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"This is what fascinates me most in existence: the peculiar neces-
sity of imagining what is, in fact, real."
NPhilip Gourevitch

"You will die like a dog for no good reason."
NErnest Hemingway



Prologue

"Try to touch the past. Try to deal with the past. It's not real. It's
just a dream."
NTed Bundy

It didn't start out here. Not with the scramblers or Rorschachnot with
Big Ben or Theseusor the vampires. Most people would say it started
with the Fireflies, but they'd be wrong. It endedwith all those things.

For me, it began with Robert Paglino.

At the age of eight, he was my best and only friend. We were fellow
outcasts, bound by complementary misfortune. Mine was development-
al. His was genetic: an uncontrolled genotype that left him predisposed
to nearsightedness, acne, and (as it later turned out) a susceptibility to
narcotics. His parents had never had him optimized. Those few
TwenCen relics who still believed in God also held that one shouldn't try
to improve upon His handiwork. Soalthough both of us couldhave been
repaired, only one of us hadbeen.

| arrived at the playground to find Pagthe center of attention for some
half-dozen kids, those lucky few in front punching him in the head, the
others making do with taunts of mongreland polly while waiting their
turn. | watched him raise his arms, almost hesitantly, to ward off the
worst of the blows. | could seeinto his head better than | could seeinto
my own; he was scared that his attackers might think those hands were
coming up to hit back that they'd read it as an act of defiance and hurt
him even more. Even then, at the tender age of eight and with half my
mind gone, | was becoming a superlative observer.

But | didn't know what to do.

| hadn't seenmuch of Pag lately. | was pretty sure he'd been avoiding
me. Still, when your best friend's in trouble you help out, right? Even if
the odds are impossibleNand how many eight-year-olds would go up
against six bigger kids for a sandbox buddy?Nat least you call for
backup. Flag a sentry. Something

| just stood there. | didn't even especially wantto help him.

That didn't make sense.Even if he hadn't beenmy bestfriend, | should
at least have empathized. I'd suffered lessthan Pagin the way of overt
violence; my seizurestended to keep the other kids at a distance, scared
themeven as they incapacitated me Still. | was no stranger to the taunts



and insults, or the foot that appears from nowhere to trip you up en
route from A to B. | knew how that felt.

Or | had, once.

But that part of me had been cut out along with the bad wiring. | was
still working up the algorithms to get it back, still learning by observa-
tion. Pack animals always tear apart the weaklings in their midst. Every
child knows that much instinctively. Maybe | should just let that process
unfold, maybe | shouldn't try to messwith nature. Then again, Pag'spar-
ents hadn't messedwith nature, and look what it got them: a son curled
up in the dirt while a bunch of engineered superboys kicked in his ribs.

In the end, propaganda worked where empathy failed. Back then |
didn't so much think as observe, didn't deduce so much as remem-
beiNand what | remembered was a thousand inspirational stories laud-
ing anyone who ever stuck up for the underdog.

Sol picked up arock the size of my fist and hit two of Pag'sassailants
across the backs of their heads before anyone even knew | was in the
game.

A third, turning to face the new threat, took a blow to the face that
audibly crunched the bones of his cheek.| remember wondering why |
didn't take any satisfaction from that sound, why it meant nothing bey-
ond the fact | had one less opponent to worry about.

The rest of them ran at the sight of blood. One of the braver promised
me | was dead, shouted "Fuckingzombie'! over his shoulder as he disap-
peared around the corner.

Three decades it took, to see the irony in that remark.

Two of the enemy twitched at my feet. | kicked one in the head until it
stopped moving, turned to the other. Something grabbed my arm and |
swung without thinking, without lookinguntil Pag yelped and ducked
out of reach.

"Oh," | said. "Sorry."

One thing lay motionless. The other moaned and held its head and
curled up in a ball.

"Oh shit," Pag panted. Blood coursed unheeded from his nose and
splattered down his shirt. His cheek was turning blue and yellow. "Oh
shit oh shit oh shitE "

| thought of something to say. "You all right?"

"Oh shit, youNl mean, you neveE " He wiped his mouth. Blood
smeared the back of his hand. "Ohmanare we in trouble."

"They started it."

"Yeah, but youNI mean, lookat them!"



The moaning thing was crawling away on all fours. | wondered how
long it would be before it found reinforcements. | wondered if | should
kill it before then.

"You'da neverdone that before," Pag said.

Before the operation, he meant.

| actually did feel something thenNfaint, distant, but unmistakable. |
felt angry. "They started\"

Pag backed away, eyes wide. "What are youdoing? Put that down"

I'd raised my fists. | didn't remember doing that. | unclenched them. It
took a while. | had to look at my hands very hard for a long, long time.

The rock dropped to the ground, blood-slick and glistening.

"l was trying to help." | didn't understand why he couldn't seehat.

"You're, you're not the samg' Pag said from a safe distance."You're not
even Siri any more."

"l am too. Don't be a fuckwad."

“They cut out your brail

"Only half. For the epN"

"l knowfor the epilepsy! You think | don't know? But you were in that
halfNor, like, part of you wasE " He struggled with the words, with the
concept behind them. "And now you're different It's like, your mom and
dad murderedyouN"

"My mom and dad,” | said, suddenly quiet, "saved my life. | would
have died"

"l think you did die," said my best and only friend. "I think Siri died,
they scooped him out and threw him away and you're some whole other
kid that just, just grewbackout of what was left. You're not the sameEver
since. You're not the same"

| still don't know if Pagreally knew what he was saying. Maybe his
mother had just pulled the plug on whatever game he'd beenwired into
for the previous eighteen hours, forced him outside for some fresh air.
Maybe, after fighting pod people in gamespace,he couldn't help but see
them everywhere. Maybe.

But you could make a casefor what he said. | do remember Helen
telling me (and telling me) how difficult it was to adjust. Like you hada
wholenew personality she said, and why not? There's a reasonthey call it
radical hemispherectomy: half the brain thrown out with yesterday's
krill, the remaining half press-gangedinto double duty. Think of all the
rewiring that one lonely hemisphere must have struggled with asit tried
to take up the slack. It turned out okay, obviously. The brain's a very
flexible piece of meat; it took some doing, but it adapted. | adapted. Still.
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Think of all that must have beensqueezedout, deformed, reshapedy the
time the renovations were through. You could argue that I'm a different
person than the one who used to occupy this body.

The grownups showed up eventually, of course. Medicine was be-
stowed, ambulances called. Parents were outraged, diplomatic volleys
exchanged, but it's tough to drum up neighborhood outrage on behalf of
your injured baby when playground surveillance from three angles
shows the little darlingNand five of his buddiesN kicking in the ribs of a
disabled boy. My mother, for her part, recycled the usual complaints
about problem children and absentee fathersNDad was off again in
some other hemisphereNbut the dust settled pretty quickly. Pag and |
even stayed friends, after a short hiatus that reminded us both of the lim-
ited social prospects open to schoolyard rejects who don't stick together.

So | survived that and a million other childhood experiences.| grew
up and | got along. | learned to fit in. | observed, recorded, derived the
algorithms and mimicked appropriate behaviors. Not much of it
wasNheartfelt, | guess the word is. | had friends and enemies, like
everyone else. | chosethem by running through checklists of behaviors
and circumstances compiled from years of observation.

| may have grown up distant but | grew up objectiveand | have Robert
Paglino to thank for that. His seminal observation set everything in mo-
tion. It led me into Synthesis, fated me to our disastrous encounter with
the Scramblers, spared me the worse fate befalling Earth. Or the better
one, | suppose, depending on your point of view. Point of view matters |
seethat now, blind, talking to myself, trapped in a coffin falling past the
edge of the solar system. | seeit for the first time since some beaten
bloody friend on a childhood battlefield convinced me to throw my own
point of view away.

He may have been wrong. | may have been. But that, that dis-
tancdNthat chronic senseof being an alien among your own kindNit's
not entirely a bad thing.

It came in especially handy when the real aliens came calling.
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Part 1
Theseus
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"Blood makes noise." NSusanne Vega

Imagine you are Siri Keeton:

You wake in an agony of resurrection, gasping after a record-shatter-
ing bout of sleep apnea spanning one hundred forty days. You can feel
your blood, syrupy with dobutamine and leuenkephalin, forcing its way
through arteries shriveled by months on standby. The body inflatesin
painful increments: blood vesselsdilate; flesh peels apart from flesh; ribs
crack in your earswith sudden unaccustomed flexion. Your joints have
seized up through disuse. You're a stick-man, frozen in some perverse
rigor vitae

You'd scream if you had the breath.

Vampires did this all the time, you remember. It was normalfor them,
it was their own unique take on resource conservation. They could have
taught your kind a few things about restraint, if that absurd aversion to
right-angles hadn't done them in at the dawn of civilization. Maybe they
still can. They're back now, after allN raised from the grave with the
voodoo of paleogenetics, stitched together from junk genes and fossil
marrow steepedin the blood of sociopaths and high-functioning autist-
ics. One of them commands this very mission. A handful of his genes
live on in your own body so it too can rise from the dead, here at the
edge of interstellar space. Nobody gets past Jupiter without becoming
part vampire.

The pain begins, just slightly, to recede. You fire up your inlays and
accessyour own vitals: it'll be long minutes before your body responds
fully to motor commands, hours before it stops hurting. The pain's an
unavoidable side effect. That's just what happens when you splice vam-
pire subroutines into Human code. You asked about painkillers once, but
nerve blocks of any kind compromisemetabolicreactivation Suck it up,
soldier.

You wonder if this was how it felt for Chelsea,before the end. But that
evokesawhole other kind of pain, soyou block it out and concentrate on
the life pushing its way back into your extremities. Suffering in silence,
you check the logs for fresh telemetry.

You think: That can't be right

Becauseif it is, you're in the wrong part of the universe. You're not in
the Kuiper Belt where you belong: you're high above the ecliptic and
deep into the Oort, the realm of long-period comets that only grace the
sun every million yearsor so. You've gone interstellar, which means (you
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bring up the system clock) you've been undead for eighteen hundred
days.

You've overslept by almost five years.

The lid of your coffin slides away. Your own cadaverous body reflects
from the mirrored bulkhead opposite, a desiccated lungfish waiting for
the rains. Bladders of isotonic saline cling to its limbs like engorged anti-
parasites, like the opposite of leeches.You remember the needles going
in just before you shut down, way back when your veins were more than
dry twisted filaments of beef jerky.

Szpindel's reflection staresback from his own pod to your immediate
right. His face is as bloodless and skeletal as yours. His wide sunken
eyesjiggle in their socketsas he reacquires his own links, sensory inter-
faces so massive that your own off-the-shelf inlays amount to shadow-
puppetry in comparison.

You hear coughing and the rustling of limbs just past line-of-sight,
catch glimpses of reflected motion where the others stir at the edge of
vision.

"WhaN" Your voice is barely more than a hoarse whisper. "EhappE?"

Szpindel works his jaw. Bone cracks audibly.

"ESssuckered," he hisses.

You haven't even met the aliens yet, and already they're running rings
around you.

Sowe dragged ourselves back from the dead: five part-time cadavers,
naked, emaciated, barely able to move even in zero gee. We emerged
from our coffins like premature moths ripped from their cocoons, still
half-grub. We were alone and off course and utterly helpless, and it took
a conscious effort to remember: they would never have risked our lives if
we hadn't been essential.

"Morning, commissar." Isaac Szpindel reached one trembling, in-
sensatehand for the feedback gloves at the baseof his pod. Justpast him,
SusanJameswas curled into a loose fetal ball, murmuring to herselves.
Only Amanda Bates,already dressed and cycling through a sequenceof
bone-cracking isometrics, possessed anything approaching mobility.
Every now and then she tried bouncing a rubber ball off the bulkhead,;
but not even she was up to catching it on the rebound yet.

The journey had melted us down to a common archetype. James'
round cheeks and hips, Szpindel's high forehead and lumpy, lanky
chassisNeven the enhanced carboplatinum brick shit-house that Bates
used for a bodyN all had shriveled to the same desiccated collection of
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sticks and bones. Even our hair seemedto have become strangely dis-
colored during the voyage, although | knew that was impossible. More
likely it was just filtering the pallor of the skin beneath. Still. The pre-
dead Jameshad beendirty blond, Szpindel's hair had been almost dark
enough to call blackN but the stuff floating from their scalps looked the
samedull kelpy brown to me now. Bateskept her head shaved, but even
her eyebrows weren't as rusty as | remembered them.

We'd revert to our old selves soon enough. Justadd water. For now,
though, the old slur was freshly relevant: the Undead really did all look
the same, if you didn't know how to look.

If you did, of courseNif you forgot appearance and watched for mo-
tion, ignored meat and studied topologfNyou'd never mistake one for
another. Every facial tic was a data point, every conversational pause
spoke volumes more than the words to either side. | could see James'
personae shatter and coalescein the flutter of an eyelash. Szpindel's un-
spoken distrust of Amanda Batesshouted from the corner of his smile.
Every twitch of the phenotype cried aloud to anyone who knew the
language.

"Where'sN" James croaked, coughed, waved one spindly arm at
Sarasti's empty coffin gaping at the end of the row.

Szpindel's lips cracked in a small rictus. "Gone back to Fab, eh? Getting
the ship to build some dirt to lie on."

"Probably communing with the Captain." Bates breathed louder than
she spoke, adry rustle from pipes still getting reacquainted with the idea
of respiration.

James again: "Could do that up here."

"Could take a dump up here, too," Szpindel rasped. "Some things you
do by yourself, eh?"

And some things you kept to yourself. Not many baselines felt com-
fortable locking stareswith a vampireNSarasti, ever courteous, tended
to avoid eye contact for exactly that reasonNbut there were other sur-
facesto his topology, just as mammalian and just as readable. If he had
withdrawn from public view, maybe | was the reason. Maybe he was
keeping secrets.

After all, Theseuslamn well was.

She'd taken us a good fifteen AUs towards our destination before
something scared her off course. Then she'd skidded north like a startled
cat and started climbing: awild high three-geeburn off the ecliptic, thir-
teen hundred tonnes of momentum bucking against Newton's First.
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She'demptied her Penntanks, bled dry her substrate mass,squandered a
hundred forty days' of fuel in hours. Then a long cold coastthrough the
abyss,years of stingy accounting, the thrust of every antiproton weighed
against the drag of sieving it from the void. Teleportation isn't magic: the
Icarus stream couldn't send us the actual antimatter it made, only the
guantum specs. Theseushad to filterfeed the raw material from space,
one ion at a time. For long dark years she'd made do on pure inertia,
hording every swallowed atom. Then a flip; ionizing lasers strafing the
space ahead; a ramscoop thrown wide in a hard brake. The weight of a
trillion trillion protons slowed her down and refilled her gut and
flattened us all over again. Theseu$ad burned relentless until almost the
moment of our resurrection.

It was easy enough to retrace those steps; our course was there in
ConSensusfor anyone to see.Exactly why the ship had blazed that trail
was another matter. Doubtless it would all come out during the post-rez
briefing. We were hardly the first vessel to travel under the cloak of
sealedbrders and if there'd been a pressing need to know by now we'd
have known by now. Still, | wondered who had locked out the Comm
logs. Mission Control, maybe. Or Sarasti.Or Theseu$erself, for that mat-
ter. It was easy to forget the Quantical Al at the heart of our ship. It
stayed so discreetly in the background, nurtured and carried us and per-
meated our existence like an unobtrusive God; but like God, it never
took your calls.

Sarastiwas the offical intermediary. When the ship did speak, it spoke
to himN and Sarasti called it Captain

So did we all.

He'd given us four hours to come back. It took more than three just to
get me out of the crypt. By then my brain was at least firing on most of
its synapses, although my bodyNstill sucking fluids like a thirsty
spongeN continued to ache with every movement. | swapped out
drained electrolyte bags for fresh ones and headed aft.

Fifteen minutes to spin-up. Fifty to the post-resurrection briefing. Just
enough time for those who preferred gravity-bound sleep to haul their
personal effects into the drum and stake out their allotted 4.4 square
meters of floor space.

GravityNor any centripetal facsimile thereofNdid not appeal to me. |
setup my own tent in zero-gee and as far to stern as possible, nuzzling
the forward wall of the starboard shuttle tube. The tent inflated like an
abscess on Theseus' spine, a little climate-controlled bubble of
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atmosphere in the dark cavernous vacuum beneath the ship's carapace.
My own effects were minimal; it took all of thirty secondsto stick them
to the wall, and another thirty to program the tent's environment.

Afterwards | went for a hike. After five years, | needed the exercise.

Stern was closest, so | started there: at the shielding that separated
payload from propulsion. A single sealed hatch blistered the aft bulk-
head dead center. Behind it, a service tunnel wormed back through ma-
chinery best left untouched by human hands. The fat superconducting
torus of the ramscoop ring; the antennaefan behind it, unwound now in-
to an indestructible soap-bubble big enough to shroud a city, its face
turned sunward to catch the faint quantum sparkle of the Icarus antimat-
ter stream. More shielding behind that; then the telematter reactor,
where raw hydrogen and refined information conjured fire three hun-
dred times hotter than the sun's. | knew the incantations, of
courseNantimatter cracking and deconstruction, the teleportation of
quantum serial numbersNbut it was still magic to me, how we'd come
so far so fast. It would have been magic to anyone.

Except Sarasti, maybe.

Around me, the samemagic worked at cooler temperatures and to less
volatile ends: a small riot of chutes and dispensers crowded the bulk-
head on all sides. A few of those openings would choke on my fist: one
or two could swallow me whole. Theseusfabrication plant could build
everything from cutlery to cockpits. Give it a big enough matter stockpile
and it could have even been built another Theseusalbeit in many small
piecesand over avery long time. Somewondered if it could build anoth-
er crew aswell, although we'd all beenassuredthat was impossible. Not
even these machines had fine enough fingers to reconstruct a few trillion
synapses in the space of a human skull. Not yet, anyway.

| believed it. They would never have shipped us out fully-assembled if
there'd been a cheaper alternative.

| faced forward. Putting the back of my head against that sealed hatch
| could seealmost to Theseusbow, an uninterrupted line-of-sight extend-
ing to atiny dark bull's-eye thirty meters ahead. It was like staring at a
great textured target in shades of white and gray: concentric circles,
hatches centered within bulkheads one behind another, perfectly
aligned. Every one stood open, in nonchalant defiance of a previous
generation's safety codes. We could keep them closed if we wanted to, if
it made us feel safer. That was all it would do, though; it wouldn't im-
prove our empirical odds one whit. In the event of trouble those hatches
would slam shut long milliseconds before Human sensescould even
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make senseof an alarm. They weren't even computer-controlled. Theseus
body parts had reflexes

| pushed off against the stern platingNwincing at the tug and stretch
of disused tendonsNand coasted forward, leaving Fab behind. The
shuttle-accesshatchesto Scyllaand Charybdisbriefly constricted my pas-
sageto either side. Past them the spine widened into a corrugated ex-
tensible cylinder two meters acrossandNat the momentNmaybe fifteen
long. A pair of ladders ran opposite each other along its length; raised
portholes the size of manhole covers stippled the bulkhead to either side.
Most of those just looked into the hold. A couple served as general-pur-
pose airlocks, should anyone want to take a stroll beneath the carapace.
One opened into my tent. Another, four meters further forward, opened
into Bates'.

From athird, just short of the forward bulkhead, Jukka Sarasticlimbed
into view like a long white spider.

If he'd been Human I'd have known instantly what | saw there, I'd
have smelled murdererall over his topology. And | wouldn't have been
able to even guessat the number of his victims, becausehis affect was so
utterly without remorse. The killing of a hundred would leave no more
stain on Sarasti's surfaces than the swatting of an insect; guilt beaded
and rolled off this creature like water on wax.

But Sarasti wasn't human. Sarasti was a whole different animal, and
coming from him all those homicidal refractions meant nothing more
than predator He had the inclination, was born to it; whether he had ever
acted on it was between him and Mission Control.

Maybethey cut you someslack | didn't sayto him. Maybeit's just a costof
doing businessYou're mission-critical,afterall. For all | know you cut a deal.
You're sovery smart,you knowwe wouldn't havebroughtyou backin thefirst
placeif we hadn't needed you. Fromthe daytheycrackedhevat you knewyou
had leverage.

Is that howit works,Jukka?You savethe world, and the folkswho hold your
leash agree to look the other way?

As a child I'd read tales about jungle predators transfixing their prey
with a stare. Only after I'd met Jukka Sarastidid | know how it felt. But
he wasn't looking at me now. He was focused on installing his own tent,
and even if he hadlooked me in the eye there'd have been nothing to see
but the dark wraparound visor he wore in deferenceto Human skittish-
ness. He ignored me as | grabbed a nearby rung and squeezed past.

| could have sworn | smelled raw meat on his breath.
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Into the drum (drums technically; the BioMed hoop at the back spun
on its own bearings). | flew through the center of a cylinder sixteen
meters across. Theseusspinal nerves ran along its axis, the exposed plexii
and piping bundled against the ladders on either side. Past them,
Szpindel's and James'freshly-erected tents rose from nooks on opposite
sides of the world. Szpindel himself floated off my shoulder, still naked
but for his gloves, and | could tell from the way his fingers moved that
his favorite color was green. He anchored himself to one of three stair-
ways to nowhere arrayed around the drum: steep narrow steps rising
five vertical meters from the deck into empty air.

The next hatch gaped dead-center of the drum's forward wall; pipes
and conduits plunged into the bulkhead to each side. | grabbed a con-
venient rung to slow myselfNbiting down once more on the painNand
floated through.

T-junction. The spinal corridor continued forward, a smaller divertic-
ulum branched off to an EVA cubby and the forward airlock. | stayed the
course and found myself back in the crypt, mirror-bright and less than
two meters deep. Empty pods gaped to the left; sealed ones huddled to
the right. We were so irreplaceable we'd come with replacements. They
slept on, oblivious. I'd met three of them back in training. Hopefully
none of us would be getting reacquainted any time soon.

Only four pods to starboard, though. No backup for Sarasti.

Another hatchway. Smaller this time. | squeezed through into the
bridge. Dim light there, a silent shifting mosaic of icons and alphanumer-
ics iterating acrossdark glassy surfaces.Not so much bridge as cockpit,
and a cramped one at that. I'd emerged between two acceleration
couches,eachsurrounded by a horseshoearray of controls and readouts.
Nobody expected to ever usethis compartment. Theseuswvas perfectly
capable of running herself, and if shewasn't we were capable of running
her from our inlays, and if we weren't the odds were overwhelming that
we were all dead anyway. Still, against that astronomically off-the-wall
chance,this was where one or two intrepid survivors could pilot the ship
home again after everything else had failed.

Between the footwells the engineers had crammed one last hatch and
one last passageway: to the observation blister on Theseus prow. |
hunched my shoulders (tendons cracked and complained) and pushed
throughN

Ninto darkness. Clamshell shielding covered the outside of the dome
like a pair of eyelids squeezedtight. A single icon glowed softly from a
touchpad to my left; faint stray light followed me through from the
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spine, brushed dim fingers acrossthe concave enclosure. The dome re-
solved in faint shadesof blue and gray asmy eyesadjusted. A stale draft
stirred the webbing floating from the rear bulkhead, mixed oil and ma-
chinery at the back of my throat. Buckles clicked faintly in the breezelike
impoverished wind chimes.

| reached out and touched the crystal: the innermost layer of two,
warm air piped through the gap between to cut the cold. Not completely,
though. My fingertips chilled instantly.

Space out there.

Perhaps, en route to our original destination, Theseushad seen
something that scared her clear out of the solar system. More likely she
hadn't been running away from anything but to something else,
something that hadn't beendiscovered until we'd already died and gone
from Heaven. In which caseE

| reached back and tapped the touchpad. | half-expected nothing to
happen; Theseuswindows could be as easily locked as her comm logs.
But the dome split instantly before me, a crack then a crescentthen a
wide-eyed lidless stare as the shielding slid smoothly back into the hull.
My fingers clenched reflexively into a fistful of webbing. The sudden
void stretched empty and unforgiving in all directions, and there was
nothing to cling to but a metal disk barely four meters across.

Stars,everywhere. Somany starsthat | could not for the life me under-
stand how the sky could contain them all yet be so black. Stars, andN

Nnothing else.

What did you expect?d chided myself. An alien mothershiphangingoff the
starboard bow?

Well, why not? We were out here for something

The others were, anyway. They'd be essential no matter where we'd
ended up. But my own situation was a bit different, | realized. My use-
fulness degraded with distance.

And we were over half a light year from home.

"When it is dark enough, you can see the stars."
NEmerson

Where was | when the lights came down?
| was emerging from the gates of Heaven, mourning a father who
wasNto his own mind, at leastNstill alive.
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It had been scarcely two months since Helen had disappeared under
the cowl. Two months by our reckoning, at least. From her perspective it
could have been a day or a decade; the Virtually Omnipotent set their
subjective clocks along with everything else.

Shewasn't coming back. Shewould only deign to seeher husband un-
der conditions that amounted to a slap in the face. He didn't complain.
He visited as often as she would allow: twice a week, then once. Then
every two. Their marriage decayed with the exponential determinism of
a radioactive isotope and still he sought her out, and accepted her
conditions.

On the day the lights came down, | had joined him at my mother's
side. It was a special occasion,the last time we would ever seeher in the
flesh. For two months her body had lain in state along with five hundred
other new ascendantson the ward, open for viewing by the next of kin.
The interface was no more real than it would ever be, of course;the body
could not talk to us. But at least it was thereg its flesh warm, the sheets
clean and straight. Helen's lower face was still visible below the cowl,
though eyesand earswere helmeted. We could touch her. My father of-
ten did. Perhaps some distant part of her still felt it.

But eventually someone has to close the casketand dispose of the re-
mains. Room must be made for the new arrivalsNand sowe cameto this
last day at my mother's side. Jim took her hand one more time. She
would still be available in her world, on her terms, but later this day the
body would be packed into storage facilities crowded far too efficiently
for flesh and blood visitors. We had been assured that the body would
remain intactNthe muscles electrically exercised, the body flexed and
fed, the corpus kept ready to return to active duty should Heaven experi-
encesome inconceivable and catastrophic meltdown. Everything was re-
versible, we were told. And yetNthere were so many who had ascended,
and not even the deepestcatacombsgo on forever. There were rumors of
dismemberment, of nonessential body parts hewn away over time ac-
cording to some optimum-packing algorithm. PerhapsHelen would be a
torso this time next year, a disembodied head the year after. Perhaps her
chassiswould be stripped down to the brain before we'd even left the
building, awaiting only that final technological breakthrough that would
herald the arrival of the Great Digital Upload.

Rumors, as| say. | personally didn't know of anyone who'd come back
after ascending, but then why would anyone want to? Not even Lucifer
left Heaven until he was pushed.
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Dad might have known for sureNDad knew more than most people,
about the things most people weren't supposed to knowNbut he never
told tales out of turn. Whatever he knew, he'd obviously decided its dis-
closure wouldn't have changed Helen's mind. That would have been
enough for him.

We donned the hoods that served as day passesfor the Unwired, and
we met my mother in the spartan visiting room she imagined for these
visits. She'd built no windows into the world she occupied, no hint of
whatever utopian environment she'd constructed for herself. She hadn't
even opted for one of the prefab visiting environments designed to min-
imize dissonance among visitors. We found ourselves in a featureless
beige sphere five meters across. There was nothing in there but her.

Maybe not so far removed from her vision of utopia aftelr ébught.

My father smiled. "Helen."

"Jim." She was twenty years younger than the thing on the bed, and
still she made my skin crawl. "Siri! You came!"

She always used my name. | don't think she ever called meson

"You're still happy here?" my father asked.

"Wonderful. | do wish you could join us."

Jim smiled. "Someone has to keep the lights on."

"Now you knowthis isn't goodbye," she said. "You can visit whenever
you like."

"Only if you do something about the scenery."Not just a joke, but a lie;
Jim would have come at her call even if the gauntlet involved bare feet
and broken glass.

"And Chelsea, too," Helen continued. "It would be so nice to finally
meet her after all this time."

"Chelsea’'sgone Helen," | said.

"Oh yes but | know you stay in touch. | know she was special to you.
Just because you're notogetherany more doesn't mean she can'tN"

"You know shi"

A startling possibility stopped me in mid-sentence: maybe | hadn't ac-
tually told them.

"Son," Jim said quietly. "Maybe you could give us a moment."

| would have given them a fucking lifetime. | unplugged myself back
to the ward, looked from the corpse on the bed to my blind and catatonic
father in his couch, murmuring sweet nothings into the datastream. Let
them perform for each other. Let them formalize and finalize their so-
called relationship in whatever way they saw fit. Maybe, just once, they
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could even bring themselves to be honest, there in that other world
where everything else was a lie. Maybe.

| felt no desire to bear witness either way.

But of course | had to go backin for my own formalities. | adopted my
role in the familial set-pieceone last time, partook of the usual lies. We
all agreed that this wasn't going to change anything, and nobody devi-
ated enough from the script to call anyone else a liar on that account.
And finallyNcareful to say until nexttime rather than goodbyBwe took
our leave of my mother.

| even suppressed my gag reflex long enough to give her a hug.

Jim had his inhaler in hand aswe emerged from the darkness. | hoped,
without much hope, that he'd throw it into the garbage receptacle aswe
passedthrough the lobby. But he raised it to his mouth and took another
hit of vassopressin, that he would never be tempted.

Fidelity in an aerosol. "You don't need that any more," | said.

"Probably not," he agreed.

"It won't work anyway. You can't imprint on someonewho isn't even
there, no matter how many hormones you snort. It justN"

Jim said nothing. We passed beneath the muzzles of sentries panning
for infiltrating Realists.

"She'sgoneg” | blurted. "Shedoesn't careif you find someoneelse.She'd
be happy if you did." It would let her pretend the books had been balanced.

"She's my wife," he told me.

"That doesn't mean what it used to. It never did."

He smiled a bit at that. "It's my life, son. I'm comfortable with it."

"DadN"

"I don't blame her," he said. "And neither should you."

Easyfor him to say. Easyevento acceptthe hurt she'dinflicted on him
all these years. This cheerful facade here at the end hardly made up for
the endless bitter complaints my father had endured throughout living
memory. Do you think it's easywhenyou disappearfor monthson end?Do
you think it's easyalwayswonderingwho you're with and what you're doing
andif you're evenalive?Do you think it's easyraising a child like that on your
own?

She'd blamed him for everything, but he bore it gracefully becausehe
knew it was all alie. He knew he was only the pretense. Shewasn't leav-
ing becausehe was AWOL, or unfaithful. Her departure had nothing to
do with him at all. It was me. Helen had left the world because she
couldn't stand to look at the thing who'd replaced her son.
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| would have pursued itNwould have tried yet again to make my fath-
er se@lbut by now we'd left the gatesof Heaven for the streetsof Purgat-
ory, where pedestrians on all sides murmured in astonishment and
stared open-mouthed at the sky. | followed their gazeto a strip of raw
twilight between the towers, and gaspedN

The stars were falling.

The Zodiac had rearranged itself into a precise grid of bright points
with luminous tails. It was asthough the whole planet had been caught
in some great closing net, the knots of its mesh aglow with St. EImo's
fire. It was beautiful. It was terrifying.

| looked away to recalibrate my distance vision, to give this ill-be-
haved hallucination a chanceto vanish gracefully before | set my empir-
ical gaze to high-beam. | saw a vampire in that moment, a female, walk-
ing among us like the archetypal wolf in sheep'sclothing. Vampires were
uncommon creatures at street level. I'd never seen one in the flesh before.

