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Prologue

The day war was declared, arain of telephonesfell clattering to the cobblestones from the skies above
Novy Petrograd. Some of them had half melted in the heat of re-entry; others pinged and ticked, cooling
rapidly in the postdawn chill. Aninquisitive pigeon hopped close, head cocked to one side; it pecked at
the shiny case of one such device, then fluttered away in darm when it beeped. A tinny voice spoke:

“Hello? Will you ertertain us?’



The Festival had come to Rochard’ s World.

A skinny street urchin was one of thefirst victims of the assault on the economic integrity of the New
Republic's youngest colony world. Rudi—nobody knew his patronymic, or indeed his father—spotted
one of the phoneslying in the gutter of afilthy aleyway ashe went about hisdaily work, amalodorous
sack wrapped around his skinny shoulders like asoldier’ s bedroll. The telephone lay on the chipped
stones, gleaming like polished gunmetd: he glanced around furtively before picking it up, in casethe
gentleman who must have dropped it was till nearby. When it chirped he nearly dropped it out of fear: a
machine! Machines were upper-class and forbidden, guarded by the grim faces and gray uniforms of
authority. Nevertheless, if he brought it home to Uncle Schmuel, there might be good egting: better than
he could buy with the proceeds of the day’ s sackful of dog turdsfor the tannery. Heturned it over in his
hands, wondering how to shut it up, and atinny voice spoke: “Hello? Will you entertain us?’

Rudi nearly dropped the phone and ran, but curiosity held him back for amoment: “Why?’
“Entertain us and we will give you anything you want.”

Rudi’ s eyes widened. The meta wafer gleamed with promise between his cupped hands. He
remembered the fairy stories his eldest sister used to tell before the coughing sickness took her, tales of
magic lamps and magicians and djinn that he was sure Father Borozovski would condemn asinfidel
nonsense; and his need for escape from the dull brutality of everyday life did battle with his natural

pess mism—the pessimism of barely more than a decade of backbreaking labor. Readlism won. What he
said was not, | want a magic flying carpet and a purse full of gold roubles or | want to be Prince
Mikhail in hisroyal palace, but, “Can you feed my family?’

“Y es. Entertain us, and we will feed your family.”

Rudi racked his brains, having no idea how to go abouit this exatic task; then he blinked. It was obvious!
He held the phone to his mouth, and whispered, “Do you want meto tell you astory?’

By the end of that day, when the manna had begun to fall from orbit and men’ s dreams were coming to
lifelike strange vines blooming after rain in the desert, Rudi and hisfamily— sick mother, drunken uncle,
and seven siblings—were no longer part of the politica economy of the New Republic.

War had been declared.

Deep in the outer reaches of the star system, the Festival’ s constructor fleet created structure out of deed
mass. The Festivdl fleet traveled light, packed down into migratory starwisps that disdained the scurrying
FTL of merdly human clades. When it arrived, fusion pods burned bright asinsectile A-life spawned
furioudy in thefrigid depths of the outer system. Once the habitats were complete and moved into orbit
around the destination planet, the Festiva travelers would emerge from aestivation, ready to trade and
ligen.

Rochard’ s World was a backwater colony of the New Republic, itsalf not exactly the most
forward-looking of post-Diaspora human civilizations. With alimited industrid base to attract
trade—limited by statute, aswell as by ability—few eyes scanned the heavensfor the telltale Sgnatures
of vigiting ships. Only the spaceport, baanced in ground-synchronous orbit, kept awatch, and that was
focused on the inner-system ecliptic. The Festiva fleet had dismantled agas giant moon and three
comets, begun work on a second moon, and was preparing to rain telephones from orbit before the
Imperid Traffic Control Bureau noticed that anything was amiss.



Moreover, there was considerable confusion at first. The New Republic was, if not part of the core
worlds, not far out of it; whereasthe Festiva’ s origin lay far outside the light cone of the New Republic’'s
origin, more than athousand light-years from old anarchist Earth. Although they shared acommon
ancestry, the New Republic and the Festival had diverged for so many centuries that everything—from
their communications protocolsto their politica economies, by way of their genome—was different. So it
wasthat the Festival orbiters noticed (and ignored) the dow, monochromatic witterings of Imperia
Traffic Control. More inexplicably, it did not occur to anybody in the Ducal palace to actudly pick up
one of the half-melted telephones littering their countryside, and ask, “Who are you and what do you
want?’ But perhaps this was not so surprising; because by midafternoon Novy Petrograd wasin a state
of bardly controlled civil insurrection.

Burya Rubengtein, theradicd journdist, democratic agitator, and sometime political prisoner (livingin
interna exile on the outskirts of the city, forbidden to return to the father planet—to say nothing of his
mistress and sons—for at least another decade) prodded at the silvery artifact on his desk with afinger
stained black from the lesky barrel of hispen. “Y ou say these have been faling everywhere?’ he stated,
ominoudy quietly.

Marcus Wolff nodded. “All over town. Mishawired me from the back country to say it’s happening
there, too. The Duke' s men are out in force with brooms and sacks, picking them up, but there are too
many for them. Other things, too.”

“Other things.” 1t wasn't phrased as aquestion, but Burya s rai sed eyebrow made his meaning clear.

“Thingsfdling from the skies—and not the usud rain of frogsl” Oleg Timoshevski bounced up and down
excitedly, nearly upsetting one of the typecasesthat sat on the kitchen table beside him, part of the
unlicensed printing press that Rubenstein has established on peril of another decade sinternd exile. “The
things—like atelephone, | think, at least they talk back when you ask them something—all say the same
thing; entertain us, educate us, we will give you anything you want in return! And they do! | saw abicycle
fal from the skieswith my own eyesl And dl because Georgi Pavlovich said he wanted one, and told the
machine the story of Roland while he waited.”

“I find this hard to believe. Perhaps we should put it to thetest?” Burya grinned wolfishly, in away that
reminded Marcus of the old days, when Buryahad afirein hisbelly, arevolver in his hand, and the ear of
ten thousand workers of the Rail-yard Engineering Union during the abortive October Uprising twelve
yearsearlier. “Certainly if our mysterious benefactors are happy to trade bicyclesfor old stories, |
wonder what they might be willing to exchange for agenera theory of postindustria political economy?’

“Better dine with the devil with along, long spoon,” warned Marcus.

“Oh, never fear; dl | want to do is ask some questions.” Rubenstein picked up the telephone and turned
it over in hishands, curioudy. “Where sthe—ah. Here. Machine. Can you hear me?’

“Yes” Thevoicewasfaint, oddly accentless, and dightly musical.
“Good. Who are you, where are you from, and what do you want?’

“Weare Fedtival.” Thethree dissidents|eaned closer, dmost bumping heads over the telephone. “We
have traveled many two-hundred-and-fifty-sixes of light-years, visiting many sixteens of inhabited planets.
We are seekers of information. We trade.”

“Youtrade?’ Buryaglanced up, atrifle disgppointed; interstellar capitalist entrepreneurs were not what



he had been hoping for.

“We give you anything. Y ou give us something. Anything we don’t dready know: art, mathematics,
comedy, literature, biography, religion, genes, designs. What do you want to give us?’

“When you say you give us anything, what do you mean? Immorta youth? Freedom?’ A faint note of
sarcasm hovered on hiswords, but Festival showed no sign of noticing.

“ Abgtracts are difficult. Information exchange difficult, too—low bandwidth here, no access. But we can
make any structures you want, drop them from orbit. Y ou want new house? Horseless carriage that flies
and swvimsaswell? Clothing? We make.”

Timoshevski gaped. “Y ou have a Cornucopia machine?’ he demanded breathlesdy. Buryabit his
tongue; an interruption it might be, but a perfectly understandable one.

1] YS.”

“Will you give us one? Along with ingtructions for using it and acolony design library?’ asked Burya, his
pulse pounding.

“Maybe. What will you give us?’

“Mmm. How about a post-Marxist theory of post-technological political economy, and a proof that the
dictatorship of the hereditary peerage can only be maintained by the systematic oppression and
exploitation of the workers and engineers, and cannot survive once the people acquire the salf-replicating
means of production?’

Therewas a pause, and Timoshevski exhded furioudy. Just as he was about to speak, the telephone
made an odd bell-like noise: “ That will be sufficient. Y ou will ddliver the theory to thisnode.
Arrangementsto clone areplicator and library are now under way. Query: ability to ddliver postul ated
proof of vdidity of theory?’

Buryagrinned. “ Does your replicator contain schematafor replicating itself? And doesit contain
schematafor producing direct fusion weapons, military aircraft, and guns?’

“Yesand yesto dl subqueries. Query: ability to deliver postulated proof of vaidity of theory?’

Timoshevski was punching the air and bouncing around the office. Even the normally phlegmatic Wolff
was grinning like amaniac. “ Just give the workers the means of production, and we'll prove the theory,”
said Rubengtein. “We need to talk in private. Back in an hour, with the texts you requested.” He pressed
the OFF switch on the telephone. * Yes!”

After aminute, Timoshevski cdmed down a bit. Rubenstein waited indulgently; truth betold, he felt the
sameway himsdlf. But it was hisduty asleader of the movement—or at |least the nearest thing they had
to agtatesman, serving hisinvoluntary interna exile out on this flea-pit of a backwater—to think ahead.
And alot of thinking needed to be done, because shortly heads would be brought into contact with
paving stonesin large numbers: the Festival, whoever and whatever it was, seemed unaware thet they
had offered to trade for a parcd of paper the key to thejail in which tens of millions of serfs had been
confined for centuries by their aristocratic owners. All in the name of stability and tradition.

“Friends,” he said, voice shaking with emotion, “let us hopethat thisisnot just acruel hoax. For if itis
not, we can at last lay to rest the cruel specter that has haunted the New Republic sinceitsinception. I'd
been hoping for assstance adong these lines from a—source, but thisisfar better if itistrue. Marcus,
fetch as many members of the committee as you can find. Oleg, I’ m going to draft a poster; we need to



run off five thousand copiesimmediately and get them distributed tonight before Politovsky thinksto pull
hisfinger out and declare a state of emergency. Today, Rochard’ s World stands on the brink of
liberation. Tomorrow, the New Republic!”

The next morning, at dawn, troops from the Duca paace guard and the garrison on Skull Hill,
overlooking the old town, hanged six peasants and techniciansin the market square. The execution wasa
warning, to accompany the Ducal decree: Treat with the Festival and you die. Someone, probably in
the Curator’ s Office, had redlized the lethal danger the Festival posed to the regime and decided an
example must be made. They weretoo late to stop the Democratic Revolutionary Party from plastering
posters explaining just what the telephones were al over town, and pointing out that, in the words of the
old proverb, “ Give aman afish, feed him for aday— teach him to fish, feed him for life.” Moreradica
posters exhorting the workers to demand the means of constructing self-replicating tools rang a powerful
chord in the collective psyche, for whatever the regime might have wished, folk memorieslived on.

At lunchtime, four bank robbers held up the main post office in Plotsk, eighty kilometersto the north of
the capital. The bank robbers carried exotic weapons, and when a police Zeppdlin arrived over the scene
it was shot to pieces. Thiswas not an isolated incident. All over the planet, the police and state security
apparat reported incidents of outrageous defiance, in many cases backed up with advanced weapons
that had appeared asif from thin air. Meanwhile, strange, dome-like dwellings mushroomed on a
thousand peasant farms in the outback, as paatially equipped and comfortable as any Duca residence.

Pinpricks of light blossomed overhead, and radios gave forth nothing but hissing static for hours
afterward. Sometime later, the glowing trails of emergency re-entry capsules skidded acrossthe sky a
thousand kilometers south of Novy Petrograd. The Navy announced that evening, with deep regrets, the
loss of the destroyer Sakhalin in aheroic attack on the enemy battle fleet besieging the colony. It had
inflicted serious damage on the aggressors, neverthel ess, reinforcements had been requested from the
Imperid capita viaCausad Channel, and the matter was being trested with the utmost gravity by His

Imperid Magesty.

Spontaneous demonstrations by workers and soldiers marred the night, while armored carswere
deployed to secure the bridges across the Hava River that separated the Ducal palace and the garrison
from the city proper.

And most sinigter of al, an impromptu fair began to grow in the open space of the Northern Parade
Feld—afar where nobody worked, everything was free, and anything that anybody could possibly want
(and afew thingsthat nobody in their right mind would desire) could be obtained free for the asking.

Onthethird day of theincursion, His Excellency Duke Felix Politovsky, Governor of Rochard’ s World,
entered the Star Chamber to meet with his staff and, by way of an eye-wateringly expensive
teleconference, to apped for help from his Emperor.

Politovsky was athick-set, white-haired man of some sixty-four years, unpreserved by contraband
anti-aging medicd treatments. It was said by some that he was lacking in imagination, and he had
certainly not been appointed governor of araw backwater dumping ground for troublemakers and
second sons because of his overwhelming politica acumen. However, despite his bull-headed disposition
and lack of ingght, Felix Politovsky was deeply worried.

Men in uniform and the formal dress of his diplomatic staff stood to attention as he entered therichly
paneled room and marched to the head of the conference table. “ Gentlemen. Please be seated,” he



grunted, dropping into the armchair that two servants unobtrusively held out for him. “ Beck, have there
been any developments overnight?’

Gerhard Von Beck, Citizen, head of theloca office of the Curator’ s Office, shook his head gloomily.
“Moreriots on the south bank; they didn’t stay to fight when | sent aguard detachment. So far, moraein
the barracks seemsto be holding up. Molinsk is cut off; there have been no reports from that town for
the past day, and a helicopter that was sent to look in on them never reported back. The DR’ sareraising
seven shades of merry hell around town, and so are the Radicals. | tried to have the usua suspects taken
into custody, but they’ ve declared an Extropian Soviet and refuse to cooperate. The worst elements are
holed up in the Corn Exchange, two miles south of here, holding continuous committee meetings, and
issuing proclamations and revol utionary communique on the hour, every hour. Encouraging peopleto
traffic with the enemy.”

“Why haven't you used troops?’ rumbled Politovsky.
“They say they’ ve got atomic wegpons. If we movein—" He shrugged.

“Oh.” The Governor rubbed hiswalrus moustache lugubriously and sighed. “ Commander Janaczeck.
What news of the Navy?’

Janaczeck stood. A tall, worried-looking man in anavd officer’ s dress uniform, he looked even more
nervous than the otherwise controlled Von Beck. “There were two survival capsules from the wreck of
the Sakhalin; both have now been recovered, and the survivors debriefed. 1t would appear that the
Sakhalin approached one of the larger enemy intruders and demanded that they withdraw from low orbit
immediately and yield to customsinspection. The intruder made no response, so Sakhalin fired across
her path. What happened next is confused—none of the survivors were bridge officers, and their reports
are contradictory—Dbut it appears that there was an impact with some sort of foreign body, which then
ate the destroyer.”

“Ateit?’

“Yes, gr.” Janaczeck gulped. “ Forbidden technology.”
Politovsky turned pde. “Borman?’

“Yes, 9r?7’ Hisadjutant sat up attentively.

“Obvioudy, this Stuation exceeds our ability to ded with it without extra resources. How much acausal
bandwidth does the Post Office have in hand for atelevisor conference with the capita ?”

“Um, ah, fifty minutes worth, sr. The next consignment of entangled qubits between here and New
Prague is dueto arrive by ramscoop in, ah, eighteen months. If | may make so bold, Sr—"

“Could we retain aminute of bandwidth in stock, for text-only messages?| redize that thisisan
emergency, but if we drain the current channel we will be out of touch with the capita until the next
shipment isavailable. And, with al due respect to Commander Janaczeck, I’ m not sure the Navy will be
ableto rdiably run dispatch boats past the enemy.”

“Doit.” Politovsky sat up, stretching his shoulders. “ One minute, mind. Therest available for atelevisor
conference with HisMgesty, at his earliest convenience. Y ou will set up the conference and notify me
when it isready. Oh, and while you' re about it, here.” Heleaned forward and scribbled a hasty signature
on aletter from hisportfolio. “I enact this state of emergency and by the authority vested in me by God



and His Imperid Mgesty | decree that this congtitutes a state of war with—who the devil are we at war
with?’

Von Beck cleared histhroat. “ They seem to cal themsalvesthe Festivd, sir. Unfortunately, we don't
appear to have any more information about them on file, and requests to the Curator’ s Archives drew a
blank.”

“Very wel.” Borman passed Politovsky a note, and the Governor stood. “ Gentlemen, please stand for
HisImperid Mgesty!”

They stood and, as one man, turned expectantly to face the screen on the far wall of the conference
room.

The Gathering Storm
“May | ask what I'm charged with?* asked Martin.

The sunshinefiltering through the skylight high overhead skewered the suffy office ar with bars of slver:
Martin watched dust motes dance like stars behind the Citizen' s bullet-shaped head. The only noisesin
the room were the scratching of his pen on heavy officid vellum and the repetitive grinding of gearsashis
assstant rewound the clockwork drive mechanism on his desktop anaytica engine. The room smelled of
machineoil and staefear.

“Am | being charged with anything?’ Martin perssted.

The Citizen ignored him and bent his head back to hisforms. His young assistant, hisregular chore
complete, began unloading a paper tape from the engine.

Martin stood up. “If | am not being charged with anything, isthere any reason why | should stay?’
Thistime the Citizen Curator glared a him. “Sit,” he snapped.
Martin sat.

Outsde the skylight, it was aclear, cold April afternoon; the clocks of St Michael had just finished
striking fourteen hundred, and in the Square of the Five Corners, the famous Duchess' s Simulacrum was
jerking through its eterna pantomime. The boredom grated on Martin. He found it difficult to adapt to the
pace of eventsin the New Republic; it was doubly infuriating when he was faced with the eterna
bureaucracy. He' d been herefor four months now, four stinking months on ajob which should have
taken ten days. He was beginning to wonder if he would live to see Earth again before he died of old age.

In fact, he was so bored with waiting for hiswork clearance to materiaize that this morning’ s summonsto
an office somewhere behind the iron facade of the Basilisk came as ardlief, something to break the
monotony. It didn’t fill him with the stuttering panic that such an gppointment would have kindled in the
heart of asubject of the New Republic—what, after dl, could the Curator’ s Office do to him, an
off-world engineering contractor with a cast-iron Admiraty contract? The summons had come on aplate
borne by auniformed courier, and not asanight-timeraid. That fact alone suggested a degree of restraint
and, consequently, an approach to adopt, and Martin resolved to play the bemused dien visitor card as
hard as he could.

After another minute, the Citizen lowered his pen and looked at Martin. “ Please state your name,” he
sad softly.

Martin crossed hisarms. “If you don't know it dready, why am | here?’ he asked.



“Please gate your namefor therecord.” The Citizen' svoice was|ow, clipped, and as controlled asa
machine. He spoke the locd trade-lingua—a derivative of the nearly universal old English tongue—with a
somewhat heavy, Germanic accent.

“Martin Springfield.”
The Citizen made anote. “Now please state your nationality.”
“My what?’

Martin must have looked nonplussed, for the Citizen raised a gray-flecked eyebrow. “ Please Sate your
nationdity. To what government do you owe dlegiance?’

“Government?’ Martinrolled hiseyes. “1 come from Earth. For legidation and insurance, | use
Pinkertons, with abackup strategic infringement policy from the New Model Air Force. Asfar as
employment goes, | am incorporated under charter as a personal corporation with bilateral contractua
obligations to various organizations, including your own Admirdty. For reasons of nostalgia, | ana
registered citizen of the Peopl€e' s Republic of West Y orkshire, athough | haven't been back there for
twenty years. But | wouldn't say | was answerable to any of those, except my contractua partners—and
they're equally answerableto me.”

“But you are from Earth?’ asked the Citizen, his pen poised.
“YSH
“Ah. Then you are asubject of the United Nations.” He made a brief note. “Why didn’t you admit this?’

“Becauseitisn'ttrue” said Martin, letting anote of frustration creep into hisvoice. (But only anote: he
had an idea of the Citizen’s powers, and had no intention of provoking him to exercise them.)

“Earth. The supreme political entity on that planet isthe United Nations Organization. So it follows that
you are asubject of it, no?’

“Not at dl.” Martin leaned forward. “ At last count, there were more than fifteen thousand governmental
organizations on Earth. Of those, only about the top nine hundred have representativesin Geneva, and
only seventy have permanent seats on the Security Council. The UN has no authority over any
non-governmental organization or over individua citizens, it’s purely an arbitration body. | am asovereign
individud; I’'m not owned by any government.”

“Ah,” said the Citizen. He laid his pen down very carefully beside hisblotter and looked directly at
Martin. “1 seeyou fail to understand. | am going to do you a greet favor and pretend that | did not hear
thelast thing you said. Vassly?’

Hisyoung assistant looked up. “ Y ah?’
“Out.”

The ass stant—ittle more than a boy in uniform—stood and marched over to the door. It thudded shut
solidly behind him.

“I will say thisonce, and once only.” The Citizen paused, and Martin realized with a shock that his
outward impassivity was atightly seded lid holding down aroiling fury: “1 do not care what silly ideasthe
stay-behinds of Earth maintain about their sovereignty. | do not care about being insulted by ayoung and
insolent pup like you. But while you are on this planet you will live by our definitions of what isright and



proper! Do | make mysdf clear?’

Martin recoiled. The Citizen waited to seeif he would spesk, but when he remained silent, continued
icily. “You are herein the New Republic a the invitation of the Government of HisMgesty, and will at
al times comport yourself accordingly. Thisincludes being respectful to Their Imperial Highnesses,
behaving decently, legally, and honestly, paying taxesto the Imperia Treasury, and not spreading
subversion. You are hereto do ajob, not to spread hostile aien propaganda or to denigrate our way of
lifel Am | making mysdlf understood?’

“I don't—" Martin paused, hunted for the correct, diplomatic words. “Let me rephrase, please. | am
sorry if | have caused offense, but if that’ swhat I’ ve done, would you mind telling mewhat | did? So
can avoid doing it again. If you won't tell me what not to do, how can | avoid causing offense by
accident?’

“You are unaware?’ asked the Citizen. He stood up and paced around Martin, behind his chair, around
the desk, and back to his own segt. There he stopped pacing, and glowered furioudy. “Two nights ago,
inthe bar of the Glorious Crown Hotel, you were clearly heard telling someone—aVaclav Hasek, |
believe—about the political system on your home planet. Propaganda and nonsense, but attractive
propaganda and nonsense to a certain disaffected segment of the lumpen-proletariat. Nonsense verging
on sedition, | might add, when you dropped severa comments about—I et me see—'the concept of tax is
no different from extortion,” and ‘asocial contract enforced by compulsionisnot avalid contract.” After
your fourth beer, you became somewhat merry and began to declaim on the nature of socid justice,
which isitsdf something of aproblem, insofar as you expressed doubt about the impartidity of ajudiciary
gppointed by HisMgesty in trying cases againgt the Crown.”

“That' s rubbish! Just aconversation over apint of beer!”

“If you were acitizen, it would be enough to send you on aone-way trip to one of HisMgesty’ sfrontier
coloniesfor the next twenty years,” the Citizen said icily. “The only reason we are having thislittle
tete-a-tete is because your presencein the Roya Dockyardsis consdered essentid. If you indulgein
any more such conversations over pints of beer, perhapsthe Admiraty may be persuaded to wash their
hands of you. And then wherewill you be?*

Martin shivered; he hadn’t expected the Citizen to be quite so blunt. “ Are conversations about politics
redly that sengtive?’ he asked.

“When held in apublic place, and engaged in by an off-worlder with strange idess, yes. The New
Republicisnot like the degenerate anarchist mess your fatherworld has sunk into. Let me emphasize that.
Because you are anecessary alien, you are granted certain rights by Their Imperial Highnesses. If you go
outside those rights, you will be slamped on, and slamped on hard. If you find that difficult to understand,
| suggest you spend the remainder of your freetime inside your hotel room so that your mouth does not
incriminate you accidentdly. | ask you for athird time: Do | make mysdlf understood?’

Martin looked chastened. “Y-yes,” he said.

“Then get out of my office”

Evening.

A man of medium height and unremarkable build, with brownish hair and a close-cropped beard, lay fully
clad on the ornate counterpane of a hotel bed, a padded eyeshade covering his face. Shadows crept



across the gloomy carpet as the sun sank below the horizon. The gasjetsin the chandelier hissed, casting
deep shadows across the room. A fly buzzed around the upper reaches of the room, pursuing a
knife-edged search pattern.

Martin was not adeep. His entire inventory of countersur-velllance drones were out on patrol, searching
hisroom for bugsin case the Curator’ s Office was monitoring him. Not that he had many dronesto
search with: they were drictly illegal in the New Republic, and he' d been forced to smuggle hiskit
through customs in blocked sebaceous glands and dental caries. Now they were out in force, hunting for
listening devices and reporting back to the monitors woven into his eye-shade.

Findly, concluding he was donein the room, he recaled the fly—its SQUI D-sensors untriggered—and
put the fleas back into hibernation. He stood up and shuttered the window, then pulled the curtains
closed. Short of the Curator’ s Office having hidden amechanica drum-recorder in the back of the
wardrobe, he was unable to see any way that they could listen in on him.

He reached into the breast pocket of hisjacket (rumpled, now, from being lain upon) and pulled out a
dim, leather-bound book. ‘ Tak to me."

“Hélo, Martin. Startup completed, confidence one hundred percent.”

“That’' sgood.” He cleared histhroat. “Back channel. Execute. I'd like to talk to Herman.”
1] %I rg.”

The book fell sllent and Martin waited impassvely. It looked like a persond assistant, adiscreet digital
secretary for amodern Terran business consultant. While such devices could be built into any ambient
piece of furniture—clothing, even a prosthetic tooth—Martin kept hisin the shape of an old-fashioned
hardback. However, norma persond assists didn’t come with acausa channel plug-in, especidly one
with a ninety-light-year reach and five petabits of bandwidth. Even though amost two petabits had been
used when the agent-in-place passed it to him viaadead |etter drop on apark bench, it was
outrageoudy vauable to Martin. In fact, it wasworth hislife—if the secret police caught himwithiit.

A dower-than-light freighter had spent nearly ahundred years hauling the quantum black box at the core
of the causa channel out from Septagon system; atwin to it had spent eighty yearsin the hold of asister
ship, en route to Earth. Now they provided an instantaneous communications channel from one planet to
the other; ingtantaneous in terms of specid reativity, but not capable of violating causdity, and with a
total capacity limited to the number of qubitsthey had been created with. Once those 5 hillion megabits
were gone, they’ d be gone for good—or until the next dower-than-light freighter arrived.

(Not that such shipswere rare—building and launching a one-kilogram starwisp, capable of carrying a
whopping great hundred-gram payload across a dozen light-years, wasn't far above the level of a cottage
industry—but the powers that ran things here in the New Republic were notorioudy touchy about contact
with theideologicaly impure outsde universe.)

“Hello?’ saidthe PA.
“PA: Isthat Herman?’ asked Martin.
“PA here. Herman ison the line and dl authentication tokens are updated.”

“I had an interview with a Citizen from the Curator’ s Office today,” said Martin. “ They’re extremely
sengitive about subverson.” Twenty-two wordsin five seconds. sampled at high fiddity, about half a
million bits. Transcribed to text, that would make about one hundred bytes, maybe asfew asfifty bytes



after non-lossy compression. Which left fifty fewer bytesin thelink between Martin'sPA and Earth. If
Martin went to the Post Office, they would charge him adollar aword, he' d have to queue for aday,
and therewould be aposta ingpector ligening in.

“What happened?’ asked Herman.

“Nothing important, but | was warned off, and warned hard. I’ll put it in my report. They didn’t question
my afiliation.”

“Any query over your work?’
“No. No suspicion, asfar as| cantdl.”
“Why did they question you?’

“Spiesin bars. They want the frighteners on me. | haven't been on board the Lord Vanek yet. Dockyard
access control isvery tight. | think they’ re upset about something.”

“Any confirmation of unusual events? Fleet movements? Workup toward departure?’

“Nothing | know about.” Martin bit back hisfurther comment: talking to Herman viatheillegd transmitter
aways made him nervous. “I’ m keeping my eyes on the ball. Report ends.”

[13 Bye."
“PA: shut down link now.”

“Thelink isdown.” Throughout the entire conversation, Martin noted, the only voice he had heard was
his; the PA spokein its owner’ stones, the better to be a perfect receptionist, and the CC link was so
expengve that sending an audio stream over it would be afoolish extravagance. Taking to himsdlf across
agulf of seventy light-years made Martin fed very londly. Especidly given the very red nature of his
fears.

So far, he' d successfully played the gormless foreign engineering contractor with arunaway mouth, held
overlong on atwo-week assgnment to upgrade the engines on board His Mgjesty’ s battlecruiser Lord
Vanek. Infact, he was doing such agood job that he' d gotten to see theinside of the Basilisk, and

escaped dlive.
But he wasn't likely to do so twice, if they learned who he was working for.

“Do you think heisaspy?* asked trainee procurator Vassly Muller.

“Not asfar as| know.” The Citizen smiled thinly at his assstant, the thin scar above hisleft eye wrinkling
with satanic amusement. “If | had any evidence that he was a py, he would rapidly become an ex-py.
And an ex-everything else, for that matter. But that is not what | asked you, isit?” Hefixed his
subordinate with a particular expression he had perfected for deding with dow students. * Tell mewhy |
let him go.*

“Because ...” Thetrainee officer looked nonplussed. He d been here six months, lessthan ayear out of
gymnasium and the custody of the professors, and it showed. He was still ateenager, fair-haired,

blue-eyed, and dmost painfully unskilled in the socid nuances: like so many intelligent men who survived
the eite boarding school system, hewas dso inclined to intellectud rigidity. Privately, the Citizen thought



thiswas abad thing, at least in a secret policeman—rigidity was a habit that would have to be broken if
he was ever to be of much use. On the other hand, he seemed to have inherited hisfather’ sintelligence. If
he d inherited hisflexibility, too, without the unfortunate rebelliousness, he' d make an excellent operative.

After aminute sslence, the Citizen prodded him. “That is not an acceptable answer, young man. Try
agan.”

“Ah, you let him go because he has aloose mouth, and where he goes, it will be easier to seewho listens
tohim?’

“Better, but not entirely true. What you said earlier intrigues me. Why don’t you think heisaspy?’

Vassly did adoubletake; it was dmost painful to watch as hetried to deal with the Citizen' s aorupt
about-face. “He stoo talkative, isn't he, Sr? Spiesdon’t call attention to themselves, do they? I’ snot in
their interests. And again, he'san engineer contracted to work for the flet, but the ship was built by the
company he worksfor, so why would they want to spy onit? And he can't be aprofessiona subversive,
either. Professionals would know better than to blab in ahotd bar.” He stopped and |ooked vaguely
sf-sidfied.

“Good going. Such ashame | don't agree with you.”

Vassly gulped. “But | thought you said hewasn't a—" He stopped himsdlf. “Y ou mean he' stoo
obvioudy not aspy. He draws attention to himsdlf in bars, he argues palitics, he does things a spy would
not do—asif he wantsto lay our suspicions at ease?”’

“Very good,” said the Citizen. “Y ou are learning to think like a Curator! Please note that | never said that
Mr. Springfield is not aspy. Neither did | assert that he is one. He might well be; equdly well, he might
not. However, | will be unsatisfied until you have resolved the issue, one way or the other. Do you
understand?’

“Y ou want meto prove anegative?’ Vassly was amost going cross-eyed with the effort of trying to
undergtand the Citizen' strain of thought. “But that’ simpossiblel”

“Exactly!” The Citizen cracked athin smile as he clapped his subordinate on the shoulder. “ So you'll
have to find someway of making it apositive that you prove, won't you? And that isyour assgnment for
the foreseeable future, Junior Procurator Muller. Y ou will go forth and try to prove that our irritating
vigtor of the morning is not a spy—or to gather sufficient evidence to justify his arrest. Come, now!
Haven't you been champing at the bit to get out of this gloomy dungeon and see abit of the capitd, as|
believeyou referred to it only last week? Thisisyour chance. Besides, when you return, think about the
story you'll haveto tell that piece of skirt you' ve been chasing ever since you arrived herel”

“Ah—I"m honored,” said Vassly. He looked somewhat taken aback. A young officer, still sufficiently
fresh from training that the varnish hadn’t eroded from hisview of the universe, helooked up & the
Citizenin awe. “ Sir, humbly request permission to ask why? | mean, why now?’

“Becauseit’ s about time you learned to do more than take minutes of committee meetings,” said the
Citizen. His eyes gleamed behind their glasses; his moustache shuddered dl the way out to itswaxen
points. “ There comes atime when every officer needs to assume the full burden of hisduties. | expect
you have picked up at least a clue about how the job is done from the interminabl e reports you' ve been
summarizing. Now it' stimeto seeif you can do it, no? On alow-risk assgnment, | might add; I’m not
sending you after the revolutionaries right away, ha-ha. So this afternoon you will go to sublevel two for
field ops processing, then tomorrow you will start on the assignment. | expect to see areport on my
desk, firg thing every morning, starting the day after tomorrow. Show me what you can do!”



The next morning Martin was awakened by a peremptory rap on the door. ‘ Telegram for Master
Springfied!“ cdled addivery boy.

Martin pulled on a dressing gown and opened the door a crack. The telegram was passed insde; he
sgned for it quickly, pulled out the contents, and passed back the signed envelope. Blinking and
bleary-eyed, he carried the message over to the window and pulled back the shuttersto read it. It wasa
welcome surprise, if somewhat annoying to be woken for it—confirmation that his visa had been
approved, his security vetting was complete, and that he wasto report at 1800 that evening to the Navy
beangtdk in South Augtriafor trangit to the fleet shipyards in geosynchronous orbit.

