engineering.”

He could see that, but he could aso see how such an accumulated mass of memories could bea
disadvantage aswell asaboon. If they interfered in normd life, if they disrupted the normal sense of sdf,
the Veil might become an abatross of unspeakable proportions.

Emlee seemed unbothered by it. Only her eyes and the inside of her mouth displayed natural hues. She
didn’'t smell dien, though. Up close, she smdlled faintly of clovesand cinnamon.

Her breath was soft on his cheek. He wanted to touch her, to see what the Vell fdt like, but the feeling
wasn't entirdly clinical. He backed away.

“Who'sin there?’ he asked.

She didn’t answer until she had walked to her bedroom and put on arobe he hadn’t seen before. They
sat opposite each other on the two chairswhile shetried to explain.

“It'snot like having a thousand peoplein your head. It'smore like extending a house. Every room you
add on gives you space for more furniture, more books, but the address remains the same.”

“Youdamit sdill you.”

“Itisme, Imre. Older, more powerful, harder . . .” She nodded. “There' s no denying I’ ve changed, but |
would in haf amillion years, don't you think?’

It hadn’t truly sunk in yet, that he was avisitor to the galaxy around him, no longer aliving part of it. The
confused perspectivesin his head were making it hard to think clearly about anything, and he was mightily
glad Emlee had covered hersdlf up. “The Apparatus says|’m in here for my protection, yet you had
Render march me through the ship without bodyguard or armor. On the bridge, you had me standing in
front of dozens of people, any one of whom could’ ve taken a potshot at me. Forgive meif | question the
reasoning behind your decisons.”

The lazy gesture she offered with her left hand was dl nonchaance. “Naturally you' re suspicious. You
have alot to catch up on—and that’ s partly your own fault, | have to point out. When you left Earth, you



promised to stay out of my way. Y ou did that alittle too well, I think. Y ou disappeared completely.
There were adozen times | thought you' d been killed, but rumors eventudly trickled in from outposts all
acrossthe galaxy. Y ou weren't interested in keeping up with current events. Y ou were too busy poking
around in the past.”

“That was the whole point,” he said. “We needed to find out more about the Luminous and the
Barons—or have you forgotten that?’

“Not forgotten, Imre. Not at al.” Her green eyes dissected him like surgica lasers. “Did you find
anything?’

“Hintsand rumors. | presume MZ gave you the data.”

“Hedid, and therewas nothing in it we hadn’t aready learned. Has anything new cometo you while
you' ve been waiting here, done?’

“ Anything Bianca Biancotti gave me, you mean, while | wasin the city?’
“YS.”

He shook his head, feding faintly resentful. The jumble of experiencesweren’t going to settle easily, and
it wasn't asif he had been stting around doing nothing.

“Let metdl you this” she said, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees. Her giant hands
hung before him with fingersinterlaced. “ Getting you out of the city was along and complicated process.
No, dlow metofinish,” she said when hetried to interrupt. “ Y ou don't have to fed obliged to me. | just
want you to know how it worked. The more of your pieces we pulled out, the morefilled-in the jigsaw
puzzle became, but we could tell it wasn't complete. There were gaps. Until we were sure we had
everything, we weren't going to try to start you up. Who knew what damage we would do?’

“That didn't stop the Jinc.”

“Y es, and look what happened. We traced the pieces of you in C20 by following cluesrelating solely to
you. Some of them you noticed yoursdf: the anagrams, for instance. Occasiondly there were physica
clues, likewhite hair, blue eyes, and amissing finger. Behavioral quirks sometimes gave you away too: a
didike of mirrors, say, harking back to when you didn’t recognize images of your old sdif.”

As she spoke, he nodded, understanding more about the disparate personae he had been while under the
city’ sspell. He recognized dl those symptoms.

“There was atimelimit, as you know. Rawas getting closer, and the city itsalf had started to fight back.
We couldn’t afford to miss anything, but at the same time we couldn’t afford to be subtle, either. The
city’ simmune system mobilized at the end, manifesting as police Samping down on acrime wave. Y our
names were changed in an attempt to further confuse the issue. We bardly got the last part of you out in
time”

He remembered only fragments of hisfind moments. People—parts of him, al of them—had been
dropping likeflies. Pain and confusion had reigned.

“Now we' ve plugged al the gaps, and you still don’t know the answer,” Emlee said, watching him. “I



think it was more than just the city working against us.”
“What do you mean by that?’

“I think the problem is Bianca Biancotti.”

Imrewaited for Emleeto explain.

“Look at it from her point of view. She’slying low in the city—maybe hiding—when you gppear, wanting
to dig up the past again. The city catches you before you can find her, and she'simmediately in abind.
Something is calling her away, but she doesn’t want to leave you ignorant. If she knows something truly
incendiary, she can't just tell part of you becauseit’ slikely to be misunderstood, and could be easily
extracted by someone following on your heds. She'll want to keep it safe from everyone—outsiders and
the city included—until you' re ableto understand it. Y ou’ re the only one shetrusts. Y ou' re the recipient
of the message she wantsto give, no one dse.

“So | think she hid the information inside you, buried deep where even you wouldn’t be aware of it,”
Emlee sad, her hands il folded asthough in prayer. “1 believe sheleft the city, safein the knowledge
that the secret she had found was preserved insde you, and therefore insde the trap itself. The city
would hold that information aslong asit survived. Y ou might not be aware of it yet, but it must be there.”

“Likewhat?’" he asked.

“Only you cantdl usthat,” shesaid. “Did any of your find personae have asecret? Were they hiding
anything in their minds or under their beds? Was there a puzzle that obsessed them unduly, a mystery or
riddlethey couldn’t solve?’

Imre nodded dowly, unwilling to give in completely to the fragmentary recollections. Asthe detective on
the case of amissing sister, he had asked, “Did she say or do anything unusud before she left? If sheleft
amessage of somekind, that'd makeit redl convenient.” It wasn't, however, this viewpoint that he was
trying to remember.

“There was something,” he said, remembering a photo of a buxom blonde with afragile smile. “ There
was awoman looking for atwin sSster. She came to another part of mefor help. Finding that Sster was
the most important thing in theworld to her.”

Emlee nodded. “We pulled her out last of dl. Did shefind the sster?’

Imre shook hishead. “I don’t remember. Infact, | don’t remember her at al. Just the things she did with
other people who were a'so me.”

Emlee frowned. “We definitely extracted her. Maybe her experiences haven't fully integrated yet.”

That made sense. So much was till filtering through the fog of loss and confusion. “Thetwin wasa
figment of thiswoman’ simagination. There was no evidence she had ever existed: there were no photos
of the two of them together; her gpartment only had one bedroom. | think the Sster was actuadly the
woman hersdf, a personawithin the persona, and this caused unwanted sequel ae like amnesiaand other
syndromes. The sister theory was probably just an attempt to explain those side effects, which seemed
utterly incomprehensibleto her.”



“That must have been how Bianca kept her knowledge safe from the city, then,” Emlee said. “ She
subsumed one of your personaeinsdeitsdf, armed with the knowledge she wanted you to find. We have
to accessit.”

HWM!
She frowned again. “What do you mean—why?”

“Why isthat information important to you, and why did you go to so much troubleto get it? There' s
something missing from this picture, and it’ s not just Bianca Biancatti. It' syou.”

“| want the samething I’ ve dways wanted,” she said in siff tones. “What' sright.”

“WEe ve dways disagreed on that point.”

“Then we' re no worse off now than we ever were.”

He acknowledged that point with half alaugh. The bitter edge to it wasthicker than he had expected.

“Let me show you something,” she said, rising from the chair and indicating the door. He hesitated, then
followed her out into the halway. The door sedled shut behind them.

She turned to the second door, the one limned in red. “1t opens on your biometricsonly, Imre.”

Hewaked forward and the door did smoothly aside, revealing chambers no more spacious than hers,
identica in design except mirrored down the connecting wall between them.

Where hers was sparsdly furnished, his was crowded with persona effects. Herecognized dl of it at a
glance: clothes, books, weapons, trinkets—all saved from his private retrest on Earth. Therewaseven a
trangparent container full of shards of red-stained glass. That touched him, obscurdly. For al he knew,
the Adytum had been filled in long ago, its former occupation erased aong with popular memory of his
exigence. Something, however, had been saved fromiit.

“Render did this?’

She shook her head. “He' s as sentimental as a screwdriver. It was me, of course. | knew you'd be
pissed if wejust threw it al out.”

“Or putitinamuseum.”

“Either way.”

They stood shoulder to shoulder in the entrance way. He could feel her looking down at him, but he
didn’t have the courage to look back. His gaze roamed the stacks of items he had once found familiar,
locating several he had missed while searching the galaxy with MZ and Chyro Kdls. Now he had them
back, and Kdlswas missng. Life never handed him everything at once.

In acorner, dmost invisible behind a mountain of books, was the obsidian cabinet in which he had once
kept the loop shunt that had given him such strange visions on Earth.



His gaze skated away and found Emlee &t last.
“I don't know what you expect meto do with al this stuff.”
“I just want you to finish what you started.”

He nodded, understanding perfectly well what she meant: Himself, the Barons, the Luminous, the Forts.
“And Ra?What does he want with me?’

“That’ s not so easy to answer. On the one hand, he doesn’t want you at adl. He s after me because | ill
haven’t given him control over the Apparatus.”

“Ontheother hand...”

“You killed hismother. Y ou ruined his plansto take over the Returned Continuum. Then you abandoned
him”

“He sdonerather wel for it, by thelook of things. In fact, | told you to involve him in the reconstruction
rather than locking him up and throwing away the key.”

“He seesit rather differently. One sentence doesn't stack up very well againgt haf amillion years of
glence”

Another nod. “All right,” hesaid. “I don’t know if | can do anything to help, but it’ s better to
understand.”

“What about you, Imre?’ she asked. “What do you want with yoursaf?’

Find Himself. Avenge the Forts. That had been his mantra through the years of the Returned
Continuum, and he' d done afinejob of both. “Firgt thingsfirst. | guess| need to think about the Bianca
Biancotti mygtery, the answer that’ sin me somewhere” Hedidn't let his expression change oneiota.
“Did you think of asking some of the Old-Timers before you left the city? They might have spoken to her
before she disappeared.”

“Not likely. The honey trap isn't just for trespassers, you know; it accepts willing participantstoo. It sa
kind of euthanasiafor those afraid to permanently end it all. The Old-Timers as agroup are too damaged
and uselessto do or know anything that could help us.”

“Does Render agree with that sentiment?’

“He convinced me of its veracity.”

Imre believed her on that point. Fragile though his sanity occasionally was, Render had been an active
participant in the galaxy’ s affairsfor over two million years. He had little patience for those of his
generation who chose an inactivellife,

“I need to prepare mysdf for meeting the Jnc again. How long until we arrive?’

Thefigure shetold him was meaningless. Like C20, the Memory of Markheim wastraveling a ahighly
relativistic velocity with adow tempo on top of that. “Oneweek, relaive,” she added, giving him the



information he redly needed.
“IsRaoff our tail ”

“No. Don't worry about him for the moment. The Jnc either, if you can put them out of your mind. Just
concentrate on the problem at hand.”

He looked away then. The clutter of hisroom was too much for him, and he wasn't afraid of showingit.
“I’d like to go to the Wickthing to think.”

“Of course,” shesaid.

“You'renot afrad I'll dip away from you agan?’

Her amile had achalenging edge. “ Thistime, that won't be possible.”
“All right. Let’'sgo. My brain isgoing to explode, otherwise.”

The door shut on the detritus of his past, leaving him temporarily free to move forward. He was sure,
though, that the gravity of such old and emotionally compacted matter would drag him back before long.

They returned to the hardcaster room viaadifferent route. He was aware of crew members staring at
him asthey passed. The tattoolike markings revealing the presence of the Vel were different for every
individua. Some crew memberswore their scarification like symmetrical masks; on othersit was barely
vigble. All moved through the ship with confidence and surety, as unfazed by the recent battle with Raas
they seemed to be by his presence among them.

Their opinion of him was hard to read. Were they disappointed, excited, outraged, or indifferent? Frags
were impenetrable at the best of time; frags supplemented by other people s memories were an entirely
new beest.

When he and Emlee arrived at the hardcaster room, an unexpectedly familiar face awaited them.
“Alice-Angdes”

“At your service, Imre.” The frag who had once been his personal assstant was clad in seamless,

body-hugging armor as white as Emleg suniform. Sheworeit well. Two thin lines of black stretched
vertically down her face from the corners of her eyes, liketears. “| have been assigned to act as your

bodyguard.”

Imre glanced a Emlee.
“Wadll, | can't doit any longer,” she said.

Alice-Angelesdidn’t appear to be armed, but neither had anyone else he’ d encountered in the ship.
“Thank you,” hetold her. “WhereI’m going, | won't need your services. I'll be grateful for them when |



return, though.”
Sheinclined her head. “Yes, Imre.”

A hardcaster sarcophagus opened, fourth dong the endlessline, and he stepped insde. Emlee loomed
over him as he settled on the yielding surface within. Part of him wished that he could hardcast himself
back into the past, to join her on the long journey that he had missed. He suspected, however, that he
would have been areluctant traveler. Her path wasn't one he would have chosen, and he remained
unsure about the destination.

“Speak to you in afew days,” hetold her.
“Hours,” she corrected him. “That' s another thing you' || have to get used to.”

Imre just nodded as the lid swung closed, and darkness consumed him. He closed his eyes automatically,
and waited, thinking of changing faces and changing roles. The body he inhabited wasthe same asit
aways had been, but now the world around him didn’t fit. The disorientation was different than the one
he had felt on his resurrection by the Jinc, but just asred. Then, he had changed the galaxy to bring itin
line. Thistime, he didn’t know whét to do.

Hefdt nothing as the hardcasting began, none of the mental jerkinessthat had comein his day from being
stripped back to atoms, then rebuilt from scratch in adifferent place, identical but interrupted in midflow.
His thoughts continued smoothly despite his deconstruction and reassembly in the virtua world of the
Wickthing.

Only when aglowing oblong appeared in one corner of hisvison—an old-fashioned door swinging open,
shining light into a darkened bedroom—did he redlize that he had arrived.

A silhouette appeared in the doorway. He sat up.
“Hello, Chyro.”

Thefamiliar figure of his physician nodded and moved closer. “We have returned, both of us, from
improbable fates.”

Imre’ s eyes adjusted to the gloom. Kells sfleshy face was dismaly amused.
“MZ brought you back?’

“Hedid, and he told me what happened.” Sharp eyes examined Imre’ sform for any sign of deviation
from the data. “1 much prefer lifelike thisthan asabook. Asa pun. Y ou need never fear in that regard.”

“Thank you, my friend.” Imre submitted to the examination with afeding of relief. Something about this
second awakening—in MZ’ svirtual embrace, with Kédlsto ensure the accuracy of hisform—settled a
clutch of restless memoriesinto place. Together the three of them had hacked coded messages on the
Line, interrogated partia Forts driven insane by their isolation, and pursued faint hints of Himsdlf, the
Luminous, and Bianca Biancotti. Finding the spoor of C20 was a crystaline memory in hismind now, as
was their gpproach to the city through the vacuum of interstellar space, invisbleto materia eyes. He
could see the three of them plotting their route into the city and preparing contingencies should things go
wrong, unaware that their efforts would be useless.



“I'msorry,” hesad. “I falled us”

The physician shrugged. “No matter.”

“Hardly. Chyro, we could have been trapped there forever. We might have died there.”
“No one diesthere.”

“Y ou know what | mean. The honey trap is as good as death.”

Kédls stepped away. “ You' reyou again,” he declared. “What' sto regret?’

Imre raised himsdlf off the bed. MZ had created theillusion of him within the chamber he used for privacy
aboard the Wickthing. In perfect keeping with the rest of the town house, it could have been lifted from
atour guide of the nineteenth century, with stately furniture and fittings to match. His default attire was a
loose gown worn for modesty’ s sake, not out of any need. The ambient environment was perfectly
comfortable.

You're you. Why, then, did he no longer fed like himsdf? Were the memories of hisfragmented sdif il
crowding at his attention to blame for that, or was something more fundamenta at work in the back of his
mind?

You'retherecipient . .. nooneelse.

Physcaly hewasfine, aswas Kdls. They walked together through familiar corridorsto alibrary full of
books. In the symbolic language of the Wickthing, the books were memories, a painting on one wall
provided awindow to the rea world, and data could be accessed by maps and charts scattered across
the desk in the middle of the room.

“It'sgood to be back,” he said. “ Are we secure in here?’

“Yes” MZ’svoice came from dl around them. “ The Host has gained considerable ground in
Spatiotextura engineering: we cannot leave without their permission, for instance, and are forced to travel
with them wherever they go. They have yet to penetrate my defenses, however. Of that you can be
certan.”

“Good.” Imrenodded. “1 don't entirely trust them yet. There' s something going on. Until | figure out what
itis, | can’t be sure Emlee won't throw me out an air lock once she' slearned everything | know.”

“What do you know, Imre?’

He walked to the window while pondering the Fort’ s question. Through the heavy curtain, he could see
the broad, richly landscaped terraces of MZ’ s virtud world, writ large on athree-dimensional canvas.
Flowers and trees grew in awild profusion of colors and shapes possessing an underlying order that
appealed to the Fort’ sinscrutable sensibilities. Beyond them, the landscape gave way to Chyro Kdls's
experimenta cityscape, one of twisting towers and gracefully curved roofs. Sunlight gleamed off countless
angled surfaces, vying with the garden for dominance of the view. The city was empty, an object to be
admired from adistance, not inhabited.



Kdls had dready wandered off, probably to test that the architecture of the Wickthing hadn’t been
interfered with during his absence. Imre ressted the pull of thet redlity.

This had been their world for areative century, while outside the Wickthing the galaxy had changed in
ways he hadn’t noticed or anticipated. Emlee’ sworld seemed more unred to himthan MZ'’s, but it was
the one he had to come to terms with. He had to accept it and move on.

“Emleethinks Bianca Biancotti found mein the trap.”
“Thatisknowntous,” said MZ. “| was part of the extraction process.”

Imreignored him, thinking aloud. “If the missing S ster was actudly the woman hersdlf, that would make
her like aKlein bottle, hopelesdy tangled. | have no memory of ever finding Biancaor of being told
anything by her. It'sin none of the memoriesin my head. So that can't be the answer—or, at leest, the
answer can't bethat smple”

MZ didn’t disagree.

“I think the missing sgter isadidraction,” Imre said. “ She wasn't the only thing lost. Therewasaname,
too. That'swhereit dl started.”

“Do you remember it?’

“Perfectly well. The names of my various parts were anagrams of my own, al except thisone. That fact
hasto be sgnificant.”

“That conclusonisattractive.”

“Well, her namewas Vaa. VaaFdisaSoulis” Thewords sounded strange. He had thought them only
once, on awakening in the Memory of Markheim, and quickly put them out of hismind. They were
unusud but not so unusud that they didn’t call up tens of thousands of references, from locations on
historica Earth to wordsin obscure languages haf agaaxy away. “It doesn’'t mean anything to me.”

The Fort pondered thisfor along moment. “ ‘Foe' svalue asdlias.
“| don't get you.”

“There gppear to be no meaningful anagrams.”

“Isthat the best you can do?’

“Assuredly not.” The Fort sounded smug. “All three are systemslocated in the Core of the gdlaxy. Vaa
isaworld on the Scutum Arm, about forty kilolights from here; Falisais another system farther in,
practically on the bar itsdlf; Soulisis deeper ill. The names are old, which meansthey might well have
been known to Bianca Biancotti. Apart from that, they appear to share no other connection. Their orbits
about the galaxy’ s Core are not in resonance; their natures are not Smilar in any known way; noneis
known to be inhabited at the moment.”

Imre considered that information. “ Things change fast in the Core.”



“Indeed they do,” the Fort admitted.

“And we're heading in the opposite direction.”

“Indeed we are.”

Imre paced once around the room. “What are the odds of this being ared herring?’
“That depends entirely on Bianca Biancotti’ s motives, which are currently unknown.”
“Could you be wrong about what the words mean?’

“It' sremotely possible that another relationship between the words could be found, even by someone of
your limited capacities”

“No need to be sniffy. I'm just considering our options.” They had one week before the Memory of
Markheim reached the Jinc' slocation. Sorting through al the possibilities could take an easily distracted
Prime much longer than that. “I reckon it’ sworth trying whilewe' rein trangt.”

“Very well. | will review the information available to us and report in due course.”

Imre nodded. “And I’m going to deep on it—not just this, but everything I’ ve learned. Maybe my
subconscious will pieceit together.” He rubbed at histemple and thought about thiswoman, VaaFdisa
Soulis, who he could no longer remember.

Bianca Biancotti was old and cunning. AsaFort, she had aso proved just how ruthless she could be. He
didn’t put it past her to create a persona purely to deliver three words, unmindful of what happened to it
afterward.

Vertigo struck him out of nowhere. So many versions of him, so many meaninglessdesths. . .

“Emleetold meto finishwhat | arted,” he said, thinking doud again. “What did | start? Which version
of meisshetaking about?’

MZ remained silent on that topic as he had so many times before.

THISKILLING OBSESSION

Much of his past was unearthed, indeed, and all disreputable: tales came out of the man’s
cruelty, at once so callous and violent, of hisvilelife, of his strange associates, of the hatred
that seemed to have surrounded his career; but of his present whereabouts, not a whisper.

—Robert Louis Stevenson



In her dreams she saw half-glimpsed shapes reaching between facts like lines of hydrogen gas connecting
digant gars. And what facts they were! Cities adrift in the gulfs of space. Shipsthat plowed the vacuum
aseadly asacutter plied the sea. Wegpons so powerful they could have split her world in two. People
the likes of which she had never imagined—from fresh-faced, limber beingswith eyeslikejewesto
ancient warriors wrapped in skin as weethered as stone. They should never have seemed familiar to her,
yet somehow they did. They spoke of things she should never have understood, and the knowledge was
part of her, like alimb she had never known she possessed. She knew them, and they seemed to know
her in return.

Did they, redly?

Even in the grips of the dream, she wondered. The rush of familiarity was tempered with an undercurrent
of disquiet. Somethingsjarred: the tattoos, her body, and the man in black who till haunted her. The
space made for her wasn't the right shape. She felt as though she had picked up adressfrom her dry
cleaner only to discover that it had somehow become asizetoo small.

Gradually it occurred to her that she wasn't dreaming at dl, that thiswas the real world and everything
€l se she had experienced was the dream. The city, her apartment, her sister, Mac Grimes—they were
illusonsin which she had been momentarily caught. No less convincing for being illusons, however, and
the moment had felt like agenuine lifetime—had lasted in Absolute termslonger than many—so she
didn’'t consder hersdf afool for being fooled that way. She wouldn't let herself. She had to absorb the
truth, somehow, and move on.

“Absolute.” That was aword she would never have used in the city. She was dready adapting,
becoming, arriving.

But who was she?

Her new memoriestold her everything she needed to know. She was part of Imre Bergamasc, the ghost
everyone had been chasing in the city, and she was supposed to have dissolved into his persondlity like a
sdt grainin warm water. She could sense that the other fragments of him had done exactly that: the
capable impotence of Mac Grimes, MaCigar’ s black-market practicdity; Serge Maim’ sviciousness. All
wereingde him with her, part of the architecture of hismind.

She remained apart, perhaps because of theway her life had been folded in on herself in order to hide
the clue, the name that had meant so much to Bianca Biancotti. Perhaps that made her indigestible, in
which caseit was arguably her respongbility to give hersdf up and make thingsright, to force hersdf to
disappear into the never-ending flow of Imre’ sbeing and let him get on with things. What valuable
qudities did she personify that he was now missing? What subtle lack would she engender in him by

remaning gpart?

Try as she might, she could not seeit that way. She was more than just asingle quaity. Shewasa
complete person, with memories of her own and the capacity to wonder, hope, and fear. That he didn’t
believe she was real wasn't her problem. Her architecture was sound, whereas his always seemed on the
brink of collapse.



He dept, and she dreamed dongside him—of C20, of the ancient soldier called Render, of other wars.
When hewoke, sheimmersed with him in the Memory of Markheim’ stelemetry feeds. Together they
endured the ferocity of the universe aslong asthey could. Powerfully distorted by the ship’svelocity,
infalling photons bunched together into ablazing light directly ahead. Somewherein that furnacewasa
human gestdt called the Jinc. They might have been flying directly into the sunfor al Imre could tell.
Behind them, shrouded in darkness, came the Wurmbrand, implacable, relentless—and between the two
extremes drifted grey, distorted stars, like ghosts passing them by.

Hislifeand hersfdt exactly thus: rushing away from agulflike past into an dl-immolating future. In
between, details.

One week was nowhere near long enough to reassembl e the pieces of abroken mind, let done ajigsaw
puzzle aslarge asthe gdaxy and over amillion yearsin the making.

Within an hour of anill-fated attempt to spy on Emlee, Imre received a note from her saying, “Perhaps
thisiswhat you' relooking for.”

Accompanying the note was a densdly packed file, full of data. He didn’t read it immediately. His head
was dill aching from the Apparatus sretdiatory strike. Every time he moved, his sensesroiled, plunging
him into avertiginous panic. Until the virtual world calmed down, he was good for little more than
cursng.

“How can they be better at thisthan you?’ he asked MZ. “Y ou're aFort. Y ou helped invent this
technology. Y ou should be able to think rings around abunch of frags.”

MZ didn’t respond, perhaps out of pride, or perhaps because the weapon had shaken up his thought
processes more thoroughly than those of amere human. Imre would accept either, and remain hedlthily
skepticd of any future claims of impregnability on the Fort’ s behalf.

“Thefrags can't have formed a Fort without the Luminous noticing,” offered Kdlls. “Or the Barons.”
“Could the Vel beinfluencing them, somehow?’

“| fail to seethe mechanism. Theindividud parasitesaren’t linked in any way.”

“Not even through biodectric fields?’

“Too week,” Kellssaid. “The background in aship like thiswould swamp anything they could possibly
generate.”

Imre accepted that. Besides, a thought had occurred to him. “ Depth, then, rather than breadth. That must
bethekey.”

“In what sense?’



“Q loop technology gave fragsthe ability to connect with many other frags, operating in paralel. The Vel
givesthem access to past memories, o they’ re operating in series. Could that be enough?’

“It could well be, making each one aminiature Fort.”

That was an intriguing speculation—and aworrying one, too, if frags ever came under fire again from the
Luminous. Thistime it would take alot more than the Slow Wave to render them harmless again. Imre
imagined plagues, killer viruses, and nanotech. He shuddered.

“Their viewpoint hasto be different,” he said. “Part of the point of being a Fort istaking thelong view.
Modern frags might be able to seeinto the past, but they’ re still living in the present, with Primes and
singletons. They're not true Forts.” He thought of Alice-Angeles, happy to serve as hisbodyguard in
Emlee sstead. “They’ re something different.”

When thewalls of the map room had stabilized, he opened the file Emlee had sent him, perfectly
reproduced as a cloth-bound book in the Wickthing. And there it was: everything he had been seeking in
Hard Records, but which had been ether hidden or excised from view. Thiswaswhat he had sensed
hidden in the background, rendering the officia story incomplete, and for which he had searched
unsuccessfully for dmost aweek.

Hefdt like shooting her aterse query: Why the hell didn’t you give methis days ago, when | arrived?
Why leave mein the dark?

He could guess the answer: to keep him busy, to remind him who was boss, and to demonstrate her
technica superiority beyond any possible doubt.

Or perhaps she suspected that he was withholding information from her, and she was letting him know
that she knew.

Chastened but unrepentant, he began to read. Emlee had arranged the summary in an easy-to-scan list
with bullet points and an economica style. Within moments he came up with afourth reason for keeping
this data from him: to spare him disgppointment.

The Barons and the Luminous hadn’t just been forgotten or swept under the carpet. There had been no
undisputed sign of them for aquarter of amillion years. The cessation of proto-Fort experimentation
following the adoption of the Vil had reduced attacks by either party to zero. Despite extensive searches
and thorough investigations of every sitein which they had previoudy been encountered, no confirmed
trace had been found of their activities, whereabouts, or identity. Indeed, hints of their presencein the
galaxy had been minima after Spargamos, when Imre’ s Fort-sdlf had used him as bait.

Imre still seethed at the thought of that confrontation. He had witnessed his own desath secondhand, upon
Emlee sresurrection of hishardcast data, and what he had learned from it barely balanced out the
sacrifice—that dark matter aiens had taken such offense a the Fort’ s exploration of their domain that
they had wiped them out for good. Thelack of evidence for the existence of such aiens made that
hard-won theory paein hiseyes.

He read the data once through, then again. Absence of evidence wasn't evidence of absence, hetold
himsalf—and he knew that if there was truly nothing to find, Emlee wouldn’t have given him the data at
all. Shewould have let the Hard Record stand. There had to be something deeply entombed to reward
his persstence.



Over the course of aday, a haf-seen shape began to arise out of that tomb. It wasn’t ashape he
recognized, but he could sense that it was there. The human mind in al itsforms was an adept
pattern-recognition system, and hiswas highly trained at teasing form out of chaos. He had no doubt that
the seemingly unconnected data points he isolated as Significant were indeed exactly that. Threein
particular stood ouit.

The number of Line fragmentswas increasing. Thisran counter to the accepted understanding that such
fragments were | eftovers of the Slow Wave—when the ga axy-spanning thoughts of the Forts had been
abruptly severed by the Sow Wave sinsubgtantia guillotine—and remained unexplained.

The second concerned the number of gravitational anomdiesin the galaxy, which had peaked fifty
thousand years after the incident on Spargamos, then declined to approximeately double the usud
background rate since then. Such anomalies were often ascribed to the movement of cosmic strings and
other arcane but natural artifacts through the subtle weave of the gaaxy, but no theory had yet been
found to account for ether the sudden pesk or thefailure to return to normd levels.

Thirdly, thefallure of nine out of ten extraga actic missonswasworrying. That was something he
remembered from hisday. If it was Sgnificant, it was aproblem that had taken along timerising to
prominence. The distances and the unavoidable light-gpeed lags involved made timely reporting
impossible. Ten out of ten could have been destroyed and it might take another half amillion yearsto
know for certain.

In hismind, strange and sinister figures moved. The galaxy might have become used to stability, but chaos
was ever only athought away. If things were ever to change, upon the return of along-forgotten leader,
perhaps—awarrior with agutful of suspicions. . .

Imre made anoteto ask Al Freer if hewas behind the Revivaist Doctrine. It had the scent of a Corps
tactic, played subtly for long-term gain. Were Emlee and Raever to come to blows on an interstellar
scale, the need for athird option might become paramount.

Thethought filled him with weariness. He had abdicated for areason, and everything Emlee intimated
suggested that the reason was il in play. Until the Fort that had once been him was atomized, he would
never believe that Domgard or the Barons were no longer athreat. The same went for the Luminous. He
had to focus on the bigger picture, whatever that was.

His headache was growing worse. Sleep never helped, but he resorted to it in snatches dl the same,
needing respite from consciousness,

In hisdumber he walked C20' s streetsin search of lost loved ones, lost hope, lost dreams. The stars
swayed and turned overhead, defying any attempt at anadlys's, astrologica or astronomical. It would bea
devil of ajob, he thought, backtracking the city through itslong journey by the skiesaone.

A snatch of song came on the night air—“What' sthisfeding? What' sit for?’—and he staggered,
suddenly uncertain of hisbaance.

There was awoman standing in front of him, indigtinct in the dream logic of the fake city but recognizably
the blonde who had lost her sister, the person who was not supposed to be aperson at all.

Startled, he took a step backward. She followed him, determined, dressed in a sand-colored overcoat



and holding her shoulder bag tightly with both hands.

“You'relmre Bergamasc,” she said. It wasn't aquestion.

“And you must be VaiaFdisa Soulis”

She shook her head. “That’s not my name. Don’'t call methat.”

“All right,” hesaid. “What do | cal you?’

“I was hoping you would know.”

“Becauseyou re afigment of my imagination?’

She amiled tightly. “ Lessthreatening than afragment of your identity, | suppose.”
“What' s that supposed to mean?’

“Don’'t you understand aready?’

He looked down at his hands, which were as blurry as hers. “ Between the two of us, we don’'t seem to
know much.”

“That's because you and | don’t add up to two.”
Hedidn't want to think dong those lines.

An exceedingly complex star system glided by overhead: one giant, fat sun orbited by eight smaler sars,
each with its own planetary system. He recognized the arrangement instantly: this was Hyperabad, where
he had found his old friends and launched his campaign to restore the Continuum. The years snce then
weighed heavily upon him. History was relentless, and there was no turning it back.

His memories of those days were clear. His mind had been broken, then, riddled with holes he had
barely begun to plumb, but he had known what he wanted. His mission had been clear. It struck him now
that he couldn’t say the same thing. He couldn’t even be sure that dl the holesin his mind were
completely hedled. Here he was, after dl, talking to a part of himsdlf that should have dissolved days ago.

“Areyou the woman in white?’ he asked her.

She shook her head. “That’ s your ghost, not mine.”

Thisonly mydtified him further. Ever ance hisarriva in the virtual spaces of the Wickthing, he had been
glimpsing awoman dressed dl in white, hooded, her face perpetualy hidden. She was never visible

graight on. He only ever caught her out of the corner of hiseye, blurry, unmoving, and gonein an ingtant.
She appeared in the house and in the garden, but never in the map room.

When Imre had asked MZ and Kéells about her, they had professed to know nothing. He had tried to put
her out of hismind, but his mind had other ideas. She persisted, his own private haunting.

Now he had this.



“Thisplace,” hesaid, looking around at the city, its stark, star-painted lines. “It' smore beautiful than |
rememberedit.”

“Why wouldn't it be?’ she asked him. “It’ sathrowback to an idealized past, like the medievd in bygone
ages. Thiswasthe cradle of our civilization; our oldest citizenslived on Streetsjust like these. We cling to
the memorieslike children.”

“It' sabedtime story, then?’

“Not redlly. Nostalgia was once considered a disease, you know.”

“I do know that,” he said, returning some of the vitriol in her voice. “Y ou're playing the part well.”

“I have no choice, in here. In your head.”

“It'smore crowded than | like it to be. Why haven't you gone away like the others?’

“Gonewhere?’ shesaid.

“Been absorbed. Vanished.”

“Would you submit to that?’

“No.”

“Why should |, then?’

“Because—" He stopped himsdf from arguing semantics with a person who elther didn't exist or was
ultimately part of him. “What doesit fed liketo beyou?’ he asked instead.

“Likel’m dreaming you.”

“Do you want to take control ?’

“Why would 17’

“Wall, it must be frustrating, unable to do or say anything, being dragged around from placeto place.”
“It' snot like that. We re not fighting.”

“Then what are we doing?’

“I think we refinding away to be.”

“Aren't | dready being just fine?”

Shetilted her head asthough trying to understand him, not the other way around. “Do you redlly think
you could ever be caught in something like the honey trap unless part of you wanted to be?’



He gtared at her, shocked, but finding nothing within himsdlf to refute that insight.

Before he could pursue the suggestion, MZ mentally prodded him from the dream. The city dissolved into
watery grays and blues. The cream oval of her face was the last to disappear. The stars of Hyperabad
spun like the modd of an atom, faster and faster, until he was whirled back into full awareness.

His eyes were open and staring into darkness. His mind was full of confusion. Had he dreamed the
encounter between himself and arestless fragment, or was avery red part of him waiting to be. . . what?
Understood? Liberated? Avenged?

“Ten hoursto deceleration,” the Fort told him. “The Prime Minister requests that you attend in person.”

Imre rose reluctantly from hisvirtua bed. However many there were of himin his head, he had to act as
one. “All right,” hesaid. “Cal Chyro and have him meet mein the map room.”

“Heistheredready.”

Imre forwent the usud role play of dressing, dthough his somach roiled at the thought of stepping out of
his contempl ative sanctuary and reengaging with the real world. The necessity would not be denied, and
he was beginning to wonder if contemplation was doing him any good at al.

That fear was reinforced by aflash of white out of the corner of his eye as he ascended the stairs. When
he reached the top, there was no one visible.

“You'll haveto stay here,” Imretold Kells when he reached the map room. “Emlee won't gpprove of
your existence, and | don’t want to push her too hard now she' sin charge.”

“I understand.” Kellsinclined hisbad head in submission. “But how will | ensure your pattern’ sfiddity?’

Imre glanced at the map on the table before them. Ink dots were shifting at minute increments acrossa
mostly empty page.

“InC20,” hesad, “| waslots of different people. Dozens, maybe hundreds. Still, Emlee had no trouble
picking me out from the rest—the criminds, the outsders, and those willingly losing their mindsfor the
rest of eternity.”

“What are you saying, Imre?’

“That maybefiddity isn't dl it's cracked up to be.” Kellslooked worried. Imre had no reassurance to
offer him. Transmission errors weren't going to make things any easier, but they were arguably the least

of hisproblems.

Do you really think you could ever be caught in something like the honey trap unless part of you
wanted to be?

“The Prime Minigter iswaiting,” MZ said.
“All right,” Imre said, qudlling his uncertainty. “ Send me back to the Memory of Markheim.”

“Thetransfer will commencein amoment.”



Imre had barely long enough to hope that he could leave dl his problems behind with one jump—his
headache, the ghost, and the woman with no name—when the Wickthing winked out—

—and hewas lying flat on his back in ahardcaster sarcophagus. The air was perfectly tasteless and
temperate. Smdl variaionsin gravity reveded that the Memory of Markheim was ill under spin.
Presumably Emlee would revert to an acce eration configuration when the time to burn came closer.
Thelid of the sarcophagus opened. Tentatively, testing every muscle and joint, he sat up.

Alice-Angdeswaswaiting for him. “1 will guide you to the bridge,” she said crisply, before he had fully
emerged.

Heregained hisfeet and moved nowhere, clad in light armor that had been added by the receiving end of
the transmission. In every other respect he appeared unchanged. His headache persisted.

“What’ sgoing on?’

“Our objective approaches,” she said.

“We are gpproaching it, you mean.”

Shedidn't argue the point. “1 will guide you to the bridge,” she repested.

“Let me ask you something, whilewewak.” He matched her step along the line of empty hardcasters,
pursuing another detail left out of Hard Records rather than be mired in histhoughts again. Indicating the
Véll-traces adorning her cheeks, he said, “Whose memories do you possess that weren't yours
origindly?’

“That is conddered an impolite question,” she answered, Hiffly.

“I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Y ou have not. | an smply informing you. The Prime Minister hasindicated that my roleisto educate
you aswell asto protect you.”

“Wadll, thank you, | think.” They left the hardcaster room and followed a broad thoroughfare through the
heart of the ship. The centrifugd gravity keeping their feet on the deck wasflawless. “Are you going to
answer my question?’

“No. Inthis| am exercisng my own judgment. Acclimatizing you to disappointment comes under the
rubric of education.”

He studied her youthful-looking, fine features for amoment. “ Alice-Angeles, was that ajoke?’

“If you haveidentified it assuch,” shesaid, “then | am pleased. It was my intention to be humorous.”



He rewarded her with alaugh, and he didn’t need to fake it. The former frag had beenin his service for
tens of thousands of years, from theinvasion of Earth to his abdication, and he had never once heard her
try to befunny. “Thismust be Render’ sdoing,” he said. “ Are you two il together?’

“I believe thisto bethe case,” she said without a hint of self-consciousness.

“That was't consdered an impolite question?’

“Not when you could have deduced the answer for yoursdlf, intime.”

“Isthat the only difference between the two questions?’

“No. My memories are more intimate and precious possessions than the affection of another.”

“Even though the memories once belonged to someone else,” he said, “and could probably be stolen by
taking atissue sample?”’

“The mutability of memory iswhat makesit so vauable.” Sheled him through acluster of seven crew
members, two of whom watched them pass with unaccountable intensity. “Y ou used to say that
information was the backbone of the Returned Continuum. Both the medium and the content have
changed sincethen.”

He nodded, wondering if peoplein the Host bought and sold memories on ablack market, or if carefully
cultured experiences of indiscretion could be used asinsurance or blackmail. “ Can you take specific
moments from one person’ slife and give them to someone e se? This moment, say. Could you excise
these few minutes and give them to Emlee?’

“No, Imre. The architecture of the Vell, much aswith the natural human brain, does not permit that kind
of precison.”

He nodded again, vaguely reassured by that. If the Host had gained so precise a control over people's
minds that they could add or subtract memories at will, who would he ever be able to trust?

