TI GER, BURNI NG
Al astair Reynol ds

It was not the first time that Adam Fernando's investigations had taken him
this far fromhonme, but on no previous trip had he ever felt quite so
perilously renpte; so utterly at the nercy of the machines that had copied him
frombrane to brane Iike a slowy randoni sing Chi nese whi sper. The technicians
inthe Ofice of Scrutiny had al ways assured himthat the process was
infallible; that no essential part of himwas being discarded with each
duplication, but he only ever had their word on the matter, and they woul d say
it was safe, wouldn't they? Menory, as always, gained foggy holes with each

i nstance of copying. He recalled the precise details of his assignment—the
awkward nature of the problembut he couldn't for the life of himsay why he
had chosen, at what nust have been the very last minute, to assune the

physi cal enbodi ment of a man-sized wal ki ng cat.

When Fernando had been reconstituted after the final duplication, he cane to
awareness in a half-open metal egg, its inner surface still slick with the
resi due of the biochenical products from which he had been qui ckened. He pawed
at his whorled, matted fur, then willed his retractile claws into action. They
wor ked excellently, requiring no special effort on his part. A portion of his
brai n must have been adapted to deal with them so that their unsheathing was
al nost involuntary.

He stood fromthe egg, taking in his surroundings. H s colour vision and depth
percepti on appeared reassuringly human-normal. The qui ckening room was a
grey-wal | ed netal space under standard gravity, devoid of ornamentation save
that provided by the many scientific tools and instruments that had been
stored here. There was no wel comng party, and the air was a touch cool er than
conventional taste dictated. Scrutiny had requested that he be all owed

enbodi ment, but that was the only concession his host had nade to his arrival.
Whi ch coul d nmean one of two things: Doctor Meranda Austvro was doing all that
she could to hanmper his investigation, w thout actually breaking the |law, or
that she was so blissfully innocent of any actual w ongdoing that she had no
need to butter himup with formal niceties.

He tested his claws again. They still worked. Behind him he was vaguely aware
of an indolently swi shing tail.

He was just sheathing his claws when a door whisked open in one pastel-grey
wal I . An aerial robot enmerged swiftly into the room a collection of dul

nmet al spheres orbiting each other |ike clockwork planets in some mad,

mal functioning orrery. He bristled at the sudden intrusion, but it seened
unlikely that the host would have gone to the bother of quickening himonly to
have her aerial nurder himimediately afterwards.

"I nspect or Adam Fernando, O fice of Scrutiny,"” he said. No need to prove it:

t he necessary authentication had been enbedded in the header of the graviton
pul se that had conveyed his resurrection profile fromthe repeater brane.

One of the larger spheres answered himofficiously. "OF course. W el se m ght
you have been? W trust the quickening has been perforned to your genera
satisfacti on?"

He picked at a patch of danmp fur, suppressing the urge to shiver. "Everything
seens in order. Perhaps if we noved to a warner room. " Hi s voi ce sounded
normal enough, despite the alterations to his face: maybe a touch | ess deep
than normal, with the nerest suggestion of feline snarl in the vowels.
"Naturally. Doctor Austvro has been waiting for you." "I'msurprised she
wasn't here to greet ne."

"Doctor Austvro is a busy woman, I|nspector; now nore than ever. | thought
someone fromthe O fice of Scrutiny would have appreciated that."

He was about to nention something about comon courtesies, then thought better
of it: even if she wasn't listening in, there was no telling what the aerial

m ght report back to Austvro.

"Perhaps we'd better be nmoving on. | take it Doctor Austvro can find tine to



squeeze nme into her schedule, nowthat |I'malive?"

"OfF course," the machine said sniffily. "It's some distance to her |aboratory.
It might be best if | carried you, unless you would rather |oconote."
Fernando knew the drill. He spread his arms, allowing the cluster of flying

spheres to distribute itself around his body to provide support. Small spheres
pushed under his arms, his buttocks, the padded bl ack soles of his feet, while
ot hers nudged gently agai nst chest and spine to keep himbal anced. The | argest
sphere, which played no role in supporting him flew slightly ahead. It
appeared to generate sone kind of aerodynamic air pocket. They sped through

t he open door and down a long, curving corridor, gaining speed with each
second. Soon they were moving hair-raisingly fast, dodgi ng round hairpin bends
and through doors that opened and shut only just in tinme.

Fer nando renenbered his tail and curled it out of harm s way.

"How long will this take?" he asked.

"Five minutes. We shall only be journeying a short distance into the

i ncl usion.”

Fernando recalled his briefing. "Wat we're passing through now this is al
human built, part of Pegasus Station? We're not seeing any KR-L artefacts
yet ?"

"Nor shall you," the aerial said sternly. "The actual business of

i nvestigating the KR-L machinery falls under the renit of the Ofice of
Exploitation, as you well know Scrutiny's business is confined only to

peri pheral matters of security related to that investigation.”

Fernando bristled. "And as such . . ."

"The word was 'peripheral', Inspector. Doctor Austvro was very clear about the
ternms under which she would permt your arrival, and they did not include a
gui ded tour of the KR-L artefacts."

"Perhaps if | ask nicely."

"Ask whatever you like. It will make no difference."” Wile they sped on—n
silence now, for Fernando had decided he preferred it that way—he chewed over
what he knew of the inclusion, and its significance to the Metagovernment.
Hundr eds of thousands of years ago, humanity had achi eved the neans to

col oni se nearby branes: squeezing biol ogi cal data across the hyperspatial gap
into adj acent realities, then growing living organi sms fromthose patterns.
Now t he Met agovernment sprawl ed across thirty thousand dense- packed
braneworlds. Yet in all that time it had only encountered evi dence of one
other intelligent civilisation: the vanished KR-L culture.

Furt her expansion was unlikely. Physics changed subtly from brane to brane,
limting the possibilities for human col oni sati on. Beyond fifteen thousand
realities in either direction, people could only survive inside bubbles of
tanpered space tine, in which the | ocal physics had been tweaked to simulate
honebrane conditions. These 'inclusions' becane increasingly difficult to

mai ntain as the local physics grew nore exotic. At five kilonmetres across,
Meranda Austvro's inclusion was the snmallest in existence, and it stil

requi red gigantic support machinery to hold it open. The Metagovernnent was
happy to shoul der the expense because it hoped to reap riches from Austvro's
i nvestigations into the vanished KR-L cul ture.