Telegrams, he reflected, were so much less civilized than e-mail—the latter didn’t come with an officious
youth who' d get you out of bed to sign for it. Such ashame that e-mail was unavailable in the New
Republic and telegrams ubiquitous. But then again, e-mail was decentralized, telegrams anything but. And
the New Republic was very keen on centraization.

He dressed, shaved, and made his way downstairs to the morning room to await his breakfast. He wore
locd garb—adark jacket, tight breeches, boots, and a shirt with aruff of lace at the collar—but of a
subtly unfashionable cut, somehow betraying alack of appreciation for the minutiae of fashion. Off-world
styles, he found, tended to get in the way when trying to establish aworking rapport with the locals: but if
you looked just dightly odd, they’ d sense your dien-ness without being overwhelmed by it, and make at
least some allowances for your behavior. By any yardstick, the New Republic was an insular society, and
interacting with it was difficult even for aman aswell traveled as Martin, but at least the ordinary people
made an effort.

He had become sufficiently accustomed to loca customs that, rather than letting them irritate him, he was
able to absorb each new affront with quiet resignation. The way the concierge stared down his patrician
nose at him, or the tiff-collared chambermaids scurried by with downcast eyes, had become merdly
individua piecesin the complex jigsaw puzzle of Republican mores. The smell of wax polish and chlorine
bleach, coal smoke from the boiler room, and leather seatsin the dining room, were al dien, the odors of
asociety that hadn’t adapted to the age of plastic. Not adl the loca habits chafed. The morning's
news-shest, folded crisply beside his seet at the breakfast table, provided a strangely evocative sense of
homecoming—asif he had traveled on avoyage nearly three hundred yearsinto the past of hisown
home culture, rather than 180 light-years out into the depths of space. Although, in amanner of speaking,
the two voyages were exactly equivaent.

He breakfasted on butter mushrooms, sauteed goose eggs, and a particularly fine toasted sourdough rye
bread, washed down with copious quantities of lemon tea. Finally, he Ieft the room and made hisway to
the front desk.

“I would like to arrange transport,” he said. The duty clerk looked up, eyes distant and preoccupied. “By
air, tothe nava beangtalk at Klamovka, as soon as possible. | will be taking hand luggage only, and will
not be checking out of my room, although | will be away for some days.”

“Ah, | see. Excuseme, air.” The clerk hurried away into the maze of offices and tiny service roomsthat
hid behind the dark wood paneling of the hotel 1abby.

He returned shortly thereafter, with the conciergein tow, atal, stoop-shouldered man dressed head to
foot in black, cadaverous and sunken-cheeked, who bore himsalf with the solemn dignity of acount or
minor noble. “Y ou require transport, Sir?” asked the concierge.

“I’m going to the naval base at Klamovka,” Martin repeated dowly. ‘ Today. | need transport arranging



at short notice. | will be leaving my luggage at the hotel. | do not know how long | will be away, but | am
not checking out."

“| see, dr.” The concierge nodded at his subordinate, who scurried away and returned bearing three fat
volumes— timetablesfor the various regiond rail services. “1 am afraid that no Zeppelin flightsare
scheduled between here and Klamovka until tomorrow. However, | believe you can get there this
evening by tran—if you leaveimmediately.”

“That will befing” said Martin. He had anagging feding that hisimmediate departure wasthe only thing
he could do that would gratify the concierge—apart, perhaps, from dropping dead on the spot. “1'll be
back down herein five minutes. If your assistant could see to my tickets, please? On the tab.”

The concierge nodded, stony-faced. “On behdf of the hotel, | wish you afruitful journey,” he intoned.
“Marcus, seeto thisgentleman.” And off he stalked.

The clerk cracked open thefirgt of the ledgers and glanced at Martin cautioudy. “Which class, Sr?’

“Fird.” If there was one thing that Martin had learned early, it was that the New Republic had some very
strange ideas about class. He made up hismind. “I need to arrive before six o’ clock tonight. | will be
back herein five minutes. If you would be so good asto have my itinerary ready by then ...”

“Yes, ar.” Heleft the clerk swesting over map and gazetteer, and climbed the four flights of stairsto his
floor.

When he returned to the front desk, trailed by afootman with abag in each hand, the clerk ushered him
outside. “Your carnet, Sir.” He pocketed the ornate travel document, itsalf asintricate as any passport. A
steam coach was waiting. He climbed in, acknowledged the clerk’ s bow with anod, and the coach
huffed away toward the railway station.

It was adamp and foggy morning, and Martin could barely see the ornate stone facade of the ministeria
buildings from the windows of his carriage asthey rolled past beside him.

The hotel rooms might lack telephones, there might be a palitical ban on networking and smart matter
and ahogt of other conveniences, and there might be a class system out of the eighteenth century on
Earth; but the New Republic had one thing going for it—itstrainsran on time. PS 1347, the primary
around which New Muscovy orbited, was ayoung third-generation G2 dwarf; it had formed less than
two hillion years ago (to Sol’ sfive), and consequently, the planetary crust of New Muscovy contained
uranium ore active enough to sugtain criticdity without enrichment.

Martin’s coach drew up on the platform aongside the Trans-Peninsular Express. He climbed down from
the cabin siffly and glanced both ways: they’ d drawn up aquarter of akilometer down the marble tongue
from the hulking engines, but till the best part of akilometer away from the dismd tailings of fourth-class
accommodation and mail. A mgordomo, resplendent in bottle-green frock coat and gold braid,

inspected his carnet before ushering him into a private compartment on the upper deck. The room was
decorated in blue-dyed leather and old oak, trimmed in brass and gold leaf, and equipped with a
marble-topped table and abell-pull to summon service; it more closaly resembled a smoking room back
in the hotel than anything Martin associated with public transport.

As soon as the mgjordomo had left, Martin settled back in one of the deeply padded seats, drew the
curtains asdeto reved the arching buttresses and curved roof of the station, and opened his PA in book
mode. Shortly theresfter, the train shuddered dightly and began to move: asthetrain did out of the
station, he glanced out of the window, unable to look away.



The city of New Prague was built just upstream from thetidal estuary of the River Vis, only the Basilisk,
brooding atop a plug of eroded volcanic granite, rose much above the level of the plain. Indeed, thetrain
would cruise through the lowlands using just one of its engines. The second reactor would only be
brought to criticality when the train reached the foothills of the Apennines, the mountain range that
separated the coastd peninsulafrom the continental interior of New Austria. Then the train would surge
inaknife-sraight line across nine hundred kilometers of desert before stopping, Six hours later, at the
foot of the Klamovka beanstalk.

The scene was quite extraordinary. Martin gazed &t it in barely controlled awve. Though hedidn’t liketo
admit it, he was something of atourist, permanently searching for asense of fresh beauty that he could
secretly reve in. Therewas't anything likethisleft on Earth; the wild ride of the twentieth century and
the eventsthat had followed the Singularity in the twenty-first had distorted the landscape of every
industridized nation. Even in the wake of the population crash, you couldn'’t find open countryside, farms,
hedges, and neatly planned villages—at least, not without aso finding monorails, arcologies, fal-out hot
spots, and the weird hillocks of the Final Structure. The lowland landscape through which the
Trans-Peninsular Express ran resembled avision of pre-postindustrial England, abucolic dreamscape
where the trains ran on time and the sun never set on the empire.

But railway journeys paerapidly, and after half an hour, the train was racing through the valeysin ablur
of stedl and brass. Martin went back to his book, and was so engrossed in it that he barely noticed the
door open and close—until awoman he had never seen before sat down opposite him and cleared her
throat.

“Excuseme,” he sad, looking up. “Are you sure you have the right compartment?’
She nodded. “Quite sure, thank you. | didn't request an individua one. Did you?’

“| thought—" He fumbled in hisjacket for hiscarnet. “Ah. | see.” He cursed the concierge silently,
thumbed the PA off, then looked at her. “I thought | had a compartment to mysdlf; | see | waswrong.

Please accept my apologies.”

Thewoman nodded gracioudy. She had long black hair coiled in abun, high cheekbones and brown
eyes, her dark blue gown seemed expensively plain by this society’ s standards. Probably amiddle-class
housawife, he guessed, but his ability to judge socid status within the New Republic was till somewhat
erdic. He couldn't even make astab a her age: heavy makeup, and the tight bodice, billowing skirts
and puffed deeves of capita fashion made an effective disguise.

“Areyou going far?’ she asked brightly.

“All the way to Klamovka, and thence up the naval beanstalk,” he said, somewhat surprised at this frank
interrogation.

“What a coincidence; that’ swhere I’ m going, too. Y ou will excuse mefor asking, but am | right in
thinking you are not nativeto this area?’

She looked interested, to a degree that Martin found irritatingly intrusive. He shrugged. “No, I'm not.”
He reopened his PA and attempted to bury hisnoseinit, but his unwanted traveling companion had other
idess.

“| takeit from your accent that you are not native to this planet, either. And you' re going to the Admiraty
yards. Would you mind me asking your business there?’

“Yes” hesaid curtly, and stared pointedly a hisPA. He hadn’t initiadly registered how forward she was



being, at least for awoman of her socid class, but it was beginning to set his nerves on edge, ringing
adarms. Something about her didn’t fed quiteright. Agent provocateur ? he wondered. He had no
intention of giving the secret police any further excusesto haul himin; he wanted them to think he'd
learned the error of hisways and determined to reform.

“Hmm. But when | camein you were reading atreatise on relativistic clock-skew correction agorithms
as gpplied to the architecture of modern starship drive compensators. So you' re an engineer of some
sort, retained by the Admiralty to do maintenance work on fleet vessals.” She grinned, and her
expression unnerved Martin: white teeth, red lips, and something about her manner that reminded him of
home, where women weren't just well-bred ornaments for the family tree. “Am | right?’

“I couldn’t possibly comment.” Martin shut his PA again and glared at her. “Who are you, and what the
hell do you want?’ The socia programming he' d absorbed on hisjourney out to the New Republic
forbade such crudity in the presence of alady, but she was obviousy no more alady than hewasa
Republican yeoman. The socid program could go play with itsdlf.

“My nameis Rachd Mansour, and I’ m on my way to the naval dockyards on business which may well
intersect with your own. Unless |’ m mistaken, in which case you have my most humble gpologies, you
are Martin Springfield, persondly incorporated and retained by contract to the New Republican
Admiralty to perform ingtalation upgrades on the drive control circuitry of the Svek-class battlecruiser
Lord Vanek. After Lord Ernst Vanek, founder of the New Republic’s Navy. Correct?’

Martin returned the PA to hisjacket pocket and glanced out of the window, trying to still a sudden wave
of cold fear. *Y es. What business of yoursisit?’

“Y ou may beinterested to learn that four hours ago, consensus absol ute time, the New Model Air
Force—whose underwriting service you subscribe to—invoked the Eschaton clausein dl strategic
guarantees bearing on the Republic. At the same time, someone tipped off the UN Standing Committee
on Multilateral Interstellar Disarmament that the New Republic is gearing up for war, in defense of a
colony outpost that' s under Sege. Y ou aren't paying the extra premium for insurance againg divine
retribution, are you? So right now you' re not covered for anything other than medical and theft.”

Martin turned back to look at her. “ Are you accusing me of being aspy?’ He met her eyes. They were
dark, intelligent, and reserved—absol utely unreadable. “Who the hdll are you, anyway?’

She shook acard out of her deeve and opened it toward him. A head—recognizably her own, but with
close-cropped hair—floated above it in holographic miniature, wreasthed against afamiliar backdrop. The
sheer unexpectedness of it eectrified him: shivers chased up and down his spine as hisimplantstried to
damp down an ingtinctive panic reection risng from hisadrend glands. “UN diplométic intelligence,
specia operations group. I’ m here to find out what the current Situation is, and that includes finding out
just what last-minute modifications the Admiralty is making to the ships comprising the expeditionary
force. You are going to cooperate, aren’t you?’ She smiled again, even more unnervingly, with an
expression that reminded Martin of ahungry ferret.

“Um.” What the hell are the CMID doing here? Thisisn’'t in the mission plan! “Thisisgoing to be
oneof thosetrips, isn't it?" He rubbed hisforehead and glanced at her again: shewas ill waiting for his
response. Shit, improvise, dammit, before she suspects something! “L ook, do you know what they
do to spieshere?’

She nodded, no longer smiling. “I do. But I've also got my eyes on the bottom line, which isthat thisisan
impending war situation. 1t smy job to keep track of it—we can’'t afford to let them run riot this close to
Earth. Being garrotted would certainly spoil anyone’ sday, but starting an interstellar war or attracting the



attention of the Eschaton iseven worse, at least for the severd planetsfull of mostly innocent bystanders
who arelikely to beincluded in the collaterd damage. Which ismy overriding concern.”

She stared at him with frightening intensity, and the card disappeared between two lace-gloved fingers.
“We need to get together and talk, Martin. Once you' re up at the dockyard and settled in, I'll contact
you. | don’t care what else you agreeto or disagree with, but we are going to have atalk tomorrow. And
I’'m going to pick your brains, and confirm that you' re just abystander, and tell your insurersyou’'rea
safe bet. Do you understand?’

“Uh, yes” He stared a her and tried to look asif he'd just redlized that she was, in fact, adevil, and he
had signed away his soul. He hoped she’ d believe him—naive engineer, sucked in out of his depths,
confronted with an agent of Higher Authority—but had a cold sensethat if shedidn’t fal for it, he might
bein real trouble. Herman and the CMID weren't exactly on speaking terms...

“Excdlent.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a battered-looking, gunmetal-colored PA.
“Speaking. Send: Rabhit green. Ack.”

The PA spoke back: “ Ack. Message sent.” It took Martin amoment or two to recognize the voice ashis
own.

She dipped the case away and stood to leave the compartment. “Y ou see,” she said from the doorway,
aquirky smiletugging at her lips, “life hereisn’t necessarily asdull asyou thought! Seeyou later ...”

Preparationsfor Departure

HisImperial Mgesty, the Emperor Ivan Hasek 111, by grace of God the protector of the people of the
New Republic, growled exasperatedly. “ Get the Admiral out of bed and make him presentable—I have
acabinet meeting at noon, and | need to talk to him now.”

“Yes, dr! | most humbly beg your pardon, and beg leave to be excused to do as Y our Mg esty
commands.” The butler virtualy bowed and scraped hisway off the telephone.

“What' stheimplied ‘or elsg 7" Duke Michad, the Emperor’ s brother, inquired drily. “Y ou'd have him
clapped inirons?’

“Hardly.” The Emperor snorted, showing as much amusement as his dignity permitted. “He sover eighty;
| suppose he' sentitled to stay in bed oncein awhile. But if he'ssoill he can't evenrisefor his Emperor
intime of war, I’d haveto force him to retire. And then there' d be an uproar in the Admiraty. You can't
imagine thewaves it would make if we sarted forcing admirdsto retire.” He sniffed. “Wemight even
have to think about giving them al pensions That’d go down aswell as suggesting to Father that he
abdicate.”

Duke Michael coughed, delicately. “ Perhaps somebody should have. After the second stroke—"
1] Ya y%”
“I till think offering him the fleet is unreasonable.”

“If you think that is unreasonable, | don’t suppose you' d careto discussthe likely response of their nava
lordshipsif | didn’t give him firgt refusad?’ The priority telephone rang again before his brother had a
chance to answer the pointed question; aliveried servant offered the ivory-and-platinum handset to His
Majesty. The Duke picked up a second earpiece, to listeninon the call.

“Sre? My Lord Admiral Kurtz isready to talk to you. He extends his deepest apologies, and—"



“Enough. Just put him on, there sagood fellow.” Ivan tapped hisfingersirritably on the arm of hischair,
a Gothic wooden mongtrosity only one step removed from an instrument of torture. “Ah, Admira. Just
the man! Capita, how splendid to talk to you. And how are we today?’

‘“Today-ay?* A reedy, quavering voice echoed uncertainly over the copper wires. ” Ah-hum, yes, today.
Indeed, yes. I’'m very well, thank you, milady, | don’t suppose you' ve seen any chameleons?*

“No, Admira, there are no chameleonsin the palace,” the Emperor stated with firm, but resigned,
persistence. “Y ou know who you are speaking to?”

In the momentary silence he could amost hear the ederly admird blinking in confusion. “ Ah-hum. Y our
Magesty? Ah, lvan, lad? Emperor aready? How timeflies!”

“Yes, Uncle. I'm phoning you because—" A thought struck the Emperor. “Are you up and about?’

“Y es, ahuhuhum. I’'m, ah, in my bath chair. It'smy old legs, you know. They're awfully fragile. Got to
wrap them up in lots of blanketsin case they shatter. They don't blow legsthe way they used to, when |
wasalad. But I'm out of bed now.”

“Oh, good. Y ou see, um—" The Emperor’ s brain went into awhed-spin as he considered and
reconsidered the options. He'd heard, of course, about the Admird’ sindigpogition, but he hadn’t actually
encountered it directly until now. A strong case could be made, he supposed, for dismissing the Admiral;
the man was patently ill. Charging him with this duty would be unfair, and more importantly, not in the
best interests of the Sate.

But hewas till the senior fighting admiral, war hero of the New Republic, defender of the empire,
daughterer of theinfides, conqueror of no less than three bucolic and rather backward colony
worlds—and, not to put too much of a point on it, the Emperor’ suncle by way of his grandfather’s
second mistress. Because of the long-standing tradition that admirals never retired, nobody had ever
thought to make provisonsfor pensioning off old warhorses; they usudly died long before it became an
issue. To dismiss him was unthinkable, but to expect him to lead anava expedition—Ivan struggled with
his conscience, haf hoping that the old man would turn it down. No dishonor would accrue—nobody
expected an octogenarian in abath chair to die for the fatherland—and meantimethey’ d find a
hard-headed young whippersnapper to lead the fleet into battle.

Coming to adecision, the Emperor took a deep breath. “\We have a problem. Something abominable has
happened, and Rochard’' sWorld isunder sege. I’'m going to send thefleet. Areyou tooiill to lead it?’
Hewinked at his brother the Duke, hoping—

“War!” The old man’sbellow nearly deafened Ivan. “Victory to the everlastingly vigilant forces of
righteousness waging unceasing struggle on enemies of the New Conservatives! Desath to the proponents
of change! A thousand tortures to the detractors of the Emperor! Where are the bastards? Let me at
them!” The clattering in the background might have been the sound of awalking frame being cast aside.

Duke Michael grimaced unhappily at his brother. “Well | suppose that answers one question,” he
mouthed. “I’m not going to say | told you so, but who are we going to send to push hiswheelchair?’

New Prague was only athousand kilometers north of the equator (this planet being notorioudy cold for a
water-bdt terraform) and the train pulled into the Klamovka station shortly after lunchtime. Martin
disembarked and hailed a cab to the naval depot at the foot of the beangtalk, pointedly ignoring
Rachel—or whatever her real name was. Let her make her own way: she was an unwelcome, potentialy



disastrous complication in hisliferight now.

The beangtalk loomed over the military depot like the ultimate flagpole; four tapered cones of
diamondoid polymers stretching al the way to geosynchronous orbit and a bit beyond, aradica
exception to the New Republic’ s limitations on technology. Bronzed, bullet-nosed eevator carriages
skimmed up and down the elevator cables, taking awhole night to make the journey. Here there was no
fin-de-sidcle ambience: just rugged functionality, deeping capsules manufactured to atemplate designed
for Kobe' sancient sdarymen, and asiringent weight limit. (Gravity modification, although available, was
another of the technologies that the New Republic shunned—at least, for non-military purposes.) Martin
hurried aboard thefirst available pod and, to hisrelief, saw no sign of Rachd.

Upon arriva, he disembarked into the military sector of the space station, presented himsdlf to the
warrant officer’ s checkpoint, and was ushered straight through a crude security scan that probably
exceeded hisannual allowed dose of X-raysin one go. There was one bad moment when a master
sergeant asked him to demondtrate his PA, but the explanation—that it was apersond assig, that it
stored dl hisworking notes, and that he' d be unable to cope without it—was accepted. After which he
cooled hishedsfor half an hour in a spartan guardroom painted ingtitutional green.

Eventudly arating cameto collect him. “Y ou' d be the engine man?’ said the flyer. “We been waiting for
you.”

Martin sighed unhappily. “And I’ ve been waiting, too.” He stood up. ‘ Take meto your CO."

The New Republic had paid Mikoyan-Guerevitch-Kvaerner back on Lunato design them a battlecruiser
fit to bear the name of their Navy’ sfounder: one that |ooked the way awarship ought to ook, not likea
cubist’ svision of arabiesvirus crossed with a soft drink can (as most real warships did). Styleimposed
gtrictures on functiondity: despite which, it was still worthy of adegree of respect—you could bekilled
by its baroque missile batteries and phased-array lasersjust as surely as by amore modern weapon.
Besides, it looked good, which had enabled MiG to make akilling selling knockoffsto gullible juntas
everywhere, demondtrating the importance of being Erngt as the marketing department put it.

In Martin’ sopinion, the Lord Vanek was cut from the same comic-operafabric as the rest of the New
Republic—a comic operathat wasfar less funny onceit had you initsjaws. The ceremonids, flags and
Imperid logos splashed across every available surface, the uniformed flunkies, and elaborate pyramid of
military etiquette, dl suggested to Martin that taking this job had not been agood idea: the gibbeted
dissdents hanging from the eaves of the Basilisk had confirmed it. Right now, he'd happily repay his
entire feejust to be allowed to go home—wereit not for the call of duty.

After aconfusing tour of the station’s docking facilities and the warship’ strangit tubes, hefetched up in
the doorway of acrowded, red-lit, octagonal space, maintained in zero gee by aloca relaxation of the
lawsof physics. A squat, bading engineering officer was bawling out afrightened-looking teenager in
front of an open access pand. “ That’ sthe last bloody time you touch anything without asking me or Chief
Otcenasek firgt, you bumbling numb-fingered oaf! Seethat panel? That' s the backup master bus
arbitration exchange, there. And that” — he pointed at another, closed panel—*is the backup master
circuit breaker box, which iswhat chief told you to check out. That switch you were about to throw—

Martin saw where the officer’ sfinger was pointing and winced. If someidiot conscript did something like
that to him, he reflected, he probably wouldn't stop at threatening to strangle him with his own intestines.
Althoughif theidiot had started playing with the MBAX, strangling him would be redundant: it didn’t
usually have much effect on acharred corpse.

“Engineering Commander Krupkin?’ he asked.



“Yes? Who? Oh. Y ou must be the shipyard mechanic?’ Krupkin turned toward him, leaving the hapless
rating to scramblefor cover. “You'relae”

“Blamethe Curator’ s Office,” snapped Martin. As soon as the words |eft his mouth, he regretted them.
“I’'m sorry. I’ ve had a bad week. What can | do for you?’

“Secret gate police, hmm?Won't get many of those around here,” Krupkin grunted, abruptly
conciliatory. “Y ou know something about thistoy box, then?’

“MiG sdlsthem. Y ou keep them running. People bregk them. | fix them. Isthat what you wanted to
know?’

“That’sagood start.” Krupkin suddenly grinned. “ So let’ stry another question. What do you know
about preferentia-frame clock-skew basgline compensators? Specificaly, this modd K-340, as currently
configured. Tell me everything you can see about how it's set up.”

Martin spent the next hour telling him al the different ways it was out of alignment. After that, Krupkin
showed him area K-340, not abodged test article. And then it wastime for aworking lunch while
Krupkin picked hisbrains, and then along working afternoon figuring out where everything went and
going over change orders to make sure everything was where the paperwork said it was supposed to be.
And then back to basefor the evening ...

Rachel Mansour stood naked in the middle of the handwoven rug that covered the floor of the hotel
room she had rented two hours earlier, in the naval port city of Klamovka even though it was expensive,
it smelled of damp and dry rot, carbolic soap and firewood. She breathed dowly and evenly as she
sretched arms and legsin ritual sequence, limbering up. The curtains were drawn, the door locked, and
her sensors stationed outside to warn her of intruders: for she was not inclined to explain her state to any
hotd staff who might seeit.

Rachel was not inclined to explain alot of things to the people she moved among. The New Republic
filled her with a bitter, hopel ess anger—one which she recognized, understood to be a poor reflection on
her professiondism, but nevertheless couldn’t set aside. The sheer waste of human potential that wasthe
New Republic’'s raison d' etre offended her sensihilities as badly as a public book-burning, or a
massacre of innocents.

The New Republic was 250 years old, 250 light-years from Earth. When the Eschaton had rel ocated
nine-tenths of Earth’s popul ation viawormhole—for reasonsit hadn’t deigned to explain—it had sorted
some of them on the basis of ethnic or socid or psychologica affinity. The New Republic had picked up
amixed bag of East-European technorg ectionists and roydists, hankering for the comforting certainties
of an earlier century.

Thefounders of the New Republic had suffered at the hands of impersonal technological change. Inthe
market-oriented democracies of pre-Singularity Earth, they’ d seen people cast by their millionson the
scrap heap of history. Given anew world to tame, and the toolsto do it with, they had immediately
established a conservative socid order. A generation later, avicious civil war broke out between those
who wanted to continue using the cornucopia machines—sdlf-replicating nano-assembler factories able
to manufacture any physical goods—and those who wanted to switch to asmpler way of life where
everybody knew their place and there was a place for everyone. The progressives lost: and so the New
Republic remained for acentury, growing into its natural shape— Europe asit might have been during the
twentieth century, had physics and chemistry been findized in 1890. The patent offices were closed,
there were no homesfor dreaming relativists here.



Standing naked in the middle of the carpet, she could et it aside for awhile. She could ignore the world
while her implants ran through their regular self-defense practice sequence. It started with breathing
exercises, then the isometric contraction of muscle groups under the direction of her battle management
system, then finally ablur of motion as the embedded neura network controllerstook over, whirling her
body like a marionette through a series of martid artsexercises. A ten-minute cycle performed twicea
week kept her asready for personal defense as an unaugmented adept who spent an hour or more every

day.

Whirling and jerking on invisible strings she threw and dismembered intangible demons; it was no grest
effort to project her frustrations and anger onto them. This for the blind beggar she had passed in the
sreet, hisaffliction curablein aculture that didn’t ban most advanced medical practices. That for the
peasants bound to the soil they tilled by alaw that saw them as part of the land, rather than as human
beings. This for the women condemned to die giving birth to unwanted children. That for the priestswho
pandered to the prejudices of the ruling elite and offered their people the false consolation of the
hereafter, when most of the horrors that besieged them had long since been banished from the civilized
worlds. And this and this and that for treeting her like athird-class citizen. Anger demanded many kata.

| do not want thisworld. | do not like thisworld. | do not need thisworld, | do not need to fedl
sympathetic for thisworld or itsinhabitants. If only they did not need me ...

There was a smd| bathroom next door—an expensive extrain this society. She used it to clean hersdlf as
efficiently as possible, sweat and grime washing away like memories. And some of the pessimism went
withit. Things around here are going to get better, shereminded hersdf. That’swhat I’m here for.

Once dry, she wandered back into the bedroom and sat down on the edge of the bed. Then she picked
up her battered PA. “ Get me the UN Consensus Ambassador,” she ordered. Therewas only one UN
ambassador in the New Republic; George Cho, permanent representative of the Security Council, to
which she was ultimately answerable. (The New Republic persstently refused to recognize any of Earth’s
more subtle politica ingtitutions.)

“Processing. Beep. Rachel, I'm sorry, but I'm not available right now. Waiting for information to become
avallable about the incident a Rochard’s. If you' d like to leave amessage after thetone ... beep.”

“Hi, George. Rachd here. Cdling from Klamovka. Give me acdl back; | think | ought to go public, and
| want diplomatic backup. Let’ stalk. Message ends.”

She closed the PA and put it down again. Stared moodily at the dresser. Her costume (she found it hard
to think of it asregular clothing, even after months of wearing it daily) lay hegped around the dressing
table. There were visitsto make, forms to be observed, before she could act openly. Fuck this for a
game of soldiers, shethought. Living by the New Republic’ srules had gotten old fast. | need some
civilized company before | go out of my skull. Speaking of which, there was that engineering
contractor to call. A bit of acold fish, and not very cooperative, but she be damned if she'd let him throw
her off; she could probably dig more out of him in an hour over arestaurant table than she' d be able to
get from the Admirdty office in amonth of diplomatic cocktall parties and forma memoranda.

She picked up the PA again. “ PA, page engineer Springfield’ svoice mail for me. Speech only. | havea
message for him. Message begins ....”

George Cho, Ambassador Plenipotentiary from the United Nations Security Council to the court of His
Imperiad Majesty, Emperor Ivan Hasek in (by grace of God, et cetera), sweated under his high collar and
nodded politely. “Yes, Your Excellency, | quite understand your point. Nevertheless, although the



territory in dispute is annexed to the New Republic, | must state again that we believe the situation fals
within our remit, if only becauseit isnot a purey domestic affair— unlessthis Festiva is some peculiar
tradition of yoursthat | have not hitherto been apprised of >—and consequently, the ugly matter of Clause
Nineteen rearsits head again.”

His Excellency the Archduke Michael Hasek shook his head. “We cannot accept that,” he stated. He
stared at Cho from watery but piercing blue eyes. Bloody foreign busybodies, he thought. Not that Cho
was abad sort, for adegenerate Terran anarchist technophiliac. He reminded Michadl of a bloodhound;
baggy-eyed, jowly, perpetualy sad-looking, and amind like a spring-sted trap.

George Cho sighed and leaned back in his chair. He stared past the Archduke, at the portrait of the
Duke sfather that hung on thewall. Emperor at forty, dead of old age at Sixty, Emperor Hasek 11:
something of aprodigy, aforce for progressin an insandly conservative milieu. The man had pulled the
New Republic far enough out of its shell to acquire anavy and colonize three or four utterly benighted
backwaters. A good student of history. Dangerous.

“I notice you looking at my father. Hewas avery stiff-necked man. It satrait that runsin the family,”
Michad observed wryly. “Wedon't like outsiders sticking their nosesinto our affairs. Maybethisis
short-sighted of us, but—" He shrugged.

“Ah.” Cho brought his eyes back to the Duke. “Y es, of course. However, | am wondering if perhapsthe
advantages of UN involvement haven’t been made clear to you? | believe we have quite alot to offer; |
wouldn't dream of gpproaching you about thisif | didn’t think you could benefit fromit.”

“There are benefits and there are S de-effects. Did you have anything specificin mind?” Michadl leaned
forward.

“Asamatter of fact ... yes. It comes back to Clause Nineteen; the injunction againgt use of
causdity-violation weapons. ‘Whosoever shall cause to be deployed aweapon capable of disrupting the
et ceterashdl be guilty of acrime against humanity and subject to the internationally agreed pendtiesfor
that offense.’” We know perfectly well that you wouldn't dream of using such weapons against one of
your own worlds. But we have insufficient evidence about the intentions of the, ah, aggressor party, this
Festival . There’ samarked shortage of information about them, whichisinitsdf worrying. What I'm
suggesting isthat it might be advantageous to you to have independent observersfromthe UN intrain
with your expedition, to rebut any accusations that the New Republic is committing crimes against
humanity and to act as withessesin the event that your forces are themsdlves attacked in such amanner.”

“Aha” Michad gritted histeeth and smiled at the ambassador. “ And what makes you think there'san
expedition?’

It was Cho'sturn to smile: tiredly, for he had been awake for nearly forty-eight hours at this point,
collating intelligence reports, monitoring media, and trying to put together the big picture
sngle-handedly—the New Republic had drictly limited the Sze of hisdiplomatic saff. “Come, Y our
Excdlency, are weto believe that the New Republic will dlow an insult to its honor, let doneitsterritoria
integrity, to stand without response? Some sort of reaction isinevitable. And given theloss of your
Navy’slocd presence, and the increased state of aert and heavy engineering activity around your bases
at Klamovka, Libau, and V-, anava expedition seemslikely. Or were you planning to get your soldiers
there by ordering them to click their hedl s three times while saying ‘there’ s no place like home' 7’

Michadl pinched the bridge of his nose, attempting to cover hisfrown. “I can neither confirm nor deny
that we are consdering nava action a thistime.”

Cho nodded. “ Of course.”



“However. Do you know anything about this Festival? Or what has been going on a Rochard’ s World?’

“Surprisingly little. Y ou’ ve been keeping alid on whatever’ s going on—not very subtly, I’ m afraid, the
dispatches from the Fourth Guards Division’s desperate defense of the colonial capital would be more
convincing if the Fourth Guards' relocation from New Prague to Baika Four hadn’t been mentioned in
digpatches a month ago. But you' re not the only people keeping thelid on it. My people have been
unable to unearth any information about this Festival anywhere, which isdigtinctly worrying. We even
broadcast arequest for help from the Eschaton, but al that came back was a cryptogram saying, ‘P. T.
Barnumwasright.”” (A cryptogram which had been encoded with akey from asecured UN diplomatic
onetime pad, the leakage of which had dready caused amaor security panic.)

“I wonder who thisT. P. Barney was,” Duke Michael commented. “No matter. The Festival has had an,
ah, catastrophic impact on Rochard’ s World. The economy isin ruins, there’ swidespread civil disorder
and outright rebdlion. In fact—" He stared sharply at the ambassador. “Y ou understand what this means
for the guiding principles of our civilization?’

“I’'m here gtrictly as an ambassador to represent the interests of al UN partiesin the New Republic,”
Cho gtated neutraly. “1’m not here to pass judgment on you. That would be presumptuous.”

“Hmm.” Michadl glanced down at his blotter.

“Itistruethat we are consdering an expedition,” said the Archduke. Cho struggled to concedl his
aurprise. “But it will bedifficult,” Michadl continued. “ The enemy isdready well entrenched inthe
degtination system. We don’t know where they come from. And if we send afleet there directly, it may
well suffer the same fate as the naval squadron on station. We are therefore considering arather, ah,
desperate Stratagem.”