“I'm sorry | wasimpolite,” Imretold her. “| asked the Prime Minister the same question, and she didn’t
answer me ether. | won't ask it again.”

“If theinformation isvolunteered,” shetold him, “it is acceptableto listen.”

He smiled, amused by her childlike pedantry. Shetook her duties serioudly, as she dways had. “Thank
you, Alice-Angdes. I'll remember that.”

The bridge was humming with activity when they arrived. Information ebbed and flowed in waves across
the screens. Few paid attention to it, concentrating on their own internd vistas. Eyesrolled beneath
closed lids; lips moved slently; fingers twitched in time to unheard rhythms,

Imre studied the frags with greater understanding of how the Veil had changed them. Instead of minds
joined in the moment, thinking different parts of asingle thought, they wereindividuas united by a
common past, a bedrock on which they could rest with absolute solidity. Singletons occasionally
employed such methods to shore up asense of commondity, but thiswas different. The exchange of



biologicad materia wasintringc to the nature of the Vell. It made the frags offshoots of asingle organism,
not different iterations of the same being. Thistruly was adifferent way of being.

Emlee waswaiting for him on the dai's, an ebon statue surveying her complex domain—much reduced
from the vistas she would be used to on Earth, Imre was sure. He went to her side, confident that he
understood the Situation better than he had before. The Vel made frags happy and brought peace to the
gaaxy—but did that justify the infection of the entire human race? He remained unsure on that point.

“Tell mewhat’sgoing on,” he said, nodding at Render, who stood at ease by Emlee sside.

“WEe' re about to decelerate.” Emlee’ swords were echoed by the displays, which projected structural
diagrams of the Memory of Markheim, vector diagrams, and three-dimensiond charts. The ship’ sroute
was amess of curves and arrows focused around the red dot of the Jinc, whichwasvisible at thetip of a
region of unusualy stressed space-time. The fringe of the galaxy attracted such things, dong with
dow-tempoed explorers like the Jinc. Among the bustle and bump of solar systems closer in, such fragile
anomalies were soon destroyed. The Jinc was, Imre assumed, examining the anomay much asthey had
examined the ruins of the Drum, seeking questions masquerading as answers.

“You're deliberately overshooting,” hetold Emlee. “ To throw Raoff, | presume?’

“Y es. He doesn't know our precise destination. He' Il use the data from our main burn and several small
course changesto project ahead, and he'll bewrong. That' Il give usasmall amount of time to loop back
and rendezvous with Al.”

“Energy expensve.”

“Only by past standards.” Her green eyeswere amused. “In your day, nothing flew like this”

Hewasn't prepared to abandon old methods without afight. “If we' d hardcasted here, Rawould’ ve had
no way of following us”

“We only hardcast in emergencies” shesad.
“Why only then?It’ s cheaper, faster, more efficient—"

“And not as safe. We couldn’'t very well have hardcast into C20, for instance, without ending up in the
honey trap with you.”

“How oftenisthat arisk, exactly?’

“More than you might like to think. When something is used alot, as hardcasting was, people awaysfind
away to subvert it. It's human nature—and the nature of war.” She glanced at Imre and lowered her
voice dightly. “That’ s not the whole story, of course. People are suspicious of hardcasting—perhaps
superdtitiousis a better word—because they' re afraid of damaging their Veils. The memeis so prevalent
inthe Host that it would be impossible to govern if we forced peopleto travel that way. So wefly ships,
and we keep hardcasting for crises. Does that seem crazy to you?’

“A little)” he admitted.

“Good. It meanswe re ill human.”



He couldn’t tdl if shewasjoking or not. He didn’t know if she should have been.
“Look at the gpeed,” Render said, indicating the screen. “I like thismotion.”

Imrewas glad for the change of subject, and relieved to seethe gleam in Render’ seye. “I1t' samost a
shameto stop, isn't it?’

The old soldier nodded, and smiled. “Y ou’ ve nowhere to go, so go asfast asyou can.”
“At last: aphilosophy | can fully endorse.”

Behind them, accel eration couches had extruded out of the floor. A faint rumble sounded through the
ship, and Imre took that as his cue to assume a prone position. Emlee and Render did the same.
Alice-Angdes had joined the other frags on the bridge slower level with no overt Sign of affection for
Render. How their relationship worked, Imre didn’t fed it was his place to wonder.

The rumble became aroar asthe Memory of Markheim’s mighty engineswoke from their long deep.
Energy forcibly ripped out of the vacuum plowed back into the space around them, furrowing space-time
for light-years around. The waves of the ship’ s passage spread at light-speed, meaning that the
Wurmbrand wouldn’t detect the dteration of its course for some years, Absolute, but that would seem
mere moments a their tempo. Imre watched the screens and the datafeed trickling into his senses,
waiting for the first signsthat their pursuer was doing asthey did.

The Memory of Markheim was decelerating at hundreds of gravities by the time that evidence arrived.
Raleft hisrun late, presumably to give him the advantage of velocity when they crossed the same future
point. Radidn’t have to cometo afull hat in order to attack, and would undoubtedly launch wespons
made more effective by that excess momentum long before the projected rendezvous.

Imre acknowledged Emlee’ s understanding of her enemy. Ra s speed would work againgt him, with the
Memory of Markheim not planning to cometo afull stop. He would overshoot them and have even
greater distance to make up before reaching the Jinc. He could, however, sill deploy matter rams and
independently powered wegpons while he went past Emlee’ s ship, so their run wouldn't be smooth all
theway. Imre braced himself for devel opments he could neither foresee nor have any control over.

The minutes crawled by, even at his reduced tempo. By the Absolute clock, more years passed. The
Memory of Markheim and the Wurmbrand grew closer until the latter’ s drive wash began to become a
serious concern. The deck shook beneath Imre' s couch. Warning lights flickered across dl the displays.
Emlee kept the ship’ s arrow-sharp nose pointed into the wash and brought the weapons systems on line.

Sdvo after sdvofired into their pursuer’ s blazing engines, prompting immediate retaliation. Swarms of
energetic darts came in clouds, gpparently moving at dow motion but with immense energies,
pockmarking the Memory of Markheim’ s superheated hull. Signas flashed backward and forward
between the ships—not communications, but attempts to penetrate semantic defenses that might have
been |eft vulnerable during the long burn. Some screens showed nebul ous shapes grappling for control of
the space around the ships, smilar to those he had seen at war during their first encounter. Belatedly,
Imre redized that these weren't physica beingsat al, but entities like the Apparatus and the Wickthing,
agents composed entirely of space-time, doing battle with each other while the world of matter passed by
around them. It was like watching awar among ghodts.



The red sphere denoting the Jinc drifted by, practicaly invisble at thetip of the gravitational anomaly.
Thetwo Host ships must have looked like fireworks on astellar scae, spraying energy in dl directions.
On the very edge of the gdlaxy, nothing rivaled the display.

Imre wondered what the gestalt made of it. He pictured the wizened, monklike faces of those absorbed
into the collective blinking myopically at the unaccustomed light.

Hewondered if they knew that the man they had created from a cloud of dust was heaving to nearby,
and would soon be among them again, demanding answers.

The Memory of Markheim'’svelocity dropped steadily. Imre knew that the moment of grestest
vulnerability would come when they were at rest, and Rawas still coming at speed. Emleereleased a
flood of defensive agentsinto the space around them in preparation for arelentless bombardment, and
her effortsweren't in vain. The Wurmbrand loomed large in the screens, as ugly and squat asit had
seemed around C20; the swarm of missilesit launched was so dense it amost completely occluded the
drive wash.

The channel alowing Imre accessto the ship’ s counter-intruson syslems was still open. He took
advantage of it, gaining control over three of the n droids he had earlier employed. He did so not a
moment too soon, for aspray of impact aarms spread rapidly across the ship. The crew huddled in
heavily shidlded bunkers as battles tore through corridors and hdls, leaving long, black scarsin their
wake. A tang of smoke threaded into the bridge. The sound of explosionswas distantly audible,
conveyed from one end of the ship to the other by its skeleton.

The Memory of Markheim held its own. Not without cost and not without struggle, but even asit
approached its most vulnerable aignment, Rareveaed no new tactic or weapon that the crew couldn’'t
eventually repd. He showed no inclination to ram, either, which relieved Imre but didn’t surprise him.
Even Ra, he supposed, would redlize that there would be no point sacrificing one of his ships out here,
where no other versons of himself existed for thousands of light-years. Should Emlee and Imre survivea
ramming attempt, he might never track them down again.

Imrelifted his awareness out of the n droids for amoment when their forward momentum reached
zero. The space around them was empty of anything they hadn’t brought with them, and he wondered if
Rawas beginning to redlize that he had been duped. If hedid, it wasfar too late to do anything about it;
he could only watch as Emlee moved off e sewhere. That thought gave Imre asmall amount of pleasure.

Emlee, however, looked only worried. He could glimpse her profile from the couch next to hersif he
drained forward againgt the g forces of decel eration—turning to acceleration now, the ship having passed
their point of rest and begun powering toward the Jinc. She didn’t look triumphant or confident.

She looked as though she was waiting for disaster to strike.

He watched her as the secondsticked by. The ship’svelocity grew, and the distance between the
Memory of Markheim and Wurmbrand shrank. Soon, unavoidably, would come the ingtant when the
two vessels passed each other broadside on, and the prospect gave him no small reason to worry. Imre
hed never fought in amaritime battle; he would never haveinvolved himsdf in acampaign so smdl, ether
asamercenary or as Firg Prime; but he had read about them in conflict histories. His mind was
momentarily occupied by corsairswith full sails bringing cannon to bear and sailors preparing to
board—updated by two million years of investment in lethality.



Before he could ponder what tactics Emlee might best employ, the deck lurched beneath him, and with
adam heredlized that the Memory of Markheim’sengineswere sdling.

Thetiming could not have been worse. Asthe forces of acceleration pressing him into the couch eased,
he checked the information available and saw acluster of warnings around the ship’ s engine-control
systems. Not the engines themsel ves—not alucky shot from the Wurmbrand, then—but amore subtle
kind of damage. However this had happened, the injury to the Memory of Markheim wasn’t going to be
permanent.

The bridge rattled and shook. The ship’ sresilient backbone flexed asing stent acceleration unexpectedly
ceased. Although the thrust took hours Absolute to ease, those hours passed in less than a second at the
crew’ s current tempo. By the time Emlee and the rest had started overclocking, the Memory of
Markheim was effectively adrift.

Emlee wasthefirgt out of her couch, finding her balance with gplomb in the sudden freefall. Orders
barked over numerous channels at once as the ship rearranged itself into yet another configuration. Walls
flexed into complex, curving surfaces and extruded handholds every meter. Corridors tightened to reduce
unnavigable spaces. Chairs became saddles with abdomen harnesses, and air currents brushed against
Imre’ sface. There was no timeto spin up for centrifuga gravity, and too greet arisk of doing so during
battle. Freefdl it would have to be.

Imre extricated himsalf from the couch and kicked lightly to join Emlee. His muscles burned, consuming
chemical energy stores at an increased rate in order to allow his superfast movements.

“ Someone wants your ship intact,” he said.
“I know,” shereplied.
Heleaned in close. “Do you think it' s possible—?’

A missileflashed past Imre sleft ear and exploded into the bulkhead behind him, peppering his back with
dhrapnd and throwing himinto freeair.

For amoment, hewas helpless. Ingtincts noted histrgectory and identified the first handhold he would
reach. Hedrew hislegsin close, preparing to kick away from the wall as soon as he was anchored. The
missile had been aimed at either him or Emlee, and he wasn't about to stay il and find out the hard way
if itwashe.

He had been about to ask if Emlee had atraitor on board. He didn’t need to now. Someone had
sabotaged the drive systems; a different someone had thrown abomb in the bridge. There could be
more, and they had to be found swiftly. With Wurmbrand bearing down on them, every second sdelay
brought disaster nearer.

He reached thewall and ingtantly kicked away, straining his thigh muscles and wishing he had more than
just light armor on hisside. Another missile exploded nearby, sending him into awild tumble. Smoky air
billowed around him in dow mation. Through it he glimpsed Alice-Angeles coming up to meet him againgt
abackdrop of fighting frags.

Hedidn't believe the evidence of hiseyes. The bridge had dissolved into ariot of violence. Frags fought
fragsin hand-to-hand combat, exchanging blows with the cold efficiency that was characteristic of their



kind. He couldn’t immediately tell who was fighting who—whether the combat had smply snapped their
Vell-infested minds or there was some order to the madness—and not knowing the answer to that
guestion was dangerous.

Alice-Angdles expression as she gpproached was grimly determined.
To hep or harm him, Imre wondered.
Hekicked off another wall, aming right for her.

Alice-Angdeslooked momentarily surprised but recovered quickly, even asathird missle whizzed
between them. She reached for him and twisted, putting herself between him and the blast. He felt the
gtrain she put her body under; he felt the shock wave as the explosion struck her back and limbs.

They rolled together through the air. Another missile exploded near agroup of frags, tearing one of them
to piecesand filling the air with misted blood. Imre reached for the first available handhold and brought
him and Alice-Angelesto ajerking, painful halt. Once such an impact would have snapped hiswrist and
shattered his shoulder. Primes were clearly made tougher in this strange new gaaxy. Neither theimpact
nor the explosion had left him harmed in any seriousway.

He checked Alice-Angeles next. Her armor was blackened and scarred, but she too seemed no worse
than superficidly injured, afact for which he was extremely grateful now that theissue of her loydty was
resolved.

Over her shoulder, he saw Render wading into the fight, wrenching and twisting, using hislong experience
in zerogee combat to terrible effect. Emlee observed the battle from the dais, the only person on the
bridge holding a conventiona weapon. Imre didn’t recogni ze the dim hand-gun’s make or modd, but its
lethality was without question. As he watched, sheraised it, took aim, and fired.

The frag she had targeted was one of two floating in a protective sphere of other frags. The shot went
through his skull just above hisright eye, taking aquarter of hishead with it. A store of unexploded
missiles presumably strapped to his midsection smultaneoudy discharged, exploding powerfully into the
chaotic bridge. Imre had time only to close his eyes and tighten his grip on both the handhold and
Alice-Angeles before the shock wave hit them, thrusting him heavily into thewall. The noisewas
deafening. Debris punched him, ricocheting from the curved walls a considerable velocity. Only when he
opened hiseyesacrack did he redlize that the debris consisted mostly of body parts.

Life support kicked in an instant after the blast, straining to suck out the corrosive gases and oxygen
both, to quell any incipient fires. Imre held his breath, knowing that bresthable air waslow on the list of
his requirements a that moment.

Hisearswereringing, but Alice-Angdesand he didn’t need audio to talk.

“Who'sbehind this?’ he asked her.

“I don’t know, Imre.” Her brow was dimpled into arare frown, and he believed her without question.

Asking Emlee the same question, he received only abrisk “Later” inreply.

But she knew. He didn’t doubt that for a second. Furthermore, she had been expecting it. Theworried



expression he had seen on her face asthey had approached the Wurmbrand told him that. She might not
have known exactly how the attack would come, but she had known it was on itsway.

An atack amed a him, originating in her own crew. Was that why she had paraded him through the ship
on hisarriva? Had she been trying to provoke the attack rather than let it come at atime when shewas
vulnerable? At that, at least, she had utterly failed.

The atmosphere in the bridge dowly cleared. His hands shook with the strain of overclocking for so long,
and he eased histempo back to asustainable level, hopeful that Emlee had excised the main, immediate
threat. There had been no more missles since the ringleader had been shot, and judging by the wreckage
left where the frag had been standing, dl of hisdlies had been effectively taken out too. Half of those
loya to Emlee had been logt with them. The pristine whiteness of the walls had become uniformly red,
with darker clots where more substantia tissue had splattered.

Render waded through the mess of tumbling bodies, holding a bleeding left hand under hisarmpit, his
black uniform lustered a deep red. He looked fresh from a daughterhouse.

Emleewasvighly rdieved to see him. With Alice-Angeles shadowing him, Imre kicked off thewall and
joined them on the dais. Emlee glanced at him but didn’t offer any kind of explanation. He didn't press
her. Later, yes, he promised.

The bridge was a blackened, bloody ruin. Nearly haf the workstations had been damaged by the blast.
No doubt the ship could till fly, but it wasn't going to get far without engines. Forgoing the spattered
screens, Imre glanced at virtua telemetry and confirmed hisworst fears.

Pockets of rebdlion had flared up dl over the ship, delaying the repairs and actively engaging in new
sabotage. Holding the pistol by her side, Emlee shouted orders over secure linksto repair crews working
on the ship’ sdrive-control systems.

Meanwhile, the Wurmbrand had passed them long ago, heading in the opposite direction, and was even
then coming about, passing its own point of zero velocity and beginning to accel erate toward them. The
advantage Emlee had gained by overshooting the Jinc was being eroded fast. If the enginesweren’t
running soon, there would be no point—and every imaginable disadvantage—to stopping to rendezvous
with the gestalt.

It seemed absurd that they could have traveled so far for nothing. Not just absurd, but wasteful and
indulgent in aparticularly grandiose way. It reminded him of his own long-distance flight to Spargamos,
where he had learned little but rumors and been shot by his Fort-self’ s hand. Was Emlee suffering the
samefailure of judgment and losing her grip on the gdaxy exactly the same way he had?

The frags were making progress. The rebellion appeared to have been quashed throughout the ship, and
the drive-control systemswere starting to respond. The bodies had been cleared from the bridge. Imre
could fed anew determination spreading through the Memory of Markheim’s serileinterior. Frags
could accesstheir tasks virtualy from anywhere insde the ship’ s hull, and plenty remained to take up the
dack of those who had died. They smply worked at afaster tempo than they had before. With the
didoya eement now purged, the campaign continued.

A communications channel opened in hismind at Emleg’ singtigation. She wasn't talking to him, but the
conversation was clearly one she wanted him to overhear.



“There sbeen adight hitch,” shesaid.

“I figured,” replied afamiliar voice after athree-second delay. “That boat is bearing down on you pretty
fedt.”

“Weseeit.”

Imre paid closer attention. Al Freer’ svoice was thickly layered with static but instantly recognizable.
“We' regoing to Plan B,” Emlee asked him. “ Are you ready?’

“Anytimeyou are”

“Good. Stand by.”

“Don’'t keep mewaiting,” said Freer. “Ensure your engines and guns stay silent.”

Theline closed. Imre glanced a the ship’ strgectory. The Jnc lay dead ahead; even if the engineswere
never restarted, they would reach their target eventualy. Stopping, however, was a different story. At the
back of hismind he began planning contingencies revolving around the gravitation anomaly: if it was
strong enough, they might be ableto use it asadingshot, either to capture or accelerate the Memory of
Markheim’seongated frame. That would still leave the Wurmbrand to dedl with, though, and without
full maneuverability, Emleg s ship would remain at a profound disadvantage.

Ensure your engines and guns stay silent, Freer had said. The advice was decidedly out of character
for Al Freer, especidly to peoplein their position. How were they to avoid a close-quartersfight with
the Wurmbrand if they couldn’t get their engines running?

“Tell meabout Plan B,” he said Emlee. Theringing in his ears had faded enough to talk normally.
“It'sthe only sane onewe have l€eft,” she said, “so keep your fingers crossed.”

Imre steadied himself as the bulkheads shook around him. Tugging on ahandhold, he swung himsdlf
closer to the dais and arrived with barely a second to spare. The engines coughed back into life and
thrust their precious cargo forward. A clattering sound resounded through the ship as debris and bodies
ettled toward the rear. Inertia pulled him “down” too.

He kept a close eye on the ship’ s condition and was puzzled when the engines reached 80 percent
capacity, then dropped back to 70. A moment later it reached 75, and hovered in that vicinity with
occasiond variations. No acceleration couches extruded anywhere on the bridge.

“Arethe engines damaged?’ he asked Emlee.

“No.”

“Soyou'refaking it to keep Ramisinformed?’

She nodded.

“WEe re not accderating fast enough to get away from him. Misinformed won't matter when he’ sright on



top of us. What differenceisit going to make? We can't stop.”
“Just watch. | know what I'm doing.”

Imre kept his eyes smultaneoudy on viewsto the rear and the fore. The Wurmbrand’sugly nose was
approaching a adecreasing rate, but approaching it till was. Ahead of them, the red sphere delinesting
the Jinc’ s location had been replaced by athree-dimensiona crosshair, at the center of which only afaint,
fuzzy blob wasvisble. Imrewatched it closaly, waiting for it to resolve into something familiar.

It never did, and he told himsdlf not to fed wrong-footed by that fact. Too much time had passed. The
Noh vessal now looked like three bulbous neurons connected by dender threadsinto a scalenetriangle
visible broadside on at their angle of approach. Numerous secondary vessdls clustered like ships around
an idand. The conglomeration as awhole was kegping conspicuoudy quiet.

Behind it, visble only asadight dimpling of the sarlight, was the anomay detected by the Memory of
Markheim.

“Nodgnof life” said Render, coming to stand beside him asthe view grew larger in the datafeed. His
uniform and wounded hand had both been cleaned up, but he till smelled of blood. “Isthat surprisng?’

Imre shook his head. The Jinc in Imre'sday had been contact-averse, preferring to ply the empty skies
beyond the gdactic arms aone, if not dwaysin peace. He didn't expect atrap. What could afunctionaly
stationary habitat do against two well-armed ships bearing down on it a an increasing rate?

His mouth, however, was dry, and he knew better than to write off the wily gestdt. Asthe distance
shrank between the Noh vessel and the Memory of Markheim, he steedily increased histempo in turn,
bleeding each remaining moment dry.

Emleewas going to pass a avery close distance. If shedidn’t kill the engines soon, she would tear the
structure apart.

A tinny dlarm aerted him to achange. Something had launched from the side of one of the three habitat
cores—askinny transport or missile moving with consderable and increasing velocity away from the
Noh vessd. Imretracked it in minute detail, looking for control signals on al frequencies and seeing none.
The trangport was sdlf-directed, then. Possibly still amissile, even though it seemed for the moment to be
heading in the wrong direction, toward the galaxy’ s distant heart.

When its course curved to intersect the projected path of Emlee’ s ship, striving for an asymptotic
gpproach, he modified his opinion.

Instead of warming up the defenses, however, Emlee extended an invisible tracery of magnetic vanes
ahead of the Memory of Markheim. At the same ingtant, she killed the engines, throwing the interior of
the ship back into free fal. The trangport strained ahead of them. There was no way it could match the
mighty ship’s headlong speed, not without thrusting for hours. Then it met the vanes and activated itsown
smaller verson. Magnetic forces grappled and snatched at each other, snapping and tangling field lines
across hundreds of meters of open space. Caught, the missile surged with new acceleration.

Like ashark bringing achild closetoits belly, the Memory of Markheim guided the transport into an
ova docking bay and sealed the fluid hatch tightly behind it.



“In,” came Frear’ s static-filled voice over Emleg s secure channd.
The vanes snapped off.

Imre braced himsdlf for the enginesto restart, but they remained slent. The Memory of Markheim was
gl too closeto the Jinc for them to be activated without tearing the rdatively fragile structure gpart.

That concern didn’t bother the Wurmbrand. Haloed by its energetic afterwash, Ra s ship powered
hugedly at the Memory of Markheim’ s dender hedls. The President of the Host issued no detectable
warning and changed tactics not one iota as the Jinc loomed large in histdemetry. Imre stiffened,
knowing what was coming but unable to change athing. The Wurmbrand would tear the Jinc apart, then
gseamroll over the Memory of Markheim without a second thought.

Then a strange thing happened. The backdrop of distant stars behind the Wurmbrand shifted asthough
seen through boiling water. Gravitational sensors went wild. Eerietides swept through the Memory of
Markheim, rocking Imre and Render from |eft to right. Creaks and groans echoed through the
battle-weary ship.

That wastheworst of it, though. The larger effect was aimed directly at thetrailing ship.

Telemetry tracked the Wurmbrand asits nose tipped wildly off course. Its hull twisted as though gripped
at either end by giant hands and turned in opposite directions. Huge rents opened up, belching air from
pressurized compartments within. The engine died dmost immediately, sending one explosiveripple
through space-timein dl directionsthat briefly spiked dl the Memory of Markheim’ s sensors.

Imre could only stare with amixture of fascination and horror asthe datarolled in. Space itself seemed to
have reached out and knocked the Wurmbrand from the sky.

“Don’'t look back,” Render intoned. “The vengeance of God will make you blind.”

A feding likedgavu lit hismind like anova. The Jinc had been obsessed with the search for humanity’s
origins. Heremembered that clearly. “Wetrawl the outer edge of the galaxy,” it had told him, “for clues
to the nature of God.” What Imre had seen just then wasn’t a clue, and he was sure it had nothing to do
with adeity of any kind. It was aforce the like of which he had seen before, in arecording taken by
Emlee after he had “died” on the surface of icy Spargamos.

“The Jinc werelooking for God,” he said aloud.

“Lookslikethey found it,” said Emlee.

He glanced at her. She couldn’t turn pale, but her hands were gripping therail around the dais with
greater fierceness than the zero gee demanded. The musclesin her jaw were knotted like rocks. Shewas
obvioudly as surprised as he by the attack on the Wurmbrand. Clearly she had been planning on Smply
running headlong once they had scooped up Al Freer.

Freer, however, had known, and hiswarning had saved them. The Memory of Markheim had coasted
by, presenting no threat at al to the Jinc. RaMacPhedron’s haste had killed him.

“Therewill besurvivors,” Emleesad.



The sky was il moving behind them, but the Wurmbrand s tumble grew no more severe. A cloud of
wegpons still accompanied the stricken ship, its digposition chaotic.

“Isthat redlly our problem?’ Imre asked.

“The Jdncwill takethem. Assmilate them.”

“That’ s not afate worse than death.”

“Some might think s0,” shesaid. “Y ou would have.”

“Areyou trying to talk yoursdf into turning back?’

Render shook hishead. “ Shewon’t turn. Shewon't stop.”

“He' sright,” Emleesaid. “1 won't. | don't feel good about it, though.”

“It’ snot your job to feel good about anything,” Imretold her. “It’syour job to get it done.”

Her eyeswere hot. Her tone was bitter. “Wdll, | guess| did just that. We have you, safe and sound. We
have Al, too. Maybe we can make some sense out of thisfucking mess, finaly.”

“What good do you think Al will be, without the JInc?’

Emleedidn’t answer him. The Memory of Markheim had reached a safe distance from the Noh vessdl.
Sowly, so as not to bring down upon them the same wrath that had destroyed the Wurmbrand, the
ship’ s engines came back to life, and theillusion of gravity returned. Imre’ sfeet lightly touched the deck.
The muscles of his back and shoulder tensed, preparing to assume the weight he had been free of, just
for alittletime.

She watched and learned, feding the long years of Imre Bergamasc' slife accrete around her like layers
of sediment. Every thought he had, every emation, triggered long chains of memory that were only dowly
beginning to overlap. The explosive battle with the frags had prompted a powerful series of associations
that she recognized from her dreams: of burning worlds and conflicts sprawling across the gdaxy, of
blood and smoke in vast profusion. When Imre remembered Al Freer, she thought of capahility,
ruthlessness, loydty, and strength. And rigidity, sef-interest, dispassion, andice.

“We need adedtination,” Emlee said, asthey hurried through the ship’s smoke-blackened corridors once
the hard burn was finished. Freer was waiting for them in ameeting room near the air locks. Thiswasthe
first time Emlee had spoken since the Memory of Markheim’s engines had reignited. The black man's
voice sent ashiver through her entire being. “We can’t blaze atrail acrossthe galaxy without having an
actud dedtination in mind.”

The phrase Vaia Falisa Soulis sent ripplesthrough Imre sthoughts, but he repressed them as he
continued to repress everything to do with C20, as though they meant nothing to him.

“Inward,” he said. “That' s the only possible direction from out here.”



“Do you want to be more specific than that?’
“Not until you tell mewhy your crew mutinied back there.”
“That' sdonewith,” she said. “WEe re clean now.”

“I"'m supposed to take your word for this?” A hint of betraya flavored histhoughts. “Y ou used me as
bait. That does't fill mewith trust, Emlee”

“Not bait,” shetold him. “A cadys.”

“Either way, you could have told me in advance that some of your crew had it in for me. Do you plan on
telling mewho was behind it?’

Emlee wastight-lipped.
“Ra?’ he pressed. “The Barons?’

She winced at razor-sharp memories of the confrontation on Spargamos. Being shot by another version
of himsdf didn’t qualify as suicide, exactly, but the existentid crigisit had precipitated was yet to be
resolved. Hisfragility remained, for al hisbluger.

“The Revivdig Doctrine,” wasdl Emleewould say.

Imretook that smal piece of information and tried to dot it into place. The jigsaw was growing more
complex, not less. His half-formed theory that Freer had established the Doctrine in order to prepare the
way for Imrée sreturn certainly made no sensein light of what Emlee had told him—unlessthe Reviva
referred to avery different iteration of Imre Bergamasc, to which the one she haunted would be nothing
but anathema.. . .

They arrived at the place Al Freer was being held, a surprisingly large room that had been hastily cleared
for the new arrival, and al thoughts of the mutiny were pushed from her mind.

Alphin Freer was supposed to be alean, tall man with sted grey eyeswho rarely laughed aoud. In the
Corps, he had been the perfect executive officer: possessed of al the abilities that made for agood

leader except the desire to be ultimately in charge. He was happiest when given orders and hel pless when
cut off from his chain of command. She saw in Imre’ s mind amoment long ago, when Freer had
practicaly pleaded for direction. “ There' s nothing more useless,” he had said, “than a soldier without a

fight”

Freer had become Imre’ sMarshd in the Returned Continuum and played a very important rolein
maintaining both security and stability. A singleton rather than a Prime, he had been multiplied many times
over and positioned as conduits between new, potentialy rebellious governments and the administration
on Earth. From the privileged position of thelong view, he had manipulated, deposed, executed, or
converted trillions of people, al in the name of propagating Imre Bergamasc’ s vision. He had been one of
the dl-important trinity underpinning the First Prime: the Regent, Helwise MacPhedron; the Marshd, Al
Freer; and the ghostly Apparatus.

Imre knew (and therefore she knew) little about what had happened to Freer since his abdication, except



that he had campaigned for the role of President of the Host with battle-hardened determination, but that
somehow he had lost to Ra MacPhedron.

What awaited them in the meeting room shocked Imre deeply. And the shocks kept on coming.

Al Freer was abloated mass lying face upward in asophisticated ding from which numerous tubes and
wiresled into the nearest wall. He didn’t appear to be wounded; the medical equipment seemed to exist
solely to sustain the disproportionately large amount of the Vel drawing sustenance from hisbody. His
eye sockets were dimples set deeply in bulging, tumorlike growths projecting from hisforehead and
cheeks. Grotesque folds of dimpled black tissue rolled from his neck down adong historso. Hisarmsand
legswere nearly indistinguishable from the rest of hisbody, and his digits were completely subsumed. The
hugeness of him, and the dlienness of hisflesh, filled Imrewith an immediate and involuntary revulsion.

Only his eyeswere the same: hard and flat, staring at Imre with cool digpassion. Shefet Imretrying to
meatch that stare but finding it difficult.

“Y ou look disgppointed,” Freer said through virtual channdls. His mouth |ooked as though it hadn’t
moved for centuries.

“I thought—"

Imre interrupted his own thought and moved to take one of three utilitarian seats facing the bedridden
figure. Render and Emlee stood behind him, while Alice-Ange es watched by the door. The room was
gpare and functiond, like every other public space on the Memory of Markheim. It looked like a
medica suite, but most of the equipment was unfamiliar to Imre. There were severd tubular tanks at the
rear of the room. One of them glowed awarm yellow.

“| thought you' d resist the temptation,” Imre finished.

“Why?" Freer’seyelidsflickered. Y ou were gone. The age of war was ending. | had no purpose.”
“Except to be yoursdf.” For hundreds of thousands of years, Freer had been accruing experiences
acrossdl his manifold bodies—too many for any ordinary mind to hold, even that of asingleton. To
contain them dl biologicdly, the Veil would be an essentid prosthesis. “Y ou went on apilgrimage,
picking up dl your other selves asthey retired from office. It must have taken you—"

“A long time, yes. And I'm clean, | assure you.” Something about the way Freer spoketickled Imre's
radar. “Clean” was the same word Emlee had used. “ Clean of what, exactly?’

“You haven't told him?’ Freer asked Emlee.

“Things have only just cometo ahead,” she said. “ There hasn't been time.”

“How long doesit taketo say it?” The cool gaze returned to Imre. “ She doesn't want to tell you because
she' sunreasonably afraid of what the Apparatus will do. Executive Order KISMET isdtill in effect, and
we know the spook has struggled with the definition of what it meansto be a person or not. So when |
tell you that a certain batch of memories has been spreading through the Hogt, and that those memories
are behind the trouble you’ ve just gone through, perhaps you’ | understand why | can't be more explicit.”

Imre’ smuscles locked. His mind worked so fast she could barely keep up. KISMET . . . memories. ..



the frag revolt. There was only oneway al three could connect. Still, he resisted the conclusion. Yes,
Helwise had been on Dussehra. Y es, she could have Assumed the Vel before he ordered her killed
through the Apparatus. Y es, he had known at |east one other woman who had been infected and
survived . ..

Gravine Sevaste. Shock waves rippled through his psyche. Sevaste had carried the memories of
Helwise MacPhedron to Earth and ddliberately spread them with the Vel acrossthe galaxy. Those
memories were behind Ra MacPhedron’ srise to power, and they were surely behind the uprising in the
Memory of Markheim. Emlee must have suspected that they had been carried aboard the ship by her
frags, but she couldn’t tell how many had been infected until they were provoked into action—and who
best to do that than the man who had ordered Helwise' s death?

The Revivalist Doctrine. Imre repressed an audible groan. No wonder there was avacancy at the top
of that organization. Helwise couldn’t be named. Her lingering existence couldn’t even beimplied lest the
Apparatus changed its mind and wiped out haf the people in the galaxy, thinking that it was obeying
Imre' s second-last order—an order that couldn’t be countermanded.

Behind him, Emlee radiated tenson like abomb about to explode.

Imre forced himself to nod calmly, athough hisinsdes seethed. “I understand—but she'snot redly il
dive. They'rejust memories, aren't they?’

“Of course, but I'm told they’ re pretty persuasive.” Freer’s stare wasn't unsympathetic. “You'll havea
hard time undoing them.”

She wondered what they contained. A condensed verson of Helwise' sdedingswith Imre—if such a
thing was possi ble—from the Corpsright through to the last days of the Returned Continuum, or a
random sdlection of memories plucked at random from her long life? Either would be explosive. Helwise
had seen him at his best and worst, many times over. She had no doubt that the memories could be as
damning as Freer said they were. Imre hadn’t even been himsdlf for some of them.

“Who said anything about undoing them?’ His voice seemed to come from far away. “Themorel learn
about theway things are, the lessrelevant | seem to be.”

“Don't be so sure about that. There' s someone | want you to meet.”

Thewalls of the glowing tank became transparent, revealing a human body within, suspended in adense,
tranducent gd. At first glance, it appeared to be unconscious. Wizened and hunched, it looked barely
dive

Then its eyes opened, and its limbs twitched. Skeletal fingers clutched at thewalls of its cylindrica cage.
Itsface loomed closer, dightly magnified by the curved membrane.

Imre stood up, resisting the urge to run. She recognized with him the physiognomy of the Jinc. The
component was something more than afrag but less than human, valued as aliving brain, amouthpiece,
and amobile pair of hands rather than for any lingering individudity. Imre had dmost become one
himsdlf, only escaping forced assmilation with the help of the silver sphere the gestalt had collected during
its search for God. But for that good fortune, the story of Imre Bergamasc’ s resurrection and return
could have ended right then.



“What good will thisdo?’ Imre asked Freer, feding amixture of pity and disgust for the creature. “It's
uselesswithout the rest of the gestdt.”

Itslips moved. “We are not here,” rasped the same staticky voice Imre had heard over the commswhile
the Memory of Markheim had approached the Jinc. “We are not here, but | am. | am here, and | am
complete”

Imre stared harder at the figure in the tank. Its shrivel ed features were unrecognizable, but the voice | eft
no room for ambiguity.

Hewas looking at another Al Freer.

“Jesus,” breathed Render

Imre glanced & Emlee. She was unmoved. Obvioudy, she had known about thisin advance. She might
even have planned it with Freer before he had undertaken the misson. Freer wasa singleton; it wasn't
thefirst time one of his selves had met with agridy fate.

Not a fate wor se than death. The words sounded especially hollow now.

Imre successfully swalowed hisrevulson. Moving closer, he placed himself between the corpulent Al
Freer on the ding and the wizened version in the tank. Their eyesfollowed him, and he felt the weight of
their diverse experiences heavily upon him.

“What do | call you?’ he asked the tank version.

“Wearethe Jinc,” camethe crackling response. “I am Al Freer,” it added with apained look. “ Thereisa
diginction.”

“How long you been part of the Jinc, Al?’
“I do not know. We record events, not time’ s passage.”
“How much do you know about its activities?’

“Everything.” Thin lips pulled back in something that might have been aamile. “We have been studying
you.”

“From out here?’

“We rebuilt you. Y ou escaped, so we rebuilt you again.” The grimace widened. “ Thistime you did not
escape.”

Anger more pure than any emotion Imre had ever felt rose up insgde him. All he could see—and she
could see through his eyes—was the leering face before him. All he could hear were the wordsit had just
sad. All he could fed wasfury.

“Why?’ Imre hissed.

“We thought you were connected to the mysteries.”



“l was't. That was just a coincidence. Y ou and your fucking test—" He stopped to take a deep breeath.
She could fed him losing control, or fearing that he might. She braced hersdlf for actionsthat she could
not prevent. “Y ou put words into my head. | reacted to one of them because of something that happened
on your ship. It had nothing to do with who | was, before you brought me back.”

“| disagree,” said the Al Freer intheding.

The coal voice of Imre’ sold friend punctured the expanding bubble of emotion. “Why?’ Imre asked
agan, inacamer voice.

“Theword you reacted to was ‘luminous.” Y ou told methat in the Cat’sArse.”
13 YSH

“We dso know,” said tank-Freer, “that your reaction was triggered by the phrase * persistent luminous
archaeoglyphs.” ”

“Don’'t think | haven't wondered what that means, ever snce.” Imre rubbed at his aching temple with his
left hand. He had gone from needing answersto having too many of them at once.

Tank-Freer said something, but she didn’t hear it. Imre had frozen with hisleft hand in front of hisface,
and was staring with shocked blankness at it. There was no room left for surprise, but that was dl he felt,
rising up to subsume every other thought in hismind.

Where hislittle finger had once been, alump had formed. Half aproxima phaanx in sze, it protruded
from the truncated knuckle like achild in the midst of adults. Already there was a suggestion of anall.

Hislittle finger was growing back. Not perceptibly, but definitely. It hadn't been visble a dl inthe
Wickthing, just hours earlier, but aready the nascent digit was near thefirst joint.

Hoursreative, she reminded herself. That could have been centuries, Absolute, plenty of timeto grow
new cdls, knit new bone, and weave new skin.

Imre’ sfirst coherent thought wasto call Kells, immediately, and reverse the change.

Put thisinto perspective, she wanted to tell him. What’ safinger when we' re talking about the fate of the
gaaxy?

Some of that thought must have penetrated. His knee-jerk panic subsided. It wasn't asif he was being
radicaly rebuilt before hiseyes. Hewas il him.

“I'msorry,” he said, lowering hishand to hisside. “1 didn’t hear you.”

“We seek evidence of theworks of God,” said tank-Freer. * Pergstent luminous archaeoglyphs comprise
part of that evidence: ‘ perastent’ because they survived the trangition from energetic plasmato the Dark
Ages of the post- Big Bang era; ‘luminous because they radiate light;

‘archeo’ for ancient and ‘glyphs for sgnsthat are the work of intelligence.”



The other Freer girred heavily. “The Jinc believe—"

“Wiait, Al. | want to hear it from its own mouth.”

“We bdieve these sgnsto be evidence of God' swork during the early days of creation,” said
tank-Freer. It twitched al over asthough hit with an eectric current. “ The ages of light were chaotic and
furious. Life aswe know it could not survive then. There was intelligence and purpose, however, and we
exist today because of it.”

Imre shook hishead. “1 thought you were searching for evidence of exospermia,” hesad. “Why ese
would you be scouring the edge of the galaxy for trace materid?’

“Itisal part of the same mystery,” said tank-Freer. “ The inhabitants of the Light Ages are thefirst of
which we have obtained evidence, but that by no means rules out the existence of earlier beings.”

