2. Escape
[11T2]13][4][5]

Days passed. The Bronstein dropped towards Turing on along, dow orbit. Its reaction tanks were more
than half empty: thiswas aone-way trip. The cold-burn fuson reactor guttered on, boiling nitrogen into
mist; condensersliquefied it, driving heat pumps, driving generators that powered the meson source that
kept it dl running. No rain of charged particles scattered the darkness behind the ship. Clamped to its
docking end, layer upon layer of radiation-absorbent materia fanned out in adark shesth, refrigerated
down to cosmic background temperature. Trotsky watched, waited, holding course with nerveless
patience as the ship crept dowly up onits prey. At anything less than ahundred kilometresthe Bronstein
was as good asinvisible -- and by the time it closed to that range the attack would already be underway.

Unseen in the darkness, seventy eight other ships matched course and locked their star sensorsto the
same beacons. Thefleet ran under tight emission controls, desperate to maintain radio silence. A single
uncontrolled pulse could give them away. And if the attack failed, eight hundred million liveswere
doomed.

The prey was vadt, the size of asmall moon. It was pitted and scarred, an egg-shaped thing with dimples
at each end. Anintricate array of tiled segments panelled it, winding from one pole to the other, visible a
long range. They looked organic and sdf-amilar, like something that had grown rather than been built.
Trotsky kept an array of sensors locked on the distant speck, watching for signs of activity, but none
came. Nothing but asteady output of hegt, a cloudy motion at the edges of perception. The intruder
gtarship was passive, drifting, waiting or dead.

The Brongtein, in contrast, was a hive of activity. Warm bodies -- thirty of them crowded in alife-system
built for twelve -- squirted from the guts of the 'coder, coughing and choking on acrid air in the cramped
red spaces of the ship. Desperation packed them four to a cabin, anchored at wrist and shoulder by
restrainer straps, claustrophobia and tension vying for domination asthey practised, and argued, and
practised again ... while down in the payload bay, the drones ran through their choreographed seif-test
sequences ... and the 'coder interface waited in its geodesic container, for the signa to begin.

I'm dozing in the close warm darkness of a cabin and when somebody kicks my hand it gives methe
shock of my life. | open my eyes and jacknife awake againgt the deeping straps dl a once, and ydl: "
shit!" -- even though it was only alight kick. Then | seewhoitis. "Raisa--"

"Yes." It's confused, everything's tumbling, and therés clothing in the air that makesit hard to tell what's
what, and it's dark. She holds on to me then tries to squirm around until she'sfaceto face: it'sdifficult
getting oriented in freefdl. "Oshi. | want to talk --"

"--wasadeep,” | groan. Suddenly hear what she said. "Want to talk? What about?"

"What do you think?" she asks. She's holding metight, nothing very intimate about it except the fact of
the contact in itself. | shiver, ook, see how she's changed. She's only been out of the tank aday, and |
haven't seen much of her. Her new body ismuch likethe last. Hair afine dark stubble, skin tight and pale
and new, bardly dry. The smell of her isthe odour of the tanks, acrid grainy waft of synthetic chorionic
fluid. "Youjugt camein.”

"Ack." Sheleans back to see more of me. Shelooks pleased to see me, which isaredlization that shakes
me. | don't know whether to laugh or cry. It'sasif she'sforgotten whatever happened last time we met:
or maybe wasn't even there at al. "Been up to much?"
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"I'm exhausted. Messing with critpath andysers. Boris and Mik went toy-happy as soon asthey woke
up; comes of having something to plot. They're both the same: no respect for humanity. Want me to staff
for them. How about you?"

"Y ou mean they've been up for days?' She looks annoyed. "'l was meant to befirst out --"

The smell, the touch, of her: | bend forward, snap out of the deep restraint. "Yes," | say; "but the plans
changed. " Sheletsgo of me. "They figured it's more important to know who you need firgt, before they
pull them through. So, load one mest chassis before another. What doesit mean to them? I'm here,
you're here. And I'm tired, while you want to talk. Isthere no justicein Hell?!

Shelaughs, alittle brittle, holding her distance now. "Do you ever think of anything else? Sex or
violence?' Reaches out and pinches my arm in away which sends athrill through me. "What are you

thinking?"

"l wasbornto go fast and explode,” | say. Remembering: dropping through layers of atmosphere,
chutes banging open overhead. Yes, | go fast and explode. | look over her shoulder. The cabin door
has closed automatically, conserving airflow. "Y ou're cold.”

"Huh." Sheleans closer, hanging on my shoulders and hips by fingertips and agile toes. Microgravity drifts
us both backward into the net of deep webbing. "I'm here now. Aah, shit." Shelooks away, troubled.
That black coif of thick hair ismissing; she purses her lips, holds her breath in for amoment. | freeze,
trying to memorize the shape and presence of her, trying to make myself acamera. Trying to understand
that initid flash of fascination, back on the colony, why something likeit isstill there despite the
intervening nightmare. "'I've been doing some thinking. Thereésalong way to go, | admit. I'm not sure
what | want. When you arrived | was on abackswing from something messy. But | like you. I'm just not
sure--"

"Why thereveation?' | ask, heart pounding.
She hesitates amoment before replying: "Don't try to push me, Oshi. Therésalot you don't know."

| stare. "That goes without saying,” | say. | fed very cold: "were you in the colony medicentre? Do you
know what happened there after the radiation ssorm?"

Shelooks startled. "No --" Stop. "Wasit bad?"
"Youcanhaveno ideg,” | say.

"Never mind then,” she adds. "It'sover. Just give me some time and come visit me. | just wanted to say
that." She half-smiles, then leans closer and hugs me. " Okay?"

"Y es. What happened to --"
Shelooks at me oddly. "Y ou happened, that'swhat."
| feign incomprehension to cover my real confusion. "1 happened? | don't understand.”

"Youwouldnt," shesays. A littletightly, "There was no room in the Duat. Everyone knew everyone else,
and we all had our skeletonsto bury from thetime ... before then. Coming on so direct was, abit,
unexpected. | won't say unwelcome. But I've had to do lots of thinking."

"What happened?' | ask. | hold out my arms.



"What happened --" she bites her lower lip. Looks at me, with a speculative expression I've seen before
that shocks me with its directness. She takes my fingertips and lets me pull her closer, until | can fed her
bresth on my face.

"Y ou know about the goon squad?’ she asks.
"The goons? Didn't Anubis make them out of --"

A finger stillsmy lips. " She's dead, now," says Raisa. She doesn't sound desolate: she's managed to reach
the stage of looking back on it from that level of equanimity that lets us keep our sanity in return for a
certain coldnessin the soul. "Anubistook her, dong with the other over security specidists. All except
Mikhail, in fact, turned into ... wegpons. | heard thislater. | never saw Aminaagain, not asanyone |

could recognize. Y ou die alittle when that happens. We'd been together years before the evacuation,
thought we'd be together afterwards, oneway or the other ... wrong. That wasthe big mistake | regret:
assuming thered be time to say goodbye. It was years ago, when | first arrived, and there were other
people in mourning. That's why we never did anything about the goons before. But you wouldn't know
anything about that, would you?"

"Wrong," | manage. "l think --" | look her in the eye, remembering the scenein the lobby of Anubisslast
retreat, and suddenly | can't think of Ivan any more. "I may have been theretoo. Once. Theworst is
knowing that you'll never know what happened, isn't it? What they -- what Anubis-- did. Degth isthe
ultimate unfinished story, isnt it?"

"'Degth isthe ultimate unfinished story’; | likethat." She strokes my hair absently. "That's what made you
S0 abrupt?!

"There are no second chances.”

She sighs. "Maybe not." Then shelooks mein the eye and | see something there, some stoicism thet |
hadn't recognized before; she'stougher than | am, | think, able to live with the consequences of her
mistakesin away that I'm till vacilating about. "What do | mean to you, Oshi?' Y ou don't know me, |
don't know you. What isit?"

"Yourevery atractive,” | say, automaticaly and truthfully. "And aso --"

"Thank you, but I'd rather leave that unfinished,” she said, smiling faintly. "Y ou get defensve when you're
not in control of the Situation, don't you?"

"What stuation?' | demand.

Sheleanscloser and | can fed her heartbest, her proximity. I'm redly tired, | achewithiit, but | can't let
go now. She'stoo important. "This" she says, lightly touching my forehead. "If you'd ever put down roots
inaworld, then had them lopped off, you'd know what redl 1oss was about.”