Cho leaned forward. “ Sir, if you are contemplating a causdity violation, | must advise you—"

The Archduke raised ahand. | assure you, Ambassador, that no globa causdlity violation will take place
asaresult of actions of the New Republican Navy. We have no intention of violating Clause Nineteen.”
He grimaced. “However, locdized causdity violations are sometimes permitted within tactical Stuations
confined to theimmediate light cone of an engagement, are they not?1 think that ... hmm, yes. A UN
observer would be able to assure al partiesthat our own conduct was legal and correct, would he not?’

“A UN observer will scrupuloudy tdll thetruth,” Cho stated, sweeting dightly.

“Good. Inthat case, | think we may be able to accommodate your request, if adecisionis madeto
prepare atask force. One ingpector only, with diplomatic credentias, may accompany the flagship. His
remit will be to monitor the use of redity-modification wegpons by both sdesin the conflict and to assure
the civilized worlds that the New Republic does not engage in gratuitous use of time travel asawesgpon
of mass destruction.”

Cho nodded. “I think that would be acceptable. | shal notify Inspector Mansour, who is currently staying
in Klamovka”

Michael amiled, flegtingly. “ Send my secretary anote. | shdl passit to Admird Kurtz' s taff. | think | can
guarantee that he will cooperate to the best of his abilities.”

Junior Procurator Vassily Muller, of the Curator’ s Office, stood in front of the great panoramic window
that fronted Observation Bay Four and looked out across a gulf of light-years. Stars whedled past like



jewels scattered on arotating display table. The spin of the huge station created a comfortably low
semblance of gravity, perhaps eighty percent of norma; immediately outside the double wall of synthetic
diamond lay the shipyard, where the great cylindrical bulk of a starship hung against abackdrop of

cosmic beauty.

Shadowsfell acrossthe gray cylinder like the edge of eternity, sharp-edged with the unnatural clarity of
vacuum. Ingpection plates hung open a various points dong the hull of the ship; disturbingly intestinal guts
coiled loose, open to the remote manipulator podsthat clung to it by many-jointed limbs. It resembled a
dead, decaying wha e being eaten by aswarm of lime green crabs. But it wasn't dead, Vassly realized: it
was undergoing surgery.

The ship was like amarathon runner, being overhauled by surgeonsin hope of turning him into somekind
of cyborg prodigy to compete in the ultimate winner-take-all sporting event. The andogy with hisown,
dightly sore head did not escape Vassly: it struck him that the most radical preparation was essentid for
the struggle ahead. He could dready fed the new connections, like aghost of an undefined limb, firming
up somewhere just beyond the edge of his perceptions. Another three days, the medic had assured himin
the morning, and he' d find himsalf ableto start training the crania jack. They’ d given him abriefcase full
of indructions, asmdl and highly illega (not to say horrificaly expensive) toal kit, and apriority travel
passto the orbital station on an Air Defense shuttle, bypassing the dow space elevator.

“Procurator Muller, | presume?’ Heturned. A trim-looking fellow in the pale green uniform of His
Maesty’s Navy, alieutenant’ srings on his cuffs. He saluted. “ At ease. I’'m Second Lieutenant Sauer,
shipboard security officer for the Lord Vanek. Isthisyour first time up here?’

Vassily nodded, too tongue-tied to articulate aresponse. Sauer turned to face the window. “Impressive,
isn't she?”

“Yed” The dght of the huge warship brought agreat wave of prideto his chest: his people owned and
flew such ships. “My stepbrother is on one of them, asister ship—the Skvosty.”

“Oh, very good, very good indeed. Has he been there long?’
“Three—three years. Heis second fire control officer. A lieutenant, like yoursalf.”

“Ah.” Sauer tipped hishead on one side and regarded Vassly with abrightly focused gaze. “ Excellent.
But tell me, how good isthis ship, really? How powerful do you think it is?’

Vassly shook hishead, till dazzled by hisfirst Sght of thewarship. “I can’'t imagine anything grander
than a ship like that one! How can anyone build better?’

Sauer looked amused. “Y ou are adetective, and not acosmonaut,” he said. “1f you had been to naval
college, you would be aware of some of the possibilities. Let usjust say, for the moment, that they
wouldn’t have named it after old Ernst Ironsidesiif it was't the best ship we' ve got—but not everyone
plays by the samerulesaswe do. | supposeit’sonly fair, then, for usto play adifferent game—whichis
of course precisay why you are here and we are having this conversation. Y ou want to protect that ship,
and the Republic, don't you?’

Vassly nodded eagerly. “Yes. Did my CO let you know why I'm here?’

“I have afull briefing. We take anything that might compromise shipboard security extremely serioudy;
you won't be ableto work in restricted areas, but asfar as |’ m concerned, you' re welcome to go
anywhere that isn't controlled—and by arrangement, I’ m sure we can help you keep an eye on your
yard-agpe. To tell thetruth, it sgood for usthat you are available for this duty. We have more than



enough other problemsto keep track of without stalking contractors on the job, and aslong asthe
problem gets wrapped up satisfactorily in the end, who careswhose turf isturned over, eh?’

At thispoint, Vassly redlized that something odd was going on, but being inexperienced, he didn’t know
quite what could be the matter. Nor did he want to push Sauer, at least not this soon in their
acquaintance. “ Can you show me where Springfield isworking?’

“Unfortunatel y” —Sauer spread his hands—" Springfield is actualy on board at thisvery minute. Y ou
redlize that heisworking on theinterstelar propulson system itsdf?’

“Oh.” Vassly’smouth made around “O.” “Y ou mean I'll have to go aboard?’

“I mean you can’t go aboard—not until you’ ve been checked out by medical, received security
clearance, gone to three orientation briefings, and been approved by the old man—uwhich won't be until
tomorrow at the earliest. So, for the time being, | had better show you to the transient officers
quarters—you have the same privileges as amidshipman while you are on Admirdty turf.”

“That would be great,” Vassily agreed earnedtly. “If you'd lead theway ... 7’

Meanwhile, thefirst of the Festival’ s entourage of Criticswas arriving in orbit around Rochard’ s World.

Once part of ahuman civilization that had transmigrated into its own computing network, the Festival was
atraveling embassy, anexusfor the exchange of cultura information between stars. It was primarily
interested in other upload cultures, but anyone would do at a pinch. It had zigged and zagged itsway
through the sphere of inhabited worlds for athousand t-years, working itsway inward from the

periphery, and dl thetimeit had asked only onething of itswilling or unwilling hogs: Entertain us!

The Fedtival was sharply congtrained by the dendity of information that could be crammed into the tiny
garwispsthat carried it acrossthe interstellar gulf. Unlike anorma upload civilization, the Festival
couldn’t manufacture its own redlity with sufficient verismilitude to avoid the normad hazards of lifeina
virtud universe; it was adesert plant, existing as aseed for years at atime between frantic growth spurts
when the correct conditions arose.

Like most circus caravans, the Festival accumulated hitchhikers, hangers-on, and agenera fringe of
camp followers and parasites. There was room for millions of passengersin the frozen mind-cores of the
starwigps, but no room for them to think between stations. Trueminds aestivated during the decade-long
hops between planetary civilizations, smple, subsentient supervisors kept the starwisps on course and ran
the autonomic systems. On arrivd, the servitors built the necessary infrastructure to thaw and load the
trueminds. Once contact had been achieved and a course of action decided upon, any residua capacity
would be made available to the passengers, including the Critics.

A foam of diamond was growing in orbit around Sputnik, the outer moon of Rochard’ s World. Strange
emulsions stirred within some of the bubbles, aboiling soup of nanomachine-catalyzed chemica
reactions. Other bubbles faded to black, soaking up sunlight with near-tota efficiency. A steady stream
of tanks drifted toward the foam on chaotic orbits, gectafrom the mining plantsin the outer system.
Within the bubbles, incarnate life congeded, cdlls assembled by machine rather than the natura cycle of
mitosis and differentiation. Thousands of seconds passed, an aeon to the productive assemblers.
skeletons appeared, first aslacy outlines and then as baroque cora outcroppings afloat in the centra
placentory bubbles. Blood, tissues, teeth, and organs began to congedl in place as the nano-assemblers
pumped synthetic enzymes, DNA, ribosomes, and other cdllular machinery into thelipid vesiclesthat
were dueto becomeliving cdlls.



Presently, the Critics' bodies began to twitch.

The SpacdlikeHorizon

The door to the study opened and aliveried footman entered. “ Commodore Bauer to see the admird,”
he announced.

“Sh-show himin, then!”

Commodore Bauer entered the Admira’ s study and saluted. Seated behind an imposing hardwood desk
in the center of the huge room (paneled in ferocioudly expensive imported hardwoods, with raw sk
curtainsand not alittle gold leaf on the cornices), the admira looked tiny: awizened turtle sporting a
warus moustache, adrift on aseaof blue-and-slver carpet. Nevertheess, he wasin good condition
today, wearing his uniform, resplendent with decorations and ribbons, and seated in ared chair.

“Commmmmander. Wdcome. Please be seated.”
Commodore Bauer walked toward the desk and took the indicated chair.
“And how isyour father these days? It s—it'sawhilesincel saw him.”

“He svery wel sr.” At least as well as he could be, considering he died four years ago. Bauer
looked at his superior sadly. Once the sharpest saber in the New Republic’ sarsena, Rear Admira Kurtz
wasrugting at aterrifying rate: they must aready be planning the funerd. He il had periods of lucidity,
sometimes quite extended ones, but forcing him to go on this expedition—and no officer could
redigticaly refuse aroya commission and expect to continue to hold his post— was postively crue;
surdy His Mg esty must have known about his state?“May | ask why you summoned me, Sir?’

“Ah—ah—ah, yes” The Admird jerked asif someone had just administered an eectric shock to him.
Suddenly his expression tightened. “I must apologize, Commodore: | have too many vague moments. |
wanted to discuss the flisposition of the—I mean, the disposition—the fleet. Obvioudy you will bein
day-to-day command of the task force, and in overal tactical command onceit arrives at Rochard's
World. The matter of planning, however, isoneto which | fed | can make acontribution.” A wan smile
flitted across hisface. “ Do you agree with this?’

“Ah, yes, Sr.” Bauer nodded, dightly encouraged. The grand old man might be drifting into senility, but
hewas sill razor-sharp during his better moments: if hewaswilling to Sit back and |et Bauer do most of
the driving, perhaps things might work out. (Aslong as he remembered who Bauer was, the commodore
reminded himself.) They’ d worked together before: Bauer had been ajunior lieutenant under captain
Kurtz during the Invasion of Thermidor, and had akeen respect for hisintellect, not to mention his
dogged refusd to back down in the face of heavy opposition. “I wasled to bdieve that the General Staff
Directorate has some unusud plansfor lifting the Sege; isthiswhat you havein mind?’

“Yes” Admira Kurtz pointed at ared leather folder lying on his desk. “Contingency Omega. | had a
ha-hand in the first paper, ten years ago, but | fear younger mindswill haveto refineit into aplan of

“Contingency Omega.” Bauer paused. “Wasn't that shelved, because of, ah, legal concerns?’

“Yes.” Kurtz nodded. “But only asaplan of att-att-attack. We are not alowed to fly closed timelike
paths—use fagter-than-light travel to arrive before war breaks out. Leadsto al— all—sorts of bother.
Neighbors say God doesn't likeit. Blithering nonsense if you ask me. But we' ve aready been attacked.
They cameto us. So we can arrivein our own past, but after the attack began: | must confess, | think itis



abit of a pathetic excuse, but there we are. Contingency Omegait is.”
“Oh.” Bauer reached toward the red folder. “May 17’

“Cer-certainly.”

The Commodore began to read.

Accderating to speeds faster than light was, of course, impossble. General relativity had made that clear
enough back in the twentieth century. However, since then anumber of ways of circumventing the speed
limit had turned up; by now, there were at least Six different known methods of moving mass or
information from A to B without going through c.

A couple of these techniquesrelied on quantum trickery, strange hacksinvolving Bose-Eingtein
condensates to flip bitsin quantum dots separated by light-years; as with the causa channel, the
entangled dots had to be pulled apart a dower-than-light speeds, making them fine for communication
but usdessfor trangporting bodies. Some of them—Ilike the Eschaton’ s wormholes—were inexplicable,
relying on principles no human physicist had yet discovered. But two of them were viable propulsion
systems for spaceships, the Linde-Alcubierre expansion reciprocal, and the jump drive. The former set
up awave of expangon and contraction in the space behind and in front of the ship: it was peerlesdy
elegant, and more than somewhat dangerous—a spacecraft trying to navigate through the dense manifold
of space-timeran therisk of being blown apart by astray dust grain.

Thejump drive was, to say theleast, morerdiable, barring afew quirks. A spaceship equipped with it
would accelerate out from the nearest star’ s gravity well. Identifying a point of equipotentid flat
pace-time near the target star, the ship would light up the drive field generator, and the entire spaceship
could then tunnel between the two points without ever actualy being between them. (Assuming, of
course, that the target star was more or less in the same place and the same state that it appeared to be
when the starship lit off itsdrive field—if it wasn't, nobody would ever seethat ship again.)

But the jump drive had huge problemsfor the military. For onething, it only worked in flat space-time, a
very long way out from stars or planets, which meant you had to arrive some way out, which in turn
meant that anyone you were attacking could see you coming. For another thing, it didn’t have avery long
range. The farther you tried to jJump, the higher the probability that conditions a your destination point
weren't what you were expecting, creating more work for the loss adjusters. Most serioudly, it created a
tunnel between equipotentia pointsin space-time. Miscal culate ajump and you could find yoursdf in the
absolute padt, relative to both your starting point and the destination. Y ou might not know it until you
went home, but you' d just violated causality. And the Eschaton had a serious problem with people who
did that.

Thiswas why Contingency Omegawas one of the more sensitive documentsin the New Republican
Navy' swar plan library. Contingency Omega discussed possible ways and means of using causdity
violation—timetravel within the preferred reference frame—for strategic advantage. Rochard’ s World
was agood forty light-years from New Audtria; normally that meant five to eight jumps, afairly serious
journey lasting three or four weeks. Now, in time of war, the direct gpproach zones from New Austria
could be presumed to be under guard. Any attack fleet would have to jump around the Queen’ s Head
Nebula, an effectively impassable cloud within which three or four protostellar objects were forming. And
to exercise Contingency Omega—ddicately baancing their arriva time againgt the receipt of the first
distress sgnal from Rochard’ s World, so that no absol ute causdity violation would take place but their
arriva would take their enemies by surprise—well, that would add even more jumps, taking them deep



into their own future light cone before looping back into the past, just insde the spacelike event horizon.

It was, Bauer redlized, going to be the longest-range military operation in the history of the New
Republic. And—God help him—it was hisjob to make sure it worked.

Burya Rubenstein whacked on the crude | og table with aworn-out felt boot. “ Silence!” he yelled.
Nobody paid any attention; annoyed, he pulled out the compact pistol the trade machine had fabricated
for him and fired into the cailing. It only buzzed quietly, but the resulting fall of plaster dust got
everybody’ s attention. In the midst of al the choking and coughing, he barked, “Committee will cometo
order!”

“Why should we?’ demanded a heckler at the back of the packed beer hall.

“Becauseif you don't shut up and let metalk, you'll have to answer to Politovsky and hisdragoons. The
worgt I'll doto you is shoot you—if the Duke gets his hands on you, you might have to work for a
living!” Laughter. “ His living. What we ve got here is an unprecedented opportunity to cast off the
shackles of economic davery that bind usto soil and factory, and bring about an age of enlightened socia
mobility in which we are free to better ourselves, contribute to the common good, and learn to work
smarter and live faster. But, comrades, the forces of reaction are ruthless and vigilant; even now aNavy
shuttleisferrying soldiersto Outer Chelm, which they plan to take and turn into a strongpoint againgt us.”

Oleg Timoshevski stood up with an impressive whining and clanking. “No worries We Il smash ‘em!”
Hewaved hisleft aramin the air, and his fist morphed into the unmistakable shape of agun launcher.
Having legpt into the pool of available persona augmentation techniques with the exuberance of the born
cyborg, he could pose as a poster for the Transhu-manist Front, or even the Space and Freedom Party.

“That' senough, Oleg.” Buryaglared a him, then turned back to the audience. “We can’t afford to win
thisby violence,” he stressed. “1n the short term, that may be tempting, but it will only serveto discredit
us with the masses, and tradition tells us that, without the masses on our side, there can be no revol ution.
We have to prove that the forces of reaction corrode before our peace-loving forces for enterprise and
progress without the need for repression—or ultimately al we will succeed in doing is supplanting those
forces, and in so doing become indistinguishable from them. Is that what you want?’

“No! Yes! NO!" Hewinced at the furor that washed across the large room. The delegates were
becoming exuberant, inflated with asense of their own irresstible destiny, and far too much free wheat
beer and vodka. (It might be synthetic, but it wasindistinguishable from theredl thing.)

“Comrades!” A fair-haired man, middle-aged and of salow complexion, stood inside the main door to
thehall. “Y our attention please! Reactionary echeons of theimperiadist juntaare moving to encirclethe
Northern Parade Field! The free market isin danger!”

“Oh bugger,” muttered Marcus Wolff.

“Go seetoit, will you?” Buryaasked. ‘ Take Oleg, get him out of my hair, and I'll hold the fort here. Try
to find something for Jarodav to do while you' re about it—he can juggle or fire hiswater pistol at the
soldiers or something; | can't do with him getting underfoot.

“Will do that, boss. Are you serious about, uh, not breaking heads?’

“Am | serious?” Rubengtein shrugged. “I’ d rather we didn’t go nuclear, but fed freeto do anything
necessary to gain the upper hand—as long as we keep the moral high ground. If possible. We don't need



afight now; it'stoo early. Hold off for aweek, and the guards will be deserting like ratsleaving asinking
ship. Just try to divert them for now. I’ ve got acommunique to issue which ought to put the cat among
the pigeons with thelackeys of theruling class”

Wolff stood and walked around to Timoshevski’ stable. “ Oleg, come with me. We have ajob to do.”
Buryabarely noticed: he was engrossed, nose down in the manua of aword processor that the horn of
plenty had dropped in hislgp. After spending hiswhole life writing longhand or using alaborious manua
typewriter, thiswas dtogether too much like black magic, hereflected. If only he could figure out how to
get it to count the number of wordsin aparagraph, he’ d be happy: but without being able to cast off,
how could he possibly work out how much lead type would be needed to fill acolumn properly?

The revolutionary congress had been bottled up in the old Corn Exchange for three days now. Bizarre
growthslike black meta ferns had colonized the roof, turning sunlight and atmospheric pollution into
electricity and brightly colored plastic cutlery. Godunov, who was supposed to bein charge of catering,
had complained bitterly at the lack of tableware (asif any true revolutionary would bother with such
trivia) until Misha, who had gotten much deeper into direct brain interfaces than even Oleg, twitched his
nose and ingtructed the things on the roof to start producing implements. Then Mishawent away on some
errand, and nobody could turn the spork factory off. Luckily there seemed to be no shortage of food,
munitions, or anything esefor that matter: it seemed that Burya sbluff had convinced the Duke that the
democratic soviet realy did have nuclear wegpons, and for the time being the dragoons were steering
well clear of the yellow brick edifice at the far end of Freedom Square.

“Buryal Come quickly! Trouble at the gates!”
Rubenstein looked up from his draft proclamation. “What isit?’ he snapped. “ Speak clearly!”

The comrade (Petrov, wasn't that his name?) skidded to ahalt in front of hisdesk. “ Soldiers” he
gasped.

“Aha” Buryastood. “Arethey shooting yet? No? Then | will talk to them.” He stretched, trying to ease
the stiffnessfrom his aching muscles and blinking away tiredness.  Take meto them.”

A smadl crowd was milling around the gates to the Corn Exchange. Peasant women with head scarves,
workers from the ironworks on the far sde of town—idle since their entire factory had been replaced by
amiraculous, dmost organic robot complex that was dtill extending itsef—even afew gaunt,
shaven-headed zeks from the corrective labor camp behind the castle: al milling around asmall clump of
frightened-looking soldiers. “What is going on?’ demanded Rubengtein.

“These men, they say—"

“Let them speak for themsalves.” Burya pointed to the one nearest the gate. “ Y ou. Y ou aren’t shooting
at us, so why areyou here, comrade?’

“I, uh,” the trooper paused, looking puzzled.

“We ssick of being pushed around by them aritocrats, that’ swot,” said his neighbor, a

beanpol e-shaped man with asalow complexion and atall fur hat that most certainly wasn't
gtandard-issue uniform. “Them royalist parasite bastids, they’ slocked up in ‘em’s castle drinking
champagne and ’ specting usto die kegping ‘em safe. While out here dl ’ uns enjoying themsdvesand it’'s
likethe end of the regime, like? | mean, wot' s going on? Hastrue libertarianism arrived yet?’

“Welcome, comrades!” Buryaopened hisarmstoward the soldier. “Yes, it istrue! With help from our
alies of the Festival, theiron hand of the reactionary juntais about to be over-thrown for dl time! The



new economy is being born; the margina cost of production has been abolished, and from now on, if any
item is produced once, it can be replicated infinitely. From each according to hisimagination, to each
according to hisneeds! Join us, or better till, bring your fellow soldiers and workersto join us!”

There was a sharp bang from the roof of the Corn Exchange, right at the climax of hisimpromptu speech;
heads turned in darm. Something had broken inside the spork factory and a stream of rainbow-hued
plastic implements fountained toward the sSky and clattered to the cobblestones on every Sde, likea
harbinger of the postindustrial society to come. Workers and peasants aike stared in open-mouthed
bewilderment at this astounding display of productivity, then bent to scrabble in the muck for the brightly
colored sporks of revolution. A volley of shotsrang out and Burya Rubenstein raised his hands, grinning
wildly, to accept the salute of the soldiers from the Skull Hill garrison.

The Evening News bulletin. And now for today’ s headlines. The crisisover theinvasion of Rochard's
World by the so-called Festival continues. Attempts at diplomeatic intermediation having been rebuffed, it
now appearsthat military action isinevitable. Word from the occupied territory is hard to obtain, but to
the best of our knowledge, the garrison under Duke Politovsky continue to fight vaiantly to defend the
Imperia standard. Ambassador Al-Hag of Turku said earlier on this program that the government of
Turku agreed that the expansionist policies of the so-called Festival represent an intolerable threeat to

peace.

“The woman who chained hersdf to therailings of the Imperia residence yesterday morning, demanding
votes and property rightsfor ladies, has been found to have along history of menta disorders
characterized by paranoid hysteria. Leaders of the Mothers' Union today denied any knowledge of her
actions and decried them as unfeminine. Sheis expected to be charged with causing a public disturbance
later thisweek.

“Basdless rumors circulating on Old Earth about the Admiralty’ s planned rolling series of upgradesto our
nava capability caused numerous extraplanetary investment companiesto sell siocks short, resultingina
plummeting exchange rate and the withdrawal of severa insurance companies from the New Republic
market. No announcement has yet been made by the chairman of the Royd Bank, but officials from the
chamber of trade are currently drawing up charges against those companies participating in the slampede,
accusing them of dander and conspiracy to establish atrade cartel using the current defense dert asa
pretext.

“Thefour anarchists hanged at Krummhopf Prison today were attended by—"
Click.

“I hate thisfucking planet,” Martin whispered, sinking deeper into the porcelain bathtub. It was the only
good feature of the poky little two-room docks de apartment they’ d plugged him into. (The bad features,
of course, included the likelihood of bugging devices.) He stared at the ceiling, two meters above him,
trying to ignore the radio news.

The phonerang.

Cursing, Martin hauled himself out of the bath and, dripping, hopped into the living room. “Yes?” he
demanded.

“Had agood day?” A woman’'svoice; it took him asecond to placeit.

“Lousy,” he said with feding. And hearing from you doesn’t make it any better , he thought: theidea of



being sucked into some kind of diplomatic scam didn’t appeal. But the urge to grumble overrode minor
irritation. “Thelr list of embargoed technology includes cranid interfaces. It' sdl crappy VR immersion
gloves and keyboards: everything | look at now is covered in purple tesseracts, and my fingersache.”

“Wall, it soundslike you ve had aredly good day, compared to mine. Have you had anything to est
yer?

“Not yet.” Suddenly Martin noticed that he was starving, not to mention bored. “Why?’

“You'regoing tolikethis” shesaid lightly. “I know areasonable restaurant on C deck, two up and three
corridors over from security zone gateway five. Can | buy you dinner?’

Martin thought for amoment. Normally he' d have refused, seeking some way to avoid contact with the
UN diplomatic spook. But he was hungry; and not just for food. The casud invitation reminded him of
home, of a place where people were ableto talk fregly. The lure of company drew him out, and after
dressing, he followed her directions, trying not to think too deeply about it.

Thevigting officers quarters were outs de the security zone of the base, but there was till a checkpoint
to pass through before he reached the airlock to the civilian sections of the station. Outside the
checkpoint, he stepped into amain corridor. It curved gently to the left, following the interior of the
gation’s circumference: more passages opened off it, as did numerous doorways. He walked around a
corner and out onto the street—*Martin!” Shetook hisarm. “So pleased to see you!”

She' d changed into agreen dress with atight bodice and long black gloves. Her shoulders and upper
armswere bare, but for aribbon around her throat, which struck him as odd; something in his customs
briefing nagged at hismemory. “Pretend you' re pleased to see me,” she hissed. “ Pretend for the
cameras. Y ou're taking me out to buy me dinner. And call me Ludmillain public.”

“Certainly.” Heforced asmile. “My dear! How niceto seeyou!” Hetook her arm and tried to follow her
lead. “Which way?’ he muttered.

“Y ou're doing finefor an amateur. Third establishment on the right. There satablein your name. I'm
your companion for the night. Sorry about the cloak-and-dagger bit, but you' re being monitored by base
security, and if | were officidly here asme, they’ d start asking you questions. It's much more convenient
if I'mawoman of easy virtue.”

Martin flushed. “I see,” he said. The penny dropped, finaly: in this straitlaced culture, awoman who
displayed bare skin below her chin was ahit racy, to say the least. Which meant, now he thought about
it, that the hotd wasfull of—

“Y ou haven't used the hotel facilities Snce you arrived?’ she asked, railsing an eyebrow.

Martin shook hishead. “I don't believe in getting arrested in foreign jurisdictions,” he mumbled to cover
his discomfort. “And theloca customs here are confusing. What do you think of them?’

She squeezed hisarm. “No comment,” she said lightly. “Ladies here aren’t supposed to swear.” She
gathered her skirtsin as he opened the door for her. “ Still, | doubt this socia order will last many more
years. They’ve had to invest alot of energy to maintain the status quo solong.”

“Y ou sound like you' re looking forward to its collapsing.” He held out his card to aliveried waiter, who
bowed and scurried off into the restaurant.

“I am. Aren't you?’



Martin sighed quietly. “Now that you cometo mention it, | wouldn’t shed any tears. All | wanttodois
oet thisjob over with and go home again.”

“I wish my lifewerethat smple. | can’t afford to be angry: I'm supposed to hel p protect thiscivilization
from the consequences of its own stupidity. It'shard to fix socid injustices when the people you' retrying
tohelp aredl dead.”

“Your table, sr,” said the waiter, regppearing and bowing deeply. Rachd emitted an airheaded giggle;
Martin followed the waiter, with Rachel in tow behind him.

She kept up the bubbleheaded pose until they were seated in a private booth and had ordered the menu
of the day. As soon asthe waiter disappeared, she dropped it. “Y ou want to know what’ s going on, who
| am, and what thisisall about,” she said quietly. “Y ou aso want to know whether you should

cooperate, and what'sin it for you. Right?’

He nodded, unwilling to open his mouth, wondering how much she knew of hisred business.

“Good.” She gtared at him soberly. “I take it you aready decided not to turn mein to base security. That
would have been abad mistake, Martin; if not for you, then for alot of other people.”

Helowered his gaze, staring at the place setting in front of her. Silver cutlery, linen napkin, starched
tablecloth overflowing on dl sideslike awaterfal. And Rachd’ s breasts. Her dress madeit impossibleto
ignore them, even though hetried not to stare: woman of easy virtue, indeed. He settled for looking her in
theface. “ There ssomething | don’'t understand going on here,” he said. “What isit?’

“All will be explained. Thefirgt thing I’'m going to say is, after you hear my pitch, you can walk away
unlessyou decideto involve yoursdf. | meanit; | came on heavily earlier, but redly, | don’'t want you
around unlessyou' re awilling participant. Right now, they think you' re just aloud-mouthed engineer. If
they look too closely at me—" She paused. Her lipsthinned alittle. “I'm femae. I'll get preciouslittle
mercy if they trip over me by accident, but they don’t redly think of women as free agents, much less
defenseintelligence specidigts, and by thistime tomorrow, | should have my diplomatic credentials sorted
out and be able to go public. Anyway: about what’ s going on here. Are you going to get up and walk out
right now, or do you want in?’

Martin thought for amoment. What should | do ? The solution seemed obvious: “I’ll settle for some
answers. And dinner. Anything' s better than being locked up in that pesthole of abase.”

“Okay.” Sheleaned back comfortably. “First.” She held up agloved finger. “What’' sgoing on? That's
actudly abit tricky to say. The UN has no jurisdiction here, but we' ve got enough clout to wreck the
New Republic’ strade treatieswith haf their neighborsif the New Republic was, for instance, found to
be breaking conventions on warfare or application of forbidden technologies.”

Martin snorted. “Forbidden tech? Them?’
“Do you redly think they’ d pass up the chance to stedl an edge? Theroyd family, that is?’

“Hmm.” Martin rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Okay, so they’re pragmatic rejectionists, isthat what
you'resaying?’

“Inanutshell.” She shrugged. Againg his better judgment, Martin found himsdf staring somewhere below
her chin: heforced himsdlf to look up. “ Our arms limitation arrangements have no authority here, but
things are different closer to home, and alot of the New Republic' strade flowsin that direction. There's
some recognition: once | get officia accreditation, I’ ve got diplomatic immunity, if they catchmeand |



live long enough to assert it. Two”—she held up another ringer—"the arms limitation controls are to
protect people from provoking intervention by the Eschaton. And they work both ways. Aslong as
people stick to boring little things like planet-busting relivigtic missiles and nerve gas or whatever, the
big E doesn’'t get involved. But as soon as someone starts poking around the prohibited—ifor her
coming-out party Daddy gave her an emerdd this big!” She smpered, and Martin stared back, puzzled.
Then he smiled fixedly asthe waiter deposited abowl of soup in front of him.

Thewaiter finished up, poured glasses of wine, and disappeared; Rachd pulled aface. “Huh, where was
I?'Y ou wouldn't believe how fast the girly-girl routine getstiresome. Having to act like aretarded
ten-year-old dl thetime ... ah yes, the big E. The big E disapproves strongly of people who develop
autonomous, self-replicating wegpons, or causdlity-violation devices, or awhole dew of other restricted
tools of mass destruction. Bacteria: out. Gray goo: out. Anything that smacks of self-modifying command
software: out. Those are all category two forbidden wespons. A planetary civilization starts playing with
them, sooner or later the big E comeslooking, and then it’s an ex-planetary civilization.”

Martin nodded, trying to look asif al thiswas new to him; he nipped histongueto help resist the
temptation to correct her last statement. Her engagement with the subject was infectious, and he found it
hard to keep from contributing from his own knowledge of the field.

Rachdl took amouthful of soup. “The big E can be extremely bruta. We ve got definite confirmation of
a least one atypica supernovaevent about five hundred light-years outsi de our—the terrestria—Iight
cone. It makes senseif you' re trying to wipe out an exponentialy propagating threat, so wefigurethat’'s
why the Eschaton did it. Anyway, do you agree that it’s bad policy to et the neighbor’ stoddler play with
drategic nukes?’

“Yeah.” Martin nodded. He took amouthful of soup. “ Something like that could redlly stop you getting to
claim your on-time completion bonus.”

She narrowed her eyes, then nodded to him. “ Sarcasm, yet. How have you kept out of trouble so far?’

“I haven't.” He put his spoon down. “That’ swhy, if you don’t mind me saying so, | wasworried by your
approach. | can do without getting mysdlf dungin prison.”

Rachd took abreath. “I'm sorry,” shesaid. “I don’t know if that'Il go very far with you, but ... | meanit.
I"djust liketo put it in abigger perspective, though. The New Republic isonly 250 light-yearsfrom
Earth. If the big E decided to pop the primary here, we' d need to evacuate fifty star systems.” She
looked uncomfortable. “ That’ swhat thisis about. That’swhy | had to drag you in.”

She looked down and concentrated on her soup bowl with single-minded determination. Martin watched
her fixedly; his gppetite was gone. She had done arobust job of destroying it by reminding him of why he
was here. His parents, he didn’t much care for, but he had a sister he wasfond of on Mars, and too
many friends and memories to want to hear any more about this. It was easier to watch her edt, to admire
the flawless blush of the skin on her asams and her dicolletage—he blinked, picked up hiswineglass, and
drained it in one. She looked up, caught him watching, grinned widey—thestricaly, even—and licked

her lips dowly. The effect was too much; he turned away.

“Shit and corruption, man, we' re supposed to look asif you' re buying me dinner as a prelude to taking
me home and fucking me sensdless!” she said quietly. “Can’'t you at least fake someinterest?”

“Sorry,” he said, taken aback; “I’m not an actor. Isthat what we' re supposed to look like we' re doing?’