Imre’ sgrasp of astrophysics wasn't comprehensive, but he did know the basics. Three seconds after the
Big Bang, the basic building blocks of matter had formed—protons, neutrons, € ectrons—and the
fundamenta forces of nature were dready in play. However, many tens of thousands of years passed
before the matter such as that humans encountered in their everyday lives was able to form. The energy
of the Big Bang had filled space with astorm of photons so intense that it would take three hundred
million years of cooling before stars and galaxies could exist. Conventiona wisdom ran that no forms of
life could have evolved before then, let done thrived.

The Jinc had never boasted of possessing conventional wisdom.

“Y ou think something lived during the Light Ages?”’

“Weknow it. The evidence of their handiwork is recorded in the fine detail s of the cosmic microwave
background.”

“So what happened to them? Why aren’t they around today?’

“They might well be.” Tank-Freer twitched again. “By what name do you cal the perpetrators of the
Sow Wave?’

The Luminous. “But for something that evolved in the Light Ages, today’ s universe would be certain
death for them. The center of even the hottest sun would freeze them solid.”

“Then they are dead. It makes no difference. God' swork is accomplished by many hands.”
“What is God’ swork?’

“Life”

“Whoselife?’

“God makes no digtinctions.”

“So why doesit matter if therewaslifein the Light Ages or not? Why do you careif we' re here because
of evolution or something that happened billions of years ago?’



“Wedo not care,” said the thing in the tank, *but others appear to. I—you are not the only ones coming
to the Jinc for answers.”

She thought of the gravitationa anomaly and the way it had flexed to destroy the Wur mbrand—clearly
protecting the Jnc from harm.

“Towhat questions?” Imre asked.
“What humanity is. Where humanity stands. What humanity wants.”
“That’ swhat brought on the Slow Wave,” Imre said. “ The answer to one of those questions.”

“I believe s0.” Again, Freer in the ding had spoken. *1f someone outside the galaxy noticed us, the Jinc
might be where they first stopped to take stock. Imre, you said you were contacted and helped by
something the gestalt had found; it gave you the word ‘luminous —"

“It never claimed to be one of them.”

“Regardless, it was observing and interacting with humanity, just asidentical copieswere aso observing
and interacting with anyone trying to re-create the Forts—by blowing them to kingdom come,
gpecificdly. It connects”

“Maybe,” Imre admitted, “but | still don’t see where | comeinto the picture. Why did the sphere talk to
me?Why do | matter to something that might be fourteen billion years old?’

“You know why,” said Freer in the ding. “Because you betrayed us. Y ou sold us out to the Fortsin
order to become one of them. The Jinc found that much in your memories when they assmilated you into
the gestalt, but they never worked out what your reason was—what great venture led to your change of

“Do you know?’

“No.” Freer’ sgaze didn’t budge. “ Emlee never told me. But I’ ve been thinking about it. Whatever it was,
it was big. That' swhy the pattern you were made from was destroyed. Y ou didn’t want anyone to know
what you' d done, just in case someone went hunting for it. The best evidence we have that someone did
go hunting isthat the Forts were killed—but | think that might be looking at it about-face. Someone
noticed the end result, ssomped on the Forts, then began the dow and painful process of working out the
backstory.”

“They also made sure Domgard was never repeated,” put in Emlee, speaking for thefirst time. “Don’t
forget that.”

“l won't.”

Tank-Freer wastwitching. Imreignored it. Hisweariness went bone deep, and shefelt it keenly. “ So the
sphere talked to me because the Luminous had aready worked out some of the backstory. It knew my
name. It dso knew that my memory was fouled up. There was no point interrogating me directly. The
best it could do was let me go and see where | went. That’ swhy it helped me escape.” He half turned to
address the agitated tank-Freer. “What happened to the sphere after | [eft?



“Y ou—we—" The wizened thing was unable to speak for amoment. Tremorsrippled through its gnarled
flesh. “1 will answer. It left us. We did not recognize it for what it was. We did not know.”

Something it said rang adistant bell. Imre searched though his own extensive memories until he located
the reference.

On the verge of leaving Hyperabad, he had encountered aversion of Himsalf who had played a
recording detected by the Baronsin the Line.

“Y ou were old when the universe was young,” the Jinc had broadcast. “Y ou are the creator and the
destroyer. Heed the prayer we commit to the void.” Like most prayers, it had sounded as though an
answer wasn't expected. Then, however, the prayer had talked about the absence of God's emissary,
which Imre had taken to be areference to him. “The one who called you was found and is now lost.

Y our angel has departed.” But they had rebuilt anew copy of Imre as soon as he had |eft, so that meant
they hadn’t been talking about him at all. “Y our emissary isgone. Y ou gave us evidence, and we did not

recognizeit.”

They could only have been talking about the sphere—one of the “rebel” spheres such as the one he had
encountered in Spargamos, which claimed to be not entirely at one with the Luminous saims.

The closing words of the prayer echoed in Imre’ s memories: “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 sft the darkness for your guidance with
rapturous hearts. We dedicate our quest to you and to your mighty works. Y ou are master over al levels
of creation. Y our seed created us, and your wrath destroys us. We worship you in your absence.”

Imre might never know exactly how long it had taken, but the Jinc had clearly received areply to that
entreaty.

“Ther€ saplace,” hetold the Freer in the ding, “ caled Spargamos. It was Volume Zero when the Slow
Wave hit; that’ swhere Domgard was based. | met my Fort-self there. Did Emleetell you this?’

“No.” The answer came evenly while tank-Freer, ignored, scrabbled weakly at the glass. “ She couldn’t
have done so without revealing your secret.”

Imre was beyond fedling gratitude for that, or worrying if Freer was offended.

“I met something e sethere, too: one of the Luminous spheres, like the one who helped me escape from
the Jinc. It told me that Domgard was an experiment involving dark matter—something MZ had dready
suggested, but for which we had and still have no real proof. The sphere said that inhabitants of the dark
meatter universe were trying to stop us from making the legp. 1t implied that the threat was dien.”

“That fits”

“It dso said that thiswasn't the whole story, but that it wouldn't tell me anything more until we trusted it
anditskind.”

“A big ask.”



“| agree. My Fort-salf used me as bait to test weapons he' s devel oped againgt the Luminous. | don’'t
know who won.”

“He still out there, working on the problem.”

“Hewas. | presume he dill is”

“Gearing up for war,” Freer said. Hisvoice was very solemn. “WEe re the noncombatants, for achange.”
“l—we did not know,” exclaimed tank-Freer. “We—you were not aware!”

All eyesturned to him. There was silence for along moment.

“Od'sballs” Freer breathed. “If the Jinc find out about your Fort-sdif, they’ll tell the Luminous.”

Imre nodded. “And that will be the end of us. They’ ve spent one and ahalf million years knocking out the
proto-Forts, and till we attack and plot againgt them. At some point, they’ | decide we re more trouble
than we' reworth and kill usall.”

“What are we worth to them?’ asked Emlee.
“They created us,” tank-Freer grated. *“1—we owe a debt of veneration.”

“Wedon't owethem anything at al,” said Imre, rounding on the wizened cresture with reawakened fury.
“Sowhat if they were around in the Light Ages? That doesn’'t mean they created us. The stuff they were
made of isn’t anything like DNA. It was cosmic strings and quarks or even stranger stuff. We can't
imagine the kind of thingsthey were, or the environment they inhabited. There were no sunsor planets,
there wasn't even space. It was a soup, and they might have been the only thing going.

“They built things we can see echoes of today. So what? The entire universeis an echo of that age. Hell,
maybe they made everything, not just us. Maybe their machines caused the plasmato clump into stars
and black holes. Maybe without them there’ d be no galaxies or solar systemsat al. We'rejust an
accident in an entire universe of accidents—and who knows how they fedl about that? Maybe they regret
the way things have turned out. Maybe they wish they could go back and smooth out the clumps, so
there' d never be anyone eseto disturb their peace. Well, it’ stoo late for that. We re here, and they’ve
got no right to fuck with us”

Imre dapped the Side of the transparent tank, close to the wizened thing' s face. It recoiled as though
actualy struck.

“Y our—my thoughts are blasphemy,” it crackled.

“Your beliefsareinsane,” Imre said. “God ignored you until we got initsway. It'susing you now to spy
onus. It'll wipeusout if it getsthe chance.”

“It' s probably too late to contain everything,” Emlee said, coming up beside Imre. She could see her
dark features reflected in the curved surface of the tank. “The Jinc will have picked up survivorsfrom the
Wurmbrand. They’ |l suspect you' re aboard this ship. That alone might be enough to rouse the
Luminous”



“Sothey’ll come after us. They'll try to stop us.” He turned his attention back to tank-Freer. “ Do they
have anything that could catch up with thisship?’

“Timeison God ssde. You'll never outrun your fate.”

“If these things have survived fourteen billion years, I’ d say you' re right about the first point. Asto the
second, that remainsto be seen.”

Imreturned away from the tank, dismissing the thing inside physicaly aswell asmentdly. The confusion
had been siwept away. She could fed decisveness crystadlizing his mind like ice spreading through
supercooled water.

“Kill it,” hetold the Freer in the ding. “ Dump the body out an air lock. If the Luminous are coming after
us, let them know what we think of those who follow blindly.”

Tank-Freer thrashed and best at the glass, but the Freer in the ding answered coally, “It will be done.”

Imre turned next to Emlee. “Y ou said earlier that we need adestination. | have onefor you, if you're
willing to hear it.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”

“It' saplacecdled Vaia You'll finditin the Hard Records.”

“What' sthere?’

“I don't know,” he said. Thetimefor dissembling waslong past. “It’s part of the message Bianca
Biancotti left meinthecity. ‘Fdisa and ‘Soulis comprisetherest of it, and they’re placestoo. | think it's
atrall, one sheintended usto follow.”

“She'll beat theend of it?’

“I don’t doubt there' |l be someone.”

“Waiting for you to come home,” said Render.

Goose bumpsllifted the fine hairs on Imre’ sarms, but he didn’t respond to the aside.

“Ther€ sachoice you need to make,” hetold Emlee. “Y ou’ re not going to like either option, I'm afraid.”
“Goon.”

“If letting the Jinc know about my Fort-sdlf is dangerous, letting the information escape into the Vel
would be catastrophic. Y ou know that. Am | right in guessing that you' ve kept your memoriesto yoursdlf
for just thisreason?’

She nodded.

“Wall, the secret is out now—unless you kill the two other people in this room to guarantee its safety.”



Emlee glanced at Freer and Alice-Angeles. Both of them were infected with the Veil. Nether showed
any emotion, but Imre could tell that Freer was overclocking, ready for anything.

“Or?" sheasked.
“Or you cal Raand tell him to rendezvouswith usat Vaa”
Emlee exhded sharply through her nose. “ All or nothing, en?’

“Exactly. Two livesto save quadrillions, or dl the quadrillions on your sde. There'sno middle ground.
Whichisit to be?

“Lifeisnever easy when you're around.” Emlee put her hands on her hips and looked down at the floor
for amoment. When she raised her head, her expression was cheerless. “I'll draft amessage and signd
Raimmediately. There' sachance he might not come. Y ou know that, right? Or he might bring afleet and
blow us out of the sky.”

“A fleet might not beabad idea,” Imre said, “sincewe' |l be arriving with the Luminous hot on our tail.”

“Doyouredly think that’ slikely?” she asked. “If thesethings are as old asthe universe, they’ll be
working on atempo even dower than Forts. It could take them millenniato decide what to do about us.”

“Want to take that chance? What happened to the Wurmbrand proves they can move quickly when they
want to.”

“Don’'t forget the spheres,” said Freer. “ That’ swhat they’refor, | think. They interface with us
quick-thinkers so their masters won't have to muddy their feet.”

“All right,” said Emlee. “I will cal him. Don't expect aresponse anytime soon, though. The next timewe
hear from him, he'll probably be right on top of us.”

Imre nodded distractedly. The reference to the silver agents of the Luminous made him wonder again
about dissenson within their ranks. If it did come to astand-up fight, he hoped they could rely on help
fromtheingde.

At the back of Imre’ smind, something worried at him, something he had either forgotten or not entirely
noticed yet.

| amtelling you the truth, the sphere in Spargamos had told him. Not the whole truth but part of it.

Somewhere ahead of him, or behind him, or conceivably al around him, the whole truth was waiting.
Until hehad it in his possession, he could never rest.

That' swhat | want, he told himsdaf. That, and no more. Isit too much to ask?

No, shereplied, not knowing if he could hear her but hoping that her agreement counted for something.
It'snot.

He thought something bitter about things that wouldn't die—Helwise, the Luminous, her—but she
couldn’t quite make it out and was glad for it.



The thrashing of tank-Freer had ceased. It floated limp in the fluid, its wrinkled face downcast and mouth
agape. It had posed no redl threet while physically separated from the rest of the gestalt, and Imrefdt a
moment of shame for alowing vindictivenessto overcome good sense. He should have asked that it be
put in hard storage for awhile, just in case it was needed again, and spared it an ignominious,
unnecessary execution.

No one had stopped him, though. Al Freer had lost many iterations of himself down the millennia, and the
Jnc could spare any number of its many components without even noticing. Evenif Imre smotives were
suspect, the consequences were the same.

You'll never outrun your fate.

Too late to take those words back. Despite his misgivings, he wished he had killed the thing before it had
uttered them.

“I needtotalk toMZ,” hesaid. “I’ll do it from my quarters.”

Emlee nodded. “I'll flag you the course details once they're findized.”

“I'd like to talk with you too, once thismessis cleaned up,” said Freer.

“All right. What about you?’ Imre asked Render. “Do you want ashot at metoo?’

“I'll say itif | fed it.” The old soldier smiled like a cracked statue. “Nothing, for now.”

Imrefelt arush of gratitude. Out of everyone in the Corps, Render was the only one who had known the
truth about his Fort-sdlf al dong. He had kept that truth to himsalf since the Mad Times. If anyone
deserved to berate Imre, it was him.

Emleel€eft to put the ship back together. Imre lingered amoment, wanting to bring some kind of
resolution to hisfirst meeting with Al Freer in half amillion years. The words wouldn't come, and Freer
himsdf didn’t offer any. In the end, there were none. They were three ancient combat veterans—counting
Render—who had all seen better days. There might not be enough |eft to waste on small talk.

Gathering up Alice-Angeles, Imre went back to his quarters. The corridors of the ship were silent apart
from the distant murmuring of the engines. No one looked at him oddly any more. Thetaint of Helwise
had been expunged without his even knowing it had been there. That didn’t reassure him in the dightest.
Her ghost permeated the entire galaxy—so who had won, really?

A sudden stab of pain in his abdomen caught him in midstep. He paused to catch his breasth with
Alice-Angdes standing by, ready to lend him assistance if needed. The pain was needle-bright and
unexpected, as though something had torn degp insde him.

It was't an unfamiliar pain. He had felt something Smilar on Hyperabad, not long after hisfirst meeting
with Chyro Kdls. That wasn't reassuring. That wasn't reassuring at al.

VaaFaisaSoulis, hethought. The words shonelikealight in hismind.

That' s not my name, she replied.



What are you doing to me?
Define“you,” “to,” and “me.”
Imre laughed aloud. It sounded amost like a sob.

The pain came again, sharper and more penetrating. She was as surprised by it ashewas. Hislegsgave
away, and the ground came up to mest them.

Thelast thing she saw before consciousness fled was Alice-Angeles leaning over him with her lips
moving. Thewordswereinaudible. A sren of agony drowned out everything, and she was glad for the
moment for both of themto let it go.

THISNEW ANGER

And still the figure had no face by which he might know it; even in his dreams, it had no face,
or one that baffled him and melted before hiseyes. . .

—Robert Louis Stevenson

He dreamed of alarge black man bursting out of the body of another. The process was messy and
viscera and horrible to behold, and even asit unfolded, he understood the metaphor: not just dead
things, but dead things wanting to come back to life, killing the living in the process. The past and the
present didn’t coexist eadily.

There was an edge to the dream, however, that suggested it was more than just hisimagination at work.
Theimagery wastoo graphic, too immediate. It fdt likeamemory.

Not one of his, though—and he shied from that thought, as he had shied from so many in recent days.

Time passed. He could not measure it. Eons might have swept by, and he would be oblivious. On
waking, dowly and with a great wariness, he wondered if that was ddliberate. He had tried physicaly
running by abdicating from the Returned Continuum, telling himsdlf that he was leaving Earth to fight the
battle head-on. The truth was, though, that the front wasimpossibleto find. It was dl around him. 1t was
ingde him. It was nowhere at dl.

When he opened his eyes, he wasin the quarters that Emlee had provided for him, surrounded by the
looming mounds of his persona detritus. His body ached in athousand smal ways. Thelast thing he



wanted to do was find out why. That he had five fingers on each hand was impossible to ignore.

At least hismind appeared to be entirdly his. There was no sign of the presence that had haunted him
since his escape from C20. His thoughts echoed dong empty halls and through vast, hollow chambers.

Herolled onto his ssomach and closed his eyes. Complicated skeins of data awaited him, some new,
some very old. He wasn't ready for any of it.

“Apparatus?’ He spoke aoud, knowing that his muffled words would be easily understood by the Al.
“Clear the room for me.”

“| don't understand, Imre. Y ou are alone.”

“I'm not talking about people. I'm talking about things. Takeit away—all of it, except for arobe for me
to wear. When | open my eyesagain, | want everything else to be gone.”

“Very wel. | will placeit in storage elsewhere.”

“No. Get rid of it for good. Burn it, ditch it, dissolveit; whatever you do these days. Just keep the books
and the other museum pieces. They have vaue.”

“All of it belongsin amuseum,” said Emlee, butting into the channel from esawhereinthe ship. “You
included.”

“It' sawagte of energy dragging it around,” he said, unsurprised that he was being monitored. “No one
needsit anymore.”

“Let me bethejudge of that.”

Thelinefdl slent for amoment. Imre assumed that she was giving the Apparatus orders of her own. The
end result was the same. He kept his eyes closed asthe walls of his quarters began to move around him.
With myriad soft sounds, the paraphernaia Emlee had carefully preserved for him were absorbed and
taken away.

“Thank you,” he said, when the sounds ceased.

“MZ sent you something,” shesaid.

Herolled back over, gingerly. “He did?’

“Hesaysit'sprivate. Would you like it delivered to your room?’

“Yes.” He could guesswhat it was, and was't entirely surprised that the Fort had preempted him.
“Don'tlook atit.”

“Y our one remaining possession? | wouldn't dream of it.”
The channd closed. He folded his hands behind his head and opened hiseyes. A single white robe hung

like aghost from ahook on thewall. The towers of detritus were gone. Apart from alingering smell of
dugt, they might never have been there at dl. The neatness gppealed to him dthough it didn’t put him



entirdy at ease.

His mind was a crowd of thoughts. Aliens from the dawn of time who had created humanity by accident
and now wanted to destroy it; the ghost of Helwise spreading like a disease through the gal axy; Himsdlf,
and hisongoing rolein the fortunes of the galaxy.

The puzzle was dowly assembling, but holes remained that hadn’t been filled in. What did the Luminous
care about humanity? If they had really been civilized during the Light Ages, they could span the universe
now. Killing the Fortswould be like the Host dapping the face of achild that had annoyed it. Why would
they bother? What threat could the Forts possibly have been?

Al Freer sgnded him. He got up and quickly shrugged into the robe, ignoring strange twingesin his body
and unfamiliar sensations as he moved. His balance was out. The robefit loosely around him, hiding him
sy initsfolds.

When he was suitably disguised, from himsalf aswell as Al Freer, helay back on the bed and took the
cdl.

“I heard you were awake,” Freer said. A virtua image of him as he till looked in Imre' s mind—tall,

angular, economical in movement—accompanied the voice, making it easier to forget the bloated mass of
Vell-stuff he had become. “Y ou’ ve been out four days by the ship’s clock. Are you fedling yoursalf

agan?
Imre was dready regretting taking the cal. Four days.

He checked the time; it was correct. Whatever had been going on insde him, it had taken much longer
than he/d redlized.

Asfor fedinghimsdf . ..

“It'snot that smple, Al.”

“| guessed.”

“Isthat what you wanted to talk about?’

“Principaly.” Freer didn’'t waste any time. Folding hisarms behind hisvirtua back, he stood at the end of
Imre’ sbed and spoke directly a him. “ ‘My Fort-sdf.” That’' swhat you called him—the version of you
who betrayed us.”

“He betrayed metoo, Al. If it wasn't for Emlee, | wouldn’t be here now.”

“So | hear. WE ve been playing catch-up while you were snoozing.”

Imre nodded. Freer would have requested a thorough debriefing now that the vell of secrecy had been
drawn back. “What' s your point, then?’

“*My Fort-sdlf. "

“It'saturn of phrase.”



“Not theway you redly think of him?’

“Why would it be?’

Freer’ simage frowned and wal ked two paces to one corner of the room. There he appeared to lean
againg thewall with hisarms folded across his chest. “Y ou didn’t ask me what happened to the other
Imre Bergamasc the Jinc made, the one they assmilated into the gestalt.”

Imre thought back. He remembered being angry when he had learned about the existence of the Jinc
version of him, taking the news even more persondly than he did word of his Fort-saf’ sactivities
because, for an instant, he and that version had actually been the same person: the incomplete records
from which they had been created had borneidentica errors. He still felt an echo of that fury, when he
thought about what must have happened to it. Histwin had endured al the horrors that he had managed
to avoid—like the menta rapeto which Al Freer had willingly subjected himself in exchange for data.

Imre’ swillingnessto take out hisire on the Jnc version of Al Freer was something he wasn't proud
of—and now it turned out that he had entirely forgotten what had prompted it.

That he could see where Freer was heading didn’t help.

“Would I cal him my Jnc-sdf?1 don’t know. Tell meit’srunning around out there, causing trouble, then
I’d gart to fed somekind of kinship.”

Freer shook his head. “Y ou don't have to worry about that. Once they had sucked it dry, the Jinc threw
itaway.”

The news affected Imre, but not deeply. There, but for the grace of God—or the Luminous, if there was
adifference. . .

“I'm Imre Bergamasc,” he said. “The one the Jinc killed stopped being me the moment they plugged itin
and took what they wanted. Even if | thought he was me, | remember being asingleton. I'm used to the
ideaof losng parts of mysdf.”

“Isyour Fort-self Imre Bergamasc too?’

Don't be so sure you know who | am, the Baron had said over the prison moon Kismet. That could be
a fatal mistake. “I’m sure he doesn’t think of himsdlf that way anymore.”

“That’snot what I’'m asking.”

“Hée sthe one who changed, not me.”

“Areyou trying to emulate him?’

“What?No! How could | when | don’t know anything about him?’
“We have only your word about that.”

“Hetried to kill me—not just on Spargamos, but on Hyperabad aswell. Remember?’



“That tellsus how he feds about you, Imre. | have no ideahow you'll react if you come face-to-face with
him again.”

Imre gave the question the consideration it deserved. He could squirm and dance around it, but Freer

hed apoint. If Imre il thought of Himsdlf as an extension of his own being, then what would happen if
they ever met?

You' Il know how to contact us when you work out what you want, his Fort-self had also told him. |
can't promise we'll take you in, but that is an option.

Their relationship—if such it could be called—had gone downhill since then.

“WEe' re back where we started, you and 1, just like when we hooked up again at the Cat’ sArse.”
“It seems s0.”

“Isthat why you came out to the Jinc in the first place, to dig more deeply into my past?’

Freer’ simage shrugged. “We only had your word for what happened to you. It seemed sensible to
check it out.”

“How long did it take you to find the ship?’
“Don’t ak.”

Imre could imagine. The edge of the gdlaxy was avast and empty vacuum sea. Finding one ship would
have taxed the Host considerably, especidly if the search was conducted under the President’ sradar.

“Wdl,” hesad, “we'releft a something of animpasse. Just be glad I’'m not asking you to follow my
ordersanymore.”

“Emleeisligening to you.”

“Only solong asI’m making sense”

“Redly? Sowhat’'sat Vaathat's so important?’
Freer had him there. “I don’t know. No one knows.”
“It could be atrap.”

“BiancaBiancotti wouldn't be party to that.”
“Biancamight havefalenfor it hersdf.”

There was nothing Imre could say to that. It wasindeed a possibility. “ Then I'm triply glad Ramight be
there too.”

Freer’ simage displayed nothing. He unfolded his arms and walked to the far opposite side of the room,



by the door. His attention appeared to be solely on where he placed hisfest.

“Her€ sathought,” said Imre. “What if he' s dead? The Fort version of me, | mean. Himsdlf. What if the
trap helaid on Spargamos turned againgt him, and the Luminous kicked his sorry arse? All this paranoia
could befor nothing.”

“The Barons are till out there. I'm sure of it.”

“We know less about them than we do about him. Isit wise to assume that he was the only member of
that organization? That it couldn’t re-form even if he had been destroyed?”’

Freer nodded and returned to stand at the end of the bed. “ The echoes of the Slow Wave have been
reassembled,” he said. “Ninety percent of it makes no sense, and therest is perfectly mundane. There's
no evidence in there that you were involved in addiberate attempt to murder the Forts, so that’s one
conspiracy theory laid to rest.”

“Good,” said Imre, not sure how this new line of conversation answered his question. “Didn’'t | read
somewhere that fragmentary Linetrafficisontheriseagan?

“You did. Thirty percent of thetrafficisanomaous.”

“That seemslikealot.”

“Itisalot. The black traffic looks like noise, but we' ve discovered a pattern to it, thefirst layer of what
looks like very deep encryption, much deeper than anything we could generate. We re gathering what we
can and working congtantly to penetrate the next layer. We' re d so trying to find the source. At the
moment, it lookslikeit's coming from everywhere, which, of course, doesn’'t make sense, sowe're

hunting ordinary traffic for signs of aresponse, snceal encrypted transmissions have to be decoded
somewhere.”

“Anything yet?’
“Just one phrase stands out.” Freer’ s grey eyeswere as sharp asknife points. “ ‘Imre-F.” ”

Imre absorbed this. “Imre’ isn't an uncommon name, Al. A lot of Primes gaveit to their children when |
wasin charge.”

“That'strue,” Freer acknowledged. “They’ re dead now, of course.”

Another good point. 1t could be areference to this version of me, or nothing more than a coincidence.”
“That’ struetoo.”

Freer clearly didn’t give those possibilities much credence, though, and neither did Imre.

“If there san Imre-F, what happened to A through E?’

“Maybe Imre-A isthe one we knew in the Corps and Imre-B iswhat he became when he took the desl

with the Forts. Imre-C survived the Sow Wave, and Imre-D isyou, rebuilt by the Jinc. Imre-E could be
the second version the Jnc made, or another one we don't know about.” Freer didn’t seem convinced



by that either. “Maybethe'F just sandsfor ‘Fort.” ”

Imre shook hishead. “I think you' re gpplying avery mundanelogic to dl of this. Y ou' re suggesting that
the black traffic has something to with the Fort version of me—which I’m happy to cal Imre-F sincewe
need anamefor him, if only to separate him from me—but Fortsdon’t think like us. They havetheir little
puns and jokes. It’s been along time since you' ve had to deal with them, so you’ ve forgotten that. We
should run it by MZ before coming to any conclusons.”

“We dready have,” Freer said.

“Am?!

“Hethinkswe reidiots”

“We probably are, compared to him, but he still needs usif he wantsto retire to Earth unmolested.” Imre
remembered the package that the Fort had sent from the Wickthing and wondered where it had got to.
“You'relooking for patternsin the wrong places, Al. Instead of trying to make me as part of the
conspiracy, why not find out what the conspiracy is, first, and see what pieces are missng? |’ ve been out
of the picture too long to be a serious player, on either sde. Remember that. For good or ill, I—this
version of Imre Bergamasc—isjust abit part.”

“BiancaBiancotti didn’t think so. Emlee doesn’t think so. Radoesn’t think so.” Freer thought for a
second. “1 don’t think s0.”

“Thanksfor the vote of confidence, if that’ swhat it is, but I'm inclined to disagree.”
“That’ syour prerogative. Y ou don't haveto believeit for it to be true”

Imre dismissed him with an irritated gesture. “ Get out of here. Y ou’ re messing with me—and I’ ve been
messed with plenty aready.”

Freer offered ashalow incline of his head and disappeared. No arguments, no farewell. Just perfect
compliance and passive aggression, the soldier’ sfirst resort when faced with irrationa authority.

Imre fumed until avirtual chime announced that someone had come to the entrance to Imre’ s chambers.
He checked. It was Emlee, balancing a seded white box in both hands.

“Isthat what | think itis?” he asked her.

She nodded. “| decided to bring it myself.”

He couldn’t ask her to leaveit outside. The door hissed open at his mental command, and she strode
purposefully into the room.

She seemed very tal from his position in the bed. Her physicdity was astounding. He thought about
standing, but knew that would make very little difference to how hefdt. He sat up instead, leaned his
back against the wall behind the bed, and tried to ook more relaxed than he felt.

“Where do you want it?’



“Here, next to me. And for God' s sake, Sit down. Y ou’ re giving me acrick in my neck.”
She brought the box to him and eased onto the mattress besideit. “ Care to share what’ sinsde?’

He considered saying no. If Freer found out about it, he would only become more anxious. There was no
point hiding from Emlee, however. She could probably guess what he had wanted from the Wickthing
given the destination he had given her—as M Z had, ensuring it was ready for him when he awoke.

The box opened at histouch, reveding what looked like atranducent glass eye with two pupilslooking in
opposite directions. The loop shunt that had once been part of his body seemed harmless enough ona
bed of black velvet, little more than a bauble he could have picked up on any of abillion worlds, but he
knew its potentid. The last timeit had awoken, the visonsit had shown him had torn hismind apart. He
had also very nearly ended up with ashot through his skull from Emleg sold pistol asaresullt.

“Don’'t ask mewhat I’'m going to do withit,” he said, “because | don't know yet.”
“Y ou think there’ s something left for it to connect to?’
“Therewasthelast time.”

“On Earth, yes. It makes sense that there would be some kind of network there, lying low so the
Luminouswon't find it. Out here, though?’

“Maybe we can use it as aFort detector: when we get close to something, it’ Il wake up.” He shrugged.
“I don’t know.” Shutting the box, he put it to one side of the bed so nothing lay between them. “Where
arewe, exactly?’

“Following the course you suggested. We |l be at theworld cadled Vaain two days, relative.”
“That soon?’

“I’ve dropped the ship’ s tempo now repairs are complete. There' s nothing to do until we arrive or word
arivesfromRa”

“No more revol utions to worry about, anyway, now you' vekilled haf your crew.”

Emlee did her long legs onto the bed and crossed her ankles. The mattress extruded a cushion and
shifted under her weight, adjusting its resistance so they were balanced equaly atop it. The two of them
sat Sde by Sde, hedtill in therobe, shein her usua white uniform, unbuttoned around the collar. He
could see the darkness of her chest between the folds of gtiff fabric.

“The ship dill isn't entirely clean, you know,” she said, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. “1'd
hate you to be misinformed on that point.”

He watched the hard lines of her face settle into aweary mask. Don’t mention that name, he
remembered. “I thought that was the whole point of triggering the revolt. To bring you-know-who out
and reved—ah.” He stopped, understanding. “It only brought out those infestations you weren't already
aware of. And you, like any good soldier, understand the importance of knowing your enemy.”



Her expression didn’t change. *Y ou taught metoo well, Imre.”
“Don’'t blame me on that point. Every book on the subject will tell you the samething.”
“Do they warn you about getting too close?’

“Only if you're determined never to change your loydties.” Hewaited abeat. “Isdoing that a
possbility?”

“God, no.” Shelaughed without humor, deep in her throat. Her Adam’ s apple bobbed. “ She was a crazy
old bitch at theend. I’ d never take her side.”

“I think you're being alittle hard on her.”
“Doyou?’
He sad nothing.

Emlee’ s eyes opened, green againgt black, and she said, “ Sheloved you. That’ s pretty clear from the
memories sheleft us. But there are different kinds of love, and herswas of afundamentaly dysfunctiona
kind. It' s clear sheloved for power rather than pleasure. She gave hersdf completely intimesof crisis,
and in exchange received—not security, exactly, but complicity. She liked to be close to the source of
conflict. Sheliked to be caught up in the flow. Shewas physical, and ingtinctive, and very much in the
moment. She understood strategy, but it didn’t interest her as much as the organic nature of combat. Sex
was combat to her; that’ swhy sheloved it. That’swhy sheloved you, because wherever you went,
conflict was close by—and that’ swhat killed her, in the end.

“Y ou went too far.” Her green eyes were depthless, shining. “Y ou betrayed her. Y ou disengaged from
her. Y ou wouldn’'t play the game. She had to look elsewhere for what she thought of aslove. Y ou know
about her and Ra; those experiences are in her memories too—but that’s only part of it. The coup was
less about taking control of the galaxy than trying to get your attention. She was awoman scorned then
murdered by the man she loved.

“That’ swhat’sin here, calling for revenge,” Emlee said, tapping her head. “That’ swhat Rawill useto
destroy you. The details don’t matter—how she schemed, where and when you fucked, who disagreed
with whom, athough alot of that isin there too. Most people won't care. The emotiona truth iswhat
matters. Fucked-up love and betrayd is her legacy to the galaxy.”

Emlee’ s gaze wouldn't release him. He wanted to defend himsd f—athough againgt what he didn’t know.
Emlee wasn't accusing him of anything; she was merely rlaying Helwise' sverson of events, and there
could be no denying that. Not with the woman who had laid them down effectively expunged from
humanity. There was nothing left to confront except the echoes of her, converging on him from al corners
of the galaxy. He could never shout them down.

Guilt, likewise, wasn't 0 eadily slenced.

“Y ou're wondering what it’ slike, having her in my head,” Emlee said, as though he had accused her of
something.

“Yes” headmitted, “but I’d never dream of being impolite.”



“Just like I’d never come out and ask you what’ s under that robe.”
Hefdt atangled knot of emotionstighten inside him: fear, dread, curiosity. “Don’t you dready know?’

“Tempting though it wasto peep while you dept, | 1et the Apparatus have that honor. It would' ve
sounded the dlarm had there been a problem. | had other thingsto think about.”

“So you keep saying. If you're so busy, why are you here?’
“Because | am curious about what' s happening to you. Because | think it matters.”

“Why? The galaxy doesn't careif | grow four arms and extrahead. Y ou' re the Prime people ook up to

“Who said anything about people?’ Shelooked away. “Whatever. Changing the way you look is
probably agood ideg, if you're ever to dodge Helwise' swrath. Y ou don’t want to live in abox the rest
of your life, however long that might be.”

“Doyouthink that’ swhy I’'m doing this?’
Emleedidn’t say anything for amoment.

When heredlized an answer wasn't coming, he got up from the bed. Facing the wall, and thinking of the
time that she had undressed to let him study her Vell, he unfastened the robe and let it drop from his
shoulders. Asthethick materia pooled heavily around his ankles, he stepped free and turned around.

There were no mirrorsin the room. Emlee knew him well enough to be sure of that. He couldn’t tell,
therefore, exactly what she was seeing, but he could look down, findly, and see rather than fed the
changesthat had been wrought upon him.

Hewasfemale, or something approaching it. His breasts had returned, and his hips had widened,
accounting for his atered balance. Penis and testes had retreated into his body, but without exploring that
area by touch he couldn’t be sure what, if anything, had grown in their place. He could tdll that he had
changed interndly, though, his Prime body mimicking an ancient genetic template that hadn’t evolved
naturaly for two million years. He had changed.

So quick, he wanted to say, but of course the four days relative he had dept might have been thousands
of years Absolute. While hisinternd clock ticked dowly over, the laws of physics and chemistry had
maintained their usua progression.

He wanted to be appalled by the changein gender. He certainly had been the last time, among the Jinc,
and he had taken swift steps then to begin the reversal back to male-ness. But his skin had aways been
hairless, gpart from that on his head, and he retained the muscul ature he was familiar with. He was no
shorter or dighter than he had been before. His voice was the same pitch. His transformation from male
to femaewas, therefore, largely symboalic.

Of what, he wondered. Of his rogue fragment’ s absorption and the legacy she had |eft? Wasthat the
price he had to pay for being left done at lat?



He doubted it would be so smple. Nothing stayed dead for long anymore, no matter how hetried to
keep them down. What had Mac Grimes said? When ghosts start multiplying, you don’t pinch
yourself. You get an exorcist. When that failed, you ran, and you kept running asfast as you could, as
he had run by abdicating, by becoming aPrime, by turning his back on Himsdlf and everything he stood
for, and by letting himself dissolve into C20 where he—he—

—she—he—Imre—

—ghe, gill Imre, had emerged, and now wanted to run from the giant black man of her memory, even
though she knew she was Emleein male form and retained none of the prigpean excesses of her dreams.

“| dreamed of you,” shesaid.
“When?’

“In the city—thetrap.”

“Any particular kind of dream?’

Emleewaslooking at her in away shedidn’t entirely like. It stirred something insde her, touched places
shetried but wasn't ableto ignore.

“Y ou adways appeared after amemory of one of our old campaigns. Davos-Plaz, Balantrea, Tusitda; |
didn’t know what they were at the time, but | recognize them now, looking back on them from this
perspective. Y ou appeared just like this, but more. . . more sexuaized. Very threatening. Y ou never
called me by name. Y ou said that you were looking for me, that you were my savior. You talked alot
about heaven, a dead heaven, and choices | had to make. Y ou—" She stopped. Emlee was nodding.
“What?’

“ ‘Dead Heaven' is C20's code name in the back channdls of the Line. That’ s how we tracked it down.”

“Wall, great. | wasn't losing any deep over that detail, but | supposeit’ sgood to have the answer.” She
knelt on the bed diagonally opposite Emlee, facing her but keeping her legs carefully together. “Y ou were
anightmare. | was afraid of you—and what you represented too, | guess. Should | be afraid of you
now—~now | know what you havein your head, urging you on?’

“There s nothing to be gained by harming you. Or do you mean sexudly?’ Emlee folded her arms behind
her head. “For dl | know that’ s exactly what you want. Helwise wasn't the only one with afucked-up
relationship to sex.”

Imre couldn’t argue with that.

“Well, you have nothing to fear on that score,” Emlee said. “If | wanted to infect you with the Vell, there
are more efficient means. Besides, what happened between us half amillion years ago was, well, haf a
million yearsago.” She amiled. “Frankly, at the moment, I'm just too tired to think of anything like that.”

Imre nodded, not entirely convinced that Emlee’ slack of interest was genuine, or that her own fedling
wasn't disgppointment. “Y ou should know in return that that’ s not why I’ ve changed alther. It wasn't my
plan to seduce you so you wouldn't betray me.”



“Why are you changing, then?’

That was harder to answer. “Maybe because | need to. Because there’ s no point holding back when
everyone and everything has moved on and left me behind.”

“Except Render.”

“Except him, yes”

“He s getting paranoid in his old age. Have you noticed?’ Emlee closed her eyes and settled lower on the
mattress. “1"m not paranoid, and | don't care why you' ve changed, Imre. I’'m just going to stay awhile,
in case you try anything stupid with that loop shunt.”

“Who says I'll be staying?’

“Fine. Then I'll just lie here and get some deep. It s been over two hundred thousand years Absolute
sncel last took anap.”

“Lookslikeit, too.”

Imre waited to seeif Emlee had anything else to say. One minute passed in sllence, then another, and
eventudly, when it became clear that Emlee had actually gone to deep, her expression as open and
vulnerable asachild's, she—

—he—

—Imre moved dowly off the bed and stood till for afull minute. A switch had tripped in his head, and
he didn’t entirely understand what had happened. One moment he had been himsdlf, and the next he had
been, not someone else, but hersalf. She had araft of new memoriesthat dovetailed where his ended,
explaining much that hadn’t made sense before.

Why did Emleetrigger such stirong reactionsin him? Because she had dreamed about her. Why had he
dreamed of Emlee burgting out of aman’s chest? Because she had seen it with her own eyes.

Her eyeswere his eyes, and her memories were his memories, whether he wanted them or not.

Hefdt himsdf trembling on the brink of dissolution, asthough at any second he might crumbleinto dust.
It wasinconceivable to him that he could be so undone by something so small, so insgnificant.

Unless, adissdent part of him murmured, there was something about her that made her sgnificant—and
if that were S0, couldn’t ignoring or trying to get rid of her actually make things worse?