But that investigation was supposed to be above-topsecret: the mere existence
of the KR-L culture officially deniable at all levels of the Metagovernnent.
By all accounts Austvro was close to a shattering discovery.

And yet there were | eaks. Someone close to the operati on—Aaybe even Austvro
her sel f —aas bl abbi ng.

Scrutiny had sent Fernando in to seal the leak. If that nmeant shutting down
Austvro's whol e show until the cat could be put back into the bag (Fernando
could not help but smle at the metaphor then he had the necessary

aut hori sati on.

How Austvro woul d take it was another thing.

The rush of corridors and doors slowed abruptly, and a nonent |ater Fernando
was deposited back on his feet, teetering slightly until he regained his

bal ance. He had arrived in a nuch |arger roomthan the one where he had been



qui ckened, one that felt a good deal nore wel com ng. There was plush white
carpet on the floor, confortable furniture, soothing pastel decor, various
honel y kni ckknacks and tasteful objets d art. The rock-effect walls were
interrupted by lavish picture wi ndows overl ooki ng an unlikely garden, conplete
wi th wi nding paths, rock pools and all manner of inmported vegetation, laid out
under a soothing green sky. It was a convincing sinulacrumof one of the nore
popul ar holiday destinations in the | owthousand branes.

Meranda Austvro was reclining in a silver dress on a long black settee.

Pl ayi ng cards were arranged in a circular formation on the coffee table before
her. She put down the one card that had been in her hand and beckoned Fernando
to join her.

"Wl come to Pegasus Station, Inspector," she said. "I"'msorry | wasn't able to
greet you sooner, but |'ve been rather on the busy side."

Fer nando sat hinself down on a chair, facing her across the table. "So | see."
"A sinmple gane of C ock Patience, Inspector, to occupy nyself while |I was
waiting for your arrival. Don't imagine this is how |l'd rather be spending ny
afternoon. "

He decided to soften his approach. "Your aerial did tell ne you' d been
preoccupied with your work."

"That's part of it. But | nust admit we botched your first quickening, and
didn't have time to wait around to see the results a second tine."

"When you say ' bot ched’ "

"I neglected to check your header tag nore carefully. Wen all that cat fur
started appearing . " She waved her hand dismissively. "I assuned there'd
been a m stake in theprofile, so | aborted the quickening, before you reached
| egal sentience."

The news unnerved him Fail ed qui ckenings weren't unknown, though, and she'd
acted legally enough. "I hope you recycled ny renmains."

"On the contrary, Inspector: | nade good use of them" Austvro patted a
striped orange rug, spread across the length of the settee. "You don't nind

do you? | found the pattern quite appealing."

"Make the nost of ne," Fernando said, trying not to sound as if she had

touched any particular nerve. "You can have another skin when |I leave, if it
nmeans so much to you."

She clicked her fingers over his shoulder, at the aerial. "You may go now,
Cal i ph."

The spheres bustled around each other. "As you wi sh, Doctor Austvro."

When Fernando had heard the whi sk of the closing door, he | eaned an el bow on
the table, careful not to disturb the cards. He brought his huge whi skered
head cl ose to Austvro's. She was an attractive woman, despite a certain steely
haut eur. He wondered if she could snell his breath; how uniquely,

distastefully feline it was. "I hope this won't take too nmuch time, for both
our sakes. Scrutiny wants early closure on this whole ness."
"I"'msure it does. Unfortunately, | don't know the first thing about your

i nvestigation." She picked up a card fromone part of the pattern, exanined it
with pursed lips, then placed it down on top of another one. "Therefore I'm
not sure how | can help you."

"You were inforned that we were investigating a security hole.™

"I was inforned, and | found the suggestion absurd. Unless | amthe
perpetrator.” She turned her cool, civil eyes upon him "lIs that what you

thi nk, Inspector? That | amthe one | eaking information back to the honebrane,
ri sking the suspension of my own project?"

" 1 know only that there are | eaks."

"They could be originating fromsoneone in Scrutiny, or Exploitation. Have you
consi dered that?"

"W have to start sonewhere. The operation itself seenms as good a place as
any."

"Then you're wasting your tine. Return down-stack and knock on soneone el se's
door. I've work to do."

"Why are you so certain the | eaks couldn't be originating here?"



"Because—firstly—+ do not accept that there are | eaks. There are nerely
statistical patterns, coincidences, which Scrutiny has |atched onto because it
has nothing better to do with its time. Secondly, | run this show on ny own.
There is no roomfor anyone else to be the source of these non-existent

| eaks. "

"Your husband?"

She smiled briefly and extended a hand over the coffee table, pal mdown. A
figure—a grave, clerical-looking man in bl ack—appeared above the table's
surface, no larger than a statuette. The nan nmade a gesture with his hands, as
if shaping an invisible ball, then said sonething barely audi bl e—Fernando
caught the phrase 'three hundred' —then vani shed again, |eaving only the
arrangenent of playing cards.

Austvro sel ected another, examined it once nore and returned it to the table.
"My husband di ed years ago, Inspector. Edvardo and | were deep inside the KR-L
machi nery, protected by an extension of the inclusion. My husband's speciality
was acausal mechanics .. ." For a noment, a flicker of humanity interrupted

t he conposure of her face. "The extension collapsed. Edvardo was on the other
side of the failure point. | watched himfall into KR-L spacetine. | watched
what it did to him"

"I"'msorry," Fernando said, wi shing he had paid nore attention to the

bi ogr aphi cal briefing.

"Since then | have conducted operations alone, with only the nachines to help

me. Caliph is the nost special of them | place great value on his
conpani onshi p. You can question the machines if you like, but it won't get you
anywhere. "

"Yet the |leaks are real."

"W coul d argue about that."

"Scrutiny wouldn't have sent ne otherw se.”

"There nust be false alarms. Gven the nount of data Scrutiny keeps tabs
on—the entire informational content of neta-humanity, spread across thirty
thousand reality layers—sn't any pattern al nbst guarantedto show up
eventual | y?"