Sheraised her wineglass: it was empty. “Fill meup. Please” Shelooked at him peculiarly; he twitched
upright then reached out, took the wine bottle, and poured some of its contentsinto her glass. “1 didn’t



want to put you off your appetite. Besides, you're the only civilized company for a couple of thousand
miles”

“I’'madrive engineer,” he said, wracking hisbrain for something e seto say. What am | getting myself
into? he wondered desperately. A couple of hours ago he’ d been going crazy from boredom and
loneliness: now an intelligent and attractive womarn—who just happened to be aspy—had dragged him
out to dinner. Something was bound to go wrong, wasn't it?

“I like working with machines. | like starships. [—" He cleared histhroat. “1’m not so good with people.”
“Andthisisaproblem?’

“Yeah.” He nodded, then looked at her appraisingly. Her expression was sympathetic. “I keep
misreading thelocas. Not good. So | holed up in my room and tried to stay out of the way.”

“And now, let me guess, you're going stir-crazy?’
“ After four months of it, that’ s one way of putting it.” He took amouthful of wine. “How about you?’

She breathed deeply. “Not quite the same, but nearly. I’ ve got ajob to do. I’'m supposed to avoid
getting into trouble. Part of thejob isblending in, but it drives you nuts after abit. Redlly, doing this
face-to-face isn't recommended in the rule book, you know? It' d be safer just to drop an earbug off to

relay you amessage.”
“Andyouwere.”” He amiled faintly. “ Stir-crazy.”
“Yes” Shegrinned. *Y ou too?’

“Anyone waiting for you back home?’ he asked. “ Sorry. | mean, isthere anyone you' re waiting to get
back to? Or anyone you can off-load onto? Write letters, or something?’

“Pah.” Shefrowned, then looked at him. “Thisisn't aprofession for someone who's married to anything
other than their job, Martin. Any more than yoursis. If you were married, would you bring your family
out to somewhere like the New Republic?’

“No. | didn’t mean it like that—"

“I know you didn’'t.” Her frown dissolved into a thoughtful expression. “Just oncein awhile, though, it's
good to be ableto talk fregly.”

Martin toyed with hiswineglass. “Agreed,” he said with feding. “I got bitten by that last week.” He
stopped. Shewaslooking a him oddly, her face stretched into something that might be taken for asmile
if he couldn’t see her eyes. Which looked worried.

“Smileat me. Yes, that' sfine: now hold ontoit. Don’'t stop smiling. We re under surveillance right now.
Don't worry about the microphone—that’ s taken care of—but there' s ahuman operative watching us
from the other side of the restaurant. Try to look like you want to take me home and fuck me. Otherwise,
he' s going to wonder what we' re doing here.” She smpered a him, smiling broadly. “Do you think I'm
pretty?’ Her idiot grin was amask: she ingpected him from behind it.

“Yes—" He stared at her, hoping he looked adequately besotted. “1 think you' re very pretty.” In the way
that only agood diet and high-end medica care could deliver. Hetried to smile wider. “Uh. Actualy.
Handsome and determined ismorelikeit.” Her smile acquired adightly glassy edge.



Somewherein the middle of the duel of the amiles, the waiter arrived and removed their bowls, replacing
them with amain course.

“Oh, that looks good.” Sherelaxed dightly as she picked up her knife and fork. “Hmm. Don’t look
around, but our shadow is looking away. Y ou know something? Y ou' re too much of agentleman for
your own good. Most of the men in thisjoint would have tried to grope me by now. It goeswith the
territory.”

“ After about fifty or Sixty years, most men learn to stop worrying that it' [l go away if they don't grab for it
with both hands. Troubleis, with no antiaging treatments here—" He looked uncomfortable.

“Yeah, and | appreciateit.” She smiled back. “ Anyone ever tell you you’ re cute when you grin?I’ve
spent so long in this dump that I’ ve forgotten what an honest smile lookslike, let done how it fedsto be
ableto talk like amature adult. Anyway ...” he started. Her toe had just stroked the inside of hisleft leg.
“I think | likeyou,” shesaid quietly.

Martin paused a moment, then nodded soberly. “Consider me charmed.”
“Redly?’ She grinned and did her toe higher.

His breath caught. “Don't! You'll causeascanda!” He glanced around in mock horror. “I hope
nobody’ swatching.”

“No chance, that’ swhat the tablecloth is meant to cover up.” Shelaughed quietly, and after amoment,
he joined her. She continued quietly, ‘ To get the business over with so we can enjoy the meal, tomorrow
you' re going to go back aboard the Lord Vanek and they’ re probably going to ask you if you want to
earn some more money in return for an extension on your contract. If you want to line your pocket and
maybe help save severd million livesyou'll say yes. | happen to know that the admiral’ s staff isgping to
be using the Lord Vanek asflagship, and I’ m going to be aong too—"*

“Y ou're what? How are you going to do that?’

“Asadiplomatic observer. My job isto make sure the Festival—and | wish | knew a bit more about
who they are—don't violate Six different treaties. Unofficidly, | want to keep an eye on the New
Republic, too. There' sabit more going on than anyone swilling to admit; no, make that alot. But we
don’'t want to let it get in the way of thismedl, do we? If you agree, come home with meto a safe house,
and I'll fill you in on therest, whilethelocd Stas will just think you' re making out like any other bachelor
engineering contractor. So you' re going to go home with anice fat paycheck, plusahbig bonus paid by
Defintel SIG. Everything’ sgoing to be just fine. Now, how about we forget business and eat our dinner
beforeit gets cold?’

“Sounds okay to me.” Martin leaned forward. “ About the cover story for thelocal Stas.”

“Yes.” Shepicked up her fork.

“Doesit extend to grabbing abottle of wine on our way home? And chilling out together afterward?’
“Well | suppose—" She tared a him. He noticed that her pupils were dilated.

“Y ou need someoneto talk to,” he said dowly.

“Don't | just.” She put the fork down. Under the table, out of sight, she rubbed hisankle again. Martin
fdt hispulse, fdt hisface flushing. She was focused on him, intent.



“How long hasit been for you?’ he asked quietly.
“Longer than four months.” Suddenly her foot was removed.

“Better eat up,” he said. “If you want our cover story to be any good.”

“Clear channd to Herman, PA.”

“Clear channel pending ... connected. Hello, Martin. What can | do for you?’
“Got aproblem.”

“A bigone?’

“Female human-sized. Actually she' sfrom Earth, she’ s gorgeous, and, uh, she does undercover work for
the UN defenseintelligence SIG. Specidizing in causdity-violation wegpons, disarmament treaty
infractions, that sort of thing.”

“That isinteresting. Say more.”

“Name’ s Rachel Mansour. Has what 1ooks like genuine ID as a UN weapons ingpector, and there sno
way in hdl she sanative or an agent provocateur—not unlessthey’ re sending their femae agents of f
planet for education. She saysthat New Pragueis planning some kind of naval expedition to relievethis
colony that’ sunder siege, and that she expectsthey’ll try to recruit me tomorrow to do wartime crisis
work on the ships. What she wanted me to do—well, basicaly keep my eyes open for anything fishy or
illegal. Strategic wegpons violations, | guess. That's an opening position. The question—"

“No forward-leaning andlysis, please. Are you aware of any other UN inspectorsin the vicinity?’

“Not directly, but she mentioned she has some kind of loca backup and diplomatic credentias. She says
she'll be along on the expedition. | expect there’ safull-scale UN black opsteam behind her, probably
looking to do some low-key destabilization: it'snot asif the New Republic hasn't been asking for it since
they began the current nava buildup. I’ m pretty sure she wastelling me the truth about her mission goals,
but only part of it.”

“Correct. On what basis did you leave her?’

“| agreed to do what shewanted.” Martin paused, unconscioudy censoring his testimony, then continued,
“If you think it'sadvisable, I’ [l accept any offer of wartimework at hazard pay. Then I’'ll do what she
wants: keep my eyesopen for illegd activities. Any objection? How bad do you think the Situation is?’

“Itis much worse than you think.”
Martin did adoubletake. “What?’

“I know of Rachel Mansour. Please wait.” His PA fell slent for dmost aminute, while he sat in the dark
of hisrented room and waited anxioudy. Herman never fdl silent; like amachine running smoothly, his
emollient debriefings made Martin fed asif heweretalking to himsdlf. Answers there might or might not
be, but never silence ...

“Martin. Please ligten. | have independent confirmation that thereisindeed a UN covert missoninthe
New Republic. Lead specia agent is Rachel Mansour, which meansthey expect serioustrouble. Sheisa
heavyweight, and she' s been out of sight for amost ayear, which implies she' s been in the New Republic



for most of that time. Meanwhile, the agency representatives on Luna have bought out your personne
files and have been talking to MiG management about contracting you. Furthermore, they are
substantialy correct in their andysis. The New Republic is preparing to send the entire home fleet to
Rochard’ sWorld, going the long way around, where they intend to attack the Festival. Thisisavery bad
idea—they obvioudy do not understand the Festival—but preparations appear to be too advanced to
divert at thistime.

“It isaso quite possible that you will endanger yoursdlf if you appear to be panicking. Given the current
leve of surveillance you are under, an attempt to cut and run to acivil liner will be seen as treason and
punished immediately by the Curator’ s security apparat; and Mansour isunlikely to be able to protect
you even if shewantsto. | emphasize, the New Republic is already on alow-key war footing, and
atempting to leave now will be difficult.”

“Ohshit”

“The Stuation isnot irretrievable. | want you to cooperate fully with Mansour. Do your job and get out
quietly. 1 will attempt to arrange for you to disembark safely once the fleet arrives. Remember, you arein
more danger if you run than if you withdraw quietly.”

Martin felt atensgon he' d bardly been conscious of leaving him. “Okay. Do you have any backstop
optionsfor meif the UN screws up? Any ideasfor how | can get out with my skin intact? Any
information about this Festival, whatever it is?’

Herman was slent for amoment. “ Be aware that thisis now definitely adirect-action Stuation.” Martin
gasped and sat bolt upright. “I want you on hand in case things, to use your own terminology, go
pear-shaped. Millions of lives are at stake. Larger-scae political issues are al'so becoming clear; if the
New Republic meetsthe Festivd, it is possble that the resulting instabilitieswill catalyze adomestic
revolution. The UN subscribing bodies, both governmenta and quasi-governmenta, have avested
interest in thisfor obvious reasons. | cannot tell you more about the Festiva at this point, because you
would incriminate yoursdlf if you betrayed any knowledge of it; but it is accurate to say that the Republic
ismore of adanger to itself than to the Festival. However, in view of the nature of the Stuation, | am
prepared to pay abonus double the size of that promised by the UN inspectorateif you remain in place
after completing their assgnment and do as | request.”

Martin’ sthroat was dry. “ Alright. But if it' sthat likely to go critical, | want three times the bonus. In event
of my desath, payableto my next of kin.”

Silence. Then: “ Accepted. Herman out.”

Rachd lay in bed, staring at the celling, and tried to pick apart her fedings. It was early morning: Martin
had |eft sometime ago. She had abad fedling about the business, even though it was clearly going well;
something gnawed at her below the level of conscious awareness. Presently, sherolled sideways, laid her
deepless head back on the overstuffed pillow beside her, and drew her knees up.

It should have been a smple recruitment meeting: put the arm on auseful contact and brief him for a
singletask. Nice and objective. Instead, she' d found hersdf sharing adinner table with aquiet but
fundamentally decent man who hadn't tried to grope her, didn’t treet her like apiece of furniture, listened
with a serious expression, and made interesting conversation: the kind of man who in ordinary
circumstances she' d have considered a pleasant date. She' d gone alittle bit crazy, walking dong aknife
edge of irrespongbility: and he d been stir-crazy too. And now she was worried about him—which
wasn'tintheplan.



It had come to a head across the kitchen table as they finished discussing business. He had looked up at
her with a curious expectancy in his eyes. She crossed her legs, let afoot peep out beneath her skirts. He
studied her intently.

“Isthat everything?’ he asked. *'Y ou want me to keep my eyes open for clock-skew rollback
ingructions, carry the plug-in, notify you if | see anything that looks like a CvV D—that’ sal?’

“Yes” shesad, saring & him. “That' s essentidly everything.”

“It sah—" Helooked at her askance, sharply. “I thought there was something moreto it.”
“Maybethereis” Shefolded her handsin her lap. “But only if you want.”

“Oh, well,” he said, absorbing the information. “What e seis part of the job?’

“Nothing.” Shetilted her head, meeting his angled gaze, stedling hersdlf. “We ve finished with business.
Do you remember what | said earlier, back in the restaurant?’

“About—" He nodded. Then looked away.

“What’' swrong?’ she asked.

“Oh, nothing.” He Sighed quietly.

“Bullshit.” She stood up. “Comeon. Let’stalk.” She reached for hishand and gave him alittle tug.
“What?" He shook hishead. “I'm just—"

“Comeon.” Shepulled alittle harder. “The parlor. Come on.”

“Okay.” He stood up. He was no taller than she was, and he seemed to be avoiding her eyes.
Uncomfortable, redly.

“What’ swrong?’ she asked again.

He chuckled briefly; there was no amusement in it. “Y ou're thefirst sane person I’ ve met in the past four
months,” he said quietly. “1 was getting used to talking.”

Shelooked at him, steadily. “Y ou don’t haveto stop,” she said.
“|—" Hefroze up again. Why is he doing that? she wondered.
“Say something,” shesald.

“I—" He paused, and she was afraid he was going to stop. Then he burst out, al at once. “1 don’t want
to stop. Thisplaceis squeezing meinto my own head al thetime—it'slike being in avise! Theonly thing
anyone wants of meis my work—"

Rachd leaned againgt him. “Shut up,” she said quietly. He shut up. “That’ s better.” He was, she decided,
really good at being leaned on. She put her arms around him; after amoment he hugged her back.
“Forget work. Y eah, you heard me. Forget the New Republic. Think you can do that for afew hours?’

“|—" shefdt hisbreath shuddering. “I’ll try.”

“Good,” shesad fiercdy. And it did fedl good: here was somebody who she could be sure about.
Somebody who seemed to fed the same way about this whole claustrophobic abortion of aculture as



shedid. He held her steadily, now, and she could fed his hands running up and down her back, exploring
how narrow her waist was. “ The parlor. Come on, it’ s the next room.”

Martin had stared back at her. “Y ou sure you want this?’ he asked. That was part of his charm.

“What' sto be unsure about?” She kissed him hard, exploring hislipswith her tongue. Shefdt asif she
was about to burst right out of her clothes. He gently pulled her closer and let her dig her chininto the
base of his neck; shefelt stubble on his cheek. “It’ s been so fucking long,” she whispered.

“Sameto you too.” Hetook some of her weight in hisarms. “Been londy?’

She barked a hoarse laugh. “Y ou have no idea. I ve been here ages; long enough that | fedl like some
kind of deviant because | talk to strange men and have some rolein life besides hatching babies. The way
they think hereis getting its clawsinto me.”

“What? A big strong government agent like you isletting something like this get to you?’ he said, gently
mocking.

“You redamnright,” she muttered into his shoulder as she felt atentative hand begin to explore below
her waidtline.

“Sorry. Just—six months donein this dump, having to act the part? I’ d have gone nuts,” he said
thoughtfully.

“Been more than six months,” she said, looking past the sde of his head. He has nice earlobes, she
noted vaguely as she leaned closer.

“Let’sfind that wine bottle,” he suggested gently. “1 think you' re going abit fast.”

“I'msorry,” shesad, automaticaly. “I’'m sorry.” Shetensed dightly. “No, you can keep your hands
there. Let’ swalk.”

They somehow made it into the parl or—overstuffed armchairs and adisplay cabinet full of
crockery—without letting go of each other.

“Atfirgt | thought you were some kind of agent provocateur,” he said, “but instead you' re thefirst red
human being I've met in thisplace.” Heleft the statement hanging.

“If dl 1 needed was flesh, there are plenty of sailor boysin thisport,” she said, and leaned againgt him
agan. “That' snot wheremy itchis”

“Areyou sure you should bein thisjob? If you' re so—"
“Y ou were going to say vulnerable?’
“Maybe. Not exactly.”

She guided himin front of the sofa. “1 wanted company. Not just aquick fuck,” she explained, trying to
judtify it to herslf.

“Y ou and me both.” He held her, gently turned her around so that she waslooking into hiseyes. “So
what do you want thisto be?’

“Stop talking.” Sheleaned forward closing her eyes, and found his mouth. Then events ran out of contral.



They’ d made love with desperate urgency thefirst time, Rachel lying on the parlor floor with her skirts
hiked up around her waist, and Martin with his trousers tangled around his legs. Then they somehow
migrated to the bedroom and struggled out of their clothing before making love again, thistime gently and
dowly. Martin had athoughtful, considerate manner: talking afterward, he' d mentioned adivorce afew
years ago. They’ d taked for hours, dmogt until the artificid dawn, timed to coincide with sunrise on the
planet below. And they’ d made love until they were both sore and aching.

Now, lying awake in bed after he' d left, her head was spinning. Shetried to rationalize it: isolation and
nerves are enough to make anyone do something wild oncein awhile. Still, shefdt nervous. Martin
wasn't acasual pickup, and thiswasn't aquick fuck. Just the thought of seeing him again made her fed
an edgy hopeful excitement, tempered by the bitter self-disgust of redlizing that mixing businesswith
pleasure thisway was aredly supid move.

Sherolled over, and blinked: the clock on theinside of her left eyelid said it was just past 0700. In
another two hours; it would be time to get confirmation of her diplomatic status, dress, and go kick some
New Republican ass. Two hours after that, Martin would be aboard the Lord Vanek; it would al be
over by 2200. Rachel sighed and tried to catch another hour’ s shut-eye; but deep was evading her.

She found hersalf wandering, seeking out pleasant memories. There was not alot el seto be done, in
point of fact: there was a high probability that shewould dieif her guess about the New Republic's
intentions was wrong. And wouldn’t that be agrand way to end 150 years? Physically asyoung asa
twentysomething, kept that way by the advanced medica treatments of the mother planet, sherarely felt
the weight of her decades; the angst only cut in when she thought about how few of the people she had
known or loved were till dive. Now she recdled her daughter, asachild, the smell of he—and what
brought that back? Not her daughter, the politica matriarch and leader of adynasty. Not the
octogenarian’ sfunerd, ether, in the wake of the sky sail accident. And she couldn’t even remember
Johan'’ sface, even though they’ d been married for fifteen years. Martin, so much more recent, seemed to
overlay himin her mind’ seye. She blinked, angrily, and sat up.

Supid girl, shetold hersdf, ironicaly. Anyone would think you were till in your first century, falling
in love with a tight pair of buttocks. Still, shefound herself looking forward to seeing Martin again
tomorrow night. The edgy hopeful excitement was winning over age and cynicism, even though shewas
old enough to know what it meant. Complications ...

Theinterorbit shuttle unlatched from the naval docking bay and edged outward from the beangtalk, its
cold-gasthrusters bumping it clear of the other vehiclesthat swarmed in the region. Ten minutes after it
maneuvered free, the pilot got permission from traffic control to light off hismain drive; abright orange
plume of glowing mercury ions speared out from three large rectangular panels hinged around the rear
cargo bay doors, and the craft began to accelerate. 1on drives were notorioudy sow, but they were also
efficient. After athousand seconds the shuttle was moving out from the station at nearly two hundred
kilometers per hour, and it was time to begin decelerating again to meet the ship that now lay at rest
amog sixty kilometersfrom the station.

In orbita terms, Sixty kilometers was nothing; the Lord Vanek was right on the beanstalk’ s doorstep. But
there was one significant advantage to the position. The ship was ready to move, and move fast. As soon
as the dockyard engineer finished his upgrade to the driver kernd’ s basdline compensators, she'd be
ready for action.

Captain Mirsky watched the shuttle nose up to Lord Vanek' s forward docking bays on one of the video
windows at hisworkstation. He sat donein his quarters, plowing relentlessy through the memoranda and



directives associated with the current situation; things had become quite chaotic since the orders came
down, and he was acutely aware of how much more preparation was required.

Middle-aged, barrel-chested, and sporting a neat salt-and-pepper beard to match hisgraying hair,
Captain Mirsky wasthe very model of aNew Republican Navy captain. Behind the mask of confidence,
however, there was amuch less certain man: he had seen things building up for aweek now, and
however hetried to rationdize the Stuation, he couldn’t escape the fedling that something had gone off
the rails between the foreign office and the Imperid residence.

He peered morosdly at the latest directive to cross his desk. Security was being stepped up, and he was
to go onto awartime footing as soon as the last shipyard workers and engineers were off his deck and
the hull was sealed. Meanwhile, full cooperation was required with Procurator Muller of the Curator’s
Office, on board to pursue positive security monitoring of foreign engineering contractors employed in
making running repairsto Lord Vanek' s main propulsion system. He glared at the offending memoin
irritation, then picked up hisannunciator. “Get mellya”

“Commander Murametz, sr? Right away, gr.”

A muffled knock on the door: Mirsky shouted “open!” and it opened. Commander Murametz, his
executive officer, sduted. “Comein, Ilya, comein.”

“Thank you, Sr. What | can do for you?’

“This—" Mirsky pointed wordlessly at his screen. “ Some pompous Citizen Curator wants his minion to
run riot over my ship. Know anything about it?’

Murametz bent closer. “Humbly report, sir, | do.” His moustache twitched; Mirsky couldn’t tell what
emotion it Sgnified.

“Hah. Pray explain.”

“Some fuss over the engineering contractor from Earth who' singtaling our Block B drive upgrade. HE's
irreplaceable, at least without waiting three months, but he’ sabit of aloudmouth and somehow caught
the attention of one of the professiona paranoidsin the Basilisk. So they’ ve stuck a secret policeman on
usto take care of him. | gave him to Lieutenant Sauer, with ordersto keep him out of our hair.”

“What does Sauer say about it?’

Murametz snorted. “The cop’ s as wet behind the ears as one of the new ratings. No problem.”
The Captain sghed. “ See that thereisn't.”

“Ayeaye, dr. Anything else?’

Mirsky waved at achair. “Sit down, sit down. Noticed anything out of the ordinary about what’s going
on?’

Murametz glanced at the doorway. “Rumors are flying like bullets, skipper. I’'m doing what | canto sit on
them, but until there san officid line—"

“Therewon't be. Not for another sixteen hours.”
“If I may be so bold, what then?’
“Then...” The Captain paused. “1 ... aminformed that | will betold, and that subsequently you, and all



the other officers, will learn what’ s going on. In the meantime, | think it would be sensible to keep
everybody busy. So busy that they don't have time to worry and spread rumors, anyway. Oh, and make
damned sure the flag cabin’ s shipshape and we' re ready to take on board afull staff team.”

“Ah.” Murametz nodded. “Very well, sir. Operationdly, hmm. Upgrade security, schedule some more
ingpections, heightened readiness on dl sations? That sort of thing? Floggingsto improve morae? A few
amulation exercisesfor thetactica teams?’

Captain Mirsky nodded. “By all means. But get the flag cabin ready first. Ready for aformal ingpection
tomorrow. That'sal.”

“Yes, dr.”
“Dismissd.”

Murametz left, and Mirsky was done with his morose thoughts once more. Aloneto brood over the
orders hewas forbidden to reveal to anyone for another sixteen hours.

Alone with the sure, cold knowledge of impending war.

The AdmiralsMan

HisMagjesty's battlecruiser Lord Vanek lay at rest, Sixty kilometers from the Klamovkanava beangtalk.
Running lights blinked red and blue adong its flanks; the double-headed eagle ensgn of the admird’sflag
winked in green outline just above the main missile launch platform. Kurtz had been piped aboard two
hours earlier; soon the ship would be ready tofly.

Rachel Mansour worked hard at suppressing the treacherous grin of satisfaction that kept threatening to
escape. The reaction she' d dicited from the security goons at the entrance to the base amost made up
for the preceding three months of isolation and parancia. They’ d barely managed to hold her up before
her phone call to the embassy dragged a flustered lieutenant commander out to blush red and slammer in
front of her. When he’ d haf questioned her intent, she' d rammed her credentias down histhroat with
gusto; he escorted her with her luggage directly to the shuttlecraft for transfer to the battlecruiser,
shuddering dightly and glancing over his shoulder dl theway. (Evidently salf-propelled shipping chests
were yet another technology that the New Republic shunned.)

LudmillaJndrisek, the cover identity she' d been using for the past month, had dissolved beneath the
morning shower; Rache Mansour, Specid Agent, UN Standing Committee on Multilaterd Interstellar
Disarmament, stepped out of it. Ludmilla Jindrisek simpered, wore fashionable dresses, and deferred to
wise male heads,; Specia Agent Mansour had started her career in bomb disposal (defusing terrorist
nukes and disassemblers), graduated to calling in naval strikes on recalcitrant treaty-breakers, and wore
ablack paramilitary uniform designed specifically to impress militaristic outworlder hicks. It was, she
noted, interesting to observe the effect the change of costume had on people, especially as she held her
notiona rank through equivaence, rather than actuad military service. Meanwhile she watched her fellow
passengers waiting under the beady eye of Chief Petty Officer Moronici.

Theairlock door findly rolled open. “Attention!” barked the CPO. The ratings waiting in the bay stood
sharply to attention. An officer ducked through the lock and straightened up: Moronici saluted, and he
returned the gesture, ignoring Rachd.

“Very good there,” said the officer. “ Chief Moronici, get these kids aboard. Don't bother waiting for me,
I’ve got businessthat’ || keep me here until the next run.” He glanced at Rachel. “Y ou. What are you
doing here?’



Rachd pointed her pass at him. “Diplomeatic corps. I’ m attached to the Admiral’ s staff, by specid order
of Archduke Michedl, Lieutenant.”

The Lieutenant gaped. “But you' rea—"

“—colond in the United Nations of Earth Security Council combined armed forces. What part of * by
special order of Archduke Michagl’ don’t you understand? Are you going to stand there gaping, or are
you going to invite me aboard?’

“Urgh. Um, yes.” The Lieutenant disappeared back into the shuttle sflight deck; reappeared aminute
later. “Um. Colonel, ah, Mansour? Please come aboard.”

Rachedl nodded and walked past him. Still carefully expressionless, she seated herself immediatdly behind
the flight deck door, in officer country. And listened.

The CPO was educating the new intake. “ At ease, you lads,” he growled. “Find yersalves a seet. Front
row, facing back, that’ sright! Now bucklein. All six points, that’ s right. Check the seet in front of you
for asick bag. Welcome to the vomit comet; this boat’ stoo small to have any gravity emulators and
doesn't accelerate faster’ n aquadriplegic in awhedbarrow, so if you get sick in freefdl, you' re damn
well going to throw up into those bags. Anyone who pukes up on the furniture and fittings can spend the
next week cleaning’em. Got that?’

Everyone nodded. Rachd fdt cautioudy optimistic; it looked asif everyone €lse on thisrun, gpart from
Chief Moronici, was anew assgnment to the ship. Which meant her information was probably correct:
they were working up to wartime levels, and departure wouldn’t be delayed long.

The door to the passenger cabin did closed; there was arumble below as automatic palletsrolled in and
out of the shuttle’s cargo bay. Moronici knocked on the forward door and went through when it opened;
he regppeared aminute later. “Launch in two minutes,” he announced. “Hang on tight!”

The two minutes passed a asnail’ s pace. Banging and thumping announced that dockside fudl and
support lines were disconnecting; then there was alurch and ajolt followed by aloud hissing that died
away astheairlock seal was broken behind them. “ Y ou're dl new fish here,” Chief Moronici told the
flyers. “Not surprisng aswe' re taking on alot of new crew. Start of anew conscription cycle. Me,”—he
pointed a megty thumb at his chest—*I"m not aconscript. | live on the ship we' regoing to. And | want
to live on it long enough to collect my pension. Which means| don’t intend to let you, or anyone ese, do
anything that endangers me or my home. Thefirgt rule of space travel”—they lurched sdeways,
drunkenly, and there was a disconcertingly loud rattle from underneath— “isthat mistekes arefatd.
Spaceign't friendly, it killsyou. And there are no second chances.”

Asif to emphasize the point, the bottom suddenly dropped out of Rachel’ s somach. For amoment, she
ft asif ahuge, rubbery, invisble gripper wastrying to pull her apart—and then shewasfloating. The
ratings all looked as surprised as Chief Moronici looked smug.

“Main engine should come on in about five minutes,” Moronici announced. Banging and clicking
shuddered through the cramped cabin, asit veered gently to the left: thrusters were busy nudging it out of
the dock. “Like | was saying, mistakes here tend to kill people. And | have no intention of letting you kill
me. Which iswhy, while you're on board the Lord Vanek, you pukeswill do exactly what 1, or any
other PO, or any officer, tellsyou to do. And you will do it with a shit-eating grin, or | will ram your head
so far up your assyou' |l be ableto give yourself atonsllectomy with your teeth. Isthat understood?” He
continued to ignore Rachd, implicitly acknowledging that she lay outsde hisreach.

The ratings nodded. One of them, green-faced, gulped, and Moronici swiftly yanked asick bag from the



back of an adjacent seat and held it in front of the man’sface. Rachdl saw what he wastrying to do; the
pep talk was as much a digtraction from the disorientation of freefdl asanything ese.

Rachd closed her eyes and breathed deeply—then regretted it: the shuttle stank of stale sweet, with a
faint undertone of ozone and the sickly-sweet odor of acetone. It had been along time since she'd
prayed for anything, but right now she was praying with dl her might for thisridein atin can to cometo
an end. It was the crummiest excuse for ashuttle she' d been on in decades, an old banger like something
out of an hitorical drama. It seemed to go on and on. Until, of course, it stopped with abuffet and clang
asthey latched onto the Lord Vanek’ s stabilized docking adapter, then agrinding cresk asit pulled
them in and spun them up, and a hiss as pressure equalized.

“Erm, Colond?’

She opened her eyes. It was CPO Moronici. He looked somewhat green, asif unsure how to dedl with
her. “It' saright, Chief. I’ ve gone aboard foreign naval vessds before” She stood. “Is there anyone
waiting for me?’

“Yesm.” He dtared straight ahead, asif outrageoudy embarrassed.

“Fine.” She unbuckled, stood, fedling the uneven gravity of the battlecruiser’ s spin, and adjusted her
beret. “Let me at them.”

The arlock opened. “ Section, present—arms!”

She stepped forward into the docking bay, feeling the incredulous stares from all sides. A senior officer, a
commander if sheread hisinggniacorrectly, waswaiting for her, face siffly frozen to conced the
inevitable surprise. “Colonel Mansour, UN Disarmament Inspectorate,” she said. “Hello,

Commander—"

“Murametz.” He blinked, perplexed. “ Ah, your papers? Lieutenant Menvik says you're attached to the
Admira’ s gtaff. But they didn’t tell usto expect you—"

“That's perfectly dright.” She pointed him down the corridor that led to the ship’s main service core.
“They don't know about me yet. At least, not unless Archduke Michagl warned them. Just take meto
seethe Admira, and everything will bedright.”

Her luggagerolled quietly after her, on amyriad of brightly colored bal bearings.

The Admira was having abad morning: hisfadse pregnancy was causing problemsagain.
“I fed ill,” he mumbled quietly. “Do | have to—to get up?’

“It would help, sir.” Robard, his batman, gently did an arm around his shouldersto help him sit up. “We
depart infour hours. Y our staff meeting is penciled in for two hours after that, and you have an
gppointment with Commodore Bauer before then. Ah, there' s dso acommunique from His Royd
Highnessthat has a most-urgent sedl onit.”

“Well bring it—it—it in then,” said the Admirdl. “ Damned morning sickness....”

Just then, the annunciator in the next room chimed softly. “I’ll just check that, Sir,” said Robard. Then:
“Someoneto see you, Sir. Without an gppointment. Ah—it’sawhat? A—oh, | see. Alright then. He'll
be ready in aminute.” Pacing back into the bedroom, he cleared histhroat. “ Sir, are you ready? Ah, yes.



Ahem. Y ou haveavisitor, sir. A diplomat who has been seconded to your staff by order of Archduke
Michael; some sort of foreign observer.”

“Oh.” Kurtz frowned. “Didn’'t have any of them back at Second Lamprey. Just aswdll, redly. Just lots of
darkies. Bloody bad sports, those darkies, wouldn't stand <till and be shot. Bloody foreigners. Show the
menin!”

Robard cast acritica eye over his master. Sitting up in bed with his jacket wrapped around his
shoulders, he looked like a conva escent turtle—but margindly presentable. Aslong ashedidn’t tell the
ambassador dl about hisailment, it could probably be passed off as an attack of gout. “Yes, sir.”

The door opened and Robard' s jaw dropped. Standing there was a stranger in astrange uniform. He
had an attache case clasped under one arm, and arather bemused-looking commander standing beside
him. Something about the man shrieked of strangeness, until Robard worked it out; his mouth twisted
with distaste as he muttered, “Invert,” to himsdf.

Then the stranger spoke—in aclear, high voice. “United Nations of Earth, Standing Committee on
Multilateral Disarmament. I'm Colond Mansour, specia agent and military atache to the embassy,
attached to this expedition as an observer on behalf of the central powers. My credentias.” That voice!
If 1 didn’t know better, I’d swear he was a woman, thought Robard.

“Thank you. If you' d comethisway, please, my lord isindisposed but will receive you in hisdegping
quarters.” Robard bowed and backed into the Admira’ s bedroom, where he was mortified to find the
old man lying back on his pillows, mouth agape, shoring quietly.

“Ahem. Sir! Your Lordship!” A bleary eye opened. “May | introduce Colond, ah—"
“—Rachd Mansour.”

“—Rachd Mansour’—he squesked—"from Earth, military attache from the embassy! His, e,
credentids.” The colone looked on, smiling faintly asthe flustered batman proffered the case to the
Admird.

“S funny name for ac-colond, Colond,” mumbled the Admird. “Are ye sure you're not a, a—ah—"

He sneezed, violently, then sat up. “ Damn these goose-down pillows,” he complained bitterly. “And
damn the gout. Wasn't likethisat First Lamprey.”