When he moved, it wasn't to cal Kellsand ask him to change him back, but to go about finding some
clothes. He could live with his body theway it wasif it meant that he could think clearly. That wasthe
ultimatum he offered himself. Or herself. The moment, though, that he experienced fugue Sates and
started doing things he couldn’t remember later, al bets were off.



The corridors of the Memory of Markheim were as quiet as atomb. Emlee hadn’t exaggerated about
running the ship down whilethey werein transt. The bridge contained just calm crew memberswhose
sole function was to double-check the function of the navigational Al—and to maintain a close watch
behind, in case the Luminous were indeed following. Thusfar, there was no sign gpart from suggestive
occultations and double images. If acosmic string or something Smilar was snaking after them from the
fringes of the galaxy, it was keeping avery low profile.

Alice-Angeles dogged Imre s hedls as he strode from one end of the ship to the other. She never spoke,
and seemed perfectly content to remain silent. Frags didn’t hold on to things the way Primes and
sngletons did—something that had always made Imre dightly envious. Unless emotions came under their
monomaniaca focus, traumadid right off, leaving them untouched.

Fucked-up love and betrayal is Helwise's legacy to the galaxy.

Do you think you could ever be caught in something like the honey trap unless part of you wanted
to be?

I’m used to the idea of losing parts of myself.

Imre walked through halls where battles had been fought with the followers of the Revivaist Doctrine and
saw no signs of the conflict at al. All battle damage had long been erased from both the ship and itsfrag
crew. He wished histraumas were as easy to erase.

“I"d like to explore ways of counteracting the Helwise meme,” Imretold MZ. “It’ sgoing to destabilize
the galaxy unless we hand total power to Ra MacPhedron. If we don’t, the risk of the Apparatus' s
daughtering haf the peoplein the gaaxy will dwaysbethere”

“One option that springsimmediately to mind,” MZ said, “isto dlow me to merge with the Apparatus so
| might unpick the Executive Order from theingde.”

Imre almost stopped in midstride, surprised. On the face of it, the ideawas smple and obvious, but Forts
wererarely so straightforward. He wondered if MZ had been listening in on the conversation regarding
his motives. “I thought you just wanted to go back home.”

“By thismeans, | can do that and many other things at the sametime.”

“True. Aren’'t the two of you incompatible, though?”

“Operationdly, at present that is so, but you know firsthand that form does not dictate function. The
technology | stole from Earth was a prototype. | can transfer to alepton-based system with only a
modicum of difficulty.”

“The Apparatus was ordered by its creators to ban you from Earth. Would operating on the same system
create conflict?’

“That would depend on the ingructions of the Prime Minigter.”

Imre nodded. “ So you want meto talk to Emlee about it.”



“I believe the proposa has merit.”

“It might beahard sdll.” Imre was unsure which way hewould fal if the decison wasleft up to him. “1I'll
talk to her when the opportunity arises.”

“Thank you.”

Footsteps sounded from aside corridor. Imre dowed his metronomic step and waited to see who was
gpproaching.

“The picture' s changed,” said Render on seeing Imre. His mismatched eyes missed nothing, even through
severd layers of clothes chosen deliberately to be ambiguous. “ Give me areason.”

“Do | need one?’ Imreretorted, ignoring hisown interna misgivings. “All things change. Y ou might try it
ometime.”

“Age shows no kindnessto me.” Render screwed up hisnose. “I’ve got afacelike metd.”
“At least think about replacing therivets.”

With a smple gesture—not the one Imre expected—Render indicated that Imre should follow him. “I
know that I'm not dl that pretty, but | don’t care. Do you?’

Imre was more interested in where Render was leading him. “Aslong asyou don't shoot me or lieto me,
you can look any way you want.”

That earned him asmile. “I'm apure and perfect lie”
“We l leaveit a not shooting me, then.”

Render led them through a narrowing maze of corridors that were even less inhabited than the rest of the
dormant ship. Severd times they stopped to pass through thick security doors that opened only to
Render’ s biometrics. The cellings became lower; theflavor of theair itself changed. It seemed to Imre
that they were approaching the heart of the ship, where few humans went.

They cameto anarrow dead end. There Render opened afinal, concealed door.
“Hereweare,” hetold Imre, waving him through the door. “I’ ve got something to show you. In here.”

Imre stepped into along, dimly lit chamber lined with a dozen transparent cases. Each case wasacubic
meter in Sze, congructed from layers of glasdike materia and resting on plinths of pure black. Theair
was dive with energy and stank of ozone, suggesting that the function of the caseswasfar from
ornamentd.

Imre barely heard the door close behind him as he gpproached one of the cases and peered insgde. A
complex heads-up array of data appeared in the glass as he approached, defining numerous
characterigtics of the object within. At first, he couldn’t identify it: there seemed little more than a cone of
metallic ash with severa fragments scattered haphazardly nearby. Only when he moved to the next one
did he begin to understand.



The second case contained a section of curved, shell-like material aswide acrossasImre' shand. Its
edges were ragged, and its concave surface pitted and blackened as though by fire. Its other sde—the
exterior of the object it belonged to, presumably—was silver.

If the shell formed part of a sphere, it would have been roughly the same Size as ahuman head.
“Thisisasecret,” Render said, unnecessarily.

Imre’ s gaze jJumped aong the line from case to case. His breath caught in histhroat on spying what
looked like a complete sphere at the far end of the room. With hurried steps, he approached it and
leanedin close.

The sphere cast adistorted image of his own face back at him.

Imre started &t it, waiting.

Nothing happened.

Hefrowned, disappointed, and wondered if the sphere was playing dead. Then it occurred to him that
the Hodt’ s technol ogy was considerably more advanced than that of the Jinc, over amillion years earlier.

“Can you open thisfor me?’ he asked Render.
“Why? There sno one home.”
“If you' re so sure, why the precautions?’

Render came closer. With a series of delicate chiming noises, the case began to unfold, layer by layer,
until the sphere was exposed to the open air.

Stll nothing happened.

“See?’ Render said.

“I don’'t see much of anything. If it's so harmless, why wasn't | shown thisearlier?”
“Givemearesson.”

“Don’t play gameswith me, Render. Thisis Emleg scollection, | presume—and her decision to keep it
fromme”

“No. [t wasme.”
“Sowhy?

“Afrad of thetruth?”
“Never.”

The old soldier came to stand on the other side of the sphere. “It fedlslike something dead and cold. Old



news.”

“Likeme?’” Anger made Imre' s heart best faster and harder. That was exactly what he had been trying to
convey to Emlee and Freer. It was one thing, though, to confess; another thing entirely to be accused. “I
thought we' d covered thisfive times over. Y ou saw the thing back there; you saw what it did to the
Wurmbrand. If it’ srelevant, then thisistoo, no matter how old and cold it is.” He indicated the sphere,
lying passively beforethem. “Soam 1.”

“Nothing’ s ever quitewhat it seems. Y ou must know that.”

“Maybe you don't trust me yet. Is that what you're saying?’

“Well, | was never gonnatrust you too far.” Render shrugged like aman out of answers. “Who are you?
How are thingswith you? | know what you’ ve been doing, but now that’sal | have.” He shook his head.
“No safety inold glories.”

“I’'m sorry there haven't been more lately. Glories, | mean. And I’m sorry | can’'t make you believe me
when | tell you that I'm trustworthy. I’'m trying to do the right thing.”

“What are you gonnado? Anything?’

“Isthat your problem? Because | got lost in the city and didn’t come out with gunsblazing?’ Imre's
mood softened dightly. Render was showing him his secret stash, and that demonstrated a degree of trust
he hadn’t shown therest of Vell-infected humanity. The chances were that Render hadn’t trusted anyone
at dl for avery long time. “Maybe you' reright: maybe | am getting on abit.”

“Usadl,” Render said, softening in return, “1 suppose.” Imre saw the skiesof C20 inthe old soldier’ seyes
and knew that he was talking about more than just the two of them.

“Old newslikeyou,” Imre said, “not me. That’ swhy you’ ve been collecting these things. You fed a—a
kinship?’

Render laughed. “I’'m out of my class”

“All that talk about billions of years might not betrue. Y ou' | dways be the oldest man | know.”
“And you would change me?’

“Hey, | wasjoking.”

“I am not aman who laughs.”

“I don't know how Alice-Angeles puts up with you.”

“She comes and she goes,” Render said, with awink like that of an ancient reptile. “1solation isgood for
the heart.”

Imre was happy to leave the conversation there. The tension that had passed between them had abated,
thankfully, and he felt frazzled by trying to decode Render’ sincreasingly bizarre attempts at
communication. In another million years, he wondered, would they be ableto talk at al?



They looked down at the sphere.

“| don’'t suppose you have a second whole one tucked awvay somewhere,” he said. “Two of the
Luminous have talked to me so far. | was hoping for third time lucky.”

Render looked regretful. “ There are no more.”

“Waell, it wasworth atry. Sedl it back up, and I’ll take alook at the datayou’' ve gained fromit. |
presume they’ ve been andyzed.”

The trangparent panel s began swinging back into place, and aflood of information poured into Imre’'s
mind, far too much even to glance a without becoming quickly lost. Render was dready moving to the
door, his cache of Luminous artifacts revealed, and Imre went to follow.

The darkened room turned even darker, with degp crimson highlights.

“Sound thedarm,” spoke the voice of the Luminousinto Imre smind, “do anything a al to draw
attention, and this conversation will immediately cesse.”

Imre was caught in midstep, his mind moving a speed in the body of a statue. He was unable to suppress
adight turn of hishead. At the movement, theair snged hisskin.

“This cloak-and-dagger routine is beginning to annoy me,” he said. “ Give me areason to talk to you firs,
and I'll weigh the dternatives.”

“Y ou have questions.”

“Until you gtart providing answers, you'll have to do better than that.”

“We have saved your lifetwice, now.”

“Y es, from the Jinc and from your fellows on Spargamos—and I’ m still wondering why you did that.”
“Weaedlies”

“I think you' reusing me, and | only like being used if the arrangement is reciprocated.”

“Y ou must earn our trust, Imre Bergamasc,” said the sphere. “ Ask me how.”

“Forget how. Try why for achange.”

Imre’ sright foot made contact with the floor of Render’ s secret hideout, sending ripples of force up his
newly modified shin. The noise made by one of the sphere’ s protective layers clicking back into place
sounded like the chiming of an enormous bell.

The sphere said, “Y ou are who you are. Y our name isimportant. The Jinc recognized you, and so did
we. Even damaged, your existence had currency. Y ou were encouraged to escape in order that you

could befollowed. From the moment of your rebirth, we observed your movements and puzzled over
your motives. Y ou are our window into amuch greater mind.”



“My Fort-sdlf.”
“Yes. What lies beyond thisimperfect pane of glassis knowledge we must possess.”

“Why?

“The war between our species began over amillion years ago. It will be waged for millionsmore. The
opening salvosare crucid.”

Imre examined the cards falling on the table. They outlined acomplex and incomplete divination for him.

“Let meseeif | canmap thisout,” he said. *Y ou guys were watching the Jinc because, well, because
they were looking for you. Y ou alow one of you to be found, and you study them from the inside. When
the Jinc sumble across me, dl sorts of alarm bells go off. Instead of turning me over, the Luminous start
to poke around in my head, looking for the connection. Y ou, you' re playing both sdes of the game. You
want mefree so | might lead you to the rest of me, who might or might not still be aplayer inthisgalactic
soap opera. Y ou help me escape, in aship you' ve probably bugged, and you set meloose. I'm
contacted a couple of times by therest of me, but it’ s nothing conclusive, insufficient to bring anything to
ahead. And so time passes.”

He stopped to think, and the sphere let him. “ The Returned Continuum keeps me distracted for along
time, during which you guys lay atrap for me on Spargamos, knowing I’ m bound to go there eventudly.
Trapswithin trgps within traps. My Fort-sdlf iswaiting there too, hoping to catch big game of hisown.
You tak to methere, but | don’t escape: | die, or so it seems, and the battleison. A resistance has
formed, with new wegpons and awillingnessto fight. The gloves are off.”

Another protective layer boomed home around the sphere.

“Here' swhat | think happened next. The Barons were beaten on Spargamos, pounded to dust. Even
with new weapons, they were outgunned and outclassed by acivilization capable of building galaxy-szed
Fort-killers. That should have been that. Everyone thought | was finished—until | popped up again on
Earth, only to abdicate and disappear again. That threw everyone off. Suddenly | wasn’t dead, and |
couldn’t befollowed. Suddenly | was athreat again, and you spread yoursdf thin, planting yourself far
and wide to catch aglimpse of me should | regppear in person, one day.”

Hisleft leg started to rise. Hishipswere aching. “I guessyour net caught something now. A smdl fishina
big ocean, but you think | can work as bait again. Y ou and | are both wondering if the defeet at
Spargamos was faked, aruse to gain my Fort-self more time. Data too. Maybe he was testing your
defenses. He might have been lying low ever since, building bigger wegpons till. And you want to get to
him in case he plansto burst out of wherever heisand try again. Y ou think I’ m going to take you to him.”

The sphere said, in avoice that had become a degree more indistinct with each closing layer, “You are
correct. That iswhat you need to do in order to earn our trust.”

“Inreturnfor . ..wha?’
“Thewholetruth.”

“Isthat the best you can offer me? There salot to be said for acomfortablelie”



“Thisign't atimefor comfort, Imre Bergamasc.”

“When hasit ever been?’ He was consciousthat at any moment the conversation might be cut off by the
shutting of the last security screen. “Let me ask you something. Y ou know about the Apparatus now, |
presume. It' s no secret, after Helwise' s attempted coup. Writing data onto space-time was atrick the
Forts pulled that no one seemsto have predicted. Why not? If you guysredly are fourteen billion years
old, I'd have thought you' d be al over that kind of technology.”

“Environment dictates need,” said the sphere, “and need dictates the means by which we manipulate the
environment. One predicates the other. That law isinescapable.”

“S0 you never had aneed? The environment never suited? | don’t understand.”

“Thereisno such thing asidle curiogty. The Forts of Earth foresaw atime when such technology would
be needed, and that timeis not now. Although it has undeniably helped you, it is not the front on which
thisbattle is currently being fought. That particular war is not expected until the visble universeiseight
timesits present sze”

“Y ou keep schedules for these things?” Imre couldn’t help hisincredulity. “Y ou plan them?’

“We anticipate and we prepare. We are not so different from you in that respect.”

With one final boom, the containment screens surrounded the sphere, and Imre’ s tempo returned
abruptly to normd. He ssumbled, caught off-balance—

—and she—

—forced herself to walk normdly, on feet reassured of their balance, even as she considered going back
to open the screens again. The chances were the sphere wouldn't talk to her again. If its cover needed to
be kept so badly, it would do nothing while attention was focused so squarely on it. Besides, the chances
wereit had aready told her everything it was going to.

The sphere swords turned rapidly over in her thoughts. You are our window into a much greater
mind . . . What lies beyond this imperfect pane of glassis knowledge we must possess. . . Thereis
no such thing asidle curiosity . . .

The sphere wanted to make contact with his Fort-sdlf for reasonsit would only hint at, and then direly.
She hadn't told it that the Luminous were likely following the Memory of Markheim, and she wondered
what difference that might make. If it was arepresentative of abreskaway faction among putative diens,
its motives were doubly difficult to interpret.

Short of tossing it out an air lock, she supposed the sphere would be going with the Memory of
Markheim, wherever it ended up.

You are who you are.
She was who shewas. Her name was Imre Bergamasc.

Render glanced over his shoulder at her, catching Imre squarein the vision of hisblueeye. If he



suspected anything, it didn’t show.
“Takemeto the bridge,” Imretold him. “1 want to watch our approach firsthand.”

Render nodded and, with Alice-Angdesjoining them in the hallway outside, led her away from his
gnister secret.

Vaawasasmal, wandering orphan on the fringe of the Core, scantily depicted in Hard Records as
possessing interna hesat thanks to an overabundance of radioactive eementsin its core but cold
compared to in-system worlds and not regularly inhabited. It had looped past severa sunsinitslong
lifetime, and each atmosphere-mdlting spring had brought it a brief reprieve from obscurity. The most
recent survey, conducted hundreds of thousands of years earlier, had confirmed the existence of severa
ruined ingtalations buried under meters of frozen gas and water ice, dong with layers of organic materid,
either permanently dead or in natura suspended animation. Since that survey, the orphan had
experienced spring just once.

“There are no records of its being occupied then,” said MZ, who had patched into the bridge’ scommsin
order to participate more fully in the approach. The Fort had no officid role on Emlee’ s staff, but the
Prime Minister wasn't averse to using his abilities to back up her depleted crew. “It is possible that the
information was smply never recorded.”

“Or Vaawasinterfered with | ater, after it froze again,” said Imre, watching the screensimpatiently for
their first glimpse of thetiny world. She had opened the outermost layer of her armor down the front,
unafraid of what people thought of how she looked. She was surrounded by frags and people who had
undergone much more severe changesin their time. Any discomfort she detected in them was probably
nothing but a projection of her own lingering uncertainty.

Still, her right hand frequently found her left behind her back. The fact that she had five fingers on both
hands was a novelty, thanks to the full range of experiences she now possessed. She was she and hewas
he, and it didn’t matter to her when the switch in her head occasondly flipped.

“If | werethe one doing the interfering,” she went on, 1 doubt clement weather would be afactor.”

“Probably the opposite,” said Al Freer. He had joined them physically, propped up in a portable trussto
one side of the command dais. “ There' s no reason to do anything on aworld like this unlessyou don’t
want to be found.”

“Like Spargamos,” Emleesad.

Imre nodded, bracing herself againgt finding more ruins. The Memory of Markheim was coming in hot
and bright, hiding nothing. They had bypassed the nearest habitable system, looking for any sgn of Ra's
presence, but everything had been quiet, suggesting that the President of the Host was either lagging
behind, not coming, or lying implausibly low. Emle€ s sensor arrays were much faster than Imre had ever
seen. Not even the Wickthing could have escaped detection.

“We're picking up some stray EM,” Emlee said. “It’s coming from where the planet should be.”



“What kind of EM?’ Imre asked her.
“Nothing | can unpack. The fringes of something big, though. A lot of data, coming fast.”
“I have an infrared image,” MZ announced.

All attention turned to the picture coalescing on the main screen and through personal feeds. It showed a
cool, patchy ova, undistinguished by drive flames or washes, point power sources or gas vents.

“Atleastit'sthere” said Imre. “1 was beginning to wonder if the charts werewrong.”

“They'renot entirely correct,” said Emlee. “Asfar asfact checks go, location isjust the first and most
obvious. We know the abedo to be wrong, for starters. We should be picking up picturesin the visua
spectra by now, and we're not.”

Imre pored over what data they did have: numerous occultations against the dense starscape; paralax
measurements, patchy imagesin severd other frequencies. As high-speed probes converged on the
planet, amore detailed picture began to form—of aworld displaying some very faint sgns of recent
occupation, mainly in the form of warm spots rather than hot spots, and the continued leakage from a
powerful comms source. Thelack of adetailed visua continued to puzzle. For something to have such a
low albedo, it had to be dmost black.

Insdioudy, ahorribleideabegan to formin Imre' smind.

“Stop decderating,” shetold Emlee. “If I'm right, we won't want to stay herelong.”

All eyesturned to her. “Don’'t you dare tell me we came here for nothing,” Emlee began.

“Oh, no. Thisissomething al right. It's something we' re not equipped to ded with.” She drew her
audience s attention to the leeky data stream. “That’ sa Linejunction,” she said. “A big one, which
makes sense when you know what it's connected to.”

“There s nothing there for it to connect to,” said Freer. “Maybe Vaiahad a population once, but it's
definitely uninhabited now.”

“I think you'll find that’ swrong,” Imre said. Shewasn't surprised that Freer hadn’t guessed. “Vaais
home to someone. Or part of someone, at least. Someone' s memories, to be specific.”

Emleeredized first. She turned back to the screens, blurring around the edges for an instant as she
overclocked to check the dataand think the proposition through.

Imre needed no further thought. She knew shewas right.
The reason why they couldn’t see Vaawas because the world was black.
The reason why Vaawas black was because it was covered inthe Vell.

It made more and more sense, the longer she thought about it. The world had a hot core and layers of
frozen biomassfor raw materid. A small infestation growing on artificid or cloned tissue could have taken



root with ease, absorbing data flowing in viathe Line through organs of cognition that didn’t need to be
entirdly consciousin order to fulfill their function.

Back before the Slow Wave, Imre had seen with her own eyes some of the rumored and reviled “frag
worlds’: planetsinhabited solely by the components of Forts, with no Primes or singletonsto be found
anywhere. They were usudly employed as temporary measuresif fast reaction was required and had
been of key Strategic importance to his enemies during the Mad Times. Occasiondly, though, they had
been symptomatic of a Fort equivalent of mentd illness. Obsessionstook on physical dimensions asthe
need to process so many thoughts prompted rapid, locaized increases in frag numbers. Without careful
oversght, such agglomerations of frags struggled to support themselves. Frag worlds had been typicdly
chaotic, polluted planets, with disease rife among an uncaring population. It wasn't uncommon to find
graves ashig as cities, where bodies were | eft to rot uncovered. The rest of humanity regarded the
practice as abhorrent, while Forts looked on it as throwing away fingernail cuttings.

A Vel world was different in several important ways, but performed asimilar function. There no were
frags to manage; thistissue wasimmobile and constantly connected to the rest of the “body.” Solong as
nutrients were available and waste didn’t build up, Imre supposed that a Vel of thissize could continue
growing indefinitely. Weight might eventudly become a problem, he decided, unless the mass of the
upper layersrested on interna supports or skeletons. There was, otherwise, no limit to how many
memories could be amassed.

The question was: who did al those memories belong to?

A freefdl dert sounded through the ship as Emlee followed his suggestion. The Memory of Markheim
ceased itsfiery deceleration and readjusted its course to fly by the small world, not seek orbit around it.
Imre was glad that Emlee agreed, even though it only delayed the decision they would still have to make.
Shewas sure they were dl thinking about it.

Al Freer dispelled any hope of uncertainty by putting it into words. “We should at least hail it.”

“Towhat purpose?’ Emlee asked.

“Tofind out who it is, of course.”

“You redly think there's someone in there?’

“It' snot impossible”

“It' sunlikely. Thisisadump, maybe even abackup. Thered action is esewhere.”

“Fdisa” sad Imre, “or Soulis”

“Y ou think there are threeworldslike this?’ Freer asked.

“I'm sureof it. Maybe more.” Imre held tight as the ship rearranged itsdlf. “ Bianca Biancotti tracked them
down, and sheleft methe datafor usto follow. There' sno point trying to hail anyone until we reach the

last name on thelist. We ve probably aready set off enough alarms by coming this close”

“There sanother reason to keep moving,” Emlee said. “We don’'t want to draw attention to this place,
just in case something isfollowing us. Not until we' re certain what' sgoing on here. If thisis an offshoot of



one of the Core civilizations, and Bianca Biancotti got it wrong—well, I ve enough on my conscience

dready.”

“What about Ra?’ Freer asked.

“WE |l leave abeacon, one he can’'t possibly miss. If he'scomethisfar, he'll go the rest of theway.”
“He'll sugpect atrap,” Freer said. “ And who could blame him?”

“If thisisatrap, we re not the onelaying it.”

“That'sno comfort a al for us” said Imre, “since we' re rushing headlong down the same path.”

Theenginesfired. Inertia gravity returned. A tiny autonomous beacon fired out of alaunch tube and fell
rapidly behind. The Memory of Markheim began itslong journey to Falisa.

“Y ou think they’re your Fort-salf’smemories,” said Freer. “1’m surprised you don’t want to stop.”

“I don’'t on both counts,” she said. “How could they be his?Y ou don’t need a planet to remember
everything that might be important. Look a Render: he gets by on nothing but what’ s between hisears.”

“Sometimes,” the old soldier said in deadpan tones, 1 remember how to fed.”

“Let me guesswhat you're thinking, Al,” Imresaid. *'Y ou're thinking of the black traffic on theLine. You
think you' ve found the source.”

“That’ saposshility, ign'tit?’

“Morelikdy, I’d have thought, it’ sthe endpoint. Vduable though it might be to tap into that endpoint, the
source iswhat we're after.”

“Do you think that' swhat Biancafound?’
“Theré sonly oneway to be sure.”
“Short of taking asample of the black stuff on Vaiaand injecting it into you.”

Imre couldn’t tell if Freer wasjoking or not. “That isnot an option,” she said, turning pointedly to study
the new course Emlee had plotted. The ship would continue on afaster tempo until they were surethey
hadn’t triggered any defensive reactions or that Rawasn't about to show up. Falisawas barely one
hundred light-years away. At afull gee' s steedy thrugt, the journey would fed like only amatter of hours
oncethe crew hit its cruisng tempo.

To avoid both along wait and torturous exploration of the possibilitiesimplied by the existence of one
Vel world, Imre dropped her tempo down further and sat through the journey in subjective minutes
rather than hours. Stars became denser as they approached the galaxy’ s central bar. The constantly
shifting Core population mixed ancient white dwarfswith hot blue newcomersin away that was brilliantly
disorienting. The Forts and their dependents had made a habit of avoiding the chaos at the heart of the
gaaxy, leaving it for faster, morefleeting civilizations that rose and fell with unpredictable consequences.
Consdered effectively ungovernable, it was nonetheless arich source of experimenta science and art.



Rdiable suppliersrarely stayed in businessfor long, and physical haulage was prohibitively expensive
outside the close-packed Core, but the melting pot of the galaxy had produced numerousitems prized by
collectors e sawhere.

Twice on the way to Falisa, the Memory of Markheim crossed the intense beam of datalancing dong
the Line out of Vaa. The automatic relays passing on the signa were of adesign unfamiliar to Imreand
also to Al Freer, who had worked briefly on the Line during the chaotic post-Slow Wave era. Like Vaia,
the relays appeared to be undefended, but Imre advised against putting that to the test. If her Fort-self
was indeed behind the arrangement, she was certain he would have prepared for every eventudity.

“The environment dictates need,” the sphere had told her, “and need dictates the means by which we
mani pul ate the environment. One predicates the other. That law isinescapable.”

She wondered what need had driven her Fort-self to such extreme ends. Or were they in perfect accord
with the environment he now occupied? A world or two were, after dl, indggnificant on agalactic scae.
Wheat could she read into this about the person he had become?

Faisawasidenticad to Vaa: aformer hot ball smothered with featurdess, black materia. On arrivd,
she—

—hementaly ssumbled, asthough the confirmation of his guess had undercut something important about
his own sense of sf, leaving him uncertain of everything. His Fort-self had changed, just ashe was
changing. Would it ever stop? Once the whole galaxy had known who he was. Now even he was entirely
unsure.

The Memory of Markheim coasted by the dark world on adow haf-gee burn. Nothing interfered with
them; no alarms sounded. Emlee probed the surface of the planet with radar and found it to be
gpproximately ten meters below the outer layers of the Vel. Imre performed aseries of quick mental
caculations and was surprised by the result. There were gpproximately one million cubic kilometers of
tissue clinging to the surface of thetiny world. A human brain camein at just fifteen hundred cubic
centimeters, for aPrime. Even dlowing for interna structures—skeletons, veins, and digestive tracts or
their anad ogues—that accommodated a formidable number of memories.

Although he had dismissed Freer’ s suggestion that those memories might belong to his Fort-sdlf, he found
himsalf wondering if he hadn't been too glib about it. He didn't know what had been going on behind the
scenes since Domgard had falen. Sufficient frags overclocking at a superfast rate for amillion years might
just be able to amass that many experiences.

The temptation to claim them—or at least test them—was nonexistent. He didn’t want anything to do
with them. They belonged to someone he had never been and didn’t want to become. Besides, he would
need abrain asbig as a planet to process the data, and he wasn't about to force-evolve himsdlf that far
anytime soon.

Emlee dropped another beacon for Raasthey cruised out of the planet’ svicinity. The ship’sinstruments
detected no sign of pursuit, beit by Host ships or something more exotic. Imre was beginning to fed
hypnotized by the passing of two smilar worlds without event. Only the stars ahead changed asthey
headed for Soulis. Their destination was the Core proper and navigation at speed became aconcern asa
result. At the dowest tempos available to him, stars glided by three to aminute. His dazed
incomprehension increased.



“I need to stretch my legs,” he said, pulling away from the daisrail and heading down the steps. When it
became clear that he intended to leave the bridge, Alice-Angelesfell in behind him. He waved her back,
but sheinsisted, and he knew better than to argue.

Hewaked in silence up the long spine of the Memory of Markheim, relishing thefed of putting one foot
infront of the other. He hadn’t physicaly left the ship since he had been pulled out of C20. Hisonly
excursion had been to MZ, and that hardly counted. The body Emlee had had made for him wasa
date-of-the-art Prime body, seemingly identical to but evolved by increments from the others he had
inhabited in past times. The fact that he was walking so easily while the ship was under thrust and his
tempo was 0 low spoke volumes. By far the most difficult extreme tempo to maintain was the dowest,
snce every movement—no matter how short it seemed to the instigator—could take a thousand times
longer to complete at Absolute tempo. Each step he took lasted hours, perhaps even days, and by
various sophisticated means his body was able to maintain theilluson that he was walking no other way
than he normaly would.

When he reached the end of the corridor and faced the green door leading to his private quarters, he
hesitated. Days Absolute rushed by as he wrestled with his conscience. Y es, he had asked MZ for the
loop shunt for just one possible purpose, but even in such strange circumstances, had the time truly come
for such extremes?

He could fed fate pressng in on him from al sdes. So many invisble forces conspired to move him
around the galaxy like a pawn on achesshoard. Was he to be sacrificed when some unknown plan came
to fruition, or did another crowning await him on the far side of the board? He was certain he didn’t want
ether. That it would al be over soon was the summit of hisambition, but neither was hetired of life. The
galaxy had changed; he was changing too.

You'll never outrun your fate.

Fair or foul, perhaps he was better running toward it than away, or at least ensuring that the option
remained open to him.

“Wait out here,” hetold Alice-Angeles, opening the door and stepping into his quarters. Even though
only seconds had passed from his perspective, it felt entirely novel to be moving again.

Thewhite box was till on the floor next to the bed. He picked it up and unsealed the lid. The glassy cool
grey sphere dipped into hishand. He cradled it lightly for amoment, wary of any kind of unprompted
activity, but it remained inert.

He considered dipping it into a pocket but decided that Emlee, Freer, and Render deserved to know
everything. If they choseto stop him, hetold himsdlf, there was a chance they would be doing exactly the
right thing.

Alice-Angdes hadn’'t moved amillimeter when he emerged. She stirred on his regppearance with no sgn
of boredom. Thetwin lines of the Vel stretching down her cheeks gave her a somber gppearance, one at
odds with the deceptive youth of her features. Imre wondered if it was ddliberate, and that made him
wonder inturn if the hosts of the alien parasite had any choice over how the Vel manifested. The black
patches seemed unique to each individua, ranging from solid blocksto complex fracta designsthat no
human hand could have drawn. Subtle physical or even psychological properties might influence the way
it grew—or it could have been completely random. Without looking into the matter more deeply, he
might never know.



He and Alice-Ange es began the long walk back to the bridge, with feet unintentionally marching in sync.
The loop shunt didn’t warm in his hand, no matter how firmly he gripped it. He had speculated once that
loop shunts and the Luminous spheres might use the same technology to communicate, Since neither
means had been hackable by ordinary humanity. That would aso explain how the Luminous had been
able to detect the Forts and knew how to cut the links between their component frags. The exact
mechanism remained unknown, but he wouldn't be surprised if it connected to dark matter, somehow.
The arcane, clouded physics governing that complicated realm had produced the occasiona boon for
humanity down the millennia, for dark matter was not just one species of matter but many, intimately
entangled with dark energy. Q loop technology could have been another such spin-off of the Forts
research, and who knew what bizarre primordia physics the Luminous had accessto?

“Imre, | anworried.”

For aningant, he didn’t credit that it was Alice-Angeles who had spoken. She so rardly initiated
conversation, especidly ones about her interna state. “ About what, Alice-Angeles?’

“About Render,” shesaid. “Increasingly heisincommunicative, inflexible, erratic, and fragile.”
“Hasn't he dways been that way?’
“Itisbecoming pathological. | worry that heisreaching the limits of Prime endurance.”

“I don't know, Alice-Angedes. He seems normal to me—normal for him, anyway—but | suppose you
know him better now.”

She nodded. “Around you, heismore like hisold sdf. Y our return reminds him of who he once was. But
now that you have changed, he haslogt hislast anchor to the past.”

He wanted to explain that his change wasn't voluntary, but knowing her straightforward mind, heredized
that she would only ask why he didn’t take stepsto reverseit. He didn’'t have agood answer to that.

“What about you? Don’'t you help, just by being around?’
“I have assumed the Vell. Our relationship is not what it once was.”

Imre thought about that and remembered how conspiratorial Render had been when Imre had first
arived. Tread careful, he had said. Hide your fear. Don't et them know.

Hisfedings of suspicion had been exactly the same as Imre' s, but where Imre was beginning to see that
maybethe Vel did have avalid placein the governance of humanity, at least where fragswere
concerned, Render had nursed his feglings unchanged for hundreds of thousands of years. Imre could
imagine how that could poison areationship, especialy when the parasite could be conveyed by sexud
contact.

Hereadlly didn’'t want to know any more than he had to about Render’ s private life, but it seemed there
washo avoidingit.

“Doyoulovehim?’ he asked.



Alice-Angdesdidn’t flinch from the subject. “ Y es. Does that seem strange to you?’

“No. I know independent frags sometimes form relationships. Where | was going with thiswas: have you
talked to him about it?’

“I havetried. He knowswhat | tell him to betrue, but will not act uponit. | find thet . . . difficult.”

Imre could understand that. Alice-Angeleswas nothing if not pragmatic and self-aware. She had had
plenty of experience deding with the rest of humanity’ sillogica ways, but that didn’t mean sheliked her
face being rubbed init.

He remembered a conversation with Emlee not long after he’ d first returned from C20.

The Old-Timers as a group are too damaged and useless to do or know anything that could help
us.

Does Render agree with that sentiment?

He convinced me of its veracity.

“Do you redly think Render’ s at risk of bresking down like the other Old-Timers?’
Alice-Angelesglanced at him. “ ‘| want to be, to overdoseontime.” ”

She was quoting Render. Imre had heard him say that before, avery long time ago.

“I think he sbeen dive solong,” Imre said, “that he' sforgotten how to—"

“Die?’

“No. Live”

The end of the corridor was approaching. If they were going to continue the conversation, they would
have to raise their tempo closer to Absolutein order to havetime. Imre followed her lead, however, and
her expression was, as dways, impossible to interpret. Her steps came like clockwork, unhesitating,
unflinching.

Asthey neared the entrance, she turned to him and took hisarm.

“If anyone must remind him,” she said, “it should be you.”

He could only nod.

Without another word, she led him back to the bridge, where the others were blurs moving back and
forth. The ship was approaching the third of Bianca Biancotti’ s enigmatic destinations.

Imre' sfist closed tight around the loop shunt as he stepped up to the dais and adjusted histempo to
match the others . Emlee and Freer were arguing about long-distance telemetry from Soulis slocation.
Against a backdrop of crowded stars and hot gases, several bright emission spikes had been detected.
Emlee had killed the Memory of Markheim’s steady thrust and delayed the expected deceleration burn



in order to maintain aslow aprofile aspossible.

“We don't know who they are,” she said, asthe ship reconfigured itsalf to zero gee. “Until we're close
enough to get adefinitive fix on the source of the spikes, we' d be foolish to give ourselves away too
soon.”

“Y ou think they’rethe Barons,” Freer said, “but back a Vaiayou were worried about implicating an
innocent civilization. Don't you think you' re being incons stent?’

“I’mtrying to cover as many bases as possible,” she said, unmoved. “Besides, there’ sno such thing asan
innocent civilization in the Core. Just because they might be uninvolved in any of our problems doesn't
mean | want to rush around waving my hands over my head.”

Imre studied the telemetry. The data was scant but suggestive. What should have been empty space
looked like a dozen operationd ships, maneuvering in acluster. There were no sharp flashes or sudden
dropouts indicating a battle under way, but if the spikes did originate around the distant orphan world,
then the shipsthey came from werebig.

“What about behind us?’ he asked.

The view on the primary feeds changed. Severd occultation or lensing effects had been recorded. Still
not conclusive, but worrying al the same.

“Tick-tock-tick,” said Render, as Imre thought it through.
“Do you want my opinion?’ he asked Emlee.
“You'regoingto giveit to meregardless, | suspect.”

“I think you' re doing theright thing,” he said. “1 dso think it'd be awise moveto ped off some decoys,
just in case we need them.”

“Three launched an hour ago, rdative.”
“Good.” He nodded. “1 aso think you' re not telling us everything.”
“Why?" The musclesin her broad, masculine face bardly moved. “What would | be hiding from you?’

“I don’'t know.” For acommunication specialist, Emlee had dways been apoor liar. “1 guesswe ll find
out when it becomesimportant.”

Sheturned back to Freer. “We re coming in quiet, and that’ sthe end of the discussion. When we know
more, we Il reconsider our options.”

The attention of the crew was firmly focused on the data trickling in through the Memory of Markheim's
powerful senses. They were now well within the bright ring of new stars surrounding the galaxy’ s centra
regions, and moving into the bar of old, red starsthat led like riversinto the dark heart itself. Ferocious
knots of starbursts surrounded the dangerous regions closest to the galaxy’ s singularity, but they had no
intention of going that deep. Travel became exponentialy more difficult as concentrations of sars, sdlar
remnants, and dust increased.



Imre watched with the rest of them asthe view ahead clarified. Ten ships, maximum, four of them likely
aslarge asthe Memory of Markheim with six smaller support vessels. There might have been morein
the latter classif they weren’t currently under power—or hadn’t been when the light they radiated had
left the vicinity of Soulis. Asthe Memory of Markheim drew closer, the lag between emission and
reception steadily decreased until suddenly, without warning, the emissions ceased.

“They haven't left,” said Freer. “Wewould ve seen the drive flares.”
“They’'vegoneslent,” said Emlee.

“Out of sght,” said Render. “ Out of mind.”

“Someonetold them to expect visitors” Imresaid. “They'relying low.”

“They’ll belooking for usnow.” Emlee sent aflurry of commandsto the crew, who began sgnding the
decoysviaultratight burdts. “We Il give them something to track.”

Imre waited impatiently as signa's propagated through space at light-speed, to and from the distant
drones. They were smple machines, consigting of little more than anoisy drive and basic control systems.
When their drives activated, they would light up the sky like supernovae. It was asimple ploy that would
most likely fool no one, but the watcherswould be forced at least to check it out.

Onedroneflared, angling its burn toward Soulislike aship decd erating for a close approach. Minutes
later, relative to Imre’ sinternal clock-rate, a second drone a'so appeared, mimicking the same motions
from adifferent segment of the sky. The third waited longer, then followed suit. A trio of new stars
converged on Soulis slocation from dightly different angles, presenting theilluson of asmdl fleet arriving
from the galaxy’ souter arms.

Emlee said nothing until enough time had passed for the light of the three drive flamesto reach the
watchers and for evidence of their reaction to reach the Memory of Markheim. Nothing stirred in that

distant patch of gpace.

“WEéll, they’re not launching intercepts.” Emlee drummed the fingers of her right hand onthe daisrall.
“They’retaking their orders serioudy.”

“They’ll wait,” said Render, “and won't make mistakes.”
“Timefor ustojoin the party,” Imre said.

“Yes.” Shenodded. “I agree.” Ancther flurry of orders swept through the crew. Acceleration couches
extruded behind dl stations.

Imre sank back into his, hating the feding of lying in an open coffin while they rode asword of fire
toward the unknown. He stared at the bridge’ s ceiling and counted down the seconds to the burn,
wondering how many times he had been in smilar circumstances. approaching target sysemsfrom the
outside; juggling the eement of surprise over the operational congtraints of attacking at speed;
second-guessing the thoughts of unknown enemies when news of every action took daysto arrive.
Casud mistakes could cost whole worlds.



Weight returned like agiant sitting on him, forcing him down into the eastic membrane of the couch. He
took a deep breath and closed his eyes, |etting the virtua feeds envelop him—

—he—

—and had abrief but startling flashback to the dream she had had the night Bianca Biancotti had placed
the fantasy of her missing Sster into her mind. Her strange adventure down through the underbel lies of
both C20 and her own psyche had begun with a dark shadow of Emlee whispering sinister words as she
pressed her down onto the bed. The sexud fedingsinspired by the dream returned with astartling
intengity, distracting her for amoment from the immediacy of her Stuation.