"But | have--"

"Roots?" she's so skepticd it runsthrough melike aknife. "Y ou've never been loved, Oshi, that'swhat it
lookslike. Don't tell me more. Y ou said yoursdlf; your background, your childhood, everything. Y ou
think you can love, and you're probably right, but whoever isfirst tofal inlovewithyou ..." her
expression softens ... "be gentle with them.”

"I will," | promise.

"I meanit," shesays. Haf-amiling again: "it might be me, if you work at it. And if you give me enough



gpace to make my own mind up. Y ou can be very overbearing, you know."
"I'm sorry."
"Think nothing of it. Look, I've got to go on watch, check the download status, better go now --"

| stifleayawn. "Right. Look, | really need to deep. Something about dropping out of the pod -- think
Boris screwed up the timing, you know? It's dead of night. I'll be okay, but I'm on a different deep shift
--ah--" | yawn for redl.

"Sure," she says, understandingly. "Weve got alot to talk about. The future, maybe." She moves closer
and embraces me, degping bag and al. Wekiss, for longer than is sensible. She tastes of hot neutrdlity,
some kind of amniotic lubricant; androidsin love. I'm beginning to wake up again when she says, "I'll be
back soon," breathlesdly.

"Wait," | say. She'sdready pushing off towards the door. | watch her leave through haf-shut eyes, until
the door closes on the red dimness of the tunnel. | really do not understand that woman, | decide. | don't
understand my own reaction to her. So hot, so bright, so fast: dmost like areflection. Do | 1ook like that
to other people? A shudder of hot warmth suffuses me. Then I'm adeep.

| awaken to chaos. The hatch is open and abreeze is gusting intermittently, while maintenance drones
mumble quietly in the corners of the cabin. | hear voices undamped by antisound. Someone comes by,
hand over hand, pausesto look curioudy in a me: "oh sorry,” she says, and isaway before | can glare at
her. Shit. Therésan arrhythmic banging from up front, asif someone's attacking the walswith a
truncheon. | dide out of my deeping bag and stretch, straining at grab-bars on oppositewalls, then listen
to the voicesin my head --

Manifest up to 60%. New arrival: Atman Jarre. Condition: stable, conscious. Attention: support
to transfer bay, support to transfer bay ... Thetunnd isnarrow, red-lit, meta-walled, like aprehistoric
water ship. | bounce hand-over-hand towards the front end, passing the open control room doors. Boris
isthere, arguing about something with Mik. Lormais strapping herself into ahammock, chattering volubly
about something over avoice-only comm channd: "can't let her do it, we don't have the nitrogen cycle
reserves." | hit the front end module, airlock muzzles opening on al sides, door retracted back into the
hull to keep it internal. | look round. "Y o! Mik --"

It'snot Mik but Lorma, the saturnine biosciences chief. She looks unhappy. "Up dready?’ she asks.
"Yes" | say. "Have you seen Raisa?'

"Huh?1 think she'sin the receiver bay." She points back down the tunnel. "Hack |eft at the end,
antispinwise -- you'll seethe arrows -- got it?"

Her patronizing tone annoys me. "I know my way around. Y ou busy with the payload?' | gesture at the
red- and yellow-striped hatch capping the tunnd. Tiny lights blink around it, cautioning me.

"Yes. You don't want to go through, it's unpressurised right now. Powering up the drones. Check out
with Trotsky; héll tell you." Lormastops and listensto avoicethat | can't here."Y esh, back in the
bridge. I've got to go now."

She turns and kicks away towards another door, that opens before her and disgorges some kind of
maintenance robot. | watch, but the drone pays me no attention. | head back for the bridge.

Borisiswrapped in eyefaces, afull helmet bridging his skull for maximum resolution. | wait in the
doorway until he notices a me: "want something?" he asks, pushing up his goggles.



"Tak."

"If youwant." | hear something, glance down the tunnel to see someone | don't recognize pulling
themsalvesinto a cabin. More voices. "We're coming through now. Been doing lots of training in the
Dreamtime; we rigged a practice universe, ran through this about eighteen times by cranking up our
timebase to a dozen times faster than normal. | think you can settle back for the raid. Rendezvousis due
in point seven megaseconds, eight days. Drones check out green, Lormais seeing to the engineering
upgrades now. Our energy budget is stable for the foreseeable future.”

"What happened while | was deegping?”

"The crew of an attack fleet downloaded itsdlf, that's what happened. Pol Pot and Group Two will initiate
digtractions as soon as-- well. Wereranging in. The enemy isstatic at Sx million klicks right now, abit
far for any direct work. We can't drop athreat cloud, but there's abus on standby which will torch off six
big onesto start things cooking when we launch the drones. They're aquarter of amegaton each,
optimized to pump out mostly visible light and abit of microwaves. Weve got four hundred attack
drones, each with acrew of two piloting by secure control channels. The goa isto get as close aswe can
before being seen, then make afast end-run. Virtualy everything is disposable except the two-way
upload link to Pascal Dreamtime, and that's going to be totaly saturated during the fight."

Thefight. | remember boiling streets, mushy under my feet, the scabbed scorched log-like structure of a
charred Dubrovniki on theway out to the RDV. A man trailing hisskinin the dirt, doughed off at the
hedslike adying insect. "When do we go?' | think | sound eager, but actually there's something else
underneath.

"In due course. Tell me, you ever been part of atiger team, hmm? Ever done a back-door job to test
operationd integrity?"

| stare. "Y ou fingered me." Borisrecoils. | decide I'm not scaring him enough; he might start taking me for
granted.

"I know you were sent here by some Superbright faction. | don't know what you used to do for them but
| can guess, right? We're not planning anything for you, but an indication of your long term planswould
be appreciated.”

"l don't have any,” | say camly. "1 want out. I've seen things you wouldn't believe, done some of them
too. All for shit. And now | want out. Thiswas my ticket, Boris, my last little chore. I'm not going to get
inyour way whatever you do."

"That'sgood." Helooks thoughtful. "But | wouldn't be too sure.”
"Why?' My heart'sin my mouth, I'm edgy with the butterly ssomach of an adrendin rushinfreefall.

"Watch --" he hoses me down with wisdom. Schemata, critica path andyses, clinicaly plotted
intersectionsfrom hisSde of the strategic planning. "I think well makeit. Assuming your controllers
haven't planted atime bomb, some kind of sabotage mechanism --"

"They'vedoneit before." | remember Miramor Dubrovnic, tricked into immolation by a Superbright ruse.
"They're not going to relish agtarship full of rogue humans spreading the news about what they've been
up to among their affluent trading partners.” | grab adangling belt and pull myself over. Borishangslikea
pider in freefdl, a spider wearing avac suit liner and EVA boots.

"The Superbrights sent you to check things out.” He's coal.



"Andthatisal.” | look away. "I told you, | want out. I'm not some kind of loya drone." | shudder,
suddenly dropped back into amemory | wish | could forget -- the Boss, demonic and supercilious,
picking me up and sgueezing with that look on hisface that said, clear asday, you are nothing to me.
"They forfeited my loyaty when they sent me here. Asfar asmy Bossis concerned I'm disposable. A
scratch monkey, hesaid.”

"Want to expand on that?' He triesto hide a sudden sharp interest. | don't need to see him to heer it.

"I have had doubts." I look back at him. "Worse, | listened to the other side. We did thingsthat no one
liked to talk about. Way back, dl it summed was positive; the game was to engineer and maintain the
afterlife. But ... I've seen things. Things| can't talk about.” | swallow. My throat isdry and | don't think |
can tell Boris any more, because the censors the Boss placed in my hindbrain are grumbling in their deep
and threatening to wake up and blast me with nightmaresif | continue. Smoke and mirrors, smoke of
humans burning. ( Ivan, my lvan, long lost to a mushrooming roil of fallout because of one of the
Boss's schemes ...) "If you think we can zap the intruders then that's cool by me. | don't careiif they're
Ultrabrights or something ese. | don't much care what happens afterwards aslong as | don't haveto go
back to serve them. | just want to find somewhere safe to learn to be mysalf. What more can anyone ask
for? Can you tell methat?'

| can't talk any more.

"Let metdl you agtory,” offers Boris. He glances at the door. Taking its cue, the door dides shut.
"Animd."

"Squeep?" The noise comes from something small, dotted under the main dumb-board emergency
console. Something furry.

"Takearan check."

The thing scoots back into one of the maintenance drone access tunnels, too narrow for human access.
"Been living in the Duat, under Anubis thumb, for fifteen years,” he saystiredly. "Do you know why?"

| look at him. He's bald, stocky, double-chinned, not incredibly handsome. Brown, soft eyes. Helooks
niceinaway | don't understand ... asif he's never tried to make anything of himsdlf, never tried to turn
hislifeinto astatement or acriss--

"A broadcast upload washed me up here, leading the pathfinder expedition. | told you that. But did | tell
you about the ... event ... which findly turned me?"

| try to swallow. "Not in detail. Except people like me were ..."