“Indeed not,” Rachel observed drily. “Lots of sand there, as| recall.”

“Very good, that man! Lots of sand, indeed, lots of sand. Sun beating down on your head, ragheads dl
over the place shooting at you, and not redlly anything big enough to nuke from orbit. Whose command
wereyou in, en?’

“Asamatter of fact, | waswith thewar crimestribunal. Sifting mummified body parts for evidence.”

Robard went gray, waiting for the Admira to detonate, but the old man smply laughed raucoudy.
“Robard! Help me up, there' sagood fellow. | say-ay, | never expected to meet afellow veteran herel
To my desk. | must ingpect his credentials!”

Somehow they managed to migrate the fifteen feet or so to the Admird’ s study without his complaining
bitterly about the cost of maternity wear or gingerly ingpecting hislegs to make sure they hadn’t turned to
glass overnight—one of his occasiond nightmares—and the effeminate colone discreetly did himsdlf into
one of the vigitor’s chairs. Robard sared at the man. A woman’s name, ahigh voice, if he didn’t know



better, he could dmost bdieve that—

“Duke Michael agreed to my presence for two reasons,” said Mansour. “Firstly, you should be avare
that as an agent of the UN it ismy job to report back impartidly on any—I emphasize, any—violaions
of trestiesto which your government is a party. But more importantly, there is a shortage of information
about the entity which has attacked your colony world. I’m aso here to bear witnessin case they make
use of forbidden or crimina weapons. | am aso authorized to act asaneutra third party for purposes of
arbitration and parley, to arrange exchanges of prisoners and cease-fires, and to ensure that, insofar as
any war can be conducted in acivilized manner, thisoneis.”

“Well that’ sadamn fine thing to know, Sir, and you are welcometo join my staff,” said the Admirdl,
gtting upright in his bath chair. “Fed free to gpproach me whenever you want! Y ou’ re agood man, and
I’ m pleased to know there’ s another vet-eteran of First Lamprey in thefleet.” For abrief moment, he
looked alarmed. “Oh dear. It skicking again.”

Mansour looked at him oddly. Robard opened his mouth, but the foreign colonel managed to spesk
before he could change the subject. “ 1t?’

‘The baby,“ Kurtz confided, looking miserable. ” It'san eephant. | don’t know what to do withiit. If its
father—" He stopped. His expression of darm was chilling.

“Ahem. | think you' d better withdraw now, sir,” said Robard, staring coldly at Rachel. “It'stimefor His
Lordship'smedicine. I'm afraid it would be for the best if in future you' d call ahead before visting; he has
these spdlls, you know.”

Rachel shook her head. “1’ll remember to do that.” She stood. “Good-bye, sir.” She turned and
departed.

As hewas helping the Admira out of his chair, Robard thought he heard a soprano voice from outside:
“—Didn’t know you had elephants!” He shook his head hopelesdy. Women aboard the Imperid
flagship, admiras who thought they were pregnant, and afleet about to embark on the longest voyagein
nava higtory, againgt an unknown enemy. Wherewasit going to end?

The Citizen curator was unamused. “ So. To summarize, the Navy boys gave you the run-around, but
have now allowed you on board their precious battlecruiser. Along the way, you lost contact with your
subject for an entire working day. Last night you say he did nothing unusua, but you report patchy
coverage. And what else? How did he spend that evening?’

“I don't understand, gir,” Vassly said tightly. “What do you mean?’

The Citizen scowled furioudy; even at aforty-thousand-kilometer remove, his picture on the screen was
enough to make Vassly recail. “It saysin your report,” the Citizen said with heavy emphasis, “that the
subject left his gpartment, was lost for afew minutes, and was next seen dining at a public establishment
inthe company of an actress. At whose gpartment he subsequently spent agood few hours before
returning to base. And you didn’t investigete her?’

Vassly flushed right to thetips of hisears. “I thought—"

“Has he ever done anything like this before? While in New Prague, for example? | think not. According
to hisfile he hasled the life of amonk since arriving in the Republic. Not once, not once in nearly two
months at the Glorious Crown Hotel, did he show any sign of interest in theworking girls. Y et as soon as



he arrives and starts work, what does he do?”’
“1 didn’t think of that.”

“I know you didn’t.” The Citizen Curator fell slent for amoment, but his expression was € oquent;
Vassly cringed beforeit. “1'm not going to do any more of your thinking for you, but perhapsyou' d be
S0 good asto tell me what you propose to do next.”

“Uh.” Vassly blinked. “Run abackground check on her?If it'sclear, ask her afew questions? Keep a
closereyeonhiminfuture... 7’

“Very good.” The Citizen grinned savagely. “And what have you learned from thisfiasco?’

“To watch the subject’ s behavior, and be dert for changesinit,” Vassly said woodenly. “Especidly the
things he doesn’'t do, as much asthose he does.” It was abasic message, one drilled into recruits al the
way through training, and he could kick himself for forgetting it. How could he have missed something so
obvious?

“That’sright.” The Citizen leaned back, away from the cameraon his phone. “A very basic skill, Muller.
Yet weadl learn best from our mistakes. See that you learn from this one, eh? 1 don't careif you haveto
follow your man al the way to Rochard’ s World and back, aslong as you keep your eyes open and spot
it when he makes hismove. And think about al the other things you’ ve been told to do. I'll tell you this
for free: you' ve forgotten to do something ese, and you' Il be happier if you noticeit before| haveto
remind you!”

“Yes, ar.”

“Good-bye.” The videophone link dissolved into random blocks, then went blank. Vassily eased out of
his cubicle, trying to work out just what the Citizen' s parting admonition meant. The sooner he cleared
everything up, proving once and for dl that Springfield was or was not aspy, the better—he wasn't cut
out for shipboard life. Maybe it would be agood ideato sart the new day by interviewing the
engineering chief Springfield was working under? Probably that was what the Citizen meant for himto
do; he could leave following up on the whore until later. (Theideafilled him with an uncomfortable sense
of embarrassment.)

No sooner did he poke his nose into the corridor than he was nearly run down by ateam of ratings,
hustling atrolley laden with heavy equipment at the double. On his second attempt, he took the
precaution of looking both ways before venturing out: there were no obstacles. He made hisway through
the cramped, blue-painted corridor, following the curve of the inner hull. Floating free, the Lord Vanek
relied on its own curved-space generator to produce a semblance of gravity. Vassly hunted for aradial
walkway, then alift down to the engineering service areas | ocated at the heart of the ship, two-thirds of
the way down itslength.

There were people everywhere, some in corridors, somein chambers opening off the passageways, and
othersin roomsto either sde. He caught afair number of odd glances on hisway, but nobody stopped
him: most people would go out of their way to avoid the attentions of an officer in the Curator’ s Office. It
took him awhileto find the engineering spaces, but eventudly, hefound hisway to adimly lit, wide-open
chamber full of strange machines and fast-moving people. Oddly, hefdt very light on hisfeet ashe
waited in the entrance to the room. No sign of Springfield, but of course, that was hardly surprising; the
engineering spaces of acapita ship were large enough to conced any number of Sins. “Isthisthe main
drive engineering deck?’ he asked apassing technician.

“What do you think it is? The head?’ cdled the man as he hurried off. Vassly shrugged irritably and



stepped forward— and forward—and forward—"*What are you doing there?” Someone grabbed his
elbow. “Hey, watch out!” Heflaled heplesdy, then stopped moving as he redlized what was going on.
The celling was close and the floor was along way away and he wasfdling toward the far wall—

“Help,” he gasped.

“Hold on tight.” The hand on his elbow shifted to his upper arm and yanked, hard. A large rack of
equipment, bolted to the floor, came close, and he grabbed and held on toit.

“Thanks. Isthisthe engineering deck? I’ m looking for the chief drive engineer,” he said. It took an effort
to talk over thefrantic butterfly begt of his heart.

“That would beme.” Vassly stared at hisrescuer. “ Couldn’t have you bending the clocks now, could 17?
They curve badly enough asit is. What do you want?’

“It' s—" Vassly stopped. “I’m sorry. Could we talk somewherein private?’

The engineering officer—his overdls bore the name Krupkin—frowned mightily. “We might, but I'm very
busy. We removing in haf an hour. Isit important?’

“Yah. It won't get your work done any faster, but if you help me now it might take less of your time
later.”

“Huh. Thenwe'll see.” The officer turned and pointed at the other side of the open space. “ See that
office cubicle? 1’ [l meet you in therein ten minutes.” And he turned abruptly, kicked off, and disappeared
into the gloom, chaos and moving bodiesthat circled the big blue cube at the center of the engineering

bay.

“Holy Father!” Vassly took stock of his situation. Marooned, clinging to abox of melting clocks at the
far sde of abusy free-fal compartment from his destination, he could dready fed his breskfast rising in
protest at the thought of crossing the room.

Grimly determined not to embarrass himsdlf, heinched hisway down to floor level. There were toeholds
recessed into the floor tiles, and now he looked at them he saw that they were anchored, but obvioudy
designed to be removed frequently. If he pretended that the floor was awall, then the office door was
actually about ten meters above him, and there were plenty of handholds aong the way.

Hetook adeep breath, pulled himself around the clock cabinet, and kicked hard against it where it
joined thefloor. The results were gratifying; he shot up, toward the office. Thewall dropped toward him,
and he was able to grab hold of apassing repair drone and angle his course toward the doorway. As he
entered it, gravity began to return—he did aong the deck, coming to an undignified halt lying on his back
just inside. The officewas smdl, but held a desk, console, and a couple of chairs; arating was doing
something with the console. “You,” hesaid, “out, please.”

“Ayeaye, dr.” Thefresh-faced rating hurriedly closed some kind of box that was plugged into the
console, then saluted and withdrew into the free-fall zone. Shaken, Vassily sat down in the seat opposite
the desk and waited for Engineering Commander Krupkin to arrive. It was already 1100, and what had
he achieved today? Nothing, so far as he could tell, except to learn that the Navy’ s motto seemed to be
“Hurry up and wait.” The Citizen wouldn't be pleased.

Meanwhile, on the bridge, the battlecruiser Lord Vanek was counting down for main drive activation.



Astheflagship of the expedition, Lord Vanek was at the heart of squadron one, along with three of the
earlier Glorious-class battlecruisers, and the two Victory-class battleships Kamchatka and Regina (now
sadly antiquated, relics that had seen better days). Squadron Two, consisting of amixed force of light
cruisers, destroyers, and missile carriers, would launch six hours behind Squadron One; findly, the supply
train, with seven bulk cargo freighters and the liner Skorsky' s Dream (refitted as a hospita ship) would
depart eight hours later.

Lord Vanek was, ininterstellar terms, asimple beast: ninety thousand tonnes of warship and athousand
crew held in tight orbit around an el ectron-sized black hole as massive asamountain range. The
hole—the drive kernd—spun on its axis so rapidly that its event horizon was permeable; the drive used it
to tug the ship about by tickling the Sngularity in avariety of ways. At nonreativistic speeds, Lord Vanek
maneuvered by dumping massinto the kernel; complex quantum tunneling interactions—jiggery-pokery
within the ergosphere—transformed it into raw momentum. At higher Speeds, energy pumped into the
kernel could be used to generate the ajump field, collapsing the quantum well between the ship and a
point some distance away.

Thekernd had afew other uses: it was a cheap source of dectricity and radioisotopes, and by tweaking
the stardrive, it was possible to useit to produce alocal curved-space gravity fied. Asalast resort, it
could even bejettisoned and used as awegpon in itsown right. But if there was one word that wouldn't
describeit, that word must be “ maneuevrable.” Eight-billion-ton point masses do not make right-angle
turns

Commander Krupkin saluted as arating held the bridge door open for him. “ Engineering Commander
reporting on the state of machinery, sir!”

“Very good.” Captain Mirsky nodded from hiscommand chair at the rear of the room. “Comein. What
do you havefor me?’

Krupkin rlaxed dightly. “ All systems operational and correct, sir,” he announced formdly. “We re ready
to move at any time. Our statusis clear on—" Herapidly rattled through the series of watches under his
control. Findly: “Thedrive control modifications you ordered, sr—we ve never run anything likethis
before. They look dright, and the salf-test says everything isfine, but | can't say any more than that
without unsealing the black boxes.”

Mirsky nodded. “They’Il work aright.” Krupkin wished he could fed as confident asthe Captain
sounded; the black boxes, shipped aboard only aweek ago and wired into the main jump drive control
loop, did not fill him with confidence. Indeed, if it hadn’t been obvious that the ordersto integrate them
camefrom the highest level and gpplied to every ship in the fleet, he' d have thrown the nearest thing to a
tantrum that military protocol permitted. It was hisjob to keep the drive running, and dammit, he should
know everything there was to know about how it worked! There could be anything in those boxes, from
advanced (whisper it, illegal) high technology to leprechauns—and he' d be held responsibleif it didn’t
work.

A bearded man at the other side of the bridge stood. “Humbly request permission to report, Sir.”
“Y ou have permisson,” said Mirsky.

“I have completed downloading navigation el ements from system traffic control. | am just now having
them punched into the autopilot. We will be ready to spin up for departure in ten minutes.”

“Very good, Lieutenant. Ah, Comms, my compliments to the Admira and the Commodore, and we are
preparing for departure in ten minutes. Lieutenant Helsingus, proceed in accordance with thetraffic
control departure plan. Y ou have the hdm.”



“Aye, gr, | havethe hdm. Departurein ten minutes.” Helsingus bent over his spesking tube; ratings
around him began turning brass handles and moving leverswith calm deliberation, sending impulses dong
the nerves of sted that bound the ship into an amost living organism. (Although nano-electronics might be
indispensable in the engine room, the New Republican Admiraty held the opinion that there was no place
for suchlike newfangled rubbish on the bridge of a ship crewed by the heroic fighting men of the empire.)

“Well, Commander.” Mirsky nodded at the engineer. “How doesit fed to be moving at last?’
Krupkin shrugged. “I'll be happier when we'rein flat space. There are rumors’

For amoment, the Captain’s smile dipped. “ Indeed. Which iswhy we will be going to action stations at
departure and staying that way until after our first jJump. Y ou can never tell, and the Commodore wants
to be sure that no spies or enemy missile buses are lying in wait for us.”

“A wise precaution, Sir. Permisson to return to my station?”
“Granted. Go with God, Commander.”

Krupkin saluted, and headed back for his engineering control room asfast as his short legswould carry
him. It was, he reflected, going to be abusy time, even with as quietly competent a dockyard consultant
engineer as Martin to help him keep the magic smoke in the drive control boxes.

The colony of Criticswrithed and tunneled in their diamond nest, incubating a devadtating review. A
young, energetic species, descended from one of the post-Singularity flowerings that had exploded in the
wake of the Diasporathree thousand yearsin their past, they held preciouslittle of the human genomein
their squamous, cold-blooded bodies. Despite their terrestrial descent, only their brains bound them
tightly to the sapiens clade—for not dl the exiles from Earth were human.

As hangers-on, the Critics had no direct access to the Festival’ s constel lation of relay satellites or the
huge network of visua and auditory sensors that had been scattered across the surface of the planet.
(Mot of the Fedtiva’ s senses were borne on the wings of tiny insectoida robots, with which they had
saturated the biosphere, sending amillion for every single telephone that had rained down from orbit.)
Instead, the Critics had to make do with their own devices; a clumsy network of spy-eyesin low orbit,
winged surveillance drones, and precarious bugs planted on the window ledges and chimney pots of
ggnificant Sructures.

The Criticswatched, with their peculiar mixture of bemusement and morbid cynicism, whilethe soldiers
of the First and Fourth Regiments shot their officers and deserted en masse to the black flag of Burya
Rubengtein’s now-overt Traditiona Extropian Revolutionary Front. (Many soldiers burned their uniforms
and threw away their guns; others adopted new emblems and took up strange silvery arms churned out
by the committee’ sreplicator farm.) The Criticslooked on as peasants greedily demanded pigs, goats,
and in one case, agoose that laid golden eggs from the Festival; their womenfolk quietly pleaded for
medicinal cures, metal cutlery, and fabric. In the castle, shots were heard as the servants butchered the
Duke' s menagerie for food. A rain of gold roubles ordered by some economic saboteur fell widely
across the streets of Novy Petrograd, and was equally widely ignored: to that extent, the economic
collapse brought about by the Festival’ s advent was already complete.

“They aretruly pathetic,” commented She Who Observes the First; she clashed her tusks over asomatic
bench that depicted a scene below, some of the few remaining loya grenadiers dragging aterrified
cobbler toward the gates of the castle, followed by his screaming, pleading family. “Unregulated ingtincts,
unableto assmilate redlity, bereft of perspective.”



“Chew roots; dig degp.” Guard Man the Fifth champed lugubrioudy, demongtrating hisusud leve of
indgght (intelligence not being a particularly useful characterigtic in tunnd-running warriors). “ Tastes of
blood and soil.”

“Everything tastes of soil to awarrior,” She Who Observes snorted. “Eat tubers, brother, while your
sgters discuss matters beyond your ken.” Sherolled sideways, butting up againgt Sister of Stratagems the
Seventh, who nipped a her flank gently. “ Sibling-litter-peer. Uncertainty flows?’

“A time of exponentiating changesis upon them.” Sister Seventh was much given to making such gnomic
pronouncements, perhaps in the naive hope that it would gain her areputation for vison (and, ultimately,
support when she made her bid for queendom). “Perhaps they are disorganized surface-scrabblers,
clutching at stems, but thereis a certain grandeur to their struggle; aleve of sincerity seldom approached
by primitives”

“Primitive they are: their internd discourseis crippled by acomplete absence of intertextudity. | cringein
astonishment that Festival wastes its attention on them.”

“Hardly. They are Festiva’ santithesis, do you not fed thisin your whiskers?” Sister Seventh blinked
redly at She Who Observes, pawing for the control tree of the somatic bench. “Herewe seea
nest-drone.” The scene dewed into an enclosed space, following the abducted cobbler into the walls of
the castle, “ Phenotypic dispersa leads to extended specidization, as ever, with the usua degree of free
will found in human civilization. But this oneis structured to prevent information surge, do you not see?’

“Information surge? Prevented? Lifeisinformation!”

Sgter Seventh farted smugly. “1 have been monitoring the Festival. Not one of the indigines has asked it
for information! Artifacts, yes. Food, yes. Machines, up to and including replicators, yes. But
philosophy? Art? Mathematics? Ontology? We might be witnessing our first zombie civilization.”

Zombieswere atopic that fascinated Sister Seventh. An ancient hypothesis of the origind pre-Singularity
ur-civilization, azombie was a non-self-conscious entity that acted just like a conscious one: it laughed,
cried, talked, ate, and generaly behaved just like areal person, and if questioned, would claim to be
conscious—but behind its superficial behavior, there was nobody home, no internalized mode of the
universeit livedin.

The philosophers had hypothesized that no such zombies existed, and that everything that claimed
personhood was actudly a person. Sister Seventh was less convinced. Human beings— those rugose,
endothermic anthropoidswith their ridiculousy smal incisors and anarchic socid arrangements—didn’t
seem very red to her. So she was perpetudly searching for evidence that, actudly, they weren't people
aadl.

She Who Observes was of the opinion that her littermate was chewing on the happy roots again, but
then, unlike Sister Seventh, shewasn't apractica critic: she was an observer.

“I think we really need to settle the zombie question here before we fix their other problems.”

“And how do you propose to do that?’ asked She Who Observes. “It’ s the subjectivity problem again.
| tell you, the only viable analytical modeisthe intentional stance. If something claimsto be conscious,
takeit at itsown word and tregt it asif it has consciousintentions.”

“Ah, but | can so easily program ameerkat to chirp ‘I think, thereforel am!” No, sister, we need to
tunndl nearer the surface to find the roots of sapience. A test isrequired, one that azombiewill stick in,
but an actor will squeeze through.”



“Doyou havesuch atest inmind?’.

Sigter Seventh pawed air and champed her huge, yelow tusks. “Yes, | think | can construct one. The
essentia characterigtic of conscious beingsisthat they adopt theintentional stance: that is, they modd the
intentions of other creatures, so that they can anticipate their behavior. When they apply such amode to
others, they acquire the ability to respond to their intentions before they become obvious. when they
apply it to themselves, they become salf-conscious, because they acquire an understanding of their own
motivations and the ability to modify them.

“But thusfar, | have seen no evidence that their motivations are sdf-modifying, or indeed anything but
hardwired reflexes. | want to test them, by introducing them to a Stuation where their own self-imageis
contradicted by their behavior. If they can adapt their self-image to the new circumstances, we will know
that we are dedling with fellow sapients. Which will ultimately influence the nature of our review.”

“This sounds damaging or difficult, sgter. | will haveto think on it before submitting to Mother.”

Seventh emitted a bubbling laugh and flopped forward onto her belly. “Oh, sbling! What did you think |
havein mind?’

“I don't know. But beit anything like your usud—" She Who Observes stopped, seeing the triumphant
gleamin her Sger’'seye.

“I merely proposeto Criticize ahandful of them atrifle more thoroughly than usua,” said Sster Seventh.
“And when I’m done, any who live will know they’ ve been Criticized. Thisismy methodology ...”

Commander Krupin took nearly two hoursto get around to seeing Vassly Muller: it wasn't intentional on
his part. AlImost as soon asthe main drive fidld was powered up and running, and the ship surfing
smoothly away from the Klamovka beanstalk, his pager beeped:

ALL OFFICERSTO BRIEFING ROOM D IMMEDIATELY

“Shit and corruption,” he muttered. Passing Pavel Grubor: “The old man wants me right now. Can you
take care of the shipyard technician and find out how long he' sgoing to bein closing out the ingtallation
of the basdline compensator? Page me when you' ve got an answer.” He headed off without waiting for a

response.

Mikhail Krupkin enjoyed hisjob, and didn't particularly expect or want any further promotions, he'd
been in shipboard systems for the past fourteen years and expected to serve out his career in them before
enjoying along and happy retirement working for some commercia space line. However, messageslike
this one completely destroyed his peace of mind. It meant that the boss was going to ask him questions
about the availability of his systems, and with the strange patch boxesingtaled in the drive room, the
Lord Vanek might be mobile, but he couldn’t in al honesty swear it was one hundred percent solid.

Hedidn't know just what was in those boxes, but he was sure there was areason why the Admiraty
was spending severa million crowns on adrive upgrade. And in any event, they’ d been remarkably
cagey about the extra control software for them. Boxes, hooked into the drive, which also hooked into
the new, high-bandwidth linkup to the tactical network: something smelled.

All thisand more was on hismind as he took the express el evator up to the conference suite in officer
country. The door to Room D was open, waiting for him. Most of the other senior officers were already
there. llyaMurametz, the ship’ s executive officer, Lieutenant Helsingus from fire control, the usud battle



operationsteam, Vulpisfrom Relativity ... hewas probably last, but for the Captain, by reason of having
comefarthest. “llya. What' sgoing on?’

[lyaglanced a him. “ The Captain iswith the Admira. When he arrives he will make an announcement,”
hesad. “I don’t know anything about it except that it's nothing specific.” Krupkin breathed aslent sght
of relief; “nothing specific” meant that it wasn’t about the running of the ship. Nobody was going to be
hauled over the coastoday. Not that Captain Mirsky was amartinet by the standards of the New
Republican Navy, but he could be mercilessif he thought someone was adeep at the switch or not doing
his job properly.

Suddenly there was a change of atmaosphere in the room. Everyone turned to face the doorway:
conversations stopped, and officers came to attention. Captain Mirsky stood for along moment,
surveying his staff. Evidently what he saw gratified him; when he spoke hisfirst words were, “ Gentlemen,
please be seated.” He walked to the head of the table and laid down athick folder in front of his chair.

“Itisnow 1130. Thedoor to thisroom is shut, and will remain shut, barring emergencies, until 1200. |

am authorized to inform you that we are now under battle orders. | am not privy to the political
discussions behind our orders, but | am informed by Admira Kurtz' s staff that it appearslikely that no
resolution of the crisis short of war is possible; accordingly, we have been ordered to proceed as part of
Task Group Oneto Rochard’ s World, by way of Battle Plan Omega Green Horizon.” Now he pulled his
chair out and sat down. “Are there any questions about the background before | go into our specific
orders?’ he asked.

Lieutenant Marek raised ahand. “ Sir, do we know anything about the aggressor? It seemsto methat the
censor’ s office has been more than usudly diligent.”

Captain Mirsky’s cheek twitched. “A good question.” Krupkin glanced at the lieutenant; a young hotshot
in TacOps, who'd joined the ship less than six months ago. “ A good question deserves agood answey.
Unfortunately, | can’t give you one because nobody has seen fit to tell me. So, Lieutenant. How do you
think our armed forces stack up, in aworst-possible-case stuation?’

Lieutenant Marek gulped; he hadn’t been on board |ong enough to have figured out the Captain’s
Socratic style of testing his subordinates knowledge—a holdover from Mirsky’ stwo toursasa
professor in the Nava Staff Academy. “Againgt whom, sir?If it was just amatter of suppressing alocal
rebellion, there wouldn't be any problem at all. But Rochard’ s World had a picket force consisting of a
destroyer plus point defenses, and they’ d be as good as us at suppression. So they wouldn’t be sending
usif that was enough to dedl with the Situation. There must be an active enemy who has dready stopped
theloca picket forceintervening.”

“An accurate summary.” Cagptain Mirsky smiled humorlesdy. “ One that holds true whatever we face.
Unfortunately, you now know asmuch as | do, but for one thing: apparently the destroyer Sakhalin was
eaten. | don't know if thisis metaphor or litera truth, but it appears that nobody knowswho this Festival
is, or what they are capable of, or whether the destroyer gave them indigestion. Let us not forget our oath
of alegiance to the Emperor and the Republic; whatever they choose to do, we are sworn to be their
right arm. If they decideto Strike at an enemy, well, et us strike hard. Meanwhile, let us assumethe
worst. What if the enemy has cornucopia machines?’

Marek looked puzzled. “Couldn’t it go either way, sir? On the one hand, they have toolsthat |et them
build lots of weapons quickly without getting their hands dirty. But on the other hand, if they’ re not used
to working, isn't there agood chance that they’ re mora degenerates? The ability to manufacture doesn't
confer victory automaticaly, if the people who have it are weakened and corrupted by their decadent
robot-supported lifestyle. How can they possibly have the traditions and Esprit of an honorable military



force?’

“That remainsto be seen,” the Captain said crypticaly. “ For thetime being, | prefer to assume the worst.
And theworst caseisthat the enemy has cornucopia machines, and is not decadent and cowardly.”

Marek shook his head dightly.
“You have aquestion?’ asked Mirsky.
“Uh. | thought—" Marek looked worried. “Isthat possible?’

“Anything ispossble” the Captain said, heavily. “And if we plan for theworst, with luck al our surprises
will befavorable.” He glanced away from the naive Lieutenant. “Next.”

Krupkin, who as an engineer had his own opinion about the advisability of banning the use of
technologiesfor socid reasons, nodded to himsdlf. While Mirsky wouldn't say so in public, he had avery
good ideawhat the Captain was thinking—having a decadent robot-supported lifestyle doesn’t
preclude having military traditions. In fact, it may give them more time to focus on the essentials.
The Captain continued to pall his officers, publicly querying the readiness of their posts.

“—Engineering status. Commander Krupkin?’

Krupkin stifled agrunt of annoyance. “ The shipyard contractor is still gpplying the upgrade patchesto our
basdline compensators. | am awaiting a precise hand-off estimate, but as of this morning, we expected
three more shifts to compl ete the modifications, and another shift to test them. | have no complaints about
his efficiency: he' sas good as anyone I’ ve ever worked with, ared virtuoso. Other than that, the
secondary compensator set—which isnot being upgraded—isfully operationa. We are moving at full
speed, but will not have full redundancy and the new upgrade modifications ready for another four to five
days—at aminimum.”

“| see” The Captain made anote on his blotter. He looked back at the engineer: apiercing blue-eyed
stare that would have turned aless experienced officer into a nervous wreck. “ Can the modifications be
expedited? We will be passing into foreign space-timein two days; thereafter, we must anticipate the
presence of enemy mindayers and warships aong our route.”

“Um—probably, sir. Unfortunately, the upgrades aren’t straightforward enough for our routine
engineering saff. Springfidd isagpecidig, and heis exerting himself fully. | believe that we might be able
to speed things up, but at therisk of errors cregping in because of fatigue. If | can use an andogy, it'slike
ameaster surgeon performing an operation. Extra pairs of hands smply get in the way, and you can’t prop
asurgeon up for days on end and expect hiswork to remain acceptable. | think we might be able to
shave aday or two off the four-to-five-day estimate, but no more.”

“I see” Captain Mirsky glanced at Murametz significantly. “ But we are dtill able to move and fight, and
the new black-box system is aready integrated.” He nodded. “ Helsingus, how is TacOps?’

“I’ve been running daily exercises predicated on astandard fleet aggressor profile for the past week, sir,
using the standard models Admiralty shipped us. We could do with abit longer, but | think the boys have
generdly got theright idea. Barring any mgjor surprisesin enemy tactical doctrine, we' re ready to dedl
with them, whoever they are, one-on-one.”

“Good.” Mirsky sat in thought for aminute. “1 haveto tell you that | have amesting this afternoon with
Commodore Bauer and ateleconference with the other captains. Y ou should assume that, as of now, this
shipison awar footing. Y ou should be prepared for combat operations in the near future. Meanwhile, |



expect daily reports on drive and gunnery readiness.

“That goesfor therest of you, too. | want daily readiness reports. We ve wasted alot of time churning
conscripts thismonth, and | want us up to ninety-five percent operationa capability as soon as possible.
Wewill be bunkering afull fud load and munitions from the supply ship Aurora tomorrow, and | expect
that, as soon aswe spool up for our first jump, we will be going to battle Sations. That gives you about
thirty-six hoursto get ready for action. Arethere any questions, gentlemen?’

Helsingusraised ahand.
“YS?I
“Sir. Mindayers? Where are we going that might be mined?’

Mirsky nodded. “A good point, Commander. Our initial jump isgoing to be a short-hauler to Wolf
Depository Five. | know that’ s not on adirect course for Rochard’ sWorld, but if we go straight
there—well, | presume our enemies can plot astraight course, too. What we don’t know is how much
they know about us. | hope to know more about them this afternoon.” He stood up. “If they launch a
surprise attack, we'll beready for them. God ison our Sde; dl theindications are that thisFestival isa
pagan degeneracy, and al we need to do is be of good heart and man our guns with enthusasm. Any
other questions?’ He looked around the room. Nobody raised ahand. “Very good. | am now leaving
and will bein closed conference with the Commodore. Dismissed.”

The Captain lft the room in silence. But as soon as the door closed behind him, there was an uproar.

Martin wasin afoul mood. Krupkin had broken the newsto him hours earlier: “I’m sorry, but that’ sthe
way itis” he'd sad. “Double shifts. We re on awar footing. Y ou especidly don't get to deep until the
upgrade job is done; orders from the skipper, who is not in areasonable mood. Once it’s done, you can
crash out for aslong as you want, but we need it before we see combat.”

“It' sgoing to be sixteen hours, minimum, whatever happens,” Martin told him, trying hard to keep his
cool. “The patcheswill be ingtalled and active by the end of this shift, but | can’t release the system to
you until it’ stested out fully. The regression tests are entirely autometic and take twenty thousand
secondsto run. Then there' sthe maneuver testing, which would normaly take dl week if thiswasanew
hull we were upgrading. Findly, there’ sdrive qudification time which isthree monthsfor anew and
untested system like the one your Admiralty ordered, and what do you think the chances are that you're
going to gt il for that?’

“Skipit,” Krupkin said briskly. “We re going to be maneuvering on it tomorrow. Can you start the
white-box phase today?’

“Fuck it.” Martin pulled his goggles and gloves back on. “Tak to melater, okay?1’'m busy. You'll get
your bloody drive mods. Just point me at abunk thisevening.” He dived back into the immersive
interface, ignoring the commander—who took it surprisingly mildly.

Which was perhaps just aswell. Martin was kegping atight rein on his anger, but beneath the brittle
exterior, he was disturbed. The businesswith Rachel had unsettled him; he was now intensaly nervous,
and not just because of the volatility of the situation. Her approach had caught him off guard and
vulnerable, and the potential consequences ranged from the unpredictable to the catastrophic.

For the rest of the day, he worked furioudy, checking the self-extending array of connectorslinking the



new drive control circuitry into the existing neura networks. He headed off saverd possible problemsin
the performance profile of the control feedback sensors, tuned the baseline compensators for extra
precision, and added severa patchesto the inner hard control loops that monitored and pulled the hair on
the black hole; but he left the midlife kicker traps alone. And heingtalled the specia circuit that Herman
had asked him to add.

Heworked on into the evening shift, then started the regression tests going: a series of salf-test routines,
driven by software, that would exercise and report on every aspect of the drive upgrade. Installing and
testing the module was the easy task: tomorrow he’ d have to Sart testing how it interacted with the
kernel—an atogether more nerve-wracking experience. So it was that, at 2500, he yawned, stretched,
set aside his gloves and feedback sensors, and stood up.

“Aargh.” He stretched further. Joints popped with the effort; he felt dizzy, and tired, and dightly sick. He
blinked; everything seemed flat and monochrometic after the hoursimmersed in false-color 3-D contrals,
and hiswrigts ached. And why, inthisday and age, did warships smell of pickled cabbage, stale swedt,
and an occasiond undertone of sewage? He ssumbled to the door. A passing rating glanced at him
curioudy. “1 need to find abunk,” he explained.

“Pleasewait here, gr.” Hewaited. A minute or so later, one of Krupkin’s minions cameinto view,
hand-over-hand down thewall like ahuman fly.