"It is," Fernando conceded, stroking his :hit tufts. "But that's why Scrutiny
pays attention to contex, ahd to clustering. Not sinply to exact matches for
sensitie keywords, either, but for suspicious simlarities: near-nm se designed
to throw us off the scent. Mranda for Meranda Ostrow for Austvro, that Kkind
of thing."

"And you've found these clusters?"

"Nearly a dozen, at the last count. Sonmeone vith intinmte know edge of this
research project is talking, and we can't have that."

This anused her. "So the Metagovernnment does have its enem es after all."
"I't's no secret that there are political difficulties in the high branes. Talk
of secession. Exploitation feel tat the KR-L technol ogy may give the

Met agovernment the tools it needs to hold the stack together, if the

di ssidents try to gain the upper hand."

Austvro sneered. "Tools of political control’

"An edge, that's all. And obviously matters won't be helped if the breakaway
branes | earn about tie KR-L discoveries, and what we intend to do with thr
That's why we need to keep a Iid on things."

"But these clusters .. ." Austvro |eaned back into the settee, studying
Fernando levelly. "I was shown sone of the evidence—sone of the

docunent s—before you arrived, and, frankly, none of it made nmuch sense top."
"It didn't?"

"If someone—sone nole—was trying to get a nessage through to the breakaway
branes, why insist on being so cryptic? Wiy not just come out and say whatever
needs to be said, instead of creating junbled riddles' Tames nixed up

nanes altered . . . the context changd dut of all recognition . . . some of
t hese keywords even | ooked |ike they were enbedded in some kind of play."
"Al'l |1 can say is that Scrutiny considered the evidence sufficiently

conpelling to require inmediate action It'. still investigating the provenance



of these documents, but | should have word on that soon enough.”

Austvro narrowed her flint-grey eyes. "Provenance?"

"As | said, the docunents are faked: made to appear historical, as if they've
al ways been present in the data"

"Which is even nore absurd than there beingleals in the first place."

He smiled at her. "I"'mglad we agree on sonething." "It's a start."

He tapped his extended cl aws against the cofee able. "I appreciate your
scepticism Doctor. But the fat i. | can't |leave here until | have an
explanation. If Scrutiny isn't satisfhed with nmy findings—+f the source of the
| eaks can't be traced—they'll have no option but to shut down Pegasus, or at

| east replace the current set-up with sonething under much tighter government
control. So it's really in your interests to work with ne, to help ne find the
sol ution.

"I see," she said coldly.

"I"d like to see nore of this operation. Not just Pegasus Station, but the
KR-L culture itself."

"Unt hi nkable. Didn't Caliph clarify where your inspection ends, |nspector?"
"I't's not a question of jurisdiction. Gve me reson to think you haven't

anything to hide, and I'll focusmyenquiries somewhere el se.™
She | ooked down, fingering the striped orange rug she had nade of his skin.
"It will serve no purpose, |Inspector: except to disturb you."

"I"ll edit the nenories before | pass them back down the stack. How does t hat
sound?"

She rose fromthe settee, abandoning her card gane. "Your call. But don't

bl ame me when you start gi bbering."

Austvro led himfromthe | ounge, back into a nore austere part of the station
The hem of her silver dress wi sed on the iron-grey flooring. Now and then an
aerial flashed past on some errand, but in all other respects the station was
deserted. Fernando knew that Exploitation had offered to send nore expertise,
but Austvro had al ways declined assistance. By all accounts she worked
efficiently, feeding a steady streamof titbits and breakthroughs back to the
Met agover ni nent specialists. According to Fernando's dossier, Austvro didn't
trust the stability of anyone who would actually volunteer to be copied this
far up-stack, knowi ng the protocols. It was no surprise that she treated him
wi th suspicion, for he was al so a volunteer, and only his nmenories would be
goi ng back hone agai n.

Presently they arrived at an oval aperture cut into one wall. On the other
side of the aperture, ready to dart down a tunnel, was a two-seater travel
pod.

"Are you sure about this, Inspector?"

"I"mperfectly sure.™

She shrugged—tetting himknow it was his m stake, not hers—and then ushered
himinto one of the seats. Austvro took the other one, facing himat right
angles to the direction of travel. She applied her hand to a tiller and the
pod sped into nmotion. Tunnel walls zipped by in an accel erating bl ur

"We're about to |l eave the main body of the inclusion,” Austvro informed him
"Into KR-L spacetinme?"

"Not unl ess the support machines fail. The inclusion's nore or |ess
spherical —+n so far as one can tal k about “spherical' intrusions of one form
of spacetine into another—but it sprouts tentacles and | oops into interesting
portions of the surrounding KR-L structure. Mintaining these tentacles and

| oops is much harder than keeping the sphere up, and |I'm sure you' ve heard how
expensive and difficult that is.”

Fernando felt his hairs bristling. The pod was noving terrifically fast now,
so swiftly that there could be no doubt that they had |l eft the main sphere
behi nd al ready. He visualised a narrow, delicate stalk of spacetinme jutting
out fromthe sphere, and himas a tiny noving note within that stalk.

"Was this where your husband di ed, Doctor?"

"A simlar extension; it doesn't matter now W' ve made sone adjustnments to
t he support machinery, so it shouldn't happen again." Her expression turned



pl ayful . "Why? You're not nervous, are you?"

"Not at all. | just wondered where the accident had happened.”

"A place much like here. It doesn't matter. My husband never nuch cared for
these little jaunts, anyway. He much preferred to restrict hinself to the main
i ncl usion.”

Fernando recall ed the i mage of Austvro's husband, his hands cuppi ng an

i maginary ball, like a mme, and sonething of the gesture tickled his

i nterest.

"Your husband's line of work: acausal signalling, wasn't it: the theoretica
possibility of comunication through time, using KR-L principles?"

"A dead-end, unfortunately. Even the KR-L had never made that work. But the
Met agover nrent was happy with the crunbs and norsels he sent back hone."

"He nust have thought there was sonething init."