Shehad just stepped onto the street from the building acrossthe way.
Shestood a head taller than the rest of us, her eyesshining yellow and
bright as a cat's in the deepening dark. Sherealized, as | watched, that
something was amiss. Shelooked around, glanced at the skyNand con-
tinued on her way, totally indifferent to the cattle on all sides, to the
heavenly portent that had transfixed them. Totally indifferent to the fact
that the world had just turned inside-out.

It was 1035 Greenwich Mean Time, February 13, 2082.

They clenched around the world like a fist, eachblack asthe inside of
an event horizon until those last bright moments when they all burned
together. They screamedasthey died. Every radio up to geostatgroaned
in unison, every infrared telescope went briefly snowblind. Ashes
stained the sky for weeks afterwards; mesospheric clouds, high above
the jet stream, turned to glowing rust with every sunrise. The objects,ap-
parently, consisted largely of iron. Nobody ever knew what to make of
that.

For perhaps the first time in history, the world knewbefore being told:
if you'd seenthe sky, you had the scoop. The usual arbiters of newswor-
thiness, stripped of their accustomed role in filtering reality, had to be
content with merely labeling it. It took them ninety minutes to agree on
Fireflies A half hour after that, the first Fourier transforms appeared in
the noosphere; to no one's great surprise, the Fireflies had not wasted
their dying breaths on static. There was pattern embedded in that ter-
minal chorus, some cryptic intelligence that resisted all earthly analysis.
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The experts, rigorously empirical, refused to speculate: they only admit-
ted that the Fireflies had said something They didn't know what.

Everyone elsedid. How elsewould you explain 65,536probes evenly
dispersed along a lat-long grid that barely left any square meter of plan-
etary surface unexposed? Obviously the Flies had taken our picture. The
whole world had been caught with its pants down in panoramic
composite freeze-frame. We'd been surveyetlwhether as a prelude to
formal introductions or outright invasion was anyone's guess.

My father might have known someonewho might have known. But by
then he'd long since disappeared, as he always did during times of hemi-
spheric crisis. Whatever he knew or didn't, he left me to find my own an-
swers with everyone else.

There was no shortage of perspectives. The noosphere seethed with
scenariosranging from utopian to apocalyptic. The Fireflies had seeded
lethal germs through the jet stream. The Fireflies had been on a nature
safari. The Icarus Array was being retooled to power a doomsday
weapon against the aliens. The Icarus Array had already beendestroyed.
We had decadesto react; anything from another solar system would
have to obey the lightspeed limit like everyone else.We had days to live;
organic warships had just crossedthe asteroid belt and would be fumig-
ating the planet within a week.

Like everyone else, | bore witness to lurid speculations and talking
heads. | visited blathernodes, soaked myself in other people's opinions.
That was nothing new, asfar asit went; I'd spent my whole life asa sort
of alien ethologist in my own right, watching the world behave, gleaning
patterns and protocols, learning the rules that allowed me to infiltrate
human society. It had always worked before. Somehow, though, the
presence of real aliens had changed the dynamics of the equation. Mere
observation didn't satisfy any more. It was asthough the presenceof this
new outgroup had forced me back into the clade whether | liked it or
not; the distance between myself and the world suddenly seemedforced
and faintly ridiculous.

Yet | couldn't, for my life, figure out how to let it go.

Chelseahad always said that telepresenceemptied the Humanity from
Human interaction. "They say it's indistinguishable," she told me once,
“just like having your family right there, snuggled up so you can see
them and feel them and smell them next to you. But it's not. It's just
shadows on the cave wall. | mean, sure, the shadows come in three-dee
color with force-feedback tactile interactivity. They're good enough to
fool the civilized brain. But your gut knows those aren't peopleeven if it
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can't put its finger on howit knows. They just don't feelreal. Know what |
mean?"

| didn't. Back then I'd had no clue what she was talking about. But
now we were all cavemenagain, huddling beneath some overhang while
lightning split the heavens and vast formless monsters, barely glimpsed
in bright strobe-frozen instants, roared and clashedin the darkness on all
sides. There was no comfort in solitude. You couldn't getit from interact-
Ive shadows. You needed someonerealat your side, someoneto hold on
to, someoneto share your airspace along with your fear and hope and
uncertainty.

| imagined the presenceof companions who wouldn't vanish the mo-
ment | unplugged. But Chelseawas gone, and Pagin her wake. The few
others | could have calledN peersand former clients with whom my im-
personations of rapport had been especially convincingNdidn't seem
worth the effort. Flesh and blood had its own relationship to reality: ne-
cessary, but not sufficient.

Watching the world from a distance, it occurred to me at last: | knew
exactly what Chelseahad meant, with her Luddite ramblings about de-
saturated Humanity and the colorless interactions of virtual space.|'d
known all along.

I'd just never been able to see how it was any different from real life.

Imagine you are a machine.

Yes, | know. But imagine you're a different kind of machine, one built
from metal and plastic and designed not by blind, haphazard natural se-
lection but by engineers and astrophysicists with their eyesfixed firmly
on specific goals. Imagine that your purpose is not to replicate, or evento
survive, but to gather information.

| can imagine that easily. It is in fact a much simpler impersonation
than the kind I'm usually called on to perform.

| coastthrough the abysson the colder side of Neptune's orbit. Most of
the time | exist only as an absence,to any observer on the visible spec-
trum: a moving, asymmetrical silhouette blocking the stars. But occasion-
ally, during my slow endlessspin, | glint with dim hints of reflected star-
light. If you catch me in those moments you might infer something of my
true nature: a segmented creature with foil skin, bristling with joints and
dishes and spindly antennae. Here and there a whisper of accumulated
frost clings to a joint or seam, some frozen wisp of gas encountered in
Jupiter space perhaps. Elsewhere | carry the microscopic corpses of
Earthly bacteriawho thrived with carefreeabandon on the skins of space
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stations or the benign lunar surfaceNbut who had gone to crystal at only
half my present distance from the sun. Now, a breath away from Abso-
lute Zero, they might shatter at a photon's touch.

My heart is warm, at least. A tiny nuclear fire burns in my thorax,
leaves me indifferent to the cold outside. It won't go out for a thousand
years, barring some catastrophic accident; for a thousand years, | will
listen for faint voices from Mission Control and do everything they tell
me to. Sofar they have told me to study comets. Every instruction | have
ever received has been a precise and unambiguous elaboration on that
one overriding reason for my existence.

Which is why these latest instructions are so puzzling, for they make
no senseat all. The frequency is wrong. The signal strength is wrong. |
cannot even understand the handshaking protocols. | request
clarification.

The response arrives almost a thousand minutes later, and it is an un-
precedented mix of orders and requestsfor information. | answer asbest
| can:yes, this is the bearing at which signal strength was greatest. No, it
Is not the usual bearing for Mission Control. Yes,| canretransmit. here it
Is, all over again. Yes, | will go into standby mode.

| await further instructions. They arrive 839 minutes later, and they tell
me to stop studying comets immediately.

| am to commence a controlled precessivetumble that sweeps my an-
tennae through consecutive 5?-arcincrements along all three axes,with a
period of 94 seconds. Upon encountering any transmission resembling
the one which confused me, | am to fix upon the bearing of maximal sig-
nal strength and derive a seriesof parameter values. | am also instructed
to retransmit the signal to Mission Control.

| do asI'm told. For along time | hear nothing, but | am infinitely pa-
tient and incapable of boredom. Eventually a fleeting, familiar signal
brushes against my afferent array. | reacquire and track it to source,
which | am well-equipped to describe: a trans-Neptunian comet in the
Kuiper Belt, approximately two hundred kilometers in diameter. It is
sweeping a 21-cmtightbeam radio wave acrossthe heavenswith a peri-
odicity of 4.57 seconds. This beam does not intersect Mission Control's
coordinates at any point. It appears to be directed at a different target
entirely.

It takes much longer than usual for Mission Control to respond to this
information. When it does, it tells me to change course. Mission Control
informs me that henceforth my new destination is to be referred to as
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Burns-Caulfield Given current fuel and inertial constraints | will not
reach it in less than thirty-nine years.
| am to watch nothing else in the meantime.

I'd beenliaising for ateam at the Kurzweil Institute, a fractured group
of cutting-edge savants convinced they were on the verge of solving the
guantum-glial paradox. That particular log-jam had stalled Al for dec-
ades; once broken, the experts promised we'd be eighteen months away
from the first personality upload and only two years from reliable
Human-consciousness emulation in a software environment. It would
spell the end of corporeal history, usher in a Singularity that had been
waiting impatiently in the wings for nigh on fifty years.

Two months after Firefall, the Institute cancelled my contract.

| was actually surprised it had taken them so long. It had cost us so
much, this overnight inversion of global priorities, these breakneck
measures making up for lost initiative. Not even our shiny new post-
scarcity economy could withstand such a seismic shift without lurching
towards bankruptcy. Installations in deep space,long since imagined se-
cure by virtue of their remoteness,were suddenly vulnerable for exactly
the samereason. Lagrange habitats had to be refitted for defense against
an unknown enemy. Commercial ships on the Martian Loop were con-
scripted, weaponised, and reassigned; some secured the high ground
over Mars while others fell sunward to guard the Icarus Array.

It didn't matter that the Fireflies hadn't fired a shot at any of these tar-
gets. We simply couldn't afford the risk.

We were all in it together, of course, desperate to regain some hypo-
thetical upper hand by any means necessary. Kings and corporations
scribbled 10Us on the backs of napkins and promised to sort everything
out oncethe heat was off. In the meantime, the prospect of Utopia in two
yearstook a back seatto the shadow of Armageddon reaching back from
next Tuesday. The Kurzweil Institute, like everyone else, suddenly had
other things to worry about.

So | returned to my apartment, split a bulb of Glenfiddich, and ar-
rayed virtual windows like daisy petals in my head. Everyone Icons de-
bated on all sides, serving up leftovers two weeks past their expiry date:

Disgraceful breakdown of global security.

No harm done.

Comesats annihilated. Thousands dead.

Randomcollisions. Accidentaldeaths.

(who sent them?)
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We should have seen them coming. Why didn't weN

Deep space. Inverse square. Do the math.

They werestealthed!

(what do they want?)

We were raped!

Jesus Christ. They just took ourpicture.

Why the silence?

Moon's fine. Mars's fine.

(Where are they?)

Why haven't they made contact?

Nothing's touched the O'Neills.

Technology Implies Belligerence!

(Are they coming back?)

Nothing attacked us. Yet

Nothing invaded So far.

(But where arethey?)

(Are they coming back)

(Anyone?)

Jim Moore Voice Only

encrypted

Accept?

The text window blossomed directly in my line of sight, eclipsing the
debate. | read it twice. | tried to remember the last time he'd called from
the field, and couldn't.

| muted the other windows. "Dad?"

"Son," he replied after a moment. "Are you well?"

"Like everyone else. Still wondering whether we should be celebrating
or crapping our pants."

He didn't answer immediately. "It's a big question, all right," he said at
last.

"I don't suppose you could give me any advice? They're not telling us
anything at ground level."

It was a rhetorical request. His silence was hardly necessaryto make
the point. "I know," | added after a moment. "Sorry. It's just, they're say-
ing the Icarus Array went down, andN"

"You know | can'tNoh." My father paused. "That's ridiculous. Icarus's
fine."

"It is?"
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He seemedto be weighing his words. "The Fireflies probably didn't
even notice it. There'sno particle trail aslong asit stays offstream, and it
would be buried in solar glare unless someone knew where to search."

It was my turn to fall silent. This conversation felt suddenly wrong.

Becausewhen my father went on the job, he went dark. He nevercalled
his family.

Becauseeven when my father came off the job, he never talked about
it. It wouldn't matter whether the Icarus Array was still online or wheth-
er it had been shredded and thrown into the sun like a thousand kilo-
meters of torn origami; he wouldn't tell either tale unless an official an-
nouncement had been made. WhichNI refreshed an index window just
to be sureN it hadn't.

Becausewhile my father was a man of few words, he was not a man of
frequent, indecisive pausesNand he had hesitated before eachand every
line he'd spoken in this exchange.

| tugged ever-so-gently on the lineN"But they've sent ships."Nand
started counting.

One one-thousand, two one-thousandN

"Just a precaution. Icarus was overdue for a visit anyway. You don't
swap out your whole grid without at least dropping in and kicking the
new tires first."

Nearly three seconds to respond.

"You're on the moon," | said.

Pause. "Close enough."

"What are youNDad, why are you telling me this? Isn't this a security
breach?"

"You're going to get a call," he told me.

"From who? Why?"

"They're assembling a team. The kind ofNpeople you deal with." My
father was too rational to dispute the contributions of the reconsand hy-
brids in our midst, but he'd never been able to hide his mistrust of them.

“They need a synthesist," he said.

"Isn't it lucky you've got one in the family."

Radio bounced back and forth. "This isn't nepotism, Siri. | wanted very
much for them to pick someone else."

"Thanks for the vote of confN"

But he'd seenit coming, and preempted me before my words could
cross the distance: "It's not a slap at your abilities and you know it.
You're simply the most qualified, and the work is vital."

30



"SowhyN" | began, and stopped. He wouldn't want to keep me away
from some theoretical gig in a WestHem lab.

"What's this about, Dad?"

“The Fireflies. They found something."

"What?"

"A radio signal. From the Kuiper. We traced the bearing."

"They're talking?"

"Not to us." He cleared his throat. "It was something of a fluke that we
even intercepted the transmission."

"Who are they talking to?"

"We don't know."

"Friendly? Hostile?"

"Son, we don't know. The encryption seemssimilar, but we can't even
be sure of that. All we have is the location."

"Soyou're sending ateam." You're sendingme. We'd never gone to the
Kuiper before. It had been decadessince we'd even sent robots. Not that
we lacked the capacity. We just hadn't bothered; everything we needed
was so much closer to home. The Interplanetary Age had stagnated at
the asteroids.

But now something lurked at the furthest edge of our backyard, call-
ing into the void. Maybe it was talking to some other solar system.
Maybe it was talking to something closer, something en route

“It's not the kind of situation we can safely ignore," my father said.

"What about probes?"

"Of course. But we can't wait for them to report back. The follow-up's
been fast-tracked; updates can be sent en route."”

He gave me a few extra seconds to digest that. When | still didn't
speak, he said, "You have to understand. Our only edge is that as far as
we know, Burns-Caulfield doesn't know we're on to it. We have to get as
much as we can in whatever window of opportunity that grants us."

But Burns-Caulfieldhad hidden itself. Burns-Caulfield might not wel-
come a forced introduction.

"What if | refuse?"

The timelag seemed to sayMars.

"l know you, son. You won't."

"But if | did. If I'm the best qualified, if the job's so vitalE"

He didn't have to answer. | didn't have to ask. At thesekind of stakes,
mission-critical elementsdidn't get the luxury of choice. | wouldn't even
have the childish satisfaction of holding my breath and refusing to
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playNthe will to resist is no less mechanical than the urge to breathe.
Both can be subverted with the right neurochemical keys.

"You killed my Kurzweill contract,” | realized.

"That's the least of what we did."

We let the vacuum between us speak for a while.

"If | could go back and undo theNthe thing that made you what you
are," Dad said after a while, "l would. In a second."

"Yeah."

"l have to go. | just wanted to give you the heads-up."

"Yeah. Thanks."

"l love you, son."

Where are you? Are you coming back?

“Thanks," | said again. "That's good to know."

This is what my father could not unmake. This is what | am:

| am the bridge between the bleeding edge and the dead center. | stand
between the Wizard of Oz and the man behind the curtain.

| amthe curtain.

| am not an entirely new breed. My roots reach back to the dawn of
civilization but those precursors served a different function, alesshonor-
able one. They only greased the wheels of social stability; they would
sugarcoat unpleasant truths, or inflate imaginary bogeymen for political
expedience. They were vital enough in their way. Not even the most
heavily-armed police state can exert brute force on all of its citizens all of
the time. Meme management is so much subtler; the rose-tinted refrac-
tion of perceived reality, the contagious fear of threatening alternatives.
There have always been those tasked with the rotation of informational
topologies, but throughout most of history they had little to do with in-
creasing its clarity.

The new Millennium changed all that. We've surpassed ourselves
now, we're exploring terrain beyond the limits of merely human under-
standing. Sometimes its contours, even in conventional space, are just
too intricate for our brains to track; other times its very axesextend into
dimensions inconceivable to minds built to fuck and fight on some pre-
historic grassland. Somany things constrain us, from so many directions.
The most altruistic and sustainable philosophies fail before the brute
brain-stem imperative of self-interest. Subtle and elegant equations pre-
dict the behavior of the quantum world, but none can explainit. After
four thousand years we can't even prove that reality exists beyond the
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mind of the first-person dreamer. We have such need of intellects greater
than our own.

But we're not very good at building them. The forced matings of
minds and electrons succeedand fail with equal spectacle.Our hybrids
become as brilliant as savants, and as autistic. We graft people to pros-
thetics, make their overloaded motor strips juggle meat and machinery,
and shake our headswhen their fingers twitch and their tongues stutter.
Computers bootstrap their own offspring, grow so wise and incompre-
hensible that their communiquZs assumethe hallmarks of dementia: un-
focused and irrelevant to the barely-intelligent creatures left behind.

And when your surpassing creations find the answers you asked for,
you can't understand their analysis and you can't verify their answers.
You have to take their word on faithN

NOr you use information theory to flatten it for you, to squash the
tesseractinto two dimensions and the Klein bottle into three, to simplify
reality and pray to whatever Gods survived the millennium that your
honorable twisting of the truth hasn't ruptured any of its load-bearing
pylons. You hire people like me; the crossbred progeny of profilers and
proof assistants and information theorists.

In formal settings you'd call me Synthesist. On the street you call me
jargonautor poppy If you're one of those savants whose hard-won truths
are being bastardized and lobotomized for powerful know-nothings in-
terested only in market share, you might call me a moleor a chaperone

If you're Isaac Szpindel you'd call me commissarand while the jibe
would be a friendly one, it would also be more than that.

I've never convinced myself that we made the right choice. | can cite
the usual justifications in my sleep, talk endlessly about the rotational to-
pology of information and the irrelevance of semantic comprehension.
But after all the words, I'm still not sure. | don't know if anyone else s,
either. Maybe it's just some grand consensualcon, marks and players all
in league. We won't admit that our creations are beyond us; they may
speak in tongues, but our priests can read those signs. Gods leave their
algorithms carved into the mountainside but it's just li'l ol' me bringing
the tablets down to the masses, and | don't threaten anyone.

Maybe the Singularity happened years ago. We just don't want to ad-
mit we were left behind.

"All kinds of animals living here. Occasional demons too."
N lan Anderson, Catfish Rising
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The Third Wave, they called us. All in the same boat, driving into the
long dark courtesy of a bleeding-edge prototype crash-graduated from
the simulators a full eighteen months ahead of schedule. In a lessfearful
economy, such violence to the timetable would have bankrupted four
countries and fifteen multicorps.

The first two waves came out of the gate in even more of a hurry. |
didn't find out what had happened to them until thirty minutes before
the briefing, when Sarastireleasedthe telemetry into ConSensus.Then |
opened wide; experience flooded up my inlays and spilled across my
parietal cortex in glorious high-density fast forward. Even now | can
bring those data back, fresh as the day they were recorded. I'mthere

I'm them

| amunmanned.l amdisposablel. am souped-upmnd stripped-down a tele-
matter drive with a coupleof cameradoltedto the front end,pushinggeeghat
wouldturn meatto jelly. | sprint joyouslytowardthe darknessmy twin brother
a stereoscopibundredklicksto starboarddual streamsof backspapionsboost-
ing us to relativity before poor olcheseushad even crawled past Mars.

But now, six billion kilometerdo stern,Mission Control turns offthetap and
leavedaus coasting.Thecometswellsin our sights,a frozenenigmasweepingts
signal acrossthe sky like a lighthousebeam.We bring rudimentary sensego
bear and stare it down on a thousand wavelengths.

We've lived for this moment.

We see an erratic wobble that speaksof recent collisions. We see
scarsNsmoothicy expansesvhereonce-acneskin hasliquefiedand refrozen,
far too recently for the insignificant sun at our backs to be any kind of suspect.

We see an astronomical impossibility: a comet with a heart of refined iron.

Burns-Caufieldsingsaswe glide past.Not to us; it ignoresour passageasit
ignoredour approachlt singsto someonelseentirely. Perhapsve'll meetthat
audiencesomeday. Perhapghey're waiting in the desolatevastelandsaheadf
us. Mission Control flips us onto our backs keepsaus fixed on target pastany
realistic hopeof acquisition.Theysendlast-ditchinstructions, squeezeur fad-
Ing signalsfor everylast bit amongthe static.| cansenseheir frustration, their
reluctanceto let us go; onceor twice, we're evenaskedf somgudicious mix of
thrust and gravity might let us linger here a bit longer.

But deceleration is for pansies. We're headed faténs.

Bye, Burnsie. Bye, Mission Control. Bye, Sol.

See you at heat death.

Warily, we close on target.
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Therearethreeof us in the secondvaveNslowerthan our predecessorges,
but still somuchfasterthan anything flesh-constrained/Ve are weigheddown
by payloadsw~vhich makeus virtually omniscient.We seeon everywavelength,
from radio to string. Our autonomousmicroprobesmeasureeverything our
mastersanticipated;tiny onboardassemblyines canbuild toolsfrom the atoms
up, to assesshe things they did not. Atoms, scavengeffom wherewe are,join
with ions beamedrom wherewe were:thrust and materielaccumulaten our
bellies.

This extra masshasslowedus, but midpoint brakingmaneuversaveslowed
us evenmore.Thelast half of this journey hasbeena constantfight againstmo-
mentumfrom thefirst. It is not an efficientway to travel. In less-hurriediimes
we would havebuilt early to someoptimal speedperhapsslung arounda con-
venient planetfor a little extra oomph, coastednost of the way. But time is
pressing,sowe burn at both ends.We must reach our destination;we cannot
afford to passit by, cannotafford the kamikazeexuberancef the first wave.
They merely glimpsed the lay of the land. We must map it down to the motes.

We must be monesponsible.

Now, slowingtowardsorbit, we seeeverythingthey sawand more.We seghe
scabsandtheimpossiblaron core.We hearthesinging. And there just beneath
the comet'sfrozensurface we seestructure: an infiltration of architectureinto
geologyWearenot yet closeenoughto squint, andradaris toolongin thetooth
for fine detail. But we are smart, and therearethreeof us, widely separatedn
space.The wavelengthsof three radar sourcescan be calibratedto interfere at
somepredeterminegboint of convergenceNandhosetripartite echoeshologra-
matically remixed, will increase resolution by a factor of twenty-seven.

Burns-Caulfieldstopssinging the momentwe put our planinto action.In the
next instant | go blind.

It's atemporaryaberration a reflexiveampingof filters to compensatéor the
overload.My arrays are backonline in secondsgiagnosticsgreenwithin and
without. | reachout to the others,confirm identicalexperiencesdenticalrecov-
eries.Weareall still fully functional, unlessthe suddenincreasan ambiention
densityis somekind of sensoryartefact.\We arereadyto continueour investiga-
tion of Burns-Caulfield.

The only real problem is that Burns-Caulfield seems to have disappearedE

Theseusarried no regular crewNno navigators or engineers, no one to
swab the decks, no meat wasted on tasks that machinery orders of mag
smaller could perform orders of mag better. Let superfluous deckhands
weigh down other ships, if the nonAscendent hordes needed to attach
some pretense of usefulnessto their lives. Let them infest vesselsdriven
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only by commercial priorities. The only reasonwewere here was because
nobody had yet optimized software for First Contact. Bound past the
edge of the solar system, already freighted with the fate of the world,
Theseusvasted no mass on self-esteem.

So here we were, rehydrated and squeaky-clean: Isaac Szpindel, to
study the aliens. The Gang of FourNSusan Jamesand her secondary per-
sonaeN to talk to them. Major Amanda Bateswas here to fight, if neces-
sary. And Jukka Sarastito command us all, to move us like chesspieces
on some multidimensional game board that only vampires could see.

He'd arrayed us around a conferencetable that warped gently through
the Commons, keeping a discreet and constant distance from the curved
deck beneath. The whole drum was furnished in Early Concave, tricked
unwary and hung-over brains into thinking they were looking at the
world through fisheye lenses.In deferenceto the creakiness of the nou-
veauxundeadit spun at a mere fifth of a gee, but it was just warming up.
We'd be at half-grav in six hours, stuck there for eighteen out of every
twenty-four until the ship decided we were fully recovered. For the next
few days, free-fall would be a rare and blessZd thing.

Light sculptures appeared on the tabletop. Sarasti could have fed the
information directly to our inlaysN the whole briefing could have gone
through ConSensus,without the need to assemblephysically in the same
placeN but if you want to be sure everyone's paying attention, you bring
them together.

Szpindel leaned in conspiratorially at my side. "Or maybe the blood-
sucker just gets off seeing all this meat in close quarters, eh?"

If Sarastiheard he didn't show it, not even to me. He pointed to a dark
heart at the center of the display, his eyeslost behind black glass. "Oasa
object. Infrared emitter, methane class."

On the display it wasNnothing. Our apparent destination was a black
disk, a round absence of stars. In real life it weighed in at over ten
Jupiters and measured twenty percent wider at the belly. It was directly
in our path: too small to burn, too remote for the reflection of distant
sunlight, too heavy for a gas giant, too light for a brown dwarf.

"When did that show up?" Batessqueezedher rubber ball in one hand,
the knuckles whitening.

"X-ray spike appears during the '76 microwave survey." Six years be-
fore Firefall. "Never confirmed, never reacquired. Like a torsion flare
from an L-classdwarf, but we should seeanything big enough to gener-
ate that kind of effect and the sky's dark on that bearing. IAU calls it a
statistical artefact."
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Szpindel's eyebrows drew together like courting caterpillers. "What
changed?"

Sarasti smiled faintly, keeping his mouth closed. "The metabase
getsN crowded after Firefall. Everyone skittish, looking for clues. After
Burns-Caulfield explodesN" He clicked at the back of his throat. "Turns
out the spike might arise from a subdwarf object after all, if the
magnetosphere's torqued enough."

Bates: "Torqued by what?"

“Don't know."

Layers of statistical inference piled up on the table while Sarasti
sketched background: even with a solid bearing and half the world's at-
tention, the object had hidden from all but the most intensive search. A
thousand telescopic snapshots had been stacked one on another and
squeezed through a dozen filters before something emerged from the
static, just below the three-meter band and the threshold of certainty. For
the longest time it hadn't even beenreal: just a probabilistic ghost until
Theseugyot close enough to collapse the waveform. A quantum particle,
heavy as ten Jupiters.

Earthbound cartographers were calling it Big Ben Theseusad barely
passed Saturn's orbit when it showed up in the residuals. That discovery
would have been moot for anyone else; no other ship caught en route
could have packed enough fuel for anything but the long dejected loop
back home. But Theseusthin, infinitely attenuate fuel line reachedall the
way back to the sun; she could turn on the proverbial dime. We'd
changed course in our sleep and the Icarus stream tracked our moves
like a cat after prey, feeding us at lightspeed.

And here we were.

“Talk about long shots," Szpindel grumbled.

Across the table, Batesflicked her wrist. Her ball sailed over my head;
| heard it bounce off the deck (not the deck something in me amended:
handrail). "We're assuming the comet was a deliberate decoy, then."

Sarasti nodded. The ball riccocheted back into my line of sight high
overhead and disappeared briefly behind the spinal bundle, looping
through some eccentric, counterintuitive parabola in the drum's feeble
grav.

"So they want to be left alone.”

Sarasti steepled his fingers and turned his face in her direction. "That
your recommendation?"
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Shewished it was. "No, sir. I'm just saying that Burns-Caulfield took a
lot of resources and effort to set up. Whoever built it obviously values
their anonymity and has the technology to protect it."

The ball bounced one last time and wobbled back towards the Com-
mons. Bateshalf-hopped from her seat(she floated briefly), barely catch-
ing it on its way past. There remained a new-born-animal awkwardness
to her movements, half Coriolis, half residual rigor. Still: a big improve-
ment in four hours. The rest of the Humans were barely past the walking
stage.

"Maybe it wasn't much trouble for themat all, en?" Szpindel was mus-
ing. "Maybe it was dead easy."

“In which casethey might or might not be as xenophobic, but they're
even more advanced. We don't want to rush into this."

Sarasti turned back to the simmering graphics. "So?"

Bates kneaded the recovered ball with her fingertips. "The second
mouse gets the cheese.We may have blown our top-of-the-line recon in
the Kuiper, but we don't have to go in blind. Sendin our own drones
along separate vectors. Hold off on a close approach until we at least
know whether we're dealing with friendlies or hostiles."

Jamesshook her head. "If they were hostile, they could have packed
the Fireflies with antimatter. Or sent one big object instead of sixty thou-
sand little ones, let the impact take us out."

"The Fireflies only imply an initial curiosity," Batessaid. "Who knows
if they liked what they saw?"

"What if this whole diversiontheory's just so much shit?"

| turned, briefly startled. James'smouth had made the words; Sascha
had spoken them.

"You wanna stay hidden, you don't light up the sky with fucking fire-
works" she continued. "You don't need a diversion if nobody's looking
for you, and nobody's looking for you if you lie low. If they were so curi-
ous they could've just snuck in a spycam.”

"Risks detection," the vampire said mildly.

"Hate to break it, Jukka, but the Firefliesdidn't exactly slip under the
radN"

Sarasti opened his mouth, closed it again. Filed teeth, briefly visible,
clicked audibly behind his face. Tabletop graphics reflected off his visor,
a band of writhing polychrome distortions where eyes should be.

Sascha shut up.

Sarasticontinued. "They trade stealth for speed. By the time you react,
they already have what they want." He spoke quietly, patiently, a well-
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fed predator explaining the rules of the game to prey that really should
know better: thelongerit takesmeto track you down,the morehopeyou have
of escaping

But Saschahad already fled. Her surfaceshad scattered like a flock of
panicked starlings, and the next time SusanJames'mouth opened, it was
Susan James who spoke through it. "Sascha's aware of the current
paradigm, Jukka. She's simply worried that it might be wrong."

"Got another we could trade it on?" Szpindel wondered. "More op-
tions? Longer warranty?"

"| don't know." Jamessighed. "l guess not. It's justN odd that they'd
want to actively mislead us. I'd hoped they were merelyN well." She
spread her hands. "Probably no big deal. I'm sure they'll still be willing
to talk, if we handle the introductions right. We just need to be a little
more cautious, perhapskE "

Sarastiunfolded himself from his chair and loomed over us. "We go in.
What we know weighs against further delay."

Batesfrowned and pitched her ball back into orbit. "Sir, all we actually
knowis that an Oasaemitter's in our path. We don't even know if there's
anyone there"

“There is," Sarasti said. "They expect us."

Nobody spoke for a few seconds. Someone's joints cracked in the
silence.

"ErE " Szpindel began.

Without looking, Sarasti flicked out his arm and snatched Bates're-
turning ball from the air. "Ladar pings Theseusfour hours forty-eight
minutes ago. We respond with an identical signal. Nothing. Probe
launches half-hour before we wake up. We don't go in blind, but we
don't wait. They seeus already. Longer we wait, greater risk of
countermeasures."

| looked at the dark featureless placeholder on the table: bigger than
Jupiter and we couldn't even seeit yet. Something in the shadow of that
mass had just reached out with casual, unimaginable precision and
tapped us on the nose with a laser beam.