“Your berth? Ah, yes, sir. D deck, Compartment 24, there' s an officer’ sroom waiting for you. Breskfast
cdl at 0700. Paulus, please show the gentleman here to hisroom.”

“Thisway, sr.” The crewman quietly and efficiently guided Martin through the ship, to apale green
corridor lined with hatches like those of a capsule hotel. “ There you are.” Martin blinked at the indicated
door, then pulled it aside and climbed in.

It was like aroom in acapsule hotel or acompartment on atranscontinental train—one with two bunks.
The lower one flipped upside down to make adesk when not in use. It wastotaly sterile, totaly clean,
with ironed sheets and athin blanket on the lower bunk, and it smelled of machine ail, starch, and
deegplessnights. Someone had laid out aclean overal with no inggniaonit. Martin eyed it mistrustfully
and decided to stick to hiscivilian clothes until they weretoo dirty to tolerate. Surrendering to the New
Republic’ s uniform seemed symbolic; letting them claim him as one of their own would fed likeasmall
treason.

He pamed the light to low, and stripped his shoes and socks off, then lay down on the lower bunk.
Presently, the light dimmed and he began to relax. He till felt light-headed, tired and angry, but at least
the worst hadn’t happened: no tap on the shoulder, no escort to the brig. Nobody knew who he really
worked for. Y ou could never tell in thisbusiness, and Martin had a prickly fegling washing up and down
his spine. Thiswhole Stuation was completely bizarre, and Herman' srequest that he plonk himsdlf inthe
middle of it waswell out of the usua run of assgnments. He shut his eyes and tried to push away the
visons of spinning yellow blocksthat danced inside his head.

The door opened and closed. “Martin,” said aquiet voice beside his pillow, “keep your voice down.
How did thingsgo?’

He jackknifed upright and nearly smashed his head on the underside of the bunk overhead. “What!” He
paused. “What are you—"

“Doing here?’ A quigt, ironic laugh. “I'm doing the same as you; feding tired, wondering what the hell
I’mdoing in thisnuthouse.”



Herelaxed alittle, relieved. “I wasn't expecting you.”

“It'smy job to be here; I'm attached to the Admird’ s staff as a diplomatic representative. Look, | can’t
stay long. It would be a really bad ideafor anyoneto find mein your room. At best, they’ d assume the
worst, and a worst, they might think you were aspy or something—"

“Butl amaspy,” he blurted out in amoment of weakness. “ At least, you wanted—"

“Yeah, right, and I’ ve got your secret-agent decoder ring right here. Look, | want to talk, but business
first. Arethedrive upgradesfinished?’

His eyes adjusted to the dark; he could see the outline of her face. Short hair and shadows made her
look very different, harder and more determined. But something in her expression as she watched him
made her look dightly uncertain. Business first, she said. “ The upgrades are going to take sometime,”
he said. “They’re about ready for testing to start tomorrow, but it’sarisky proposition. I'm going to be
ironing bugs out of the high-precision clocksfor the next week.” He paused. “ Areyou surethisis safe?
How did you find me?’

“It wasn't hard. Thank MiG for the security system schematics. Life Support and Security think you're
aonein here. | thought it was safer to visit in person than to try to page you.”

Martin shuffled around and sat up, making room for her, and Rachel sat down next to him. He noticed
for thefirgt time that she was wearing auniform—not aNew Republican one. “Y ou’ re here for thewhole

voyage?”’

She chuckled. “ The better to get to know you. Relax. If you want to talk to your loca diplomeatic
representative, that's me. Besides, they need me, or someone like me. Who eseisgoing to negotiate a
cease-firefor them?’

“Aah.” Martin fel slent for amoment, thinking. He was aware of her next to him, almost painfully so.
“You'retaking arisk,” he said after awhile. “ They aren’t going to thank you—"

“Hush.” Sheleaned closer. Hefdt her breath on his cheek: “The drive patches you' reingtaling are part
of anillega weapons system, Martin. I'm sure of it. I'm not sure what kind of illegality isbeing
contemplated, but I'm sure it involves causdlity violation. If they commence training maneuvers shortly,
I’ll get achanceto seejust what they’ re planning to use the upgrades for. That’ swhy | need to be here.
Andwhy | need your help. | wouldn’'t normally dump thison you, but | reglly need your help, active help,
infiguring out what’ s going on. Do you understand?’

“| undergtand very little,” Martin said nervoudy, priming his autonomic override to keep his pulse steady
S0 asnot to betray thelie. He felt unaccountably guilty about withholding the truth from her. Rachel
seemed like the least likely person to jeopardize his misson—and he liked her, wanted to be ableto
relax in her presence fredy, without worries. But caution and experience conspired to sedl hislips. “I'm
just dong for theride,” he added. He smply couldn’t tell her about Herman. Without knowing how she'd
react, the consequences might be disastrous. Might. And it was arisk he dared not take.

“Undergand this,” shesaid quietly. “A lot of livesare at stake. Not just mine, or yours, or thisship's, but
just about everyone within athirty-light-year radius of here. That'salot of people.”

“Why do you think thisis going to drag the big E into the Situation?” he prompted. He was deathly tired
and didn’'t want to haveto lieto her. Can | keep her talking? he wondered. If she didn’t keep speaking,
he was afraid he might tell her too much. Which would be abig mistake.



She touched hisarm. “ The Eschaton will beinterested for asimple reason; it is absolutely opposed to
causdlity violation. Please don’t pretend you' re that naive, Martin. I’ ve seen your resume. | know where
you' ve been and what you’ ve done. Y ou're not an idiot, and you know what awell-tuned warp drive
can do in the hands of an expert. In terms of specia reldivity, being ableto travel faster than light is
effectively equivalent to time travel—at least from the perspective of observersin different frames of
reference. They seethelight from your arrival, which is close to them, along time before they seethelight
from your departure, which isalong way away. Because you' re outrunning the speed of light, events
appear to happen out of sequence. Okay? Same with acausa link, an instantaneous
quantum-entanglement communicator. It doesn’t mean there sred timetravel involved, or that you can
create tempora paradoxes, but being able to mess with an observer’ sview of eventsat adistanceisa
boon for strategists.

“The Eschaton doesn't care about such trivia kinds of timetravel, but it Ssamps hard on thered thing;
any manifestation of closed timelike pathsthat could jeopardizeits own history. The big E doesn’t want
anyone doing aknight'smove on it, back in time and then forward again, to screw over itsorigin.
Someone triesto build an instantaneous communicator? No problem. They go on to build alogic gate
that transmitsits output into its own pagt, whereit’ swired into the input? That’ sthe basis of acausd logic,
and it givesyou thefirst tool you need to build atranscendent artificia intelligence. Poof, the planet is
bombarded from orbit with canniba lemmings or bitten to death by killer asteroids or something.

“Anyway, | don't redly care dl that much what the New Republic doesto the Festivd. | mean, maybe |
care about individua peoplein the New Republic, and maybe the Festiva folks areredly nice, but that’s
not the point. But | do careif they do whatever they’ re going to do insde Earth’ slight cone. If it involves
large-scale causdlity violation, the E might decide to take out the entire contaminated zone. And we know
it seeded colonies as much as three thousand light-years away— even assuming it till wants humans
around, it can afford to wipe out acouple of hundred planets.” Martin had to bite his cheek to keep from
correcting her. Shefdl slent. He waited for her to continue, but she didn’t; she seemed dmost
depressed,

“You havealot of clout. Have you told them what you' ve deduced? Or told anybody €l se?’

She chuckled, apeculiarly grim laugh. “If | did that, how long do you think it would be before they
chucked me overboard, with or without a vacsuit? They' re paranoid enough aready; they think there’ sa
spy on board, and they’ re afraid of minelayers and saboteurs aong the way.”

“A spy?’ Hesat up, scared. “They know there sa—"

“Bequiet. Yes, aspy. Not one of us, some goon from the Curator’ s Office who they sent dong to keep
an eyeonyou. Bequigt, | said. He sjust akid, some wet-behind-the-earstrainee cop. Try to relax
around him. Asfar asyou're concerned, you' re allowed to talk to me; I'm the nearest representative of
your government.”

“When are we going to get off thisship?’ he asked tensdly.

“Probably when we arrive.” Shetook his hand and squeezed it. “ Do your job and keep your head
down,” shesaid camly. “Just don’t, whatever you do, act guilty or confessto anything. Trust me, Martin,
likel told you before: we' re on the same team for the duration.”

Martin leaned closeto her. Shewastense, very tense. “Thisisquiteinsane,” he said very dowly and
carefully ashe did an arm around her shoulders. “Thisidiotic expedition is probably going to get us both
killed.”

“Maybe.” Her grip tightened on hishand.



“Better not,” hesad tightly. “1 haven’t had a chance to get to know you yet.”
“Menether.” Her grip relaxed alittle. “Isthat what you'd like to do? Redlly?’

“Well.” Heleaned back againgt the hard wall beside the bunk. “1 hadn’t thought about it alot,” he mused,
“but I’ ve been donefor along time. Redlly. Before thisjob. | need—" He shut hiseyes. “ Shit. What |
mean to say is, | need to get out of thisjob for awhile. | want ayear or two off, to pull myself together
and find out who | am again. A change and arest. And if you' re thinking about thet, too, then—"

“Y ou sound overworked.” She shivered. “ Someone just walked over my grave. Y ou and me both,
Martin, you and me both. Something about the New Republic usesyou up, doesn't it? Listen, I’ ve got
about two years accumulated leave waiting for me, after | get home. If you want to go somewhere
together, to get away from dl this—’

“Sounds good to me,” he said quietly. “But right now ...” Hetrailed off, with aglance at the cabin door.

There was amoment’ sfrozen silence: “I won't let you down,” she said softly. She hugged him briefly,
then let go and stood up. “Y ou'reright. | really shouldn’t be here, I ve got aroom to go to, and if they’re
dill watching me—well.”

Shetook her cap from the upper bunk, carefully placed it on her head, and opened the door. She looked
back at him and, for amoment, he thought about asking her to stay, even thought abouit telling her
everything; but then she was gone, out into the red-lit passages of the deeping ship.

“Damn,” he said softly, watching the door in mild disbelief. “Too late, too late. Damn ....”

Wolf Depository Incident
The shooting began with atelegram.

Locked in aloose formation with six other capita ships, the Lord Vanek hurtled toward the heliopause,
where the solar wind met the hard vacuum of interstellar space. Wolf Depository lay five light-years
ahead, and dmogt five yearsin the future—for the plan was that fleet would follow a partidly closed
timelike path, plunging deep into the future (staying within the scope of alight cone with its gpex drawn
on New Prague a the time of first warning of attack), then use the black boxes attached to their drive
modulesto loop back into the past. Without quite breaking the letter of the Eschaton’s lawv—Thou shalt
not globally violate causality—the fleet would arrive in orbit around Rochard’ s World just after the
ondaught of the Festiva, far faster than such atask force would normally cover the eight hops separating
them from the colony world. In the process, it would loop around any forces sent by the enemy to
intercept astraightforward counter-strike—and pick up atime capsule containing analyses of the battle
written by future historians, the better to aid the Admiral’ s planning.

At leadt, that was what theory dictated. Get there implausibly fast, with more firepower than any attacker
could possibly expect, and with advance warning of the attacker’ s order of battle and defensive
intentions. What could go wrong?

The operations room was a hive of concentration as the gold team officers—the crew shift who would be
on duty at the time of the forthcoming first jump, the one that would take the fleet into the future, as well
asout into deep space—ran through their set-up checkligts.

Captain Mirsky stood at the rear of the room, next to the heavy airtight door, watching his officers a
their posts: arunning display of telemetry from the ship’ s battle management systemsran up themain
wall-screen. The atmosphere was tense enough to cut with aknife. It wasthefirst time any warship of the



New Republic had engaged a high-technology foe; and no one, to the best knowledge of Commodore
Bauer’ s gtaff, had ever tried to pull off thistactica procedure before. Anything could be waiting for them.
Fiveyearsinto the future was asfar asthey dared probe in one jump; in theory, there should be a
navigation beacon awaiting them, but if something went awry, the enemy might be there ingtead. Mirsky
amiled thinly. All the more reason to get it right, he reasoned. If we messit up, therewon’t be a
second time.

Themilitary attache from Earth had invited hersdlf in to rubberneck at the proceedings and presumably
report back to her mastersin due course. Not that it made any difference at this point, but it annoyed
Mirsky’s sense of order to have atourist aong, let alone one whose loydty was questionable. He
resolved to ignore her—or, if that became impossible, to gect her immediately.

“Firgt breskpoint in five-zero seconds,” called the flight engineer. “ Saved to preferentia-frame
compensation buffers. Range to jump initiation point, Sx-zero seconds.” More jargon followed, ina
clipped, tense voice; the routine stock-in-trade of awarship, every phrase was defined by some
procedura manual.

Gunnery one: “ Acknowledged. Standing by to power up laser grid.” A mass of lasers—morethan a
million tiny cells scattered across the skin of the ship, able to operate as a single phased array—cycled
through their power-up routines and reported their status. The ship was nearing the jump point; asit did
30, it sucked energy out of the energized, unstable vacuum ahead of it and stored it by spinning up its
drive kernd, thetiny, electrically charged black hole that nestled at the heart of the engine room
containment sphere.

Engineering: “Main inertid propulsion holding a minus two seconds. Three-zero secondsto jump.”

The ship drifted closer to the lightspeed transition point. The rippled space ahead of it began to flatten,
bleeding energy into the underlying vacuum state. Six more huge warshipsfollowed behind at five-minute
intervas, Squadron Two, the light screen of fast-moverswho had set off behind the Lord Vanek, had
overhauled them the day before and jumped through six hours ago.

Comms “Telegram from the flag deck, Sr.”
“Readit,” cdled Mirsky.

‘Telegram from Admira Kurtz, open, al ears. Begins: Assume enemy warships ahead, bregk. Initiatefire
on contact with hostiles, break. For the glory of the empire. Ends. Sent via causal channdl to dl sster
ships.” The causal channels between the shipswould die, their contents hopelessy scrambled, as soon as
the ships made their first jump between equipotentid points. quantum entanglement was afragile
phenomenon and couldn’t survive fagter-than-light transitions.

Mirsky nodded. “ Acknowledge it. Exec, bring us battle stations.” Alarms began to honk mournfully
throughout the ship.

“Reference frame trap executed.” Reldivigtics. “ Jump field engaged. We have awhite box in group B,
repesat, white box in B.” A captive reference frame meant the ship had mapped the precise space-time
location of itsorigin perfectly. Usng the newly ingtaled drive controllers, the Lord Vanek could return to
that point in time from some future location, flying aclosed timelike loop.

Mirsky cleared histhroat. “Jump at your convenience.”

No lights dimmed, there was no sense of motion, and virtualy nothing happened—except for aburst of
exotic particlesinjected into the ergo-sphere of the quantum black holein the ship’ sdrive module.



Nevertheless, without any fuss, the star patterns outside the ship’s hull changed.
“Jump confirmed.” Almost everybody breathed adight Sght of relief.

“Survey, let'ssee wherewe are.” Mirsky showed no sign of stress, even though his ship had just jumped
fiveyearsintoitsown future, aswell asa parsec and ahalf out into the unknown.

“Yes, ar: laser grid coming up.” About two gigawatts of power—enough to run alarge city—surged into
thelaser cdlsin the ship’ sskin: if there was onething astarship like the Lord Vanek had, it was
eectricity to burn. The ship lit up like a pulsar, pumping out ablast of coherent ultraviolet light powerful
enough to fry anyone within adozen kilometers. It stabilized, scanning rgpidly in atight beam, quartering
the space ahead of the ship. After aminute it shut down again.

Radar: “No obgtructions. We rewel| clear.” Which wasto be expected. Out here, fifteen to fifty
agtronomica units away from the primary, you could travel for 1200 million kilometersin any direction
without meeting anything much larger than asnowbdl. Theintense UV lidar pulse would propagate for
minutes, then hours, before returning the faint trace of askin sgnature.

“Very good. Conn, take usforward. One geg, total delta of one-zero k.p.s.” Mirsky stood back and
waited as the hem officer punched in the maneuver. Ten k.p.s. wasn't much speed, but it would take the
Lord Vanek comfortably away from its point of emergence without emitting too much drive noise,
leaving room for the rest of theflotillabehind them. A lidar pulsein the depths of the halo could only
sgnify awarship on the prowl, and it would be extremely unhedlthy to Stay too closeto its point of origin.
Inthe Oort cloud of an indugtridized system, even the snowbadlls could bite.

“Ping at nine-two-six-four!” crowed Radar Two. “Range four-point-nine M-klicks, bearing one by
seven-five by three-three-two. Lots of hot one-point-four MeV gammas—they’ re cooking on
antimatter!”

“Accderation?’ asked Mirsky.

‘Tracking ... one-point-three gees, confirmed. No change. Uh, wait—"*
“Commsbulletin from the Kamchatka, Sr.”

“Comms, cdl it.”

“Message reads, quote, under attack by enemy missile layers break. Situation serious break. Where are
the BBs, break. All units please respond, ends.”

Mirsky blinked. Enemy war ships? This soon? Wolf Depository was right on the New Republic's
doorstep, amining system owned and exploited by therich, heavily industridized Septagon Central.
What on earth were they doing dlowing aien warships—

“Second burst at nine-two-six-four,” called Radar One. “ Same emission profile. Looks like we scared
up aswarm!”

“Wait,” grated Mirsky. He shook himsdlf, visibly surprised by the news. “Wait, dammit! | want to see
what e seis out there. Comms, do not, under any circumstances, respond to signas from the
Kamchatka, or anybody who came through ahead of uswithout clearing it with mefird. If there are
enemy ships out here, we ve got no way of knowing whether our signals have been compromised.”

“Ayeaye, Sr. Signd slenceon dl screening dements.”



“Now.” He bent his head, pondering the screen aheed. “If it isanambush ....”

The gamma-ray traces|it up on the main screen, labeled iconsindicating their position and vector relative
to the system ahead. One-point-three geeswasn't particularly fast, but it was enough to send cold
shudders up Mirsky’ s spine: it meant serious high-delta-vee propulsion systems, fusion or antimetter or
quantum gravity induction, not the feebleion drive of arobot tug. That could mean anumber of things:
sublight relativistic bombers, missile buses, intrasystem interceptors, whatever. The Lord Vanek would
have to skim past them to get to the next jump zone. Which could give them a passing shot at over 1000
k.p.s... aspeed a which it took very little, maybe asand grain, to total aship. If it was an ambush, it
had probably nailed the entire task force cold.

“Radar,” he said, “ give me asecond lidar pulse, three-zero seconds. Then plot a vector intersect on
those bogies, offset one-zero kiloklicks at closest pass, acceleration one-zero gees, salvo of two
SEM-20s one-zero-zero kiloklicks out.”

“Aye aye, skipper.”

“Missles armed, launch holding at minus one-zero seconds.” Commander Helsingus, stationed at
Gunnery One.

“I want them to get agood look at our attack profile,” murmured the Captain. “Nice and close.” llya
Murametz glanced at him sidelong. “Keep the boys on their toes,” Mirsky added, meeting hiseye. llya
nodded.

“Gammaburst!” called Radar Two. “Burst at one-four-seven-one. Range one-one point-two M-klicks,
bearing one by seven-five by three-three-two. Looks like shooting, Sr!”

“Understood.” Mirsky clasped his hands together: Murametz winced as he cracked his knuckles. “Hurry
up and wait. Helm: How’' sthe attack course?’

“WE re prepping it now, Sir.”

“Forward lidar. Looks like we are in ashooting war. And they know we' re here by now. So let’sget a
good look at them.”

Comms: “Sir, new message purportedly from the Kamchatka. Message from the Aurora, t00.”
“Read them.”

Mirsky nodded at the comms station, where the petty officer responsible read from a punched paper
tape unreding from the brass mouth of adog’ s head. “ Kamchatka says, quote, engaged by enemy
missile boats break we are shooting back break enemy warships astern painting us with target
designation radar break situation desperate where are you. Ends. Aurora says, quote, no contact with
enemies bresk Kamchatka off course stand by for orbital e ements correction bregk what isdl the
shooting about. Ends.”

“Oh bloody hdll.” Murametz turned red.
“Indeed,” Mirsky said drily. “The question is, whose? TacOps. what' s our satus?’

‘Target acquired, sir. Range down to four-point-eight M-klicks, speed passing one-zero-zero k.p.s.
Engagement projected within two-point-four kiloseconds.”

“Wehavea... three-zero-zero-second margin,” said Mirsky, checking the clock display. “ That should



be plenty. We can get alook at the closest one without getting so close their launch base can shoot a us
if it samissile bus. Everyone clear? Guns: | want redl-time logging of those birds. Let’ s see how they
perform. Radar: Can you lock a spectroscope on the target?’

“At three K-klicks per second, from one-zero K-klicks away? 1 think so, gir, but we'll need abig fat
beacon to spot againgt.”

“You'll have one.” Murametz smiled widdly. “Guns. did those birds down to point-one of akiloton
before you fire them. Standard MP-3 warheads?’

“Yes, gar.”
“Good. Keep ‘em.”

Standing at the back of the bridge, Rachd tried not to wince. Wearing her arms inspectorate hat, she was
al too familiar with the effects of americium bombs. nuclear weapons made with an isotope denser and
more fissle than plutonium, more stable than californium. Just good old-fashioned fission bombs,

jacketed with a high-explosive shaped charge and alens of pre-fragmented copper needles—shrapnel
that, in avacuum engagement, would come spaling off the nuclear fireball in ahighly directiona cone,
traveling at ahigh fraction of lightspeed.

The next thirty minutes passed in tense silence, broken only by terse observations from Radar One and
Two. No more targets burst from hiding; there might well be othersin the Kuiper belt, but none were
close enough to see or be seen by the intense lidar pulses of the warship. In that time, passive sensors
logged two nuclear detonations within arange of haf alight-hour; someone was definitely shooting. And
behind them, the tdlltale disturbances of six big ships emerged from jump, then powered up their combat
lidar and moved out.

“Launch point in six-zero seconds,” caled Helsingus. “Two hot SEM-20son therail.”

“Freon schedule,” said Mirsky, straightening his back and looking directly ahead at the screen. The
green arrow showing the Lord Vanek’ s vector had grown until it was beginning to show the purple of
reldividtic distortion around its sengitive extrgpolative tip: the ship was aready nearing half a percent of
lightspeed, a dangerous velocity. Too high a speed and it might not be able to track targets effectively:
worse, it wouldn’t be able to dodge or change its vector fast, or jump safely.

“Three-zero seconds. Arming birds. Birds show green, sir.”
“I"'m getting emissonsfrom thetarget,” called Radar Two. “Lots of—looks like jamming, sir!”
“Laser grid. llluminate the target,” said Mirsky. “ Guns, set to passve.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.” Under passive homing mode, the missleswould lock onto the target, illuminated by the
Lord Vanek' s laser battery, and homein on itsreflection.

‘Target still accelerating dowly,” said Radar One. ”Looks like amissle boat.”
“One-zero seconds. Launch rails energized.”
“Y ou have permission to fire at will, Commander,” said the Captain.

“Yes, sr. Eight seconds. Navigation updated. Inertia platformslocked. Birds charged, warheads ...
green. Five seconds. Launch commencing, bird one. Gone.” The deck shuddered briefly: ten tons of
missile hurtled the length of the ship in the grip of acoilgun, gected ahead of the starship at better than a



kilometer per second. “Lidar lock. Drive energized. Bird one main engineignition confirmed. Bird two
loaded and green ... launch. Gone. Drive energized.”

“Bingo,” llyasaid quietly.

Red arrows indicating the progress of the missiles gppeared on the forward screen. They weren't
self-powered; nobody in hisright mind would dare load a quantum black hole and its drive support
mechanism into arobot suicide machine. Rather, the ship’s phased-array |asers bathed them in a sea of
energy, boiling and then superhesting the reaction massthey carried until they surged forward far faster
than the starship. Strictly a close-range low-deta-vee weapon, missiles were mostly obsolescent; their
solejob wasto get anuclear device onto the right interception vector, like the “bus’ on an ancient
twentieth-century MIRV. They’d burn out after only thirty seconds, but by then the warheads would be
closing the gap between the Lord Vanek' s projected course and the enemy ship itsdf. Shortly after the
garship ran the gauntlet, its missleswould arrive—and ddliver thekilling blow.

“Radar One. Where arethey?’ Mirsky asked softly.
‘Tracking asbefore,” caled the officer. ” Still maintaining course and vector. And emitting loads of spam.”

“Bird one MECO in one-zero seconds,” said Helsingus. “ They're trying to jam, sir. Nothing doing.” He
sad it with heavy satisfaction, asif the knowledge that the anonymous victims of the attack were offering
some token resistance reassured him that he was not, in fact, about to butcher them without justification.
Even committed officers found the applied methods of three centuries of nuclear warfare hard to somach
at times.

Comms Two, voice ragged with tension: “Jamming stopped, Sr! I'm receiving a distress beacon.
Two—no, three! | say again, three distress beacons. It' slike they’ re bailing out before we hit them.”

“Too late,” said Helsingus. "We Il have’em in three-two seconds. They’ll beinside the burst radius.”
Rachel shuddered. Suddenly ahorrible possibility began to rise to the surface of her mind.

Mirsky cracked his knuckles again, kneading his hands together. “ Guns. | want alagt-ditch evasion
program loaded, activate at closest gpproach minus one-zero seconds if we' re ill here.”

“Yes, gr,” Helsngus said heavily. “Laser grid support?’
“Anything you like.” Mirsky waved a hand magnanimoudly. “If we re fill hereto enjoy the light show.”

Helsingus began flipping switches like aman possessed. On the screen, the outgoing birds passed their
main engine cutout points and went balistic; more enemy missiles began hatching like sinister bluefingers
reaching out from the target point.

“Captain,” Rachdl said dowly.

“—One-zero seconds. They’rejamming hard, sir, but the birds are till holding.”
“What if Kamchatka iswrong? What if those are civilian mining ships?’
Captain Mirsky ignored her.

“Five seconds! Bird one ready to go—range down to one-zero K. Three. EMP lockdown is go. Sensor
stepdown mag six is go. Optics shidlded—bang. Sir, | confirm that bird one has detonated. Bang. Bird
two isgone.”



“Radar. What do you see?’ asked Mirsky.

“Waiting on the fog to clear—ah, got sensors back sir. Incoming missiles gill closing. Firebal remnants
hashing up radar, lidar is better. Uh, the impact spectroscope has tripped, Sir, we have aconfirmed
impact on the target dpha. Oxygen, nitrogen, carbonitrile emissonsfrom the hull. 1 think we holed him,
ar.”

“We holed him—" Mirsky stopped. Turned to glance at Rachdl. “What did you say?’ he demanded.

“What if they're civilians? We have only Kamchatka’ s word that they’ re under attack; no direct
evidence other than bombs going off—which could be hers*

“Nonsense.” Mirsky snorted. “None of our ships could make amistake like that!”

“Nobody isactually shooting live missiles a us. The pre-jump briefing warned everyone to ook out for
enemy missle boats. How likdy isit that the Kamchatka ran down acivilian mining ship by misteke and
got ahit trigger-happy? And what you' re seeing as an attack is actually just the cruiser screen shooting in
the dark a anything that moves?’

Dead silence. Enlisted men and officers dike stared at Rachd disapprovingly: nobody spoketo the
captain like that! Then from behind her: * Spalation debris on radar, sir. Target is breaking up. Uh,
humbly reporting, Captain, we have distress beacons. Civilian ones....”

The Lord Vanek was going far too fast to dow down, and as flagship and lead element of the squadron,
had a duty not to do so. Nevertheless, they signaled the squadron astern; and behind them, one of the
elderly battleships peded off to pick up any survivors from the disastrous attack.

The big picture, when it finaly gelled some eight hours later, was very bad indeed. The“missle carriers’
were actudly refinery tugs, tending the migratory robot factories that dowly trawled the Kuiper-belt
bodies, extracting helium 3 from the snowballs. Their sudden burst of speed had a smple explanation;
seeing dlien warships, they had panicked, dumping their cargo pods so that they could clear the area
under maximum acceleration. One of the distant explosions had been the Kamchatka, landing anear
miss on one of the “ enemy battleships’—the cruiser India. (Minor hull damage and a couple of
evacuated compartments had resulted; unfortunately, the cruiser’ s chaplain had been in one of the
compartments at the time, and had gone to meet his maker.)

“Ser-erves’ emright for being in theway, dammit,” quavered Admira Kurtz when Commodore Bauer
delivered the newsin person. “Whawhat do they think thisis?’ He haf roseto hisfeet, momentarily

forgetting about hisglasslegs. “ Smply gppaling stupidity!”

“Ah, | believe we still have aproblem, sir,” Bauer pointed out as Robard tried to get his master settled
down again. “This system is claimed by Septagon, and, ah, we have received signas as of half an hour
ago indicating that they have awarship in the areg, and it’ sengaging us on an intercept trgectory.” The
Admira snorted. “What can one warship d-do?’ Rachel, who had inveigled her way into the staff
meeting on the groundsthat, as aneutral observer, it was her duty to act as an intermediary in Situations
such asthis one, watched Bauer spluttering with mordant interest. Can he really be that stupid? she
wondered, glancing at the admiral, who hunched in hischair like abad parrot, eyes gleaming with an
expression of fixed mania

“Sir, thewarship that issignaing usis, ah, according to our most recent updates, one of their
Apollo-classfleet attack carriers. Radar saysthey’ ve got additiona tracesindicative of afull battle group.



We outnumber them, but—"

Rachel cleared her throat. “They’ll eat you for breakfast.” Bauer’ s head whipped around. “What did you
say?’ Shetapped her PA, whereit lay on the table before her. “UN defense intelligence estimates
suggest that Septagon’ s policy of building carriers, rather than the standard laser/missile platform that
your navy has adopted, givesthem a considerable advantage in the ability to cover an entire system.
Simply put, while they lack short-range firepower, they’ re able to launch aswarm of interceptorsthat can
pound on you from well outside your own engagement envelope. More to the point, they’ re frighteningly
good, and unless I’ m very much mistaken, that carrier, on its own, outmasses your entire fleet. |
wouldn’t want you to get theideathat | don't rate you against the Septagon Navy, but if you' re planning
on fighting them, do you think you could let me know in advance? 1’ d like achanceto grab asurviva

pod firgt.”

“Wadll, we can't argue with the government of Earth’ s defense estimates, can we, Commander?’ Bauer
nodded pointedly at his executive officer.

“Ah, no, sir. The Colond isquite correct.” The young and somewhat flustered Lieutenant avoided
looking a Rachd; it was aminor dight she was getting plenty of practice at ignoring.

“Damned newfangled inventions,” mumbled Kurtz under his breeth. * Blasted many-angled onesdon’t
want us to succeed, anyway—per-per-perfidious technophiles!” Louder: “We must presson!”

“Absolutely.” Commodore Bauer nodded sagely. “If we press on to Point Two on schedule, leaving the
diplomatic niceties to the embassy—speaking of which—Lieutenant Kossov. What of the update?
Where do we stand with respect to further information about this Festival, its order of battle and
motives? What have we learned?’

“Ah.” Lieutenant Kossov, removed and polished his pince-nez nervoudy. “Wdll, there’ s something of a
problem. The deposition from the Admiraty doesn’t seem to have arrived. We were supposed to be
seeing an ordnance beacon, but athough we quartered the designated orbital path, there’ s nothing there.
Either they’ re late—or they never planted it.”

‘Thisorbital beacon.” Rachel leaned forward. ” A standard target buoy, right? With a diplomatic package
containing anything the Republic’ sintelligence services have learned about the Festiva in the five years
since our jump?*

Kossov glanced warily at the Commodore, who nodded. “Y es, Colonel. What of it?’

“Wadll, if itisn't there, that can imply threethings, can’t it? Either it was there, but somebody else stole or
disabled it. Or—"

“Perfidious Septagonians!” Robard hastily leaned over his charge, then looked up and shrugged,
eoquently.

“Indeed, Admira. Or, as| was saying, the second option isthat it hasn't been put there yet—some
miscal culation, or they couldn’t determine any useful information about the enemy, or they forgot about
us, or something.”

Thenoise of Kurtz' ssnoring cut into her exposition. All eyesturned to the admira; Robard straightened
up. “I'm afraid the Admird’ slegs have been paining him considerably of late, and the dosage of his
medication is not conduciveto lucidity. He may deep for some hours.”

“Wall, then.” Bauer looked around the conferencetable. “1 believe if you would be so good asto return



His Excellency to hiscabin, | will continue as his proxy and prepare aminuted report of this meeting for
him to review later, when he' sfedling better. Unless anyone has any comments that specificaly require
the Admiral’ sear?’ Nobody demurred. “Very well then. Recessfor five minutes”

Robard and an enlisted man gingerly rolled the Admira’ s chair away from the table; then, using the lift
just outside the room, disappeared with him in the direction of his quarters. Everybody stood, and
sduted, while the snoring officer was wheded out of the meeting. Rachel held her face expressionless,
trying to conced the disgust and pity the sight pulled from her. He' s young enough to be my grandson.
How can they do this to themsel ves?

Eventudly, Bauer, assuming the admiral’ s position at the head of the table, rapped his hand on the brass
bell. “Mesting will resume. The Terran attache hasthefloor. Y ou were saying?’