"My husband was a dreaner," Austvro said. "His singular failing was his
inability to distinguish between a practical possibility and an outl andi sh
fantasy."

"I see.”

"l don't mean to sound harsh. | loved him of course. But he could never |ove
the KR-L the way | do. For himthese trips were always sonething to be
endured, not relished."

He watched her eyes for a glimer of a reaction. "And after his accident—did
you have mi sgi vi ngs?"

"For a nanosecond. Until | realised how inportant this work is. How we nust
succeed, for the sake of the honebrane."” She |eaned forward in her seat and
poi nted down the tunnel. "There. W' re approaching the interface. That's where
t he tunnel claddi ng beconmes transparent. The photons reachi ng your eyes will
have origi nated as photon-anal ogues in KR-L spacetine. You'll see their
structures, their great engines. The scale will astound you. The nere geonetry
of these artefacts is . . . deeply troubling, for sone. If it disconcerts you,
cl ose your eyes." Her hand remained hard on the tiller. "I'"mused to it, but
' mexposed to these marvels on a daily basis.”

"I"mcurious," Fernando said. "Wen you speak of the aliens, you sonetines
sound |ike you're saying three letters. At other tines.

"Krull, yes," she said, dismissively. "It's shorthand, Inspector: nothing
nore. Long before we knew it had ever been inhabited, we called this the KR-L
brane. K and R are the Boltzmann and Rydberg constants, from nucl ear physics.
In KR-L spacetinme, these nunbers differ fromtheir values in the honebrane. L
is a paraneter that denotes the degree of variation."

"Then Krull is . . . a word of your own coini ng?"

"I'f you insist upon calling it a word. Way? Has it appeared in these
nmysteri ous keyword clusters of yours?" "Something like it."

The pod swooped into the transparent part of the stalk. It was difficult to

j udge speed now. Fernando assumed there was some gl ass-1ike cl addi ng between
hi m and t he incl usion boundary, and somewhere beyond that (he was fuzzy on the
physics) the properties of spacetinme took on alien attributes, profoundly

i nconmpatible with human bi ochem stry. But things could still live in that
spacetime, provided they'd been born there in the first place. The KR-L had
evolved into an entire supercivilisation, and although they were gone now,
their great machi nes remained. He could see them now, as huge and bew | dering
as Austvro had warned. They were sl ab-sided, round-edged, ribbed with flanges
and cooling grids, surmounted by arcing spheres and flickering discharge
cones. The structures glowed with a lilac radiance that seemed to shade into
ultraviolet. They receded in all directions—ore directions, in fact, than
seened reasonabl e, given the usual rules of perspective. Somewhere low in his
throat he already felt the first queasy constriction of nausea.

"To give you an idea of scale . " Austvro said, directing his unwilling
attention towards one dizzying feature, " that structure there, if it were
mapped into our spacetinme, and built fromour iron atoms, would be larger than
a Jupiter-class gas giant. And yet it is no nore than a heat dissipation

el ement, a safety valve on a much | arger nmechanism That nore distant machine



is alnpbst three light-hours across, and it too is only one element in a |arger
whol e. "

Fer nando fought to keep his eyes open. "How far do these machi nes extend?"
"At least as far as our instruments can reach. Hundreds of light-hours in al
directions. The inclusion penetrates a conplex of KR-L nmachinery |arger than
one of our solar systenms. And yet even then there is no suggestion that the
machi nery ends. It may extend for weeks, nonths, of light-travel time. It may
be I arger than a gal axy."

"I'ts function?" Seeing her hesitation, he added: "I have the necessary

cl earance, Doctor. It's safe to tell ne."

"Absol ute control," she said. "Uter dom nance of nmatter and energy, not just
in this brane, but across the entire stack of realities. Wth this
instrumentality, the KR-L could influence events in any brane they sel ected,
in an instant. This machi nery makes our graviton pul se equi prent —+he neans by
whi ch you arrived here—ook |ike the hanfisted workings of a brain-damaged
caveman. "

Fernando was silent for a noment, as the pod sped on through the

m nd- wr enchi ng scenery.

"Yet the KR-L only ever occupied this one brane," he said. "Wat use did they
have for machinery capabl e of influencing events in another one?"

"Only the KR-L can tell us that," Austvro said. "Yet it seems likely to ne
that the nmachinery was constructed to deal with a threat to their peaceful
occupation of this one brane."

"What could threaten such a culture, apart fromtheir own bl oody-m nded

hubri s?"

"One must presune: another culture of comnparabl e sophistication. Their science
nmust have detected the energence of another civilisation, in some renote
brane, hundreds of thousands or even mllions of realities away, that the KR L
consi dered hostile. They created this great nmachinery so that they mght nip
that threat in the bud, before it spilled across the stack towards them"

" CGenoci de?"

"Not necessarily. Is it evil to spay a cat?"

"Depends on the cat."

"My point is that the KR-L were not butchers. They night their own

sel f-preservation, but not at the ultimte expense of that other culture
whoever they m ght have been. Surgical intervention was all that was
required.”

Fer nando | ooked around again. Sone part of his mind was finally adjusting to
t he hunbling di mensi ons of the machinery, for his nausea was abating. "Yet
they're all gone now. What happened?"

"Agai n, one nust presunme: sone fatal hesitancy. They created this machinery,
but, at what should have been their

nmonent of greatest triunph, flinched fromusing it." "Or they did use it, and
it cane back and bit them" "I hardly think so, Inspector."

"How many realities have we explored? Eighty, ninety housand | ayers in either
directi on?"

"Something like that," she said, tolerantly.

"How do we know what happens when you get nuch further out? For that nmatter
what could the KR-L have known?"

"I"'mnot sure | follow you."

"I"'mjust wondering . . . when | was a child | remenber soneone— think it was
my uncl e—explaining to ne that the stack was |ike the pages of an infinitely
t hi ck book, a book whose pages reached away to an infinite distance in either
direction: reality after reality, as far as you could inmagine, with the
physi cs changing only slightly from page to page."

"As good an expl anation as the |layman will ever grasp."”

"But the same person told ne there was anot her theory of the stack: taken a
bit less seriously, but not conpletely discredited.”

"Continue," Austvro said.