Such had it often been, she redlized, for the old Imre Bergamasc. Sex and danger, power and
pleasure—all entangled in ahorrible mess. She wondered if he had killed Helwise as much for fucking
their son asfor her betrayal of him. It wasimpossible to tell now, with so many years between the past
and the present. Guilt and persond transformation made it increasingly difficult to trand ate the motives of
one Imre to another. Even the current one was proving to be something of a mystery.

The dream image of Emlee had become entangled with amore recent one: of Emlee drifting to degp on
Imre’ s bed, huge and masculine but in search of peace she waslikely never to find.

Sparkling lights appeared around the world ahead. The Memory of Markheim was so close that Soulis
itself could be seen, bathing in the light of the ships nearby. Widdy scattered probes—far enough from
the Memory of Markheim’s drive flame so as not to be blinded by it—relayed the copious data they
were gathering. Four large shipsand eight in support: Imre' s estimate had been roughly correct. They
were deploying in response to the three drive flames, haf breaking orbit and swooping out to meet the
intruders and haf forming a defensve cordon behind. Tentative pictures of Soulis reveded aworld with
features: low hills and sharp-edged cliffs of atmospheric ice surrounded black lakes of the Vell.
Approximately 50 percent of the world lay exposed to the bright sarlight.

“The Vel hasn't completely taken over,” Imre said doud. “ Soulisisawork in progress.”

“That makesthem Baron ships,” said Freer. “That makesthem you.”

Imre raised her clenched right fist up to the swell of her chest and held the loop shunt close.

“Don't beso sure,” said Emlee. “Those drive flames are familiar. They look like Fleet Vanguard to me.”
All atention returned to the telemetry. Imre didn’t know what to look for, having only the barest outline
of the Host ships' designs, but she believed what the crew’ s andlyses were telling her. One of the larger
ships was soon comprehensively identified, and two more were considered likelies. Mamoulian,
Vandegrift, de Mattos—the names meant nothing to her, but they clearly did to Al Freer.

“Od damn it. How did that son of a bitch get here before us?’

“That’syour President you' rereferring to,” said Emlee with adark expression.

“Ra?’ Imre asked, surprised. “How can you be sureit'shim?’

“He son every Heet Vanguard ship,” shetold him. “It’ s his private navy.”



“To hell with that,” interjected Freer. “Racan’'t have reached Vaia, followed the relay to Falisa, and
overtaken us. It'ssmply not possible”

“So ether hewas here dready,” said Imre, “ or someone e se isflying those ships and wants usto think
itshim.”

“Do you like the odds either way?” Emlee asked her.
“I"'m hoping athird option will present itsdlf.”

Thebridgefell silent as the shipsand droneslaid in courses toward each other. Imre reviewed the data at
adightly higher tempo, making sure there wasn't something they had missed. Emlee had signaded Raon
Earth shortly after the Memory of Markheim had |eft the Jinc behind. The sgnd would hardly have
traveled in agtraight line dong the Line, so even alowing for the fact they were traveling sublight, there
was, as Freer had said, no way afleet could have tracked them down and beaten them to their
destination. It was distantly possible that Ra had access to the same data as Bianca Biancotti and had
been ableto extrapolate their final destination from thefirst port of call—but that didn’'t explain the
sudden comms blackout they had detected on approaching the tiny world. It was most likely that a
message had arrived from someone e sewhere, warning the Soulis contingent to expect visitors soon.

The Memory of Markhelm was detecting asmilarly leaky Linetranamisson, so the operation was
presumably no different than that in Vaiaand Faisa, except that this one wasn't complete. Ra—if it was
Ra—had been caught in the act.

Emlee knew her ship and those coming toward her. She decelerated hard a them, using the
forward-pointing drive wash as ashield in case the system had been mined. Apart from the decoys and
basdline probes she had launched to investigate what lay ahead, she issued no advance hardware, nothing
that might Sgnd ahodtileintent. Her expression was controlled gpart from one smal muscle dancing in
her cheek, visble even through the Vll.

When they had halved the distance to Soulis, Emlee opened a communi cations channel and broadcast a
brief message, relayed through al the drones and timed so the transmiss ons were S multaneous.

“Thisis Diplomatic Expeditionary Force One. Provide immediate identification and authorization.”

Imre waited out the communication lag with impatience. The gpproaching ship—tagged the Vandegrift
by the spectra of its drive hao—was growing brighter by the second.

A voice crackled out of the void.

“Rogue e ements will stand down and surrender by order of the President of the Host.”
It wasn't Ral svoice. The flattened inflection suggested afrag.

“Playing tricks,” said Render.

Emlee nodded. To the approaching ship, she said, “ Prime Minister Copas surrendersto no one, least of
al afdlow officer of the state. Put the President on theline.”

Another long and tense wait. Although Imre knew that Render was right about Ra' s playing



psychologica games, their effectiveness could not be doubted. She resisted the urge to fidget or to drop
her tempo any lower than it dready was. When two ships were hurtling toward each other at high
veocity, things could changein asecond.

“Thisis Presdent MacPhedron.” Ra s voice boomed through the bridge, resonant and deep. Imre would
not have recognized it. *'Y ou stopped being my aly, Emlee Copas, when you junked the Wurmbrand.”

“I'm not hereto fight you, Ra. The Wurmbrand was attacked by forcesinimical to both of us. We need
to plan aunified response, not squabble like children over who did what.”

The communicationslags were shrinking. “If you' re not hereto fight me, Emlee, then what are you doing
here?’

“Youtel me” she shot back. “What isthis place? Why have | never heard of it before?’

“I'm saving the human race,” he said, “while you jump at shadows and waste resources hunting ghosts.
Stand down, and we'll talk.”

“I"'m not surrendering anything to you, Ra. We share authority.”

“That depends entirely on who you have aboard your ship—and how much authority you' re sharing with
him.”

“Who are you referring to?’
“Y ou know very well who. Ishethere?Ishelisgening in?’
Imre bit her tongue.

“What would that matter, Ra?’ Emleg sresponse wasterse. “Heisirrdevant, and so isyour ridiculous

grudge.”

The ships were dowing, and Soulis was growing larger in the forward displays. One of the drone decoys
had been snuffed out by awell-aimed salvo. The otherswere sureto follow beforelong. If Ra
entertained any doubts as to which ship contained Emlee and the others, they would soon be dispelled.

“Hand him over, Emlee,” came Ra sequally brusquereply. “If you won't give me control over the
Apparatus, & least give methat.”

Another piece of the puzzle clicked into place. Radidn’t want the Apparatus for the unbreakable control
it would give him over the galaxy. If he had devel oped his own spatiotextura technology, he could
theoreticdly attain that on his own. His aspirations were more prosaic. the Apparatus was the force
behind Executive Order Kismet. The memories of Helwise MacPhedron would be hidden forever until
that order was rescinded.

Reversal of the Executive Order, or revenge. Imre could understand how the latter might seem a
temporary panacea, but she dso knew that it wouldn't satisfy Rafor long.

In time he would be scheming again, and dreaming perhaps of aday when Helwise could berebornina
cloned body, freeto live once more.



Imre had no intention of turning hersdlf in, except asalast resort. The stakes were too high.
“You can ask dl youwant,” Emleetold Ra. “I can’t give you what | don’t have.”

“You'resaying you didn't find himin C207’ Disbelief was naked in hisvoice. *Y ou're saying he wasn't
the reason you hightailed it out to the edge of the gdaxy?’

“Thecity isagraveyard,” shesad, “and Al Freer was my reason for vigiting the Jinc. Y ou can ask him
about that yoursdlf if you don't believe me.”

“I| don't believeyou,” Rasaid. “I won't believe you until you’ ve opened your locks and let me search
your ship from noseto stern.”

“Will that redly satisfy you, Ra? Won't you still wonder if he somehow dipped through your fingers? Put
it behind you and concentrate on problems that matter.”

“My mother’ s murderer mattersto me,” Rasaid. “He mattersto agreat number of our congtituents, too.
Bear that in mind when you offer him shelter.”

Imre frowned, not just at the sentiment, but the jar shefelt every time Emlee and Ra used the wrong
pronoun. She didn’t know where exactly her identity was going to settle, but for the moment she was put
on edge by the mismatch.

The Vandegrift was dtering course, no longer powering forward as though about to ram but rotating its
drive flameto decderate. It would overshoot the Memory of Markheim by alarge margin. A second
ship, the Mamoulian, was angling to intercept as the approaching ship eased back its burn dightly. Some
of the crushing pressure eased.

Imreindicated that Emlee should kill the comms so they could talk.

“Givehimwhat hewants” shesad. “Let himinto theship.”

“No.” Emle€ s expresson was adamant.

“Y ou’ re outnumbered. Besides, do you redlly want to spark acivil war over this?’

“It'sbeen along time coming. I’ d be relieved to have it out in the open.”

“Sure. That' d save the Luminous from having to lift afinger.” She couldn’t hide her irritation. “I’ m not
talking about giving Rame. Just the ship.”

Emlee studied her for along moment. Her mind was visibly working. Emleg’ s green eyes searched her
face asthough reading invisble words.

Eventudly she nodded. “ All right. | see where you' re heading. There' s something you should know,
firg”

It was Imre sturn to study Emlee. “ Are you about to tell me what you' ve been hiding?’



“I won't need to. Y ou' re about to find out al on your own.”

A rush of telemetry data distiracted Imre. Fearing that Ra s ships might be making a preemptive move,
she caled up amap of the drive flares around Soulis, noting their dispositions and vectors. All the drones
were dead. The Fleet Vanguard ships responsi ble were coming about and returning to the planet. Before
long, the Memory of Markheim would find itself facing not just two capita ships, but four with afull
complement of support.

Only . . . She studied the datamore closely. New signals were flooding the ship’ s sensors. Four more
drive flames had appeared in the dark gulfs around Soulis; four capita shipswere decderating at crushing
ratesto join the many gathered around that cold, orphaned world. Staggered by light-speed delays, they
appeared one by one out of the void. The Memory of Markheim’s crew promptly identified their
emissons Perpetual Franchard, Evocation of Underwood , Osbourne Recalled, and Balfour
Anamnesis. Clugters of smdler drive flames accompanied the larger burnslike fireflies dancing around a

pyre.

Imre laughed with something approaching ddight. They were Emleg’ s ships. They had to be.
Furthermore, there was only one way they could have arrived so quickly.

“You cdled them,” shetold her. “ Y ou called them when | told you to send for Ra.”
She shrugged. “It seemed sensible”

“It was. It wasindeed.” Imre reached out of her acceleration couch to grip Emlee’ s broad shoulder. Had
they been standing up, she would have kissed her.

“Hewon't likethis” said Render, indicating the approaching Mamoulian.

“Racan fed anyway hewants,” Emlee said, “but there are witnesses now, and an even chance of us
beating him.” Sheturned to Imre. *Y ou should know that | dtill like your plan. With the cavary, we' re
only ddlaying the inevitable. Putting you out of the picture would give him cause to reconsider his
assumptions.”

“Which are spot-on, by theway,” said Freer. “Y ou haven't gone out of your way to keep your head
down.”

“That' sbeen alow priority,” shesaid, “until now.”

Imre nodded. “We need to know what he’ s doing out here and why he’' sdoing it. Wewon't find that out
while he' strying to shoot us out of the Sky.” She checked the rear view again. Still no obvious sgns of
pursuit, but their wake wasn't entirely clear either. “ There are acouple of things 1’1l need before we go
through withit,” shesad. “Frs—"

Imre stopped, unsure at first why she did so, but certain once again that something had unexpectedly
changed. She glanced at the telemetry, but thistime the source of the distraction wasn't coming from
there. The crew were busying themselves with their usual tasks: no sgn of another rebellion.

Emleewasrisng out of her acceleration couch, muscles straining in her shouldersand arms as she
levered her considerable weight. She was staring at Imre in puzzlement, then concern.



An ultraviolet glow played eerily across Emleg sface.

Imreredized only then what had caught her own attention: the loop shunt was growing warm in her hand.
Automaticaly but usdesdy, shetried to open her fingers. Her muscles had locked. A distant numbness
was spreading up her arm. Shetried to stand but could do little more than lurch spastically forward, out
of the couch and into the heavy air.

Emlee was shouting orders she couldn’t hear. Simultaneous fedlings of weightlessness and incredible
pressure rose up in her, and she fought them as best she could. Emleg’ s lips said something about turning
back. Shetried to tell her not to—to press on, not to worry about her—but she couldn’t tell if the
message was getting through. Her vision broke up like afaulty video link. Blackness consumed her—

—the essence of black: velvety, cold, depthless, and impartia. He was smultaneoudy lifted up and
pulled down, crystalized and dissolved, torn gpart and recombined in an entirely new way.

Glowing specks of white light appeared in the darkness, and he redlized that he had seen this before. The
light spread and took on colors, painting the void with every shade of the electromagnetic spectrum. Dots
joined into lines; lines bunched together to form sheets; sheets overlapped and became volumes. What
had been afar-flung disparity of points evolved into acomplex, unified structure, beating and vibrating
withlife

A dark shape slashed through the structure, rending and tearing everything it touched. Truncated
surfaces peeled away from the blackness and retreated into themselves. The web remained, but it
was damaged, blighted, scarred.

Heredled under the emotiona intensity of the vision. The last time he had connected with the loop shunt,
he had experienced asmilar menta invasion. A series of powerful sensory packages had completely
overwhelmed him, leaving him fedling like a sandbank pounded by atsunami. The mind that had briefly
touched his had been far beyond anything he had ever experienced before.

A Fort, he had assumed. His own Fort-sdif.

Not hers. He was beginning to suspect that the difference was more than semantic. There was nothing he
could do about the rest of him, but he could change himsdlf.

Hello?

Hisvoiceleft hardly aripplein the seaof information pouring through him.,

I’'m back, and thistime | need to talk to you!

Fery light erupted dl around him. Sound shocked every cdll in hisbody. Roaring, burning, shaking him, it
smashed him flat againgt space itself. He might have cried out, but could never have known if he had. He
could bardly think. He barely was.

Process. Order. Even in the hellish furnace, something moved. Nothing material in the way he



under stood matter, but capable of sustaining itself in the brilliant superplasma nonethel ess.
Transmission, reproduction, evolution. Thefire of creation didn’t need to wait billions of years for
itsfruit to ripen. Life was impatient. Life was tenacious. Life, once sparked, would never die.

| saw thislast time, he shouted into thefire, but didn’t know what it meant. | do now. Y ou’ re showing me

where the Luminous came from. They were bornin the Light Ages. They're cregtures of the primordia
fire. I'veworked it out. Tell me something new.

Thefirefaded. Individua sparks separated and danced through spacein an untidy spira, whirlpooling
about acentra point like a Catherine whed . Each individua spark was amind. He remembered this
vison too. He was seeing the Milky Way galaxy from without, and each long-dead Fort was a star.
He knew what was coming, but still he tensed and fdlt dismay.

A shadow appeared, close to the center of the spiral, and spread across its ever-changing face.
Wher e the shadow passed, the lights went out. One by one, they were extinguished until finally,
despairingly, the galaxy turned dark.

Spargamos, he said. That’ swhere it started. I" ve seen what’ sleft over. Y ou saw methere. Why are you
teling methisal over agan?

Thefirgt time he had assumed the mind he had tapped into was testing him, probing the extent of his
knowledge while he was distracted by the fireworks. He felt asimilar questing urgency now, but he
wondered if he hadn’t misinterpreted it dl dong. What € se could theloop shunt be linking him into?
What other purpose could the repeated images serve?

The Sow Wave.

Three words emerged from the darkness. He remembered them too.

The Sow Wave.

Thevoicewasfull of recrimination and anger—the combined voice of an entire caste of humanity,
daughtered with one fiendish gesture,

The Sow Wavel!

Imre rode the surge of emotion with greater facility thistime. Instead of being subsumed into it and losing
himsdf entirely, helet it carry him on its back, neither fully accepting nor fully denying its message.

What' s next?
A scattering of glowing points returned, fuzzy and indistinct against the backdrop of infinity. With
the patience of ages, they danced like glaciersto music inaudible to his ears. He drifted among

them, invisible, immeasurable, astime’ s heartbeat stretched out, and out, and out . . .

| don't need a history lesson, he said. | want answers. If you won't talk to me, Il find someone €l'se who
will.

Bright light flared again, and he was back at the dawn of time. The battery Ieft him cold.



Therending of colored webs didn’t touch him.

Even the death of the Forts was beginning to pae. Y ou can rail about the Sow Wave dl you want, he
hollered into the impassve distance, but a some point I’m going to stop listening!

Gdaxies danced at the end of time, and a voi ce whispered:
(i hear you, imre bergamasc)

He pursued the voice, wondering if he wasimagining it. The words were softer than the brushing of
molecules, thesgh of light itsdlf.

Hello?Hdlo?

(interference)

A dark knife dashed through rainbow strands. Theimages were repesting, shuffling order each time. He
was becoming adept at ignoring them. What he had initially assumed was the message was perhaps
something else. Not quite interference, as the whisperer said, but abeacon. An SOS, or awarning,
endlesdy cycling for the benefit of anyonewho could listen.

(traitor of pelorus . . . architect of Domgard)

The whisper arrived in fragments, chopped up by the wild excess of the repeating broadcast.

(got my message)

A chill went through him. Now he knew who wastaking to him.

The Butcher of Bredand, he said. None other.

(alongtime ago)

The voice of Bianca Biancotti spoke like aghost from another age, barely using words at dl, barely
recognizable as human.

(old and cold)

Areyou part of this? he asked as the Fort-bedecked galaxy turned before him. Isthis your message, or
someone el se's?

(not my message)

(not one message)

The Forts disappeared under a spreading shadow, and Imre understood. The loop shunt was picking up
two overwhemingly powerful transmissons: one decrying the deeth of the Forts, presumably from

Domgard and his Fort-sdlf; the other from the Luminous, to an end he couldn’t immediatey fathom. Why
reved their origins so openly, and why do it viaameans no one waslistening to?



Unless, he thought, the transmisson coming in over theloop shunt wasn't from the Luminous, but of the
Luminous. Just asthe Forts hadn't used Q loop technology to communicate, but to be, so too might the
dienforcethat had destroyed them use the same bands to think their ancient, mysterious thoughts.

Or maybe Q loop was so far beneath the Luminousthat all he was tapping into was abasic subroutine, a
memory, aneura anaogue that in ahuman might be equivaent to the mindless begting of aheart, or the
insensatefilling and emptying of lungs.

The vison shifted again, became the dancing of galaxies. How that linked to the other visons, hewasn't

entirely certain. Two gargantuan thoughts begat through Imre like mistuned notes, garbling both of themin
the process—and through the discord dipped one feeble tranamission.

(areyou dtill angry?)

With you, Bianca?

(no reason to be angry a me)

Wi, your message could have been clearer.

(too clear and everyone would be here)
Everyoneis here. What' s the story?

(you should be angry, imre)

Fine. I'll be angry. Who with, if not you?

(don't you know?)

Thereare plenty of candidates, sarting with mysdlf.
(there are reasonsto be angry)

Yes. Yes, there are.

(that’ swhat he wants)

Soul-gtripping white light exploded through hismind, but he ignored it: just the universe being born, again.

If you' ve got something to tell me, Bianca, do it now. | don’t want to stay plugged into this thing too long.
If the Luminous picks up the Sgnal—

(too late)
Then why are we sitting around making small talk?

(people are going to die, imre)



(nothing you can do about that)

At least let mewarn them.

(they know)

(the war has begun)

If Emleedies—

He stopped. Through the discordant double transmission, Bianca Biancotti was laughing at him.
(whatever it takes)

(beangry)

A new image pressed into hismind: Space tortured and twisted, dragged in a tight spiral around the
heart of the Milky Way; starsripped apart, dying with X-ray screams bright enough to light up the
universe; a violent ecosystem that made the bar of the galaxy look like the fringes inhabited by
the Jinc; the realm that took its name “ Abaddon” from an ancient legend of Earth: a place of
destruction, a realm of the dead.

That was both too obvious and too unlikely. Nothing could survive in that maglstrom. Not even Imre's
Machiavellian doppelganger.

Theimage shifted dightly: To one side, dwarfed by a factor of three thousand by the central
singularity but a heavyweight in its own right—1,278 solar masses, dragging a motley collection
of giant starswith it—circling Abaddon at almost three hundred kilometers a second, little more
than a light-year from the event horizon from beyond which no matter or energy returned—
Gabriel. Largest of Abaddon’s smaller siblings. Destined to be absorbed at a point unknown in the
galaxy' s future, and for the most part overlooked by those staring aghast at the monster nearby.
Gabriel, the left hand and messenger of God, and occasional angel of death.

Gabridl.

(come)

What' swaiting for me there, Bianca?

(just come)

(you areinvited)

Andif | say no?

(then you' re not the man i thought you were)

(watch)



Theimage winked out. Bianca s deathless whisper fell silent. The massive begting of the thoughts of gods
ceased, and Imre was flung back into the red world with the force of a cannonball.

Too late he asked: What kind of man do you think | am, exactly?

With that, he was rel eased.

Thefirg thing she heard was someone screaming.
“Get away from it! Get away fromit!”

G forcestilted the deck under Imre s back. She was lying with limbs splayed as though |eft where she'd
dropped. Engineswhined and snarled. Every sense—red and virtua—was full of strident information.
Thiswas, in itsway, worse than the loop shunt’ s transmission. Thiswas uncontrolled, panicked,
desperate. It smelled like smoke and tasted of blood.

“It'scoming!”

The source of the voice wasn't nearby: it came over acommsline from one of Ra s ships. Digtantly, with
anumbed mind, Imre took the datainto herself. The de Mattos wastrying and failing to avoid aflaw in
gpace-timethat boiled like acrack through planetary crust. Energetic vibrations sang dong itslength asit
curled and uncurled, itstips moving a relativigtic vel ocities, snagpping like the whip of agod. Gravity
waves twisted and warped the starry backdrop and tugged humanity’ sfragile vessals back and forth. As
she watched, the whip caught the de Mattos acrossits stubby bow and collapsed asignificant
percentage of it into degenerate matter. The rest of it sprayed acrossthe sky like acomet, glowing blue
and purple.

The voice died with a deafening snap.

“Heisawake.”

Alice-Angeleswas leaning over her. Imretried to focus on the frag' s Veil-marred festures but found that
thefull use of her eyeshadn’t yet returned. Shefdt utterly debilitated and helplessin the middlie of a
battle with awegpon not of humanity’ s making.

Render’ sface cameinto view. “How are you?’

“Could be better,” she sad, trying first with uncooperative lips, then viavirtua channels. “Y ou?’

“Don’'t ask.”

“We velogt three ships,” said Alice-Angeles. “ Evocation of Underwood, Osbourne Recalled, and
Balfour Anamnesis . Rais down to one, the Vandegrift, and it has been damaged.”

The war has begun.



“It' sacosmic string, right—the thing the Luminous are hitting us with?’

“Wedon't know for certain. There hasn't been time to conduct detailed observations.”

Alice-Angeles reply was perfectly dry, with no trace of rebuke, but Imre accepted it as such anyway.
While she had been chatting with an old friend, her companions had been fighting for their lives. They Hill
were, judging by the pitching and roiling of the deck.

“How long?’ she asked. “How long have | been out?’

“Days,” said Render.

“Sixty hours, Absolute,” Alice-Angeles qudlified.

Not long, then. The string must have been hot on their hedlsto have struck so quickly. That unnerved her.
They had actively looked for it, but it had been barely visible. There could be thousands of such things
scattered through the Milky Way' s dusty arms, waiting for the signal to strike.

Sensation was returning to her limbs. She could fed the loop shunt between her fingers, glassy and
smooth. It was cool once more, apparently harmless, but still she was tempted to hammer it down on the
deck and smash it into amillion pieces.

Instead she sat up, relying on Render and Alice-Angelesto keep her balance. With agrunt, she madeit
to her feet. The bridge was energized and active. Frags pursued their tasks as overclocking blursdl
around. Al Freer lolled in acorner, examining the data with deep-set, worried eyes. Emlee stood tall
among them, obsidian and strong, caling directions as needed. Imre felt awave of admiration, even as
the facts of their Stuation sank in.

Six capitd ships destroyed, another damaged. The remaining ships were doing their best to fight back,
but every attack was an experiment. There were only so many |eft to make before the L uminous mopped
up al resstance around Soulis.

People are going to die, Bianca Biancotti had said. That prophecy was coming abundantly true.

Imre felt anxiety but no fear. Her architecture was sound, and she trusted her instincts. She was expected
elsawhere. Someone had an ace up their deeve that had yet to be revea ed.

“Back away fromit,” Imre called out asthe Memory of Markheim powered in for another attack run.
“Get well clear.”

Emlee turned her great hairless head. “Y ou want usto run?’
“Temporarily disengage. Something' scoming. Trust me.”
“Like Spargamos?’

“In principle, except thistime they want witnesses.”

“Why?



“I think they’ re trying to send another message.”
Thewar begins here.

Emleetook a second to think about it, then nodded. Commands flashed through the remaining ships and
wererelayed to Ra s surviving vessd. It had limped out of range of the siring in order to patch itself
together as best it could, and was using the orphaned world of Soulisasashield. The powerful gravity of
the string stirred the frozen atmosphere of the cold world every time aloop of it swung close by. How
that was affecting the Veil-stuff growing in theicy soil wasimpossibleto tell.

Light-speed lags made it difficult to take amomentary snapshot of the battlefield’ s disposition, but it was
clear looking back on it that Emlee’ s ships had been trying and failing to protect the Memory of
Markheim, the source of the Q loop sgnd, while Ra s ships had engaged in afutile defense of the world
below. Asdatafrom the present trickled in, Imre eased hersdlf into her acceleration couch and let it take
the weight of her weakened limbs. She felt asthough every cell had been stripped of their enhanced
mitochondria, leaving nothing but limp tissue behind. Closing her eyes, she embraced the virtual dataand
left her physical sdlf behind.

Don't wait forever, she said to hersdlf as the remaining ships set about increasing the distance between
them and the railing space-time defect in their midst. It looked like a Chinese dragon, coiling and
uncoiling and spitting primordid fire.

Bring it on, dreedy.

A black dot streaked across the starscape, afast-moving hole in the chaotic backdrop. The ship’'s
sensors barely had timeto register it beforeit struck the dragon midcoils, liberating an immense flash of
energy. Imreflinched from the microsecond burst, even though it had passed before the impulse to recoil
had even reached his nerve endings. The Memory of Markheim was quicker to recover. It recorded the
arrival of another black dot, close in the wake of the first, and athird after that. Two more flashes
expanded out from the locus of the strikes, painting the debris of the dead ships every possible color. The
dragon writhed, cut into four unequal segments and spraying the sky with energetic blood.

Exotic radiation scarred the hull of the Memory of Markheim, triggering strident darms. Engines surged
to increase the distance from the stricken enemy as three more dots struck it. The second trio came from
adifferent sector of the sky; elther the source was moving implausibly fast or there was more than one of
them, invisible against the starscape. The effect on the string was no less dramatic. One of its truncated
sections sparkled dl aong itslength like a burning magnesium wire, then exploded, sending the rest flying.
A second fragment whipped past the Perpetual Franchard, tearing it and its occupants to ribbons. A
third struck the planet, buckling and shearing its crust under unimaginable gravitationa stresses. Rock
turned instantly to steam; a bright red scar spread acrossits dark face.

Black dotslanced out of yet another sector and picked off the remaining threads. They dissolved one by
one, sending sheets of light in waves through the volume of space around Soulis. No fragment was left
unaccounted for. Those dots that missed their targets vanished in ashower of multicolored sparks well
out of harm’ sway. Gravitational detectors aboard the Memory of Markheim registered sharp spikes
every time one self-destructed. Imre clutched the sides of her acceleration couch as space-timeroiled
and foamed.

Gradudly, the tumult subsided. Radiation aarms sounded for another minute, then ceased. She opened
her eyesto see Emlee looming over her.



“WEe' re not guineapigs,” shesaid. “How do | pass that messageon?’
Imrelooked down &t the loop shunt lying inert in her hand. “I think that window might have closed.”
Sheturned away with adisgusted look.

“It worked, didn’'t it?” Imre heaved hersdlf out of the couch and followed Emlee down to the crew deck,
where the overclocking of the frags made the air seem full of ghodts.

“Not without sgnificant collaterd damage,” she snarled. “ And what have we got out of it?’

HA an.”

“Wielded by people we can only assume are the Barons against something we assume the Luminous
sent. There are no certainties, Imre. It changes nothing.”

“It changeseverything,” Imre said, indicating atransmisson incoming from the Vandegrift. The stricken
ship was broadcasting an SOS and requesting assi stance.

“You want meto—?" She stopped and rolled her green eyes. “Well, you can’'t be herewhen | save his
unworthy hide. Y ou know that, don’'t you?”

“I do know that. If you let him on board, and he doesn’t find me, that’ Il get him off my back once and for
al. I'mwilling to be d sewhere. The Wickthing, if | have achoice.”

She opened her mouth and closed it, warring insde. “ All right. Get to the hardcaster bays and wait for
methere. I'll beright behind you.”

The deck was settling underfoot as Imre headed for the exit. Alice-Angeles accompanied her, and
Render watched them go. The old soldier’ s expression was intense and unreadabl e.

Heknows, Imrethought. | can’t hide anything from him.
She opened a secure comms channel.

“Timeto leave, | suppose?’ Render broke in before she could say anything. “Here it comes again: that
old familiar pan.”

“Don’t be such adramaqueen. I'm not abandoning you.”
“I've heard it dl before.”

“Comedong for therideif you don't believe me.”

“I don’'t know. Give me areason to Stay.”

Imre hid her relief. Render was aswary of hardcasting as Emlee and the rest of the Host. “ That collection
of yours: you need to keep an eyeonit. It'snot as dead asyou think.”



“But you—"

“It'snot the sort of thing I’ d advertise, right?’

Render was silent for a second or two. “1 want to believe.”
“So believe me. Have | ever not come back to you?’

“Nothing isthe same. Change your colors, change your mind, change your rules. I'mtrying to learn the
rhythm. I’m trying hard—never tried so hard before. The change disturbs me.”

Render’ sinternd struggle was difficult to listen to dispassionately, especidly inlight of what
Alice-Angdeshad told him. “It'snot easy, old friend,” she said. “Remember what you said to mewhen |
first came back here: * Tread careful. Hide your fear.” That’ sal we can do. We might not like the way life
isnow, but it' sred, and there’ sno point fighting it. That's one war we' |l never win.”

Render took a deep breath, audible over the virtua link. “I’m so tired. Get out of here—don’t look
back—before| change my mind.”

“All right. You do as| told you. Watch those rdlics carefully.”
“You'll ssemeagan.”

“I'msureof it.”

“Come back to haunt me,” Render said, “like agangster in drag.”

Imrelet that parting shot lie. They had reached the hardcaster room, with its endless row of unused
sarcophagi. “For crises,” Emlee had said, but Imre wondered how many of the frags on the destroyed
ships had managed to transmit to safety. If they considered damageto their Veilsto be ana ogousto
brain damage, maybe they had chosen death willingly—»but ill, it struck her as absurd. That wasthe only
point, it seemed, on which Render and the Host agreed.

Then she thought of what Al Freer had told her about anomal ous data on the line. Would shetrust her
pattern to a corrupted medium over any grest distance? She had to admit that she probably would not.
Perhgpsthat harsh truth lay behind Emleg swillingnessto let perfectly good hardware lieidle while
peopledied in their droves.

The third sarcophagus aong was open and ready for her. Alice-Angelesleft her done while she waited
for Emlee. Memories of her loop-shunt-inspired visions percolated through her thoughts, no matter how
shetried to put them from her mind. She had so much to think through and absorb; she couldn’t afford to
be distracted by things she dready knew, or at least felt that she could accept for the moment. Aliens
born in thefire of the early universe had taken offense at the Forts' tentative exploration of the dark
matter universe, and killed them dl. From there, so much remained unknown. What was the purpose of
the Vel worlds Vaia, Faisa, and Soulis, and how did Ra MacPhedron expect them to save humanity?
What was waiting for her around the black hole called Gabrid? Why did Bianca Biancotti want her to be

angry’?

The deck was rock-steady beneath her feet by the time Emlee strode through the door. “We re coming
about to pick up the survivors of the Vandegrift,” she said, “Raamong them. He |l want to conduct a



search, but I'll stall him aslong as| can. The record of your transfer to the Wickthing will be buried so
deep, e ll never find it.”

“Thank you,” Imre said with agrateful incline of her head. “I’m sureit’ d be easier for you just to hand me
over.”

“Where would be the fun in that? It s good to keep the little twerp guessing.”

They exchanged asmile, but it was forced. Despite facing each other across the open sarcophagus,
unequa in height and politica gature, they seemed for amoment to be standing eyeto eye.

“I'll take Rato Earth,” Emlee said. “Do you want to tell me where you' re going?’
“No.” Imrewasn't surprised that she knew, like Render. Of course she did. “Do you want to ask me?’
“Yes, but | don't need to, thistime. I’ll find out.”

“Y ou can track the Wickthing?’

“Something like that.”

Imre hadn’t considered that possibility. “You'll bury that information too, | trust.”
“Aslongas| mugt.”

She caught the word Emlee chose: must, not can.

“Here” Imre held out her right hand. “ Takethis.”

Emlee offered her |eft hand, palm up.

Imre dropped the loop shunt into it.

“Won't you be needing this?’ Emlee asked, chdlenging her with her jade eyes.

“I ancerely hope not,” Imre said, but that didn’t satisfy her as he had hoped it might.
The differencein their heights returned.

“Jud finishit,” Emleesad.

“I'will,” Imre promised her.

“Don’t show your face again until you cansay ‘I have.’” ” She turned and walked for the door, and didn’t
look back.



THISNAME

It isonething to mortify curiosity, another to conquer it . . .

—Robert Louis Stevenson

Imre waited in the sarcophagus for the hardcast to begin, knowing as she knew well by then that it would
come painlessy and without sensation. One moment she would be red; the next she wouldn’t. That the
technical wizardry wasinvishbleto her didn’t concern her at dl. Technology at its most powerful freed
people to ded with the problemsthat most concerned them—more often than not other people.

In her case, that person was Emlee. Something unnamable had passed between her and the giant man
she now fully accepted as the woman Imre had once known—an inappropriate desire that smply would
not die. Part of her wanted exactly the same kind of connection that she had dreamed about in the C20,
and shewondered if Emlee had come intending to confessto the same desire.

Haf amillion years ago, she wanted to say, but it must mean something.

It took one person to say something, two to remain silent. So the moment had passed, leaving her tense
and frudirated, and angry at hersdlf in away that Bianca Biancotti would surely find next to usdess.
Whatever might have happened now never would. The chanceswere they’ d never meet again, let done
fed the sameway if they did. It wasover.

Thelight dtered, and so did her clothing. She was lying gowned as she usualy was aboard the
Wickthing, atop alinen sheet in her private chamber. Thick curtains obscured the artificid daylight of
MZ and Kells s consensud illusion, dlowing just afaint yellow radiance around the edges. All physical
sensation relaing to the Memory of Markheim had vanished. With determination, Imretold hersdf to
leave dl thoughts about Emlee behind aswell.

Out of the shadows stepped the woman in white. Imre sat up in surprise, ready to raisethedarm. The
woman' s face was obscured, but she wasin perfect focus and as solid asared person. Eveninthe
gloom, Imre could discern the finger she urgently raised to unseen lips. Moving quickly, purposefully, she
cameto the side of Imre’ sbed and |leaned close.

“Say nothing of my presence,” she whispered, pressing her back with one smdl hand against her
breastbone. “They must not see me until we arewell under way.”

1] BLIt_H
“Get rid of them, and we will talk again.”
The woman kissed Imre quickly on the mouth, then backed into the shadows once more.

The door opened, dlowing a cascade of blinding light into the room. The rounded silhouette of Chyro



Kels stepped into the frame, peering in at Imre with exaggerated myopia, a most suspicion.

“We expected you in the map room,” said the surgeon. “Thisis not the first displacement we have
experienced.”

Imre didn’t need to feign concern. “If it was dangerous for me to come here—"
“I was monitoring the transmissions carefully.”

Imre had yet to test her virtud body, to seeif it had changed during the execution of the hardcast. If she
was hdlucinating, that wasn't agood sign. “Do you have anything to report?”

“Areyou you, do you mean?’

“Ig't that what you usudly tdl me?’

Kellsdidn't answer. He looked flustered and unsure.

Imre spared him the answer. Physicdly, shefdtfine “MZ?

“I am here, Imre.”

“Set acoursefor Abaddon,” shetold them, reluctant to revea anything about Gabriel until she absolutely
hed to—especialy with the woman in white lurking nearby. “ Don't tell anyone where we re going. Don't
even ask permission to go if you can avoid doing that.”

“The Apparatus has been given approva for our departure,” the Fort said immediately.

“Thenlet’ sget moving.”

There was no perceptible change to the virtua environment: no inertia g shifts or roaring engines. Imre
could only assume that the Fort had obeyed his command.

“You didn’t bring up my request with the Prime Miniger,” MZ sad.

She had to think for amoment to remember what that had been. “ To merge with the Apparatus? The
opportunity didn’t arise. I'll talk to Emlee when we return—or you could always ask her directly, you
know.”

“Y ou have influence over the Prime Minister that | do not,” the Fort said. “I have yet to earn her trust.”

Imre remembered her parting words—don’t show your face again—and wondered if MZ wasn't
imagining trust where noneremained.

Her lips 4till tingled where the woman in white had kissed her.

“Leavemedonefor awhile” shetold MZ and Kells, who till hovered in the doorway like a
dope-shouldered obelisk. “I’ve got alot to think about.”

That wasn't alie, and shefet no guilt as Kdls closed the door on her. The vison from the loop shunt had



added turbulence to al manner of issuesthat already needed sorting.

“That'snot an entirely crazy idea, you know,” said the woman in white as she reemerged from her
adumbra nook and tugged back her hood. The face beneath was familiar—shockingly o, for Imre had
convinced hersdlf that she would never seeit again.

Wasit her, though, or aconvincing smulation? Her skin was flesh-colored and crinkled in al the right
places—but verismilitude was essy. There was only oneway to test whose intelligence lay within.

“Whichideaisthat?’ Imre asked.

“Merging MZ and the Apparatus. It d give us an edge that Ra doesn't have.”

“It would aso turn MZ into agod.”

“Better asmart onethan anidiot, don’t you think?’

“And if the minds of Earth designed it dumb for areason?”’

“I’'m sure they did just that: the Forts didn’t want any competition. We, however, need to be as
competitive aswe possibly can.” She grimaced. “Ra's copy of the Apparatusis no better than ours, you
know; it has no initiative, no independence. It’ s usdesswithout orders.”

“Doesit have aname?’

“He cdlsit the Godmother.”

A ripple of disgust went through her. “ And what does he think hel sdoing in Soulis? Do you know?’
“| sugpect—strange asit might seem—that he might be tdling usthe truth.”

“About saving the human race?’

“*Saving usinavery different sense from the way you obvioudy took it. There' s enough Vel on those
three worlds to contain the memories of every person dive today.”

“A memory bank,” Imre said, groaning at the pun. Then the fact that it was apun sank in deeper. “1 bet it
wasn't originaly Ra sidea. Someonedseisbehindit.”

The woman in white shrugged. “We' d need to be surer of our facts before we started pointing the
finger.”

“I"'m disinclined to be so cautious.”
“Somethings never change.”
They stared at each other. Shewasred. He was sure of it.

“Emlee, what are you doing here?’



Thefullness of her lips curled up in asmile. “When we disentangled the Wickthing from C20 and put you
back together, | knew you d want to come back here. | couldn’t stop you, but | could cover my bets, so
| piggybacked ahack on your hardcast and trickled this version of mysdf in byte by byte.”

“Thisiswhat you meant when you said you could track the Wickthing.”

“Yes” Shelooked appropriately sdf-satisfied. “ 1t took ages for meto befully confident of the smulation.
The hack—one of the toughest I’ ve ever worked on—keeps me hidden from MZ, but | can’t hide
completely from you or Chyro because you' re part of the smulation too. | think Chyro has spotted me a
couple of times. HE s acting suspicious.”

Imre had noticed that. “I saw you too,” she said.
“I guessed. And more besides.”
“What does that mean?’

“Looked inamirror lately?” Shetilted her head onto an angle, sending her sandy blond hair askew. “No,
of course not. Here. Work it out for yoursdlf.”