"Not your fault. | should have added: our home was Sirius Intersect, out on the edge of the Inner Centre,
the corespace dominated by the Ultrabrights. We had aterraformed world, ecology stabilised by massive
engineering input. Maintained by a high-tech, low-susperdtition dirt-space mission, of course. Anyway, it
wasn't the assassintion squads that did it. That just alerted us, radicalized ... we began organizing as soon
aswe redlized what was going on."

"But that wasn't the main event. Even then, we thought there was scope for negotiation. A kind of
cold-war standoff, based on game theory and deterrence. But finally they went overt and just told usto
get out. | was on the committee when the Superbrights or Ultrabrights or whoever was running the show
announced that they were withdrawing life support -- just like thet. If we wanted we could be beamed
out, sgna-encoded, to adistant system ... but our whole system -- dirtworld or dreamtime afterlife or
uncolonised rock -- was being coopted. Everyone human who lived there was to shunt into deep stasi's



"They did that?' | say. "It shouldn't be possible!”

"Oh, but they did. Said they needed the timepower, the cycles, more than we did. Phased disintegration.
Everything within two parsecs of Sol was being rebuilt -- we had two years to evacuate an entire planet
before they restructured it. Then they would begin sarlifting, dismantling Sirius-B, the dwarf star, for raw
materid." He grins humourlesdy. "Y ou didn't know they could do that?"

"What did you do?'
"What could we do? We put together a pathfinder team then upload in good order. Then Anubis --

"We sat on our collective assfor fifteen yearsin abackwater hole with asuicide rate that tends towards a
hundred percent ... never saw that, did you? Peoplejust sort of ... bowed out. Couldn't take the
boredom or fear. Or the goon squad conscripted them. But now, who knows? If we can take the
Ultrabright ship and make use of its Dreamtime, well ... dower-than-light would be enough. The nearest
system is Newhaven, rangefive light years -- we could do it in under acentury, given area spaceship.”

"Good luck to you. Boris, why did you shut the door before you told me ..?"

Helooks over his shoulder. The door's sill shut. Helooks back at me. "I think there's a saboteur on
board."

"Say more."

"Pet theory of mine," he says. "Look at it thisway. Y our Boss, your Superbright owners, sent you. Do
you redly think they don't believe in backup systems?’

Someoneisgitting on my grave. | can fed it: anasty sense of rightness. "If that'sthe case, we are all
losers. Including the saboteur. Maybe if we find them -- if they're there at dl -- we can argue with them.
I'll keep my eyes open. But don't count on me succeeding.”

"Why isthat?' he asks.
"I'm not omniscient ..."

Time passesrapidly. We close with the quiescent target, stealth-snesking in from the anti-sunward side,
amost invisble. Aswe gpproach, drones awaken in the payload bay. Hatily rigged wegpons twitch and
track, transceiversrattle and bleep behind shielded test rigs.

Most of us, most of the bodies packed into this metal canister, are tense. There are people everywhere;
inthe tunnel, in the cabins, doubled and tripled up, in the gym, on the bridge ... breathing, coughing,
farting, talking humanity. We take turns degping, three people sharing each cabin. Privacy isa captured
glancein acrowded core module, a quiet word and touch. | want timeto talk to Raisa, but nothing can
be resolved likethis. | know | should tell her what | fedl, but there's no space, no opportunity. | want to
explorethisand | want to find out why, why she has this ambivaence towards me, whilel don't know
quitewhat | fed about her, beit love or something else. Since Miramor I've been trying to tell myself that
the shallow was deep and the deep was unnecessary, but there's no room for that now; | don't
understand why she gets me so upset. | need to come to termswith why | keep rejecting every chance |l
have, thiswilful perversity. She'sno fool, she can probably guessal this, but ... thereisno privacy here.
Just eyes.

Whichishow | participate in the assault; through other people's eyes. Wisdom interfacesarea



many-featured toal. | can sphon off everything my victim feds, integrate and understand it ... whisper
quiet words of adviceintheir ears... A certain nervoustension gripsme as| gt in on their thoughts, a
voyeur ready to take over if it goescritical. That'swhat Boris and Mik wanted, a professona hitter to
take the controls. Still, | am not used to this. I'm a solitary predator wasp, not an army ant. So when the
time comes, when everyoneislying quiet in the close hot darkness of the ship, when the clatter up front
tells me that the drones are dropping free to drift towards our prey, following arain of smart sand spies
-- then | close my eyes and float in amber mind-spaces, and watch through borrowed eyes.

Seventy spaceships close with the intruder in the depths of space. They drift in darkness, forward
surfaces chilled and dark, communicating only over secured quantum channds. Even though it shouldn't
be possible to tap these links, they use astrange, stilted jargon that should mean nothing to robot
ligeners. | watch amap that changes dowly, tracking them over the last thousand kilometres. Thereésa
banging from the payload bay in front as the drones prepare to launch. | listen in on the command channel
as Boristaksto his peers. Theresno placefor mein thisbattle. My jobissmple: to St tight ... and think
the unthinkable.

"Ulianov, Pol Pot, Reagan. Y our eection campaign isready.”

" Acknowledged, Bronstein. Manifestoes are printed. Manifestoes are signed. Posting manifestoes.
Door-stepping voters. Ulianov confirms: all manifestoes are in the post.”

Six blinking dots drop away from the three spacecraft, drifting with dreamlike downess towards the
target.

"Tojo, how are your opinion polls?’

" Opinion pollsready. Polling --" ahuge radar pulse pings out, lighting up the screen -- " The voter is
not responding. Launching decoy manifesto. Manifesto printed, signed and posted.”

Another dot appears, drifting towardsthe target.

" Reagan here. Manifesto delivered. Stand by for adverse press coverage." EMP whites out the
display for amoment as afour megaton blast torches off, fifty kilometres from the target. Then everything
begins to happen very fast indeed.

"Brongtein here. Deploy canvassers.” The drones up front are gearing up for launch, their short-range
thrustersloading the last of their fudl. | can hear the clanks and gurgles underfoot, overhead. Canvassers,
soliciting letha opinions. "' Party summit meeting, what does the chairman say?'

" Churchill here. The chairman thinksit istime for all good persons to come to the aid of the
party." Violet crosses begin to appear on the display, accelerating away from the thickest cluster of
attack ships. They multiply, turning an entire quadrant of the display purple. " Canvassers preparing to
doorstep the voter."

" Pol Pot's manifesto is delivered." The screen blinks again: another nuke pulses gammaradiation inthe
vacuum.

" Kennedy here. The voter appearsto beirritated. Alert! The voter appears to be getting ready to
move to another constituency!"

"Brongtein here. All parties, send out your canvassers now! Commence advertisng saturation! Prepare to
gerrymander! We have an eection campaign. | repeat: we have an eection campaign!”

All hell breaks|oose asthe parties begin sending out canvassers. Each ship disgorges astream of purple



hearts, rosettes, crosses: inbound dronesfaling towards the target starship. The enemy ishelpless, unable
to move -- best estimates indicate it takes weeks to start up a black-hole powered space drive. There's
not alot of point trying to follow the overal battle: it'stoo vast, too inchoate. The fleet mails out press
releases, decoy drones, in al directions. There must be two or three thousand powered entities out there.
So | lock into one of the on-board channds, pams damp, and watch over Lormas shoulder.

A seaof slicon eyes stares up at Lorma as she drifts down towards the target. Perspective shattersthe
illuson of scale: theintruder ishuge, bigger than anything the mind can grasp. | watch through her eyesas
she seesthe structure grow until it becomes aplain of iridescent poppies towards which sheisfdling. My
biotracers see her heart rate increase. Not a simulation, she subvocalises, amantrafor troubled times.

Sheisnot done. Shelooks up, zoomsin ablaze of rangefinder digits and sees other silver snowflakes
descending towards the plain. In the distance avast gout of purplefire lancesinto space, ajet ashuge as
asolar flare. The ground is moving, but doppler radar tracksit at centimetres per second squared.

"I'm doorstepping the voter," calls Mik. Welook round, see hislocation as an amber arrow winking into
adepression in the surface of the world. It seemsto be moving faster now; Lormablips her belly thruster
and the ground comes up and dams againgt her shock absorbers. It dides out from under her until she
dabs some quick setting goo acrossit, holding her in place.