"The theory was that physics kept changing, but after a while it flattened out



again and began to converge back to ours. And that by then you were actually
com ng back again, approaching our reality fromthe other direction. The
stack, in other words, was circular."

"You're quite right: that theory is taken a bit |ess seriously.”

"But it isn't discredited, is it?"

"You can't discredit an untestable hypothesis."

"But what if it is testable? Wat if the physics does begin to change |ess

qui ckl y?"

"Local gradients tell you nothing. We'd have to map mllions, tens of millions
of layers, before we could begin . "

"But you already said the KR-L nachi nery m ght have had that kind of range.
What if they were capable of |ooking all the way around the stack, but they
didn't realise it? Wiat if the hostile culture they thought they were
detecting was actually thensel ves? What if they turned on their machinery and
it reached around through the closed | oop of realities and nipped themin the
bud?"

"An amusi ng conceit, Inspector, but no nore than that."

"But a deadly one, should it happen to be true." Fernando stroked his chin
tufts, purring quietly to hinself as he thought things through. "The O fice of
Exploitati on wi shes to make use of the KR-L machinery to deal w th another
enmerging threat."

"The Metagovernnent pays ny wages. It's up to it what it does with the results
| send hone."

"But as was nade clear to ne when | arrived, you are a busy woman. Busy
because you are approachi ng your own noment of greatest triunph. You
under st and enough about the KR-L machinery to make it work, don't you. You can
talk to it through the inclusion, ask it do your bidding."

Her expression gave not hing away. "The Metagovernnent expects results.”

"I don't doubt it. But | wonder if the Metagovernment has been fully appraised
of the risks. When they asked you what happened to the KR-L, did you nmention
the possibility that they m ght have brought about their own extinction?"

"I confined ny speculation to the real mof the reasonably likely, Inspector.
saw no reason to digress into fancy."

"Nonet hel ess, it mght have been worth nentioning."

"I disagree. The Metagovernnment is intending to take action against dissident
branes within its own real mof col onisation, not sone barely-detected culture
amllion layers away. Even if the topology of the layers was closed . "
"But even if the machinery was used, it was only used once," Fernando said.
"There's no telling what other side-effects mght be involved."

"I"ve made many | ocal tests. There's no reason to expect any difficulties!”
"I"'msure the KR-L scientists were equally confident, before they switched it
on."

Her tone of voice, never exactly confiding, turned chill. "I'lIl rem nd you
once again that you are on Scrutiny business, not working for Exploitation. M
recollection is that you cane to investigate | eaks, not to question the basis
of the entire project.”

"I know, and you're quite right. But | can't hel p wondering whether the two
things aren't in some way connected."

"I don't even accept that there are | eaks, Inspector. You have sonme way to go
bef ore you can convince ne they have anything to do with the KR-L nmachi nery."
"I"mworking on it," Fernando said.

They wat ched the great structures shift angle and perspective as the pod
reached the apex of its journey and began to race back towards the inclusion
Fer nando was gl ad when the shaft walls turned opaque and they were again
speedi ng down a dark-walled tunnel, back into what he now t hought of as the
conpar abl e safety and sanity of Pegasus Station. Until he had recorded and
transmtted his nmenories down the stack, self-preservation still had a strong
al lure.

"I hope that satisfied your curiosity," Austvro said, when they had

di senbarked and returned to her | ounge. "But as | warned you, the journey was



of no value to your investigation."

"On the contrary,” he told her. "I"mcertain it clarified a nunber of things.
M ght | have access to a conmunications console? 1'd like to see if Scrutiny
have come up with anything new since | arrived."

"I"1l have Caliph provide you with whatever you need. In the neantinme | mnust
attend to work. Have Caliph sumon nme if there is anything of particular
urgency."

“I'l'l be sure to."

She left himalone in the Iounge. He fingered the tiger skin rug, repul sed and
fascinated in equal neasure at the exact match with his own fur. VWile he
waited for the aerial to arrive, he swept a paw over the coffee table, trying
to conjure up the i mge of Austvro's dead husband. But the little figure never
appear ed.

It hardly mattered. His forensic menory was perfectly capable of replaying a
recent observation, especially one that had seemed noteworthy at the time. He
called to mind the dead man, dwelling on the way he shaped an invisible form
not, Fernando now realised, a ball, but the ring-shaped stack of adjacent
branes in the closed-loop of realities. "Three hundred and sixty degrees,"
he'd been saying. Meranda Austvro's dead husband had been describing the sane
theoretical nmeta-reality of which Fernando's uncle had once spoken. Did that
nmean that the dead man believed that the KR-L had been scared by their own
shadow, glinpsed at sone i mense distance into the reality stack? And had they
forged this soul -crushingly huge nachinery sinply to strike at that perceived
enemny, not realising that the bl ow was dooned to fall on their own heads?

Per haps.

He | ooked anew at the pattern of cards, untouched since Austvro had taken him
fromthis roomto viewthe KR L machinery. The ring of cards, arranged for

Ol ock Patience, echoed the closed-loop of realities in her husband' s

i magi nation

Al most, he supposed, as if Austvro had been dropping hima hint.

Fer nando was just thinking that through when Caliph appeared, assigning one of
his |l arger spheres into a comunications console. Symbols and keypads

bri ghtened across the matte grey surface. Fernando tapped commands, cl aws
clicking as he worked, and soon accessed his private data channel

There was, as he had half expected, a new nmessage from Scrutiny. It concerned
the nore detail ed anal ysis of the | eaks that had been in notion when he |eft
on his investigation.

Fer nando placed a direct call through

"I lello," said Fernando's down-brane counterpart, a nman !ramed Cook. "Good
news, bad news, |I'mafraid." "Continue," Fernando purred.

"We've run a thorough analysis on the keyword clusters, as prom sed. The good
news is that the clusters haven't gone away: their statistical significance is
now even nore certain. There's clearly been a | eak. That means your journey
hasn't been for nothing."

"That's a relief.”

"The bad news is that the context is still giving us sone serious headaches.
Frankly, it's disturbing. Woever's responsible for these | eaks has gone to

i mense trouble to make them |l ook as if they've always been part of our data
heritage."