A woman gppeared next to Emlee that could have been her twin Sster. Economicaly muscled and dight
with it, she was hairless from the neck down and had no visible tattoos or Vel markings. There were
differences between the two of them, but they were small: awhiter shade of blond, blue eyes rather than
green, and amoretriangular chin among them. A casud glance might not have been ableto tell them
gpart, especidly when Emlee put them inidentica outfits: old-style Corps skin suits, black with red
trimming andindgnia

Imre didn’t need to look under her gown to make the comparison. Emlee looked like her, and she
looked liked Emlee. The revelation shocked her profoundly. She had imagined herself as she had beenin
C20: more rounded and buxom, and taller aswell. Emlee’ s doppelganger didn’t resemble that image at
dl.

“| dreamed you in C20,” she said in wonderment. “Areyou saying | became you, here?’

Emlee made a show of checking out herself out. “1 take it asacompliment.” She turned back to Imre.
“Serioudy, | do.”

“Don’t beridiculous” Imre said, feding aflush riseto her cheeks. Emlee’ s gaze was entirely too direct.
“| needed a pattern to model myself on; yours just happened to be handy. Did you ever think that the
way you infiltrated the Wickthing might have caused you to bleed into me? | say it wasn't aconscious
decisonat dl.”

“Y ou sure know how to flatter agirl.”

Theimage vanished. Imre was relieved to see the back of it. Her hard-won sense of self didn’t need the
beating.

“Anyway, thisisirrdevant,” shetold Emlee. “It doesn't explain why you ve willingly duplicated yoursdf,
or why you look likethis, like you used to.”



“| told you. We re suspicious these days about hardcasting the Vell. I'm not above that, so herel am
without it.” She perched herself on the corner of the bed. “ Asto the duplication issue—well, you weren't
the only one feding out of sorts. The Vel made me a better Prime Minister; it gave me adepth of
experience | never could have possessed without it. But it's heavy, literdly, and | missed theway | used
tofed. It was surprisngly easy to break my principlesjust to become mysdlf again. Y ou understand,

right?’

Shedid, dl too well. Emlee wasn't just talking about the Vell. Imre had experienced gender dysphoriaat
the hands of the Jinc; she knew what it felt like. The Emlee before her seemed infinitely more comfortable
in her body than she had in the real world, and that spoke volumes.

“We both choseto look thisway,” Imre said, “ conscioudy or subconscioudly, for our own reasons.”
“Weboth likeit, | guess. | honestly won't read anything into it.”
“Good.” Again, Imre couldn’t look at her.

“Yes, why would 17?'Y ou had me naked once and in your bed another time. If you' d been at dl interested
inme, you would ve let me know before now.”

Imrevividly remembered those occasons. “Y ou were waiting for me to make the first move?’
“I didn't say that.”
“You practicaly threw yoursdf at me—and you did kissmejust then.”

“I did.” Her gaze was frank and unflinching. “1 don’t gpologize for doing that, by theway. It got your
atention.”

Imre nodded. She could think of nothing to add that didn’t sound awkward, or that she might regret later.
The opportunity was before her to reved everything she had thought about while waiting to cometo the
Wickthing, but the thought of doing so made her liquefy insde. What had happened to dl that certainty?
The desrewas till there; of that, at least, she was completely certain.

“Why don’'t we try doing what doesn’t come naturdly, just this once?’ Those were the words Emlee had
used on Earth, the one and only time they had dept together. “Why just once?’ she wanted to ask now.
Why not athousand times, until it became natural ?

They said nothing until the silence started to become uncomfortable. Imre, clutching at the genesis of their
conversation, managed, “I guesswe d better talk about what happens next. Y ou're helping Ra, back in
the Memory of Markheim, and convincing him I’m dead at last, but it won't lead to more than a
temporary truce. That you think we'll need the edge MZ could give us speaks volumes about what’ sto
come.”

“I'mafrad it does,” Emlee said, leaning back onto one elbow. “Can you imagine what awar between the
Apparatus and the Godmother could ook like? Perhaps we should hammer out some thoughts on what
we |l do if we get back in one piece.”

“WEe re on the same sdge, then?’



“WEe ve dways been on the same side, Imre, even when you didn’'t know it.”

They talked for an hour, relative. Outside, the angle of the light shifted dowly, asit would have on ared
world. Imre didn’t dare think how much time was passing beyond the Wickthing’ svirtud wals. MZ's
tempora yardstick was long compared to the rest of the galaxy. Thousands of years could have passed
sncethey had |eft the Memory of Markheim; they could aready be deep in the gaaxy’ s darkest
wildwoods, for al she could tell.

The discussion was animated and occasionally heated. This Emleelooked like the one Imre had known
haf amillion years earlier, but she spoke with the authority of the First Prime of the Returned Continuum
and Prime Minister of the Host: older, more powerful, and harder, as she hersdf had said. Shewas
different, however, from the giant they had |eft in the Memory of Markheim, dthough they were
technicdly the same person. Imre read them differently. They read themselves differently too, and it
showed.

She wasn't the only one. In the mess and tangle of recent events, the Barons had taken on anew face,
still shrouded by secrecy but less hostile than it had been. Bianca Biancotti or Imre-F or whoever was
behind them persisted in shuffling ordinary humanity about a chessboard to their own ends, but at least
those ends were coming into sight. The weapons Imre and Emlee had witnessed over Soulis had been
designed for one purpose: to strike at the Luminous. They hadn’t been used againgt the Hogt, and Imre
took some hope from that. The Barons were “ gearing up for war,” as Al Freer had put it. It was up to
the Host not to be caught in the crossfire.

Emlee, on the other hand, regarded with suspicion anyone who failed openly to declare acommon cause
againgt the enemy. In awar that had been forgotten by most people, she remained ahardliner. For or
againgt, she needed to know. In aworld of shifting lines, she ached for clarity. It was naked on her face,
but on that front Imre could not provide,

Neither of them wanted to be a spectator in what wasto come. That was the only thing they agreed
upon.

In the middle of an argument about whether Rawas crazy or not for trying to creste amassive backup of
humanity—no matter who he was working for—their hands collided, cracking with wincing forcein
midgesture,

Emleg seyeswidened in surprise. “Well, you' re still clumsy. Couldn’t you have fixed that aswell asyour
face?’

“What do you mean?| was never clumsy.” Imre shook her hand, driving blood into her bruised knuckles.

“At least you'll admit to the problemswith your face.” Emlee snatched playfully for Imre’ shand, and,
catching it, held it up for examination, front to back. “ They’ re the same, too.”

“Asyours, or asthey used to be?’
“Either.”
“Can'tyou tdl?’ Imretwisted in her grip, but Emlee was holding on too tightly for her to dip free. The

chalengewasirresstible. Imre reached for her shoulder with her free hand and wrenched her sdeways
onto the bed. She kicked up with her left knee, and Imre caught her other hand and twisted. Emlee



gasped.

Imre abruptly let go and leaned her weight back. “No,” shesaid. “It can't belike this”

“No. But it cuts through the crap, doesn’t it?” Emlee sat up and leaned closer. Emlee was il holding her
hand, but the pressure on her fingers had eased. Imre could easily have pulled away, but she didn't.

They kissed softly at first. Emleg’ slips were exactly as she remembered, but nothing el se about the
moment was familiar. Both hands came up to touch Emlee sface. Her skin was warm and soft against
her pams, her dender form moving closer, welcoming the embrace. Emlee touched her throat, her right
breast, the small of her back; each contact was gentle, intimate, and sure. Imre welcomed it, the tension
in her body reaching new places, demanding release in new ways.

It wasn't that she was female. She knew that, even as aflood of novel sensations cascaded through her.
The last time had been a guilty and traumatic experience, abrief war conducted againgt her suddenly dien
self. Now, she embraced it in away that sSmply had not been possible for her before—as abroken
human being created by the Jinc, in the doubt-racked role of the galaxy’ s First Prime, or with the
gargantuan figure Emlee had become on the Memory of Markheim. Who she was had changed at least
as much as her body. She embraced herself, and that was an entirely new point of departure.

They made love asvirtua dusk descended in the world beyond the curtains, led by Emlee’ s greater
experience with her body and its needs. Their passion became more urgent, more dl-involving. Imre
wondered if she had ever truly embraced sexuality except as ameansto generate and rel ease tension.
With Helwise it had been abattle. With Gravine Sevaste it had been a power play. Even with Emleg,
before his abdication, they had been exorcising demons rather than engaging with each other. She
couldn’t remember asexud partner that hadn’t been an enemy or aconflicted dly. The people behind
those masks had been absent—on both sides.

The night grew older, and Imre realized that euphoriawas making her exaggerate. She must havefdt this
way before, and she had surely had such fedlings returned many times throughout her long life. Such was
anatura date of affairsfor dl humans, bethey frags, Primes, singletons, or even Forts. Emlee had loved
the proto-Fort called Ampersand, and there was no doubt those feglings had been mutua. Alice-Angeles
loved Render, in her own autistic way. Love was part of being dive, and Imre had, in dl things,
embraced exactly that.

She smply couldn’t remember those other times. Her former sdif had let them dide.

“Do you dill have the memories?” Imre asked Emleein one sweaty, tangled pause. “ The memories of the
memories?’

“The Veil, you mean?’ Emlee slipswere soft againgt her ear. “ Y ou can't help them,” she said, “but you
can stop recalling them. I'm clean, if that’ swhat you're asking.”

Imre hadn’t been. She had smply been curious about how it felt to have the Vell, then giveit up. Was
Emlee shrugging off the weight more figuratively than literally? It was nothing but atechnicality until Emlee
pointed out that Helwise' s memories were effectively gone too. She could look at Emlee and know that
only Emlee waslooking back.

They kissed more deeply. Time passed in waves. Imre resisted the urge to adjust her tempo in order to
prolong the night indefinitely. Her unwillingness for the moment to end was heightened by the knowledge



of what an end it would be for them—in the heart of the galaxy, where space-time itsalf was shredded
and torn, and flesh Szzled under powerful X-rays. Shetold herself to be sanguine about it. Without the
desert, there could be no oasis—and without forgetfulness, there could be no new beginnings. It didn't
help.

They dept for atimein each other’ sarms, then woke to make love again, with more surety thistime, and
no lessurgently.

Only when MZ intruded to tell her that they were nearing the stormy regions surrounding Abaddon did
Imre overclock to gain afew extraminutes. What light there was turned crimson. She and Emleelay
face-to-face on their Sdes, barely touching. Emlee' s green eyes degpened in color until they were amost
black.

“I think I choseyour face,” Imretold her, “because | missed it.”

“It'snot so bad, | guess.” Emleetook her Ieft hand in both of hers, and squeezed it. “ Thank you for
saying that.”

She could have stayed there for years. “We need to go.”

“I know. And you know what appals me? For all your tak, you have no ideawhat’ swaiting for us out
there. I’ ve dways assumed that part of you knew what was going on, even if it was buried so deep you
didn’t know it wasthere.”

Imredidn’t have the heart to say that shefdt any different. “Lifewould be smpler if | did,” shesaid,
thinking of everything she had thought she' d lost in C20: friends, ajob, family. None of it had been more
than afantasy, even though who she had been then was making her strong now.

“Simpler, but not better. The time has come, Imre. Timeto finishit.”

Emleg sother self had told her not to return until she had done exactly that. There was no withdrawing
now.

“I'mafraid,” she confessed.
“Good.” Emlee patted her cheek. “I like you better thisway.”

Thelight returned to normal. They got up and dressed, Emlee by willing herself back into the white dress
she had been wearing earlier, Imre by dipping into alight-armor sheath she pulled from the room’ svirtud
clost. Theillusory fabric felt tight and rough againgt her skin, helping her reacquaint herself with what
needed to be done. Find Himself. Avenge the Forts. The pledge was age-worn and weighty around
her neck, but there was only oneway to berid of it forever, and that was to make good onit.

She opened the door to the room, giving MZ and Kdlstheir first glimpse of the stcowaway in their midst.
Emlee was ungpol ogetic, and Kellsamost relieved to have the mystery solved. By the time they
convened in the map room, she had managed to turn MZ’ s automatic huffiness to rel uctant acceptance of
her presence.

“Beddes,” shetold him, “if you behave, we' Il talk about that deal you mentioned earlier. The Apparatus,
wasn'tit? 1 may be an uninvited guest, but | still have the succession codes.”



“Yes, Prime Miniger. Forgive mefor mistaking expedience for philosophical inconsstence.”

“Thetwo of me, you mean?’ Emlee didn’t dodge the point. “Today | don’t have a philosophica bonein
my body.”

The magic picture frame through which the occupants of the Wickthing viewed the outside world
showed a scene dmost surred in its violence. Abaddon itself wasinvisible, hidden by avast bubble of
superheated debris and mutilated stars. Here the detritus of the galaxy converged for destruction and
converson into energy for another universe. No natura human in recorded history had seen morethan a
glimpse of the ghastly horizon and returned to tell of it.

Y et it was nothing, Imre thought, compared to the primordid fires of the early universe, where the
Luminous had been born.

It struck her then as strange that the aliens responsible for the degth of the Forts lived beyond the edge of
the galaxy rather than in climes they would surdly find more comfortable. Wasit something to do with the
technology they employed? Coamic strings, unless carefully controlled, would be dangerousin any decent
g lar populace. The reason might be as smply expedient asthat, or there could be moreto it than she
redlized.

There was dways more, Imretold hersdlf. She was peering through akeyhole at aroom aslargeasa
city. Sowly, paingtakingly, she was combining individua glimpsesinto acomprehensive sngpshot.

The maps on the desk charted the Wickthing’s careful passage through the densely crowded
environment. Gabrie wasasmall circle tracing ageometric route around the empty void that was
Abaddon.

“There,” Imre said, pointing a the moving circle. “ That’ swhere Biancatold meto go.”
“We must be cautious,” admitted MZ. “ The Wickthing is not indestructible.”

Imre had never heard MZ admit to any kind of limitation. It made sense: the Wickthing was written on
gpace itsdlf, and nowhere e se was space deformed as much as around a black hole. Sturdy matter might
survivewheretheir fragile patternsfailed.

Shetook the note of caution on board, but it didn’t touch her. She felt revived, confident, and centered,
aswell asafraid of what lay ahead. It wasathrilling mix.

“Bring usascloseasyou can,” shesaid. “Don't take any risks you think are unnecessary.”

“It'sdl rdlevant down here, isn'tit?” Emleeradiated the same indestructibility. “We ve gone way beyond
the normd scale”

“Andwe redill going.” Imre watched closdly as Gabrid neared, represented by visual data overlaid with
complex schematics since it couldn’t be seen directly. The backdrop was nearly solid radiation: starsand
plasmafilled every wavelength with unimaginable noise. Imre resisted a sudden impulse to trandateit into
an audible sgnd, just to hear what it sounded like. She was sure it would be exceedingly unpleasant—the
chorus of stars screaming their last.



MZ was incapable of broadcasting, o al observations were passve, relying on infaling radiation and
gravitationa waves. It was easy to forget in Abaddon’ s shadow just how large its smdler shling was.
MZ charted four blazing giantsin orbit around it, pumping steady streams of e ectrons and photonsinto
an dready turbulent whirl-pool of superheated gases. If they had once possessed worlds, they had long
been dingshotted away or reduced to rubble. Dense currents of plasma curled like snakes around them,
lending the entire scene asurred air. Pockets of gaswere moving at close to the speed of light in places,
creating shock waves and intense X-ray burdts. At timesthe dendty of gas around the Wickthing
approached terrestrid levels,

Something hard and round loomed out of the mael strom—the one solid object MZ had found amid so
much liquid chaos. It was dense and reflective, likeabal of mercury, but clearly artificid. Itslineswere
too perfect, and remained so even in the face of the storm around it. Its mass was aso much higher than
expected for its volume, suggesting that at least part of it was made from degenerate materid. Imre
remembered Kismet, the iron prison in orbit around a dead star from which they had rescued Render
long ages ago. Thiswas orders of magnitude stranger.

MZ matched orbits without being asked to. Gabriel’ s shrouded bulk rose like a bruised star over the
too-smooth horizon.

“No obviousway in,” Emlee noted.

Imre nodded. The surface of the bal was an unbroken mirror, reminding her of the Luminous ssilver
shock troops. MZ was unable to dock with anything physical. He interacted with the wider universe only
by means of gauge bosons.

“Look for aLinefeed,” Imresad. “That should be our first priority.”

“| detect no leakage,” said the Fort, “but such would be quickly swamped in this environment. | will
attempt to find the transmission by trid and error.”

Imrelet MZ work unimpeded, keeping an eye on the background charts for any changes. The sky was
shifting with unnaturd rapidity, making her nervous. The usua laws of ceestid mechanicssmply didn't

apply.

“Thiswould be the perfect place,” said Emleg, “to hide aweapons-testing zone. Anything could go off
down here—you could even use stars as target practice—and who would notice?’

“Instant disposal for your mistakes, too,” Imre agreed. Apart from Gabridl, there were numerous other
black holes orbiting galactic center. “'Y ou wouldn't assemble an army here, though, or useit asa
headquarters. It sa bolt-hole at best. A bunker.”

Emlee nodded. “No bursting out en masse and saving the day, then. That’ sabit disgppointing.”

Imre could see that she too was unnerved by the spectacle. If thiswas the headquarters of the Barons,
Domgard' s replacement, what hope did it hold for humanity?

A flicker of white noise rolled through the Wickthing, making Imre momentarily uneasy on hisfedt.

“I have located the outgoing Line feed,” MZ announced. “The signa is exceptionaly strong, asit must be
toreach thefirst rlay.”



“Which way should we go?’ Imre asked Emlee. “Totherday or sraight into thelion’slair?’
“Relay,” shesad. “Wedon't know what kind of defensesthey might have.”
“I agree. Doit, MZ.”

Their point of view pulled away from Gabrid asthe Fort followed the fringes of the Line feed to the first
relay gation, atenth of alight-year away. During their journey, MZ sampled random packets from the
stream of data and tested against known codes and ciphers.

“I know those algorithms,” said Emlee, asthe data scrolled down a sheet of paper in front of her. “|
don't know what it' s saying, but | recognizeit. It'sblack traffic.”

“The clutter you' ve been picking up on the Line?’ Imre asked.

“Yes, but here there snothing else. That' sdl thistransmission conssts of. Nothing but black trafficin
both directions”

The sky roiled astherelay hoveinto view. It was aminiature version of the Barons headquarters,
equipped with acomplicated array of dishes and beamers. There was no sign of human habitation: no
ships docked; no visible life support; no doors or windows. If any kind of intelligence was responsible for
maintenance, then it was purely artificid.

“Getincdose, MZ,” Imretold the Al. “ Do your thing.”

Imre had only the sketchiest understanding of how the Fort’s“thing” worked. That it had many timesin
the past was dl he needed to know. With Emlee watching closdly, the Fort glided through therdlay’s
outer layers, invisble to matter, and began searching for an optica circuit through which it might gain
access. The guts of the relay were tightly packed and utterly dark. Flashes of bright light came and wert,
indicating when they had located a candidate circuit. Five times, MZ tested and rejected the possibilities
hefound. The sixth heliked.

“I’'m not familiar with the protocols,” said Emlee, as MZ began probing the relay’ s semantic architecture.
“Parts of it look like Fort code but heavily edited, with sections I’ ve never—”

Emlee was cut off by ablast of static and anoise asterrible asa cracked bl tolling directly behind
Imre' shead. Shereded, jerking like adamaged film, and felt her consciousness dividing once moreinto
discrete fragments. The Wickthing juddered; the illusion shattered; the sound grew louder, until it
subsumed everything.

Then the map room returned, snapping back into place as though nothing had happened. Imre was
gtanding &t the table with Emlee beside her, staring at a schematic diagram of therelay’ s code. Kellswas
opposite them, glancing & the celling, momentarily caught like astatue by the glitch.

*—ssssseeeeeen before.”
The end of Emlee' s phrase completed the trangition back to normality, and they were able to move again.

Emlee recoiled from the table, taking stock of her and Imre’ s appearance with a series of quick, darmed
glances. “What the hel?’



“I don’t know what just happened,” Imre said, “but | suspect we' re about to find out. MZ?’
There was no answer. Imre was about to ask again when she saw Chyro Kells staring at the doorway.

Sheturned. A woman with spiky brown hair and brown eyes was standing in the entrance to the map
room. Her face was heavily lined, with hollow cheeks and adightly protuberant jaw. She wore clothes
more practical than stylish and carried hersalf with asurety born of long experience. Therewasa
hardnessin her stare that reminded Imre of Render. She would have guessed this woman for what she
was even had she not recognized her ingtantly.

“Y ou shouldn’t have come herelike this, Imre” said the Old-Timer Bianca Biancotti.

“Helloto you too,” Imre said, covering her larm as best she could. Theillusion flickered around
Biancotti’ s presence, asthough reacting to it, trying to eraseit. “How did you get in here?’

“WEe re not stupid. We thought you might repesat your trick on Spargamos, and we prepared defensesin
advance. MZ triggered one of them. He' s caught in a Hyeres paradox—not permanently, but long
enough for meto get in through achink in hisarmor. I’ m widening those chinks as | spesk. And you—"
Sheturned her attention to Chyro Kells with asudden widening of her eyes. “Y ou had better stop what
you' re doing right now, or I'll erase your pattern for good.”

The surgeon raised his hands. Theflickering ceased. “ Thank you.” Sheturned back to Imre. “1’m leaving
inamoment, and I’ m taking you with me.”

“You invited me here, you even gave me directions, then you tell me| shouldn’t have come here. Make
up your mind, Bianca.”

“Y ou wereinvited—but not like this.”

Bianca Biancotti’ s dark eyestook in Imre’ s new appearance, and she—
—he—

—shebrigtled.

“Thisisn't about me,” she said, feding the last struts of her former architecture fold away to nothing. “It's
about him. Imre-F, or whatever he' s called now.”

Biancotti nodded. “Y ou know what he' slike.”

“Don’t be so sure about that. I'm not taking anything for granted, not after all he's done to me down the
years”

“Y ou probably won't be surprised to learn that he seesit quite differently. Becoming a Prime was bad
enough; hetook that as apersona affront. Thishe'll probably read as defiance—blatant, deliberate, and
directed once again at him. It' s bad enough that you won't stay dead. For every step he takes forward,
you keep taking one backward.”

Imre suppressed a corrosive laugh. What had she thought earlier about |mre Bergamasc and things that



wouldn’t die?*“1 have no ideawhat you mean, Bianca. He and | have nothing to do with each other
anymore. I’'m my own person. We're tackling the same problem in different ways—and that hasto work
to everyone swdl-being.”

Biancotti’ s expression didn't soften. It became only more skeptica. “Well, you try telling him that and see
how it goes. Are you ready?’

“I'm going with him,” Emlee said, stepping closer to Imre'ssde.
“No, Prime Minister, you' re not—but do stick around. Y ou'll be needed later.”

Biancotti gestured, and the contents of the Wickthing froze again. Imre struggled, but she could do
nothing more than think and fed as, bit by bit, her pattern was forcibly excised from the illusory world. It
felt asthough she were being unpicked by needles. The pain was excruciating, and made much worse by
the spreading tide of nonsensation that accompanied it. Gradually, inevitably, Imre was ripped from the
Wickthing and taken elsewhere.

That dsewhere was, for the moment, nowhere. Sherailed againgt the void, feging nothing, sensing
nothing, doing nothing but screaming with her thoughts. Frustration and anger fueled her determination to
break free, but she was unable to vent that energy. Shefdt it building up insde her like heat in afaulty
Space station, until she felt like she was going to choke.

Then she wasfaling onto her hands and knees, gasping for breath and tasting metal on cold air. The
surface beneath her was hard and unyielding, and curved under her fingers, rising up around her as
though she were caught inside a giant bubble. She stayed down, concentrating on getting her wind back
and taking the measure of the space around her out of the corners of her eyes. It was a sphere nearly
fifteen meters across.

“Wedon't use hardcaster sarcophagi anymore,” said Bianca Biancotti from apoint behind and dightly
above her. Her voice echoed off walls as unyielding as pureiron. “The Host may no longer invest in
hardcasting technology, but we ve kept working at it.”

Imre was still wearing the armor sheath, and her body was unaltered. Relieved on both scores, she stood
up, keeping her eyes open and wary of any odd gravitationa anomaies. She reasoned that they were
ingdethe object orbiting Goliath, using its degenerate shell for artificid gravity. The effect was
disorienting and difficult to get used to; she had experienced it only once before, while subduing a gestalt
for the Forts, and it had been messy in the end, with high-density shrapnd flying in dl directions. No one
resorted to such gross methods unlesstheir capacity for exotic engineering was exceeded only by a
paranoiac desire to discourage attack.

With asinking feding, Imreticked both boxes.

Biancotti was standing an eighth turn around the sphere, her head pointing calmly into the structure' s
center of gravity. Imre had to look up in order to see her properly. She was exactly as she had beenin
the Wickthing, standing at ease with both hands tucked in the waist pockets of her work
uniform—which looked, unless Imre was very much mistaken, like one of the old Line maintenance suits
from after the Mad Times. The last time anyone had seen her was on arelay station near Hyperabad.
Among the people who had visited her was Himsdlf, as his surviving frags attempted to reconnect into a
functioning Fort. She, anotorioustrawler of the Line, was an obvious contact for anyone looking to find
out what had happened to the Continuum.



So she remained, Imre thought.

“Tdl mewhat he wants.”

“What makes you think he wants anything from you?’ Her smile wasfaintly mocking.
“Thefact that I'm il dive”

“Wel, let’ sstart with that,” she said, putting her weight onto her back foot and waking around the
curving floor toward Imre. “From your point of view, it must seem that it would be easier to kill you than
to bring you here. Y ou forget, though: he’ saFort now. It takestimeto attract his attention. That’ s what
we're herewaiting for, if you hadn’t dready guessed. And once you do have hiseye on you, well—" Her
hands came out of her pockets and cupped the air. “He might yet countermand my order, once he
redizes what you' ve become.”

“I think you'relying.”

“Funny how the hubris never changes, no matter what package you comein.” She shook her head. “It's
not you he' s after, not specifically.”

Her somach sank farther. “Emlee.”

“She' s part of it. He wants MZ and the Apparatus too. Ra and the Vel he dready has, so that completes
the set.”

“I don’t know what Ra has agreed to, exactly, but Emleewon't givein. Nether will MZ, and the
Apparatusis useless without the succession protocol.”

“Don't be so sure about MZ, Imre. He' s bored and looking for a challenge. But don’t worry about that.
There’ sno need for anyoneto givein. Quite the opposite, in fact. That’s how he got me on board. That's
why | led you here. Y our curiosity wasthelure. | thought we might be able to convince you once we
findly had you in front of us. That you brought everyone here with you is an unexpected bonus. Thank
you, my friend, for that.”

Biancotti tipped Imre acasud salute that made her fed sick. Standing gtill waskilling her. She had to
move, to burn off some of the energy pent up insde her. Turning her back on Biancotti, Imre began to
pace around the waist of the sphere, determinedly ignoring the disorientation that caused her.

“Hecametoyou,” she said, “ after the Slow Wave.”

“That’sright,” Biancotti said. “He waslooking for directions, first, and answers, later. | helped him as
best | could, just as| helped Al Freer. How isAl, by theway? | lost track of him after the election.”

Imre waved the question aside. “Keep going.”

Shedidn’'t presstheissue. “He sought me out once he' d got his shit together. He wanted me to Fort up

for battle, but | told him to get agrip. | Graduated once aready; | remember how hard it was, and these
days|’m too tired to be anything but a Prime. But | agreed to help out. It's an important business, and it
needs doing. Just like the Luminous, he needs someone on the ground, keeping up with you fast talkers.”



“That' swhat the slver spheresareto the Luminous,” hesaid. “They' reaninterfaceaswell asa
vanguard.”

“Effectively, yes. I’'m not avanguard, obvioudy, but we re not trying to invade or commit genocide,
gther.”

“Just sabotage, assassination, subterfuge—"

“Digraction,” she sad, “and necessary pruning. Theless attention humanity drew to itsdlf, the
better—particularly in the early days, before he was sure of himsalf. Every proto-Fort threaetened to bring
on asecond wave, something more deadly and thorough than we could have imagined. The Luminous
don’t muck about, Imre. Y ou had to be kept in line, or you' d kill usall.”

The two women stared at each other as Imre strode by. “Y ou know they’re aliens, | presume.”

“Of course”

“And that al this has something to do with dark matter.”

“It has everything to do with dark matter, Imre. There' s till so much we don't know about it—and dark
energy, too. We re not fighting aturf war over the Milky Way. We refighting for the entire universe, for

our future”

“Isn’'t that abit melodramatic? After al, we' ve hardly come close to exhausting one galaxy’ s reserves of
ordinary matter. What do we need the rest for?’

“Y ou'rethinking like a Prime. Thelong runislonger than we can imagine. Bigger minds than ours have
seen what lies ahead, and what they’ ve seen is the reason wefight.”

“On hissay-07’

Biancotti’ s smile had a crooked quality. She knew Imrewastrying torile her. “I may only beaPrime,
but | can follow the principles. | sill make my own decisons; I’'m not hisdave.”

“You areaBaron. You do as hetellsyou.”

“There sno shamein that—and if you don’'t understand that yet, then you don't fully understand the
Stuation. Y ou do know why we cal oursaves the Barons, don't you?’

Imre shook her head.

“It' sapun. Forts can't help themsalves. Baryons, Imre. That's what we' re made of, and that’ s what

we re named after. But that’ s not what we' re fighting for. There’ s much, much more a stake now.” She
tilted her head, asthough listening to something. “Okay, he' s here. Get ready. Thisisthe moment you've
been waiting for dl your life”

Imre stopped walking. Her heart was suddenly in her throat—and for no good reason, shetold herself.
Imre Bergamasc—Imre F, or Himsdlf, or whatever he caled himsalf now—was just another Fort. That
they shared acommon past meant nothing. She wasjust rattled by her experiencesin C20, watching



Monsieur Zee burgt gpart after announcing the arrival of Mongeur Li.

Unableto hide her nervousness, she looked around, seeking the route by which Imre-F would cometo
her. No hatches had appeared in the seamless surface surrounding them. She could hear no mechanisms
whirring, no motors humming. The gravitationd field surrounding them didn’t shift oneiota. She half
expected her own voice to boom out of thin air, like God announcing His presence to the high priest of a
fdserdigion, and she eded hersdf againgt feding anything approaching awe.

Something tickled the back of her gloved left hand. Sheignored it.

“Ishe giving methe slent treatment?’ she asked Biancotti.

She shrugged. “He movesin mysteriousways, likedl Forts”

“Only when they don’t want to communicate.”

“There are waysto talk that don’t involve words.”

“I think I’'m getting the message.” Thetickle became an itch that she rubbed absently at through two
layersof fabric. “Wdl, you don't intimidate me,” shetold the echoing walls. “I’ll wait you out. Do you
hear?’

Sheturnedin afull circle. Silence was her only reply.

“Hehearsyou,” Biancotti told her, “but | don’t think you' re intimidating him either. Waiting ishis strong
it”

Theitch was gtarting to burn. Imre could ignoreit no longer. Tugging at the seals of her glove, she pulled
it free and looked for the source of theirritation.

A black, star-shaped spot was growing between the veins on the back of her hand.

She stared at it in horror, knowing instantly what it was. Her horror grew as the spot sent out tendrils
through her skin, finding and following the radid nerve up to her wrist to where the muscul ocutaneous
nerve began itslong journey up her arm. The ancient pathways of the nervous system, retained asa
blueprint by her entirdly artificid Prime body, gave the invading tissue a convenient route to the seet of
her consciousness, and from there to the rest of her body.

Black traffic, she thought, feding feverish asthe invader made tracks for her brain. Dark matter, dark
energy.

The Veil.
“Thisisunacceptable,” she said, hoarsdly. “ Takeit out. Take it out of me now.”

“It'stherefor areason,” Biancotti said, looking both unsurprised and unconcerned. “ Get used to the
idea”

Imre shook her hand, but the black spot didn’t budge. If anything, the increase in blood flow made it
grow fagter. “I rgject it. | refuse to accept any memoriesthat aren’t mine.”



“I'm afraid you won't have any choice about that.”

Imre looked up at her. Biancotti’ s skin seemed clear, but there was no way to tell what the uniform hid.
“Don't tdl meyou'reinfected too, Bianca.”

“I’ve become used to the idea of forgetting.” She came closer, watching him as though following the
progress of afascinating experiment. “ Don’t you want to know what it contains, Imre? Couldn’t this be
exactly what you were looking for when the Jinc made you wrong?’

“I’'m used to forgetting too, now.”
“Clearly there' s something he wants you to remember.”

Imre became more desperate by the second asthin lines of black spread rapidly up her arm. Her pulse
was quickening, making her light-headed. If she'd had apistal, she would' ve shot her hand clean off in
order to get rid of the contagion.

With asnarl, shelunged a Biancotti. The Old-Timer was taken by surprise. Imre knew her history;
before the Mad Times, Biancotti’ s background had been in administration, not combat. Her Fort-salf had
been deadly, but she was as dow now as she had ever been.

Imre caught her about the throat and flung her bodily to the surface of the sphere. Their combined weight
made the metal surfacering likeabell. Biancotti kicked and struggled, but Imre had her pinned.

“Youcan'tkill me” she gasped.

“Of course | can't,” Imre snapped. No one had ever died in hand-to-hand combat that she could
remember; even Prime bodies were built too tough for that. “I can make you uncomfortable, though.”
She brought up her violated hand and held it up in front of Biancotti’ sface. “Why shouldn’t | giveyou a
taste of your own medicine?’

Biancotti struggled. “Because you know that's just being vicious. Y ou're on our ground. | have accessto
al theantibiotics | need. It d be out of my system beforeit came closeto taking ahold.”

Biancotti wastdling the truth, and Imre knew it. Imre had been naturally exposed to the Vel on Dussehra
and fought the infection with no difficulty at al. The experience had been so mild and unremarkable that
she hadn’t even recognized it for what it was.

Impotence burned in her like acid. She couldn’t tell if the giddiness came from dread or because her
body’ s resources were being burned at an accelerated rate by the dien invading it.

When shetried to cal Emleefor help, dl she recelved was slence. Unauthorized communications from
the habitat were jammed, of course.

Shelet go of Biancotti and let the strange gravity take her. The curved meta floor was hard and cool.
She dumped onto her back, stared up at the opposite floor, and tried not to think about what wasto
come. Would awave of foreign memories crash over her, burying her under their weight? Or would they
ingnuate her being without her conscious awareness, only making themselves felt when she inadvertently
accessed them?



“Which Imre does this make me?’ she asked doud, refusing to watch the black stain’ s progress through
her flesh any longer.

“What?" Biancotti was dtill lying next to her, rubbing her throat.
“If the Imrewho did thisto meisimre-F, am| A, B, C, D, or E? Or something new? Imre-G, perhaps.”

Biancotti chuckled. “Y ou'relooking at it the wrong way again. Think like aFort. Until you do that, you'll
aways be one step behind him.”

Like a Fort. Imre frowned. He had rebuked Al Freer for making the same mistake. Fortsliked puns and
word games, as Biancotti had already demonstrated in the last few minutes. There were only so many
possibilities where names were concerned. What was there about “Imre-F” that Imre hadn’t considered?

Sherearranged the letters. She rotated them. She searched for meaningsin ancient dictionaries and
aphabets.

Then sheread it backward.

IMREF

Despairingly, she too began to laugh. The echoes were mirthless and cutting in her metd cell, and there
was no ceasing them once they had started. Her body was racked by them. Tears flowed fredy from her
eyes. Sensing Biancotti’ s gaze on her, sherolled over and pressed her face againgt the floor.

She stopped laughing, but the echoes grew louder and louder until they sounded like the cries of wild
animals or achorus of braying voices. She covered her head with her hands and tried to burrow away
from the sound. Escape was impaossible. The hideous racket was coming from inside her head.

“Makeit stop,” she moaned. “Make it stop!”
“Don'tfight it,” Biancotti said. “It' seasier that way, I’'mtold.”

A memory struck her, but at least it was one of her own. | trained for the Assumption for fifty years
before | was allowed to take the Veil. Women are usually forced to change their gender because
the Y chromosome is an essential part of the match, but | insisted on being myself. | was only the
second woman for ten thousand years to make the attempt and to survive.

Gravine Sevaste’ swords were as clear to her asthey had been the day they were spoken, over seven
hundred thousand years earlier.

“Assumption,” she ground out through tightly clenched jaw. “Months of preparation and trids. Always
been that way.” Helwise had been thefirst to survive, and now Imre wasfollowing in her footsteps. “The
wrong sex,” she gasped. “ Thewrong sex.”



“Maybethat’ swhat hewantsto tell you.” Biancotti’ s voice was unsympathetic. “The Gravamen were
barbarians. The Host has had alot of timeto refine the process, so now any gender can Assumethe Vell.
Superdtition remainsrife, however.”

Imre kept hearing that. It made her angry, and for a blessed moment the ghastly clamor diminished. It
angered her because cultural maladaptions could only be enhanced by the Veil. When knowledge was
absorbed like vitamins, who was to say what was reinforced and what fell by the wayside? The everyday
fashion of people slives would propagate fast, leading to cultural homogenization, and to the peace that
Emlee had so rightly craved but so wrongly achieved.

“Look at us,” Render had said. “ We are the unknown.”

Imrewas out of the loop. She didn’t speak the language. The prodigal son had returned, and she had
turned out to be an dien.

She understood, though, thet the Vel was neither consciousin its own right nor stultifying consensus. It
was much more complicated than that.

The clamor began to rise again—deferred, not defeated. Imre tightened her hands about her head and
fet ashift intempo roll over her. Shewasinvoluntarily overclocking; they clearly wanted her processed
fast. To what end, she didn’t know, but she supposed she should be grateful she hadn’t been killed
outright. If she could only hold on to her mind while another person’s memories flooded through her,
hope remained—hope of getting away and having the infection removed. She vowed that nothing entering
her mind would change that thought, not after everything she had endured to find hersdf at last.

Intention was afinething. Asthe sensory halucinations plaguing her worsened, she found hersalf
beginning to dip. The auditory clamor had been joined by powerful smells and flashes of impossible
colors. She was rapidly losing touch with the red world. The metal beneath her could have been stone,
ice, wood, or even air. She could have been floating, weightless and bodiless, in an infinite space—one
filled with every sensation possibleto imagine.

Perhaps every sensation her Fort-self had ever experienced, al a once. . .

Cling to something, shetold hersdlf. Find an anchor and hang onto it for deer life.

FERMI

The letters danced before her, tumbling in and out of focus—

—and became aname on avirtua screen. She was thirteen years old and doing her homework. The



Ancient History and Philosophy of Science had always bored her, but it was arequired subject on New
Esperance, the Prime colony to which her parents had moved in order to procreate. Their home town of
Shizaru was especialy conservative when it cameto sticking to curriculum. She didn't understand why it
mattered to anyone whether Albert Eingtein had invented Special Rdlativity or Quantum
Chromodynamics. Who cared if Karl Popper was born on the Earth or the Moon? That was old news of
the worst possible sort. She was more interested in singletons and Forts. She wanted to be areverse
engineer like Andavan Carvanan and travel the gdaxy, stealing from those considerably more advanced
than common-as-muck Primes.

Of course, that was just an entertainment, both the show from which she stole the dream and the dream
itself. She was smart enough to know what was likely and what wasn't. Secrets weren't stolen; they
were doled out to goad the massesin the direction the Forts wanted them to go. Nosy reverse engineers
mostly likely ended up spitted on incomprehens ble weapons or absorbed into gestalts. Redl lifewas
aways more boring and deadly than fiction.

Still, she was determined to do more than live, breed, and die, as her parents seemed content to do. She
was a backward kid on abackward world, and only an extraordinary effort on her part would lift her out
of it. That meant doing her homework, whether she saw the point of it or not. “ Stab with the point and
miss,” as she had read in an old book on warfare once, “and the battle is over. The sword is sharpest
closest tothe hilt.”

Thefirgt ship that came dong looking for interns, she sworeto beonit.

“Enrico Fermi,” she dictated, “was a prespace physicist best remembered for building humanity’ svery
first nuclear reactor. Thislegacy isamixed one, Since without nuclear power, it isunlikely that we would
ever have lived in space and reached the stars, but neither would our ancestors have been burdened with
the nuclear pollution that poisoned life on our home world until clean technol ogies were invented.