This was not going to be an even match.

Szpindel spoke for all of us: "You knew that all along? You're telling us
now?"

This time Sarasti'ssmile was wide and toothy. It was asthough a gash
had opened in the lower half of his face.

Maybe it was a predator thing. He just couldn't help playing with his
food.

39



It wasn't so much the way they looked. The elongate limbs, the pale
skin, the caninesand the extended mandibleNnoticeable, yes, even alien,
but not disturbing, not frightening. Not even the eyes,really. The eyes of
dogs and cats shine in the darkness; we don't shiver at the sight.

Not the way they looked. The way they moved

Something in the reflexes, maybe. The way they held their limbs: like
mantis limbs, long jointed things you just knew could reach out and
snatch you from right acrossthe room, any time they felt like it. When
Sarastilooked at meNreally lookednaked-eyed, unfiltered by the visorN
a half-million years just melted away. The fact that he was extinct meant
nothing. The fact that we'd come so far, grown strong enough to resur-
rect our own nightmares to serve usE meant nothing. The genesaren't
fooled. They know what to fear.

Of course, you had to experienceit in person. Robert Paglini knew the
theory of vampires down the molecules, but even with all those technical
specs in his head he never reallygotit.

He called me, before we left. | hadn't been expecting it; ever since the
roster had been announced our watches had blocked calls from anyone
not explicitly contact-listed. I'd forgotten that Pag had been. We hadn't
spoken since Chelsea. I'd given up on ever hearing from him again.

But there he was. "Pod-man." He smiled, a tentative overture.

“It's good to seeyou," | said, becausethat's what people said in similar
situations.

"Yeah, well | saw your name in the noose. You've made it big, for a
baseline."

"Not so big."

“Crap. You're the vanguard of the Human Race.You're our first, last,
and only hope against the unknown. Man, you showedhem." He held his
fist up and shook it, vicariously triumphant.

Showingthemhad become a cornerstone of Robert Paglino's life. He'd
really made it work for him, too, overcome the handicap of a natural
birth with retrofits and enhancementsand sheer bloody-mindedness. In
a world in which Humanity had become redundant in unprecedented
numbers, we'd both retained the status of another age: working
professional

"Soyou're taking orders from avamp,” he said now. "Talk about fight-
ing fire with fire."

"l guess it's practice. Until we run up against the real thing."

He laughed. | couldn't imagine why. But | smiled back anyway.
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It wasgood to see him.

"So, what are they like?" Pag asked.

"Vampires? | don't know. Just met my first one yesterday."

"And?"

"Hard to read. Didn't even seem to be aware of his surroundings
sometimes, he seemed to beE off in his own little world."

"He's aware all right. Thosethings are sofastit's scary. You know they
can hold both aspects of a Necker cube in their heads at the same time?"

The term rang a bell. | subtitled, and saw the thumbnail of a familiar
wireframe box:

Now | remembered: classicambiguous illusion. Sometimesthe shaded
panel seemedto be in front, sometimes behind. The perspective flipped
back and forth as you watched.

"You or I, we can only seeit one way or the other,” Pag was saying.
"Vamps seeit both ways at once Do you have any ideawhat kind of an
edge that gives 'em?"

"Not enough of one."

"TouchZ But hey, not their fault neutral traits get fixed in small
populations."

"I don't know if I'd call the Crucifix glitch  neutral.”

"It was at first. How many intersecting right angles do you seein
nature?" He waved one dismissive hand. "Anyway, that's not the point.
The point is they can do something that's neurologically impossible for
us Humans. They can hold simultaneousmultiple worldviews Pod-man.
They just seethings we have to work out step-by-step, they don't have to
think about it. You know, there isn't a single baseline human who could
just tell you, just off the top of their heads, every prime number between
one and a billion? In the old days, only a few autistics could do shit like
that."

"He never uses the past tense,” | murmered.

"Huh? Oh, that." Pagnodded. "They never experiencé¢he past tense.lt's
just another thread to them. They don't remember stuff, they reliveit."

"What, like a post-traumatic flashback?"

“Not so traumatic." He grimaced. "Not for them at least."

"So this is obviously your current hot spot? Vampires?"

"Pod, vampires are the capital-Hot spot for anyonewith a 'neuro’ in
their c.v. I'm just doing a couple of histology papers. Pattern-matching
receptors, Mexican-hat arrays, reward/ irrelevance filters. The eyes,
basically."

"Right." | hesitated. "Those kind of throw you."
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“No shit" Pag nodded knowingly. "That tap lucidum of theirs, that
shine Scary." He shook his head, impressed all over again at the
recollection.

"You've never met one," | surmised.

"What, in the flesh? I'd give my left ball. Why?"

"It's not the shine. It's theN" | groped for a word that fitN "The atti-
tude, maybe."

"Yeah," he said after a bit. "I guess sometimes you've just gotta be
there, huh? Which is why | envy you, Pod-man."

"You shouldn't."

"l should. Even if you never meet whoever sent the 'Flies, you're in for
one Christly research opportunity with thatNSarasti, is it?"

"Wasted on me. The only neuro in my file's under medical history."

He laughed. "Anyway, like | said, | just saw your name in the head-
lines and | figured, hey, the man's leaving in a couple of months, |
should probably stop waiting around for him to call.”

It had been over two years. "l didn't think I'd get through. | thought
you'd shitlisted me."

"Nah. Never." He looked down, though, and fell silent.

"But you should have called her," he said at last.

"l know."

"She wasdying. You should'veN"

“There wasn't time."

He let the lie sit there for a while.

"Anyway," he said at last. "l just wanted to wish you luck." Which
wasn't exactly true either.

"Thanks. | appreciate that."

"Kick their alien asses. If aliens have asses."

“There's five of us, Pag. Nine if you count the backups. We're not ex-
actly an army."

"Just an expression, fellow mammal. Bury the hatchet. Damn the tor-
pedoes. Soothe the serpent.”

Raise the white flad thought.

"| guess you're busy," he said, "I'lIN"

"Look, you want to get together? In airspace?l haven't beento QuBit's
in a while."

“Love to, Pod. Unfortunately I'm in Mankoya. Splice'n'dice workshop."

"What, you mean physically?"

"Cutting-edge research. Old-school habits."

“Too bad."
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"Anyway, I'll let you go. Just wanted, you knowN"

"Thanks," | said again.

"So, you know. Bye," Robert Paglino told me. Which was, when you
got down to it, the reason he'd called.

He wasn't expecting another chance.

Pag blamed me for the way it had ended with Chelsea.Fair enough. |
blamed him for the way it began.

He'd gone into neuroeconomics at least partly becausehis childhood
buddy had turned into a pod person before his eyes. I'd ended up in
Synthesis for roughly the samereason. Our paths had diverged, and we
didn't seeeachother in the flesh all that often; but two decadesafter I'd
brutalized a handful of children on his behalf, Robert Paglino was still
my best and only friend.

"You need to seriously thaw out,” he told me, "And | know just the
lady to handle the oven mitts."

“That is perhaps the worst use of metaphor in the history of human
language," | said.

"Seriously, Pod. She'll be good for you. A, a counterbalandéease you a
bit closer to the comfy mean, you know?"

“No, Pag, | don't. What is she, another neuroeconomist?"

"Neuroaestheticist," he said.

“There's still a market for those?"| couldn't imagine how; why pay to
tweak your compatibility with some significant other, when significant
others themselves were so out of fashion?

“"Not much of one," Pag admitted. "Fact is, she's pretty much retired.
But she's still got the tools, my man. Very thigmotactic. Likes all her
relationships face-to-face and in the flesh."

"l dunno, Pag. Sounds like work."

“Not like your work. She'sgot to be easier than the bleeding compos-
ites you front for. She's smart, she's sexy, and she's nicely inside the
standard deev except for the personal contact thing. Which is not so
much outright perversion as charming fetish. In your caseit could even
be therapeutic.”

“If | wanted therapy I'd see a therapist."

"She does a bit of that too, actually."”

"Yeah?" And then, despite myself, "Any good?"

He looked me up and down. "No one'sthat good. That's not what this
Is. | just figured you two would click. Chelseis one of the few who might
not be completely put off by your intimacy issues."
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"Everyonés got intimacy issuesthesedays, in caseyou hadn't noticed."
He must have; the population had been dropping for decades.

"l was being euphemistic. | meant your aversion to general Human
contact.”

"Making it euphemistic to call you Human?"

He grinned. "Different deal. We got history."

"No thanks."

“Too late. She's already en route to the appointed place."

"AppoinNyou're an asshole, Pag."

"The tightest."

Which was how | found myself intrusively face-to-facein an airspace
lounge south of Beth and Bear. The lighting was low and indirect, creep-
ing from under seatsand the edges of tables; the chromatics, this after-
noon at least, were defiantly longwave. It was a place where baselines
could pretend to see in infrared.

So | pretended for a moment, assessingthe woman in the corner
booth: gangly and glorious, half-a-dozen ethnicities coexisting peacefully
with no single voice dominant. Something glowed on her cheek, a faint
emerald staccatoagainst the ambient red shift. Her hair floated in a dif-
fuse ebony cloud about her head; as| neared | caught occasionalglints of
metal within that nimbus, the threads of a static generator purveying the
illusion of weightlessness. In normal light her blood-red skin would
doubtless shift down to the fashionable butterscotch of the unrepentant
mongrel.

Shewasattractive, but so was everyone in this kind of light; the longer
the wavelength, the softer the focus. There's a reason fuckcubbies don't
come with fluorescent lights.

You will not fall for this | told myself.

"Chelsea," she said. Her little finger rested on one of the table's inset
trickle-chargers. "Former neuroaestheticist, presently a parasite on the
Body Economic thanks to genes and machines on the cutting edge."

The glow on her cheekflapped bright lazy wings: a tattoo, a biolumin-
escent butterfly.

"Siri," | said. "Freelancesynthesist, indentured servant to the genesand
machines that turned you into a parasite.”

Shewaved at the empty seat.| took it, assessingthe system before me,
sizing up the best approach for a fast yet diplomatic disconnect. The set
of her shoulders told me she enjoyed lightscapes, and was embarrassed
to admit it. Monahan was her favorite artist. Shethought herself a natur-
al girl becauseshe'd stayed on chemical libidinals all these years, even
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though a synaptic edit would have beensimpler. Sherevelled in her own
inconsistency: a woman whose professional machinery edited thought it-
self, yet mistrustful of the dehumanising impact of telephones. Innately
affectionate, and innately afraid of unreturned affection, and indomit-
ably unwilling to let any of that stop her.

Sheliked what she saw when looked at me. Shewas a little afraid of
that, too.

Chelseagestured at my side of the table. The touchpads there glowed
soft, dissonant sapphire in the bloody light, like a set of splayed finger-
prints. "Good dope here. Extra hydroxyl on the ring, or something."

Assembly-line neuropharm doesn't do much for me; it's optimized for
people with more meat in their heads. | fingered one of the pads for ap-
pearances, and barely felt the tingle.

"So. A Synthesist. Explaining the Incomprehensible to the Indifferent."

| smiled on cue. "More like bridging the gap between the people who
make the breakthroughs and the people who take the credit for them."

She smiled back. "So how do you do it? All those optimized frontal
lobes and refitsNI mean, if they're incomprehensible, how do you com-
prehend them?"

"It helps to find pretty much everyone else incomprehensible too.
Provides experience." There. That should force a bit of distance.

It didn't. Shethought | was joking. | could seeher lining up to push for
more details, to ask questions about what | did, which would lead to
questions about me which would leadN

“Tell me what it's like," | said smoothly, "rewiring people's heads for a
living."

Chelseagrimaced; the butterfly on her cheekfluttered nervously at the
motion, wings brightening. "God, you make it sound like we turn them
into zombies or something. They're just tweaks, mainly. Changing taste
In music or cuisine, you know, optimizing mate compatibility. It's all
completely reversible."

“There aren't drugs for that?"

"Nah. Too much developmental variation between brains; our target-
ing is really fine-scale. But it's not all microsurgery and fried synapses,
you know. You'd be surprised how much rewiring can be done nonin-
vasively. You can start all sorts of cascadesjust by playing certain
sounds in the right order, or showing images with the right balance of
geometry and emotion."

"l assume those are new techniques."
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"Not really. Rhythm and music hang their hats on the same basic prin-
ciple. We just turned art into science."

"Yeah, but when?" The recent past, certainly. Sometime within the past
twenty years or soN

Her voice grew suddenly quiet. "Robert told me about your operation.
Some kind of viral epilepsy, right? Back when you were just a tyke."

I'd never explicitly asked him to keep it a secret. What was the differ-
ence anyway? I'd made a full recovery.

Besides, Pag still thought that had happened to someoneelse

"I don't know your specifics," Chelseacontinued gently. "But from the
sound of it, noninvasive techniques wouldn't have helped. I'm sure they
only did what they had to."

| tried to suppress the thought, and couldn't: | like this woman.

| felt something then, a strange, unfamiliar sensation that somehow
loosened my vertebrae. The chair felt subtly, indefinably more comfort-
able at my back.

"Anyway." My silence had thrown her off-stride. "Haven't done it
much since the bottom dropped out of the market. But it did leave me
with a fondness for face-to-face encounters, if you know what | mean."

"Yeah. Pag said you took your sex in the first-person.”

She nodded. "I'm very old-school. You okay with that?"

| wasn't certain. | was a virgin in the real world, one of the few things |
still had in common with the rest of civilized society. "In principle, |
guess. It just seemsNa lot of effort for not as much payoff, you know?"

"Don't I." She smiled. "Real fuckbuddies aren't airbrushed. Got all
these needsand demandghat you can't edit out. How canyou blame any-
one for saying no thanksto all that, now there's a choice?You gotta won-
der how our parents ever stayed together sometimes."

You gotta wonderwhy they did. | felt myself sinking deeper into the
chair, wondered again at this strange new sensation. Chelsea had said
the dopamine was tweaked. That was probably it.

She leaned forward, not coy, not coquettish, not breaking eye contact
for an instant in the longwave gloom. | could smell the lemony tang of
pheromones and synthetics mingling on her skin. "But there are advant-
ages too, once you learn the moves," she said. "The body's got a long
memory. And you dorealize that there's no trickler under your left finger
there, don't you, Siri?"

| looked. My left arm was slightly extended, index finger touching one
of the trickle pads; and my right had mirrored the motion while | wasn't
watching, its own finger tapping uselessly on blank tabletop.
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| pulled it back. "Bit of a bilateral twitch,” | admitted. "The body creeps
into symmetrical poses when I'm not looking."

| waited for a joke, or at least a raised eyebrow. Chelseajust nodded
and resumed her thread. "So if you're game for this, so am I. I've never
been entangled with a synthesist before."

"Jargonaut's fine. I'm not proud."

"Don't you just always know just exactly what to say." She cocked her
head at me. "So, your name. What's it mean?"

Relaxed. That was it. | felt relaxed

"l don't know. It's just a name."

"Well, it's not good enough. If we're gonna to be swapping spit for any
length of time you've gotta get a name that meanssomething."

And we were, | realized. Chelseahad decided while | wasn't looking. |
could have stopped her right there, told her what a bad idea this was,
apologized for any misunderstanding. But then there'd be wounded
looks and hurt feelings and guilt becauseatfter all, if | wasn't interested
why the hell had | even shown up?

She seemed nice. | didn't want to hurt her.

Just for a whilel told myself. It'll be an experience

"l think I'll call you Cygnus," Chelsea said.

“The swan?" | said. A bit precious, but it could have been worse.

She shook her head. "Black hole. Cygnus X-1."

| furrowed my brow at her, but | knew exactly what she meant: a dark,
dense object that sucks up the light and destroys everything in its path.

"Thanks a whole fucking lot. Why?"

“I'm not sure. Something dark about you." Sheshrugged, and gave me
a great toothy grin. "But it's not unattractive. And let me give you a
tweak or two, | bet you'd grow right out of it."

Pag admitted afterward, a bit sheepishly, that maybe | should have
read that as a warning sign. Live and learn.

"Leaders are visionaries with a poorly developed sense of fear
and no concept of the odds against them."
NRobert Jarvik

Our scout fell towards orbit, watching Ben. We fell days behind,
watching the scout. And that was all we did: sit in Theseusbelly while
the system streamed telemetry to our inlays. Essential, irreplaceable,
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mission-criticalNwe might as well have been ballast during that first
approach.

We passedBen'sRayleigh limit. Theseusquinted at a meager emission
spectrum and saw a rogue halo element from Canis MajorNa dis-
membered remnant of some long-lost galaxy that had drifted into ours
and ended up as road kill, uncounted billions of years ago. We were
closing on something from outside the Milky Way.

The probe arced down and in, drew close enough for false-color en-
hance. Ben's surface brightened to a seething parfait of high-contrast
bands against a diamond-hard starscape. Something twinkled there,
faint sparkles on endless overcast.

“Lightning?" James wondered.

Szpindel shook his head. "Meteorites. Must be a lot of rock in the
neighborhood."

"Wrong color," Sarastisaid. He was not physically among usNhe was
back in his tent, hardlined into the CaptainNbut ConSensusput him
anywhere on board he wanted to be.

Morphometrics scrolled acrossmy inlays: mass, diameter, mean dens-
ity. Ben'sday lasted sevenhours twelve minutes. Diffuse but massive ac-
cretion belt circling the equator, more torus than ring, extending almost a
half-million kilometers from the cloud-tops: the pulverized corpses of
moons perhaps, ground down to leftovers.

"Meteorites." Szpindel grinned. "Told ya."

He seemedto be right; increasing proximity smeared many of those
pinpoint sparkles into bright ephemeral hyphens, scratching the atmo-
sphere. Closer to the poles, cloud bands flickered with dim, intermittent
flashes of electricity.

Weak radio emission peaks at 31 and 400m. Outer atmosphere heavy
with methane and ammonia; lithium, water, carbon monoxide in abund-
ance. Ammonia hydrogen sulfide, alkali halide mixing locally in those
torn swirling clouds. Neutral alkalis in the upper layers. By now even
Theseuscould pick those things out from a distance, but our scout was
close enough to seefiligree. It no longer saw a disk. It gazed down at a
dark convex wall in seething layers of red and brown, saw faint stains of
anthracene and pyrene.

One of a myriad meteorite contrails scorched Ben'sface directly ahead,
for a moment | thought | could even seethe tiny dark speck at its core,
but sudden static scratched the feed. Bates cursed softly. The image
blurred, then steadied as the probe pitched its voice higher up the
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spectrum. Unable to make itself heard above the longwave din, now it
spoke down a laser.

And still it stuttered. Keeping it aligned across a million fluctuating
kilometers should have posed no problem at all; our respective trajector-
les were known parabolas, our relative positions infinitely predictable at
any time t. But the meteorite's contrail jumped and skittered on the feed,
as if the beam were being repeatedly, infinitesimally knocked out of
alignment. Incandescent gas blurred its details; | doubted that even a
rock-steady image would have offered any sharp edgesfor a human eye
to hold on to. Still. There was something wrong about it somehow,
something about the tiny black dot at the core of that fading brightness.
Something that some primitive part of my mind refused to accept as
naturalN

The image lurched again, and flashed to black, and didn't return.

"Probe's fried," Bates reported. "Spike there at the end. Like it hit a
Parker Spiral, but with a really tight wind."

| didn't need to call up subtitles. It was obvious in the set of her face,
the sudden creasesbetween her eyebrows: she was talking about a mag-
netic field.

"It'sN" she began, and stopped as a number popped up in ConSensus:
11.2 Tesla

"Holy shit" Szpindel whispered. "Is that right?"

Sarasti clicked from the back of his throat and the back of the ship. A
moment later he served up an instant replay, those last few seconds of
telemetry zoomed and smoothed and contrast-enhanced from visible
light down to deep infrared. There was that same dark shard cauled in
flame, there was the contrail burning in its wake. Now it dimmed asthe
object skipped off the denser atmosphere beneath and regained altitude.
Within moments the heat trace had faded entirely. The thing that had
burned at its center rose back into space,a fading ember. A great conic
scoop at its front end gaped like a mouth. Stubby fins disfigured an
ovoid abdomen.

Ben lurched and went out all over again.

"Meteorites," Bates said dryly.

The thing had left me with no senseof scale.It could have beenan in-
sector an asteroid. "How big?" | whispered, a split-second before the an-
swer appeared on my inlays:

Four hundred meters along the major axis.

Ben was safely distant in our sights once more, a dark dim disk
centeredin Theseus forward viewfinder. But | remembered the close-up:
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a twinkling orb of black-hearted fires; a face gashed and pockmarked,
endlessly wounded, endlessly healing.

There'd beenthousandsf the things.

Theseusshivered along her length. It was just a pulse of decelerating
thrust; but for that one moment, | imagined | knew how she felt.

We headed in and hedged our bets.

Theseusveaned herself with a ninety-eight-second burn, edged us into
some vast arc that might, with a little effort, turn into an orbitNor into a
quick discreet flyby if the neighborhood turned out to be a little too
rough. The Icarus stream fell invisibly to port, its unswerving energy lost
to space-time. Our city-sized, molecule-thick parasol wound down and
packed itself away until the next time the ship got thirsty. Antimatter
stockpiles begandropping immediately; this time we were alive to watch
it happen. The dip was infinitesimal, but there was something disquiet-
ing about the sudden appearance of that minus sign on the display.

We could have retained the apron strings, left a buoy behind in the
telematter stream to bounce energy down the well after us. SusanJames
wondered why we hadn't.

"Too risky," Sarasti said, without elaboration.

Szpindel leaned in James'direction. "Why give 'em something elseto
shoot at, eh?"

We sent more probes ahead, though, spat them out hard and fast and
too fuel-constrained for anything but flyby and self-destruct. They
couldn't take their eyes off the machines swinging around Big Ben.
Theseusstared her own unblinking stare, more distant though more
acute. But if those high divers even knew we were out there, they ig-
nored us completely. We tracked them across the closing distance,
watched them swoop and loop though a million parabolas at a million
angles. We never saw them collideNnot with each other, not with the
cauldron of rock tumbling around Ben's equator. Every perigee dipped
briefly into atmosphere; there they burned, and slowed, and accelerated
back into space, their anterior scoops glowing with residual heat.

Bates grabbed a ConSensusimage, drew highlights and a conclusion
around the front end: "Scramjet."

We tracked nearly four hundred thousand in lessthan two days. That
appeared to be most of them; new sightings leveled off afterwards, the
cumulative curve flattening towards some theoretical asymptote. Most of
the orbits were close and fast, but Sarastiprojected a frequency distribu-
tion extending almost back to Pluto. We might stay out here for years,

50



and still catchthe occasionalnew shovelnosereturning from its extended
foray into the void.

“The faster ones are pulling over fifty gees on the hairpin turn,”
Szpindel pointed out. "Meat couldn't handle that. | say they're
unmanned.”

"Meat's reinforceable," Sarasti said.

“If it's got that much scaffolding you might aswell stop splitting hairs
and call it a machine anyway."

Surface morphometrics were absolutely uniform. Four hundred thou-
sand divers, every one identical. If there was an alpha male calling the
shots among the herd, it couldn't be distinguished on sight.

One nightNas such things were measured on boardN | followed a soft
squeal of tortured electronics up to the observation blister. Szpindel
floated there, watching the skimmers. He'd closed the clamshells,
blocked off the stars and built a little analytical nest in their place.
Graphs and windows spilled acrossthe inside of the dome asthough the
virtual spacein Szpindel's head was insufficient to contain them. Tactical
graphics lit him from all sides, turned his body into a bright patchwork
of flickering tattoos.

The lllustrated Man. "Mind if | come in?" | asked.

He grunted: Yeah, but not enough to push it

Inside the dome, the sound of heavy rainfall hissed and spat behind
the screeching that had led me here. "Whatis that?"

"Ben's magnetosphere.” He didn't look back. “Nice, eh?"

Synthesistsdon't have opinions on the job; it keeps observer effects to
a minimum. This time | permitted myself a small breach. "The static's
nice. | could do without the screeching."”

"Are you kidding? That's the music of the spheres, commissar. It's
beautiful Like old jazz."

"l never got the hang of that either."”

He shrugged and squelched the upper register, left the rain pattering
around us. His jiggling eyes fixed on some arcane graphic. "Want a
scoop for your notes?"

"Sure."

“There you go." Light reflected off his feedback glove, iridescing like
the wing of a dragonfly as he pointed: an absorption spectrum, a looped
time-series. Bright peaks surged and subsided, surged and subsided
across a fifteen-second timeframe.

Subtitles only gave me wavelengths and Angstroms. "What is it?"
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"Diver farts. Those bastards are dumping complex organics into the
atmosphere.”

"How complex?"

"Hard to tell, so far. Faint traces, and they dissipate like that. But sug-
ars and aminos at least. Maybe proteins. Maybe more."

"Maybe life? Microbes?" An alien terraforming projectE

"Depends on how you define life, en?" Szpindel said. "Not even Deino-
coccuswvould last long down there. But it's a big atmosphere. They better
not be in any hurry if they're reworking the whole thing by direct
inoculation."

If they were, the job would go a lot faster with self-replicating inocu-
lates. "Sounds like life to me."

"Sounds like agricultural aerosols,is what it sounds like. Those fuckers
are turning the whole damn gas ball into a rice paddy bigger than
Jupiter." He gave me a scary grin. "Something's got a beeeappetite,
hmm? You gotta wonder if we aren't gonna be a teeny bit outnumbered."”

Szpindel's findings were front and center at our next get-together.

The vampire summed it up for us, visual aids dancing on the table:
"Von Neumann self-replicating r-selector. Seed washes up and sprouts
skimmers, skimmers harvest raw materials from the accretion belt. Some
perturbations in those orbits; belt's still unsettled."

"Haven't seenany of the herd giving birth," Szpindel remarked. "Any
sign of a factory?"

Sarasti shook his head. "Discarded, maybe. Decompiled. Or the herd
stops breeding at optimal N."

"“These are only the bulldozers," Bates pointed out. "There'll be
tenants."

"A lot of 'em, eh?" Szpindel added. "Outnumber us by orders of mag."

James: "But they might not show up for centuries."

Sarasti clicked. "Do these skimmers build Fireflies? Burns-Caulfield?"

It was a rhetorical question. Szpindel answered anyway: "Don't see
how."

"Something else does, then. Something already local.”

Nobody spoke for a moment. James'topology shifted and shuffled in
the silence; when she opened her mouth again, someone indefinably
youngerwas on top.

“Their habitat isn't anything like ours, if they're building a home way
out here. That's hopeful."

Michelle. The synesthete.
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"Proteins." Sarasti'seyeswere unreadable behind the visor. Comparable
biochemistries. They might eat us

"Whoever these beings are, they don't even live in sunlight. No territ-
orial overlap, no resource overlap, no basisfor conflict. There'sno reason
we shouldn't get along just fine."

"On the other hand," Szpindel said, "Technology implies belligerence."

Michelle snorted softly. "According to a coterie of theoretical historians
who've never actually met an alien, yes. Maybe now we get to prove
them wrong." And in the next instant she was just gone her affect
scattered like leavesin a dust-devil, and Susan Jameswas back in her
place saying:

"Why don't we just askthem?"

"Ask?" Bates said.

“There are four hundred thousand machines out there. How do we
know they can't talk?"

"We'd have heard.," Szpindel said. "They're drones."

"Can't hurt to ping them, just to make sure."

“There's no reason they should talk even if they are smart. Language
and intelligence aren't all that strongly correlated even on EarN"

Jamesrolled her eyes."Why not try, at least?It's what we're here for.
It's what I'm here for. Justsend a bloody signal

After a moment Bates picked up the ball. "Bad game theory, Suze."

"Game theory." She made it sound like a curse.

"Tit-for-tat's the best strategy. They pinged us, we pinged back. Ball's
in their court now; we send another signal, we may give away too
much."

"I know the rules, Amanda. They say if the other party never takesthe
initiative again, we ignore each other for the rest of the mission because
game theory says you don't want to look needy'

“The rule only applies when you're going up against an unknown
player, " the Major explained. "We'll have more options the more we
learn."

Jamessighed. "It's justNyou all seemto be going into this assuming
they'll be hostile. As if a simple hailing signal is going to bring them
down on us."

Batesshrugged. "It only makes senseto be cautious. | may be a jarhead
but I'm not eagerto piss off anything that hops between stars and terra-
forms superJoviansfor aliving. | don't have to remind anyone here that
Theseuss no warship."
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She'd said anyone she'd meant Sarasti And Sarasti,focused on his own
horizon, didn't answer. Not out loud, at least; but his surfacesspoke in a
different tongue entirely.

Not yet, they said.

Bateswas right, by the way. Theseusvas officially tricked out for ex-
ploration, not combat. No doubt our masters would have preferred to
load her up with nukes and particle cannonsaswell asher scientific pay-
load, but not even a telemattered fuel stream can changethe laws of iner-
tia. A weaponized prototype would have taken longer to build; a more
massive one, laden with heavy artillery, would take longer to accelerate.
Time, our masters had decided, was of greater essencethan armament.
In a pinch our fabrication facilities could build most anything we
needed, given time. It might take a while to build a particle-beam cannon
from scratch, and we might have to scavengea local asteroid for the raw
material, but we could do it. Assuming our enemieswould be willing to
wait, in the interests of fair play.

But what were the odds that even our best weapons would prove ef-
fective against the intelligence that had pulled off the Firefall? If the un-
known was hostile, we were probably doomed no matter what we did.
The Unknown wastechnologically advancedNand there were some who
claimed that that made them hostile by definition. TechnologympliesBel-
ligerencethey said.

| suppose | should explain that, now that it's completely irrelevant.
You've probably forgotten after all this time.

Once there were three tribes. The Optimists, whose patron saints were
Drake and Sagan, believed in a universe crawling with gentle intelli-
genceNspiritual brethren vaster and more enlightened than we, a great
galactic siblinghood into whose ranks we would someday ascend.Surely,
said the Optimists, spacdravel impliesenlightenmentfor it requiresthe con-
trol of greatdestructiveenergiesAny racewhich can't rise aboveats own brutal
instincts will wipe itself out long before it learns to bridge the interstellar gulf.

Across from the Optimists sat the Pessimists,who genuflected before
graven images of Saint Fermi and a host of lesser lightweights. The
Pessimistsenvisioned alonely universe full of dead rocks and prokaryot-
ic slime. Theoddsarejust toolow, they insisted. Toomanyrogues,too much
radiation, too much eccentricityin too many orbits. It is a surpassingmiracle
that evenone Earth exists;to hopefor many is to abandorreasonand embrace
religiousmania.After all, the universeis fourteenbillion yearsold: if the galaxy
were alive with intelligence, wouldn't it be here by now?
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Equidistant to the other two tribes sat the Historians. They didn't have
too many thoughts on the probable prevalence of intelligent, spacefaring
extraterrestrialsN but if thereare any, they said, they're not just goingto be
smart. They're going to bmean.

It might seem almost too obvious a conclusion. What is Human his-
tory, if not an ongoing successionof greater technologies grinding lesser
ones beneath their boots? But the subject wasn't merely Human history,
or the unfair advantage that tools gave to any given side; the oppressed
snatch up advanced weaponry as readily asthe oppressor, given half a
chance.No, the real issue was how those tools got there in the first place.
The real issue was what tools arefor.