"Metoo!" she whispersinto the comm circuit. "Anyonelisening?'
"Me" | say."Y ou got company."
"Good."

"Down," says someone ese. A chorus starts, spiders ululating at the fleet that istaking evasive action a
hundred kilometers overhead. | have't seen any shooting yet but it'sonly ametter of time. | find it strange
to redisethat weredl actudly inside those ships, prisoners of our meat machines: nobody is down here,
nobody but these drone bodies through which our sensesfeed. Small satellites are deployed around the
dlien starship to relay our comms. Lorma orients herself -- no, she orients her proxy body -- and pulls
down an overlay in our visua field; amap of the surface, as seen by the r-sats. She is on the equator.
Thereisan anomalous patch not far away.

In the distance another droneisvisible, closing with us. Zoom resol ution shows aname printed beneath
its menacing mandibular array; PARVEEN. "Parveen,” says Lorma, and the white noise on the comm
circuit changes.

"Ack?'
"Follow mein."

"Check." They work with the terse ease of long practice. | wonder how long they've spent in the
Dreamtime, rehearsing these moves. | follow Lormas sensorium, whilein my viewfield | notethat all
twenty of Bronstein's canvassers are down. Everyone but Boris and mysdlf. All forces committed. Even
though the intruder has begun to fireits main drive, we have atoe-hold.

Thereisaburnished dab of blue metal set into the hull of the Ultrabright ship. Lorma pauses at the edge,
then strainswith her buttocks asif to defecate. (I twitch uncomfortably: how far does this sensory
synergy go? ) A spiderbomb plops out of the dispenser, grabs hold of the ground and pullsitself along,
emitting atenuous vapour trail. Asit reaches the centre of the patch it detonates. The hexagona patch
seemsto evaporate, asif it has been completdy disrupted by the loca damage. Below it thereisa
yawning darkness.



"Shit," Parveen saystensdy. "What's down there?’

"Going to find out." Another spiderbomb rollsout. Thistimeit driftsto the middle of the entrance and
flares. Magnesium light casts sharp-edged shadows across an empty cavity with tunnelsleading off.
"Therésnothing init!" Lormaexclams. "Looks like some kind of maintenance space. Goingin.”

"Ack." Lormathrows asucker at thefar wal of the cavity, waitsfor it to grab hold, then redshersdf in
on amicro-fine fullerene cable. For an endless, breathless moment | fed her surrogate body hanging in an
abyss, floating in afree-fal womb within the armoured mongtrosity; then tele-redlity clamps down again
and I'm just there, following the assault on an alien spacecraft as a disembodied passenger in her senses.

The skin of the craft isthick and vascular, full of wide passages and random tunnels, fractaly accreted.
Everything seemsto have grown in incredibly intricate organic forms; the determinants of chaos. Lorma
pulls hersalf down towards the floor and gripsit with al six feet. A shadow fdls; Parveen descending, a
fearsome array of laser mirrors extended from her abdomen.

"Look," Lormasays. "Do we go horizontal or verticd?'
"Verticd," suggests Parveen. "That way to the control structures.”
"Affirmative," | add, making myself known. "Go laterd.”

"Okay." | hopethisisright, | think. Two tunnelslead straight down. | note that her sensorsare
registering vacuum and cold; the surfaces are freezing. Vented gas chillsthe walls. She seeswhorls and
crescents of frogt, looks closer. "Hey, check this out. What's it made of 7"

"I've got the kit." Parveen stabs a mess spec termind at the wall and vapourizes atiny chunk. "Hey," she
says, "thisis crazy. Fragments mass up to ten datons ... mostly diamondoid carbon ..." A mass profile
pushesinto my viewfield. " Shit! Solid nanoassemblers”

"S0?' Lormaasks. "It'sdive. Or was. Let'smovein beforeit noticesus." Sheturnsand aims herself at
the nearest downward-leading passage. Sonar is useless; she flashes a searchlight aong it. Darkness. Her
throttle blips open effortlesdy, punching her into the tunndl at breakneck speed.

| track Parveen following her, lagging a adistance. "Brake!" Lorma shouts as a bend lights up ahead of
her like an oncoming train. There's something down there. | almost Sit up in my restraint web, asif by
leaning forward | can see more closaly what her sensors are telling her. Venous patterns weave around
thewadlls of the passage as strands of mist begin to rise around Lorma. Cautioudy she stops her descent
and braces hersaf between the sides of the tunnel. Gas analyss: dmost entirely carbon dioxide. And it's
hot. She switches her sensorsto infrared and suddenly | can see the patterns on the walls more clearly;
pulsng veins

"Do you seewhat | see?" Parveen asked. "Thiswhole ship seemsto be dive!"

"No surprise” | say. "Life gets maximal data packing into the smallest structures... ref DNA for you. This
ship was probably grown from a seed the size of acell.”

"Thanks, Oshi. Pressure's going up ... past point one bar. Hey, this could get sticky. How's comm?"
"I stuck atransponder up top," Parveen says. "There shouldn't be any grey-out.”

"Okay. If you see any recognizable sockets ..."

"Got the patch kit."



| break my attention back to the bridge for amoment. Mik has pulled out of hisdrone. He and Borisare
talking quietly behind me. What ... oh yes. You might as well follow it all on full-immersion, Boris
argues, I'll go into fusion with Trotsky to oversee the dreamtime dump. Mik finally agrees. Who
should | piggyback? Boris names someone. Check. Then they fdl slent, riding the oversaill from the
drone sensoria.

| blink. " Info status."

"You cdled?"

" Wher€e's the coder interface?"

" Surface mounted, down and in place. Receiver is opening now."

| blip to one of the other drones, jump channes until | see a huge phased-array antennaunfurl against the
sars above adarkling plain. It'sRaisa. "How'sit going?" | ask.

"Nomind." She keeps an efficient |ook-out; she's anchored the receiver carefully, and the hefty cable
emerging from it looks about right. I'm abruptly glad that theré's no way she can tell I'm watching over
her shoulder; | get anasty voyeurigtic itch from it, something that makes mefed unclean. "What do you
want to know?"'

"Nothing new," | say. "Seeyou later." | drop briefly back through my own skin, uncomfortable and itchy
infreefdl. | wonder for amoment if sheredly did upload before the incident in the medicentre, or
whether she has some reason for not wanting to talk about it. But thisisn't the time or place for
digtractions. I'm ready to dive back into Lormas proxybody. Things are distinctly odd.

Something or other seemsto be preventing the hot gas mix from breaking out into the vacuum-filled
sections of the tunnel; something impa pable to telefactor senses. Round the bend there's aheat source,
shrouded from view by afoggy condensate of water vapour. Thetunnel widens; Lormaisclingingto a
surface rather than bracing hersalf between walls. Therésaregular chirruping noise, dmost likea
grasshopper thesize of a--

Lormabounces aradar pulse off the surfaces ahead, then opensfire. A scorching flash of laserlight drills
ablack line across the ceiling and down to the floor, bisecting the heat source neatly. A sudden dew of
systems data smears across her optica displays. "Hostile propagandal”

Her droneis standing near the widest point of a spindle-shaped chamber, narrowing to another tunnel at
the opposite end. Some kind of structure is Situated in the middle, rooted at floor and celling. She'shit it.
"What," she says; then theresamournful organ-pipe roar that seemsto enclose usin aphysicd grip. It
rattles her telefactor body like apeain apod. The world flips over lazily, landing her on top of Parveen,
who grabs her with three spare legs. Everything is confused for awhile.

"That must be the thing that keeps the atmospherein,” Parveen says. "Werein anatura venturi ... " The
concedling fog tumblesin shreds, to reved acylindrical object, badly scarred by laserhedt.

" Oh shit," saysLorma. "I've started a blowout.” She sounds cut up about it, and well she might. There's
no way of telling how critica the atmosphereisto internd functioning in the ship. We don't want to
damageit. The turbulence beginsto die avay. Shetriesto use her sonar; oddly, it works. Air pressureis
gabilisng.

"Hey," she says. "Sonar'sworking. Which means.”

Parveen: "Weve been cut off. Onwards and inwards, no? It'sthe only way to go."



"l agree" | say, intervening. "Comm trafficisholding up. The coder isin place. As soon aswe can isolate
acontrol interface to plug thefat pipeinto --"

"Understood.”

But we're eight light-seconds from Pasca . And how long will it take usto figure out an interface
protocol? There's no rule to say that the control space or architecture of an Ultrabright expansion
processor will resemble anything we know about.

| hop channels, looking for moretrouble. | can't fed my body; I'm aghost in the telepresence wires,
unableto localise mysdlf. After afew fasetries| find something interesting: Mik.