“Fermi was considered remarkable in histime for being both atheoretician and an experimentaist. (The
short life gpansin those days made it very difficult for people to follow up on the ingpiration of their youth
before they died.) Although many of histheories now seem outdated, one of his propositions troubles
philosophers even today. The Fermi Paradox, asit isknown, asked the question: why, if lifeisas
probable as it seemsto be here on Earth, isn't the glaxy full of it?‘Whereis everybody? Fermi
wondered if civilizations destroyed themselves before contacting their neighbors. Later speculators
devised complex theoriesto explain why Earth’s sblings were somehow unable to make their presence
known. These theorieswere al debunked by the exploration of the galaxy, which uniformly turned up no
evidence of extraterrestria life more complex than plants and dime molds, anywhere.

“These days, the Paradox remains, athough the emphasis has shifted from interstellar to intergdactic
civilizations. Wefill the Milky Way from end to end. There must be other species out there doing the
samein their home galaxies. Why haven’t we heard from them yet? The question, perhaps, should not be
‘Whereiseverybody? but ‘What happened to them? ”

Her mother interrupted her the old-fashioned way, by yelling from the kitchen to say that dinner was
ready. Imre saved the essay and sent it, even though she knew her teacher wouldn't approve. Paranoid
gpeculations were frowned upon in ahistory class, she'd heard that line before. She couldn’t help it,
though. It seemed obviousto her that absence of evidence sometimes was evidence, just not of absence.
If you walked into a city and found it empty, you' d wonder what had happened to everyone. Wasn't it
the same here? Wasn't it worth at least thinking about what would happen when humanity did sumble
across someone?



“Y ou’ re too young to worry about this,” her mother chided her when she complained over thesmple
mesdl. “Besides, you'll hear plenty about it in the history of the Expansion, next semester. | remember
being bored of hearing about planet-wreckers and death-seeders or whatever they were called. Just be
patient. All your questionswill be answered soon enough.”

“Aren’'t there dways questions?’ Imre protested. “ The Forts don’t know everything. It'simpossible to
know everything.”

“That’ snot what I’'m saying, dear. I’ m talking about dl your questions. We only have afinite number in
us. When they run out, we can get on with life as we're supposed to.”

By growing old and dying, she wanted to say, full of scorn and bile for her parents’ lack of ambition. She
looked a them and wondered if they had ever questioned anything in their lives.

“I"'m off to Kikazaru tomorrow,” her father said through amouthful of naturally grown beans. “Want to
come with me? We could look for that new guitar you’ ve been asking about.”

She couldn’t contain her excitement, even though she knew she was being bribed for compliance. The
ingtrument she had been playing was an old virtua thing, full of glitches and odd harmonics. She dreamed
of agenuine Gibson acoustic made from maple grown on Earth. That was a dream worth having, dbeit
another onelikely to remain out of reach, for now.

After dinner, shewent for asolitary walk through the plantation forest neighboring their home. The
evening was cool and windy. Pinprick, New Esperance s bright blue primary, was amost completely
occluded by itsydlow companion, giving the dusk an autumnd fedl. Soon the light would be completely
yelow and shadowsfal sharp-edged again. It made her fed, for thefirst timein her life, like shewas

getting old.

It didn’t help that her brother ill called her “kid” when he came hometo vigit. It certainly didn't help that
Clay Michailogliou had turned down her advances, saying she was too young to experiment with anything
too “odd.” Just because they were mucking around sexudly, Clay said, didn’t mean they should form a
gestdt. Perhapsthey could change gendersfor awhile instead, experiment at being two boysfor awhile,
instead of two girls. Or find athird to spice things up alittle—perhaps someone their parents didn’t
approve of, just to see what would happen.

It wouldn't be enough. Imre knew that. Clay was as stuck in Shizaru's conservative mireasImre’s
parents. She renewed her pledge to get off New Esperance as soon as she could in order to see what
else was out there. She would become asingleton and live for thousands of yearsin thousands of bodies.
She would take lovers and do things that would turn her parents' hair green. She would even go to Earth
one day and play guitar for the oldest mindsin the galaxy. If she wanted to.

By the time she returned home, chilled and refreshed by her walk, the grade for her essay had arrived. It
was acceptable but not outstanding. As expected, she had been pendlized for speculating too much. At
least it wasn't afail, which meant that her Ancient History and Philosophy of Science unit was safely on
track. Next week she had “The Naive and the Macabre,” atract on what had passed for modernismin
the twentieth century, followed by a primer in Old-Timer society. Both were on her wish list: to seeared
Mondrian and to meet someone who might have been dive when it was painted.

Not only was anything possiblefor citizens of the galaxy, but it ssemed to her, on the outside looking in,



that anything was perfectly permissible aswell.

Imre returned to herself, briefly, shocked and moved by the immediacy of the recollection. It was
a window into a life she had completely forgotten, apart from names and facts. Her parents faces
had long since dlipped away; the people in the photos she had owned in C20 had borne no relation
to the ones she had just seen. Clay Michailogliou, her first “ serious’ lover, might as well have
never existed. Asfor playing guitar . . .

She wept, thinking of the massive scul pture from which the four capital cities of New Esperance
had taken their names. It was modeled after a similar monolith on Earth, except that this one

commemorated monkeys instead of United States presidents. Their names were almost as old as
humanity itself: Mizaru, Kikazaru, Iwazaru, and Shizaru.

Seenoevil.

Hear no evil

Speak no evil.

Do noevil.

The rebuke was as harsh as a slap across the face.

It could have been much wor se, she told herself. She could have experienced something much
mor e regrettable than this glimpse into a forgotten past. So she had been born female: didn’t that

reinforce her decision to turn back? She had also been interested in Enrico Fermi, once. That
revealed nothing about the Fort whose name he had referenced. It was nostalgia, pure and

smple.

People had once considered nostalgia a serious disease, one capable of causing death. Perhaps,
she thought, for citizens of the galaxy, that was a possibility she had foolishly not considered.

“It doesn’t add up.”
Spargamos swooped a quarter turn around the core of the Milky Way before Factotem responded.
“Thisisn't mathematics, Imre.”

“Don’t be coy. You know what | mean.”



Unusudly for Forts, the rest of the conversation was conducted by individua frags using technology even
Primes could have grasped. Some topics were so large they could only be discussed in the smallest
cirdes. Imre sfrag had called the meseting, but he was under no illusionsthat this gave him the upper
hand.

“There areanomaliesin the data,” Factotem admitted. “ They’ re not your concern. Tell me about
Domgard ingtead.”

“Y ou know everything about Domgard. It's running to schedule, producing data as expected, and
experiencing no cost overruns. Did you ever think | wouldn’t ddliver?’

“Not once. Still, | watched you before you Graduated, and | know restlessnesswhen | seeit. You
haven't changed as much asyou like to think. Why exactly have you sent parts of yourself back into the
wild?’

Imre’ sfrag knew there was no point denying the charge. “To keep the Corps distracted.”
“Some say it’ s because you' re having second thoughts, that your commitment to the project iswavering.”
“They think I’m going to go back on my word?’

“Y our reputation precedes you, Imre, in more ways than one. Y ou possess unique capabilities, yes, but
you are also unreliable. Y ou follow your own counsdl. Y ou are not ateam player. Y ou have ahabit of
changing your mind that some find—"

“Disconcerting? Well and good. Y ou lot have been too comfortable for too long.”

“ ‘Flighty,” | wasgoing to say.” Factotem hesitated, then said, “Y ou are one of usnow, Imre. Don't let
youthful impulsveness distract you from that fact. Focus on the long view, and remember why you signed
on.”

The frag had full access to the memories of Imre Bergamasc, prior to his Graduation. He remembered
that hurried meeting on the Pel orus, when he had sold his soul to the fledgling project, later called
Domgard. “It' s getting crowded in here,” Factotem had said then, and there had been no arguing with
that. “1t' sanatura function of humanity: to expand and spread, to create and multiply networks.” No
arguing there, ether. “We are thinking in the long term, Imre Bergamasc. The juncture we have reached
today will sedl the destiny of al humanity, not just the Forts. Y ou areinvited to join usin that great
venture. Areyou interested?’

“Theview isdifferent,” Imre' sfrag said, “ depending on where you' re standing. Where you see only
opportunities, | aso seethreats.”

“It'sin your natureto do s0.”

“It'sin your nature to assume that you' re among the top dogs. That’ sjustified in the Continuum, where
there are only Primes, singletons, and gestalts to push around, but what if there’ s something out there
bigger than us?’ He attached a packet of datato hiswords, to emphasize his point. “What if thisis
mathematics, and you' reignoring what comes after the equa sgn?’

The packet contained information with which Factotem should have been very familiar: maps of the vast



web of neutra hydrogen left over from the Big Bang that crisscrossed the visible universe from one sde
to the other; interlaced nets of ultradense cosmic stringsfilling the gaps in the web; behind both, filaments
of dark matter millions of light-yearsin length that, athough invisible, influenced the movement of galaxies
and digtorted light gill echoing from the dawn of time.

Humanity had been sudying thisvast structure for barely ablink in thelifetime of the universe—not even
amillion years—but to Imre’ s eyesit seemed to be very much more than the random accumulation of
matter. It was avast resource, and neither nature nor intelligence was prone to leaving resources
unutilized. Sometimes he played the data accumulated at preposteroudy huge rates, smulating atempo
beyond anything even the Forts could reliably enjoy. Through this dusty, occluded keyholeinto the vast
history of the universe, he thought he glimpsed something moving with purpose and intent.

“We arethetop dogs,” Factotem said, “and there are no wolves out there. Put that fear from your mind
and get on with the job you have to do. For dl our sakes, including your own. Remember that Domgard
ign't aluxury; itisn't anidle experiment; and it isn't afavor we re asking of you until you think of
something better to occupy your time. It isthe Sngle most important thing humanity has ever undertaken
to ensureitssurviva.”

“You'refoolsif you think there€ Il be only one more phase change.”

“We re not fools, and we don't think that. We' Il work out how to crossthat particular barrier when we
seeit looming ahead of us.”

Imre, even as part of aFort, could barely imagine such timescaes. It appalled him that Factotem could
discuss them so glibly—as though the only chalenges awaiting humanity were ones of keeping house.

“Y ou should know,” Imre told him before the Line transmission closed, “that sometimes| do fed doubt. |
betrayed my alies and turned on my sdlf for areason; sometimesit’ s unclear whether the exchange was
worthit.”

“You'retill you,” said Factotem. “ The fact that you cling to your old nameis proof of that. Y ou doult,
question, and occasiondly change your mind, and my job is not to stop you from doing any of that. It' sto
convinceyou we' redill right.”

“I have no desire to be your conscience.”

“Rest easy on that score, my friend, and go back to your sums. When both sides of the equation balance,
wé ll talk again.”

Thefrag let Factotem go, feding less than reassured. Everything he had experienced would automatically
be shared by hisloop shunt with the rest of himsdlf, once the signds had time to reach Domgard, but he
fet anirrationa urgeto hurry to Spargamos and convey his conclusionsin person. Factotem wasn't
listening to him, which meant none of the Fortswould listen. They were dangeroudy overconfident, which
meant they would have taken no precautions. The stately dance of hydrogen, cosmic strings, and dark
meatter outside the galaxy was regarded as acuriosity at best, which meant that any attack coming from
that direction would take humanity completely by surprise.

With Domgard' sfifth stage due to come online within the century, that seemed a dangerous State of
afairs.



The frag took control of the Vespulaand instructed it to take him away from Spargamos rather than
toward it. Imre Bergamasc might not be able to buck the will of the Fortsin toto, not asthey were on the
verge a last of meaningfully exchanging information between ordinary matter and dark matter, but he
could at least take precautions for himself.

She was done with feeling sorry herself by the time the second memory clouded and fell away.
This one had taken place immediately before the Sow Wave, if she read the final moments
correctly. Half a million years had passed since her early childhood and her former, male self's
secret Graduation to a Fort. Although she had glimpsed the wider arc of his thoughts through the
filter of a frag and had received no real insight into the way his mind worked, the information was
important. He had seen the threat, and no one had listened. She could only speculate what might
have happened had the Forts been less cocksure of themsel ves.

It would be appropriate, she told herself, to feel sorrow for the uncounted masses that had died in
the crash of the Continuum, but their numbers were too great to grasp. Her Prime mind could
only deal with themin the abstract, and in the abstract they meant as little to her as the thoughts
of a Fort.

The meeting took place on aworld caled Saranac, located a safe distance from Sol in the Crux Arm and
thirty thousand light-years from the new ingtallation near Gabriel. As adways, secrecy and security were
the highest concerns. Black-uniformed frags, their faces carefully obscured by visors and face masks,
manned doorways, patrolled the streets, monitored airways, and watched the skies. The safety of their
guest was paramount—or had, at least, to seem so.

She came veiled, asadways, and clad in the finery of adozen worlds. The Regent of the Returned
Continuum had expengve taste and wasn't afraid to show it. Accompanied by aretinue of cloned
acolytes, dikein dress, expression, and obedience, she breezed into the Grand Antechamber of Henley
Hall, where he, one frag standing apparently alone, awaited her. The echoes of her footsteps took half a
minute to subside. She waited until the chamber was completely silent before cutting straight to the point.

“Who do you think you are,” she said, “and what the fuck do you want?’

Hetook off his mask and indicated that she should do the same. He was dressed much more
economically than she, in light armor covered by a ceremonia robe. “1 know who you are, Helwise
MacPhedron. | have always known, since Mother Turin first appeared on Hyperabad. Let’ s not play
these games anymore.”

For asecond, she didn’t move. Hisface might have turned her to stone, for dl the animation she showed.
Her gold-flecked gaze didn’t leave his expression.

Then her right hand came up and tugged the vell away. Her too-beautiful festures were exactly ashe
remembered them. They hid abottomlesswdl of cunning.



“All right,” she said, “but my questions remain on the table. | know that’ s not your real face because
you' re not wearing it right. And you haven't lured me here to talk about trade with the Axenian worlds;
they’ ve been a spent force for ten thousand years. So what redlly gives? Here' s your chanceto tell me.
I’ll admit you' ve piqued my curiogty.”

“Ashaveyoumine” he said, “by defying the First Prime swarning to steer clear of other versons of
yourself.” She opened her mouth to protest, but he waved her silent. “ Y es, that you are not the real
Regent isaso known to me. Sheis till on Earth, where my spies have her undergoing a deep-cell
rejuvenation treatment. Y ou are taking her place, as you have done at least once before. You arein
league with yoursdlf, and | naturaly wonder why.”

A dow, reptilian smile crept across her face. “I asked firgt.”

He turned from her and paced to the nearest window. Through one-way glass he could see airships
gliding through the big world' s Stratified cloud layers. It pleased him to be out among people again, at
least to pretend to have a conversation. Abaddon was an environment hostile to human habitation. He
couldn’t remember the last blue sky he had seen with hisown eyes.

“Itistrue,” he said without turning, “that | am not the same man who used to wear thisface. Neither am |
the man cdling himsdf the First Prime. My name, however, isstill Imre Bergamasc, and | spesk with
consderable authority.”

“Invested by whom, exactly?’

“By experience. By thefact that I'm till dive. Doesit matter?’

“Aslong asyou deliver, | supposeit doesn't. I'm an ends-judtify-the-meanskind of girl.”

“l remember.”

“Do you remember the Casco Campaign, Imre?” She came up behind him, swaying like a cobra under
her robes. “ The Colvinites used orphanages as human shields. Y ou—"

“Donot try totragpme,” hesaid, turning. “1 aso advise againgt casting judgment upon me or attempting to
seduce me. Until we reach an understanding, there is only one thing to discuss.”

Her smiledidn’t fater. “The endsyou are offering in exchange for my means.”

“Correct.”

“So let’ sdoit: show mewhat you' ve got. Then, when you'refinished, I'll tell you whether | believe you
or not—because unless you can convince me that you' re really who you say you are, we' re never
coming to any kind of arrangement.”

“I believethat | can convinceyou.”

Hetaked then, telling her frankly and in great detail everything that had been kept hidden from the human

race since the Slow Wave. The nature and purpose of the aliens who had excised the threat contained by
the Milky Way. Hisfearsthat just such athing might happen, and hissurviva, done out of dl the known



Forts. Hisretreat to the center of the galaxy, where natural interference hid his effortsto regroup and
pursue means of gaining revenge. His ongoing campaign to ensure that humanity did not emergeasa
threat that the Luminous would have to prune once again. Until he was ready to retaliate, he would not
give the enemy reason to act.

Of course, such reasons arose thanks to natural curiosity and ambition. He couldn’t easily dispose of
every ingtance. The forgotten scrap of his past that had escaped erasure and become, somehow, the ruler
of agaactic empirewas his greatest concern. If the First Prime became too curious, he could attract
exactly thewrong kind of attention.

“So take him out,” Helwise said in avoice as sharp asglass. “ Y ou' d be doing us both afavor.”

“The palitical upheavd—"

“Temporary, manageable, and worthit. I'd do it myself, except I’ m the obvious suspect.”

Hewatched her closgly, as he had watched her throughout his account. Her smile had faded on the
discovery that he was a Fort—had indeed been a Fort during much of their latter association, prior to the
Slow Wave—and she assumed a deep-etched frown upon his admission that he was behind the
saboteurs and spiesthat so plagued the Returned Continuum. That came as no surprise. Therevelation
that he had systematically lied to her and betrayed her was unlikely to curry her favor.

Y et here she was, trusting him with the truth about her politica aspirations and fredly admitting the lengths
shewaswilling to go to in order to pursue them.

Hedidn't liketo believe that she had lost dl reason. Better to assume that she wastesting him, ashe was
dtill testing her.

“I am not proposing to replace the First Primewith you,” he said flatly.
“With you, then?’

“No. Render would immediately see through the deception.”

“So take him out too.”

“That isnot an option.”

Some of her suspicion evaporated at that. “ All right,” she said. “No nations or impersonations.
What do you want?’

“Y ou to resgn as Regent and join me in the defense of the human race.”

She physically reacted to the suggestion, pulling away from him as though he had shoved her. Her arms
came up to crossin front of her chest, and her brows dropped. Y earsfell from her. Shelooked like the
young recruit he had co-opted into the Corps, ages ago, because he would rather have viciouskillerslike
her on hisside than fighting againgt him.

She turned away and walked, as he had earlier, to stare out the window. He knew, though, that she
wasn't looking at the view. Shewas seeing only her reflection in the glass.



Her laughter, when it came, was cruel. “Y ou sad, lonely fuck.” Sheturned, and her expression was
amogt triumphant. “ Take your fantasies, whoever you are, and get the hell off my planet.”

“l am not afantasst—"

“Wadll, you' re sure as shit not Imre Bergamasc.” She rounded on him as though he had insulted her
persondly. “Hewould never ask meto do that.”

“Toredgn, or tojoin him?’

Her laughter returned. “ Oh, don't you daretry to guilt meinto anything. You faker. You liar.” She
pointed a him with one sharp-tipped nail in time with each accusation. “ Did he send you? Isthisthe First
Prime’ sidea of ajoke? Maybe he' stesting my loyalty, seeing how far I'd go before turning on him. What
would happen if | failed your test? He' d accept my resignation while you quietly buried mein your
bolt-hole, | bet. Nice one, Imre.” She spun away from him and shouted at the ceiling. “I never knew you
were such aprick.”

“There salot about me you don't know,” he said, mentaly signaing hisother frags, “or are at least failing
to accept. | could make you a Fort. We could work together astrue alies, not the farce you currently
endure. Intime, nothing could stand in our way.”

She turned back to him with disdain in her eyes. “I’m afraid the only person refusing to accept anything,
here, isyou.”

He swalowed his disgppointment. “I am nothing if not pragmetic, Helwise. If you tel methat an dliance
isout of the question, | will believeyou.”

“Not just out of the question, buddy, but off the entire page.”
“Very well. This conversation is concluded.”

A stream of blurs swarmed into the room: black-clad, overclocking guards that had disposed of
Hewise sretinue of guards silently and efficiently just moments before. Helwise' s acolytes fared no
better, even though they, like her, were armed to the teeth with weapons not immediately visbleto the
eye. He himsdf pulled an antique Surflen Systems sidearm from under hisrobe and pointed it at her.

Sherecognized it and started to say something.
He shot her three times before asingle syllable emerged.

It was over in lessthan a second. The cleanup was well under way a second after that. Within minutes,

there would be no evidence that adaughter had taken place in the Grand Antechamber of Henley Hall,
and therewould certainly be no evidence that he had been there. The only people who had known that,
however briefly, were now dead.

He had no doubt that the Regent would cover up the murder, as she had covered up such mishapsin the
past. There had been nation attempts before, and he would make sure they continued long into the
future. He didn’t want her, of al people, to fed comfortable.



Hewould aso keep asking her until one day, findly, she said yes. The alliance between her and the First
Prime couldn’t last forever. He would make sure of that, too, if he had to. The very second the First
Prime outlived his usefulness, he would be disposed of, and that would be that. There would be no more
resurrections for that irritating scrap, Imre-Prime.

Andif Helwisedidn't comearound. .. ?
There would be someone dse, hetold himsdf. There had to be. He couldn’t do thison his own.
You sad, lonely fuck.

AsHelwise' s body was taken away, he wondered if he really had seen acceptance in her eyes, at the
very end. He was certain that she had believed him when the gun had been on her. When it was entirely
too late.

She had always underestimated how ruthless he could be,

The smdl of smoke and blood hung in the air. He breathed deeply of it, his natura atmosphere, and
walked away.

Another piecein the puzze, set a further half a million years after the previous. More plans that
went awry. Her Fort-self sounded less human than he had in conver sation with Factotem,
struggling to maintain conversation at the level of even a singleton. Also, Helwise had said that he
wasn’t wearing his own face correctly. The Sow Wave and his survival had clearly damaged him,
left him scarred and more desperate than ever.

His schemes, however, were all Imre Bergamasc. She could see the beginnings of the plan that had
killed her on Spargamos; she could see how he might ally himself with Ra MacPhedron, the
closest thing to Helwise he could find after Executive Order KISMET had removed that possibility
from the board. His certainty that the uneasy alliance at the heart of the Returned Continuum was
doomed dismayed her. How had she genuinely thought it would last?

How had her Fort-self genuinely believed that Helwise would ally herself with him?

Some flaws, she supposed, were perennial, and the memories they spawned were relentless.

Animage of the Milky Way filled theingtdlation’ s core, but it was't one with which many people would
be familiar. It showed no stars or nebulae, no plasmalanes or clusters. The arms of the galaxy were
indigtinctly outlined, and there were patches of particular brightnessthat didn’t match any meateria
densities. The map might amost have been one of humanity’ s spread through the galaxy, except it was't.

“That’ sthe Apparatus, isn't it?” his prisoner asked.



1] YS.”

To speak was difficult, now. He had been isolated for so long that he had forgotten how to use words. A
long time ago he had occasionally practiced conversation between hisfrags, but the sad futility of that
exercise had quickly worn him down.

“Remarkable,” shesaid. “1 mean, | know it's everywhere. Y ou can guess whereit is by how the Host
reacts to things, and there aren’t many places Emlee and Rahaven't got to, by now. To seeit, though . .
. Shewaked around the spherica chamber rather than rotating the image herself, the sort of archaism
displayed by Old-Timersthat he had once found equal parts charming and frustrating. “It looks like a cell
or an amoeba, ready to divide.”

Theandogy satisfied him. “Why are you here, Bianca?’
“I could ask you the same question,” she shot back. It wasn't easy tracking you down, you know.”

“That isbecause | do not want to befound.” He had caught her sniffing around the Gabriel ingtdlationin
aship not much younger than she was, making no attempit to hide. He had taken her on board without
resistance and placed her insde the secure heart of the ingtalation, from which there could be no escape.
That she appeared to be uninfected by the Dussehran paradite caled the Vel reassured him, irrationdly.

“Sure, except I'm not sure you' reredly here, even now. Gabrid isjust aLinerday likedl the others.
Thisisn't your home; it's not where the thoughts of your frags combine. Thisisjust where you conduct
your weapons testing. Which begs the question: are you anywhere at dl?’

“I must be somewherg,” hesaid, “in order to be”

“Yes. Yes” Shefolded her arms and walked a meandering line around the sphere, her gaze directed at
her feet, degp in thought. Bianca Biancotti had never been oneto shy away from the truth. “I got it
completely wrong. | wasn't following the trail of your frags, was 1?1 wasfollowing your thoughtsinward,
but they lead outward too. There' s no one spot you belong. That means you' re everywhere. You'rein
the Lineitsdlf. Y ou are the black traffic.”

Hedidn't deny the accusation, but neither did he want to dwell uponiit.

“Thisisnot the only concluson you havereached,” hesad. “Tdl methemaal.”

“Why?’ she asked. “ Areyou going to find out how much I know before you squash me like abug?’
“That isan option,” he admitted.

“Wadll, | want you to know,” she began, then caught herself with alaugh. “Actudly, no, | don't care.
There are no records secreted away in avault somewhere, destined to seethelight if | never come back.
There are no partnersin this mad venture, waiting for my word before going to the Prime Minister with
what I’ ve discovered. | fully expect not to return—so if you kill me, it won't come asagresat
disappointment. Just promise meyou'll tell me whether I’ m right or wrong before you do anything

dragtic. I'd hate to die not knowing how clever I’ ve been.”

She seemed completely unafraid. For that, he dlowed her what she wanted.



“All right.” She stopped waking and sat cross-legged on the metd floor. Holding up five fingers, she
tipped one over and started: “Humanity isaTypelll civilization under attack fromaTypelV or higher.”

“Correct.”

Shetipped over a second finger. “We are an accidental creation of that superior race—probably
replicatorsthat got tangled up in adust cloud somewhere and hopped from galaxy to galaxy, seeding life
inther wake”

“Correct.”

“Theirony.” Sherolled her eyesand curled up athird finger. “The Domgard experiment had something to
do with dark matter, and whatever you did back then triggered the first shotsin the war, the Slow Wave.
The attack completely set back your experimentation, but it wasn’t the end of it. Y ou tested arange of
anti-Luminous weaponry awhile back, for instance, and some it was successful.”

“Correct.”

She nodded. “Good. Now, this one s alittle more speculative. What we call the Luminous—the silver
spheres—are autonomous scouts sent into the galaxy to keep usin check. Thered bosses arein the gulfs
between the galaxies, thinking at tempos that make Fortslook positively impetuous. A million years have
passed since the Sow Wave, but that’ s nothing to those beings. Humanity’ s only hopeisthat it can catch
up with the Luminous by virtue of being quicker to react, to bounce back.”

“Correct.”

Four guesses. Four correct answers. Only her thumb remained. “Y ou’ ve changed your plan of attack at
least twice down the years, but this seemsto be what you' ve settled on: to abandon frags except where
absolutely necessary and continue catching up with the Luminous very much on the QT. When you have
everything you need, you' Il spring into action and save the day.”

Her tone was faintly mocking, but of herself, he suspected, not him. She knew aswell as he did that this
plan was hopelesdy naive.

“Incorrect,” he said, “for the most part.”

“Wdll, thank goodnessfor that. I’ d hate to beright al thetime.” Her hand came down, and she leaned
her weight easily upon it. She actualy smiled. “Now | want to change the terms of our agreement. Tell
mewhat I’m getting wrong and I’ Il leave you in peace. Will you do that much for me, Imre?’

Her question unexpectedly threw him off guard. “In peace,” she said. He had dedicated hislifeto the one
course open to humanity, willingly but not without cost. What peace awaited him now, except that of an
empty tomb?

“Thisismore, Bianca, than a puzzle to be solved and discarded.”

“That'sdl | haveleft to menow.”

“You haveyour life”



She shrugged. “I’m two million years old now, don't forget, and counting.”
“Youthink | will spareyou.”
“I"'m not thinking anything right now,” she said. “I’m waiting for you to tell mewhat | guessed wrong.”

He reached a surprisingly snap decision, for aFort. “1 will tel you,” he said, “but only if you advise me
afterward.”

That surprised her. “Me advise you? That' d be like amouse heping alion.”

He detected the literary alusion and surmised that she was agreeing with histerms, in aroundabout way .
“That isour agreement,” he said.

“Sobeit.” She made hersdf more comfortable. “ Giveit tome.”

“Y ou must understand,” he said, “that we are not the only speciesto change during its evolution. We
advanced from plains-dwelling mammasin Africato minds aslarge as the galaxy in much lesstimethan it
takesfor Sol to orbit the Core. The Luminous have changed too, and no less dramaticaly. For them, the
universeisnot adtatic place. Itislively and full of dteration. They have seen it transformed at least once
before—when the Light Ages gave way to molecules and dust. Before then, they were fast-lived
creatures of purelight. Now they are vast, dow minds adrift on intergalactic gas, Smilar to that which
dominated the universe before the first stars and galaxies evolved. Had they not changed themselvesto
livein the new environment, they would have died out. They evolved, as we have evolved, and they are
willing to keep evolving in order to survive.”

He paused to make certain she was following him. The argument was't complex, but on it rested
everything: Domgard, the Sow Wave, and what must come for humanity to have afuture.

“That'sonesign of intelligence, isn't it?’ she said when she realized aresponse was expected. “The
unshackling of evolution from chance, so we choose our own mutations?’

“Or not, as the case may be. The human race has been extraordinarily static since the Forts,” he said.
“Some blame Old-Timers such as you for preserving too much cultural memory. Fast aswe have been,
compared to the Luminous, we could have moved more quickly.”

She snorted. “Y ou’ ve been talking to too many core civilizations, if that’ s what you think.”

“Itisnot what | think,” he said, “but | do believe we must proceed more efficiently toward our god.
Someof us, anyway.”

“| presume your god is something nobler than finding anew way to knock Luminous heads together.”
“No lessthan staking our right to exist on the far Sde of the universe' s next great phase change,” he said.
Shenodded dowly. “Whichis?’

“Inevitable. Thosewho fail to evolvewill die”



“I’'m getting that message clearly dready. Thelast phase change was when the light of the Big Bang
dimmed enough so that matter aswe know it could form, and the Luminousin their origina forms
couldn’t survive. What' s the next phase change going to be, Imre? What' sit like on the other sde? How
far away are you taking? These are the questions | want answersto.”

He said nothing. She had al the information she needed. He was confident she would work it out
eventudly, and he had the patience to wait her ouit.

“Dark matter,” shefinadly said. “The next phase change isto a universe dominated by dark matter and
dark energy—when the stars have gone out and the galaxies are dead. My God—can you really be
looking that far ahead?’

“Itisdl amatter of perspective,” he said, knowing that of al thingsto betrue. “ The Luminouswere
masters of the universe until they created us by accident. Now they have arival, and their plodding pace
may not be quick enough. It isarace between usfadt, flegting things and the glacial gods who spawned
us. Before the days of subtler stuff than matter are at hand, they would snuff us out—and that iswhy the
legacy of Domgard must continue.

“In theworld of matter, outside the galaxies, the Luminous are clearly dominant. Here among the stars,
though, we have a chance. If we beat them to the dark-energy phase change, then we will begat them to
the future and thresten their dominance. So that iswhat we, without question, must do.”

“Or?

“Or welanguish here and die. Asacivilization and as aspecies. Forever.”

“Wait,” shesad, raising her right hand in the universd “hat” gesture. “Didn’'t you imply that | waswrong
on thispoint? That you’ re not about to spring forth and save the day?’

“| did. The Luminous have suspected that | survived the Sow Wave ever since the former First Prime
was resurrected by the Jinc. For meto show my face risks immediate reprisa's, perhaps bringing down
yet more punishment upon the human race asawhole. When | had no other options, | waswilling to take
that risk. Now, | am not.”

“Because you have other optionsthat don’t involve springing anywhere and saving anyone.”

“I have chosen my fate. Now | can only wait for it to arrive.”

“Your fate? | ill don't get it. What' sthe point of Sitting here building wegponsif you plan never to use
them?’ Then alight seemed to go on behind her eyes. “Unless you' re building them for someone elseto
use. That'sit. You' rewaiting for the right person to finish the job you started.” Her eyebrows went up.
“It' snot me, isit?’

“No, Bianca”

“Good. Y our other sdif, then? Isthat why he' s disappeared?”’

“No.”



“It can't be Emlee, because she' sjust aPrime, and I’ m not sure how you fedl about Ra. He doesn'’t
seem like avery safe bet to me. Al Freer would be acertain disaster.” Her head tilted in puzzlement to
look at the map of the galaxy again. “Y ou can't be thinking of the Apparatus, surdly.”

“Not exclusvey.”

“Ah. A combination of it and someone dse, then.” She drummed her fingers on the meta, making it ring.
“Areyou going to let me keep guessing, or are you planning to give me the answer anytime soon?’

“*Soon’ isardativeterm,” hetold her. “I am accustomed to waiting, and | will do so until you have
reached the same conclusons| have.”

“Cocky bastard.”

She hummed to herself for aminute. He couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or continuing to think the
problem through.

“You know,” shesad, “there srumored to be another Fort out there, someone the First Prime recruited
before he disgppeared. What' s stopping me going after him and asking him the same question?’

“Me” hesad. “1 would stop you.”

“By keeping me prisoner or killing me?’

“I would prefer theformer.”

“Why?"

“Because| Hill desire your counsd.”
“Youredly think | have something to offer?’

“Yes” Onthat point he was completely sure, but he wasn't about to tell her why. Admitting that Helwise
MacPhedron was right—and that he missed her—till galled him.

BiancaBiancotti amiled. “Well, | guessit’s better than the dternative.”

Imre opened her eyes. The influx of memories wasn’t over; she could feel more trembling on the
far side of a mental membrane, as heavy as an avalanche. But she needed a moment, and the
moment, it seemed, needed her.

“ Here' s what we want fromyou,” Biancotti said, looming over her like a cenotaph.

“Wait.” Shewasn't ready to hear that yet. She needed a moment to think, a small reprievein
which to work out what, exactly, was desired of her, before she had to be asked.



The last revelation had taken her a long way toward knowing everything, but it left her dangling
just short of full comprehension. She could see how his Fort-self was wary of engaging the
Luminous directly. He was regarded, correctly, as a threat and would draw immediate reprisals.
She could see how he therefore needed allies like Bianca Biancotti to move among the inhabitants
of the galaxy, negotiating with people like Ra MacPhedron and finding hislost “ scrap.”

To what ultimate end, though? Smply out of hopeless loneliness in the face of an overwhelming
force?

That didn’t sound like Imre Bergamasc, in any iteration. It was neither decisive nor tidy. There
had to be moretoit. Imre-F and Biancotti couldn’t have lured her all this way for nothing.

A very simple fact occurred to her then, opening the door on a world of speculation.

The Luminous didn’t see Primes and singletons as threats unless they built more Forts or directly
engaged with the Luminous. That was their blind spot—and it could be exploited.

Imre-F had admitted that the Apparatus was part of hislong-term strategy. Capturing the
memories of the human race was part of it too. So, presumably, were the weapons he had been
developing.

Imre-F had given her the image of the galaxy as a vibrant, living cell, on the verge of replicating.
Perhaps that had been the most important message of that memory, not the conver sation with
Bianca Biancotti. That image of the Milky Way as a unity, filled with a vast potential, waiting to
be tapped. What if his plan was less a plan than a confluence of necessary parts, a grand
conjunction that would, as a whole, become what was required?

The Apparatus, she thought, was analogous to a mind, but as everyone knew, it had no true
independence. It had a rival now, in the form of Ra’s Godmother, but this development changed
little, essentially.

The Veil was nothing but memory—fragmentary memories that united individuals into the illusion
of a whole, much as she had been after her resurrection by the Jinc, plus the summary of
individual experiences accumulated in Ra MacPhedron’s memory farms.

The Line, in certain lights, looked like a nervous system.

Imre-F was building weapons capable of destroying cosmic strings.

Everything was coming together nicely, if the plan was to make the galaxy one single vast,
intelligent, well-armed, and pissed-off individual.

“You' ve skipped well past Forts,” Imre said. It sounded absurd spoken aloud, but she knew it was
true. “ You're building a gun that will aimitself at the Luminous, and pull its own trigger. You're
weaponizing the entire human race.”

“We are, yes,” said Biancotti. “ Unashamedly, that’ s what we're doing. And you're going to help
us.”

1] H OV\/?”



“ By surrendering, but not to either of us. To the situation. You do understand that, don’t you? We
need you, and you need us. It's not a marriage of convenience. It'sreality.”

“You need the succession codes for the Apparatus,” she said. “ You don’t need me.”

“We need you to convince the Prime Minister to surrender too. If you don’t—remember that
reality | talked about? We' Il here' s ataste of it. In response to the weaponstest at Soulis,
Luminous scouts are converging on Earth and the Round, even as we speak. They know we can
hurt them, so their gloves are finally off. The longer you delay, the more damage they will do.”

Imre bristled at that. “ You won’t send help unless | submit to you?”

“ Oh, we're sending the weapons. They were on their way before you reached Soulis. But humanity
won't fight as effectively unlessit’s united. That is the dilemma for you. We're facing an enemy
that spans much more than the galaxy. We need to be that big too in order to fight back.”

Imre didn’t answer immediately. She looked down at her hand, at the black threads that spiraled
like seaweed around her fingers and wrist. There was no way to tell if more than memories had
gotten into her aswell. Imre-F could have twisted her mind in a thousand subtle ways if he had
wanted to. He could be rewiring her brain even as she thought, making sure she did as he wanted.

How could she possibly make a decision under such circumstances?

She was standing on the meta floor of the secure room, and she was everything Bianca had warned him
she might be, and might not be. Shewas't him; she never would be.

Hewasn't himsalf anymore, ether, so hedidn't fed he had the right to complain.
“Ishe giving methe slent treetment?’ |mre Bergamasc asked Bianca Biancotti.
“Hemovesin myseriousways, likeadl Forts”

“Only when they don’t want to communicate.”

“There are waysto talk that don't involve words.”

“I think I’'m getting the message. Wdll, you don’t intimidate me,” she shouted. “I’ll wait you out. Do you
hear?’

Looking at the woman called Imre Bergamasc, the Fort called Imre-F felt homesick for the first time. He
had survived by moving forward, by adopting everything he needed to survive from the environment that
threatened him: the Forts;, the Vel; even the technological prowess of the Luminous. His discarded sdif,
on the other hand, had proceeded only backward, to places he could no longer go. She was much closer
to the person he had once been than he would ever be again. Not in hiswildest dreams could he ever
return.



“Hehearsyou,” Biancotti told Imre Bergamasc, “but | don't think you' re intimidating him elther. Waiting
ishisstrong suit.”

Biancotti and Bergamasc fought and traded accusations. Defiance became not resignation, athough it
could be mistaken for that, but a state he understood well: opportunistic cam, awillingnessto see what
happened next and how it might be put to one' s advantage. That was exactly how he had spent the last
seven hundred thousand years; he could recognizeit on the face that used to be his.

A black stain spread like recrimination across reborn skin.

“If the Imrewho did thisto meisImre-F, am1 A, B, C, D, E, or F? Or something new? Imre-G,
perhaps.”

“You'relooking at it thewrong way again,” said Biancotti. “Think like a Fort. Until you do that, you'll
aways be one step behind him.”

That was the hardest lesson to learn. Knowledge only went forward: Enrico Fermi had once said that, or
wordsto that effect. There was no use trying to stop knowledge, and it was always better than
ignorance. Y et Fermi was best known for the paradox named after him, and he had aso said that the
search for knowledge only resulted in confusion at a higher level—so what did he redlly know about

anything?

Imre Bergamasc was succumbing to the Veil. Her Assumption was far from complete, but the end of the
beginning was near. It was time to finalize the communication he would deliver, in order to bring her
around. Days she had forgotten; days she had speculated about; days she had never known. She had to
see reason. She had to understand.

“Don'tfight it,” Biancotti said. “It' seasier that way, I'mtold.”

A namewas just a name—and the opposite of a paradox wasn’t necessarily a certainty, readily
comprehended and acted upon.

Letit go, hewanted to say. Let it go and let me fight.

That wasdl.

She surprised herself by thinking about it. After so long railing against the manipulation of her
Fort-self, she actually considered doing as he said. Imre-F saw the bigger picture. He seemed so
sure of himself. If submitting to him would save the human race, wasn't it worth considering?
“lcan’'tdoit,” shesaid.

“You can,” Biancotti said. “ He has.”

“But I’'mnot him, and | don’t want to be him. He hasn’t fought aslong as | have to be who |



am—and he can’t ask me to give up that fight now, just when I’ ve worked out what that means.”
“What does it mean, Imre? Maybe if you can answer that question, we'll let you go.”