To the Historians, tools existed for only one reason:to force the uni-
verse into unnatural shapes.They treated nature asan enemy, they were
by definition a rebellion against the way things were. Technology is a
stunted thing in benign environments, it never thrived in any culture
gripped by belief in natural harmony. Why invent fusion reactorsif your
climate is comfortable, if your food is abundant? Why build fortressesif
you have no enemies?Why force change upon a world which posesno
threat?

Human civilization had a lot of branches, not so long ago. Even into
the twenty-first century, afew isolated tribes had barely developed stone
tools. Some settled down with agriculture. Others weren't content until
they had ended nature itself, still others until they'd built cities in space.

We all rested eventually, though. Each new technology trampled less-
er ones, climbed to some complacent asymptote, and stoppedNuntil my
own mother packed herself away like alarva in honeycomb, softened by
machinery, robbed of incentive by her own contentment.

But history never said that everyone had to stop where we did. It only
suggestedthat those who hadstopped no longer struggled for existence.
There could be other, more hellish worlds where the bestHuman techno-
logy would crumble, where the environment was still the enemy, where
the only survivors were those who fought back with sharper tools and
stronger empires. The threats contained in those environments would
not be simple ones. Harsh weather and natural disasters either kill you
or they don't, and once conqueredNor adapted toN they lose their relev-
ance. No, the only environmental factors that continued to matter were
those that fought back, that countered new strategies with newer ones,
that forced their enemiesto scale ever-greater heights just to stay alive.
Ultimately, the only enemy that mattered was an intelligent one.
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And if the besttoys do end up in the hands of those who've never for-
gotten that life itself is an act of war against intelligent opponents, what
does that say about a race whose machines travel between the stars?

The argument was straightforward enough. It might even have been
enough to carry the Historians to victoryNif such debates were ever
settled on the basic of logic, and if a bored population hadn't already
awarded the game to Fermi on points. But the Historian paradigm was
just too ugly, too Darwinian, for most people, and besides, no one really
cared any more. Not even the Cassidy Survey's late-breaking discoveries
changed much. Sowhat if some dirtball at Ursae Majoris Eridani had an
oxygen atmosphere? It was forty-three lightyears away, and it wasn't
talking; and if you wanted flying chandeliers and alien messiahs, you
could build them to order in Heaven. If you wanted testosteroneand tar-
get practice you could choose an afterlife chock-full of nasty alien mon-
sters with really bad aim. If the mere thought of an alien intelligence
threatened your worldview, you could explore a virtual galaxy of empty
real estate, ripe and waiting for any God-fearing earthly pilgrims who
chanced by.

It was all there, just the other side of a fifteen-minute splice job and a
cervical socket. Why endure the cramped and smelly confines of real-life
space travel to go visit pond scum on Europa?

And so, inevitably, a fourth Tribe arose, a Heavenly host that tri-
umphed over all: the Tribe that Just Didn't Give A Shit. They didn't
know whatto do when the Fireflies showed up.

Sothey sent us, andNin belated honor of the Historian mantraNthey
sent along a warrior, justin case.lt was doubtful in the extreme that any
child of Earth would be a match for a race with interstellar technology,
should they prove unfriendly. Still, | could tell that Bates'presencewas a
comfort, to the Human members of the crew at least. If you have to go
up unarmed against an angry T-rex with a four-digit 1Q, it can't hurt to
have a trained combat specialist at your side.

At the very least, she might be able to fashion a pointy stick from the
branch of some convenient tree.

"l sweatr, if the aliens end up eating the lot of us, we'll have the Church
of Game Theory to thank for it," Sascha said.

Shewas grabbing a brick of couscousfrom the galley. | was there for
the caffeine. We were more or lessalone; the rest of the crew was strewn
from dome to Fab.

“Linguists don't use it?" | knew some that did.
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"Wedon't." And the othersarehacks"Thing about game theory is, it as-
sumes rational self-interest among the players. And people just aren't
rational.”

"It used to assumethat,” | allowed. "Thesedays they factor in the social
neurology."

"Human social neurology." Shebit a corner off her brick, spoke around
a mouthful of semolina. "That's what game theory's good for. Rational
players, or human ones. And let me take a wild stab here and wonder if
either of those is gonna apply to that." Shewaved her hand at some ar-
chetypal alien lurking past the bulkhead.

“It's got its limitations," | admitted. "l guessyou use the tools you can
lay your hands on."

Saschasnorted. "So if you couldn't get your hands on a proper set of
blueprints, you'd base your dream home on a book of dirty limericks."

"Maybe not." And then, a bit defensive in spite of myself, | added, "I've
found it useful, though. In areas you might not expect it to be."

"Yeah? Name one."

"Birthdays," | said, and immediately wished | hadn't.

Saschastopped chewing. Something behind her eyesflickered, almost
strobed as if her other selves were pricking up their ears.

"Go on," she said, and | could feel the whole Gang listening in.

“It's nothing, really. Just an example."

"So. Tell us." Sascha cocked James' head at me.

| shrugged. No point making a big thing out of it. "Well, according to
game theory, you should never tell anyone when your birthday is."

"l don't follow."

“It's a lose-lose proposition. There's no winning strategy."

"What do you mean, strategy? It's abirthday."

Chelseahad said exactly the samething when I'd tried to explain it to
her. Look I'd said, sayyou tell everyonavhenit is and nothing happensit's
kind of a slap in the face.

Or suppose they throw you a pari@helsea had replied.

Thenyou don't knowwhetherthey're doingit sincerely,or if your earlierin-
teractionjust guilted them into observingan occasiorthey'd rather haveig-
nored. But if you don't tell anyone,and nobody commemorateshe event,
there'sno reasonto feelbadly becausafter all, nobodyknew. And if someone
does buy you adrink thenyou knowit's sincerebecausaobodywould goto all
the trouble of finding out whenyour birthday isN and then celebratingitNif
they didn't honestly like you.
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Of course, the Gang was more up to speed on such things. | didn't
have to explain it verbally: | could just grab a piece of ConSensusand
plot out the payoff matrix, Tell/Don't Tell along the columns, Celebrated/
Not Celebratedilong the rows, the unassailable black-and-white logic of
costand benefit in the squaresthemselves. The math was irrefutable: the
one winning strategy was concealment. Only fools revealed their
birthdays.

Sascha looked at me. "You ever show this to anyone else?"

"Sure. My girlfriend."

Her eyebrows lifted. " You had a girlfriend? A real one?"

| nodded. "Once."

"I mean afteryou showed this to her."

"Well, yes."

"Uh huh." Her eyeswandered back to the payoff matrix. "Justcurious,
Siri. How did she react?"

"She didn't, really. Not at first. ThenNwell, she laughed."

"Better woman than me." Saschashook her head. "I'd have dumped
you on the spot."

My nightly constitutional up the spine: glorious dreamy flight along a
single degree of freedom. | sailed through hatches and corridors, threw
my arms wide and spun in the gentle cyclonic breezesof the drum. Bates
ran circles around me, bouncing her ball against bins and bulkheads,
stretching to field eachcurving rebound in the torqued pseudograv. The
toy ricocheted off a stairwell and out of reach as | passed;the major's
curses followed me through the needle's eye from crypt to bridge.

| braked just short of the dome, stopped by the sound of quiet voices
from ahead.

"Of coursehey're beautiful,” Szpindel murmured. "They're stars"

"And I'm guessing I'm not your first choice to share the view," James
said.

"You're a close second. But I've got a date with Meesh."

"She never mentioned it."

"She doesn't tell you everything. Ask her."

"Hey, this body's taking its antilibs. Even if yours isn't."

"Mind out of the gutter, Suze. Eros is only one kind of love, eh? An-
cient Greeks recognized four."

"Riiight.” Definitely not Susan,not any more. "Figures you'd take your
lead from a bunch of sodomites."
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"Fuck SaschaAll I'm asking is a few minutes alone with Meesh before
the whip starts cracking againE "

"My body too, Ike. You wanna pull your eyes over my wool?"

"l just want to talk, eh? Alone That too much to ask?"

| heard Sascha take a breath.

| heard Michelle let it out.

"Sorry, kid. You know the Gang."

"Thank God It's like some group inspection whenever | come looking
for face time."

"l guess you're lucky they like you, then."

"| still say you ought to stage a coup."

"You could always move in with us."

| heard the rustle of bodies in gentle contact. "How are you?" Szpindel
asked. "You okay?"

"Pretty good. I think I'm finally used to being alive again. You?"

"Hey, I'm a spaz no matter how long I've been dead."

"You get the job done."

"Why, merci | try."

A small silence. Theseus©iummed quietly to herself.

"Mom was right," Michelle said. "They arebeautiful."

"What do you see,when you look at them?" And then, catching him-
self: "I meanN"

"They'reNprickly,” Michelle told him. "When | turn my head it's like
bands of very fine needlesrolling acrossmy skin in waves. But it doesn't
hurt at all. It just tingles. It's almost electric. It's nice."

"Wish | could feel it that way."

"You've got the interface. Just patch a camera into your parietal lobe
instead of your visual cortex."

“That'd just tell me how a machinefeels vision, eh? Still wouldn't know
how youdo."

“Isaac Szpindel. You're a romantic."

"Nah."

"You don't wantto know. You want to keep it mysterious."

"Already got more than enough mysteryto deal with out here, in case
you hadn't noticed."

"Yeah, but we can'tdoanything about that."

“That'll change. We'll be working our asses off in no time."

"You think?"
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"Count on it," Szpindel said. "So far we've just been peeking from a
distance, eh? Bet all kinds of interesting stuff happens when we get in
there and start poking with a stick."

"Maybe for you. There's got to be a biological somewherén the mix,
with all those organics."

"Damn right. And you'll be talking to ‘em while I'm giving them their
physicals."

"Maybe not. | mean, Mom would never admit it in a million years but
you had a point about language. When you get right down to it, it's a
workaround. Like trying to describe dreams with smoke signals. It's
noble, it's maybe the most noble thing a body cando but you can'tturn a
sunset into a string of grunts without losing something. It's limiting.
Maybe whatever's out here doesn't even use it."

"Bet they do, though."

"Sincewhen? You're the one who's always pointing out how inefficient
language is."

"Only when I'm trying to get under your skin. Your pantsNwhole oth-
er thing." He laughed at his own joke. "Seriously, what are they gonna to
use instead, telepathy? | say you'll be up to your elbows in hieroglyphics
before you know it. And what's more, you'll decode 'em in record time."

"You're sweet, but | wonder. Half the time | can't even decode Jukka'
Michelle fell silent a moment. "He actually kind of throws me
sometimes."

"You and seven billion others."

"Yeah. | know it's silly, but when he's not around there's a part of me
that can't stop wondering where he's hiding. And when he'sright there
in front of me, | feel like | should be hiding."

“Not his fault he creeps us out."

"I know. But it's hardly a big morale booster. What genius came up
with the idea of putting a vampire in charge?"

"Where elseyou going to put them, eh?You want to be the one giving
orders to him?"

"And it's not just the way he moves. It's the way he talks It's just
wrong."

"You know heN"

“I'm not talking about the present-tense thing, or all the glottals.
HeNwell, you know how he talks. He's terse"

"It's efficient.”
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“It's artificial, Isaac.He's smarter than all of us put together, but some-
times he talks like he'sgot a fifty-word vocabulary.” A soft snort. "It's not
like it'd kill him to use an adverb once in a while."

"Ah. But you say that becauseyou're a linguist, and you can't seewhy
anyone wouldn't want to wallow in the sheer beauty of languagée"
Szpindel harrumphedwith mock pomposity. "Now me, I'm a biologist, so
it makes perfect sense."

"Really. Then explain it to me, oh wise and powerful mutilator of
frogs."

"Simple. Bloodsucker's a transient, not a resident."”

"What areNoh, those are killer whales, right? Whistle dialects."

"l said forget the language Think about the lifestyle. Residentsare fish-
eaters,eh? They hang out in big groups, don't move around much, talk
all the time." | heard a whisper of motion, imagined Szpindel leaning in
and laying a hand on Michelle's arm. | imagined the sensorsin his gloves
telling him what shefelt like. "Transients, nowNthey eat mammalsSeals,
sealions, smartprey. Smart enough to take cover when they hear a fluke
slap or a click train. Sotransients are sneaky eh? Hunt in small groups,
range all over the place, keep their mouths shut so nobody hears ‘em
coming."

"And Jukka's a transient.”

"Man's instincts tell him to keep quiet around prey. Every time he
opens his mouth, every time he lets us seehim, he's fighting his own
brain stem. Maybe we shouldn't be too harsh on the ol' guy just because
he's not the world's best motivational speaker, en?"

"He's fighting the urge to eat us every time we have a briefing? That's
reassuring."

Szpindel chuckled. "It's probably not that bad. | guess even Kkiller
whales let their guard down after making a kill. Why sneak around on a
full stomach, eh?"

"So he'snot fighting his brain stem. He just isn't hungry."

"Probably a little of both. Brain stem never really goesaway, you know.
But I'll tell you one thing." Some of the playfulness ebbed from
Szpindel's voice. "lI've got no problem if Sarasti wants to run the occa-
sional briefing from his quarters. But the moment we stop seeinghim al-
together? That's when you start watching your back."

Looking back, I canfinally admit it: | envied Szpindel his way with the

ladies. Spliced and diced, a gangly mass of tics and jitters that could
barely feel his own skin, somehow he managed to beN
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Charming. That's the word. Charming.

As a social necessity it was all but obsolete, fading into irrelevance
along with two-party nonvirtual sex pairing. But even I'd tried one of
those; and it would have been nice to have had Szpindel's self-deprecat-
ing skill set to call on.

Especially when everything with Chelsea started falling apart.

| had my own style, of course. | tried to be charming in my own pecu-
liar way. Once, after one too many fights about honestyand emotionaima-
nipulation, I'd started to think maybe a touch of whimsy might smooth
things over. | had come to suspect that Chelseajust didn't understand
sexual politics. Sure she'd edited brains for a living, but maybe she'd just
memorized all that circuitry without giving any thought to how it had
arisen in the first place, to the ultimate rules of natural selection that had
shaped it. Maybe she honestly didn't know that we were evolutionary
enemies,that all relationships were doomed to failure. If | could slip that
insight into her headN if | could charmmy way past her defensesN
maybe we'd be able to hold things together.

Sol thought about it, and | came up with the perfect way to raise her
awareness.| wrote her a bedtime story, a disarming blend of humor and
affection, and I called it

The Book of Oogenesis

In the beginningwerethe gametesAnd thoughtherewassex,lo, therewas
no gender, and life was in balance.

And Godsaid,"Let therebe Sperm": and someseeddlid shrivel in sizeand
grow cheap to make, and they did flood the market.

And Godsaid,"Let therebeEggs": and otherseedsvereafflictedby a plague
of Sperm.And yea,few of themborefruit, for Spermbroughtno foodfor the zy-
gote,and only the largestEggscould makeup the shortfall. And thesegrew yet
larger in the fullness of time.

And God put the Eggsinto a womb,and said, "Wait here:for thy bulk has
madetheeunwieldy, and Spermmust seekheeout in thy chambersHenceforth
shalt thou be fertilized internally.” And it was so.

And Godsaidto the gametes;The fruit of thy fusionmay abidein any place
and takeany shapelt may breatheair or water or the sulphurousmuck of hy-
drothermalvents.But do not forgetmy onecommandmentinto you, which has
not changed from the beginning of time: spread thy genes."

And thus did Spermand Egggointo theworld. And Spermsaid,”l amcheap
and plentiful, and if sowedabundantly| will surely fulfill God's plan. | shall
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foreverseelout new matesandthenabandorthemwhentheyarewith child, for
there are many wombs and little time."

But Eggsaid,"Lo, the burdenof procreatiorweighsheavilyupon me.l must
carry fleshthat is but half mine, gestateand feedit evenwhenit leavesmy
chamber"(for by now many of Egg's bodiesverewarm of blood,and furry be-
sides)."l canhavebut few children,and must devotemyselfto those,and pro-
tectthemat everyturn. And | will makeSpermhelpme,for hegot meinto this.
And thoughhedoth struggle at my side,| shall not let him stray, nor lie with
my competitors."

And Sperm liked this not.

And Godsmiled,for Its commandmenhad put Spermand Egg at war with
each other, even unto the day they made themselves obsolete.

| brought her flowers one dusky Tuesday evening when the light was
perfect. | pointed out the irony of that romantic old traditionN the
severed genitalia of another species, offered as a precopulatory
bribeNand then | recited my story just as we were about to fuck.

To this day, I still don't know what went wrong.

"The glass ceiling is inyou. The glass ceiling isconsciencé
NJacob Holtzbrinck, The Keys to the Planet

There were stories, before we left Earth, of a fourth wave: a fleet of
deep-spacedreadnoughts running silent in our wake, should the cannon
fodder up front run into something nasty. Or, if the aliens were friendly,
an ambassadorial frigate full of politicians and CEOs ready to elbow
their way to the front of the line. Never mind that Earth had no deep-
spacedreadnoughts or ambassadorial spaceships;Theseusadn't existed
either, before Firefall. Nobody had told us of any such such contingent,
but you never show the Big Picture to your front line. The less they
know, the less they can betray.

| still don't know if the fourth wave ever existed. | never saw any evid-
ence of one, for whatever that's worth. We might have left them
floundering back at Burns-Caulfield. Or maybe they followed us all the
way to Big Ben, crept just close enough to seewhat we were up against,
and turned tail before things got ugly.

| wonder if that's what happened. | wonder if they made it back home.

| look back now, and hope not.
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A giant marshmallow kicked Theseusn the side. Down swung like a
pendulum. Across the drum Szpindel yelped asif scalded;in the galley,
cracking a bulb of hot coffee, | nearly was

This is it, | thought. We got too close. They're hitting back.

"What theN"

A flicker on the party line asBateslinked from the bridge. "Main drive
just kicked in. We're changing course."

"To what? Where? Whose orders?"

"Mine," Sarasti said, appearing above us.

Nobody spoke. Drifting into the drum through the stern hatchway: the
sound of something grinding. | pinged Theseusresource-allocation stack.
Fabrication was retooling itself for the mass production of doped
ceramics.

Radiation shielding. Solid stuff, bulky and primitive, not the con-
trolled magnetic fields we usually relied on.

The Gang emerged sleepy-eyed from their tent, Saschagrumbling,
"What the fuck?"

"Watch." Sarasti took hold of ConSensus and shook it.

It was a blizzard, not a briefing: gravity wells and orbital trajectories,
shear-stresssimulations in thunderheads of ammonium and hydrogen,
stereoscopic planetscapes buried under filters ranging from gamma to
radio. | saw breakpoints and saddlepoints and unstable equilibria. | saw
fold catastrophes plotted in five dimensions. My augments strained to
rotate the information; my meaty half-brain struggled to understand the
bottom line.

Something was hiding down there, in plain sight.

Ben's accretion belt still wasn't behaving. Its delinquency wasn't obvi-
ous; Sarastihadn't had to plot every pebble and mountain and planetes-
imal to find the pattern, but he'd come close.And neither he nor the con-
joined intelligence he shared with the Captain had been able to explain
those trajectories as the mere aftermath of some past disturbance. The
dust wasn't just settling; some of it marched downhill to the beat of
something that even now reached out from the cloud-tops and pulled
debris from orbit.

Not all that debris seemed to hit. Ben's equatorial regions flickered
constantly with the light of meteorite impactsNmuch fainter than the
bright wakes of the skimmers, and gone in the wink of an eyeNbut those
frequency distributions didn't quite account for all the rocks that had
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fallen. It was almost as though, every now and then, some piece of in-
coming detritus simply vanished into a parallel universe.

Or got caught by something in this one. Something that circled Ben's
equator every forty hours, almost low enough to graze the atmosphere.
Something that didn't show up in visible light, or infrared, or radar. So-
mething that might have remained pure hypothesis if a skimmer hadn't
burned an incandescent trail across the atmosphere behind it when
Theseusappened to be watching.

Sarastithrew that one dead center: a bright contrail streaking diagon-
ally across Ben's perpetual nightscape, stuttering partway a degree or
two to the left, stuttering back just before it passed from sight. Freeze-
frame showed a beam of light frozen solid, a segment snapped from its
midsection and jiggled just a hair out of alignment.

A segment nine kilometers long.

"It's cloaked Sascha said, impressed.

“Not very well." Bates emerged from the forward hatch and sailed
spinward. "Pretty obvious refractory artefact." She caught stairs halfway
to the deck, used the torque of spin-against-spam to flip upright and
plant her feet on the steps. "Why didn't we catch that before?"

"No backlight," Szpindel suggested.

“It's not just the contrail. Look at the clouds." Sure enough, Ben's
cloudy backdrop showed the same subtle dislocation. Batesstepped onto
the deck and headed for the conference table. "We should've seen this
earlier."

“The other probes see no such artefact," Sarasti said. "This probe ap-
proaches from a wider angle. Twenty-seven degrees."

"Wider angle to what?" Sascha said.

“To the line," Bates murmured. "Between us and them."

It was all there on tactical: Theseudell inwards along an obvious arc,
but the probes we'd dispatched hadn't dicked around with Hohmann
transfers: they'd burned straight down, their coursesbarely bending, all
within a few degrees of the theoretical line connecting Ben to Theseus

Except this one. This one had come in wide, and seen the trickery.

"The further from our bearing, the more obvious the discontinuity,"
Sarastiintoned. "Think it's clearly visible on any approach perpendicular
to ours."

"So we're in a blind spot? We see it if we change course?"

Bates shook her head. "The blind spot'smoving Sascha. It'sN"

“Trackingus." Sascha sucked breath between her teeth.Motherfucker"

Szpindel twitched. "So what is it? Our skimmer factory?"
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The freeze-frame's pixels beganto crawl. Something emerged, granular
and indistinct, from the turbulent swirls and curlicues of Ben's atmo-
sphere. There were curves, and spikes, and no smooth edges;| couldn't
tell how much of the shapewas real, and how much a fractal intrusion of
underlying cloudscape. But the overall outline was that of a torus, or
perhaps a collection of smaller jagged things piled together in a rough
ring; and it was big. Those nine klicks of displaced contrail had merely
grazed the perimeter, cut across an arc of forty or fifty degrees. This
thing hiding in the shadow of ten Jupiters was almost thirty kilometers
from side to side.

Sometime during Sarasti's executive summary we'd stopped acceller-
ating. Down was back where it belonged. We weren't, though. Our
hesitant maybe-maybe-not approach was athing of the past: we vectored
straight in now, and damn the torpedoes.

"Er, that's thirty klicks across," Saschapointed out. "And it's invisible,
Shouldn't we maybe be a little morecautious now?"

Szpindel shrugged. "We could second-guessvampires, we wouldn't
needvampires, eh?"

A new facet bloomed on the feed. Frequency histograms and harmonic
spectra erupted from flatline into shifting mountainscapes, a chorus of
visible light.

"Modulated laser," Bates reported.

Szpindel looked up. "From that?"

Bates nodded. "Right after we blow its cover. Interesting timing."

"Scarytiming,” Szpindel said. "How'd it know?"

"We changed course. We're heading right for it."

The lightscape played on, knocking at the window.

"Whatever it is," Bates said, "it's talking to us."

"Well then," remarked a welcome voice. "By all means let's say hello."

Susan James was back in the driver's seat.

| was the only pure spectator.

They all performed what duties they could. Szpindel ran Sarasti's
sketchy silhouette through a series of filters, perchance to squeezea bit
of biology from engineering. Bates compared morphometrics between
the cloaked artefact and the skimmers. Sarastiwatched us all from over-
head and thought vampire thoughts deeper than anything we could as-
pire to. But it was all just make-work. The Gang of Four was on center
stage, under the capable direction of Susan James.
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Shegrabbed the nearestchair, sat, raised her hands asif cueing an or-
chestra. Her fingers trembled in mid-air as she played virtual icons; her
lips and jaw twitched with subvocal commands. | tapped her feed and
saw text accreting around the alien signal:

Rorschach to vessel approaching 116?Az -23?decrel. Hello Theseus.
Rorschach to vessel approaching 116?7?Az -23?dec rel. Hello Theseus.
Rorschach to vessel approachi

She'd decoded the damn thing. Already. She was even answering it:

Theseus to Rorschach. Hello Rorschach.

Hello Theseus. Welcome to the neighborhood.

She'd had lessthan three minutes. Or rather, they'd had lessthan three
minutes: four fully-conscious hub personalities and a few dozen uncon-
scious semiotic modules, all working in parallel, all exquisitely carved
from the same lump of gray matter. | could almost see why someone
would do such deliberate violence to their own minds, if it resulted in
this kind of performance.

Up to now | had never fully convinced myself that even survival was
sufficient cause.

Requestpermissionto approachthe Gang sent. Simple and straightfor-
ward: just facts and data, thank you, with aslittle room as possible for
ambiguity and misunderstanding. Fancy sentiments like we comein peace
could wait. A handshake was not the time for cultural exchange.

You should stay away. Seriously. This place is dangerous.

That got some attention. Batesand Szpindel hesitated momentarily in
their own headspaces and glanced into James'.

Requestinformation on danger the gang sent back. Still keeping it
concrete.

Too close and dangerous to you. low orbit complications.

Request information on low orbit complications.

Lethal environment. Rocksand rads. You're welcome. | cantake it but
we're like that.

We are awareof the rocksin low orbit. We are equippedo dealwith radi-
ation. Request information on other hazards.

| dug under the transcript to the channel it fed from. Theseushad
turned part of the incoming beam into a sound wave, according to the
color code. Vocal communication, then. They spokeWaiting behind that
icon were the raw sounds of an alien language.

Of course | couldn't resist.

"Anytime between friends, right? Are you here for the celebration?"

English. The voice was human, male.Old.
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"We are here to explore," replied the Gang, although their voice was
pure Theseus'Requestdialog with agentswho sent objectsinto near-sol-
ar space.”

"First contact. Sounds like something to celebrate.”

| double-checked the source. No, this wasn't a translation; this was the
actual unprocessed signal coming fromN Rorschachit had called itself.
Part of the signal, anyway; there were other elements, nonacoustic ones,
encoded in the beam.

| browsed them while Jamessaid, "Request information about your
celebration": standard ship-to-ship handshaking protocols.

"You're interested." The voice was stronger now, younger.

"Yes."

"You are?"

"Yes," the Gang repeated patiently.

"You are?"

The slightest hesitation. "This is Theseus

"I know that, baseline." In Mandarin, now. "Who are you?"

No obvious change in the harmonics. Somehow, though, the voice
seemed to have acquired an edge.

"This is Susan James. | am aN"

"You wouldn't be happy here, Susan. Fetishistic religious beliefs in-
volved. There are dangerous observances."

James chewed her lip.

"Request clarification. Are we in danger from these observances?"

"You certainly could be."

"Request clarification. Is it the observancesthat are dangerous, or the
low-orbit environment?"

“The environment of the disturbances. You should pay attention,
Susan. Inattention connotes indifference," Rorschaclsaid.

"Or disrespect,” it added after a moment.

We had four hours before Ben got in the way. Four hours of uninter-
rupted nonstop communication made vastly easierthan anyone had ex-
pected. It spoke our language, after all. Repeatedly it expressed polite
concern for our welfare. And yet, for all its facility with Human speechit
told us very little. For four hours it managed to avoid giving a straight
answer on any subject beyond the extreme inadvisability of closer con-
tact, and by the time it fell into eclipse we still didn't know why.

Sarastidropped onto the deck halfway through the exchange, his feet
never touching the stairs. He reached out and grabbed arailing to steady
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himself on landing, and staggered only briefly. If I'd tried that I'd have
ended up bouncing along the deck like a pebble in a cement mixer.

He stood still as stone for the rest of the session,face motionless, eyes
hidden behind his onyx visor. When Rorschacls signal faded in midsen-
tence he assembled us around the Commons table with a gesture.

"It talks," he said.

Jamesnodded. "It doesn't say much, except for asking us to keep our
distance. Sofar the voice has manifested as adult male, although the ap-
parent age changed a few times."

He'd heard all that. "Structure?"

“The ship-to-ship protocols are perfect. Its vocabulary is far greater
than you could derive from standard nav chatter between a few ships, so
they've beenlistening to all our insystem trafficNI'd say for several years
at least. On the other hand, the vocabulary doesn'thave anywhere near
the range you'd get by monitoring entertainment multimede, so they
probably arrived after the Broadcast Age."

"How well do they use the vocabulary they have?"

“They're using phrase-structure grammar, long-distance dependencies.
FLN recursion, at least four levels deep and | seeno reasonwhy it won't
go deeper with continued contact. They're not parrots, Jukka. They know
the rules. That name, for exampleN"

"Rorschacfi Bates murmered, knuckles cracking as she squeezed her
pet ball. "Interesting choice."

"l checked the registry. There'san I-CAN freighter called Rorschacton
the Martian Loop. Whoever we're talking to must regard their own plat-
form the way we'd regard a ship, and picked one of our names to fit."

Szpindel dropped into the chair beside me, fresh from a galley run. A
bulb of coffee glistened like gelatin in his hand. "That name, out of all the
ships in the innersys? Seems way too symbolic for a random choice."

"l don't think it was random. Unusual ship names provoke comment;
Rorschacls pilot goes ship-to-ship with some other vessel, the other ves-
selcomesback with oh Grandma,what an unusualnameyou have Rorschach
replies with some off-the-cuff comment about nomenclatural origins and
it all goesout in the EM. Someonelistening to all that chatter not only
figures out the name and the thing it applies to, but can get some sense
of meaning from the context. Our alien friends probably eavesdropped
on half the registry and deduced that Rorschachvould be a better tag for
something unfamiliar than, say, the SS Jaymie Matthews

“Territorial and smart." Szpindel grimaced, conjuring a mug from be-
neath his chair. "Wonderful."
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Bates shrugged. "Territorial, maybe. Not necessarily aggressive. In
fact, | wonder if they could hurt us even if they wanted to."

"| don't," Szpindel said. "Those skimmersN"

The major waved a dismissive hand. "Big ships turn slowly. If they
were setting up to snooker us we'd seeit well in advance." She looked
around the table. "Look, am | the only one who finds this odd? An inter-
stellar technology that redecoratessuperJoviansand lines up meteoroids
like elephants on parade, and they were hiding? From us?"

"Unless there's someone else out here," James suggested uneasily.

Bates shook her head. "The cloak was directional. It was aimed at us
and no one else."

"And even we saw through it," Szpindel added.

"Exactly. Sothey go to Plan B, which so far amounts to nothing but
bluster and vague warnings. I'm just saying, they're not actinglike giants.
Rorschacls behavior feelsNimprovised. | don't think they expected us."

"'Course not. Burns-Caulfield wasN"

"l don't think they expected us yet"

"Um," Szpindel said, digesting it.

The major ran one hand over her naked scalp. "Why would they ex-
pect us to just give up after we learned we'd beensniped? Of course we'd
look elsewhere. Burns-Caulfield could only have been intended as a
delaying action; if | was them, I'd plan on us getting out here eventually.
But | think they miscalculated somehow. We got out here sooner than
they expected and caught them with their pants down."

Szpindel split the bulb and emptied it into his mug. "Pretty large mis-
calculation for something so smart, eh?"A hologram bloomed on contact
with the steaming liquid, glowing in soft commemoration of the Gaza
Glasslands. The scent of plasticised coffee flooded the Commons.
"Especially after they'd surveilled us down to the square meter," he
added.