“Thethird possibility isthat the New Republic no longer exists” Rachel said bluntly. She continued,
ignoring the outraged gasps around the table. “Y ou are facing an enemy about whose capabilitiesyou are
largely ignorant. I'm afraid to say, the UN knows little more about them than you do. As| noted, there
are three reasons for the New Republic not to have contacted you, and their total defeat inthe
intervening timeis only one of them, but not oneit’s safe to ignore. We re now in the outbound leg of a
closed, timdike loop, which will eventudly dlipitsdf out of the world line of thisuniverseif you succeed in
looping back into our relative past—but the New Republic’ s absolute immediate future—and taking the
intruders by surprise. This has some odd implications. History reaching usinside thisloop may not bear
any relationship to the eventua outcome we seek, for one thing. For another—" She shrugged. “If I'd
been consulted prior to this expedition, | would have strongly counseled againgt it. Whileit is not
technicaly abreach of theletter of Clause Nineteen, it is dangeroudly closeto the sort of activity that has
brought down intervention by the Eschaton in the past. The Eschaton redlly doesn’t like timetrave inthe
dightest, presumably because, if things go too far, someone might edit it out of existence. So there' sthe
possibility that what you're up againgt isn't just the Festiva, but a higher power.”

“Thank you, Colonel.” Bauer nodded politely, but hisface was set in amask of disapprova. 1 believe
that, for now, we shdl disregard that possibility. If the Eschaton choosesto involve itsdlf, thereis nothing
we can do in any case, o we must work on the assumption that it will not. And in that case, dl weare up
againg isthe Festival. Kossov. What did we know about it before we left?’

“Ah, um, well, that isto say—" Kaossov looked around wildly, shuffled the papers on his blotter, and
sghed. “Ah, good. Yes. The Festival—"

“I know what it’ s called, Lieutenant,” the Commodore said reprovingly. “What isit and what doesit
want?’

“Nobody knows.” Kossov looked at his supreme commander’ s deputy like arabhbit caught in the
blinding headlights of an oncoming expresstrain.

“So, Commissioner.” Bauer cocked his head on one side and stared at Rachel, with the single-minded
analytical purpose of araptor. “And what can the esteered government-coordinating body of Earth tell
me about the Festiva?’” he asked, dmost tauntingly.

“Uh.” Rachel shook her head. Of course the poor kid had done his best—none of these people could
know anything much about the Festiva. Even she didn't. It was abig yawning blank.

“Wel?" Bauer prodded.

Rachd sighed. “ Thisisvery provisond; nobody from Earth has had any direct contact with the agency
known as Festiva until now, and our information is, therefore, secondhand and unverifiable. And, frankly,



unbelievable. The Festival does not appear to be agovernment or agency thereof, as we understand the
term. In fact, it may not even be human. All we know isthat something of that name turns up in distant
settled systems—never closer than athousand light-years, before now—and it, well, the term we keep
hearing used to describe what happens next is* Jubileg , if that makes any senseto you. Everything ...
stops. And the Festival takes over the day-today running of the system for the duration.” She looked at
Bauer. “Isthat what you wanted to know?’

Bauer shook his head, looking displeased. “No it wasn't,” he said. “I was after capabilities”
Rachel shrugged. “We don't know,” she said bluntly. “As| said, we ve never seen it from close-up.”

Bauer frowned. “ Then thiswill be afirst for you, won't it? Which leads us to the next issue, updatesto
navigaionplan Ddta...”

A few hours later, Rachd lay facedown on her bunk and tried to shut the world out of her head. It wasn't
easy; too much of the world had followed her home over the years, crying for attention.

Shewas dill dive. She knew, somehow, that she should fed relieved about this, but what she'd seeniin
the briefing room screen had unnerved her more than she was willing to admit. The admiral wasasenile
vacuum at the heart of the enterprise. The intelligence staff were well-meaning, but profoundly ignorant:
they were s0 inflexible that they were incapable of doing their job properly. She' d tried to explain how
advanced civilizationsworked until she could fed hersalf turning bluein the face, and they Hill didn't
understand! They’ d nodded politely, because she was alady—even if asomewhat scandalous one, a
lady diplomat—and immediately forgotten or ignored her advice.

Y ou don't fight an infowar attack with missles and |asers, any more than you attack arailway locomotive
with spears and stone axes. Y ou don’t fight areplicator attack by throwing energy and matter at
machinesthat will just usethem for fuel. They’ d nodded gpprovingly and gone on to discuss the virtues of
active countermessures versus low-observability systems. And they il didn't get it; it was asif thevery
idea of something like the Festival, or even the Septagon system, occupied amenta blind spot ubiquitous
inthelr civilization. They could accept awoman in trousers, even in acolond’ suniform, far more easily
than they could cope with the idea of atechnologica singularity.

Back on Earth, she had attended a seminar, years ago. It had been aweeklong gathering of experts;
hermeneutic engineers driven mad by studying the arcane debris of the Singularity, demographers ill
trying to puzzle out the distribution of colony worlds, a couple of tight-lipped mercenary commanders and
commercia intelligence consultants absorbed in long-range backstop insurance againgt areturn of the
Eschaton. They were dl thrown together and mixed with a coterie of Defense SIG expertsand UN
diplomats. It was hosted by the UN, which, asthe sole remaining idand of concrete stability in a seaof
pocket polities, was the only body able to host such agloba event.

During the seminar, she had attended a cocktall party on abacony of white concrete, jutting from ahuge
hotel built on the edge of the UN city, Geneva. She' d been in uniform at the time, working as an auditor
for the denuclearization commission. Black suit, white gloves, mirrorshades pulsing news updates and
radiation readingsinto her raw and tired eyes. Hyped up on acocktail of acohol antagonists, she sipped
abitter (and ineffective) gin with a polite Belgian cosmologist. Mutud incomprehension tinged with
apprehension bound them in an uncomfortable Ping-Pong match of aconversation. “ Thereis so much we
do not understand about the Eschaton,” the cosmologist had insisted, “ especialy concerning its
interaction with the birth of the universe. The big bang.” Heraised his eyebrows suggestively.

“The big bang. Not, by any chance, an unscheduled fissle criticality excursgon, wasit?’ Shesaid it



deadpan, trying to deflect him with humor.

“Hardly. There were no licensing bodies in those days—at the start of space-time, before the era of
expansion and the first gppearance of mass and energy, about abillionth of abillionth of amillionth of a
second into the life of the universe”

“Surely the Eschaton can’t have been responsible for that. It's amodern phenomenon, isn't it?’

“Maybe not responsible,” he said, choosing hiswords carefully. “But maybe circumstances arising then
formed a necessary precondition for the Eschaton’ s existence, or the existence of something related to
but beyond the Eschaton. There' sawhole school of cosmology predicated around the weak anthropic
principle, that the universeis asit seems becausg, if it was any other way, we would not exist to observe
it. Thereisa... lesspopular field, based on the strong anthropic principle, that the universe existsto give
riseto certain types of entity. | don’t believe we'll ever understand the Eschaton until we understand why
the universe exigts”

She amiled a him toothily, and let a Prussian diplomat rescue her with the aid of a polite bow and an
offer to explain thefal of Warsaw during the late unpleasantnessin the Baltic. A year or so later, the
polite cosmologist had been murdered by Algerian religious fundamentaists who thought his account of
the universe a blasphemy againgt the words of the prophet Y usuf Smith asinscribed on histwo tablets of
gold. But that wastypica of Europe, haf-empty and prey to what the formerly 1damic world had
become.

Somewhere adong the line she, too, had changed. She' d spent decades—the best part of her second,
early-twenty-second-century life—fighting the evils of nuclear proliferation. Starting out as a dreadl ocked
direct-action activigt, chaining hersdlf to fences, securein the naive youthful belief that no harm could
befdl her. Later, she' d figured out that the way to do it was wearing a smart suit, with mercenary soldiers
and the threat of canceled insurance policies backing up her quiet voice. Still prickly and direct, but less
of aknee-jerk nonconformist, she' d learned to work the system for maximum effect. The hydra seemed
halfway under control, bombings down to only one every couple of years, when Bertil had summoned
her to Geneva and offered her anew job. Then she' d wished she’ d paid more attention to the
cosmologisg—for the Algerian Latter-Day Saints had been very thorough in their suppression of the
Tiplerite heresy—but it wastoo late, and in any event, the minutiae of the Standing Committee’'s
investigationsinto chronologica and probabilistic warfare beckoned.

Somewhere aong the line, the idealist had butted heads with the pragmati<t, and the pragmatist won.
Maybe the seeds had been sown during her first marriage. Maybe it had come later; being shot in the
back and spending six months recovering in hospital in Calcutta had changed her. She’ d done her share
of shooting, too, or at least directing the machinery of preemptive vengeance, wiping out more than one
cdl of atomic-empowered fanatics—whether central-Asan independence fighters, fredl ance mereswith a
bomb too many in their basement, or on one notable occasion, radica pro-liferswilling to go to any
lengthsto protect the unborn child. Idedlism couldn’t coexist with so many other peopl€ sidedls,
betrayed in their execution by the tools they’ d chosen. She' d walked through Manchester three days
after the Inter-City Firm' sfina kickoff, before the rain had swept the sad mounds of cinders and bone
from the blasted streets. She' d become so cynica that only acomplete change of agenda, awide-angle
view of the prospects for humanity, could help her retain her self-respect.

And so0 to the New Republic. A shithole of abackwater, in her frank opinion; in need of remodeling by
any means necessary, lest it pollute its more enlightened neighboring principaities, like Maaciaor Turku.
But the natives were still people—and for al that they tampered with the machineries of mass destruction
in gpparent ignorance of their power, they deserved better than they’ d receive from an awakened and
angry Eschaton. They deserved better than to beleft to butt heads with something they didn’t understand,



likethe Festival, whatever it was: if they couldn’t understand it, then maybe she’ d have to think the
unthinkable for them, help them to reach some kind of accommodation with it—if that was possible. The
aarming aspect to the UN’ s knowledge of the Festival—the only thing she hadn’t told Bauer
about—was that antitech colonies contacted by it disgppeared, leaving only wreckage behind when the
Festival moved on. Just why this might be she didn’t know, but it didn’t bode well for the future.

Nothing quite concentrates aman’s mind like the knowledge that heisto be hanged in four weeks; unless
itis possibly the knowledge that he has sabotaged the very ship he sallsin, and he—aong with everyone

eseinit—will be hanged in three months. For while the execution may be farther away, the chances of a

reprieve areinfinitdly lower.

Martin Springfield sat in the almost-deserted wardroom, aglass of teaat his hand, staring absently at the
ceiling beams. A nauticd theme pervaded the room; old oak panelswalled it in, and the wooden plank
floor had been holystone-polished until it gleamed. A silver-chased samovar sat steaming gently atop an
age-blackened chest beneath ahuge gilt-framed oil painting of the ship’s namesake that hung on one
wall. Lord Vanek leading the cavalry charge at the suppression of the Robots Rebellion 160 years
ago—destroying the aspirations of those citizenswho had dreamed of life without drudge-labor in the
sarvice of aristocrats. Martin shivered dightly, trying to grapple with his persona demons.

It's all my fault, hethought. And there’'s nobody else to shareit with.

Comfortlessfate. He Spped at hisglass, felt the acrid sweet bite of the rum underlying the bitterness of
thetea Hislipsfelt numb, now. Stupid, he thought. It wastoo late to undo things. Too late to confess,
even to Rachd, to try to get her out of thistrap. He should have told her right at the beginning, before she
came on board. Kept her out of the way of the Eschaton’ s revenge. Now, even if he confessed
everything, or had done so before they tripped the patch in the drive kernel controllers, it would only put
him on aone-way trip to the death chair. And athough the sabotage was essentia, and even though it
wouldn't kill anyone directly—

Martin shuddered, drained the glass, and put it down beside his chair. He hunched forward
unconscioudy, neck bowed beneath the weight of aguilty conscience. At least | did the right thing, he
tried to tell himsdlf. None of us are going home, but at least the homes we had will still be there
when we' re gone. Including Rachd’ s unlived-in gpartment. He winced. It was next to impossibleto fed
guilt for afleet, but just knowing about her presence aboard the ship had kept him awake al night.

The mournful pipes had summoned the ship to battle stations dmost an hour ago. Something to do with
an oncoming Septagonese carrier battle group, scrambled like anest of angry hornetsin response to the
fiasco with the mining tugs. It didn’t make any difference to Martin. Somewherein the drive control
network, an atomic clock was running slow, tweaked by afolded curl of space-timefrom the drive
kernel. It was only asmdl error, of course, but CP violation would amplify it out of al proportion when
the fleet began its backward path through space-time. HE d done it ddliberately, to prevent a
catastrophic and irrevocabl e disaster. The New Republican Navy might think a closed timelike loop to
be only a petty tactica maneuver, but it was the thin end of awedge; awedge that Herman said had to
be held at bay. He' d made his pact with a darker, more obscure agency than Rachel’s. From his
perspective, the UN DISA people merely aped hisemployer’ s actions on a smaller scale—in hope of
pre-empting them.

Good-bye, Belinda, he thought, mentaly consigning his sister to oblivion. Good-bye, London. Dust of
ages ate the metropolis, crumbled itstowersin dust. Hello, Herman, to the steady tick of the pendulum
clock onthewadll. Astheflagship, Lord Vanek provided atime signd for the other vessalsin the fleet.



Not just that; it provided an inertial reference frame locked to the space-time coordinates of thelr first
jump. By dightly dowing the clock, Martin had ensured that the backward time component of their
maneuver would be botched very dightly.

The fleet would travel forward into the light cone, maybe as much as four thousand years; it would
rewind, back amost the whole distance—but not quite asfar asit had come. Their arrival at Rochard's
World would be delayed dmost two weeks, about aslong as arapid crossing without any of the closed
timdike hanky-panky the Admiralty had planned. And then the Festival would—well, what the Festival
would do to the fleet was the Festival’ s business. All he knew was that he, and everyone el se, would pay
the price.

Who did they think they were kidding, anyway? Claiming they planned to use the maneuver just to
reduce trangit time, indeed! Even atoddler could see through a subterfuge that transparent, al the way to
the sedled orderswaiting in the admird’ s safe. You can't fool the Eschaton by lying to yourself.
Maybe Herman, or rather the being that hid behind that code name, would be waiting. Maybe Martin
would be able to get off the doomed ship, maybe Rachel would, or maybe through atwist of fate the
New Republican Navy would defegt the Festival in a head-to-head fight. And maybe he' d teach the
horsetosing ...

He stood up, atrifle giddily, and carried his glassto the samovar. He half filled it, then topped it up from
the cut-glass decanter until the nogtril-prickling smell began to waft over the sseam. He sat downin his
chair ahbit too hard, numb fingertips and lips threatening to betray him. With nothing to do but avoid his
guilt by drinking himsdlf into a paraytic stupor, Martin was taking the easy way ot.

Presently, he drifted back to more tolerable memories. Eighteen years earlier, when he was newly
married and working as ajourneyman field circus engineer, agray cipher of aman had gpproached him
in abar somewherein orbit over Wollstonecroft’ s World. “Can | buy you adrink?’ asked the man,
whose costume was somewhere between that of an accountant and alawyer. Martin had nodded.
“You're Martin Springfield,” the man had said. “Y ou work at present for Nakamichi Nuclear, where you
are making relatively little money and running up a sizable overdraft. My sponsors have asked meto
approach you with ajob offer.”

“Answer’sno,” Martin had said automatically. He had made up his mind some time before that the
experience he was gaining at NN was more useful than an extrathousand euros ayear; and besides, his
employing combine was paranoid enough about some of its contracts to sound out its contractor’s
loyatieswith fake approaches.

“Thereisno conflict of interest with your current employers, Mr. Springfield. The job isanonexclusive
commission, and in any event, it will not take effect until you go fredance or join another kombinat.”

“What kind of job?’ Martin raised an eyebrow.
“Have you ever wondered why you exist?’
“Don’'t be—" Martin had paused in midsentence. “Isthis some rdigious pitch?’ he asked.

“No.” Thegray man looked him gtraight in the eye. “It' s exactly the opposite. No god exiss yet, inthis
universe. My employer wishesto safeguard the necessary preconditions for God' s emergence, however.
And to do so, my employer needs human arms and legs. Not being equipped with them, so to spesk.”

The crash of hisglass hitting the floor and shattering had brought Martin to his senses. “Y our
employer—"



“Bdievesthat you may have aroleto play in defending the security of the cosmos, Martin. Naming no
names’—the gray man leaned closer—"it isalong story. Would you like to hear it?’

Martin had nodded, it seeming the only reasonable thing to do in awholly unreasonable, indeed surred,
gtuation. And in doing so, he' d taken the first step aong the path that had brought him here, eighteen
years later: to adrinking binge aone in the wardroom of adoomed starship, only weeks eft to play out
the end of itsrole in the New Republican Navy. Minutes, in the worst possible case.

Eventually, he would be reported lost, dong with the entire crew of the Lord Vanek. Relativeswould be
notified, tears would be shed against the greater backdrop of atragic and unnecessary war. But that
would be no concern of his. Because—just as soon as he finished this drink—he was going to stand up
and weave hisway to his cabin and lie down. Then await whatever would follow over the next three
months, until the jaws of the trap sprang shut.

It was hot and somewhat stuffy, in Rachel’ sroom, despite the whirring white noise of the ventilation
system and the occasiona dripping of an overflow pipe behind the panel next to her head. Sleeping
wasn't an option; neither was relaxation. She found herself wishing for someoneto talk to, someone who
would have an ideawhat was going on. Sherolled over on her back. ”PA,"* she cdled, findly indulging an
urge she'd been fighting off for sometime. ”Where' sMartin Springfid d?*

“Location. Ship’'swardroom, D deck.”

“Anyonewith him?’

“Negative”

She sat up. The crew were at their action stations. what on earth was Martin doing there on his own?

“I'm going there. Backdoor clause: asfar asthe ship is concerned, | am still in my cabin. Confirm
cgpability.”

“ Affirmative. Backdoor tracking master override confirmed.” They might have rebuilt the ship’ sfire
control and propulsion systems, but they’ d | eft the old tab/badge personnd tracking grid in
place—unused, probably, because it reduced the need for tyrannica petty officers. Rachd pulled on her
boots, then stood up and grabbed the jacket that 1ay on the upper bunk. She' d take a minute to look
presentable, then go and find Martin. She wasirresponsible to leave her airtight cabin while the ship was
cleared for action—but so was he. What was he thinking of ?

She headed for the wardroom briskly. The access spaces of the warship were eerily quiet, the crew al
locked down in artight compartments and damage control stations. Only the humming of the ventilation
system broke the silence; that, and the ticking of the wardroom clock as she opened the door.

The only occupant of the room was Martin, and he looked somewheat the worse for wear, dumped in an
overstuffed armchair like arag doll that had logt its stuffing. A silver-chased teaglass sat on thetablein
front of him, haf-full of abrown liquid which, if Rachel was any judge of character, was not tea. He
opened his eyesto watch her as she entered, but didn’t say anything.

“Y ou should be in your cabin,” Rachel observed. “The wardroom isn't vacuum-safe, you know.”

“Who cares?’ He made arolling motion of one shoulder, asif ashrug wastoo much effort. “Redly don’t
seethe point.”



“I do.” She marched over and stood in front of him. “'Y ou can go to your cabin or come back to mine,
but you are going to bein acabin in five minuted”

“Don’'t remember Sgning acontractud ... of employment with you,” he mumbled.

“No, you didn't,” shesaid brightly. “So I’m not doing thisin my capacity asyour employer, I’'m doing it
asyour government.”

“Whoa—" Rachel heaved. “But | don't have agummint.” Martin ssumbled out of the chair, apained
expression on hisface.

“The New Republic seemsto think you have, and I’'m the best you'll find around here. Unlessyou’ d
prefer the other choice on offer?’

Martin grimaced. “Hardly.” He staggered. “ Got some 4-3-1 in left pocket. Think | needit.” He
staggered, fumbling for the small blister pack of acohol antagonists. “No need to get nasty.”

“I wasn't getting nasty; | wasjust providing you with an inertia reference frame for your own good.
‘Sides, | thought we were going to look out for each other. And | wouldn’t be doing my jobif | didn’t
get you out of here and into a cabin before someone notices. Drunkennessis aflogging offense, did you
know that?’ Rachel took him by one elbow and began gently steering him toward the door. Martin was
aufficiently wobbly on hislegsto make this an interesting experience; shewastal, and had boosters
embedded in her skeletal musclesfor just such events, but he had the three advantages of mass,
momentum, and alow center of gravity. Together, they described abrief drunkard’ swalk before Martin
managed to fumble his drug patch onto the pam of one hand, and Rachel managed to steer the two of
them into the corridor.

By the time they reached her cabin, he was breathing deeply and looking pale. “In,” she ordered.
“| fed like shit,” he murmured. “ Got any drinking water?’

“Yup.” She pulled the hatch shut behind them and spun the locking whed. “Sink’ sover there; I'm sure
you' ve seen one before.”

“Thanks, | think.” He ran the taps, splashed water on his face, then used the china cup to take mouthful
after mouthful. “Damned acohol dehydration.” He straightened up. *Y ou think | should have more sense
than to do that?’

“The thought had crossed my mind,” she said drily. She crossed her arms and watched him. He shook
himsalf like a bedraggled water rat and sat down heavily on Rachel’ s nestly folded bunk.

“I needed to forget somethings very badly,” he said moodily. “Maybe too badly. Doesn't happen very
often but, well, being locked up with nobody for company but my own head isn't good for me. All | get
to see these days are cable runs and change schematics, plus afew naive young midshipmen at lunch.
That spook from the Curator’ s Officeis hanging around dl the time, keeping an eye on me and listening
to whatever | say. It' slike being in afucking prison.”

Rachd pulled out the folding chair and sat on it. “ Y ou’ ve never been in prison, then. Consider yoursdlf
lucky.”

Hislipsquirked. “Y ou have, | suppose? The public servant?’

“Y egh. Spent eight monthsinside, once, banged up for industrial espionage by an agricultura cartdl.
Amnesty Multinational made me a prisoner of commerce and started up atrade embargo: that got me



sprung pretty quick.” She winced at the memories, grey shadows of their original violent fury, washed out
by time. It wasn't her longest stretch inside, but she had no intention of telling him that just yet.

He shook his head and smiled faintly. “The New Republicislike a prison for everyone, though. Isn'tit?’

“Hmm.” She stared through him at the wall behind. “Now you mentionit, | think you could be stretching
thingsabhit far.”

“Wadll, you'll at least concede they’re dl prisoners of their ideology, aren’t they? Two hundred years of
violent suppression hasn't left them much freedom to distance themsdves from their culture and look
around. Hence the messwe' rein now.” Helay back, propping his head against thewall. “ Excuse me;
I’'mtired. | spent adouble shift on the drive cdibration works, then four hours over on Glorious,
troubleshooting its RCS oxidant switching logic.”

“You'reexcused.” Rache unbuttoned her jacket, then bent down and did off her boots. “ Ow.”
“Sore feet?’

“Damned Navy, dways on their feet. Looks bad if | douch, too.”

He yawned. “ Speaking of other things, what do you think the Septagon forceswill do?’

She shrugged. “Probably track usthe hell out of here at gunpoint, while pressing the New Republic for
compensation. They’re pragmatists, none of this babble about national honor and the virtues of courage
and manly manhood and that sort of thing.”

Martin sat up. “If you' re going to take your boots off, if you don’t mind—"
She waved ahand. “Be my guest.”
“| thought | was supposed to be your loya subject?’

Shegiggled. “Don’t get ideas above your sation! Redly, these damned monarchists. | understand in the
abstract, but how do they put up withit?1’d go crazy, | swear it. Within adecade.”

“Hmm.” He leaned forward, busy with his shoes. “L ook at it another way. Most people back home sit
around with their families and friends and lead acozy life, doing three or four different things at the same
time—gardening, designing commercia beetles, painting landscapes, and bringing up children, that sort of
thing. Entomologists picking over the smdl thingsin life to see what’ stwitching itslegs underneath. Why
the hdl aren’t we doing that oursaves?’

“I used to.” He glanced up at her curioudly, but she was el sewhere, remembering. “ Spent thirty years
being a housawife, would you believe it? Being good God-fearing people, hubby was the breadwinner,
two ddightful children to dote over, and asuburban garden. Church every Sunday and
nothing—nothing—allowed to bregk with the pretense of conformity.”

“Ah. | thought you were older than you looked. L ate-sixties backlash?’

“Which sixties?” She shook her head, then answered her own rhetorica question: “ Twenty-sixties. | was
born inforty-nine. Grew up in aBaptist family, Baptist town, quiet rdigion—it turned inward after the
Eschaton. Wewere dll so desperately afraid, | think. It wasalong time ago: | find it hard to remember.
Oneday | wasforty-eight and the kidswere at collegeand | redlized | didn’t believe aword of it. They’d
gotten the extension treatments nailed down by then, and the pastor had stopped denouncing it as satanic
tampering with God' swill—after his own grandfather beat him at squash—and | suddenly redlized that



I’d had an empty day, and | had maybe amillion daysjust like it ahead of me, and there were so many
things | hadn’t done and couldn’t do, if | stayed the same. And | didn’t redlly believe: rdigion wasmy
husband’ sthing, | just went dong with it. So | moved out. Took the trestment, lost twenty yearsin six
months. Went through the usua Sterling fugue, changed my name, changed my life, changed just about
everything about me. Joined an anarchist commune, learned to juggle, got into radica antiviolence
activism. Harry—no, Harold—couldn’t cope with that.”

“Second childhood. Sort of like a twentieth-century teenage period.”
“Yes, exactly—" She stared at Martin. “How about you?’

He shrugged. “1’'m younger than you. Older than most everyone el se aboard thisidiotic children’s
crusade. Except maybe the admiral.” For an ingtant, and only an instant, he looked hagridden. “Y ou
shouldn’t be here. | shouldn’t be here”

Shedtared at him. “Y ou' ve got it bad?’

“We're—" He checked himself, cast her a curious guarded ook, then started again. “ Thistripis
doomed. | suppose you know that.”

“Yes.” Shelooked at thefloor. “I know that,” she said camly. “If | don’t broker some sort of cease-fire
or persuade them not to use their causality weapons, the Eschaton will step in. Probably throw a comet
made of antimatter at them, or something.” Shelooked a him. “What do you think?’

“I think—" He paused again and |ooked away, dightly evasively. “If the Eschaton intervenes, we' re both
inthewrong place.”

“Huh. That's so much fun to know.” Sheforced agrin. “ So where do you come from? Go on, | told

yaj—”
Martin stretched hisarms and leaned back. “I grew upinaY orkshire hill farming village, dl goatsand
cloth caps and dark satanic millsfull of God-knows-what. Oh yes, and compulsory ferret-legging down
the pub on Tuesday evenings, for the tourist trade tha’ knows.”

“Ferret-legging?’ Rachd looked at him increduloudy.

“Yup. Youtieyour kilt up around your kneeswith duct tape—as you probably know, no Y orkshireman
would be seen dead wearing anything under his sporran—and take aferret by the scruff of hisneck. A
ferret, that’ slike, uh, abit likeamink. Only lessfriendly. It' sayoung man’ sinitiation rite; you stick the
ferret where the sun doesn’t shine and dance the furry dance to the tune of abalalaika Last man standing
and dl that, kind of like the ancient Boer aardvark-kissing competition.” Martin shuddered dramatically.
“I hate ferrets. The bloody things bite like a cask-strength single malt without the nice after-effects.”

“That waswhat you did on Tuesdays,” Rachel said, dowly beginning to smile. * Tell me more. What
about Wednesdays?*

“Oh, on Wednesdays we stayed home and watched reruns of Coronation Road. They remixed theold
video filesto near-redlistic resolution and subtitled them, of course, so we could understand what they
were saying. Thenwe'd dl hoist apint of Tetley’ steaand toast the downfall of the House of Lancaster.
Very traditiond, us 'Y orkshirefolk. | remember the thousandth-anniversary victory cel ebrations—but
that’ s enough about me. What did you do on Wednesdays?’

Rachel blinked. “Nothing in particular. Defused terrorist A-bombs, got shot at by Algerian Mormon
separatists. Uh, that was after | kicked over the tracesthefirst time. Before then, | think | took the kids



to soccer, adthough I’ m not sure what day of the week that was.” She turned aside for amoment and
rummaged in the steamer trunk under her bunk. “Ah, hereitis.” She pulled out a narrow box and opened
it. “Y ou know what? Maybe you shouldn’t have used that sober patch.” The bottle gleamed golden
beneath the antiseptic cabin lights.

“I’d belousy company though. | was getting al drunk and depressed on my own, and you had to
interrupt me and make me sober up.”

“Well, maybe you should just have tried to find someone to get drunk with instead of doing it on your
own.” Two small glasses appeared. She leaned close. “Do you want it watered?’

Martin eyed the bottle critically. Replicated Speysdefifty-year mat, acask-strength bottling template. If
it was't ananospun clone of the origina, it would be worth itsweight in platinum. Even o, it would be
more than adequately drinkable. “1'll take it nest and report to sick bay for anew throat tomorrow.” He
whistled appreciatively as she poured a generous measure. “How did you know?’

“That you'd likeit?” She shrugged. “1 didn’t. | just grew up on corn liquor. Didn't meet thered thing till a
jobin Syrtis—" Her face clouded over. “Long life and happiness.”

“I'll drink to that,” he agreed after amoment. They sat in silence for aminute, savoring the afterbloom of
thewhisky. “I’ d be happier right now if | knew what was going on, though.”

“I wouldn’'t be too worried: either nothing, or we'll be dead too fast to fed it. The carrier from Septagon
will probably just make afast passto reassureitsef that we' re not planning on spreading any more
mayhem, then escort us to the next jump zone while the diplomats argue over who pays. Right now, I've
got the comms room taking my namein vain for dl it sworth; hopefully, that’ Il convince them not to
shoot at uswithout asking some more questionsfirst.”

“I’d be happier if | knew we had away off thisship.”

“Relax. Drink your whisky.” She shook her head. “We don't. So stop worrying about it. Anyway, if they
do shoot us, wouldn't you rather die happily sipping agood single mdt or screaming in terror?’

“Has anyone ever told you you' re cold-blooded? No, | takeit back. Has anyone ever told you you' ve
got askin likeatank?’

“Frequently.” She gtared into her glassthoughtfully. “1t' salearned thing. Pray you never haveto learnit.”
“Y ou mean you had to?’

“Yes. No other way to do my job. My last job, that is.”

“What did you do?’ he asked softly.

“I wasn't joking about the terrorist A-bombs. Actually, the bombs were the easiest hit; it was finding the
assholeswho planted them that was the hard part. Find the asshole, find the gadget, fix the gadget, fix the
dump they sprang the plute from. Usudly in that order, unless we were unlucky enough to haveto ded
with an unscheduled criticality excursion in downtown wherever without someone mailing in awarning
firdt. Thenif wefound the asshole, our hardest job would be keeping the lynch mob away from them until
we could find out where they sourced the bang-juice.”

“Did you ever loseany?’ he asked, even more quietly.

“Y ou mean, did | ever fuck up and kill severa thousand people?’ she asked. “Yes—"



“No, that’ snot what | meant.” He reached for her free hand gently. “1 know where you’ ve been. Any
job | do—if it doesn’t work, somebody pays. Possibly hundreds or thousands of somebodies. That' sthe
price of good engineering; nobody notices you did your job right.”

“Nobody’ s actudly trying to stop you doing your job,” she challenged.
“Oh, you' d be surprised.”

Thetension in her shoulders ebbed. “I' m sure you' ve got a story about that, too. Y ou know, for
someone who' s no good at dedling with people, you' re not bad at being a shoulder to cry on.”

He snorted. “And for someone who' safailure a her job you' re doing surprisingly well sofar.” Helet go
of her hand and rubbed the back of her neck. “But | think you could do with amassage. You'reredly
tense. Got a headache yet?’

“No,” shesad, dightly rductantly. Then shetook another sip of her whisky. The glass was nearly empty
now. “But I"m open to persuasion.”

“I know three waysto die happy. Unfortunately, I’ ve never tried any of them. Careto join me?’
“Where did you hear about them?’

“At aseance. It was agood seance. Serioudy, though. Dr. Springfield prescribes another dose of
Speysde life-water, then alie down and aneck massage. Then, even if the many-angled ones decideto
comein shooting, a least fifty percent of us get to die happy. How’ sthat sound?’

“Fine.” She amiled tiredly and reached for the bottle, ready to top his glass up. “But you know
something? Y ou were right about the not knowing. Y ou can get used to it, but it doesn’'t get any easier. |
wish | knew what they werethinking ...”

Bronze bells tolled on the bridge of the Fleet attack carrier Neon Lotus. Incense smoldered in burners
positioned above air inlet ducts; beyond the ornate gold-chased pillars marking the edges of the room,
the brilliant jewe s of tracking glyphs sireamed past againgt abackdrop consisting of infinite darkness.
Shipboard Fecilities Coordinator Ariadne Eldrich leaned back in her chair and contemplated the
blackness of space. She stared intently at the cluster of glyphsthat intersected her vector closeto the
center of thewall. * Culturdessfools. Just what did they think they were doing?’

“Thinking probably had very littleto do withit,” Interdictor Director Marcus Bismarck noted drily. “ Our
Republican neighbors seem to think that too much mind-work rotsthe brain.”

Eldrich snorted. “Too true.” A smdler cloud of diadems traced a convergent path through the void
behind the New Republican battle squadron; awing of antimatter-powered interceptors, six hours out
from the carrier and accelerating on aglare of hard gammaradiation at just under athousand gees. Their
crew—bodies vitrified, minds uploaded into their computational matrices—watched the intruders, coldly
dert for any sign of active countermeasures, a prelude to attack. “ But who did they think they were
shooting a?’

A new voice spoke up. “Can't be sure, but they say they’reat war.” A soft soprano, Chu Melinda,
shipboard liaison with the Public Intelligence Organization. “ They say they mistook the mining tugs for
enemy interceptors. Although what enemy they expected to meet on our turf—"

“I thought they weren't talking directly to us?” asked Bismarck.