“You don't really mean it.”

Biancotti almost smiled. “ | do know that ‘who we are’ is a moveable feast.”

“ Said the Prime to the Prime.”

“We're not the ones humanity is relying on to get the job done.”

Second and third thoughts didn’t change her mind—and that made her more certain than ever
that she was making the right decision. Her will had not been poisoned by invading memes, and
blackmail meant nothing to her. After so long fighting to be herself, she would rather die than
forget who she was again.

“There' s no point winning, Bianca, if we lose ourselvesin the process.”

Biancotti’ s expression became stony. “ All right. You’ ve made your decision, and now you have to
liveit. Don’t blame meif you cometo regret it.”

“What' s the worst you can do?”

“You wouldn’'t believe it.”

“Emlee—

“ Forget her. Humanity has a fight on its hands.” Biancotti held out her hand. “ Come on.”

She didn’t move. It was inconceivable that she could ever forget Emlee Copas. Or were
Biancotti’ s words intended more sinisterly? “ What are you going to do to me?”

“ Make you see what happens, of course. Killing you would be the easy way out, for all of us. He
wants you with himwhen it ends, whether you choose to be there or not. He wants you to know
you how wrong you are.”

Imre stared up at Biancotti in despair. An age of loneliness stretched ahead of her. Victory and
defeat wereirrelevant. She was losing everything that mattered to her in exchange for her
silence—which was all he had ever really wanted . . .

Doubt touched her with a cold hand, then.

“It's neater thisway, he says.” Biancotti’s arm remained outstretched. “ And crueler too, | think.”

With as much dignity as she could muster, Imre reached out and took the Old-Timer’ s hand.



PALINGENESI A

Intime, al history becomeslegend, al biography doctrine, and al words syllablesin arite devoid of
meaning.

Imre-Prime watches delicate forces converge from the perspective of her Fort-self, and wonders at the
sense of omniscienceit brings. A bare ingtant after the creation of the universe, the fundamental forces of
the universe devolved from a single unified force and sowed the seeds of the Luminous. Fourteen billion
yearslater, hereisImre-F, metaphoricaly rolling back that process. It islike watching starsin collison. A
novaisineviteble.

With agodlike view comes godlike guilt. Thefirgt victims of that expanding shock wave are the
inhabitants of the Wickthing. One of the many weapons devel oped around Gabrid reaches out and
erases the strange wrinkle in space-time before word can spread of what happened at the center of the
gaaxy. Imre-Primefeds an ache of lossthat no amount of war will assuage. Sheisangry now, but it is
too late to change her mind.

Bianca Biancotti’ s promise to the Prime Minister—that she would be needed later—is not unbroken. The
other Emlee Copas has returned to Earth with Ra MacPhedron, where many internal matters are due to
cometo ahead—catalyzed in part by the Prime Minister’ swild search for alost madman and the
President’ s gpparent pact with asubversive force. These matters are destined not to be easily resolved,
for the Luminous choose that moment to bresk the uneasy truce that has existed in the Milky Way since
the spat over Spargamos. Everywhere, without warning, waves of silver spheres attack in retdiation for
the Soulisincident.

The concentrated assault sordly tests human civilization. Uncounted numbers die—trillions, possbly, but
no onewill ever know for certain. Entire sysems are laid waste. Earth itsalf is besieged. When resistance
forms, however, it does so in force and with great determination. Al Freer re-spawns a multitude of
himsdlf and propagates through the Host, doing what he does best: fighting without conscience until one
contagion is excised, then moving on to the next. RaMacPhedron mobilizes|legions of recruits, buoyed
by the memories of his mother and the vehemence that lies buried just beneath humanity’ s civilized
veneer. Emlee Copas authorizes the Apparatus to merge with the Godmother, giving humanity awegpon
subtler than anything in the silver spheres’ arsend. Slowly the sources of these deadly vanguards are
tracked down and destroyed. The tallies on both sides approach equity.

Emlee Copas knows, however, that humanity has only seen the beginning of the Luminous s capabilities.
A civilization that spans the universe has muscle unimaginable. Shewaits anxioudy for the next phase.

It comes, asit must, and Imre Bergamasc provides.

Wave guns and gravity weapons were only the beginning. Developed in secrecy over amillion years by
the only mind large and determined enough to take on an enemy this daunting, technologies unimagined
propagate through the Line from the galaxy’ s core. Intelligence flows fredy, giving humanity the
knowledge and strength required to fight back.

Just one piece of intelligence iswithheld: the identity of humanity’ s greatest benefactor. Thiscrissis
beyond egos, beyond individual credit—and besides, the anger of the Vel must be directed dways



outward, not inward. If humanity isto survive, it must unite. Thereisn't time or energy to waste on
anything dse. Primesin their quadrillions may wonder, but only two know for certain, and they remain
carefully slent. For fear of tearing the galaxy apart, Imre Bergamasc's name mustn’t be mentioned in
connection with the wegpons he is building. Imre Bergamasc must be forgotten in order that he might
work mogt effectively toward the long-term liberation of humanity.

This, the harsh truth that Imre-Prime could not accept, she dill fedsistoo stringent. Perhaps with enough
time the murder of Helwise could be cast off her back and both she and her Fort-sdlf freed. Through
dark millennia, when the future seems particularly melancholic, she asks hersdf if she can possibly endure
al of eternity unknown and unacknowledged. She abdicated once, yes, and more or lesswillingly
alowed hersdlf to dissolve into C20's mind-shattering trap—but that isn't the same thing as vanishing
entirely. Not when there is so much work |€eft to be done.

Shethinks of her bizarre dreamsin C20 and the giant specter of Emlee Copas, which asked her once:
Would you like to pay for all humanity?

Shewondersif Bianca Biancotti seeded that thought in her mind too.
(Somewhere, faintly, an alarm sounds.)

The Milky Way turns about its axis. Wars of this nature are not fought quickly. Attack breedsretaliation,
which in turn breeds akind of stalemate, but onein which each sde franticaly assesses its opponent and
rearms gppropriately. It isthe intake of breath before an escaation. Everyone knows what is coming,
what isinevitable unless an dternate path can be found.

Experimentation into dark matter continues on both sdes. Both have made inroads; neither has mastered
the trangition entirely to that strange new state, and neither is ready to forsake “traditional” matter, either,
until the phase changeistruly upon the universe. The war must be fought using conventiona physics, even
astheway is prepared to secede from it. The Luminous have done that before, but humanity has not.
Factions arise within the Milky Way cdling for the abandonment of Imre Bergamasc' s ultimate vison.
Couldn’'t the two species|earn to live dongside each other, one within the Milky Way, the other without?

Neither verson of Imre Bergamasc has ever shied from changing the minds of others. Imre-Prime knows
that certainty istemporary, that nothing is permanent. She dso knows that factions within the Luminous
have attempted to contact her in the past, and that in such factionslies the hope, however small, of a
diplomatic solution. By increments and degrees, Imre-F makes overtures to those factions. Reations are
formed and understandings reached. Plans are made.

Congpiraciesform. Betrayas are enacted that cost both sides dearly. Nearly one million years after
Soulis, the Gabrid ingtalation—by then avast research complex respongble for much of the munitions
innovation in the galaxy—falsin asingle act of sabotage. Fortunately, humanity has other such centers
ready to take theload. Increasingly, the burden is spread across dl the arms of the galaxy, and theidea
of losing the center, while difficult for morale a times, is one that can be accepted. The human
superorganism begins, truly, to take shape, and it is awondrous thing to behold.

Imre-F upgrades the Line on aregular basis, enabling aclear oversight acrossthe galaxy. To Al Freer,
for atime, fdlsthe responghility of internd security: he becomes and ogous to humanity’ simmune system,
seeking out and purging al sgns of cancerous insurrection. He descends without hesitation upon every
threet, willing to erase whole subcivilizationsin order to ensure the integrity of humanity’ svison.
Imre-Prime watches him, unnamed and in silence, making sure that such actions are justified—for



sdf-andysisand dissent are critical. Humanity must not becomerigid lest it shatter under further attack. It
must continue to evolve, or it will never reach the next phase change, let done surviveit.

RaMacPhedron falsin asingle-handed defense of hishomeworld. Not one of his singletons survives.
The galaxy mourns, and retdiates once more, pushing the Luminous out of the starry lanesforever. Emlee
Copas and Render pursue amission to survey what is happening outside the galaxy, for information from
that arenaisworryingly sparse. The Luminous were destroying extragal actic missionslong before war
was declared, and that ban on expans on has been even more vigoroudy enforced since. Their mission is
time-consuming and dangerous, but the datathey bring back is crucial.

Instruments of the Luminous have gathered around the outer arms of the galaxy like wolves encircling a
campfire, waiting for the embersto die down. Cosmic strings and other arcane artifacts radiate from that
besieged idand universe for hundreds of thousands of light-years, conveying information and thought
outward in return for energy and matter required for the vast blockade. The dow, momentous thoughts of
the Luminous give them the edge on such battlefields. The siege will belong and the castle, Imre-F
decides, must fall. Humanity endures the wait with patience and industry, knowing thet release will come.

All it hasto doislast threebillion years.
(Thedarmisgrowing more urgent.)

Tempos steadily dow, until one complete circuit around the galaxy seemslike an old terrestria year.
Starsdie and are born. Uncounted Primes blur through their lives like neutrinos passing through ruined
Earth, and their combined cultural memory remainsthelifeblood of the Veil. Humanity isincreasingly an
informationa artifact rather than abiologica one, given life and vitdity by the god that unitesit. A
growing proportion of that information is historica. Change isinevitable and necessary, but the
foundations benesth are secure. Some Old-Timers remain among quadrillions of descendants. Englishis
gtill spoken dongside millions of variants. Lifeflourishesin wartime, asit dways has, galvanized by the
threat and promise of release.

Imre-Prime watches restlesdy asthe Milky Way spinstoward collision with itslarger sibling, the
Andromeda galaxy.

Once, this might have seemed an intractable problem; now it isan opportunity. Asthe two mighty idands
collide, vast masses of gas compress and reach incredible temperatures, triggering blinding waves of
gdlar formation. Solar sysems are disrupted in their millions, flinging planetsin al directions and tearing
clusters apart. There are few actud collisons, but those few are spectacular. The massive black holes at
the center of each galaxy begin along dance that will inevitably end in matrimony.

The disruption around the Milky Way at |ast brings the Luminous s Siege to an end. Nothing adapted to
lifein the depths of interga actic space can endure such turmoil with absolute efficacy. The human
superorganism surges through holesin the enemy’ s ranks and escapes the tangled concentration of stars
that gaveit birth. From the wreckage of the two galaxies, Emlee Copas and her dlieslead the chargeinto
the void, seeking not to circle around and attack the Luminous sflanks but to find new places to defend
their brand of life, new oasesthat will hide them for atime from the universe’ sfirst inhabitants. The human
seed propagatesin dl directions, seeking maturation elsawhere—and, ultimately, saturation everywhere.

The vast mgjority of those seeds are intercepted and destroyed. Perhaps 95 percent fail to escape the
combined Andromeda-Milky Way gravity well. Those who stay behind—unwilling to make such a
dramatic change, such asthe Old-Timers Render and Bianca Biancotti—are lost forever. The remainder



power on, aming for the Magelanic Clouds and other dwarf galaxies dtill trailing the Milky Way. Some
have more digtant targetsin mind, the larger gadaxiesin the Loca Group among them, while othersyearn
farther ill. All carry with them, like shards of a hologram, acomplete record of the human race: its
history and its knowledge; its culture and its conversations; its essence, recorded organically and
pervasivey in the descendants of the origind Vell.

The Apparatus-Godmother, too, sends out tendrils unseen, defying the attempts of the Luminousto
disrupt the spatiotextura entity from expanding beyond its gaactic confines. The dien aggressors know
that when space-time itsdlf is corrupted, humanity’ stoehold on eternity will beal but assured.

(And dtill, ever-ringing, thedarm insstently cdls))

Humanity’ sreach expands asrapidly asImre-Prime stempo dows. She haslost touch with Emlee
Copas and Al Freer, who commandeered their own seedsto far-flung destinations. The Milky Way
swirlslikeadrop of cream in black coffee behind her, becoming fuzzy and inditinct. Sol islong dead,
Earth now only amemory. The occupation of the galaxy and the abandonment of al sheloved took an
eye blink compared to the ages that pass before even afraction of the expanding universeis colonized.
All that remains of her are memories. They are encoded in cold vacuum and sewn into living cells. Some
of them are literdly written in stone, athough stone erodes much faster than it takes her to complete
single thought. Sheistheideaof Imre Bergamasc, the essence of who she used to be—and she hasjust
one question |eft to be answered.

When will she be dlowed to let go? When humanity has reached the cusp it has fought for, or when they
are on the other sde? When they determine the nature of the next phase change and make concrete
plansto surviveit, or out the other side of that one too?

She doesn’'t know, and Imre-F won't tell her. If heiswaiting for her to admit that she was wrong, he will
wait forever. “Beangry,” Biancotti had told her, and that emotion has sustained her through the ages. It is
her lifeblood; it isthe air she breathes; it isthe beating of her stellar heart.

Thefight for the future spans vast volumes of space as humanity learns how to manipulate astronomical
artifacts of its own, cosmic shear points and pion stars among them. Other life-formsare
discovered—al so knockoffs of the Luminousin danger from their inadvertent crestors—and they are
co-opted into the battle. Aftershocks disrupt whole gaaxies, but they are much-reduced things from the
daysof old, surrounded by huge tracts of unlit space. Most battles are fought in thislightless void—which
only seemsavoid to those without the eyesto see what exists there. Slowly, interminably, humanity and
itsdliesriseto stand before the Luminous as equals, crowding the way to un-challenged domination of
the universeto come,

Imre-Prime remains—former mercenary, Fort, First Prime, fugitive and captive. She remembersthe
dance of galaxies glimpsed in an ancient vision, and the dashing of rainbow webs. If sheviewsthewar at
one million years a second, that is exactly how it looks.

The message has been received.

The source of that message remains with her, the one whose history has devolved beyond legend but
whose philosophy has shaped the fate of an entire species. The one whose name has been for avery long
time something less than music and something dightly more than silence.

| who was Imre—with or without the F, but B dways for Bergamasc.



(That damned darmt!)

| who will awaysbe.

DOOM AND BURDEN

His past was fairly blameless; few men could read the rolls of their life with less apprehension;
yet he was humbled to the dust by the many ill things he had done, and raised up again into a
sober and fearful gratitude by the many that he had come so near to doing, yet avoided.

—Robert Louis Stevenson

Imre Bergamasc awoke knowing exactly who she was, but where and when confounded her. Her mind
wasfull of eternity, of wars conducted across millions of light-years, of colliding galaxies, and of millennia
flowing by like microseconds. Once she had struggled with memories of C20 and the idealized past.
Now she couldn’t think through memories of things to come—memoriesthat couldn’t possibly bered if
shewasin thisbody, in this place, hearing those voices.

She opened her eyes and found hersdf in her private chamber in the Wickthing. The voices came
digtinctly to her from the map room, along with the sound of an darm ringing over an open line,

“Ligento me,” Bianca Biancotti was saying. “ Thisis neither the time nor the place. Leave before you get
yoursdf killed.”

Emleejoined her entreaty. “I'd do as she says, if | wereyou. They'vegot Imre. | couldn’t bear to lose
you too.”

For amoment there was just the larm, then Render said, “Keep your tears. All things change.
Everything will be decided here”

Imre was moving without thinking, throwing hersdf off the bed and down the halway. Shedidn’t stop to
wonder how she had come to be there or ask how she could be wearing the same armor she' d had on
billions of yearsearlier. All she had room for in her mind was the broken voice of her old friend.

She burgt into the map room shouting, “ Don't! Whatever he' s about to do, don't let him do it!”

Chyro Kdlsliteraly jumped with surprise. Emlee spun around, reaching for asidearm that wasn't there.



“Wherethe—?’

“He sent me back,” Imre said, raising trembling handsin both their directions. The truth of it was only
beginning to sink in. “Or | never left. It doesn't matter. What the hell is Render doing? How did he get
here?’

She approached the desk and the mess of charts scattered acrossit. Emlee' s shining stare didn’t leave
Imre sfacefor an instant, and the hand that had reached for her sdearm gripped Imre’ s shoulder instead
when she was within range.

“Render followed us,” Emlee said. “He says—wadll, he'snot very clear about anything, actudly.
Something told him to come, he says. He thinks he needs to prove himsdlf, somehow.”

Imre studied the maps she indicated. The modern-day equivaent of aVespulawasasmal, fast-moving
point aimed directly at the Gabriel ingdlation. The Wickthing was till stationed nearby. Only moments
seemed to have passed since Bianca Biancotti had forcibly ripped her from MZ’sillusion, but relative
time wasinherently flexible. She could have been gonefor years Absolute.

The darm was coming from an open channel leading to Render’ s ship, signding that theingdlation’s
defensive systems had locked onto the tiny craft.

“What are you doing here, Render?’ Imre sent down the open line.

“I heard itin my deep,” the old soldier said. “I don't know its name, but it soundslike my voice, lost and
old”

“We don't know who he' stalking about,” said Emleeto Imre asan aside.
“I think I do,” Imrereplied with aterrible certainty flowering in her gut.

“Itsad, ‘Helies’ ” Render intoned. “It said, ‘We are betrayed. ’ It said, ‘Don’t let me down.’ It said,
‘Timetoleave’ ”

“Y ou' retalking about your collection, aren’t you?’ Imre brokein. “Y ou were curious. Y ou opened the
containment fields and talked to it. When it redlized | came here without it, it decided to work through
you ingteed.”

“It said, ‘Y ou can choose.” "

“I know,” she sad, thinking of Imre-F and wondering. “It' salways your choice. Don't ever think
otherwise”

“I think heintendsto ram,” Biancotti said. “ That' s one option I'm willing to take away from him.”

Close examination of the telemetry confirmed that Render wasfiring like abullet right into the heart of the
Gabrid ingdlation.

“If he does't change course,” Biancotti inssted, “we re going to shoot him out of the sky.”

“Itwon't cometo that. I'd never dlow it,” Imre said, understanding then that thiswaswhy she had been



sent back. “He' stalking about asilver sphere he hid aboard the Memory of Markheim. | promised I'd
bring it here, to talk to my Fort-sdlf, but | [eft it behind. Understand, Render,” she said down theline,
“that | made that promise not as atraitor to everything we believein, but in the hope that arebel faction
within the Luminous exists and that we can useit to our advantage. It might be the only way to get an
edge over therest of the Luminous.” I’ ve seen it, she wanted to say, or a pretty good projection
thereof. “I don’t break my promises.”

Emleewaslooking a her oddly, but she didn’t interrupt.
“Render, can you hear me? Tdk tome.”
“| don't believeinlong good-byes,” came the reply down theline.

“Who' stalking about good-bye? 1’ m talking about cooling things down alittle. The Prime Minister must
have told you where we were going. She knows I’ m not betraying anyone, so why don’t you?’

“I want to believe—in you.”

“I"'m not stopping you, Render. It sgoing to be dl right.”

“Nothing’ sever right; nothing' sever wrong. I've heard it al before.”
“And I’ ve been right as often as I’ ve been wrong.”

“Toolate. I’'mlosng my faith.”

“Wall, that’ s not necessarily abad thing. No one wants unquestioning obedience, especidly froma
friend.” Shewaited for amoment, then talked on into the empty line. “I understand how it looked when
the sphere started talking. | understand how you came to the conclusions you did. In your shoes, | might
not stop to give me achanceto explain ether. | fully appreciate how you' d want to dispose of the
problem, once and for dl. But thisisn't the way. Thiswon't solve anything. Why are you persisting when
| tell you it won't do any good?’

“I want to fed.” Render spoke with rising agitation. “ Do you remember the last time you cried? | don't.
Something’ swrong. | don’t remember the feglings. I’ ve been fighting for so long, I'm like adead man.”
Hisvoice choked for asecond. “1’m dead, and no one can help me.”

Imre thought franticaly. If shelet Render dip away, the gaaxy would lose another connection to
humanity’ s origins—and from there it would be one less step to losing humanity itself. The weight of
memory wasn't just an abatross: it was an anchor too. Without it, what was the point of striving so hard
and so long for the surviva of the species?

Genes were chegp; culture mattered. She had seen that in Imre-F sversion of the future, too. With
Old-Timerslosing their mindsin C20's sdf-imposed isolation, the Situation was dreedy critica.

Render was't losing his mind, though. Imre was sure some complex logic lay behind histhreet to blow
himsdf and the sphere to kingdom come, alogic masguerading behind a conspiracy uniting Imre, her
Fort-sdlf and the Luminous.

When she asked hersdf what that might be—something more immediate and persona, worth dying



for—it cameto her at once.

“I'm only going to say thisonce,” she said, “then you have thirty seconds Absolute to change your
course. If you don't, I'm going to ask Biancato fire on you. Do you hear me?’

“I hear you.”

Emlee and Kelswere staring at her. She leaned over the desk and wished she could see her old friend's
face

“What' s happening here is more important than you and your problems, Render. It's more important than
mine, too—but that doesn’t mean that what we do doesn’t matter. 1t's not good enough just to keep
fighting and believing. We have to fight the right battles at the right time, and we have to fight the right
enemies. Otherwise, we might aswell givein and save ourselvesthetrouble.

“I'm telling you now, Render, that you' re going about thisal wrong. The enemy isn't me or the guy you
think isin that base you' re about to hit. If you stick around, I'll show you that it’snot Ra, either, or the
Vell, or what' sleft of Helwise. It might be the sphere you’ ve brought here, it might be the
Luminous—and it might be immutability above everything else. But you'll never know if you go through
with this. The only way to be sure about anything isto stop asking questions entirely. If you do that,
you're as good as dead.

“| understand, Render, and | sympathize. We ve been tangled up in our memories so long it’s hard
sometimes to move forward. That doesn't stop uswanting to, and | see you making exactly the same
mistake | did, over and over: trying to prove something to someone who isn't around and going about it
entirely the wrong way. | wastrying to prove something to my Fort-sdlf, and we al know how that
worked out. Y ou—wadll, asuicide missionisjust asuicide mission. It’snot change; it’ snot evolution. It
just stops the questions being asked. If you redly want to demonstrate something to Alice-Angeles, there
are better waysto do it.”

Render was Slent.

“What do you say?’ Imre pressed him. “ Are we going to sweep up your bits with avacuum cleaner and
take them back to her in ajar, or are you going to change course and make your point another time?
That you want to make apoint isagood thing,” she added, “and we can find another time to makeiit.

Y ou may not have noticed, Render, but no one’ s shooting at ustoday.”

“For now,” camethereply.

“Yes” shesaid, leaning her weight on both hands and staring at the chart. “1 want you at my back when
it sarts up again. Meanwhile, the clock isticking. How long did | say, agan?’

Render didn’t respond. Imre raised her tempo so the seconds crawled by, watching the dot move
steadily toward the terminus of itsjourney.

“Do you want me,” Render asked, “ or redemption?’
“Just you,” sheresponded. “Just you, my old friend.”

“More dead than old,” he said, “but not insane. I'll stay, if you want meto.”



“I do. Please”
“Good. I'm scared to die.”
The dot began, by tiny increments, to shift from its headlong course.

Imre waited until there was no chanceit would hit the installation before letting go the bresth she was
holding and easing back on the overclocking. A moment later, the darm ceased its clamor.

“Thank you,” she said down the open line.

“I don't want to talk about it. I'll just Snk or swim with you, if that' s the way you want to play it.”
“And the sphere?’

“Y ou can haveit.”

“You'redoing theright thing.”

Emlee stood close to Imre, but her words were for Render. “We need you to keep Imre honest.”
“| don't believe that honesty pays,” he said with morelife. “It’s down to who you know.”

“Wal, our connections are good,” said Imre, thinking of everything she had seenin Imre-F svision of the
future. It may have been anillusion, but it wasn't conjured from nothing.

“You' d better be right about that,” said Emlee, sotto voce. “1 want to know exactly how you turned him
around—or viceversa.”

“WEe ve dways been on the same side,” she said, quoting Emlee’ swords back at her, “even when we
didn’'t know it.”

“That’ sthe best you' ve got?’ Emlee frowned.

Imre looked down at her left hand and found it to be unmarked. All she had |eft were memories of
memories, and they belonged entirdly to her, dong with Hyperabad, the Returned Continuum, and
everything she had been in C20. How could she capture her relief at being back while at the sametime
conveying the certainty with which she had returned?

| couldn’t bear to lose you, either.

From that sure knowledge, everything else flowed.

“It' sonly the beginning,” said Bianca Biancotti from behind them.

They turned as one.

“You ve got afucking nerve,” Emleetold the Old-Timer. “Y ou kidnap Imre and threaten to kill Render.
Theleast you could do isknock.”



Biancotti was entirdly unapologetic. “We gave your Imre ataste of the kind of decisions mine hasto
make. Be glad we sent him back. The long haul would be pretty blesk without Render.”

“Fine” Emlee said, “and now that’ s done, are you hereto take her awvay again?’

Imre stared at Emlee. That was the first time anyone had used the feminine pronoun in reference to her
for avery, very long time.

“Areyou saying that’ swhat you want meto do?’ Biancotti asked Emlee.

“No,” shesad. “That’snot what I'm saying.”

“Good. ‘We must proceed more efficiently toward our god. Some of us, anyway.’ ” Biancotti was
quoting Imre-F and speaking to Imre, now. “Y our usefulnessisn’t at an end. We knew long before
Render arrived that you' ve been contacted by the dissenting faction within the Luminous. We think that
faction might betrying to talk to us, and we very much want to talk to themin return.”

“Sowhy don't you?’

“It' sthe right fight on the wrong front. Better to do it through you, if you'rewilling. Y ou can be thefirst
diplomat between the human race and the Luminous. Y ou will spesk on humanity’ s behaf, with the full
weight of the Apparatus behind you.”

“Assuming | agree,” said Emlee. “Y ou've forgotten Helwise. A large percentage of humanity might not
liketheideaof Imretaking for anyone.”

“We haven't forgotten Helwise. We will prepare an antibody from Imre’ s memories, taken through the
Vell, and rdleaseit into the wild. The two memes should interfere with each other in interesting ways.”

That was an understatement of the highest order, Imre thought. It was, however, a suggestion she would
never have considered had she not dready been forced into it. Wasthat the real reason she had been
infected?

“We can meet the Revivaist Doctrine hafway,” she said. “If we merge MZ with the Apparatus, he can
unpick the Executive Order forever.”

“And create another weapon in the process,” said Emlee.

“That' sthe way war works,” Biancotti said. “Y ou hold out one hand while keeping afist behind your
back.”

“And | get to keep my name?’ Imre said.
Biancotti smiled. “You can cal yoursdf whatever you want, just so long asyou keep your head down.”

Imre leaned her weight backward so the desk took some of it. Her head was spinning. “ So dl that wasa
lie, then—everything you showed me before.”

“A credible projection. Not aworst-case scenario, but we're hoping you'll find thisone alot more



attractive. Noble, even. | know you like to think of humanity that way. Thisisyour big chanceto prove
yoursdf right.”

“You're pretty cocksure,” Emlee said, “for someone holed up in the center of the galaxy.”

Biancotti smiled, and Imre knew exactly what she was thinking. Imre-F was't holed up anywhere: he
was sprawled out across the entire Milky Way, riding the Line like aboat on asea. “Listento Imre,”
Biancotti said. “Tak to MZ. Do what seemsright. I'm sure you' [| come around to our way of thinking
and do the job well.”

“To avengethe Forts,” said Imre, mentdly ticking the check box of the other half of her mission: find
Himself. That ordeal was behind her at last.

“To own thefuture,” Biancotti said with adight risng of her jaw. The chalenge was unmistakable.
1] T(gam.”

Imre thought of everything that lay ahead of them—not just repelling the silver-sphere incursion but
patching things up with Ra, educating humanity on the true nature of the threat, and making certain the
first sleps aong avery long road were sure, unfaltering ones. The prospect was daunting—she didn'’t
know now if she would see the end of the road on which Imre-F had placed her—buit it was aworthy
one. It gave her anew sense of purpose.

A deeper truth was that she was glad—glad to be spared her Fort-salf’ s burden and the doom of his
long, long fight. That was one fate she could outrun.

Chyro Kéls caught her eye. Her former physician had remained sllent through the entire confrontation,
from her gppearance in the map room to Bianca Biancotti’ sreturn. He gave nothing away, but his cool,
emotionless eyestook in everything.

You're you again.

Imre had been running too long. It was aflight she could not sustain because she had been running from
hersdf just as hard as her Fort-sdlf, in turn, had been running from her. No wonder it had taken them so
long to find each other.

It wastime to make a stand. She would be the counterweight of Imre-F s universe-gpanning ambition,
the Imre Bergamasc to his growing dienation. She would go backward while he went forward. Between
the two of them, something would survive that remembered being her.

What'sto regret?

“Emleg, | think we should be on our way.”

“What about Render?” Emlee asked.

“He |l tag dong, of course, with the sphere.”

Emlee hestated. “All right,” she said. “MZ, coordinate with Render, then set acourse for Earth. You're
about to get everything you ever wanted.”



“Thank you, Prime Minigter,” said the Fort. “ Thank you, Imre.”

“You havetoearnit,” Imresaid. “Don’t forget that. There are two Fortsin the galaxy now, and if I'm not
mistaken, the other one just had you over abarrdl.”

“A Hyeres paradox would not contain me permanently.”

“No, but | doubt that'sdl he hasin hisarsend. Bianca—"

She stopped. Apart from Emlee, Imre, and Kdlls, the map room was empty.
Emlee put ahand inthe small of her back. “Nothing left to say, apparently.”
“Maybe she'sright.” Imre nodded to hersdlf. “Let’sgo be heroes”

That earned her amocking noise from Render’ sopen line. “I’'m not ahero.”
“Why not? Think of the perks.”

“Heroes always get the best girl,” Render said, “and then die.”

The old soldier’ smood was definitely improving. “ So die happy.”

“Sound effects of mayhem.”

Imrelaughed. It felt good.

Nothing felt better than the warmth of Emlee’ s hand and the promise of alife regained.

Map of the Milky Way

Appendix A: Absolute Calendar

C20—Render and Bianca Biancotti born

M 220—Fort domination complete



M275—Imre Bergamasc born

M550-722—Mad Times

M725—Imre Bergamasc Graduates, Domgard founded

M820—Domgard fifth-stage experimentation begins, Slow Wave epicenter
M840+—firgt gppearance of the Barons and the Luminous

M850—Sow Wave hits Sol

M878—Imre Bergamasc “ reborn”

M 1000—Earth conquered; Returned Continuum declared

M1095-1300—Hewise MacPhedron pronounced Regent during whistle-stop tours
M1355—Imre Bergamasc arrives at Spargamaos

M1380—Helwise MacPhedron deposed; |mre Bergamasc abdicates

Appendix B: Glossary

Absolute: see Tempo.
Apparatus. Only given name of an Al found on Earth and conscripted by the invading forces of the
Returned Continuum; occasiondly referred to asthe “ spook” or “ghogt,” it hasno materia existence,

conssting of code written via zero-dimensiona topologica-frame defects directly into the quantum foam,
and isableto interact with the materia universe solely vialeptons (electrons, muons, tau lepton).

Assumption: Common term for the adoption of the Vel by ahuman host.

Barons. The name of the organization considered responsible for much of the unrest and sabotage
endured by the Returned Continuum.



Bianca Biancotti: An Old-Timer known to Imre Bergamasc by reputation as the seed persondity of the
Fort“2B"; dso called the “ Butcher of Bredand.”

Cat’s Arse: Thelong-term hideout of the Corps formerly located in aspatid anomaly in Mandda
Supersystem.

Continuum: Theterm used to refer to the sum of human civilization, from the fiftieth to the eight hundred
and fiftieth millennium; indludes dl civilizations within the Milky Way and some efforts & expansion

beyond.

Corps. Mercenary force founded in the 250th millennium that proved influentia in the Mad Times owing
to itsintimate dealings with the Forts, against which the Corps' then leader, Imre Bergamasc, defiantly
turned. Last-known members are: Imre Bergamasc (commander), Emlee Copas (sgnas), Alphin Freer
(resources), Helwise MacPhedron (intelligence), and Archard Rositano (aka Render, combat specidist).

Domgard: The name of an experiment occasiondly linked to the Slow Wave and Imre Bergamasc;
claimed by some to have had something to do with dark matter.

Dussehra: Ninth destination of Imre Bergamasc' s fourth whistle-stop tour of systems not yet digned
with the Returned Continuum.

Executive Order KISMET: An order issued by Imre Bergamasc ingtructing the Apparatusto kill on
sght all iterations of Helwise MacPhedron; it cannot be countermanded.

Firs Prime: Ceremonid name of the leader of the Returned Continuum.

Fort: see Tempo.

Frag: A Fort component, resembling a Prime or sngleton but possessing little true individudity; afrag
may be separated by light-years yet firmly connected by Q loop technology to its parent mind; Forts
regard frags as functionaly expendable but may display affection toward particular fragsin the same way



that Primes keep pets or look after their hair.

Graduation: Common term for the evolution of a collection of individua beingsto the status of a Fort.

Gravamen: Former ruling party of Dussehra.

Hardcaster: Generic namefor the expensive and power-hungry system of nonmateria transportation
preferred by Returned Continuum worldsto physical spacetrave. Individuds are“ demateridized” into
information, transmitted viathe Line or other meansto their destination, then “recongtituted” on arrivd.

Hyperabad: Capita city of the Hyperabadan regime; also aplanet orbiting the star Chenresi; dso the
regime of the same name, which dominated Mandaa Supersystem after the 864th millennium.,

Jinc: Component of the gestalt commonly referred to as the Noh; one of seven smilar components that
function as far-sensing organs on the fringes of the Milky Way, searching for the source of lifein the
gdaxy, whichis presumed to be of exogenic origin.

Kismet: High-security prison of Mandaa Supersystem; see also Executive Order KISMET.

Line: Common term for individud legs of the vast € ectromagneti ¢ tedecommunications web spanning the
Milky Way.

L oop / Loop shunt: see Q loop.

Luminous The name of an organization associated with the Slow Wave, about which little is known.

MZ: Thisdevolved Fort iswritten on space-time using an abandoned method employing gauge bosons
(photons, W and Z bosons, gluons) to connect to the world around him.



Old-Timer: Common term for aliving individua born during the twentieth century; usudly refersto those
who have lived continuoudy, in oneform or ancther, sincether births.

Overclocking: see Tempo.

Pelorus: Hagship of the anti-Fort Sol Invictus movement; destroyed at the climax of the conflict known
astheMad Times.

Prime: Common term for an individua whose identity and vaues closely conform to those of Old-Time
humans, particularly those of the twentieth century, when thefirgt Old-Timers were born; most Primes
function asamatter 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 extremely high signal-to-noise characterigtics.

Returned Continuum: The name of the galactic government ingtated by Imre Bergamasc and Helwise
MacPhedron upon the annexing of Earth; closely related to the First Church of the Return, whose
followers swept them to power.

Round: Common name for the systems closest to Sal.

Singleton: Common term for an individud that is neither acomponent in agestat nor atrue Prime; it is
common practice in the Continuum to possess severd singleton copies that exchange, merge, or overlap
memories a regular intervals throughout an extended life; tempo isflexible among singletons, ranging from
very fast to near-Fort states of existence.

Spargamos. The Core world on which the Domgard experiment was founded.

Tempo: Usua term employed to describe the perception of time at varying rates. “ Tempo Absolute’
refersto time as experienced by Primes and Old-Time humanity and iswiddy held as adefault referent;



“overclocking” isthe practice of fitting more seconds than one into a single second Absolute, thereby
experiencing time at an increased rate; the most-evolved human individuas known as Forts experience
time at an extremely dow tempo, with individua rel ative seconds sometimes spanning centuries,

TheVeil: Common term for an dien parasitefirst encountered on Dussehra; when symbicticdly linked
to human nervoustissue, it increases the host’ s memory and aso alows the physical transmission of
specific memories between individuds.

Vespula: Common brand of interstdlar fighter employed extensvely during the Mad Times; millions
remain in active service, scattered across dl arms of the Milky Way.

Wave guns. Experimenta weaponry observed for the firgt time on Spargamos, wielded by Barons, they
were capable of disabling the silver spheres associated with the Luminous.

Wickthing: Name of the virtua vessdl created by MZ to house less-evolved passengers.

Appendix C: “My Last Words’

Many people, dive and dead, knowing and unknowing, have contributed to this series, and | seeno
elegant way to thank them dl. Here, then, isalist of thoseto whom | owe adebt of serious gratitude:
Danny Baror, Marcus Chown, Richard Curtis, Jay Lake; Ginjer Buchanan, Cam Dufty, and Bob and
Sara Schwager (Ace); Bernadette Foley, Tim Holman, Darren Nash, Bella Pagan, Nicola Fitt, Samantha
Smith, and George Walkley (Orbit); Chris Robeson and Allison Baker (MonkeyBrain Books); Beth
Anderson, Michael Charzuk, Steve Feldberg, Art Insana, and Christian Rummel (Audible); and Cat
Walker and Gary Helsiger (Universd).

My wife, Amanda, suffered through my suffering at the hands of thisfina novel, and | wish to thank her
epecidly.

Lastly I am compelled, once again, to acknowledge the generosity of Gary Numan and Tony Webb,
without which this project would have been much less challenging: compelled by my own conscience, not
out of any legd sense of obligation, and chalenged not by the process of dedling with music publishers
but by the act of creating something new from another’ swords.

To abbreviate Saint Jerome the Presbyter, whose | etter to Pope Damascus | is quoted elsewherein this
book: “Isthere any learned man, who when he picks up the volumein his hand, and takesasingle taste



of it, might not ingtantly raise hisvoice, caling me aforger, that | might dare to add, to change, or to
correct anything?’

“Piouswork” ? Perhgps not. But “ perilous presumption” indeed.

The Gary Numan abums gppropriated for The Grand Conjunction were: Berserker (1984), Dance
(1981), Exile (1997), The Fury (1985), |, Assassin (1982), Jagged (2006), Machine + Soul (1992),
Metal Rhythm (1988), Outland (1990), The Plan (1984), The Pleasure Principle (1979), Pure
(2000), Replicas (1979), Sacrifice (1994), Srange Charm (1986), Telekon (1980), Tubeway Army
(1978), Warriors (1983).

“1930'sRugt,” “A Dream of Siam,” “A Prayer for the Unborn,” “A Question of Faith,” “ A Subway
Cdled*You, ” “Absolution,” “An Alien Cure” “Basic J,” “Before You Hate lt,” “Berserker,” “Bleed,”
“Blind,” “Blue Eyes” “Cdl Out the Dogs,” “Crash,” “Crime of Passon,” “Cry,” “Cry, the Clock Said,”
“Dance” “Dark,” “Dark Sunday,” “Dead Heaven,” “ Deadliner,” “Devious,” “Devotion,” “Dominion
Day,” “Don’'t Believe,” “Dream Killer,” “Emoation,” “Exhibition,” “Exile,” “Faceto Face/L etters”
“Fadeout 1930,” “Fold,” “From RussaInfected,” “Hao,” “Heart,” “Hunger,” “1, Assassin,” “I Can't
Breathe” “I Can't Stop,” “I Wonder,” “In aDark Place,” “Innocence Bleeding,” “ Jagged,” “Love and
Napam,” “Machine & Soul,” “Magic,” “Miracles” “Mord,” “My Breathing,” “My Car Sides(1),” “My
Car Sides(2),” “My Centurion,” “My Dying Machine,” “My World Storm,” “New Anger,” “One
Perfect Lie” “Out of Sight,” “Outland,” “Play Like God,” “Poison,” “Pray,” “Pressure,” “ Prophecy,”
“Pure,” “Respect,” “Rumor,” “Scanner,” “ She Cries” “Sidter Surprise,” “Save,” “Sowcar to China,”
“Soul Protection,” *“ Strange Charm,” “The Angd Wars” “The Hunter,” “The lceman Comes” “The
Monday Troop,” “The Need,” “The Rhythm of the Evening,” “The Seed of aLie” “The Skin Game,”
“The Segproom,” “The Tick Tock Man,” “ThisDisease,” “ThislsEmotion,” “ThisIsLove,” “Thisls
New Love” “ThisPrison Moon,” “Timeto Die” “Tread Careful,” “Unknown and Hostile” “Voix,”
“War Games,” “Warriors,” “We Take Mystery (Early Verson),” and “Y oung Heart.”
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