"I don't understand. | nean, | understand, but | don't get it. There nust be a
problemwi th your methods, your data auditing."

Cook | ooked pai ned. "That's what we thought, but we've been over this tinme and
again. There's no nistake. Wioever planted these | eaks has tampered with the
data at a very deep level; sufficient to make it seemas if the clusters have
been with us long before the KR-L brane was ever discovered."

Fernando | owered his voice. "Gve me an exanple. Austvro nentioned a play, for
i nstance. "

"That woul d be one of the ol dest clusters. The Shi pweck, by a paper-age

pl ayw i ght, around 001611. No overt references to the KR-L, but it does dea
with a scholar on a haunted island, an island where a powerful witch used to



live . . . which could be considered a metaphorical substitute for Austvro and
Pegasus Station. Contains a Mranda, too, and . "

"Was the playwight a real historical figure?"

"Unlikely, unless he was al nost absurdly prolific. There are several dozen
other plays in the records, all of which we can presume were the work of the
nole.”

"Mm" Fernando said, thoughtfully.

"The mol e screwed up in other ways too," Cook added. "The plays are riddled
wi t h anachroni snms; words and phrases that don't appear earlier in the
records."”

"Sl oppy, " Fernando comrented, while wondering if there was something nore to
it than nere sl oppiness. "Tell me about another cluster.”

"Skip to 001956 and we have anot her piece of faked drama: sonething called a
"film; some kind of recorded performance. Again, lots of giveaways: Ostrow
for Austvro, Bellerophon—he's the hero who rode the wi nged horse Pegasus—the
KR-L thenselves . . . real aliens, this tinme, even if they're confined to a
single planet, rather than an entire brane. There's even—get this—a tiger."
"Real ly," Fernando said dryly.

"But here's an oddity: our enquiries turned up peripheral nmatter which seens
to argue that the later piece was in sonme way based upon the earlier one."
"Alnost as if the nole wished to | ead our attention fromone cluster to

anot her." Fernando scratched at his ear. "Wat's the next cluster?"

"Junp to 002713: an ice opera performed on Pluto Prime, for one night only,
before it closed due to exceptionally bad notices. Mentions 'entities in the
ei ghty three thousandth |ayer of reality'. This fromat |east six thousand
years before the existence of adjoining braneworids was proven beyond doubt."
"Coul d be coincidence, but . . . well, go on."

"Junp to 009655, the premier of a Tauri-phase astroscul pture in the Wnl ock
star formng region. Supplenentary text refers to 'the aesthetic of the dooned
Crail' and "M randi ne and Kal ebin'."

"There are other clusters, right up to the near-present?"

"Al'l the way up the line. Randomtime-spacing: we' ve | ooked for patterns
there, and haven't found any. It nust nean sonmething to the nole, of course
"If there is a nole," Fernando sai d.

"OfF course there's a nole. Wat ot her explanation could there be?"

"That's what |'m wondering."

Fer nando cl osed the connection, then sat in silent contenplation, shuffling
ment al pernutations. When he felt that he had examined the matter from every
concei vabl e angle and yet still arrived at the sane unsettling concl usi on-he
had Cal i ph sunmon Doctor Austvro once nore.

"Real |y, Inspector," she said, as she came back into the |lounge. "l've barely
had time . "

"Sit down, Doctor."

Sonething in the force of his words nust have reached her. Doctor Austvro sank
into the settee, her hands tucked into the silvery folds of her dress.

"I's there a problen? | specifically asked . "

"You' re under arrest for the murder of your husband, Edvardo Austvro."

Her face turned furious. "Don't be absurd. My husband's death was an acci dent:
a horrid, gruesome m stake, but no nore than that."

"That's what you wished us all to think. But you killed him didn't you? You
arranged for the coll apse of the inclusion, knowi ng that he woul d be caught in
KR-L spacetine."

"R di cul ous."

"Your husband understood what had happened to the KR-L: how their nachinery
had reached around the stack, through three hundred and sixty degrees, and

wi ped them out of existence, leaving only their remains. He knew exactly how
dangerous it would be to reactivate the machinery; howit could never becone a
tool for the Metagovernment. You said it yourself, Meranda: he feared the
machi nery. That's because he knew what it had done; what it was still capable



of doing."

"I woul d never have killed him" she said, her tone flatly insistent.

"Not until he opposed you directly, not until he becane the only obstacle

bet ween you and your greatest triunph. Then he had to go."

"I"ve heard enough." She turned her angry face towards the aerial. "Caliph
escort the Inspector to the dissolution chanber. He's in clear violation of
the terms under which | agreed to this investigation."

"On the contrary," Fernando said. "My enquiry is still of central inportance."
She sneered. "Your ridicul ous obsession with | eaks? | nonitored your recent
conversation with the homebrane, Inspector. The | eaks are what |'ve al ways
mai nt ai ned: statistical noise, meaningl ess coincidences. The nere fact that
they appear in sources that are incontrovertibly old . . . what further

evi dence do you need, that the | eaks are nothing of the sort?"

"You're right," Fernando said, allow ng hinself a heavy sigh. "They aren't

| eaks. In that sense | was nistaken."”

"I'n which case admit that your m ssion here was no nore than a wild goose
chase, and that your accusations concerning ny husband amount to no nore than
a desperate attenpt to sal vage some .. ."

"They aren't |eaks," Fernando continued, as if Austvro had not spoken

"They' re warnings, sent fromour own future." She blinked. "I'msorry?"
"It's the only explanation. The | eaks appear in context sources that appear
totally authentic . . . because they are." "Mdness."

"I don't think so. It all fits together quite nicely. Your husband was

i nvestigating acausal signalling: the means to send nessages back in tinme. You

di smissed his work, but what if there was sonething in it after all? Wat if a

proper understanding of the KR-L technology allowed a future version of the

Met agovernment to send a warning to itself in the past?"

"What kind of warning, Inspector?" she asked, still sounding appall ed.

"I'"mguessing here, but it mght have something to do with the nmachinery

itself. You' re about to reactivate the very tools that destroyed the KRL

Per haps the point of the warning is to stop that ever happeni ng. Sone

dreadful, unforeseen consequence of turning the machinery against the

di ssident branes . . . not the extinction of humanity, obviously, or there

woul dn't be anyone left alive to send the warning. But sonething nearly as

bad. Sonething so awful that it nust be edited out of history, at all costs."