"And what did they see?l-CANNSs. Solar sails. Ships that take yearsto
reach the Kuiper, and don't have the reservesto go anywhere else after-
wards. Telematter didn't exist beyond Boeing's simulators and a half-
dozen protypes back then. Easyto miss. They must've figured one decoy
would buy them all the time they needed."

“To do what?" James wondered.

"Whatever it is," Bates said, "We're ringside."

Szpindel raised his mug with an infirm hand and sipped. The coffee
trembled in its prison, the surface wobbling and blobbing in the drum's
half-hearted gravity. Jamespursed her lips in faint disapproval. Open-
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topped containers for liquids were technically verbotenin variable-grav-
ity environments, even for people without Szpindel's dexterity issues.

"So they're bluffing," Szpindel said at last.

Bates nodded. "That's my guess. Rorschacks still under construction.
We could be dealing with an automated system of some kind."

"So we can ignore the keep-off-the-grass signs, eh? Walk right in."

"We can afford to bide our time. We can afford to not push it."

"Ah. Soeven though we could maybe handle it now, you want to wait
until it graduates from covertto invulnerable" Szpindel shuddered, set
down his coffee."Where'd you get your military training again? Sporting
Chance Academy?"

Batesignored the jibe. "The fact that Rorschacls still growing may be
the bestreasonto leave it alone for a while. We don't have any idea what
theNmature, | guessNwhat the mature form of this artefact might be.
Sure, it hid. Lots of animals take cover from predators without being
predators, especially young ones. Sure, it'sNevasive. Doesn't give us the
answers we want. But maybe it doesn't know them, did you consider
that? How much luck would you have interrogating a Human embryo?
Adult could be a whole different animal."”

"Adult could put our asses through a meatgrinder."

"So could the embryofor all we know." Batesrolled her eyes. "Jesus,
Isaac,you're the biologist. | shouldn't have to tell you how many shy re-
clusive critters pack a punch when they're cornered. Porcupine doesn't
want any trouble, but he'll still give you a faceful of quills if you ignore
the warning."

Szpindel said nothing. He slid his coffee sideways along the concave
tabletop, to the very limit of his reach. The liquid satthere in its mug, a
dark circle perfectly parallel to the rim but canted slightly towards us. |
even thought | could make out the merest convexity in the surface itself.

Szpindel smiled faintly at the effect.

Jamescleared her throat. "Not to downplay your concerns, Isaac, but
we've hardly exhausted the diplomatic route. And at leastit's willing to
talk, even if it's not as forthcoming as we'd like."

"Sure it talks," Szpindel said, eyesstill on the leaning mug. "Not like
us."

"Well, no. There's someN"

"“It's not just slippery, it's downright dyslexicsometimes, you noticed?
And it mixes up its pronouns.”
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"Given that it picked up the language entirely via passive eavesdrop-
ping, it's remarkably fluent. In fact, from what | cantell they're more effi-
cient at processing speech than we are."

"Gotta be efficient at a language if you're going to be so evasiven it,
eh?"

"If they were human | might agreewith you," Jamesreplied. "But what
appears to us as evasion or deceit could just as easily be explained by a
reliance on smaller conceptual units."”

"Conceptual units?" Bates,| was beginning to realize, never pulled up
a subtitle if she could help it.

Jamesnodded. "Like processing a line of text word by word, instead of
looking at complete phrases. The smaller the units, the faster they can be
reconfigured; it gives you very fast semantic reflexes. The down side is
that it's difficult to maintain the same level of logical consistency, since
the patterns within the larger structure are more likely to get shuffled."

"Whoa" Szpindel straightened, all thoughts of liquids and centipetal
force forgotten.

"All I'm saying is, we aren't necessarily dealing with deliberate decep-
tion here. An entity who parses information at one scale might not be
aware of inconsistencieson another; it might not even have consciousac-
cess to that level."

“That's not all you're saying."

"|saac, you can't apply Human norms to aN"

"I wonderedvhat you were up to." Szpindel dove into the transcripts. A
moment later he dredged up an excerpt:

Requesinformation on environmentsyou considerlethal. Requesinforma-
tion on your responseto the prospectof imminent exposureto lethal
environments.

Glad to comply. But your lethal is different from us. there are many
migrating circumstances.

"You were testing it!" Szpindel crowed. He smacked his lips; his jaw
ticced. You were looking for an emotional response!"

"It was just a thought. It didn't prove anything."

"Was there a difference? In the response time?"

Jameshesitated, then shook her head. "But it was a stupid idea. There
are so many variables, we have no idea how theyNl mean, they're
alierg "

“The pathology's classic."”

"What pathology?" | asked.
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"It doesn't mean anything except that they're different from the Hu-
man baseline," Jamesinsisted. "Which is not something anyonehere can
look down their nose about."

| tried again: "What pathology?"

Jamesshook her head. Szpindel filled me in: "There's a syndrome you
might have heard about, eh? Fast talkers, no conscience,tend to mal-
apropism and self-contradiction. No emotional affect."

"We're not talking about human beings here," James said again, softly.

"But if we were," Szpindel added, "we might call Rorschacha clinical
sociopath.”

Sarasti had said nothing during this entire exchange. Now, with the
word hanging out in the open, | noticed that nobody elsewould look at
him.

We all knew that Jukka Sarastiwas a sociopath, of course. Most of us
just didn't mention it in polite company.

Szpindel was never that polite. Or maybe it was just that he seemedto
almost understandSarasti; he could look behind the monster and regard
the organism no lessa product of natural selection for all the human flesh
it had devoured in eons past. That perspective calmed him, somehow.
He could watch Sarasti watching him, and not flinch.

"| feel sorry for the poor son of a bitch," he said once, back in training.

Somewould have thought that absurd. This man, so massively inter-
faced with machinery that his own motor skills had degraded for want
of proper care and feeding; this man who heard x-rays and saw in
shadesof ultrasound, so corrupted by retrofits he could no longer even
feel his own fingertips without assistanceNthis man could pity anyone
else, let alone an infra-eyed predator built to murder without the slight-
est twitch of remorse?

"Empathy for sociopaths isn't common," | remarked.

"Maybe it should be. We, at leastN" he waved an arm; some remote-
linked sensor cluster acrossthe simulator whirred and torqued reflex-
ivelyN "chosethe add-ons. Vampires hadto be sociopaths. They're too
much like their own preyNa lot of taxonomists don't even consider them
a subspecies,you know that? Never diverged far enough for complete
reproductive isolation. Somaybe they're more syndrome than race.Justa
bunch of obligate cannibals with a consistent set of deformities."

"And how does that makeN"

"If the only thing you can eatis your own kind, empathy is gonna be
the first thing that goes. Psychopathy's no disorder in thoseshoes, eh?
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Justa survival strategy. But they still make our skin crawl, so weNchain
‘em up.”

"You think we should've repaired the Crucifix glitch?" Everyone knew
why we hadn't. Only a fool would resurrect a monster without safe-
guards in place. Vampires came with theirs built in: without his antiEuc-
lideans Sarastiwould go grand malthe first time he caught close sight of
a four-panel window frame.

But Szpindel was shaking his head. "We couldn't have fixed it. Or we
could have," he amended, "but the glitch is in the visual cortex, eh?
Linked to their omnisavantism. You fix it, you disable their pattern-
matching skills, and then what's the point in even bringing them back?"

"l didn't know that."

"Well, that's the official story." He fell silent a moment, cracked a
crooked grin. "Then again, we didn't have any trouble fixing the proto-
cadherin pathways when it suited us."

| subtitled. Context-sensitive, ConSensusserved up protocadherir?-Y:
the magical hominid brain protein that vampires had never been able to
synthesize. The reason they hadn't just switched to zebras or warthogs
once denied Human prey, why our discovery of the terrible secretof the
Right Angle had spelled their doom.

"Anyway, | just think he'sNcut off." A nervous tic tugged at the corner
of Szpindel's mouth. "Lone wolf, nothing but sheep for company.
Wouldn't you feel lonely?"

"They don't like company," | reminded him. You didn't put vampires
of the same sextogether, not unless you were taking betson a bloodbath.
They were solitary hunters and very territorial. With a minimum viable
pred-prey ratio of one to tenNand human prey spread so sparsely across
the PleistocenelandscapeNthe biggest threat to their survival had been
competition from their own kind. Natural selection had never taught
them to play nicely together.

That didn't cut any ice with Szpindel, though. "Doesn't mean he can't
be lonely,” he insisted.

"Just means he can't fix it."

"They know the music but not the words."
N Hare, Without Conscience
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We did it with mirrors, great round parabolic things, eachimpossibly
thin and three times ashigh asa man. Theseusolled them up and bolted
them to firecrackers stuffed with precious antimatter from our dwind-
ling stockpiles. With twelve hours to spare she flung them like confetti
along precise ballistic trajectories, and when they were safely distant she
set them alight. They pinwheeled off every which way, gamma sleeting
in their wake until they burned dry. Then they coasted, unfurling mer-
curial insect wings across the void.

In the greater distance, four hundred thousand alien machines looped
and burned and took no obvious notice.

RorschacHell around Ben barely fifteen hundred kilometers from at-
mosphere, a fast endless circle that took just under forty hours to com-
plete. By the time it didn't return to our sight, the mirrors were all out-
side the zone of total blindness. A closeup of Ben's equatorial edge
floated in ConSensus.Mirror icons sparkled around it like an exploding
schematic, like the disconnected facets of some great expanding com-
pound eye. None had brakes. Whatever high ground the mirrors held,
they wouldn't hold it for long.

“There," Bates said.

A mirage wavered stageleft, atiny spot of swirling chaosperhaps half
the size of afingernail held at arms-length. It told us nothing, it was pure
heat-shimmerNbut light bounced towards us from dozens of distant re-
layers, and while each saw scarcely more than our last probe hadN a
patch of dark clouds setslightly awry by some invisible prismN each of
those views refracted differently. The Captain sieved flashes from the
heavens and stitched them into a composite view.

Details emerged.

First a faint sliver of shadow, a tiny dimple all but lost in the seething
equatorial cloud bands. It had just barely rotated into view around the
edge of the diskN arock in the stream perhaps, an invisible finger stuck
in the clouds, turbulence and shear stressshredding the boundary layers
to either side.

Szpindel squinted. "Plage effect.” Subtitles said he was talking about a
kind of sunspot, a knot in Ben's magnetic field.

"Higher," James said.

Something floated above that dimple in the clouds, the way a ground-
effect ocean-liner floats above the depression it pushes into the water's
surface. | zoomed: next to an Oasasubdwarf with ten times the mass of
Jupiter, Rorschachwvas tiny.

Next to Theseusit was a colossus.
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Not just atorus but atangle a city-sized chaosof spun glass,loops and
bridges and attenuate spires. The surface texture was pure artifice, of
course; ConSensus merely giftwrapped the enigma in refracted back-
ground. Still. In some dark, haunting way, it was almost beautiful. A
nest of obsidian snakes and smoky crystal spines.

“It's talking again," James reported.

"Talk back," Sarasti said, and abandoned us.

So she did: and while the Gang spoke with the artefact, the others
spied upon it. Their vision failed over timeNmirrors fell away along
their respective vectors, lines-of-sight degraded with each passing
secondNbut ConSensus filled with things learned in the meantime.
Rorschachmassed 1.8.1010kg within a total volume of 2.3.108 cubic
meters. Its magnetic field, judging by radio squealsand its Plage Effect,
was thousands of times stronger than the sun's. Astonishingly, parts of
the composite image were clear enough to discern fine spiral grooves
twined around the structure. ("Fibonacci sequence,"Szpindel reported,
one jiggling eye fixing me for a moment. "At least they're not completely
alien.") Spheroid protuberances disfigured the tips of at least three of
Rorschacls innumerable spines;the grooves were more widely spacedin
those areas, like skin grown tight and swollen with infection. Justbefore
one vital mirror sailed out of range it glimpsed another spine, split a
third of the way along its length. Torn material floated flaccid and un-
moving in vacuum.

"Please," Bates said softly. "Tell me that's not what it looks like."

Szpindel grinned. "Sporangium? Seed pod? Why not?"

Rorschacmay have beenreproducing but beyond a doubt it was grow-
ing, fed by a steady trickle of infalling debris from Ben's accretion belt.
We were close enough now to get a clear view of that procession: rocks
and mountains and pebbles fell like sediment swirling around a drain.
Particles that collided with the artefact simply stuck Rorschaclengulfed
prey like some vast metastatic amoeba. The acquired mass was appar-
ently processedinternally and shunted to apical growth zones;judging
by infinitesimal changesin the artefact's allometry, it grew from the tips
of its branches.

The procession never stopped.Rorschachvas insatiable.

It was a strange attractor in the interstellar gulf; the paths along which
the rocks fell was precisely and utterly chaotic. It was as though some
Keplerian Black Belt had set up the whole system like an astronomical
wind-up toy, kicked everything into motion, and let inertia do the rest.
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"Didn't think that was possible," Bates said.

Szpindel shrugged. "Hey, chaotic trajectories are just as deterministic
as any other kind."

“That doesn't mean you can even predictthem, let along set them up
like that." Luminous intel reflected off the major's bald head. "You'd have
to know the starting conditions of a million different variables to ten
decimal places. Literally."

"Yup."

"Vampirescan't even do that. Quanticle computers can't do that."

Szpindel shrugged like a marionette.

All the while the Gang had beenslipping in and out of character, dan-
cing with some unseen partner thatNdespite their best effortsN told us
little beyond endless permutations of You really wouldn't like it here Any
interrogative it answered with anotherN yet somehow it always left the
sense of questions answered.

"Did you send the Fireflies?" Sascha asked.

"We send many things many places," Rorschacheplied. "What do their
specs show?"

"We do not know their specifications. The Fireflies burned up over
Earth."

“Then shouldn't you be looking there? When our kids fly, they're on
their own."

Saschamuted the channel. "You know who we're talking to? Jesusof
fucking Nazareth that's who."

Szpindel looked at Bates. Bates shrugged, palms up.

"You didn't getit?" Saschashook her head. "That last exchangewas the
informational equivalent of Shouldwe rendertaxesunto Caesar Beat for
beat."

“Thanks for casting us as the Pharisees," Szpindel grumbled.

"Hey, if the Jew fitsE "

Szpindel rolled his eyes.

That was when | first noticed it: a tiny imperfection on Sascha'stopo-
logy, a flyspeck of doubt marring one of her facets. "We're not getting
anywhere," she said. "Let's try a side door." Shewinked out: Michelle re-
opened the outgoing line. "Theseuso RorschachOpen to requests for
information."

"Cultural exchange," Rorschaclsaid. "That works for me."

Bates's brow furrowed. "Is that wise?"
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“If it's not inclined to give information, maybe it would rather get
some. And we could learn a great deal from the kind of questions it
asks."

"ButN"

"“Tell us about home," Rorschacilsaid.

Sascharesurfaced just long enough to say "Relax, Major. Nobody said
we had to give it the right answers."

The stain on the Gang's topology had flickered when Michelle took
over, but it hadn't disappeared. It grew slightly as Michelle described
some hypothetical home town in careful terms that mentioned no object
smaller than a meter across.(ConSensusconfirmed my guess:the hypo-
thetical limit of Firefly eyesight.) When Cruncher took a rare turn at the
helmN

"We don't all of us have parents or cousins. Some never did. Some
come from vats."

"l see. That's sad. Vats sounds so dehumanising."

Nthe stain darkened and spread across his surface like an oil slick.

"Takes too much on faith," Susan said a few moments later.

By the time Saschahad cycled back into Michelle it was more than
doubt, stronger than suspicion; it had become an insight, a dark little
meme infecting each of that body's minds in turn. The Gang was on the
trail of something. They still weren't sure what.

| was.

“Tell me more about your cousins,” Rorschaclsent.

"Our cousins lie about the family tree," Saschareplied, "with nieces
and nephews and Neandertals. We do not like annoying cousins."

"We'd like to know about this tree."

Saschamuted the channel and gave us a look that said Couldit be any
more obviou® "It couldn't have parsed that. There were three linguistic
ambiguities in there. It just ignored them."

"Well, it asked for clarification,” Bates pointed out.

"It asked a follow-up question. Different thing entirely."

Bates was still out of the loop. Szpindel was starting to get it, thoughE

Subtle motion drew my eye. Sarasti was back, floating above the
bright topography on the table. The light show squirmed acrosshis visor
as he moved his head. | could feel his eyes behind it.

And something else, behind him.

| couldn't tell what it was. | could point to nothing but a vague sense
of something out of place somewhere in the background. Something over
on the far side of the drum wasn't quite right. No, that wasn't it;
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something nearer something amiss somewhere along the drum's axis.
But there was nothing there, nothing | could seeNjust the naked pipes
and conduits of the spinal bundle, threading through empty space,
andN

And suddenly, whatever had been wrong was right again. That was
what finally locked my focus: the evaporation of some anomaly, a rever-
sion to normalcy that caught my eye like a flicker of motion. | could see
the exact spot along the bundle where the change had occured. There
was nothing out of place there nowNbut there hadbeen. It was in my
head, barely subliminal, an itch so closeto the surfacethat | knew | could
bring it back if | just concentrated.

Saschawas talking to some alien artefact at the end of a laser beam.
Shewas going on about familial relationships, both evolutionary and do-
mestic: Neandertal and Cro Magnon and mother's cousins twice re-
moved. She'd been doing it for hours now and she had hours yet to go
but right now her chatter was distracting me. | tried to block her out and
concentrate on the half-perceived image teasing my memory. I'd seen
something there, just a moment ago. One of the conduits had hadNyes,
too many joints on one of the pipes. Something that should have been
straight and smooth but was somehow articulated instead. But not oneof
the pipes, | remembered: an extra pipe, an extra somethinganyway,
somethingN

Boney

That was crazy. There was nothing there. We were half a light year
from home talking to unseen aliens about family reunions, and my eyes
were playing tricks on me.

Have to talk to Szpindel about that, if it happened again.

A lull in the background chatter brought me back. Saschahad stopped
talking. Darkened facets hung around her like a thundercloud. | pulled
back the last thing she had sent: "We usually find our nephews with tele-
scopes. They are hard as Hobblinites."

More calculated ambiguity. And Hobbliniteswasn't even aword.

Imminent decisions reflected in her eyes. Saschawas poised at the
edge of a precipice, gauging the depth of dark waters below.

"You haven't mentioned your father at all,” Rorschachemarked.

"That's true, Rorschach,Sascha admitted softly, taking a breathN

And stepping forward.

"So why don't you just suck my big fat hairy di&k
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The drum fell instantly silent. Bates and Szpindel stared, open-
mouthed. Saschakilled the channel and turned to face us, grinning so
widely | thought the top of her head would fall off.

"Sascha," Bates breathed. "Are yolwcrazy?"

"So what if | am? Doesn't matter to that thing. It doesn't have a clue
what I'm saying."

"What?"

"It doesn't even have a clue what it's saying back" she added.

"Wait a minute. You saidN Susansaid they weren't parrots. They knew
the rules."

And there Susan was, melting to the fore: "I did, and they do. But
pattern-matching doesn't equal comprehension."

Bates shook her head. "You're saying whatever we're talking toNit's
not even intelligent?"

"Oh, it could be intelligent, certainly. But we're not talking to it in any
meaningful sense."

"So what is it? Voicemail?"

"Actually," Szpindel said slowly, "I think they call ita Chinese Rook"

About bloody timel thought.

| knew all about Chinese Rooms. | was one. | didn't even keep it a
secret, | told anyone who was interested enough to ask.

In hindsight, sometimes that was a mistake.

"How can you possibly tell the rest of us what your bleeding edge is
up to if you don't understand it yourself?" Chelseademanded back when
things were good between us. Before she got to know me.

| shrugged. "It's not my job to understand them. If | could, they
wouldn't be very bleeding-edge in the first place. I'm just a, you know, a
conduit."

"Yeah, but how can you translate something if you don't understand
it?"

A common cry, outside the field. People simply can't acceptthat pat-
terns carry their own intelligence, quite apart from the semantic content
that clings to their surfaces;if you manipulate the topology correctly,
that content justNcomes along for the ride.

"You ever hear of the Chinese Room?" | asked.

She shook her head. "Only vaguely. Really old, right?"

"Hundred years at least. It's a fallacy really, it's an argument that sup-
posedly puts the lie to Turing tests. You stick some guy in a closed room.
Sheetswith strange squiggles come in through aslot in the wall. He's got

80



accessto this huge databaseof squiggles just like it, and a bunch of rules
to tell him how to put those squiggles together."

"Grammar," Chelsea said. "Syntax."

| nodded. "The point is, though, he doesn't have any idea what the
squiggles are or what information they might contain. He only knows
that when he encounters squiggle deltg say, he's supposed to extract the
fifth and sixth squiggles from file thetaand put them together with an-
other squiggle from gamma So he builds this response string, puts it on
the sheet, slides it back out the slot and takes a nap until the next itera-
tion. Repeat until the remains of the horse are well and thoroughly
beaten."

"So he's carrying on a conversation,” Chelseasaid. "In Chinese, | as-
sume, or they would have called it the Spanish Inquisition."”

"Exactly. Point being you can use basic pattern-matching algorithms to
participate in a conversation without having any ideawhat you're saying
Depending on how good your rules are, you can passa Turing test. You
can be a wit and raconteur in a language you don't even speak."

“That's synthesis?"

"Only the part that involves downscaling semiotic protocols. And only
in principle. And I'm actually getting my input in Cantoneseand reply-
ing in German, becausel'm more of a conduit than a conversant. But you
get the idea."

"How do you keep all the rules and protocols straight? There must be
millions of them."

“It's like anything else. Once you learn the rules, you do it uncon-
sciously. Like riding a bike, or pinging the noosphere. You don't actively
think about the protocols at all, you justN imagine how your targets
behave."

"Mmm." A subtle half-smile played at the corner of her mouth.
"ButNthe argument's not really a fallacy then, is it? It's spot-on: you
really don't understand Cantonese or German."

"The systemunderstands. The whole Room, with all its parts. The guy
who does the scribbling is just one component. You wouldn't expect a
single neuron in your head to understand English, would you?"

"Sometimes one's all | can spare." Chelseashook her head. Shewasn't
going to let it go. | could seeher sorting questions in order of priority; |
could see them getting increasinglyNpersonalE

"To get back to the matter at hand," | said, preempting them all, "you
were going to show me how to do that thing with the fingersg"
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A wicked grin wiped the questions right off her face. "Oooh, that's
rightE"

It's risky, getting involved. Too many confounds. Every tool in the
shed goesdull and rusty the moment you get entangled with the system
you're observing.

Still serviceable in a pinch, though.

"It hides now," Sarasti said. "It's vulnerable now.

"Now we go in."

It wasn't news so much asreview: we'd been straight-lining towards
Ben for days now. But perhaps the Chinese Room Hypothesis had
strengthened his resolve. At any rate, with Rorschachin eclipse once
more, we prepared to take intrusiveness to the next level.

Theseusvas perpetually gravid; a generic probe incubated in her fab-
rication plant, its development arrested just short of birth in anticipation
of unforeseen mission requirements. Sometime between briefings the
Captain had brought it to parturition, customized for close contact and
ground work. It burned down the well at high gee a good ten hours be-
fore Rorschacls next scheduled appearance,inserted itself into the rock
stream, and went to sleep. If our calculations were in order, it would not
be smashed by some errant piece of debris before it woke up again. If all
went well, an intelligence that had precisely orchestrated a cast of mil-
lions would not notice one extra dancer on the floor. If we were just plain
lucky, the myriad high-divers that happened to be line-of-sight at the
time were not programmed as tattletales.

Acceptable risks. If we hadn't beenup for them, we might aswell have
stayed home.

And so we waited: four optimized hybrids somewhere past the
threshold of mere humanity, one extinct predator who'd opted to com-
mand us instead of eating us alive. We waited for Rorschacho come back
around the bend. The probe fell smoothly around the well, an ambassad-
or to the unwillingNor, if the Gang was right, maybe just a back-door
artist setto B&E an empty condo. Szpindel had named it Jack-in-the-bgx
after some antique child's toy that didn't even rate a listing in
ConSensus;we fell in its wake, nearly ballistic how, momentum and in-
ertia carefully precalculated to thread us through the chaotic minefield of
Ben's accretion belt.

Kepler couldn't do it all, though; Theseuggrumbled briefly now and
then, the intermittent firing of her attitude jets rumbling softly up the
spine as the Captain tweaked our descent into the Maelstrom.

82



No plan eversurvivescontactwith the enemyl remembered, but | didn't
know from where.

"Got it," Bates said. A speck appeared at Ben's edge; the display
zoomed instantly to closeup. "Proximity boot."

Rorschachremained invisible to Theseusclose as we were, close as we
were coming. But parallax stripped at least some of the scalesfrom the
probe's eyes; it woke to spikes and spirals of smoky glass flickering in
and out of view, Ben'sflat endlesshorizon semivisible through the inter-
vening translucence. The view trembled; waveforms rippled across
ConSensus.

"Quite the magnetic field," Szpindel remarked.

"Braking," Batesreported. Jackturned smoothly retrograde and fired
its torch. On Tactical, delta-vee swung to red.

Saschawas driving the Gang's body this shift. "Incoming signal," she
reported. "Same format."

Sarasti clicked. "Pipe it."

"Rorschachio TheseusHello again, Theseus$ The voice was female this
time, and middle-aged.

Sascha grinned "See? She's not offended at all. Big hairy dick
notwithstanding."

"Don't answer," Sarasti said.

"Burn complete," Bates reported.

Coasting now, JackNsneezedSilver chaff shot into the void towards
the target: millions of compassneedles, brilliantly reflective, fast enough
to make Theseusseem slow. They were gone in an instant. The probe
watched them flee, swept laser eyes acrossevery degree of arc, scanned
its sky twice a second and took careful note of eachand every reflective
flash. Only at first did those needlesshoot along anything approaching a
straight line: then they swept abruptly into Lorentz spirals, twisted into
sudden arcs and corkscrews, shot away along new and intricate traject-
ories bordering on the relativistic. The contours of Rorschacls magnetic
field resolved in ConSensus,at first glance like the nested layers of a
glass onion.

"Sproinnnng" Szpindel said.

At second glance the onion grew wormy. Invaginations appeared,
long snaking tunnels of energy proliferating fractally at every scale.

"Rorschacho TheseusHello, TheseusYou there?"

A holographic inset beside the main display plotted the points of a tri-
angle in flux: Theseust the apex, Rorschacltand Jackdefining the narrow
base.
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"Rorschactio Theseusl seeegouE ."

"She'sgot a more casual affect than heever did." Saschaglanced up at
Sarasti,and did not add You sureaboutthis? Shewas starting to wonder
herself, though. Starting to dwell on the potential consequencesof being
wrong, now that we were committed. As far as sober secondthought was
concerned it was too little too late; but for Sascha, that was progress.

Besides, it had been Sarasti's decision.

Great hoops were resolving in Rorschacls magnetosphere. Invisible to
human eyes, their outlines were vanishingly faint even on Tactical; the
chaff had scattered so thinly acrossthe sky that even the Captain was re-
sorting to guesswork. The new macrostructures hovered in the magneto-
sphere like the nested gimbals of some great phantom gyroscope.

"I see you haven't changed your vector,” Rorschachremarked. "We
really wouldn't advise continuing your approach. Seriously. For your
own safety."

Szpindel shook his head. "Hey, Mandy. Rorschachalking to Jack at
all?"

“If it is, I'm not seeing it. No incident light, no directed EM of any
kind." Shesmiled grimly. "Seemsto have snuck in under the radar. And
don't call me Mandy."

Theseugroaned, twisting. | staggeredin the low pseudograv, reached
out to steady myself. "Course correction," Bates reported. "Unplotted
rock."

"Rorschachto TheseusPleaserespond. Your current heading is unac-
ceptable, repeat, your current heading is unacceptableStrongly advise you
change course."

By now the probe coastedjust a few kilometers off Rorschaclks leading
edge. That closeit served up way more than magnetic fields: it presented
Rorschaclitself in bright, tactical color codes. Invisible curves and spikes
iridesced in ConSensus across any number of on-demand pigment
schemes: gravity, reflectivity, blackbody emissions. Massive electrical
bolts erupting from the tips of thorns rendered in lemon pastels. User-
friendly graphics had turned Rorschacinto a cartoon.

"Rorschacho TheseusPlease respond.”

Theseugyrowled to stern, fishtailing. On tactical, another just-plotted
piece of debris swept by a discreet six thousand meters to port.

"Rorschacho Theseuslf you are unable to respond, pleaseNholy shit!

The cartoon flickered and died.
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I'd seenwhat had happened in that last instant, though: Jackpassing
near one of those great phantom hoops; a tongue of energy flicking out,
quick as a frog's; a dead feed.

"l seewhat you're up to now, you cocksuckerfo you think we're fuck-
ing blind down here?"

Sascha clenched her teeth. "WeN"

“No," Sarasti said.

"But it fiN"

Sarasti hissed from somewhere in the back of his throat. | had never
heard a mammal make a noise quite like that before. Saschafell immedi-
ately silent.

Bates negotiated with her controls. "I've still gotNjust a secN"

"You pull that thing back right fucking now, you hear us? Right fucking
now."

"Gotit." Batesgritted asthe feed came back up. "Just had to reacquire
the laser.” The probe had been kicked wildly off-courseNas if someone
fording ariver had been caught in sudden undertow and thrown over a
waterfallNbut it was still talking, and still mobile.

Barely. Batesstruggled to stay the course. Jackstaggered and wobbled
uncontrollably though the tightly-wound folds of Rorschacls magneto-
sphere. The artefact loomed huge in its eye. The feed strobed.

"Maintain approach,” Sarasti said calmly.

“Love to," Bates gritted. "Trying."

Theseusskidded again, corkscrewing. | could have sworn | heard the
bearings in the drum grind for a moment. Another rock sailed past on
Tactical.

"l thought you'd plottedthose things," Szpindel grumbled.

"You want to start a war, Theseu®Is that what you're trying to do? You
think you're up for it?"

"It doesn't attack," Sarasti said.

"Maybe it does." Bateskept her voice low; | could seethe effort it took.
"If Rorschacltan control the trajectories of theseN"

“Normal distribution. Insignificant corrections." He must have meant
statistically: the torque and grind of the ship's hull felt pretty significant
to the others.

"Oh, right," Rorschactsaid suddenly. "We get it now. You don't think
there's anyone here, do you? You've got some high-priced consultant
telling you there's nothing to worry about."

Jackwas deep in the forest. We'd lost most of the tactical overlays to
reduced baud. In dim visible light Rorschacls great ridged spines, each

85



the size of a skyscraper, hashed a nightmare view on all sides. The feed
stuttered as Bates struggled to keep the beam aligned. ConSensus
painted walls and airspacewith arcanetelemetry. | had no idea what any
of it meant.

"You think we're nothing but a Chinese RoormRorschaclsneered.

Jack stumbled towards collision, grasping for something to hang on to.

"Your mistake, Theseus

It hit something. It stuck.

And suddenly Rorschachsnapped into viewNno refractory compos-
ites, no profiles or simulations in false color. There it was at last, naked
even to Human eyes.

Imagine a crown of thorns, twisted, dark and unreflective, grown too
thickly tangled to ever rest on any human head. Put it in orbit around a
failed star whose own reflected half-light does little more than throw its
satellites into silhouette. Occasional bloody highlights glinted like dim
embers from its twists and crannies; they only emphasized the darkness
everywhere else.