Mikhail scansafull circle around his sensor turret. Ahead of him the passage he'sin divergesinto three
prongs, two of them descending towards the core of the alien ship. Veins and ropes of bluelight flutter
just under the skin, which pulsesgently intimewith it. Asif he'sin atunnd under areservoir of luminance,
and athin puncturein thewall would drown him in flashbulb brightness. Some kind of optica storage
system, | guess. So something in here needslight?

"Mik: anyone seen any recognisable structures yet? Or anything?'

He scuttles forwards towards the central tunnel ashewaitsfor areply. The hissng in his ears seemed to
be louder --

"Parveen here. We zapped some kind of structure, localised a blow-out, but no life. No joy. All it seems
to have doneisderted aloca subsystem to take care of the leak. Any ideas?'

"Ack. I'm going deeper." With full-three-sixty degree vison nothing can snesk up on him. He continues
his downward dide, pausing every twenty metresto listen to the wadls. Thetunnd twistsin acrazy
corkscrew around a hidden axis, so that the bends are constantly concealed from view. "Therés got to
be a better way than this! "That centrd axis. | wonder what'sinsde?’

Before | can object, he gects two spiderbombs and sends them scuttling aong the tunnel in opposite
directions. Then he sitsdown, glues hisfeet in position, and listens.

Echoes reverberate through the wall, which isthin and rigid; echoes and the ping! of something
expanding or contracting under the influence of heet. Mikhail zaps asampleinto hismassandyser. More
nanogtructures, fullerene-anchored molecular-scale robotics. Thislot look like interpreters, synthetic
ribosomes specialised to construct components of nanomachines. They'reall dead. It used to bea
nanofactory: now it's bone. "Found structura tissue," he says. He undings histool pack and selectsadrill
bit. It whines and spinsitsdlf into red heat beforethewall gives, churning asmal whirlwind of fragments
into the tunnd. He anchors himsdlf by bracing apair of legs againgt the roof of the tunndl.

Suddenly theresabrilliant flash of blue-green light and a hissthat nearly saturates his sonar. Paydirt.
"Gotchal" he shouts over open circuit. "Inthewald"

"What --"
"Who sad tha?

"-- Clear the channd!" he adds. "It's standard high-bandwidth silicate optics. Probably a backup circuit.
Light'spulsng ..."

Even as he speaksthe light beginsto die, plunging the tunnd into darkness. He steps up his
optoamplifiersand looks at it. | don't know what it meansto him; to meit looksweird. Stringy, glutinous,



muscle-like fibresthat are tranducent, fluorescing with an ugly light in hisUV gaze. Whatever it isit has
weird phase characterigtics.

"Zoom, please" | say.
"Lookslikethered thing!"
"Explain?’ That's not me: that's Nikita, a sallow-faced engineer | barely know.

"High temperature high bandwidth cybernetics” he says. "I've seenit before ... used where
superconductorswon't do. It'salight switching system. Looks pretty homogeneous, figuring ahook-in
will beabitch."

"Check," comes another voice. "So you've got their main circuit keyholed? When can we --"

"Peace," says Mik. "Got to get hooked up and let the protocol analyser loose. Got to find how they
transmit their data. Who saysthey ill use binary logic?'

"Okay." Thevoiceisreuctant; | recognize Boris by his manner, bullish when excited. "1've got your
position locked, feeding track to Ish and Raisa. They're nearest; should give you cover. Uh, therésa
signa from your foreign correspondent, it saysyou should expect --"

Mikhail glances up, suddenly remembering where heis, then anicon flashes carmine, braying in hisear
for atention. Defences come up automatically as ablazing flash lights up the tunnd, shockwaves echoing
round the helix as the 'bomb detonates. Mik rocks on hisfeet, but unlike a human being histelefactor
body isvirtualy immuneto blast. " Shit. I'm too exposed here." He breaks the connection between his
feet and thefloor, shoves himself backwards with dacrity, scuttling away from the unknown intrusion.

"Wait," | say. "Areyou sureit's covered --"

"Stuff it!" Therésafaint vibration in thewals as he pauses, just round the pitch of the spird. ™Y ou want |
should walk into whatever's coming?' His dispenser contracts twice, gecting bombs, on thethird try it
jams. The two wegpons scuttle forwards, clinging to the walls. " Journdists covering the story,” Mik
whispers redundantly. "Where's my cover?'

"That'swhat I've been trying to tell you. Move --"

Theres anoise from behind the curve of wall, afaint pop transmitted through the air as the bombs blow
their tops. Mik braces himself, sensor stalks whipping into socketsin his streamlined body; then the
weaponsignite. The fuel/oxidant aerosol expandsto fill alarge volume beforeit detonates -- the blast
jolts him back on his shock absorbers and ripples down the tunndl. His sonar is an engineering casudty.

"Headlinesmade," he says. "Come on, whereis everybody?' He extends hisfedersand main laser array.
He beginsto move forwards.

"Ish here. We're tracking you, but we got the wrong tunnel mouth. Pitch opposed, okay? WEll bewith
you in three, count that, three minutes. Over."

" Shit. Okay." Mikhail looks at the damage. An unidentifiable char is plastered across one section of
wall; fragments of something or other till drift in the low-gee. "My foreign correspondent isdead,” he
reports; "press conferenceis over, linotype jammed. Moving out -- someone elsed better keyhole the
goopware, okay?'

He tanksforwards, pulling himsdf ong with dl eight legs. One of them isdisturbingly wesk, possibly the



result of adamaged motor. | follow him intently, trying to figure alow-cost track to get him in synch with
the nearest backup. Thetight pitch defeats radar; vigibility islousy. All | can go by isinertia tracking.
And then -- "hey, what's happening?' No reply. Mik freezes. "Areyou dright?' | ask.

Nothing.
Something iswrong.

Everything happens smultaneoudy; there's no time to stop and think. That's best, isn't it? That's how |
wanted it. Thisway you don't have time to think about me, Oshi: asif you ever did. | know you're
ignoring me, the dill smadl voicein the back of your mind, assuming I'm afigment of your imagination.
Well, | cantdk if | want to. You don't haveto listen. But | digress. your Situationisdire.

For onething, the starship is accelerating. Y our friends were far too optimistic about its response time.
As soon asit sensed us, before the drones even touched its surface, it began to power up the drive that
had dropped it into Ridgegap system. The drive kernel isablack hole trapped in amagnetic bottle, like
the smdller hole it used as awegpon: methane dropsin a one end swirlsinto afusion-hot accretion disk,
isblasted out of the other end. Thething is preposteroudy powerful. Luckily for us, it hasamountain to
move; severd hillion tonnes, a starship twenty kilometres long. Acceleration isdow. Even luckier; the
controlling mind was dumber than even | thought possible, little more than arobot placeholder filling an
expansion processor sized for an Ultrabright pilot. It'svery doppy. Y ou can tdl the Ultrabrights havelittle
experience of working in the rea world. Unlike us.

For another thing, we have bandwidth limitations. The drones are demanding, five hundred virtua
presencesto maintain in parale. Then therésthe 'coder link to maintain, not to mention the interface
anaysers, designed to crack the connectionist language of aneura network and alow your human friends
to inject their canniba memesat will. All of thisstrainsyour facilitiesto the max. Bronstein and the other
ships of the fleet are crammed to overflowing, and you're hopel essy under-equipped for such aventure.
What you lack in tools has to be made up for in time. And findly, there's the other thing.

Me.

Y ou've been dreaming about me for long enough, haven't you? But you refuse to admit I'm here. Maybe
refusing to face me down isyour way of asserting your independance. " Saboteur” indeed! Asif | would
be so crude. Y ou betrayed yoursdlf, Oshi. Y ou thought the infodump | downloaded into you was just
passve data, background information for your edification, maybe afew smple surviva routines. You
should have known better. That wisdom cachein your skull isbig enough to buffer an entire mind during
the upload process. Why shouldn't it buffer amind-sized entity going the other way? A mind-sized entity
coming from, say, your Boss? That isto say, apart of me sent to be your very own personal secret
policeman?

| really should resent your rejection, you know. It pains me to see how you've snubbed me at every
turning. | only wanted the best for you. | know | belittled you, called you my little scratch monkey, but it
was not entirely malicious. | have enjoyed your depth of experience grestly, your rash temperament and
vivid nightmares. | cherishyour slly trustin love at first Sght, your occasond homicidd rages and your
sulky silences. But I'm afraid you've gonetoo far thistime, far too far. It'stime to Stop.

| know | told you to report back then go your ownway. | did not anticipate your way of reporting: that
you would do so a immense jeopardy to my other interests. However, | suspected things might get out
of hand, asindeed they have done, and | took precautions. I'm afraid | won't be talking to you again, my
little monkey. | have dready moved out of your wisdom cache, into better accomodation: in due coursell
will tidy up the loose ends and make my report. In parting, let me say that you redly should be more



dispassionate: your tendency to fdl inlovewill blind you to some of the more important el ements of your
predicament, like the exigencies of surviva.