"You should listen to yourself, Inspector. Then ask yourself whether you cane

out of the quickening roomwth all your faculties intact."

He smiled. "Then you have doubts."

"Concerning your sanity, yes. This idea of a nmessage being sent back in tine .
it mght have sone nicroscopic degree of credibility if your precious

| eaks weren't so hopelessly cryptic. Who sends a nmessage and then scranbl es

the facts?"

"Someone in a hurry, | suppose. O sonmeone with an inperfect technique.”

"I"msure that neans sonething to you."

"I"mjust wondering: what if there wasn't time to get it right? Wat if the

sendi ng of the message was a one-shot attenpt, sonething that had to be

attenpted even though the net hod was still not fully understood?"

"That still doesn't explain why the keywords would crop up in. . . a play, of
all things."

"Perhaps it does, though. Especially if the acausal signalliing involves the

transm ssion of patterns directly into the human m nd, across tinme, in a
scattergun fashion. The playwi ght "

"\What about hi n?" she asked, with a know ngness that rem nded hi mshe had
listened in on his conversation w th Cook

"The man lived and died before the discovery of quantum mechanics, |et al one
braneworl ds. Even if the warning arrived fully-forned and coherent in his

m nd, he could only have interpreted it according to his existing nental
framework. It's no wonder things got mxed up, confused. H s conceptua
vocabulary didn't extend to vanished alien cultures in adjacent reality
stacks. It did extend to islands, dead w tches, ghosts."



"Ri dicul ous. Next you'll be telling ne that the other clusters
"Exactly so. The dramati sed recording—the "film —was nade a few centuries
later. The creators did the best they could with their limted understandi ng
of the universe. They knew of space travel, other worlds. Closer to the truth

than the playwight, but still Iimted by the nental prison of their
contenporary worldview. The same goes for all the other clusters, I'mwlling
to bet."

"Let me get this straight,"” Austvro said. "The future Metagovernnment
resurrects ancient KR-L tine-signalling machinery, technology that it barely
understands. It attenpts to send a nessage back in tine, but it ends up
spraying it through history, back to the tine of a man who probably thought
the Sun ran on coal ."
"Maybe even earlier,”
other clusters, lurking in the statistical noise
Austvro cut himoff. "And yet despite this limted understanding of the

machi nery, the—as you sai d—scattershot approach—they still managed to score
direct hits into the heads of playwights, dramatists, sculptors . ." She
shook her head pityingly.

"Not necessarily," Fernando said. "W only know that these peopl e becane what
they were in our tineline. It m ght have been the warning itself that set
these individuals on their artistic courses . . . planting a seed, a

vaguel y-felt anxiety, that they had no choice but to exorcise through creative
expression, be it a play, a film or an ice-opera on Pluto Prine."

"Il give you credit, Inspector: you really know how to take an argunent

Fernando said. "There's nothing to say there aren't

beyond its logical linmt. You re actually suggesting that if the signalling
hadn't taken place, none of these works of art would ever have existed?"

He shrugged. "If you admt the possibility of tinme nessages . "

"I don't. Not at all."

"It doesn't matter. |I'd hoped to convince you—+ thought it mght make your

arrest an easier matter for both of us—but it's really not necessary. You
under st and now, though, why | must put an end to your research. Scrutiny and
Exploitati on can decide for thensel ves whether there's any truth in ny

t heory."

"And if they don't think there is—+then I'll be allowed to resume ny studi es?"
"There's still the small matter of your murder charge, Merand a.”

She | ooked sad. "I'd hoped you m ght have forgotten.” "It's not nmy job to
forget."

"How di d you guess?"

"I didn't guess," he said. "You led ne to it. Mdire than that: | think sone
part of you-some hi dden, subconscious punt--actually wanted me to |l earn the
truth. If not, that was it very unfortunate choice of card game, Meranda."
"You're saying | wanted you to arrest ne?"

"I can't believe that you ever hated your husband enough to kill him You just
hated the way he opposed your research. For that reason he had to go, but |
doubt that there's been a nonent since when what you did hasn't been eating
you from i nside."

"You're right," she said, as if arriving at a firmdecision. "I didn't hate
him But he still had to go. And so do you."

In a flash her hand had energed fromthe silvery folds of her dress, clutching
the sl eek black formof a weapon. Fernando recognised it as a sinple blaster
not the nost sophist icated weapon in existence, but nore than capabl e of
inflicting nortal harm

"Pl ease, Doctor. Put that thing away, before you do one of us an injury."

She stood, the weapon wavering in her hand, but never losing its lock on him
"Caliph," she said. "Escort the Inspector to the dissolution chanmber. He's

| eaving us."

"You're maki ng a m stake, Meranda."

"The m stake would be in allow ng the Metagovernnment to cl ose me down, when
I"'mso close to success. Caliph!™"

"I cannot escort the Inspector, unless the Inspector wi shes to be escorted,"



the aerial inforned her

"I gave you an order!"

"He is an agent of the Ofice of Scrutiny. My programing does not permt
"Walk with nme, please," Fernando said. "Put the gun away and we'll say no nore
about it. You're in enough trouble as it is."

"I"'mnot going with you."

"You'll revive a fair trial. Wth the right argunent, you nay even be able to
cl ai myour husband's death as mansl aughter. Perlaps you didn't nean to kil
him just to strand him. "

"It's not the trial," she snarled. "It's the thought of stepping into that
thing . When | cane here | never intended to leave. | won't go with you."
"You nust.""

He took a step towards her, knowi ng even as he did it that the nmove wasunw se.
He wat ched her finger tense on the blaster's trigger, and for an instant he

t hought he m ght cross the space to her before the weapon di scharged. Few
peopl e had the nerve to hold a gun agai nst an agent of Scrutiny; even fewer
had the nerve to fire

But Merand Austvro was one of those few The nuzzle spat rapid bolt of

sel f-confined plasma, and he watched in slownotion horror as three of the
bolts slammed into his right arm below the el bow, and took his hand and
forearmaway in an agonising orange fire, like a chalk drawing snmeared in the
rain. The pain hit himlike a hanmer, and despite his traning he felt the ful
force of it before mental barriers slamed down in rapid succession, blocking
the worst. He could snell his own charred fur

"An error, actor Austvro," he grunted, forcing the words out.