Imagine an artefact that embodies the very notion of torture,
something so wrenched and disfigured that even across uncounted
lightyears and unimaginable differences in biology and outlook, you
can't help but feel that somehow, the structure itself is in pain.

Now make it the size of a city.

It flickered as we watched. Lightning arced from recurved spines a
thousand meters long. ConSensusshowed us a strobe-lit hellscape, huge
and dark and twisted. The composites had lied. It was not the least bit
beautiful.

"Now it's too late,” something said from deep inside. "Now every last
one of you is dead. And Susan? You there, Susan?

"We're taking you first."”

"Life's too short for chess."
N Byron

They never sealedthe hatch behind them. It was too easyto get lost up
there in the dome, naked infinite spacestretching a hundred eighty de-
greeson every axis. They needed all that emptiness but they needed an
anchor in its midst: soft stray light from astern, a gentle draft from the
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drum, the sounds of people and machinery close by. They needed to
have it both ways.

| lay in wait. Reading a dozen blatant cues in their behavior, | was
already squirreled away in the forward airlock when they passed.| gave
them a few minutes and crept forward to the darkened bridge.

"Of course they called her by name," Szpindel was saying. "That was
the only name they had. Shetold them, remember?"

"Yes." Michelle didn't seem reassured.

"Hey, it was you guys said we were talking to a Chinese Room. You
saying you were wrong?"

"WeNno. Of course not."

“Then it wasn't really threatening Suzeat all, was it? It wasn't threaten-
ing any of us. It had no idea what it was saying."

"“It's rule-basedlsaac. It was following some kind of flowchart it drew
up by observing Human languages in action. And somehow those rules
told it to respond with threats of violence."

"But if it doesn't even know what it was sayingN"

"It doesn't. It can't. We parsed the phrasing nineteen different ways,
tried out conceptual units of every different lengthE " A long, deep
breath. "But it attacked the probe, Isaac."

"Jack just got too close to one of those electrode thingies is all. It just
arced."

"So you don't think Rorschacls hostile?"

Long silenceNlong enough to make me wonder if I'd been detected.

"Hostile" Szpindel said at last. "Friendly. We learned those words for
life on Earth, en? | don't know if they even apply out here." His lips
smacked faintly. "But I think it might be something like hostile."

Michelle sighed. "Isaac, there's no reasonforNl mean, it just doesn't
make sensehat it would be. We can't have anything it wants."

"It saysit wants to be left alone," Szpindel said. "Even if it doesn't
mean it."

They floated quietly for a while, up there past the bulkhead.

"At least the shielding held," Szpindel said finally. "That's something."
He wasn't just talking about Jack;our own carapacewas coated with the
same stuff now. It had depleted our substrate stockpiles by two thirds,
but no one wanted to rely on the ship's usual magnetics in the face of
anything that could play so easily with the electromagnetic spectrum.

"If they attack us, what do we do?" Michelle said.

"Learn what we can, while we can. Fight back. While we can."
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"“If we can. Look out there, Isaac.l don't care how embryonicthat thing
is. Tell me we're not hopelessly outmatched."”

"Outmatched, for sure. Hopelesslynever."

“That's not what you said before."

"Still. There's always a way to win."

"If | said that, you'd call it wishful thinking."

“If you said that, it would be. But I'm saying it, so it's game theory."

"Game theory again. Jesus, Isaac."

“No, listen. You're thinking about the aliens like they were some kind
of mammal. Something that cares something that looks after its
investments."

"How do you know they aren't?"

"Becauseyou can't protect your kids when they're lightyears away.
They're on their own, and it's a big cold dangerous universe so most of
them aren't going to make it, eh? The most you can do is crank out mil-
lions of kids, take cold comfort in knowing that a few always luck out
through random chance.lIt's not a mammal mind-set, Meesh. You want
an earthbound simile, think of dandelion seeds. Or, or herring."

A soft sigh. "So they're interstellar herring. That hardly means they
can't crush us."

"But they don't know about us, not in advance. Dandelion seeddoesn't
know what it's up against before it sprouts. Maybe nothing. Maybe some
spastic weed that goesover like straw in the wind. Or maybe something
that kicks its asshalfway to the Magellanic Clouds. It doesn't know, and
there's no such thing as a one-size-fits-all survival strategy. Something
that acesagainst one player blows goats against a different one. So the
best you can do is mix up your strategies based on the odds. It's a
weighted dice roll and it gives you the best mean payoff over the whole
game, but you're bound to crap out and choose the wrong strategy at
least some of the time. Price of doing business. And that meansN that
meansNthat weak players not only canwin against stronger ones, but
they're statistically boundto in some cases."

Michelle snorted. "That's your game theory? Rock Paper Scissorswith
statistics?"

Maybe Szpindel didn't know the reference. He didn't speak, long
enough to call up a subtitle; then he brayed like a horse. "RockPaperScis-
sord Yes!"

Michelle digested that for a moment. "You're sweet for trying, but that
only works if the other side is just blindly playing the odds, and they
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don't have to dothat if they know who they're going up against in ad-
vance. And my dear, they have so very much information about usg "

They'd threatened Susan. By name.

"They don't know everything," Szpindel insisted. "And the principle
works for any scenario involving incomplete information, not just the ig-
norant extreme."

“Not as well."

"But some and that gives us a chance. Doesn't matter how good you
are at poker when it comesto the deal, eh? Cards still deal out with the
same odds."

"So that's what we're playing. Poker."

"Be thankful it's not chess. We wouldn't have a hope in hell."

"Hey. I'm supposed to be the optimist in this relationship."

"You are. I'm just fatalistically cheerful. We all come into the story
halfway through, we all catch up asbestwe can, and we're all gonna die
before it ends."

“That's my Isaac. Master of the no-win scenario."

"You can win. Winner's the guy who makes the best guesson how it
all comes out."

"So you arejust guessing."

"Yup. And you can't make an informed guesswithout data, eh? And
we could be the very first to find out what's gonna happen to the whole
Human race. I'd say that puts us into the semifinals, easy."

Michelle didn't answer for a very long time. When she did, | couldn't
hear her words.

Neither could Szpindel: "Sorry?"

"Covertto invulnerable you said. Remember?"

"Uh huh. Rorschaclks Graduation Day. "

"How soon, do you think?"

“No idea. But | don't think it's the kind of thing that's gonna slip by un-
noticed. And that's why | don't think it attacked us."

She must have looked a question.

"Becausewhen it does, it won't be some debatable candy-ass bitch
slap,” he told her. "When that fucker rises up, we're gonna know."

A sudden flicker from behind. | spun in the cramped passageway and
bit down on a cry: something squirmed out of sight around the corner,
something with arms barely glimpsed, gone in an instant.

Never there. Couldn't be there. Impossible.

"Did you hear that?" Szpindel asked, but I'd fled to stern before
Michelle could answer him.
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We'd fallen so far that the naked eye didn't seea disk, barely even saw
curvature any more. We were falling towards a wall, a vast roiling ex-
panse of dark thunderclouds that extended in all directions to some new,
infinitely-distant horizon. Ben filled half the universe.

And still we fell.

Far below, Jackclung to Rorschacls ridged surface with bristly gecko-
feet fenders and set up camp. It sent x-rays and ultrasound into the
ground, tapped enquiring fingers and listened to the echos,planted tiny
explosive charges and measured the resonance of their detonations. It
shed seedslike pollen: tiny probes and sensorsby the thousands, self-
powered, near-sighted, stupid and expendable. The vast majority were
sacrificial offerings to random chance;only one in a hundred lasted long
enough to return usable telemetry.

While our advance scout took measure of its local neighborhood,
Theseuslrew larger-scale birdseye maps from the closing sky. It spat out
thousands of its own disposable probes, spread them acrossthe heavens
and collected stereoscopic data from a thousand simultaneous
perspectives.

Patchwork insights assembledin the drum. Rorschacls skin was sixty
percent superconducting carbon nanotube. Rorschacls guts were largely
hollow; at least some of those hollows appeared to contain an atmo-
sphere. No earthly form of life would have lasted a second in there,
though; intricate topographies of radiation and electromagnetic force
seethed around the structure, seethedwithin it. In some places the radi-
ation was intense enough to turn unshielded flesh to ash in an instant;
calmer backwaters would merely kill in the same span of time. Charged
particles raced around invisible racetracks at relativistic speeds,erupting
from jagged openings, hugging curves of magnetic force strong enough
for neutron stars, arcing through open space and plunging back into
black mass. Occasional protuberances swelled and burst and released
clouds of microparticulates, seeding the radiation belts like spores.
Rorschachiesembled nothing so much as a nest of half-naked cyclotrons,
tangled one with another.

Neither Jackbelow nor Theseusbove could find any points of entry,
beyond those impassable gaps that spat out streams of charged particles
or swallowed them back down. No airlocks or hatches or viewports re-
solved with increasing proximity. The fact that we'd beenthreatened via
laser beam implied some kind of optical antennae or tightcast array; we
weren't even able to find that much.
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A central hallmark of von Neumann machines was self-replication.
Whether Rorschachwould meet that criterionNwhether it would germin-
ate, or divide, or give birth when it passed some critical
thresholdNwhether it had done so alreadyNremained an open question.

One of athousand. At the end of it allNafter all the measurements,the
theorizing and deduction and outright guessworkNwe settled into orbit
with a million trivial details and no answers. In terms of the big ques-
tions, there was only one thing we knew for sure.

So far,Rorschachvas holding its fire.

"It sounded to melike it knew what it was saying," | remarked.

"l guessthat's the whole point," Batessaid. Shehad no one to confide
in, partook of no intimate dialogs that could be overheard. With her, |
used the direct approach.

Theseuswas birthing a litter, two by two. They were nasty-looking
things, armored, squashed egg-shapes,twice the size of a human torso
and studded with gardening implements: antennae, optical ports, re-
tractable threadsaws. Weapons muzzles.

Bateswas summoning her troops. We floated before the primary fab
port at the baseof Theseusspine. The plant could just as easily have dis-
gorged the grunts directly into the hold beneath the carapaceNthat was
where they'd be stored anyway, until called uponNbut Bateswas giving
each a visual inspection before sending it through one of the airlocks a
few meters up the passageway. Ritual, perhaps. Military tradition. Cer-
tainly there was nothing she could seewith her eyes that wouldn't be
glaringly obvious to the most basic diagnostic.

"Would it be a problem?" | asked. "Running them without your
interface?"

"Run themselves just fine. Responsetime actually improves without
spam in the network. I'm more of a safety precaution."

Theseusgrowled, giving us more attitude. The plating trembled to
stern; another piece of local debris, no longer in our path. We were
angling towards an equatorial orbit just a few miniscule kilometers
above the artefact; insanely, the approach curved right through the ac-
cretion belt.

It didn't bother the others. "Like surviving traffic in a high speedlane,"
Saschahad said, disdainful of my misgivings. "Try creeping acrossand
you're road kill. Gotta speedup, go with the flow." But the flow was tur-
bulent; we hadn't gone five minutes without a course correction since
Rorschaclnad stopped talking to us.
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"So,do you buy it?" | asked. "Pattern-matching, empty threats? Noth-
ing to worry about?"

"Nobody's fired on us yet," she said. Meaning: Not for a second

"What's your take on Susan'sargument? Different niches, no reason
for conflict?"

"Makes sense, | guess.Utter bullshit.

"Can you think of any reason why something with such different
needswould attack us?"

"That depends,"” she said, "on whether the fact that we aredifferent is
reason enough."

| saw playground battlefields reflected in her topology. | remembered
my own, and wondered if there were any other kind.

Then again, that only proved the point. Humans didn't really fight over
skin tone or ideology; those were just handy cuesfor kin-selection pur-
poses. Ultimately it always came down to bloodlines and limited
resources.

"l think Isaac would say this is different," | said.

"l guess." Bates sent one grunt humming off to the hold; two more
emerged in formation, spinelight glinting off their armor.

"How many of these are you making, anyway?"

"We're breaking and entering, Siri. Not wise to leave our own house
unguarded.”

| inspected her surfacesas she inspected theirs. Doubt and resentment
simmered just beneath.

"You're in a tough spot," | remarked.

"We all are."

"But you're responsible for defending us, against something we don't
know anything about. We're only guessing thatN"

"Sarasti doesn't guess' Bates said. "The man's in charge for a reason.
Doesn't make much senseto question his orders, given we're all about a
hundred IQ points short of understanding the answer anyway."

"And yet he'salso got that whole predatory side nobody talks about,"” |
remarked. "It must be difficult for him, all that intellect coexisting with
so much instinctive aggression. Making sure the right part wins."

Shewondered in that instant whether Sarastimight be listening in. She
decided in the next that it didn't matter: why should he care what the
cattle thought, as long as they did what they were told?

All she said was, "l thought you jargonauts weren't supposed to have
opinions."

“That wasn't mine."
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Bates paused. Returned to her inspection.

"You do know what | do," | said.

"Uh huh." The first of the current pair passedmuster and hummed off
up the spine. Sheturned to the second."You simplify things. Sothe folks
back home can understand what the specialists are up to."

"That's part of it."

"I don't need a translator, Siri. I'm just a consultant, assuming things
go well. A bodyguard if they don't."

"You're an officer and a military expert. I'd say that makes you more
than qualified when it comes to assessingRorschacls threat potential.”

“I'm muscle. Shouldn't you be simplifying Jukka or Isaac?"

“That's exactly what I'm doing."

She looked at me.

"You interact" | said. "Every component of the system affects every
other. ProcessingSarastiwithout factoring you in would be like trying to
calculate acceleration while ignoring mass."

She turned back to her brood. Another robot passed muster.

She didn't hate me What she hated was what my presence implied.

Theydon't trust us to spealfor ourselvesshe wouldn't say. No matterhow
gualifiedwe are,no matter how far aheadof the pack.Maybe evenbecause of
that. We're contaminated We're subjective.So they send Siri Keetonto tell
them what weeally mean.

"l get it," | said after a moment.

"Do you."

“It's not about trust, Major. It's about location Nobody gets a good
view of a system from the inside, no matter who they are. The view's
distorted."”

"And yours isn't."

“I'm outside the system."

"You're interacting with me now."

"As an observer only. Perfection's unattainable but it isn't unapproach-
able you know? | don't play arole in decision-making or research,| don't
interfere in any aspect of the mission that I'm assigned to study. But of
course | ask questions. The more information | have, the better my
analysis."

"l thought you didn't have to ask | thought you guys could just, read
the signs or something."

"Every bit helps. It all goes into the mix."

"You doing it now? Synthesizin@"

| nodded.
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"And you do this without any specialized knowledge at all.”

“I'm as much of a specialist asyou. | specialize in processing informa-
tional topologies."

"Without understanding their content."”

"Understanding the shapes is enough."

Bates seemedto find some small imperfection in the battlebot under
scrutiny, scratched at its shell with a fingernail. "Software couldn't do
that without your help?"

"Software can do a lot of things. We've chosen to do some for
ourselves." | nodded at the grunt. "Your visual inspections, for example."

She smiled faintly, conceding the point.

"So I'd encourage you to speak freely. You know I'm sworn to
confidentiality."

"Thanks," she said, meaningOn this ship, there's no such thing.

Theseushimed. Sarasti spoke in its wake: "Orbital insertion in fifteen
minutes. Everyone to the drum in five."

"Well," Batessaid, sending one last grunt on its way. "Here we go." She
pushed off and sailed up the spine.

The newborn killing machines clicked at me. They smelled like new
cars.

"By the way," Batescalled over her shoulder, "you missed the obvious
one."

"Sorry?"

She spun a hundred-eighty degrees at the end of the passageway,
landed like an acrobat beside the drum hatch. "The reason. Why
something would attack us even if we didn't have anything it wanted."

| read it off her: "If it wasn't attacking at all. If it was defending itself."

"You asked about Sarasti. Smart man. Strong Leader. Maybe could
spend a little more time with the troops."

Vampire doesn'trespecthis commandDoesn't listen to advice.Hides away
half the time.

| remembered transient killer whales. "Maybe he's being considerate."”
He knows he makes us nervous.

“I'm sure that's it," Bates said.

Vampire doesn't trust himself.

It wasn't just Sarasti. They all hid from us, even when they had the up-
per hand. They always stayed just the other side of myth.

It started pretty much the sameway it did for anything else;vampires
were far from the first to learn the virtues of energy conservation.
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Shrews and hummingbirds, saddled with tiny bodies and overclocked
metabolic engines, would have starved to death overnight if not for the
torpor that overtook them at sundown. Comatose elephant sealslurked
breathless at the bottom of the sea,rousing only for passing prey or red-
line lactate levels. Bearsand chipmunks cut costs by sleeping away the
impoverished winter months, and lungfishNDevonian black belts in the
art of estivationNcould curl up and die for years, waiting for the rains.

With vampires it was a little different. It wasn't shortness of breath, or
metabolic overdrive, or some blanket of snow that locked the pantry
every winter. The problem wasn't so much alack of prey asa lack of dif-
ferencefrom it; vampires were such a recent split from the ancestral
baseline that the reproductive rates hadn't diverged. This was no
woodland-variety lynx-hare dynamic, where prey outnumbered predat-
ors a hundred to one. Vampires fed on things that bred barely faster than
they did. They would have wiped out their own food supply in no time
if they hadn't learned how to ease off on the throttle.

By the time they went extinct they'd learned to shut down for decades

It made two kinds of sense.It not only slashed their metabolic needs
while prey bred itself back to harvestable levels, it gave us time to forget
that we wereprey. We were so smart by the Pleistocene,smart enough
for easy skepticism; if you haven't seenany night-stalking demons in all
your years on the savannah, why should you believe some senile camp-
fire ramblings passed down by your mother's mother?

It was murder on our ancestors,even if those same enemy genesNco-
opted nowNserved us sowell when we left the sun a half-million years
later. But it was almostNheartening, | guessNto think that maybe Sarasti
felt the tug of other genes,some aversion to prolonged visibility shaped
by generations of natural selection. Maybe he spent every moment in our
company fighting voices that urged him to hide, hide, let them forget
Maybe he retreated when they got too loud, maybe we made him asun-
easy as he made us.

We could always hope.

Our final orbit combined discretion and valor in equal measure.

Rorschachdescribed a perfect equatorial circle 87,900 km from Big
Ben's center of gravity. Sarasti was unwilling to let it out of sight, and
you didn't have to be a vampire to mistrust relay sats when swinging
through aradiation-soaked blizzard of rock and machinery. The obvious
alternative was to match orbits.
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At the same time, all the debate over whether or not Rorschachad
meantNor even understoodNthe threats it had made was a bit beside
the point. Counterintrusion measures were a distinct possibility either
way, and ongoing proximity only increased the risk. So Sarasti had de-
rived some optimum compromise, a mildly eccentric orbit that nearly
brushed the artefact at perigee but kept a discreet distance the rest of the
time. It was a longer trajectory than Rorschacls, and higherNwe had to
burn on the descending arc to keep in synchNbut the end result was
continuously line-of-sight, and only brought us within striking distance
for three hours either side of bottoming out.

Our striking distance, that is. For all we knew Rorschaclcould have
reached out and swatted us from the sky before we'd even left the solar
system.

Sarasti gave the command from his tent. ConSensuscarried his voice
into the drum as Theseugsoasted to apogee: "Now."

Jack had erected a tent about itself, a blister glued to Rorschacls hull
and blown semi-taut against vacuum with the merest whiff of nitrogen.
Now it brought lasersto bear and started digging; if we'd read the vibra-
tions right, the ground should be only thirty-four centimeters deep be-
neath its feet. The beams stuttered asthey cut, despite six millimeters of
doped shielding.

"Son of a bitch," Szpindel murmured. "It's working."

We burned through tough fibrous epidermis. We burned through
veins of insulation that might have been some sort of programmable as-
bestos.We burned through alternating layers of superconducting mesh,
and the strata of flaking carbon separating them.

We burned through

The lasers shut down instantly. Within seconds Rorschacls intestinal
gaseshad blown taut the skin of the tent. Black carbon smoke swirled
and danced in sudden thick atmosphere.

Nothing shot back at us. Nothing reacted. Partial pressures piled up
on ConSensus:methane, ammonia, hydrogen. Lots of water vapor, freez-
ing as fast as it registered.

Szpindel grunted. "Reducing atmosphere. Pre-Snowball." He sounded
disappointed.

"Maybe it's a work in progress," Jamessuggested. "Like the structure
itself."

"Maybe."

Jackstuck out its tongue, a giant mechanical sperm with a myo-optical
tail. Its head was a thick-skinned lozenge, at least half ceramic shielding
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by cross-section;the tiny payload of sensorsat its core was rudimentary,
but small enough for the whole assembly to thread through the pencil-
thin hole the laser had cut. It unspooled down the hole, rimming
Rorschacls newly-torn orifice.

"Dark down there," James observed.

Bates: "But warm." 281?K. Above freezing.

The endoscope emerged into darkness. Infrared served up a grainy
grayscaleof aN atunnel, it looked like, replete with mist and exotic rock
formations. The walls curved like honeycomb, like the insides of fossil-
ized intestine. Cul-de-sacs and branches proliferated down the passage.
The basic substrate appeared to be a dense pastry of carbon-fiber leaves.
Some of the gaps between those layers were barely thick as fingernails;
others looked wide enough to stack bodies.

“Ladies and gentlemen," Szpindel said softly, "The Devil's Baklava."

| could have sworn | saw something move. | could have sworn it
looked familiar.

The camera died.
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Part 2
Rorschach
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"Mothers are fonder than fathers of their children because they
are more certain they are their own."
NAristotle

| couldn't say goodbye to Dad. | didn't even know where he was.

| didn't want to say goodbye to Helen. | didn't want to go back there.
That was the problem: | didn't have to. There was nowhere left in the
world where the mountain couldn't simply pick up and move to Mo-
hammed. Heaven was merely a suburb of the global village, and the
global village left me no excuse.

| linked from my own apartment. My new inlaysNmission-specific,
slid into my head just the week beforeNshook hands with the noosphere
and knocked upon the Pearly Gates. Some tame spirit, more plausible
than Saint Peter if no less ethereal, took a message and disappeared.

And | was inside

This was no antechamber, no visiting room. Heaven was not intended
for the casual visitor; any paradise in which the flesh-constrained would
feel at home would have beenintolerably pedestrian to the disembodied
souls who lived there. Of course, there was no reason why visitor and
resident had to sharethe sameview. | could have pulled any convention-
al worldview off the shelf if I'd wanted, seenthis place rendered in any
style | chose. Except for the Ascended themselves, of course. That was
one of the perks of the Afterlife: only theygot to choose the face we saw.

But the thing my mother had becomehadno face,and | was damned if
she was going to see me hide behind some mask.

"Hello, Helen."

"Siri! What a wonderful surprise!”

Shewas an abstraction in an abstraction: an impossible intersection of
dozens of bright panes, as if the disassembled tiles of a stained-glass
window had each been set aglow and animated. She swirled before me
like a school of fish. Her world echoed her body: lights and angles and
three-dimensional Escherimpossibilities, piled like bright thunderheads.
And yet, somehow | would have recognised her anywhere. Heaven was
a dream; only upon waking do you realize that the characters you en-
countered looked nothing like they do in real life.

There was only one familiar landmark anywhere in the whole sensori-
um. My mother's heaven smelled of cinnamon.

| beheld her luminous avatar and imagined the corpus soaking in a
tank of nutrients, deep underground. "How are you doing?"
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"Very well. Very well. Of course, it takes a little getting used to, know-
ing your mind isn't quite yours any more." Heaven didn't just feed the
brains of its residents; it fed off them, used the surplus power of idle syn-
apsesto run its own infrastructure. "You haveto move in here, sooner
better than later. You'll never leave."

"Actually, I amleaving," | said. "We're shipping out tomorrow."

"Shipping out?"

"The Kuiper. You know. The Fireflies?"

"Oh yes. | think | heard something about that. We don't get much
news from the outside world, you know."

"Anyway, just thought I'd call in and say goodbye."

“I'm glad you did. I've been hoping to see you without, you know."

"Without what?"

"You know. Without your father listening in."

Not again.

"Dad's in the field, Helen. Interplanetary crisis. You might have heard
something."

"l certainly have. You know, | haven't always been happy about your
father'sNextended assignments, but maybe it was really a blessing in
disguise. The less he was around, the less he could do."

"Do?"

“To you." The apparition stilled for a few moments, feigning hesita-
tion. "I've never told you this before, butNno. | shouldn't."

"Shouldn't what?"

"Bring up, well, old hurts."

"What old hurts?" Right on cue. | couldn't help myself, the training
went too deep. | always barked on command.

"Well," she began, "sometimes you'd come backNyou were so very
youngNand your face would be so set and hard, and I'd wonder why
are you so angry, littte boy? What can someone so young have to be so
angry about?"

"Helen, what are you talking about? Back from where?"

"Just from the places he'd take you." Something like a shiver passed
acrossher facets."He was still around back then. He wasn't so important,
he was just an accountant with a karate fetish, going on about forensics
and game theory and astronomy until he put everyone to sleep."

| tried to imagine it: my father, the chatterbox. "That doesn't sound like
Dad."

"Well of course not. You were too young to remember, but he was just
a littte man, then. He still is, really, under all the secret missions and
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classified briefings. I've never understood why people never saw that.
But even back then he liked toNwell, it wasn't his fault, | suppose. He
had a very difficult childhood, and he never learned to deal with prob-
lems like an adult. He, well, he'd throw his weight around, | guessyou'd
say. Of course | didn't know that before we married. If | had, INbut |
made a commitment. | made a commitment, and | never broke it."

"What, are you saying you were abused?"Backfrom the placeshe'd take
you. "AreNare you saying | was?"

“There are all kinds of abuse, Siri. Words can hurt more than bullets,
sometimes. And child abandonmentN"

"He didn't abandon me." He left me withyou.

"He abandoned us, Siri. Sometimes for months at a time, and INand
we never knew if he was coming back And he chosdo do that to us, Siri.
He didn't needthat job, there were so many other things he was qualified
to do. Things that had been redundant for years."

| shook my head, incredulous, unable to say it aloud: she hated him
because he hadn't had the good grace to growunnecessary

“It's not Dad's fault that planetary security is still an essential service,"
| said.

She continued as if she hadn't heard. "Now there was a time when it
was unavoidable, when people our age hadto work just to make ends
meet. But even back then people wantedto spend time with their famil-
les. Even if they couldn't afford to. To, to chooséo stay working when it
isn't even necessarythat'sN" She shattered and reassembled at my
shoulder. "Yes, Siri. | believe that's a kind of abuse. And if your father
had been half as loyal to me as I've been to him all these yearskE "

| remembered Jim, the last time I'd seenhim: snorting vassopressinun-
der the restlesseyes of robot sentries. "l don't think Dad's been disloyal
to either of us."

Helen sighed. "I don't really expect you to understand. I'm not com-
pletely stupid, I've seenhow it played out. | pretty much had to raise
you myself all theseyears. | always had to play the heavy, always had to
be the one to hand out the discipline becauseyour father was off on
some secretassignmentAnd then he'd come home for a week or two and
he was the golden-haired boy just becausehe'd seenfit to drop in. | don't
really blame you for that any more than | blame him. Blame doesn't
solve anything at this stage. | just thoughtNwell, really, | thought you
ought to know. Take it for what it's worth."

A memory, unbidden: called into Helen's bed when | was nine, her
hand stroking my scar, her stale sweet breath stirring against my cheek.
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You're the man of the housenow Siri. We can't counton your fatherany more.
It's just you and meE

| didn't say anything for a while. Finally: "Didn't it help at all?"

"What do you mean?"

| glanced around at all that customized abstraction: internal feedback,
lucidly dreamed. "You're omnipotent in here. Desire anything, imagine
anything; there it is. I'd thought it would have changed/ou more."

Rainbow tiles danced, and forced a laugh. "This isn't enough of a
changdor you?"

Not nearly.

BecauseHeaven had a catch. No matter how many constructs and
avatars Helen built in there, no matter how many empty vesselssang her
praises or commiserated over the injustices she'd suffered, when it came
right down to it shewas only talking to herself. There were other realit-
iles over which she had no control, other people who didn't play by her
rulesNand if they thought of Helen at all, they thought as they damn
well pleased.

Shecould go the rest of her life without ever meeting any of them. But
she knew they were out there, and it drove her crazy. Taking my leave of
Heaven, it occurred to me that omnipotent though she was, there was
only one way my mother would ever be truly happy in her own personal
creation.

The rest of creation would have to go.

“This shouldn't keep happening,” Bates said. "The shielding was
good."

The Gang was up acrossthe drum, squaring away something in their
tent. Sarastilurked offstage today, monitoring the proceedings from his
quarters. That left me with Bates and Szpindel in the Commons.

"Maybe against direct EM." Szpindel stretched, stiffed a yawn.
"Ultrasound boots up magnetic fields through shielding sometimes, in
living tissue at least. Any chancesomething like that could be happening
with your electronics?"

Bates spread her hands. "Who knows? Might as well be black magic
and elves down there."

"Well, it's not a total wash. We can make a few smart guesses, eh?"

"Such as."

Szpindel raised one finger. "The layers we cut through couldn't result
from any metabolic process| know about. Soit's not 'alive’, not in the
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biological sense.Not that that means anything these days," he added,
glancing around the belly of our beast.

"What about life insidethe structure?"

"Anoxic atmosphere. Probably rules out complex multicellular life. Mi-
crobes, maybe, although if sol wish to hell they show up in the samples.
But anything complex enough to think, let alone build something like
that'Na wave at the image in ConSensusN"is gonna need a high-energy
metabolism, and that means oxygen."

"So you think it's empty?"

"Didn't saythat, did 1?1 know aliens are supposed to be all mysterious
and everything, but | still don't seewhy anyonewould build a city-sized
wildlife refuge for anaerobic microbes."

“It's got to be a habitat for somethingWhy any atmosphere at all, if it's
just some kind of terraforming machine?"

Szpindel pointed up at the Gang's tent. "What Susan said.
Atmosphere's still under construction and we get a free ride until the
owners show up."

"Free?"

"Freeish. And | know we've only seena fraction of a fraction of what's
inside. But something obviously saw us coming. It yelled at us, as| re-
call. If they're smart and they're hostile, why aren't they shooting?"

"Maybe they are."

"If something's hiding down the hall wrecking your robots, it's not fry-
ing them any faster than the baseline environment would do anyway."

"What you call a baselineenvironmentmight be an active counterintru-
sion measure. Why else would a habitatbe so uninhabitable?"

Szpindel rolled his eyes."Okay, | was wrong. We don't know enough
to make a few smart guesses."

Not that we hadn't tried. Once Jack'ssensorhead had beenirreparably
fried, we'd relegated it to surface excavation; it had widened the bore in
infinitesimal increments, patiently burning back the edges of our initial
peephole until it measured almost a meter across. Meanwhile we'd cus-
tomized Bates'sgruntsNshielded them against nuclear reactors and the
insides of cyclotronsNand come perigee we'd thrown them at Rorschach
like stoneschucked into a haunted forest. Each had gone through Jack's
portal, unspooling whisker-thin fiberop behind them to passintelligence
through the charged atmosphere.

They'd sent glimpses, mostly. A few extended vignettes. We'd seen
Rorschacls walls move, slow lazy waves of peristalsis rippling along its
gut. We'd seen treacly invaginations in progress, painstaking
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constrictions that would presumably, given time, seal off a passageway.
Our grunts had sailed through some quarters, staggered through others
where the magnetic ambience threw them off balance. They'd passed
through strange throats lined with razor-thin teeth, thousands of trian-
gular blades in parallel rows, helically twisted. They'd edged cautiously
around clouds of mist sculpted into abstract fractal shapes, shifting and
endlessly recursive, their charged droplets strung along a myriad con-
verging lines of electromagnetic force.