Goodbye ...

| blink back the nightmare voice -- berating me in the Boss's oleaginous tones -- and concentrate on
redlity instead of lurid daydreams. Mik doesn't say anything. | see through his drone eyes, but he doesn't
move. " Satus. How's Mik?" | ask my wisdom.

Therés an uncharacteristic delay: thingsredlly are backlogged. " Anbi guous query. Pl ease
repeat."

"Shit." " Report his conditions.”

"M khail Vann ... biological systens termnal. Brain death inevitable.
Dreanti me access unavail able."

"What the fuck --" Dreamtime access unavailable? "What's wrong with the Dreamtime?"' | demand,
franticaly trying to locate the keys to my own body. "What's Mik dying of, dammit!"

"Bl ood pressure dropping. Cardiac arythmas are ... correction, ventricular
fibrillation is in progress. Al synptons are consequent on nassive
haenorrhage. Dreantinme access has been denied; full bandwidth is already in

use, priority level zero."
"Can't you dump him somewhere? Like the autopilot?'

"Negative. Dunping to non-sapient storage. Dunp failed. Insufficient buffer
capacity."

| open my eyes. "Oh shit." Someone's dying in the dark. The bridgeisared-lit washout, close and
diflingly full. Bodiesfloat, twitching, in restrainer webs, their heads encased in cortex-wrap hemets.
Therésasmedl of unwashed skin, stadefarts, and something else.

My fingers are numb and cold from inactivity. | fumble with my restraints as quietly asl can, lisening. The
door's closed, the only breeze the gentle Sigh of the air recyclers. Bodies twitch gently to either sde:
Borisin degp fuson with the ship conditioning intelligence, Mik riding adistant drone. Lorma, aguy
cdled Izmir and awoman I've never seen before -- emaciated, dfin-eared -- blindfolded into their
machine dreams like the prey of a spidery mind-eater waiting in the shadows. | shiver. Mikhail Vann
dumped. Metabolic functions terminated. Therésafaint ping from one bulkhead, metd clicking
between memory states in the moment between breaths. | loosen the ding around my waist and pull
mysdlf towardsthe ceailing.

" Finger," | cal: ancient Sgnd. " Who's present in real time?"
Nobody but you, theghost echoesin my skull.

"Oh shit," | whisper. "That means--" | look at the door. It's so perfect it takes my breath away with
horror: so obvious! How could | be so careless? | grab the webbing support above me, yank mysdlf up
towards the gridded, dust-smudged roof, prepare to work my spidery way towards the equipment
locker by the door -- through shadows of concealment, fat ot of useif they find me -- when everything
goesdark and | loose my body sense. The damn interface has come back to life: someone's demanded
my attention and | can't shut them out because it's an emergency.

"Cover me" says Parveen. In the gloom she can just make out Lormamanoeuvring round, extending



wespons. Her attention isfocused on the wall, thetip of her drill, the vanishing point wherethey
converge.

"We need cover," she remarks. "Tracking has goneto shit. Some kind of antibody system --" She blinks
me amap, hollow wormswriggling with spidery drones scattered through them, red blotchesindicating
danger. " Can you send back-up? We have apipelineto lay."

"Il try," | whisper, thinking damn, my commitments; | know I'm needed elsewhere, but ...

The map isclear. Nineteen purple drones are present. | check aroute, swap channels: " Janec, you're
needed back up second on your left. Scatter sounders behind you and moveit!"

"Ah shit. Urgent?"
"No," | mutter. "Just two friends are going to get zapped if you don't hurry.”

"Ack." He getsthe point; his blip beginsto move. Thetunnel he leavesis marinated in an amber glow,
security downgraded.

"What's your interface preference?’ | ask Parveen. "What you found?’

"Nexus. Looks pretty standard when you get down to the ultrastructure. There's some kind of fat pipe
buried under the nanojunk. A standard high-bandwidth artery. I'm going to burn the surface and patch
in"

"What with? Thedrill?"

"No," she mutters. "Going to use the laser on low-power, shortest wavelength. Itll cut cold." Mirrors stir
and uncail in along chain of flashing brightness from her dorsd surface; atargeting display flickers across
thewall.

"Raisa," shecdls, "l don't have the protocol. Y ou ready for download?’
Raisa sounds preoccupied. "Theresalot of it: it'll blank you for afew seconds --"
"Doit!" Lormaexcdams.

For amoment | fed very strange: then dl senses are out to lunch. Only heartbeat remains, pulsing an
eternd mantrain black slence. What's going on? | wonder, just this sde of instant panic. Some kind of
total bandwidth signal? Shit! | didn't realiseit would be this demanding --

| see stars. The gunsight has changed, providing depth read-outs. | can see ultrastructure, eyes zooming
into coiled distance, the blue lucent flare of pseudocrystasrefracting laser light. ™Y ou have control," Raisa
intones. "Ready to go ahead?"

"Check," say Parveen. | watch, fascinated. "Drilling ... now." A violet contrail eruptsfrom the mirrors; an
ionisation path from the laser beam. Thin smoke trickles from the spot on the wall. Lorma shuffles
nervoudy, extending and retracting her wegponsin ajerky, rhythmic fidgeting.

"Warning," Raisaadds. "I've got two opposition candidates plotted, approaching now. They're about
three minutes away, coming from your end Lorma." | back out, checking status. The red haze of danger
is spreading, chambers coming dive with death-awareness.

"Breakthrough," says Parveen. The laser shut off, and she haf- retracts her mirrors. Ddlicate work lies
ahead. Sheloads her comlaser and powersit up, then moves closer to the hole. It cools rapidly; no



damage. A thin blue radiance glittersinside the eggshell-thin gperture.
"Inbound candidates, range sixty seconds,” says Raisa.
"Shit!" Lormaturnsto face down the tunnel, foot-sensors aready active and tracking the approach.

Parveen easesthe laser probein, stops at the first impact. "L ooks standard.” Behind her abrilliant
flicker-flash lights up the tunnd; from agreat distance | hear Lorma scream -- whether from pain or
aurpriseisimpossibleto tell. "Cool handshake. Hey, thisisa vanilla Dreamtime coupling! Totally standard
architecture! Bigwin! Bigwin!" The comlaser fillsthe world; the laser means everything. The circuitsgo
crazy with cheering. Chittering whirring mindlife closesin, examining the virtua spacefor prior

occupancy. For amoment she holdsit in place: blue sgnasflicker in the corners of my visua fiedd and |
suddenly redlise I'm not on priority cal any more, | can disconnect, and I'm just pulling out when she
ramps up the download, funnelling everything we can pull out of the Pascal Dreamtime

down thelineinto the hijacked starship's Dreamtime,
Everything goes black. And it stays that way when | open my eyes.

"Boris. Raisa. Anyone. Help." I'm scared. I'm blind. Childlike, | pull my handsto my face. Nothing!
Boweslike ice-water with fear. | can see absolutely nothing. Wisdom. No response -- just white noise
in the bottom left corner of my visua fidld, an array of fractal seashdls exploding into the night. "Oh shit.”
Hey, self-test -- my eyesblink green, red, blue, left-right up-down, flashing in test card patterns of
reassurance. Okay, everything works, I'm not blind. It's just gone very dark in here. | wonder why ...

Sart. Reach up and touch your face. Feel the skin, tight, smooth, tense. Don't poke your eye by
accident, it hurts. The other hand, whereisit? Ah, wrapped in a death-grip round a trailing
anchor strap. Reach out and touch it, touch somebody ... something hard. Celling, | guess. | red
mysdf inlikeafish onaline, bird on awire, beggar girl in the streetstrailing grubby finger dong wall to
keep track. And there | am: one hand resting pam-down on the roof of the bridge, free fdl, nothing
doing. Now stop and listen.

There's nothing to hear. No air vents whispering. No drone maintenance crew chittering. No cresk and
ping of hull expanding and flexing in the interplanetary chill. A very faint breathing, arasp likeasore
throat -- it will be sore, if its owner survivesthis unnerving night -- and the vacuous buzz of wisdom.
Which iswrong. Wisdom should be fully active al thetime. Unless-- bandwidth conservation isin effect.
""Should have known better,” | tell mysdlf, subvocdisng. "Thisisthewindow of vulnerability." The
vacuous buzz isaroar, athunder like the end of the world: I've been screening it out, or I'd go mad.