"Don't take another step, Inspector."”

"I"'mafraid | nust."

"Il kill you."" The weapon was now ained directly at his chest. If her
earlier shot had been wi de, there would be no error now

He took another step. He watched her finger tense again, and readied hinelf
for the annihilating fire.

But the weapon dropped from her hand. One of Caliph's smaller spheres had
dashed it fromher grip. Austvro clutched her hand with the other, massagi ng
the fingers. Her face showed stunnedi nconprehension. "You betrayed ne," she
said to the aeria

"You injured n agent of Scrutiny. You were about to inflict further harm |
could not allow that to happen." Then one of the |larger sphere swerved into
Fernando's line of "Do you require ndeical assistance?"

"I don't think so. |I'mabout done with this body anyway." "Very well."

"WIl you help ne to escort Doctor Austvro to the dissolution chanmber?"

"I'f you order it."

"Help me, in that case.

Doctor Austvro tried to resist, but between them Fernando and Cali ph quickly
had the better of her. Fernando ki cked the weapon out of harm s way, then
pul | ed Austvro against his chest with hi left arm pinning her there. She
struggl ed to escape, but her strength was nothing agai nst his, even allow ng
for the shock of losing his right arm

Cal i ph propelled themto the dissolution chanber. Austvro fought all the way,
bu with steadily draining will. Only at the last nonent, who she saw the grey
hood of the menmory recorder, next to he recessed al cove of the dissolution
field, did she summon sone | ast reserve of resistance. But her efforts counted
for nothing. Fernando and the robot placed her into the recoder, closing the
heavy metal restraining buckles across her body. The hood | owered itself,
ready to capture a final neural image; a snapshot of her mind that woul d be
encoded into a graviton pulse and rel ayed hack to the honebrane.

"Meranda Austvro," Fenando sai d, pushing the blackened stunp of his arminto
his chest furs, "I amarresting you on the authority of the Ofice of
Scrutiny. Your resurrection profile will be captured and transmitted into the
saf ekeepi ng of the Metagovernment. A new body will be qui ckened and enpl oyed



as a host for thee patterns, and then brought to trial. Please conpose your
houghts accordingly."

"When they quicken nme again, 1'll destroy your career," she told him

Fer nando | ooked synpathetic. "You wouldn't believe how many tines |'ve heard
that before.”

"I shoul d have skinned you tw ce."

"I't wouldn't have worked. They'd have sent a third copy of ne."

He activated the menory recorder. Anber lights flickered across the hood,
stabilising to indicate that the device had obtained a coherent inage and that
the rel evant data was ready to be conmitted to the graviton pul se. Fernando

i ssued the conmand, and a tunbling hourglass synbol appeared on the hood.
"Your patterns are on their way hone now, Meranda. For the noment you stil
have a | egal existence. Enjoy it while you can."

He' d never said anything that cruel before, and al nost as soon as the words
were out he regretted them Taunting the soon-to-be-destroyed had never been
his style, and it shaned himthat he had pernmitted hinself such a gross |apse
of professionalism The only conpensation was that he woul d soon find hinself
in the same predicanent as Doctor Austvro

The hour gl ass vani shed, replaced by a steady green light. It signified that

t he honebrane had received the graviton pul se, and that the resurrection
profile had been transmtted w thout error

"Forner body of Meranda Austvro," he began, "I nust now informyou .
"Just get it over with."

Fernando and Cali ph hel ped her fromthe recorder. Her body felt light in his
hands, as if sone essential part of it had been erased or extracted during the
recordi ng process. Legally, this was no | onger Doctor Meranda Austvro: just

t he biol ogi cal vehicle Austvro had used while resident in this brane.
According to Metagovernnent |aw, the vehicle must now be recycl ed.

Fernando turned on the pearly screen of the dissolution field. He tested it
with a stylus, satisfied when he saw the instant actinic flash as the stylus
was wrenched from exi stence. Dissolution was quick and efficient. In principle
the atomc fires destroyed the central nervous system | ong before pain signals
had a chance to reach it, let alone be experienced as pain.

Not that anyone ever knew, of course. By the time you went through the field,
your nenories had al ready been captured. Anything you experienced at the
nmonent of destruction never made it into the profile.

"I can push you into the field," he told Austvro. "But by all accounts you'l
find it quicker and easier if you run at it yourself."

She didn't want it to happen that way. Caliph and Fernando had to hel p her
through the field. It wasn't the nicest part of the job.

Afterwards, Fernando sat down to marshall and clarify his thoughts. In a
little while he too would be consuned by fire, only to be reborn in the
honebrane. Scrutiny woul d be expecting a conprehensive report into the Pegasus
affair, and it would not do to be woolly on the details. Experience had
taught himthat a little nental preparation now paid dividends in the |ong
run. The recordi ng and qui ckening process always blurred matters a little, so
the clearer one could he at the outset, the better

When he was done with the recorder, when the green light had reported safe

recei pt of his neural patterns, he turned to Caliph. "I no | onger have |ega
jurisdiction here. The 'nme' speaking to you is not even legally entitled to
call itself Adam Fernando. But | hope you won't consider it inproper of me to

of fer some small thanks for your assistance."
"WIl someone come back to take over?" Caliph asked.

"Probably. But don't be surprised if they cone to shut down Pegasus. |'msure
my legal self will put in a good word for you, though."
"Thank you," the aerial said.

"It's the least | can do."

Fer nando stood fromthe recorder, and—as was his usual habit—+ook a running
junp at the dissolution field. It wasn't the nost el egant of ends—the | ack of
an arm hi ndered his bal ance—but it was quick and efficient and the execution



not without a certain dignity.
Cal i ph watched the tiger burn, the stripes seeming to linger in the air before

fading away. Then it gathered its spheres into an agitated swarm and wonder ed
what to do next.