Ultimately, every one of them had died or disappeared.

"Any way to increase the shielding?" | wondered.

Szpindel gave me a look.

"We've shielded everything exceptthe sensorheads," Batesexplained.
"If we shield thosewe're blind."

"But visible light's harmless enough. What about purely optical iN"

"We're using optical links, commissar," Szpindel snapped. "And you
may have noticed the shit's getting through anyway."

"But aren't there, you knowN" | groped for the wordN "bandpass fil-
ters? Something that lets visible wavelengths through, cuts out the lethal
stuff on both sides?"

He snorted. "Sure. It's called an atmosphere, and if we'd brought one
with usNabout fifty times deeper than Earth'sN it might block some of
that soup down there. Course, Earth also gets a lot of help from its mag-
netic field, but I'm not betting my life on any EM we set up in that place."

"If we didn't keep running into these spikes' Batessaid. "That's the real
problem."

"Are they random?" | wondered.

Szpindel's shrug was half shiver. "I don't think anything about that
place is random. But who knows? We need more data."

"Which we're not likely to get," Jamessaid, walking around the ceiling
to join us, "if our drones keep shorting out.”

The conditional was pure formality. We'd tried playing the odds, sacri-
ficing drone after drone in the hope that one of them would get lucky;
survival rates tailed exponentially to zero with distance from basecamp.
We'd tried shielding the fiberop to reduce aperture leakage;the resulting
tethers were stiff and unwieldy, wrapped in so many layers of ferro-
ceramic that we were virtually waving the bots around on the end of a
stick. We'd tried cutting the tethers entirely, sending the machines out to
explore on their own, squinting against the radiant blizzard and storing
their findings for later download; none had returned. We'd tried
everything.
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"We can go in ourselves," James said.

Almost everything.

"Right," Szpindel replied in a voice that couldn't mean anything but
wrong.

“It's the only way to learn anything useful."

"Yeah. Like how many secondsit would take your brain to turn into
synchrotron soup."

"Our suits can be shielded."”

"Oh, you mean like Mandy's drones?"

"I'd really rather you didn't call me that," Bates remarked.

“The point is, Rorschaclkills you whether you're meat or mechanical.”

"My point is that it kills meat differently” Jamesreplied. "It takes
longer."

Szpindel shook his head. "You'd be good as dead in fifty minutes.
Even shielded. Even in the so-called cool zones."

"And completely asymptomatic for three hours or more. And even
after that it would take days for us to actually die and we'd be backhere
long beforethen and the ship could patch us up just like that. We even
know that much, Isaac,it's right there in ConSensus.And if we know it,
you know it. So we shouldn't even be having this argument.”

“That's your solution? We saturate ourselves with radiation every
thirty hours and then | get to cut out the tumors and stitch everyone's
cells back together?"

"The pods are automatic. You wouldn't have to lift a finger."

"Not to mention the number those magnetic fields would do on your
brain. We'd be hallucinating from the moment weN"

"Faraday the suits."

"Ah, so we go in deaf dumb and blind. Good idea."

"We can let light pass. InfraredN"

“It's all EM, Suze.Even if we blacked out our helmets completely and
used a camera feed, we'd get leakage where the wire went through."

"Some, yes. But it'd be better thanN"

"Jesus." A tremor sent spittle sailing from the corner of Szpindel's
mouth. "Let me talk to MiN"

"I've discussed it with the rest of the gang, Isaac. We're all agreed."

"All agreed?You don't have a working majority in there, Suze.Justbe-
cause you cut your brain into pieces doesn't mean they each get a vote."

"l don't see why not. We're each at least as sentient as you are."

“They're all you. Just partitioned."
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"You don't seemto have any trouble treating Michelle as a separate
individual."

"Michelle'sNI mean, yes, you're all very different facets but there's
only one original. Your altersN"

"Don't call us that" Sascha erupted with a voice cold as LOX. Ever."

Szpindel tried to pull back. "I didn't meanNyou know | didn‘tN"

But Saschawas gone. "What are you saying?" said the softer voice in
her wake. "Do you think I'm just, I'm just Mom, play-acting? You think
when we're together you're alone with her?"

"Michelle," Szpindel said miserably. "No. What | thinkN"

"Doesn't matter," Sarasti said. "We don'tvotehere."

He floated above us, visored and unreadable in the center of the drum.
None of us had seenhim arrive. He turned slowly on his axis, keeping us
in view as we rotated around him.

"Prepping Scylla Amanda needs two untethered grunts with precau-
tionary armament. Camsfrom one to a million Angstroms, shielded tym-
panics, no autonomous circuitry. Platelet boosters, dimenhydrinate and
potassium iodide for everyone by 1350."

"Everyone?" Bates asked.

Sarasti nodded. "Window opens four hours twenty-three." He turned
back down the spine

"Not me," | said.

Sarasti paused.

"l don't participate in field ops," | reminded him.

“"Now you do."

“I'm a synthesist' He knew that. Of course he knew, everyone did: you
can't observe the system unless you stayoutsidethe system.

"On Earth you're a synthesist," he said. "In the Kuiper you're a synthes-
ist. Here you're mass. Do what you're told."

He disappeared.

"Welcome to the big picture," Bates said softly.

| looked at her as the rest of the group broke up. "You know IN"

"We're a long way out, Siri. Can't wait fourteen months for feedback
from your bosses, and you know it."

Sheleapt from a standing start, arced smoothly through holograms in-
to the weightless core of the drum. But then she stopped herself, asif dis-
tracted by some sudden insight. She grabbed a spinal conduit and
swung back to face me.
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"You shouldn't sell yourself short,” she said. "Or Sarasti either. You're
an observer, right? It's a safe bet there's going to be a lot down there
worth observing."

“Thanks," | said. But | already knew why Sarastiwas sending me into
Rorschachand there was more to it than observation

Three valuable agents in harm's way. A decoy bought one-in-four
odds that an enemy would aim somewhere else.

"The Lord will take control of you. You will dance and shout and
become a different person."
N1 Samuel 10:6

"We were probably fractured during most of our evolution," James
oncetold me, back when we were all still getting acquainted. Shetapped
her temple. "There's a lot of room up here; a modern brain can run
dozens of sentient coreswithout getting too crowded. And parallel mul-
titasking has obvious survival advantages."

| nodded. "Ten heads are better than one."

"Our integration may have actually occurred quite recently. Some ex-
perts think we can still revert to multiples under the right
circumstances."

"Well, of course. You're living proof."

She shook their head. "I'm not talking about physical partitioning.
We're the state of the art, certainly, but theoretically surgery isn't even
necessary. Simple stress could do something like it, if it was strong
enough. If it happened early in childhood."

"No kidding."

"Well, in theory," Jamesadmitted, and changed into Saschawho said,
"Bull shit in theory There's documented casesas recently as fifty years
ago."

"Really." | resisted the temptation to look it up on my inlays; the un-
focused eyes can be a giveaway. "l didn't know."

"Well it's not like anyone talks about it now. People were fucking bar-
barians about multicores back thenNcalled it a disorder treated it like
some kind of disease.And their idea of a cure was to keep one of the
coresand murder all the others. Not that they called it murder, of course.
They called it integrationor some shit. That's what people did back then:
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created other people to suck up all the abuse and torture, then got rid of
them when they weren't needed any more."

It hadn't been the tone most of us were looking for at an ice-breaking
party. Jameshad gently easedback into the driver's seatand the conver-
sation had steered closer to community standards.

But | hadn't heard any of the Gang use alter to describe each other,
then or since. It had seemedinnocuous enough when Szpindel had said
it. | wondered why they'd taken such offenceNand now, floating alone
in my tent with a few pre-op minutes to kill, there was no one to seemy
eyes glaze.

Alter carried baggage over a century old, ConSensustold me. Sascha
was right; there'd been a time when MCC was MPD, a Disorder rather
than a Complexand it had neverbeeninduced deliberately. According to
the experts of that time, multiple personalities arose spontaneously from
unimaginable cauldrons of abuseNfragmentary personae offered up to
suffer rapes and beatings while the child behind took to some unknow-
able sanctuary in the folds of the brain. It was both survival strategy and
ritual self-sacrifice: powerless souls hacking themselves to pieces, offer-
ing up quivering chunks of self in the desperate hope that the vengeful
gods called Mom or Dad might not be insatiable.

None of it had beenreal, as it turned out. Or at least, none of it had
been confirmed. The experts of the day had been little more than witch
doctors dancing through improvised rituals: meandering free-form inter-
views full of leading questions and nonverbal cues, scavenger hunts
through regurgitated childhoods. Sometimes a shot of lithium or
haloperidol when the beads and rattles didn't work. The technology to
map minds was barely off the ground; the technology to edit them was
years away. Sothe therapistsand psychiatristspoked at their victims and
invented names for things they didn't understand, and argued over the
shrines of Freud and Klein and the old Astrologers. Doing their very best
to sound like practitioners of Science.

Inevitably, it was Sciencethat turned them all into road kill; MPD was
a half-forgotten fad even before the advent of synaptic rewiring. But alter
was a word from that time, and its resonance had persisted. Among
those who remembered the tale, alter was codespeakfor betrayaland hu-
man sacrificeAlter meant cannon fodder

Imagining the topology of the Gang's coexisting souls, | could seewhy
Saschaembraced the mythology. | could seewhy Susanlet her. After all,
there was nothing implausible about the concept; the Gang's very exist-
ence proved that much. And when you've been peeled off from a pre-
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existing entity, sculpted from nonexistence straight into adulthoodNa
mere fragment of personhood, without even a full-time body to call your
ownNyou can be forgiven a certain amount of anger. Sure you're all
equal, all in it together. Sure, no personais better than any other. Susan's
still the only one with a surname.

Better to direct that resentment at old grudges, real or imagined; less
problematic, at least, than taking it out on someonewho sharesthe same
flesh.

| realized something else, too. Surrounded by displays documenting
the relentless growth of the leviathan beneath us, | could not only see
why Saschahad objected to the word; | could also see why Isaac
Szpindel, no doubt unconsciously, had spoken it in the first place.

As far as Earth was concerned, everyone onTheseusvas an alter.

Sarasti stayed behind. He hadn't come with a backup.

There were the rest of us, though, crammed into the shuttle, embed-
ded in custom spacesuitsso padded with shielding we might have been
deep-seadivers from a previous century. It was a fine balance;too much
shielding would have been worse than none at all, would split primary
particles into secondary ones, just as lethal and twice as numerous. So-
metimes you had to live with moderate exposure; the only alternative
was to embed yourself like a bug in lead.

We launched six hours from perigee. Scyllaraced on ahead like an
eagerchild, leaving its parent behind. There was no eagernessin the sys-
tems around me, though. Except for one: the Gang of Four almost
shimmeredehind her faceplate.

"Excited?" | asked.

Sascha answered: "Fuckinright. Fieldwork, Keeton. First contact."

"What if there's nobody there?" What if there is, and they don't like us?

"Even better. We get a crack at their signs and cereal boxes without
their traffic cops leaning over our shoulders."

| wondered if she spoke for the others. | was pretty sure she didn't
speak for Michelle.

Scyllds ports had all been sealed. There was no outside view, nothing
to seeinside but bots and bodies and the tangled silhouette swelling on
my helmet HUD. But | could feel the radiation slicing through our armor
as if it were tissue paper. | could feel the knotted crests and troughs of
Rorschacls magnetic field. | could feel Rorschachtself, drawing nearer:
the charred canopy of some firestormed alien forest, more landscape
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than artefact. | imagined titanic bolts of electricity arcing between its
branches. | imagined getting in the way.

What kind of creatures would choose to live in such a place?

"You really think we'll get along,"” | said.

James'shrug was all but lost under the armor. "Maybe not at first. We
may have gotten off on the wrong foot, we might have to sort through all
kinds of misunderstandings. But we'll figure each other out eventually.”

Evidently she thought that had answered my question.

The shuttle slewed; we bumped against eachother like tenpins. Thirty
secondsof micromaneuvers brought us to a solid stop. A cheery anima-
tion played acrossthe HUD in greens and blues: the shuttle's docking
seal, easing through the membrane that served as our entrance into
Rorschaclks inflatable vestibule. Even as a cartoon it looked vaguely
pornographic.

Bateshad been prepacked next to the airlock. Sheslid back the inner
door. "Everybody duck."

Not an easy maneuver, swaddled in life-support and ferroceramic.
Helmets tilted and bumped. The grunts, flattened overhead like great
lethal cockroaches, hummed to life and disengaged from the ceiling.
They scraped past in the narrow headroom, bobbed cryptically to their
mistress, and exited stage left.

Bates closed the inner hatch. The lock cycled, opened again on an
empty chamber.

Everything nominal, according to the board. The drones waited pa-
tiently in the vestibule. Nothing had jumped out at them.

Bates followed them through.

We had to wait forever for the image. The baud rate was lessthan a
trickle. Words moved back and forth easily enoughN"No surprises so
far," Batesreported in distorted Jews-harp vibratoNbut any picture was
worth a million of them, andN

There: through the eyesof the grunt behind we saw the grunt aheadin
motionless, grainy monochrome. It was a postcard from the past: sight
turned to sound, thick clumsy vibrations of methane bumping against
the hull. It took long secondsfor each static-ridden image to accreteon
the HUD: grunts descending into the pit; grunts emerging into
Rorschacls duodenum; a cryptic, hostile cavescapein systematic incre-
ments. Down in the lower left-hand corner of each image, timestamps
and Teslas ran down the clock.

You give up a lot when you don't trust the EM spectrum.

"Looks good," Bates reported. "Going in."

110



In a friendlier universe machines would have cruised the boulevard,
sending perfect images in crystal resolution. Szpindel and the Gang
would be sipping coffee back in the drum, telling the grunts to take a
sample of this or get a close-up of that. In a friendlier universe, |
wouldn't even be here.

Batesappeared in the next postcard, emerging from the fistula. In the
next her back was to the camera, apparently panning the perimeter.

In the one after that she was looking right at us.

"OhE okay," she said. "Come onE downE "

“Not so fast," Szpindel said. "How are you feeling?"

"Fine. A bitNodd, butE "

"Odd how?" Radiation sicknessannounced itself with nausea,but un-
lesswe'd seriously erred in our calculations that wouldn't happen for an-
other hour or two. Not until well after we'd all been lethally cooked.

"Mild disorientation,” Bates reported. "It's a bit spooky in here,
butNmust be Grey Syndrome. It's tolerable."

| looked at the Gang. The Gang looked at Szpindel. Szpindel shrugged.

"It's not gonna get any better," Bates said from afar. "The clock isE
clock is ticking, people. Get down here."

We got.

Not living, not by a long shot.

Haunted

Even when the walls didn't move, they did: always at the corner of the
eye, that senseof crawling motion. Always at the back of the mind the
senseof being watchedthe dread certainty of malign and alien observers
just out of sight. More than once turned, expecting to catch one of those
phantoms in the open. All | ever saw was a half-blind grunt floating
down the passageway, or a wide-eyed and jittery crewmate returning
my stare. And the walls of some glistening black lava tube with a hun-
dred embedded eyes, all snapped shut just the instant before. Our lights
pushed the darkness back perhaps twenty meters in either direction;
beyond, mist and shadows seethed. And the sound$\ Rorschaclcreaked
around us like some ancient wooden hull trapped in pack ice. Electricity
hissed like rattlesnakes.

You tell yourself it's mostly in your head. You remind yourself it's
well-documented, an inevitable consequence of meat and magnetism
brought too closetogether. High-energy fields releasethe ghosts and the
grays from your temporal lobe, dredge up paralyzing dread from the
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midbrain to saturate the conscious mind. They fuck with your motor
nerves and make even dormant inlays sing like fine fragile crystal.

Energy artefacts. That's all they are. You repeat that to yourself, you
repeat it so often it loses any pretense of rationality and devolves into
rote incantation, a spell to ward off evil spirits. They're not real, these
whispering voices just outside your helmet, those half-seen creatures
flickering at the edge of vision. They're tricks of the mind, the same
neurological smoke-and-mirrors that convinced people throughout the
agesthat they were being haunted by ghosts, abducted by aliens, hunted
byN

NvampiresN

Nand you wonder whether Sarastireally stayed behind or if he was
here all along, waiting for youE

"Another spike," Bates warned as Teslaand Seivertssurged on my
HUD. "Hang on."

| was installing the Faraday bell. Trying to. It should have beensimple
enough; I'd already run the main anchor line down from the vestibule to
the flaccid sack floating in the middle of the passageway.| wasNthat's
right, something about a spring line. To, to keep the bell centered. The
wall glistened in my headlamp like wet clay. Satanic runes sparkled in
my imagination.

| jammed the spring line's pad against the wall. | could have sworn the
substrate flinched | fired my thrust pistol, retreated back to the center of
the passage.

“They're here," James whispered.

Somethingwas. | could feel it always behind me, no matter where |
turned. | could feel some great roaring darkness swirling just out of
sight, a ravenous mouthaswide asthe tunnel itself. Any moment now it
would lunge forward at impossible speed and engulf us all.

"They're beautifuE " Jamessaid. There was no fear in her voice at alll,
She sounded awestruck.

"What? Where?" Bates never stopped turning, kept trying to keep the
whole three-sixty in sight at once. The drones under her command
wobbled restlessly to either side, armored parentheses pointing down
the passageway in opposite directions. "What do you see?"

"Not out there In here EverywhereCan't you see it?"

"l can't see anything," Szpindel said, his voice shaking.

“It's in the EM fields," Jamessaid. "That's how they communicate. The
whole structure is full of languageit'sN"
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"l can't see anything," Szpindel repeated. His breath echoed loud and
fast over the link. "I'm blind."

"Shit." Bates swung on Szpindel. "How can thatNthe radiationN"

"l d-don't think that's it.."

Nine Tesla, and the ghosts were everywhere. | smelled asphalt and
honeysuckle.

"Keeton!" Bates called. "You with us?"

"Y-yeah." Barely. | was back at the bell, my hand on the ripcord. Try-
ing to ignore whatever kept tapping me on the shoulder.

“Leave that! Get him outside!"

"No!" Szpindel floated helplessly in the passage,his pistol bouncing
against its wrist tether. "No, throw me something."

"What?"

It's all in your head. It's all in yourN

"Throw something! Anything!"

Bates hesitated. "You said you were bliN"

"Just do it"

Bates pulled a spare suit battery off her belt and lobbed it. Szpindel
reached, fumbled. The battery slipped from his grasp and bounced off
the wall.

"Il be okay," he gasped. "Just get me into the tent."

| yanked the cord. The bell inflated like a great gunmetal
marshmallow.

"Everyone inside!" Bates ran her pistol with one hand, grabbed
Szpindel with the other. Shehanded him off to me and slapped a sensor
pod onto the skin of the tent. | pulled back the shielded entrance flap as
though pulling a scabfrom awound. The single molecule beneath, infin-
itely long, endlessly folded against itself, swirled and glistened like a
soap bubble.

"Get him in. James! Get down here!"

| pushed Szpindel through the membrane. It split around him with air-
tight intimacy, hugged each tiny crack and contour as he passed
through.

"JamelsAre youN"

"Getit off me!" Harsh voice, raw and scared and scary, as male as fe-
male could sound. Cruncher in control. " Get it off!'

| looked back. SusanJames'body tumbled slowly in the tunnel, grasp-
ing its right leg with both hands.

"James! Batessailed over to the other woman. "Keeton! Help out!" She
took the Gang by the arm. "Cruncher? What's the problem?"
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“That! You blind?" He wasn't just graspingat the limb, | realized as |
joined them. He was tugging at it. He was trying to pull it off.

Something laughed hysterically, right inside my helmet.

"Take his arm," Batestold me, taking his right one, trying to pry the
fingers from their death grip on the Gang's leg. "Cruncher, let ga Now."

"Get it off me!

“It's your leg, Cruncher." We wrestled our way towards the diving
bell.

"It's not my leg! Justlookat it, how could itNit's dead It's stuckto meE

Almost there. "Cruncher, listen," Bates snapped. "Are you with mN"

"Get it off!’

We stuffed the Gang into the tent. Batesmoved aside as| dove in after
them. Amazing, the way she held it together. Somehow she kept the
demons at bay, herded us to shelter like a border collie in a thunder-
storm. She wasN

Shewasn't following us in. Shewasn't even there | turned to seeher
body floating outside the tent, one gloved hand grasping the edge of the
flap; but even under all those layers of Kapton and Chromel and
polycarbonate, even behind the distorted half-reflections on her face-
plate, | could tell that something was missing. All her surfaces had just
disappeared.

This couldn't be Amanda Bates.The thing before me had no more to-
pology than a mannequin.

"Amanda?" The Gang gibbered at my back, softly hysteric.

Szpindel: "What's happening?"

"Il stay out here," Batessaid. Shehad no affect whatsoever. "I'm dead
anyway."

"Wha\" Szpindel had lots. "You will be, if you don'tN"

"You leave me here," Bates said. "That's an order."

She sealed us in.

It wasn't the first time, not for me. I'd had invisible fingers poking
through my brain before, stirring up the muck, ripping open the scabs.lIt
was far more intense when Rorschachdid it to me, but Chelsea was
moreN

Nprecise, | guess you'd say.

MacramZ, she called it: glial jumpstarts, cascadeeffects, the splice and
dice of critical ganglia. While 1 trafficked in the reading of Human archi-
tecture, ChelseachangedtNfinding the critical nodes and nudging them
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just so, dropping a pebble into sometrickle at the headwaters of memory
and watching the ripples build to a great rolling cascadedeep in the
downstream psyche. She could hotwire happiness in the time it took to
fix a sandwich, reconcile you with your whole childhood in the course of
a lunch hour or three.

Like so many other domains of human invention, this one had learned
to run without her. Human nature was becoming an assembly-line edit,
Humanity itself increasingly relegated from Production to product. Still.
For me, Chelsea'sskill setrecasta strange old world in an entirely new
light: the cut-and-paste of minds not for the greater good of some ab-
stract society, but for the simple selfish wants of the individual.

“Let me give you the gift of happiness,"” she said.

“I'm already pretty happy."

"I'l make you happier. A TAT, on me."

"Tat?"

“Transient Attitudinal Tweak. I've still got privileges at Sax."

"I've beentweaked plenty. Change one more synapseand | might turn
into someone else."

“That's ridiculous and you know it. Or every experience you had
would turn you into a different person.”

| thought about that. "Maybe it does."

But shewouldn't let it go, and even the strongest anti-happiness argu-
ment was bound to be an uphill proposition; so one afternoon Chelsea
fished around in her cupboards and dredged up a hair-net studded with
greasy gray washers. The net was a superconducting spiderweb, fine as
mist, that mapped the fields of merestthought. The washers were ceram-
ic magnets that bathed the brain in fields of their own. Chelsea'sinlays
linked to a base station that played with the interference patterns
between the two.

"They used to need a machine the size of a bathroom just to house the
magnets." Shelaid me back on the couch and stretched the mesh across
my skull. "That's the only outright miracle you get with a portable setup
like this. We can find hot spots, and we can even zap 'em if they need
zapping, but TMS effects fade after a while. We'll have to go to a clinic
for anything permanent.”

"So we're fishing for what, exactly? Repressed memories?"

“"No such thing." She grinned in toothy reassurance."There are only
memories we chooseto ignore, or kinda think around if you know what |
mean."

"| thought this was the gift of happiness. WhyN"
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Shelaid a fingertip acrossmy lips. "Believe it or not, Cyggers, people
sometimes choose to ignore even goodmemories. Like, say, if they en-
joyed something they didn't think they should. OrN" shekissed my fore-
headN "if they don't think they deservéo be happy."

"So we're going forN"

"Potluck. You can never tell 'til you get a bite. Close your eyes."

A soft hum started up somewhere between my ears. Chelsea'svoice
led me on through the darkness. "Now keep in mind, memories aren't
historical archives. They'reNimprovisations, really. A lot of the stuff you
associate with a particular event might be factually wrong, no matter
how clearly you remember it. The brain has a funny habit of building
composites. Inserting details after the fact. But that's not to say your
memories aren't true, okay? They're an honest reflection of how you saw
the world, and every one of them went into shaping how you seeit. But
they're not photographs. More like impressionist paintings. Okay?"

"Okay."

"Ah," she said. "There's something."

"What?"

"Functional cluster. Getting a lot of low-level use but not enough to in-
trude into conscious awareness. Let's just see what happens when weN"

And | was ten years old, and | was home early and I'd just let myself
into the kitchen and the smell of burned butter and garlic hung in the air.
Dad and Helen were fighting in the next room. The flip-top on our
kitchen-catcher had been left up, which was sometimes enough to get
Helen going all by itself. But they were fighting about something else;
Helen only wantedwhat wasbestfor all of us but Dad said therewerelimits
and this wasnot theway to goaboutit. And Helen said you don't knowwhat
it's like you hardly everevensee him and then | knew they were fighting
about me. Which in and of itself was nothing unusual.

What really scared me was that for the first time ever, Dad was fight-
ing back

"You do not force something like that onto someone. Especially
without their knowledge." My father never shoutedNhis voice was as
low and level aseverNbut it was colder than I'd ever heard, and hard as
iron.

"That's just garbage' Helen said. "Parents always make decisions for
their children, in their bestinterests, especially when it comesto medical
isSSN"

"This is not a medical issti€This time my father's voice did rise. "It'sN"
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"Not a medical issue! That's a new height of denial even for you! They
cut out half his brainin caseyou missed it! Do you think he can recover
from that without help? Is that more of your father's tough love shining
through? Why not just deny him food and water while you're at it!"

“If mu-ops were called for they'd have been prescribed."

| felt my face scrunching at the unfamiliar word. Something small and
white beckoned from the open garbage pail.

"Jim, bereasonabldde's sodistant, he barely eventalksto me."

"They said it would take time."

"But two years! There's nothing wrong with helping nature along a
little, we're not even talking black market. It's over-the-counter, for God's
sake!"

“That's not the point."

An empty pill bottle. That's what one of them had thrown out, before
forgetting to close the lid. | salvaged it from the kitchen discards and
sounded out the label in my head.

"Maybe the point should be that someone who's barely home three
months of the year has got his bloody nerve passing judgment on my
parenting skills. If you want a sayin how he'sraised, then you can damn
well pay some dues first. Until then, just fuck right off."

"You will not put that shit into my son ever agaiff my father said.

Bondfast? Formula IV

-Opioid Receptor Promoters / Maternal Response Stimulant?

"Strengthening ties between Mother and Child since 2042"

"Yeah? And how are you going to stop me, you little geek?You can't
even make the time to find out what's going on in your own family; you
think you can control me all the way from fucking orbit? You thinkN"

Suddenly, nothing camefrom the living room but soft choking sounds.
| peeked around the corner.

My father had Helen by the throat.

"l think," he growled, "that | can stop you from doing anything to Siri
ever again, if I have to. And | think you know that."

And then she saw me. And then he did. And my father took his hand
from around my mother's neck, and his face was utterly unreadable.

But there was no mistaking the triumph on hers.

| was up off the couch, the skullcap clenched in one hand. Chelsea
stood wide-eyed before me, the butterfly still as death on her cheekbone.

She took my hand. "Oh, God. I'm so sorry."

"YouNyou saw that?"
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"No, of course not. It can't read minds. But that obviouslyN wasn't a
happy memory."

"It wasn't all that bad."

| felt sharp, disembodied pain from somewhere nearby, like an ink
spot on a white tablecloth. After a moment | fixed it: teeth in my lip.

Sheran her hand up my arm. "It really stressedyou out. Your vitals
wereNare you okay?"

"Yeah, of course. No big deal." Tasting salt. "I am curious about
something, though."

"Ask me."

"Why would you do this to me?"

"Becausewe can make it go away, Cygnus. That's the whole point.
Whatever that was, whatever you didn't like about it, we know where it
Is now. We can go back in and damp it out just like that. And then we've
got daysto get it removed permanently, if that's what you want. Just put
the cap back on andN"

She put her arms around me, drew me close. She smelled like sand,
and sweat. | loved the way she smelled. For a while, | could feel a little
bit safe.For a while | could feel like the bottom wasn't going to drop out
at any moment. Somehow, when | was with Chelsea, | mattered

| wanted her to hold me forever.

"l don't think so," | said .

"No?" She blinked, looked up at me. "Why ever not?"

| shrugged. "You know what they say about people who don't remem-
ber the past.”

"Predators run for their dinner. Prey run for their lives."
NOId Ecologist's Proverb

We were blind and helpless, jammed into a fragile bubble behind en-
emy lines. But finally the whisperers were silent. The monsters had
stayed beyond the covers.

And Amanda Bates was out there with them.

"What the fuck," Szpindel breathed.

The eyes behind his faceplate were active and searching. "You can
see?" | asked.

He nodded. "What happened to Bates? Her suit breach?"

"l don't think so."
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"Then why'd she say she was dead? WhatN"

"Shemeant it literally," I told him. "Not I'm asgoodasdeador I'm going
to die She meant deadnow. Like she was a talking corpse."

"How doN" you know? Stupid question. His face ticced and trembled
in the helmet. "That's crazy, eh?"

"Define crazy"

The Gang floated quietly, cheek-to-jowl behind Szpindel in the
cramped enclosure. Cruncher had stopped obsessing about the leg as
soon as we'd sealed up. Or maybe he'd simply been overridden; |
thought | saw facets of Susanin the twitching of those thick gloved
fingers.

Szpindel's breath echoed second-hand over the link. "If Batesis dead,
then so are we."

"Maybe not. We wait out the spike, we get out of here. Besides,"| ad-
ded, "she wasn't dead. She only said she was."

"Fuck," Szpindel reached out and pressed his gloved palm against the
skin of the tent. He felt back and forth along the fabric. "Someonedid put
out a transducerN"

"Eight o'clock," | said. "About a meter." Szpindel's hand came to rest
acrossthe wall from the pod. My HUD flooded with second-hand num-
bers, vibrated down his arm and relayed to our suits.

Still five Teslaout there. Falling, though. The tent expanded around us
as if breathing, shrank back in the next second as some transient low-
pressure front moved past.

"When did your sight come back?" | wondered.

"Soon as we came inside."

"Sooner. You saw the battery."

"Fumbled it." He grunted. "Not that I'm much lessof a spaz even when
I'm not blind, en? Bates! You out there?"

"You reached for it. You almost caught it. That wasn't blind chance."

“Not blind chance. Blind sight Amanda? Respond, please."

"Blindsight?"

"Nothing wrong with the receptors,” he said distractedly. "Brain pro-
cesses the image but it can't access it. Brain stem takes over."

"Your brainstem can see but you can't?"

"Something like that. Shut up and let meNAmanda, can you hear me?"

"E NoE "

Not from anyone in the tent, that voice. It had shivered down
Szpindel's arm, barely audible, with the rest of the data. From outside

"Major Mandy!" Szpindel exclaimed. "You're alive!"
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"E .noE " A whisper like white noise.

"Well you're talking to us, so you sure as shit ain't dead"

"NoE "

Szpindel and | exchanged looks. "What's the problem, Major?"

Silence.The Gang bumped gently against the wall behind us, all facets
opaque.

"Major Bates? Can you hear me?"