Everything is pouring down the gatecoder channel, dinging into the dataspace insde the intruder at a
rate measured in millions of minds per minute. They got the protocol right, it'sjust an extended dreamtime
system with nanoforms glommed onto the base architecture like leeches. The ship didn'teven have a
caretaker Al. We must have been right about the Ultrabrights -- they don't like travelling done. So the
attack ship isbasicdly just another big dumb object, built to go fast and explode. We've conquered it,
like apack of canniba shrews pulling down atiger. Now were uploading everything we caninto it,
draining Pascal's refugee Dreamtime into this mobile monstrosity, preparing to set course for another
solar system. But where is everyone? Why isit dark? | have abad feding about this.

Him. He knows.... Mikhail. Only he's dead, isn't he? Now who could have killed him? Three guesses.

| wish | paid more attention when | found | wastalking to mysdlf. But you're gone now, aren't you? My
murderous passenger, what are you? A fragment of Bosss overmind? Damn, | should have listened to
your mumbling. But | was afraid. Going crazy in the solitude of the axid redoubt. Maybe you were going



crazy faster than | was, else you wouldn't have felt the need to talk. Superbrights need company to stay
sane. Only now you've found another host ... and you're making sure we don't escape to put aspanner in
your works.

I'd beangry if | wasn't so frightened.

Theair inthe capsuleisgrowing stale, humid and close and bregthy. | breath through my nostrils, aert for
amdls. Staefood, swest, the acrid scent of tension. | tap the ceiling softly, trying to find the support
ganchion. Got it. Thereésahard runner under my fingertips, metalic-cold, nothing like thewarm live
wood of Sdazar Station. | cling to it with fingertips, dowly stretch my body, drag mysdlf up until toes
brace celling and my sense of direction flips.

I'mafly. | crawl dong theroof, inverted in total darkness, listening to the breathy rasp and twitch of my
companions. The celling is cool, vibrating softly to my touch. Like an intelligent insect, | anticipate an
unseen swatter: my heart tumbles and coilsin my mouth, pulse pounding in my ears. | brush asdethe
dangling restraint straps that |ace the room like an invisible spiderweb. Ignore the white-noi se wisdom.
My eyes go sdlf-test, one two three four, flash through primary and fusion colours....

Ouch. Fingers. Something hard raps me across the knuckles. | fed around with my right hand, trying to
work it out: my toes, meanwhile, | grip the stanchion. Somewhere around here there's an equipment
locker with toolsinit. A doorframe. My fingernails skitter across dick metal, recessed behind a gasket.
It's shut. Hey --

| fee my way round the side of the door. | dide gently, fingers gliding close to the wal. Something bumps
againgt my back, drifts away again snorting: | tense, but it'sjust adeactivated drone. | guess even the
autopilot -- Trotsky -- isside-tracked by the monotonous humming of the download process.

There are handles, athin rapping noise when | tap thewall -- | scrabble, hunting. Leverage, damn, let
me get my legsround ... yes. It dides open smoothly asif onrails, athin pand drawer. There are things
init--

Light.

Theresapale glow inthe back of the drawer. | see shapes, shadows stark as blindness against the green
emergency bioluminescence. My visonishazy, tears globbed onto my eyelashesfrom relief: I'm not ill,
itsdl right ... or wrong, but I'm intact, that'strue. | grab for the boxy pack clipped next to the airmask.
It'swarm, plasticky, and as| liftit outit chirps. " Security. Identify yoursel f. Authorisation

"Oshi Adjani," | say.
"Aut horisation inadequate. Alert: this unit is being stolen. Help!"

| blink &t it, damn the white noise -- then redise only | can hear it. It'syelling insde my head. Something,
at least, can ignore the saturated silent roar of wisdom. The darm is so dumb it doesn't even redlise that
nobody'slistening. | fumblein the grainy dimness, ripping open the flap and pulling out the hard metdl
machineingde. It'saconcussion bolter, a nasty shipboard security device -- incgpable of penetrating the
hull, a shock wegpon capable of pulsing flesh into mangled jelly on contact. Single shot. | fed queasy just
thinking about it. | know I've killed before, but | have afeding that thisis going to be different. Someone
| probably know has been parasitized by afragment of the Bosssimagination. | stare at the contents of
the cupboard for amoment, but there's nothing el se in there worth taking but the torch. Every moment |
delay is... well. | grab the torch, glance over my shoulder to locate the manua door handle, then shut it
off.



Darkness again.

| fumble the handle, get hold of it, and crack the sedl. No light. It must be as dark in the access tunndl as
itison the bridge. And cool, growing colder. Theré's no noise of circulating air.

Push. Wasiit like this so long ago? Misty unbresthed air rimes my nodtrilslikefrogt. It is getting cold.
The hegt exchangers must be down. | canimagine myself again, unable to see, alittle girl cowering behind
amud hove, wondering if sheisto be beaten tonight. It's so long ago that it fed s asif the memory

bel ongs to another person -- dl except the pain. The bolter isaheavy lump in my left hand. | didethe
door open until | canfed the edge; then | dip through. Theresagrabrail on the oppositewall and | drift
for aheart-stopping second until | fetch up againgt solid meta with ajarring thump. Supid, too hard.
Wherés Raisa? | try to remember. | want to check on her, see sheé's dright. There are two rooms.
Radia, around the passage. Which way? If that wasthe door, it must be ...

Squeak.

I'm flat againgt the wall -- don't know how | did it in total silence -- nothing's doing. That may have been
adoor opening. The bridge door? Maybe. | can't fed any air movements. There's nobody breathing but
me. For amoment | think I'm back in the dark tunnels under Dragulic. But | know where the doors are,
thistime. Ivan isn't here, but my lover issafe. No fiery pillar of smoke, no shockwaves pumping through
the sawers. Up to my right. Near where I've gone to ground, there's amovement.

| stay frozen forever, until black spots dance in the night before my eyes. When | finaly haveto breathe |
raise one hand to my mouth, draw great juddering gulps of air and hyperventilate until blotches of slver
saturate my vison and | fed dizzy. Then | reach out with numb fingers and take hold of the grabrail. |
drag mysdlf dowly dong, trying to figure which room to eyeball firdt. | tend to drift in the microgeefield,
and it'shard to tell wherel am, but | don't dare use the torch yet. I'm alonein thistunnel, and yet
something warns me I'm in danger. What's going on? Why are the lights down? Isthe Bossreally making
anend run or am | jumping at shadows?

The cold bites at my bones as my fingers grip the end of therall, where it vanishesinto nothing. There
could be anything here. An endless void into which | would fall like astone, adiscontinuity, aplacein
which dreams come dive and the shadow of Anubis stretches overhead. | shudder. | ask mysdlf, why
didn't | start asking questions sooner? But the question comes yearstoo late. | raise the torch and hold
it next to the bolter then, just for amoment, blink it on.

I'm afly -- and I'm about to fdl into agiant's pupil.

It'sthe tunnel. I'm on the edge of the abyss; it Stretches ahead of me for twenty metres, narrowing to a
black vanishing point. Sick green shadows, ghastly reflections. | see mysdlf in aburnished hatch cover: |
look like desth's envoy, holesinstead of eye sockets. Flick and the torch isout. | saw the doors. One of
them is nearby: the system access bay, nerve centre of the Bronstein, where the main flight control
processors are racked in banks behind anonymous screen panels. Its sedl isopen, but | doubt the feeble
torchlight will have penetrated.

| yank mysdlf hand-over-hand towardsit and balance just behind the rim, holding my breath. Bolter, left
hand: torch, right hand. Ready? Breathe out ... wait ... breathe in. Ready to roll forward and hit
the door? Ack. Now ... go!

Thump. The hatch bouncesinwardsand | follow it into the cramped cabin which lights up liketheingde
of adecaying log, heart in my mouth, right arm outstretched with the torch and theré's afaint whine,
globuleson black drifting inthe air on afamiliar sml of shit and something more basic, more metallic, the
amdl of desth itsdlf.



"Ye-AHH!" | ydl. Bodiesfloating, moving, blood still spouting from aripped throat -- * hold it!" Cloud
of darknessin front of me, point the bolter inward and use the hatch for body-cover --

" Freeze."