"No." It was a dead voiceN sedated,trapped in afishbowl, transmitted
through limbs and lead at a three-digit baud rate. But it was definitely
Bates' voice.

"Major, you've got to get in here,” Szpindel said. "Can you come
inside?"

"E NoE ".

"Are you injured? Are you pinned by something?"

"..NNno."

Maybe not her voice, after all. Maybe just her vocal cords.

"Look. Amanda, it's dangerous. It's too damn hot out there, do you un-
derstand? YouN"

“I'm not out here," said the voice.

"Where are you?"

"E nowhere."

| looked at Szpindel. Szpindel looked at me. Neither of us spoke.

James did. At long last, and softly: "And whatare you, Amanda?"

No answer.

"Are you Rorschach"

Here in the belly of the beast, it was so easy to believe.

"NoE "

“Then what?"

"NE nothing." The voice was flat and mechanical. "I'm nothing."

"You're saying you don't exist?" Szpindel said slowly.

"Yes."

The tent breathed around us.

“Then how can you speak?"Susanasked the voice. "If you don't exist,
what are we talking to?"

"SomethingE else." A sigh. A breath of static. "Not me."

"Shit," Szpindel muttered. His surfaces brightened with resolve and
sudden insight. He pulled his hand from the wall; my HUD thinned in-
stantly. "Her brain's frying. We gotta get her inside." He reached for the
release.

| put out my own hand. "The spikeN"
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"Crested already, commissar. We're past the worst of it."

"Are you saying it's safe?"

"It's lethal. It's alwayslethal, and she'sout therein it, and she could do
some serious damage to herself in her presN"

Something bumped the tent from the outside. Something grabbed the
outer catch and pulled

Our shelter opened like an eye. Amanda Bateslooked in at us through
the exposed membrane. "I'm reading three point eight,” she said. "That's
tolerable, right?"

Nobody moved.

"Come on, people. Break's over."

"AmaN" Szpindel stared. "Are you okay?"

“In here? Not likely. But we've got a job to do."

"Do youNexist?" | asked.

"What kind of stupid question is that? Szpindel, how's this field
strength? Can we work in it?"

"UhE " He swallowed audibly. "Maybe we should abort, Major. That
spike wasN"

"According to my readings, the spike is pretty much over. And we've
got lessthan two hours to finish setting up, run our ground truths, and
get out of here. Can we do that without hallucinating?"

"I don't think we'll shake the heebie-jeebies,"Szpindel admitted. "But
we shouldn't have to worry about Nextreme effectsN until another
spike hits."

"Good."

"Which could be any time."

"We weren't hallucinating," James said quietly.

"We can discuss it later," Bates said. "NowN"

"There was a pattern there," Jamesinsisted. "In the fields. In my head.
Rorschachwvas talking. Maybe not to us, but it was talking."

"Good." Batespushed herself back to let us pass."Maybe now we can
finally learn to talk back."

"Maybe we can learn to listen," James said.

We fled like frightened children with brave faces.We left a basecamp
behind: Jack, still miraculously functional in its vestibule; a tunnel into
the haunted mansion; forlorn magnetometers left to die in the faint hope
they might not. Crude pyronometers and thermographs, antique
radiation-proof devices that measured the world through the flex and
stretch of metal tabs and etched their findings on rolls of plastic. Glow-
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globes and diving bells and guide ropes strung one to another. We left it
all behind, and promised to return in thirty-six hours if we lived so long.

Inside each of us, infinitesimal lacerations were turning our cells to
mush. Plasma membranes sprang countless leaks. Overwhelmed repair
enzymes clung desperately to shredded genesand barely delayed the in-
evitable. Anxious to avoid the rush, patchesof my intestinal lining began
flaking away before the rest of the body had a chance to die.

By the time we docked with Theseudoth Michelle and | were feeling
nauseous. (The rest of the Gang, oddly, was not; | had no idea how that
was possible.) The others would be presenting the same symptoms with-
in minutes. Without intervention we would all be vomiting our guts out
for the following two days. Then the body would pretend to recover; for
perhaps a week we would feel no pain and have no future. We would
walk and talk and move like any living thing, and perhaps convince
ourselves that we were immortal after all.

Then we would collapse into ourselves, rotted from the inside out. We
would bleed from our eyes and mouths and assholes,and if any God
was merciful we would die before splitting open like rotten fruit.

But of course Theseusour redeemer, would save us from such a fate.
We filed from the shuttle into a great balloon that Sarastihad erected to
capture our personal effects; we shed our contaminated space suits and
clothing and emerged naked into the spine. We passed single-file
through the drum, the Flying Dead in formation. Jukka
SarastiNdiscreetly distant on the turning floorNleapt up in our wake
and disappeared aft, to feed our radioactive -cast-offs into the
decompiler.

Into the crypt. Our coffins lay open acrossthe rear bulkhead. We sank
gratefully and wordlessly into their embrace.Batescoughed blood asthe
lids came down.

My bones hummed as the Captain began to shut me off. | went to
sleep a dead man. | had only theory and the assurancesof fellow ma-
chinery that | would ever be born again.

Keeton, come forth

| woke up ravenous. Faint voices drifted forward from the drum. |
floated in my pod for a few moments, eyesclosed, savoring absencesno
pain, no nausea. No terrifying subliminal sense of one's own body
sloughing incrementally to mush. Weakness,and hunger; otherwise | felt
fine.

| opened my eyes.
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Something like an arm. Grey and glistening, far tooN too attenuateto
be human. No hand at its tip. Too many joints, a limb broken in a dozen
places. It extended from a body barely visible over the lip of the pod, a
suggestion of dark bulk and other limbs in disjoint motion. It hovered
motionless before me, as if startled in the midst of some shameful act.

By the time | had breath enough to cry out, it had whipped back out of
sight.

| erupted from the pod, eyes everywhere. Now they saw nothing: an
empty crypt, a naked note-taker. The mirrored bulkhead reflected vacant
pods to either side. | called up ConSensus: all systems nominal.

It didn't reflect, | remembered. The mirror didn't show it

| headed aft, heart still pounding. The drum opened around me,
Szpindel and the Gang conversing in low tones aft. Szpindel glanced up
and waved a trembling hand in greeting.

"You need to check me out," | called. My voice wasn't nearly so steady
as I'd hoped.

"Admitting you have a problem is the first step,” Szpindel called back.
"Just don't expect miracles." He turned back to the Gang; Jameson top,
they satin a diagnostic couch staring at some test pattern shimmering on
the rear bulkhead.

| grabbed the tip of a stairway and pulled myself down. Coriolis
pushed me sideways like aflag in the breeze."I'm either hallucinating or
there's something on board."

"You're hallucinating."

“I'm serious’

"So am |. Take a number. Wait your turn."

He wasserious. Once | forced myself to calm down and read the signs,
| could see he wasn't even surprised.

"Guess you're pretty hungry after all that exhausting lying around,
eh?" Szpindel waved at the galley. "Eat something. Be with you in afew
minutes."

| forced myself to work up my latest synopsis while | ate, but that only
took half a mind; the other still shivered in residual thrall to fight-flight. |
tried to distract it by tapping the BioMed feed.

"It was real" James was saying. "We all saw it."

No. Couldn't have been

Szpindel cleared his throat. "Try this one."

The feed showed what she saw: a small black triangle on a white back-
ground. In the next instant it shattered into a dozen identical copies, and
a dozen dozen. The proliferating brood rotated around the center screen,
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geometric primitives ballroom-dancing in precise formation, each
sprouting smaller triangles from its tips, fractalizing, rotating, evolving
into an infinite, intricate tileworkE

A sketchpad, | realized. An interactive eyewitness reconstruction,
without the verbiage. Susan'sown pattern-matching wetware reacted to
what she sawN no, thereweremoreof them;no, the orientation'swrong; yes,
that's it, but biggeN and Szpindel's machine picked those reactions right
out of her head and amended the display in realtime. It was a big step up
from that half-assed workaround called language.The easily-impressed
might have even called it mind-reading.

It wasn't, though. It was all just feedback and correlation. It doesn't
take a telepath to turn one set of patterns into another. Fortunately.

“That's it! That's it!" Susan cried.

The triangles had iterated out of existence.Now the display was full of
interlocking asymmetrical pentagrams, a spiderweb of fish scales.

"Don't tell us that's random noisg she said triumphantly.

"No," Szpindel said, "It's a KIYver constant."

||AN||

“It's a hallucination, Suze."

"Of course But something plantedit in our head, right? AndN"

"It was in your head all along. It was in your head the day you were
born."

"No."

“It's an artefact of deep brain structure. Even congenitally blind people
see them sometimes."

“None of us have seen them before.Ever."

"I believe you. But there's no information there, eh? That wasn't
Rorschacltalking, it was justNinterference. Like everything else."

"But it was so vivid! Not that flickering corner-of-your-eye stuff we
saw everywhere. This was solid It was realer than real."

“That's how you cantell it wasn't. Sinceyou don't actually sedt, there's
no messy eyeball optics to limit resolution.”

"Oh," James said, and then, softly: "Shit."

"Yeah. Sorry." And then, "Any time you're ready."

| looked up; Szpindel was waving me over. Jamesrose from her chair,
but it was Michelle who gave him a quick disconsolate squeeze and
Sascha who grumbled past me on her way to their tent.

By the time | reached him Szpindel had unfolded the couch into a half-
cot. "Lie down."
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| did. "I wasn't talking about back in Rorschachyou know. | meant here
| saw something right now. When | woke up."

"Raise your left hand," he said. Then: 'Justyour left, eh?"

| lowered my right, winced at the pinprick. "That's a bit primitive."

He eyed the blood-filled cuvette between his thumb and forefinger: a
shivering ruby teardrop the size of a fingernail. "Wet sample's still best
for some things."

"Aren't the pods supposed to do everything?"

Szpindel nodded. "Call it a quality-control test. Keep the ship on its
toes." He dropped the sample onto the nearestcountertop. The teardrop
flattened and burst; the surface drank my blood asif parched. Szpindel
smacked his lips. "Elevated cholinesterase inhibitors in the ret. Yum."

For all I knew, my blood results actually did taste good to the man.
Szpindel didn't just read results; he felt them, smelled and saw and exper-
lencedeachdatum like drops of citrus on the tongue. The whole BioMed
subdrum was but a part of the Szpindel prosthesis: an extended body
with dozens of different sensory modes, forced to talk to a brain that
knew only five.

No wonder he'd bonded with Michelle. He was almost synesthesiac
himself.

"You spent a bit longer in there than the rest of us," he remarked.

"That's significant?"

A jerking shrug. "Maybe your organs got a bit more cooked than ours.
Maybe you just got a delicate constitution. Your pod would've caught
anythingNimminent, so | figureNah."

"What?"

"Some cells along your brainpan going into overdrive. More in your
bladder and kidney."

"Tumors?"

"What you expect? Rorschacls no rejuve spa.”

"But the podN"

Szpindel grimaced; his idea of a reassuring smile. "Repairs ninety-nine
point nine percent of the damage, sure. By the time you get to the last
zero-point-one, you're into diminishing returns. These're small commis-
sar. Chances are your own body'll take care of 'em. If not, we know
where they live."

"The ones in my brain. Could they be causingN"

“Not a chance."He chewed on his lower lip for a moment. "Course,
cancer's not all that thing did to us."
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"What | saw. Up in the crypt. It had these multijointed arms from a
central mass. Big as a person, maybe."

Szpindel nodded. "Get used to it."

“The others are seeing these things?"

"| doubt it. Everyone has a different take, likeN" his twitching face
conveyed Dare | say it?'N Rorschaclblots."

"l was expecting hallucinations in the field," | admitted, "but up here?"

"TMS effectsN" Szpindel snapped his fingersN “they're sticky, eh?
Neurons get kicked into one state, take a while to come unstuck. You
never got a TAT? Well-adjusted boy like you?"

"Once or twice," | said. "Maybe."

"Same principle."

"So I'm going to keep seeing this stuff.”

"Party line is they fade over time. Week or two you're back to normal.
But out here, with thatthingE " He shrugged. "Too many variables. Not
the least of which is, | assume we'll keep going backuntil Sarasti says
otherwise."

"But they're basically magnetic effects."

"Probably. Although I'm not betting on anything where that fucker's
concerned."

"Could something else be causing them?" | asked. "Something on this
ship?"

“Like what?'

"I don't know. Leakage in Theseusmagnetic shielding, maybe."

“"Not normally. Course, we've all got little implanted networks in our
heads, eh? And you've got a whole hemisphere of prosthetics up there,
who knows what kind of sideeffectsthose might let you in for. Why?
Rorschacmot a good enough reason for you?"

| saw them beforémight have said.

And then Szpindel would say Oh, when? Where?

And maybe I'd reply When| was spying on your private life, and any
chance ofnoninvasive observatiorould be flushed down to the atoms.

"It's probably nothing. I've just beenNjumpy lately. Thought | saw
something weird in the spinal bundle, back before we landed on
RorschachJust for a second, you know, and it disappeared as soon as |
focused on it."

"Multijointed arms with a central mass?"

"God no. Justa flicker, really. If it was anything at all, it was probably
just Amanda's rubber ball floating around up there."
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"Probably." Szpindel seemed almost amused. "Couldn't hurt to check
for leakage in the shielding, though. Just in case. Not like we need
something elsemaking us see things, eh?"

| shook my head at remembered nightmares. "How are the others?"

"Gang's fine, if a bit disappointed. Haven't seen the Major." He
shrugged. "Maybe she's avoiding me."

"It hit her pretty hard."

"No worse than the rest of us, really. She might not even remember it."

"HowNhow could she possibly believe she didn't even exist?"

Szpindel shook his head. "Didn't believe it. Knewit. For a fact.”

"But howN"

"Charge gauge on your car, right? Sometimes the contacts corrode.
Readout freezes on empty, so you think it's empty. What else you sup-
posed to think? Not like you can go in and count the electrons."

"You're saying the brain's got some kind of existence gau@é

“Brain's got all kinds of gauges. You can knowyou're blind even when
you're not; you can knowyou can see,even when you're blind. And yeah,
you can knowyou don't exist even when you do. It's a long list, commis-
sar. Cotard's, Anton's, Damascus Disease. Just for starters."

He hadn't said blindsight

"What was it like?" | asked.

“Like?" Although he knew exactly what | meant.

"Did your armN move by itself? When it reached for that battery?"

"Oh. Nah. You're still in control, you justNyou get a feeling, is all. A
sensef where to reach. One part of the brain playing charadeswith an-
other, eh?" He gestured at the couch. "Get off. Seenenough of your ugly
guts for now. And send up Batesif you can find where she's hiding.
Probably back at Fab building a bigger army."

The misgivings glinted off him like sunlight. "You have a problem
with her," | said.

He started to deny it, then remembered who he was talking to. "Not
personally. JustNhuman node running mechanical infantry. Electronic
reflexes slaved to meat reflexes. You tell me where the weak spot is."

"Down in Rorschachl'd have to say all the links are pretty weak."

"Not talking about Rorschacli Szpindel said. "We go there. What stops
them from coming here?"

“Them."

"Maybe they haven't arrived yet," he admitted. "But when they do, I'm
betting we'll be going up against something bigger than anaerobic mi-
crobes." When | didn't answer he continued, his voice lowered. "And
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anyway, Mission Control didn't know shit about RorschachThey thought
they were sending us some place where drones could do all the heavy
lifting. But they just hate not being in command, eh? Can't admit the
grunts're smarter than the generals. Soour defensesget compromised for
political appearancesNnot like that's any kinda newsNand I'm no jar-
head but it strikes me as real bad strategy."

| remembered Amanda Bates, midwifing the birth of her troops. I'm
more of a safety precautionE .

"AmandaN" | began.

“Like Mandy fine. Nice mammal. But if we're cruising into a combat
situation | don't want my asscovered by some network held back by its
weakest link."

“If you're going to be surrounded by a swarm of killer robots,
maybeN"

"Yeah, people keep saying that. Can't trust the machines. Luddites
love to go on about computer malfunctions, and how many accidental
wars we might have prevented becausea human had the final say. But
funny thing, commissar; nobody talks about how many intentional wars
got startedfor the same reason. You're still writing those postcards to
posterity?"

| nodded, and didn't wince inwardly. It was just Szpindel.

"Well, feel free to stick this conversation in your next one. For all the
good it'll do."

Imagine you are a prisoner of war.

You've got to admit you saw it coming. You've been crashing tech and
seeding biosols for a solid eighteen months; that's a good run by
anyone's standards. Realist saboteurs do not, as a rule, enjoy long ca-
reers. Everyone gets caught eventually.

It wasn't always thus. There was a day you might have even hoped for
a peaceful retirement. But then they brought the vampires back from the
Pleistocene and Great Grieving Ganga did that ever turn the balance of
power upside down. Those fuckers are always ten steps ahead. It only
makes sense;after all, hunting people is what bloodsuckers evolved to
do

There's this line from an early pop-dyn textbook, really old, maybe
even TwenCen. It's something of a mantraNmaybe prayerwould be a
better wordNamong those in your profession. Predatorsrun for their din-
ner, it goes.Preyrun for their lives. The moral is supposed to be that on av-
erage, the hunted escape the hunters because they're more motivated.
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Maybe that was true when it all just came down to who ran faster.
Doesn't seemto hold when the strategy involves tactical foresight and
double-reverse mind fucks, though. The vampires win every time.

And now you're caught, and while it may have beenvampires that set
the trap, it was regular turncoat baseline humans who pulled the trigger.
For six hours now you've beengeckoedto the wall of some unnamed un-
listed underground detention facility, watching as some of those self-
same humans played games with your boyfriend and co-conspirator.
These are not your average games. They involve pliers, and glowing
wires, and body parts that were not designed to detach. You wish, by
now, that your lover were dead, like the two others in your cell whose
parts are scattered about the room. But they're not letting that happen.
They're having too much fun.

That's what it all comesdown to. This is not an interrogation; there are
lessinvasive ways to get more reliable answers. Theseare simply a few
more sadistic thugs with Authority, killing time and other things, and
you canonly cry and squeezeyour eyestight and whimper like an anim-
al even though they haven't laid a hand on you yet. You can only wish
they hadn't saved you for last, because you know what that means.

But suddenly your tormentors stop in mid-game and cock their heads
asif listening to some collective inner voice. Presumably it tells them to
take you off the wall, bring you into the next room, and sit you down at
one of two gel-padded chairs on opposite sides of a smart desk, because
this is what they doNfar more gently than you'd expectNbefore retiring.
You can also assume that whoever has given these instructions is both
powerful and displeased, becauseall the arrogant sadistic cockinesshas
drained from their faces in the space of a heartbeat.

You sit and wait. The table glows with soft, cryptic symbols that
would be of no earthly interest to you even if you could understand
them, even if they contained the very secretof the vampires themselves.
Some small part of you wonders if this latest development might be
causefor hope; the rest of you doesn't dare believe it. You hate yourself
for caring about your own survival when chunks of your friends and al-
lies are still warm on the other side of the wall.

A stocky Amerind woman appearsin the room with you, clad in non-
descript military weave. Her hair is buzzed short, her throat veined with
the faint mesh of a sub-gq antennae. Your brain stem seesthat sheis ten
meters tall, even though some impertinent gelatinous overlay insists that
she is of only average height.

The name tag on her left breast saysBates You see no sign of rank.
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Batesextracts a weapon from its sheath on her thigh. You flinch, but
she does not point it at you. She setsit on the desk, easily within your
reach, and sits across from you.

A microwave pistol. Fully charged, unlocked. On its lowest setting it
causessunburn and nausea. On its highest it flash-boils brains in the
skull. At any setting between, it inflicts pain and injury in increments as
fine as your imagination.

Your imagination has been retooled for great sensitivity along such
scales. You stare numbly at the gun, trying to figure the trick.

“Two of your friends are dead," Batessays, asthough you haven't just
watched them die. "Irrecoverably so."

Irrecoverably dead. Good one.

"We could reconstitute the bodies, but the brain damageE " Bates
clearsher throat asif uncomfortable, asif embarrassed.It's a surprisingly
human gesture for a monster. "We're trying to save the other one. No
promises.

"We need information," she says, cutting to the chase.

Of course. What came before was psychology, softening-up. Batesis
the good cop.

“I've got nothing to tell you,"” you manage. It's ten percent defiance,
ninety percent deduction: they wouldn't have been able to catch you in
the first place unless they already knew everything.

“Then we need an arrangement,” Batessays.""We need to come to some
kind of accommodation."

She has to be kidding.

Your incredulity must be showing. Bates addressesit: "I'm not com-
pletely unsympathetic. My gut doesn't much like the idea of swapping
reality for simulation, and it doesn't buy that what-is-truth spin the Body
Economic sells to get around it. Maybe there's reason to be scared. Not
my problem, not my job, just my opinion and it could be wrong. But if
we kill each other in the meantime, we don't find out either way. It's
unproductive.”

You seethe dismembered bodies of your friends. You seepieceson the
floor, still a little bit alive, and this cunt has the nerve to talk about
productivity?

"We didn't start it," you say.

"I don't know and | don't care.Like | said, it's not my job." Batesjerks a
thumb over her shoulder at a door in the wall behind her, the door she
must have entered through. "In there," she says, "are the oneswho killed
your friends. They've been disarmed. When you go through that door
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the room will go offline and remain unmonitored for a period of sixty
seconds. Nobody besides yourself will ever hold you accountable for
whatever happens in there during that time."

It's a trick. It has to be.

"What do you have to lose?"Bateswonders. "We can already do any-
thing we want to you. It's not like we need you to give us an excuse."

Hesitantly, you take the gun. Bates doesn't stop you.

She'sright, you realize. You have absolutely nothing to lose. You stand
and, suddenly fearless,point the weapon at her face."Why go in there?|
can kill you right here"

She shrugs. "You could try. Waste of an opportunity, if you ask me."

"So | go in there, and | come out in sixty seconds, and then what?"

“Then we talk."

"We justN"

“Think of it as a gesture of good faith," she says. "Restitution, even."

The door opens at your approach, closesin your wake. And there they
are, all four of them, spread up across the wall like a chorus line of
Christs on crosses.There's no gleam in those eyes now. There's only a
bright animal terror and the reflection of turned tables. Two of the
Christs stain their pants when you look them in the eye.

What's left? Maybe fifty seconds?

It's not alot. You could have done so much more with just alittle extra
time. But it's enough, and you don't want to impose on the good graces
of this Bates woman.

Because she may at last be someone you can deal with.

Under other circumstances, Lieutenant Amanda Bates would have
been court-martialed and executed within the month. No matter that the
four who'd died had been guilty of multiple counts of rape, torture, and
homicide; that's just what people did in wartime. It's what they'd always
done. There was nothing politeabout war, no honorable code beyond the
chain of command and the circling of wagons. Deal with indiscretions if
you must; punish the guilty if you have to, for appearance if nothing
else.But for God's sake close the doors first. Never give your enemy the
satisfaction of seeingdiscord in the ranks, show them nothing but unity
and flinty-eyed resolve. There may be murderers and rapists in our
midst, but by God they're our murderers and rapists.

You certainly don't give right of revenge to some terrorist twat with
over a hundred friendly scalps on her belt.
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Still, it was hard to argue with results: a negotiated ceasefirewith the
third-largest Realist franchise in the hemisphere. An immediate forty-six
percent decline in terrorist activities throughout the affected territories.
The unconditional cancellation of several in-progress campaigns which
could have seriously compromised three major catacombsand taken out
the Duluth Staging Grounds entirely. All because Lieutenant Amanda
Bates,feeling her way through her first field command, had gambled on
empathyas a military strategy.

It was collaborating with the enemy, it was treason, it was betrayal of
the rank and file. Diplomats and politicians were supposed to do those
things, not soldiers.

Still. Results.

It was all there in the record: initiative, creativity, a willingness to suc-
ceed by whatever means necessaryand at whatever cost. Perhaps those
inclinations needed to be punished, perhaps only tempered. The debate
might have gone on forever if the story hadn't leakedNbut it had, and
suddenly the generals had a hero on their hands.

Sometime during her court-martial, Bates'sdeath sentenceturned into
a rehabilitation; the only question was whether it would take place in the
stockade or Officer's College. As it turned out, Leavenworth had both; it
took her to its bosom and squeezedhard enough to virtually guarantee
promotion, if it didn't kill her first. Three years later Major Bates was
bound for the stars, where she was heard to say

We're breaking and entering, SiriE

Szpindel was not the first to register doubts. Others had wondered
whether her assignment owed as much to superior qualifications as it
did to the resolution of inconvenient PR.I, of course, had no opinion one
way or the other; but | could seehow she might strike some asa double-
edged sword.

When the fate of the world hangs in the balance,you want to keep an
eye on anyone whose career-defining moment involves consorting with
the enemy.

"If you can see it, chances are it doesn't exist."”
NKate Keogh, Grounds for Suicide

Five times we did it. Over five consecutive orbits we threw ourselves
between the monster's jaws, let it chew at us with a trillion microscopic
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teeth until Theseuseeled us in and stitched us back together. We crept
through Rorschacks belly in fits and starts, focusing as best we could on
the tasks at hand, trying to ignore the ghosts that tickled our midbrains.
Sometimes the walls flexed subtly around us. Sometimes we only
thought they did. Sometimes we took refuge in our diving bell while
waves of charge and magnetism spiraled languidly past, like boluses of
ectoplasm coursing down the intestine of some poltergeist god.

Sometimes we got caught in the open. The Gang would squabble
amongst itself, uncertain which persona was which. Once | fell into a
kind of waking paralysis while alien hands dragged me away down the
hall; fortunately other hands brought me home, and voices that claimed
to be real told me I'd made the whole thing up. Twice Amanda Bates
found God, sawthe fucker right there in front of her, knew beyond any
shadow of a doubt that the creator not only existed but spoketo her, and
her alone. Both times she lost her faith once we got her into the bell, but
it was touch and go for awhile; her warrior drones, drunk on power but
still under line-of-sight control, staggered from their perimeters and
pointed their weapons along bearings too close for comfort.

The grunts died fast. Some barely lasted a single foray; a few died in
minutes. The longest-lived were the slowest on the draw, half-blind,
thick-witted, every command and response bottlenecked by raw high-
frequency sound buzzing acrosstheir shielded eardrums. Sometimeswe
backed them up with others that spoke optically: faster but nervous, and
even more vulnerable. Together they guarded against an opposition that
had not yet shown its face.

It hardly had to. Our troops fell even in the absence of enemy fire.

We worked through it all, through fits and hallucinations and occa-
sional convulsions. We tried to watch each others' backs while magnetic
tendrils tugged our inner ears and made us seasick. Sometimes we
vomited into our helmets; then we'd just hang on, white-faced, sucking
sour air through clenched teeth while the recyclers filtered chunks and
blobs from our headspace.And we'd give silent thanks for the small
mercy of nonstick, static-repellent faceplates.

It rapidly becameobvious that my presenceserved as more than can-
non fodder. It didn't matter that | lacked the Gang's linguistic skills or
Szpindel's expertise in biology; | was another set of hands, in a place
where anyone could be laid out at a moment's notice. The more people
Sarasti kept in the field, the greater the odds that at least one of them
would be halfway functional at any given moment. Even so, we were in
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barely any condition to accomplish anything. Every incursion was an ex-
ercise in reckless endangerment.

We did it anyway. It was that or go home.

The work proceeded in infinitesimal increments, hamstrung on every
front. The Gang wasn't finding any evidence of signage or speechto de-
cipher, but the gross mechanics of this thing were easy enough to ob-
serve. Sometimes Rorschactpartitioned itself, extruded ridges around its
passageways like the cartilaginous hoops encircling a human trachea.
Over hours some of them might develop into contracting irises, into
complete septa, lazy as warm candle wax. We seemedto be witnessing
the growth of the structure in discrete segments. Rorschaclgrew mainly
from the tips of its thorns; we'd made our incursion hundreds of meters
from the nearest, but evidently the process extended at least this far
back.

If it was part of the normal growth process, though, it was a feeble
echo of what must have been going on in the heart of the apical zones.
We couldn't observe those directly, not from inside; barely a hundred
meters towards the thorn the tube grew too lethal even for suicidal flesh.
But over those five orbits Rorschaclgrew by another eight percent, as
mindless and mechanical as a growing crystal.

Through it all | tried to do my job. | compiled and collated, massaged
data | would never understand. | watched the systemsaround me asbest
| could, factored eachtic and trait into the mix. One part of my mind pro-
duced synopses and syntheseswhile another watched, incredulous and
uncomprehending. Neither part could trace where those insights had
come from.

It was difficult, though. Sarastiwouldn't let me back outside the sys-
tem. Every observation was contaminated by my own confounding pres-
encein the mix. | did my best.| made no suggestions that might affect
critical decisions. In the field | did what | was told to, and no more. |
tried to be like one of Bates'sdrones, a simple tool with no initiative and
no influence on the group dynamic. | think | pulled it off, for the most
part.

My nonsights accumulated on schedule and piled up in Theseus
transmission stack, unsent. There was too much local interference to get
a signal through to Earth.

Szpindel was right: the ghosts followed us back. We began to hear

voices other than Sarasti's,whispering up the spine. Sometimes even the
brightly-lit wraparound world of the drum would warp and jiggle from
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the corner of my eyeNand more than once | saw boney headless
phantoms with too many arms, nested in the scaffolding. They seemed
solid enough from the corner of my eye but any spot | focused on faded
to shadow, to a dark translucent stain against the background. They
were so very fragile, these ghosts. The mere act of observation drilled

holes through them.

Szpindel had rattled off dementias like raindrops. | went to ConSensus
for enlightenment and found a whole other self buried below the limbic
system, below the hindbrain, below even the cerebellum. It lived in the
brain stem and it was older than the vertebrates themselves. It was self-
contained: it heard and saw and felt, independent of all those other parts
layered overtop like evolutionary afterthoughts. It dwelt on nothing but
its own survival. It had no time for planning or abstract analysis, spared
effort for only the most rudimentary sensory processing. But it was fast,
and it was dedicated, and it could reactto threats in afraction of the time
it took its smarter roommates to even become awareof them.

And even when it couldn'tNwhen the obstinate, unyielding neocortex
refused to let it off the leashNstill it tried to passon what it saw, and
Isaac Szpindel experienced an ineffable senseof whereto reach In a way,
he had a stripped-down version of the Gang in his head. Everyone did.

| looked further and found God Itself in the meat of the brain, found
the static that had sent Batesinto rapture and Michelle into convulsions.
| tracked Gray Syndrome to its headwaters in the temporal lobe. | heard
voices ranting in the brains of schizophrenics. | found cortical infarcts
that inspired people to reject their own limbs, imagined the magnetic
fields that must have acted in their stead when Cruncher tried to dis-
member himself. And off in some half-forgotten pesthole of Twentieth-
century case studiesNfiled under Cotard's Syndrom&ll found Amanda
Batesand others of her kind, their brains torqued into denial of the very
self. "l used to have a heart," one of them said listlessly from the archives.
"Now | have something that beatsin its place." Another demanded to be
buried, because his corpse was already stinking.

There was more, a whole catalog of finely-tuned dysfunctions that
Rorschachhad not yet inflicted on us. Somnambulism. Agnosias.
Hemineglect. ConSensusserved up a freak show to make any mind reel
at its own fragility: a woman dying of thirst within easyreach of water,
not becauseshe couldn't seethe faucet but becauseshe couldn't recognize
it. A man for whom the left side of the universe did not exist, who could
neither perceive nor conceiveof the left side of his body, of a room, of a
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