All she hasisaknife, but | freeze dl the same. The cabin emergency light winks on and etches everything
on my memory like an acid burst. She's on the other side of the room, and she has a powerknife. It's
wherethe point is placed that stops me breathing.

Mikhall driftsagaingt his straps, eyes blindly staring at the celling, mouth wide. The second mouthin his
throat isdry, raw, itsfalselips peded back from his carotid vein. The other one, | can't recall her name,
floats like aloose sack of bonesin aweb of restraints. A great black bubble of liquid glisgens and quivers
below her chinlike agoitre the size of askull. Thethird oneisgtill thrashing, pulled out of interface
involution by the knife Raisa has drawn across her throat.

Raisa opens her eyes and looks at me, asking hey, why are you here? Isit time yet? before | see her
pupils dilate and she opens her mouth because sheisjust realisng what is happening --

"Let her go," | say quietly. | fedl hollow, scooped-out because | know it won't work, so | try it again: "let
her go."

Something happensto her face. It warpsinto an expression of animal cunning, supercilious contempt,
overweening arrogance.

"Oghi: if | let her go now she won't dump to Dreamtime. Y ou know that. Cognitive bandwidth blocks are
in effect. Why make things harder?'Y ou know it makes sense.”

It'sthe Boss. Insde Raisa's skull, the way he wasinsde mine. Only Raisadoesn't have any of the
anti-tampering wetware |'ve got. She's a prisoner in her own body.

He sounds like sweet reason on cyanide. | grind my teeth, keep my finger loose on the trigger although
I'm longing to mash it down and smear his head acrossthe wall -- but that would take Raisawith him.

"Let her go," | repeat. "Doiit. | won't shoot. Trust me.”

The Superbright fragment laughs. "trust me! Y ou never listened before. Y ou asked questionswhen | told
you not to. And now you expect meto trust you?'Y ou put too much faith in your own rdiability."

The Boss kegpsthe knife pointed at me. It's astand-off: the knifeis powered up, liable to cut through
metal liketissue. If it getsloosein hereit could take out half the ship's control systems before | could
catichit. Moreimportantly, it will certainly bresk the Dreamtime pipe, destroying millions of mindsin
upload.

"When did you take her?"

"Earlier than you thought. Not in the medicentre -- that was just ameat puppet. | must say | am
disappointed in you, my dear. Even the tapeworm was smart enough to see how you could be
manipulated. No: | laid the groundwork earlier, in the Necropalis. But | only moved house, asit were,
recently: when she downloaded. Heshisfrall, isit not?1 think she may even have thought it was her own
idea. Would you like to ask her?"

| don't move. | don't trust mysalf to speek.

The Bossadds, judt alittle petulantly: "1'm doing thisfor your own good.”



"Let mebethejudgeof that,” | say. Cdmisasmal bird fluttering within my ribs. Everything isred and
grainy, shadowslong and huge. A great tearing fills my head, raw data seething through the coopted
wisdom channels on itsway to the downlink into the berserker expansion space. A waterfal of memes,
filling the hollow head. | remember Dragulic, the front door bursting open. | remember the castle, aface
crumbling under my fingers. Laughing, loving. My uncle, preparing to cut, amockery of asmile. Trust me

"Won't you let me go?' Raisaasksinasmdl voice: | cantel it'sher, not the Boss. "I'll do anything you
want --"

Her facewarpsagain. "No. Youll just change your mind."
| shudder. | see Raisago limpin hisgrip. Red-out anger. " Why?" | demand.

"Why anything?' He sounds dmost amused by my presumption in questioning him. "'l exist. You exigt.
Isn't that enough for you? Little monkey, you are afoal. Y ou think about betrayal, but you could never
betray me. I've been two steps ahead of you al dong. Y our little contrivances, your thought-experiments
with treachery, serve to impress no-one. Y our resolution to learn who you are, to lead an independent
life, all waversat thefirst offer of awarm bed and an empty mind. Y ou do not have what it takesto
understand this universe, Oshi. Leave destiny to the red intellects, and go pick fleasfrom your smian
partners! 1'd be doing you afavour if | --" the knife blade twitches.

| shiver hot and cold, but nothing much happens. Am | dedling with apsychopath? Thisisthe Boss -- but
without the cool, unsympathetic intellect. He's a pae shadow leering out of Raisas solen face. Then the
shadow fades from view for amoment. Raisalooks a me with her own eyes, then Sdeways, at the
corpse floating open-throated near the centre of the room. "He's mad, Oshi. Think what you will about
mebut | couldn't ..." She stops.

| try to breathe: "Let her go. Times change. The outside ... we don't know what's going on, Boss. These
may be the only human survivors|eft. Y ou need them, need us. If thisworks, if we succeed --"

"It won't." The hateful faceisback. | wouldn't have believed how aien the same skin, same muscle could
look with adifferent occupant behind it. | think | know what is happening, and | would gladly die rather
than participate, but theres no way out. "The monkeys have stolen the tool of their betters. If you
succeed, if thisdump works-- and it can -- you'll have awhole new mobile Dreamtime; astarship
capable of carrying you out of thisplace. | can't dlow that.”

"Why not?" | ask; keep himtalking ...

| can't let the bolter drift off-target. Hed have the control bay open like aclamshdl. My fingersaredimy
where they grip the ceramic moulding of the one-shot. The Boss soundsincreasingly raw: ™Y ou think you
have seen evil, but what you have seen isjust amirror of what humanity hasinflicted on itsdf for milennia
Thereisworse! Would you open the gates of Hell, plunging billionsinto terror just because the next
generation of Intelligence has transcended your petty comprehension? Would you fight your betters, for
having the temerity to exist? Oshi, you havelogt. Y our kind lost centuries ago, before they built thefirst
laboratory prototype of the Dreamtime. That | am here now isasign of your defeat.”

"Isthat al?' | ask. It'sso cold in here, my breath mists before me. But the coldest placein theroomis
insdemy heart.

Raisa opens her mouth, closesit again. She's burgting to say something, just bursting. And it is her.

"Isthat thetruth, Oshi?' she asksplaintively. "Is-- he-- tdling the truth?" She glances a me, dightly



cross-eyed: trust me, she seemsto be saying, smiling redly serene, asif she knowsthat the dance
movement she's choreographing has only one possibleending ...

"Itis" | .

"Then -- | think | could have loved you --" She gtartsto twist round. Some kind of struggle isgoing on.
The powerknife curls towards the vital control racks, and -- forgive me -- | pull the trigger because the
Bossisdetermined, and | can see histarget. (The front panel instalation on the autopilot bay. Next to the
arlock controls)) And | can't judtify that risk, no way -- not with eight hundred million lives at stake.

| think Raisa's occulted completely, her persondity driven under by the force of hiswill. It makesno
difference, because the outcome is the same. One body, one death. It'sabig SPLAT noise it thumpsmy
earsasit sprays blood everywhere, just like a sack of juice dropped out of atenth-story window onto
white sunbleached concrete, and it's not even human, redlly, not so you'd recognize it afterwards.

Everything isgrainy and black and glistening and my forehead iswet and my earsareringing and | can't
seetoo well. Theréswater or something in my eyes. Upload isimpossible; the white noise in my wisdom
interface roars on and on forever, anation in flight to their new home. Raisais dead. She won't bejoining
them, now or ever. | fed like ahollow statue, just ashell really, not human any more. I've been trying to
get there for years, somewhere safe from trauma, somewhere where they won't keep dragging me
through hell, only now I'vefound it | don't want it. Because | need to hurt. | don't want to fed this...
absence. | want to hurt. Raisa: | don't know whether | was obsessed with you because the Boss was
devioudy diddling my responses, or because | redlly meant it. But now I'll never have achanceto say
what | wanted to say, which was mainly, "l want to loveyou'". It'sal over again, theway it dways ends.
They put me together and send me out again and | kid mysdlf that thistime will be different, but it never
is. I'm the scratch monkey: useit like a scraich pad, throw it away, or maybefix it up and useit again 'til
it bresks. I've had enough. All the pain is boiling up, demanding recognition.

I'm holding the power knife. | look at it, carefully switch off the vibrator so it won't do any real damage,
and hold it real close. It'sshimmery, kind of pretty in asort of gunmetal way. The handleis dick with shit
stitched through with blood. Raisa, why did you do it? Did you know something you never told me? Or
did you just get tired of trying to break on through? Shit. | love that moire effect on the knife blade: it's,
magnetic. The pain isthreatening to boil over, and | want to hurt. Theré's only oneway | know how to
do it to mysdlf, because I'm made of sheet stedl and ice and nothing can touch me any more except --

| hold it closer. Then | cut out my eyes.
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