“They aren’t, but they’ ve got a halfway-sensible diplomatic expert system aong. Saysit'saUN observer
and authenticates as, uh, aUN observer. It vouchesfor their incompetence, so unless the Capitol wants
to go accusing the UN of lying, we' d better take it at face value. Confidence factor is point-eight plus,

anyway.”
“Why'd they giveit accessto their shipboard comms net?’

“Who but the Eschaton knows? Only, | note with interest that al but one of those craft wasbuiltina
Solar shipyard.”

“I can't say I’'m best pleased.” Eldrich stared at the screen moodily. The ship sensed some of her
underlying mood: atarget selection cursor ghosted briefly across the enemy glyphs, locking grasers onto
the distant projected light cones of the enemy flatilla “ Still. Aslong as we can keep them from doing any
more damage. Any changein their jump trgectory?’

“Noneyet,” Chu commented. “ Still heading for SPD-47. Why would anybody want to go there,
anyway? It snot even on atrack for any of their colonies.”

“Hmm. And they came out of nowhere. That suggest anything to you?’

“Either they’ re crazy, or maybe the UN inspector isaong for apurpose,” mused Bismarck. “If they're
trying to make atimelike runaround on some enemy who's—" His eyes widened.

“What isit?’ demanded Ariadne.

“The Fegtival!” he exclaimed. His eyes danced. “ Remember that? Five years ago? They’re going to
attack the Fetival!”

“They'regoing to attack?’ Ariadne Eldrich spluttered. “A Festival ? Whatever for?’

A brief glazed look crossed Chu' sface, upload communion with a distributed meme repository far bigger
and more powerful than every computer network of pre-Singularity Earth. “He sright,” shesaid. “The
rgectionists are going to attack the Festivd asif it'salimbic-imperidist invader.”

Ariadne Eldrich, Shipboard Fecilities Coordinator and manager of more firepower than the New
Republican Navy could even dream of, surrendered to the urge to cackle like amaniac. “ They must be
med!”

Telegram From The Dead

Before the singularity human beingsliving on Earth had looked at the stars and consoled themsdlvesin
their isolation with the comforting belief that the universe didn’t care.

Unfortunately, they were mistaken.

Out of the blue, one summer day in the middle of the twenty-first century, something unprecedented
inserted itself into the swvarming anthill of terrestrid civilization and stirred it with astick. What it was—a
manifestation of astrongly superhuman intelligence, asfar beyond an augmented human'sbrainasa
human mind is beyond that of afrog—wasn't in question. Where it was from, to say nothing of when it
was from, was another matter.

Before the Singularity, developmentsin quantum logic had been touted as opening the door to esoteric
breakthroughsin computationd artificia intelligence. They'd aso been working on funnding information
back intime: perhaps as aroute to the bulk movement of matter at faster-than-light speeds, dthough that



was seen as lessimportant than its gpplication to computing. Genera relativity had made explicit, back in
the twentieth century, the fact that both faster-than-light and time travel required aviolation of
causality—the law that every effect must have aprior cause. Various defense mechanisms and laws of
cosmic censorship were proposed and discarded to explain why causdlity violation didn't lead to
widespread ingtability in the universe—and dl of them were proven wrong during the Singul arity.

About nine billion human beings smply vanished in the blink of an eye, sucked right out of the observable
universe with nothing to show where they had gone. Strange impenetrable objects—tetrahedrons, mostly,
but with some other platonic solids thrown in, silvery and masd ess—appeared dotted across the surface
of the planets of the inner solar system. Networks crashed. One message crystallized out in the
information-saturated pool of human discourse:

| am the Eschaton. | am not your god.
| am descended fromyou, and | exist in your future.
Thou shalt not violate causality within my historic light cone. Or else.

It took the stunned survivors twenty yearsto claw back from the edge of disaster, with nine-tenths of the
work force gone and intricate economic ecosystems collapsing like defoliated jungles. It took them
another fifty yearsto reindugtrialize the inner solar system. Ten more years and the firgt attempts were
made to apply the now-old tunneling breskthrough to interstellar travel.

In the middle of the twenty-second century, an exploration ship reached Barnard' s Star. Faint radio
signals coming from the smal second planet were decoded:; the crew of the research mission learned
what had happened to the people the Eschaton had removed. Scattered outside the terrestria light cone,
they’ d been made involuntary colonists of thousands of worlds: exported through wormholesthat led
back intime aswell asout in space, given aminima support system of robot factoriesand an
environment with breathable air. Some of the inhabited worlds, close to Earth, had short histories, but
farther out, many centuries had passed.

The shock of this discovery would echo around the expanded horizons of human civilization for a
thousand years, but al the inhabited worlds had one thing in common: somewhere therewasa
monument, bearing the injunction againg causdity violation. It seemed that forces beyond human
comprehension took an interest in human affairs, and wanted everyone to know it. But when a course of
action isexplicitly forbidden, somebody will inevitably try it. And the Eschaton showed little Sgn of
making allowances for the darker side of human nature ...

The battlecruiser lay at rest, bathed in the purple glare of astellar remnant. Every hour, on the hour, its
laser grid lit up, sending apulse of ultraviolet light into the void; acongtelation of small interferometry
platforms drifted nearby, connected by high-bandwidth laser links. Outside, space was hot: athough no
sar gleamed in the center of the pupillary core, something in there was spitting out arain of charged

particles.

Elements of the battle fleet lay around the Lord Vanek, none of them close enough to see with the naked
eye. They had waited here for three weeks as the stragglers popped out of jump trangition and wearily
cruised over to join the formation. Over the Sx weeks before that, the ship had made jump after
jump—houncing between the two components of an aged binary system that had long since g ected its
planets into deep space and settled down to alondy old age. Each jump reached farther into the future,
until findly the shipswere making millennia hopsinto the unknown.



The atmosphere in the wardroom was unusualy tense. Aboard awarship under way, boredomisa
constant presence: after nearly seven weeks, even the most imperturbabl e officers were growing irritable.
Word that the last of the destroyers had arrived at the rendezvous had spread like wildfire through the
ship afew hoursearlier. A smdl cluster of officers huddled together in acorner, cradling achilled bottle
of schnapps and talking into the small hours of the shipboard night, trying desperately to relax, for
tomorrow the fleet would begin the return journey, winding back around their own timeline until they
overhauled their own entry point into this system and became an intrusion into the loose-woven fabric of
higory itsdf.

“I only joined the Navy to see the fleshpots of Mdacia,” Grubor observed. “ Spend too long nursing the
ship’'s sewage-processing farm and before long the bridge crew startstreating you like aloose floater in
freefdl. They go off to receptions and suchlike whenever we enter port, but dl | get isachanceto flush
the slage tanks and study for the engineering board exams.”

“Fleshpots!” Boursy snorted. “Pavel, you take your prospects too serioudly. There re no fleshpotson
Malaciathat you or | would be alowed anywhere near. Most places | can’t so much as breathe without
Sauer taking notes on how well I’ ve polished my tonsls; and then the place stinks, or it’sfull of evil bugs,
or the natives are paliticaly unsound. Or weird. Or deformed, and into hideous and unnatural sexua
perversons. You nameit.”

“Still.” Grubor studied hisdrink. “I1t would have been nice to get to see at least one hideous and unnatura
sexud perverson.”

Kravchuk twisted the lid off the bottle and pointed it in the direction of their glasses. Grubor shook his
head; Boursy extended hisfor atop-up. “What | want to know is how we' re going to get back,”
Kravchuk muttered. “1 don’t understand how we can do that. Time only goes one way, doesn't it?
Standsto reason.”

“Reason, schmeason.” Grubor took a mouthful of spirit. “I1t doesn’t have to work that way. Not just
‘cause you want it to.” He glanced around. “No ears, eh? Listen, | think we'rein it up to our necks.
There sthis secret drivefix they bought from Lord God-knows-where, thet |ets us do weird things with
thetime axisin our jumps. We only headed out to this blasted hole in space to minimize the chances of
anyone finding us—or of the jJumps going wrong. They’ relooking for some kind of time cgpsule from
hometo tell uswhat to do next, what happened in the history books. Then we go back—farther than we
cameto get here, by adifferent route—and get where we' re going before we set off. With me so far?
But theredl problem is God. They’ re planning on bresking the Third Commandment.”

Boursy crossed himsdlf and looked puzzled. “What, disrespecting the holy father and mother? My
family—"

“No, the one that saysthou shdt not fuck with history or else, sgned Yours Truly, God. That Third
Commandment, the one burned into Thanksgiving Rock in letters Six feet deep and thirty feet high. Got
it?’

Boursy looked dubious. “It could have been some joker in orbit with a primary-phase free-electron
laser—"

“Weren't no such thingsin those days. | despair of you sometimes, | redly do. Look, thefact is, we
don’t know what in hdll’ s sixteen furnacesiswaiting for us at Rochard’ sWorld. So we' re sneaking up on
it from behind, like the peasant in the story who goes hunting e ephants with amirror because he' s never
seen one and he' sso afraid that—" Out of the corner of his eye, Grubor noted Sauer—unofficialy the
ship’spoalitica officer—walk in the door.



“Who areyou calling acowardly peasant?’ rumbled Boursy, aso glancing &t the door. “1’ve known the
Captain for eighty-seven years, and he' sagood man! And the Admira, are you cdling the Admira a

feiry?

“No, I'm just trying to point out that we' re al afraid of one thing or another and—" Grubor gesticulated
inthewrong direction.

“Areyou caling meapoof?’ Boursy roared.

“No, I'm not!” Grubor shouted back at him. Spontaneous applause broke out around the room, and one
of thejunior cadets struck up a stirring march on the pianola. Unfortunately his piano-playing was
noteworthy more for his enthusiasm than his melodious harmony, and the wardroom rapidly degenerated
into a heckling match between the cadet’ s supporters (who were few) and everyone else.

“Nothing can go wrong,” Boursy said smugly. “We' regoing to sall into Rochard' s system and show the
flag and send those degenerate dien invaders packing. You'll see. Nothing will, er, did, go wrong.”

“I dunno about that.” Kravchuk, normally tight-lipped to the point of autism, alowed himsdlf to relax
dightly when drinking in private with hisbrother officers. “The foreign bint, the spy or diplomat or
whatever. She's meant to be kegping an eye on us, right? Don't see why the Captain’ s going so easy on
em, I’d march ' er out the dorsal loading hatch as soon aslet ’ er keep breathing our good air.”

“She'sinthistoo,” said Boursy. “Bet you she wants usto win, too—Ilook pretty damn stupid if we
didn’t, what? Anyway, the woman's got some kind of diplomatic status; she' s alowed to poke her nose
into thingsif shewants”

“Huh. Wéll, the bint had better keep her nose out of my missile loaders, less she wantsto learn what the
launch tubeslook likefrominsde.”

Grubor stretched hislegs out. “ Just like Helsingus s dog, huh.”
“Helsingus has apet dog?’ Boursy was suddenly all ears.

“He had adog. Past tense. A toy schnauzer thislong.” Grubor held his hands improbably close together.
“Littlerat-brained weasd of an animd. Bad-tempered as hell, yapped like a bosun with ahangover, and
it took to dumping in the corridor to show it owned the place. And nobody said anything—nobody could

sy anything.”
“What happened?’ asked Boursy.

“Oh, one day it picked the wrong door to crap outside. The old man came out in ahurry and stepped in
it before therating I’ d sent to follow the damn thing around got there to mop up. | heard about this, but |
never saw the animal again; | think it got to walk home. And Helsingus sulked for weeks, | can tell you.”

“Dog curry in thewardroom,” said Kravchuk. “1 had to pick hairs out of my teeth for days.”

Boursy did adouble take, then laughed hesitantly. Sugging back his schnapps to conced his confusion,
he asked: “Why did the Captain put up with it that long?’

“Who knows, indeed? For that matter, who the hell knowswhy the Admira puts up with theforeign
spy?’ Grubor stared into his glass and sighed. “Maybe the Admira actudly wants her dong. And then
again, maybe he' sjust forgotten about her ...”



“Begto report, I've got something, Sir,” said the sensor op. He pointed excitedly at his plot on the bridge
of thelight cruiser Integrity.

Lieutenant Kokesovalooked up, bleary-eyed. “What isit now, Menger?’ he demanded. Six hourson
this interminable dog-watch was getting to him. He rubbed his eyes, red-rimmed, and tried to focus them
on his subordinate.

“Plot trace, dr. Lookslike ... hmm, yes. It' sadefinite return, from the first illumination run on our survey
sector. Six-point-two-three light-hours. Er, yes. Tiny little thing. Processing now ... lookslikeametdl
object of somekind, sr. Orbiting about two-point-seven billion kilometers out from the, uh, primary,
pretty much a oppaosition to usright now, hencethe delay.”

“Canyou fix itssize and orbital components?’ asked the Lieutenant, leaning forward.

“Not yet, but soon, sir. We' ve been pinging on the hour; that should give me enough to refine afull set of
€lements pretty soon—say when the next response set comesin. But it’ salong way away, ‘ bout
four-zero astronomica units. Um, preliminary enhancement saysit’ s about five-zero metersin diameter,
plusor minus an order of magnitude. Might be alot smdler than that if it' s got reflectors.”

“Hmm.” Kokesovasat down. “Nav. Y ou got anything e sein this systlem that fitsthe bill?’
“No, gr.”

K okesova glanced up at the forward screen; the huge red-rimmed eye of the primary glared back at him,
and he shuddered, flicked ahand gesture to avert the evil eye. “Then | think we may have our time
capsule. Menger, do you have any halo objects? Anything elseat al?’

“No, gr.” Menger shook his head. “Inner systlem’s clean asadate. It sunnaturd, you ask me. Nothing
there except this object.”

K okesova stood again and walked over to the sensor post. “One of these days you' re going to haveto
learn how to complete a sentence, Menger,” he said tiredly.

“Yes, sr. Humbly apologize for bad grammar, sir.”

All was slent in the ops room for ten minutes, save for the scribble of Menger’ s stylus on hisinput
dation, and the clack of didsturning benesth skillful fingertips. Then alow whistle.

“What isit?’
“Got confirmation, Sir. Humbly report you might want to seethis.”
“Put it on the main screen, then.”

“Ayeaye.” Menger pushed buttons, twisted knobs, scribbled some more. The forward screen,
previoudy fixed on the hideous red eye, dissolved into asea of pink mush. A singleyellow dot svamin
the middle of it; near one corner, atriangle marked the ship’s position. “ Thisis an unenhanced lidar map
of what' sin front of us. Sorry it's S0 vague, but the scale is huge—you could drop the whole of home
system into one quadrant, and it’ s taken us aweek to build this data set. Anyway, here’ swhat happens
when | run my orbital-period filter in the plane of the ecliptic.”

He pushed a button. A green line rotated through the mush, like the hour hand of a clock, and vanished.

“| thought you said you' d found something.” Kokesova sounded dightly peeved.



“Er, yes, sr. Just amoment. Nothing there, asyou see. But then | reran thefilter for inclined circular
orbits.” A green disc appeared near the edge of the haze, and tilted dowly. Something winked violet,
closeto the central point, then vanished again. “ Thereit is. Redly smdll, orbit inclined at dmost nine-zero
degreesto the plane of the ecliptic. Which iswhy it took us so long to spot it.”

“Ah.” Kokesovastared at the screen for amoment, awarm glow of satisfaction spreading through him.
“Well, well, well.” Kokesova stared at the violet dot for along time before he picked up the intercom
handset. “ Corams. get me the Captain. Yes, | know he’ saboard the Lord Vanek. | have something |
think the brass will want to hear about ...”

Procurator Vassily Muller paused outside the cabin door and took a deep breath. He rapped on the
door once, twice: when there was no response he tried to turn the handle. It refused to budge. He
breathed out, then let afineloop of iff wire drop down hisright deeve and ran it into the badge dot. It
wasjust like the training school: amomentary flash of light and the handle rotated fredly. He tensed
inginctively, fal-out from the same conditioning (which had focused on search and seizure ops, mist and
night abductionsin adamp stone city where the only constants were fear and dissent).

The cabin wastidy: not astidy asaflyer's, policed by sharp-tongued officers, but tidy enough. The
occupant, a cresture of habit, was at lunch and would not be back for at least fifteen minutes. Vassily
took it al in with wide eyes. There were no obvious signs of fine wires or hairs anchored to the
doorframe: he stepped inside and pulled the door to.

Martin Springfield had few possessons on the Lord Vanek: symptomeatic of his|last-minute conscription.
What he had was almost enough to make Vassly jedlous: his own presence here was even less planned,
and he' d alot of timeto bitterly regret having misunderstood the Citizen' s Socratic warning (“What have
you forgotten?’ to aman searching a ship about to depart!); nevertheless, he had ajob to do, and
enough residua professionalismto do it properly. It didn’t take Vassily long to exhaust the possibilities:
the only thing to catch his attention was the battered grey case of the PA, gitting donein thetiny desk
drawer beneath the cabin’ sworkstation.

He turned the device over carefully, looking for seams and openings. It resembled a hardback book:
microcapsules embedded in each page changed color, depending what information was loaded into it at
the time. But no book could answer to its master’ svoice, or rebalance aship’sdrive kernd. The
spine—he pushed, and after amoment of resistanceit did upward to revea acompartment with some
nichesinit. One of them was occupied.

Nonstandard extension pack, he redized. Without thinking, he pushed on it; it clicked out and he
pocketed it. There' d be time enough to put it back later if it wasinnocent. Springfield’ s presence on the
ship was an aching rasp on his nerves. the man had to be up to something! The Navy had plenty of good
engineers, why could they want aforeigner dong? After the events of the past couple of weeks, Vassly
could not accept that anything less than sabotage could be responsible. As every secret policeman
knows, thereis no such thing as a coincidence; the state has too many enemies.

Hedidn't linger in the engineer’ s cabin but paused to palm an inconspicuous little bead under the lower
bunk bed. The bead would hatch in aday or so, spinning a spiderweb of receptors; arare and expensive
tool that Vassly was privileged to own.

The doorway clicked locked behind him; amnesiac, it would not report thisvigt to its owner.

Back in hiscabin, Vassly locked his door and sat down on his own bunk. He loosened his collar, then
reached into a breast pocket for the smal device he had taken. Herolled it over in hisfingers, pondering.



It could be anything, anything at al. Taking asmal but powerful device from hisinventory of tools—one
forbidden to any citizen of the Republic except those with an Imperid warrant to save the sate from
itself— he checked it for activity. There was nothing obvious: it wasn't emitting radiation, didn’'t smell of
explosives or bioactive compounds, and had astandard interface.

“Riddle methis. an unknown expansion pod in an engineer’ sluggage. | wonder what it is?” he said aloud.
Then he plugged the pod into his own interface and started the diagnostics running. A minute later, he
began to swear quietly under his breath. The module was totaly randomized. Evidence of misdoing, that
was sure enough. But what kind of misdoing?

BuryaRubengtein sat in the Ducd palace, now requisitioned as the headquarters of the Extropiansand
Cyborgs Soviet, Spping teaand signing proclamations with aleaden heart.

Outside the thick oak door of his office, a squad of ward-geese waited patiently, their dark eyesand
vicious gunbesks dert for intruders. The haf-melted phone that had started the revolution sat, unused, on
the desk before him, while the pile of papers by hisleft ebow grew higher, and the unsigned pileto his
right shrank. It wasn't apart of the job that he enjoyed— quite the opposite, in fact—but it seemed to be
necessary. Here was asoldier convicted of raping and looting afarmstead who needed to be punished.
There, ateacher who had denounced the historical processes of Democratic Transhumanism as
misguided technophile pabulum, encouraging his juvenile chargesto chant the Emperor’ s birthday hymn.
Dross, dl dross—and the revolution had no time to sift the dross for gold, rehabilitating and re-educeating
thefdlen: it had been amonth sincethe arrival of Festival, and soon the Emperor’ s great steel warships
would loom overhead.

If Buryahad anything to do with it, they wouldn’t find anyone willing to cooperate in the subjugation of
the civil populace, who were now fully caught up in the processes of afull-scale economic singularity. A
sngularity—ahistorica cusp at which the rate of change goes exponentia, rapidly tending toward
infinity—isaterriblething to taste. The arrival of the Festival in orbit around the pre-industria colony
world had brought an economic singularity; physica wares became just so many atoms, replicated to
order by machines that needed no human intervention or maintenance. A hard take-off sngularity ripped
up socid systems and economies and ways of thought like an artillery barrage. Only the forearmed—the
Extropian dissident underground, hard men like Burya Rubenstein— were prepared to presstheir own
agenda upon the suddenly molten fabric of a society held too close to the blowtorch of progress.

But change and control brought a price that Rubenstein was finding increasingly unpalatable. Not that he
could see any dternatives, but the people were accustomed to being shepherded by father church and
the benign dictatorship of the little father, Duke Politovsky. The habits of adozen lifetimes could not be
broken overnight, and to make an omelet it was first necessary to crack some eggshdlls.

Buryahad afatal flaw; he was not a violent man. He resented and hated the circumstances that forced
him to sign arrest warrants and compul sory upload orders; the revol ution he had spent so long imagining
was agloriousthing, unsullied by brute violence, and the real world—with its recacitrant monarchist
teachers and pigheaded priests—was a grave disappointment to him. The more he was forced to corrupt
hisideds, the more he ached ingde, and the moreit grieved him, the more he hated the people who
forced him to such hideous, bloody extremity of action—until they, inturn, became grist for the
machinery of revolution, and subsequently bar stock for the scalpel blades that prodded his conscience
and kept him awake long into the night, planning the next wave of purges and forcible uploads.

Hewas deep in hiswork, obliviousto the outside world, depressed and making himself more so by
doing the job that he had alwayswanted to do but never realized would be this awful—when avoice



spoketo him.
“Burya Rubengein.”

“What!” Helooked up, amogt guiltily, likeasmall boy discovered goofing off in class by a particularly
gtern teacher.

‘Tak. We. Mug.* Thething Stting in the chair opposite him was so nightmarish that he blinked severa
times before he could make his eyesfocus onit. It was hairless and pink and larger-than-human-sized,
with stubby legs and paws and little pink eyes—and four huge, yelowing tusks, liketheincisors of arat
the Size of an eephant. The eyes stared at him with disquieting intelligence as it manipulated an odd pouch
molded from the belt that wasits only garment. ” Y ou talk. To me.*

Burya adjusted his pince-nez and squinted at the thing. “Who are you and how did you get in here?’ he
asked. | haven't been sleeping enough, part of hismind gibbered quietly; | knew the caffeine tablets
would do this eventually ...

“| am. Siger of Stratagems. The Seventh. | am of the clade of Critics. Tak to me now.”

A look of extreme puzzlement crossed Rubengtein’s craggy face. “Didn't | have you executed last
week?’

“I very much doubt. It.” Hot breath that stank of cabbage, corruption and soil steamed in Burya sface.

“Oh, good.” He leaned back, light-headed. “I’d hate to think | was going mad. How did you sneak past
my guards?”

Thething in the chair stared a him. It was an unnerving sensation, like being szed up for ahangman’'s
noose by a man-eating saber-toothed sausage. *Y ou guards are. Nonsapient. No intentiona stance.
Early now, you learn lesson of not trusting unsapient guards to recognize threet. | made self non-threat
within their—you have no word for it.”

“I see.” Buryarubbed hisforehead distractedly.

“Youdo not.” Sigter Seventh grinned at Rubenstein, and he recoiled before the twenty-centimeter
digging fangs, yellow-brown and hard enough to crack concrete. “ Ask no questions, human. | ask, are
you sapient? Evidence ambiguous. Only sapients create art, but your works not digtinctive.”

“I don’'t think—" He stopped. “Why do you want to know?’

“A question.” Thething carried on grinning at him. “Y ou asked. A question.” It rocked from Sdeto Side,
shivering dightly, and Rubenstein began fedling cautioudy aong the underside of hisdesk, for the panic
button that would set darm bells ringing in the guardroom. “ Good question. | Critic am. Criticsfollow
Fedtival for many lifetimes. We cometo Criticize. First want | to know, am | Criticizing sapients? Or is
just puppet show on cave wadll of redity? Zombies or zimboes? Shadows of mind? Amusements for
Eschaton?’

A shiver ran up and down Burya s spine. “I think I'm sapient,” he said cautioudy. “ Of course, I'd say
that evenif | wasn't, wouldn’t I?'Y our question is unanswerable. So why ask it?’

Sigter Seventh leaned forward. “None of your people ask anything,” she hissed. “Food, yes. Guns, yes.
Wisdom? No. Am beginning think you not aware of selves, ask nothing.”

“What'sto ask for?’ Burya shrugged. “We know who we are and what we' re doing. What should we



want—alien philosophies?”

“Alienswant your philosophy,” Sister Seventh pointed out. “ Y ou give. Y ou not take. Thisisinsult to
Fedivd. Why? Primeinterrogativel”

“I’m not sure | understand. Are you complaining because we' re not making demands?’

Sigter Seventh chomped at the air, clattering her tuskstogether. “ Ack! Quote, the viability of a
postsingularity economy of scarcity isindicated by the transition from an indirection-layer-based
economy using markers of exchange of goods and services to atree-structured economy characterized
by optimd alocation of productivity systemsin accordance with iterated tit-for-tat prisoner’ s dilemma.
Money isasymptom of poverty and inefficiency. Unquote, the Marxist-Gilderist manifesto. Chapter two.

Why you not performing?’

“Because most of our people aren't ready for that,” Buryasaid bluntly. A tensonin his back began to
relax; if thismonstrous Critic wanted to debate revolutionary didectic, well of course he could oblige!
“When we achieve the post-technologica Utopia, it will be asyou say. But for now, we need avanguard
party to lead the people to afull understanding of the principles of ideological correctness and
posteconomic optimization.”

“But Marxism-Gilderism and Democratic Extropianism is anarchist aesthetic. Why vanguard party? Why
committee? Why revolution?’

“Becauseit' straditiona, dammit!” Rubenstein exploded. “We ve been waiting for this particular
revolution for more than two hundred years. Before that, two hundred years back to the first revolution,
thisishow we' ve gone about it. And it works! So why shouldn’t we do it thisway?”

“Tak you of tradition in middle of singularity.” Sister Seventh twisted her head around to look out the
windows at the foggy evening drizzle beyond. ” Perplexity maximizes. Not understand sngularity is
discontinuity with dl tradition? Revolution is necessary; decongtruct the old, ring in the new. Before, |
questioned your sapience. Now, your sanity questionable: sapience not. Only sapient organism could
exhibit superlaiveirraiondity!”

“That may betrue.” Rubengtein gently squeezed the buzzer under his desk edge for the third time. Why
isn't it working? He wondered. “ But what do you want here, with me?’

Sister Seventh bared her teethinagrin. “I cometo deliver Criticism.” Ruby teardrop eyesfocused on
him as she surged to her fet, rippling dabs of muscle moving under her muddy brown skin. A fringe of
reddish hair rippled erect on the Critic’ s head. *Y our guards not answer. | Criticize. Y ou come: now!”

The operations room on board the Lord Vanek was quiet, relaxed by comparison with the near panic at
Wolf Depository; still, nobody could have mistaken it for ahome cruise. Not with Ilya Murametz
gtanding at the rear, watching everything intently. Not with the old man dropping by at least twice aday,
just nodding from inside the doorway, but letting them know he was there. Not with the Admird’s
occasiond presence, glowering slently from hiswhedchair like areminder of the last war.

“Find maneuver option in one hour,” announced the helm supervisor.
“Continue as ordered.”

“Continue as ordered, aye. Recce? Y our ball.”



“Ready and waiting.” Lieutenant Marek turned around in his chair and looked at 1lyainquiringly. “Do you
want to ingpect the drone, sir?’

“No. If it does’t run, I'll know whom to blame.” Ilyasmiled, trying to pull some of the sting from his
words; with hislips pulled back from histeeth, it merely made him look like a cornered wolf. “Launch
profile?’

“Holding & minusten minutes, Sr.”

“Right, then. Run the salf-test sequence again. It can’t hurt.” Everyone was on edge from not knowing for
sure whether the metdllic reflector they’ d picked up was the time capsule from home. Maybe the drone
would tell them, and maybe not. But the longer they waited, the more edgy everyone got, and the edgier
they were, the more likely they were to make mistakes.

“Looks pretty good to me. Engineidle at about one percent, fuel tanksloaded, ullage rail and umbilical
disconnects latched and ready, instrument package singing loud on al channels. I'm ready to begin launch
bay closeout whenever you say, Sir.”

“Well then.” llyabreathed deeply. “ Get on the blower to whoever’ s keegping an eye on it. Get things
moving.”

Down near the back end of the ship, far below the drive compartment and stores, lay aseries of airlocks.
Some of them were small, designed for crew egress, others were larger, and held entire service vehicles
like the station transfer shuttle. One bay, the largest of dl, held apair of reconnai ssance drones:
three-hundred-tonne robots capabl e of surveying a star system or mapping agas giant’s moons. The
drones couldn’t carry agravity drive (nothing much smdler than a destroyer could manage that), but they
could boost at arespectable twentieth of a gee on the back of their nuclear-electric ion rocket, and they
could keep it up for avery long time indeed. For faster flybys, they could be equipped with
sdt-water-fueled fisson rockets like those of the Lord Vanek' s long-range torpedoes—but those were
dirty, relatively inefficient, and not at al suited to the stealthy mapping of aplanetary system.

Each of the drones carried an instrument package studded with more sensors than every probe launched
from Earth during the twentieth century. They were athrowback to the Lord Vanek' s nomind design
mission, the semi-ironic goa inscribed on the end-user certificate: to boldly go where no man had gone
before, to map new star systems on long-duration missions, and claim them in the name of the Emperor.
Dropped off in an uninhabited system, a probe could map it in acouple of years and be ready to report
infull when the battlecruiser returned from its own destination. They were aforce multiplier for the
colonid cartographers, enabling one survey ship to map three systems smultaneoudly.

Deep inthe guts of the Lord Vanek, probe one was now waking up from itstwo-year deep. A team of
ratings hurried under the vigilant gaze of two chief petty officers, uncoupling the heavy fueling pipesand
locking down inspection hatches. Sitting in alead-lined coffin, probe one gurgled and pinged on abelly
full of reaction massand liquid water refrigerant. The compact fusion reactor buzzed gently, its beet-wave
accelerators ramming amixture of electronsand pionsinto astream of lithium ions at just under the speed
of light; neutrons spalled off, soaked into the jacket of water pipes, warming them and feeding pressure
wavesinto the closed-circuit cooling system. The secondary solar generators, dismounted for thismission
because of their irrdlevance, lay in sheets at one end of the probe bay.

“Five minutesto go. Launch bay reports main reactor compartment closeout. Wet crew have cleared the
fueling hoses, report tank pressureis stable. I'm still waiting on telemetry closeout.”

“Carry on.” Ilyawatched patiently as Marek’ steam monitored progress on the launch. He looked
around briefly as the ops room door did open; but it wasn't the Captain or the Commodore, just the



$py—no, the diplomatic agent from Earth. Whose presence was awaste of air and space, the
Commander opined, athough he could see reasons why the Admira and his staff might not want to
impede her nosy scrutiny.

“What are you launching?’ she asked shortly.
“Survey drone.”
“What are you surveying?’

Heturned and stared at her. “I don’t remember being told you had authority to oversee anything except
our military activities” he commented.

Theingpector shrugged, asif attempting to ignore the insult. “Perhapsif you told me what you were
looking for, | could helpyou find it,” shesaid.

“Unlikely.” Heturned away. “ Satus, lieutenant?’

“Two minutesto go. Telemetry bay closeout. Ah, we have confirmation of onboard control. It' sdivein
there. Waiting on ullage baffle check, launch rail windup, bay depressurization coming up in Sixty
seconds.”

“There sthe message capsule,” the inspector said quietly. “Hoping for aletter from home, Commander?’

“You areannoying me,” llyasaid, dmost casudly. “ That'sabad idea. | say, over there! Yes, you! Status
pleasa!”

“Bay pressure cell dump in progress. Externd launch door opening ... launch rail power on the bus,
probe going to internal power, switch over now. She' son her own, sir. Launch in one minute. Find
pre-flight self-test in progress”

“It'smy job to ask uncomfortable questions, Commander. And the important question to ask now is—’
“Quiet, pleasa!”
“—Wasthe artifact you' re about to prod placed there by order of your Admiraty, or by the Festiva?’

“Launch in three-zero seconds,” Lieutenant Marek announced into the silence. He looked up. “Wasit
something | sad?’

“What are you talking about?’ asked llya.
Rachd shook her head. Arms crossed: “If you don’t want to listen, be my guest.”

“One-zero seconds to launch. Ullage pressure jets open. Reactor criticality coming up. Muon flux ramp
nomind, accelerator gates clear. Um, reactor flux doubling has passed bootstrap level. Five seconds.
Launchrail isgo! Main heat pump is down to operating temperaturel” The deck began to shudder,
vibrating deep benegth the soles of their feet. * Two seconds. Reactor on temperature. Umbilical
separation. Zero. We have full separation now. Probe oneis clear of the launch bay. Doors closing.
Gyrodyneturnin progress, ullage pressure maximal, three seconds to main engineignition.” The shudder
died away. " Deflection angle clear. Main engineignition.” In the ops room, nothing stirred; but bare
meters away from the ship, the probe’ s stingerlike tail spat ared-orange beam of heavy meta ions. It
began to drop away from the battlecruiser: asit did so, two huge wings, the therma radiators, began to
extend fromits sides.



[lyacameto adecison. “Lieutenant Marek, you have control,” he said. “ Colond. Come with me.”
He opened the door; she followed him into the passage outside. “Where are we going?’ she asked.

“We re going to havealittletalk,” he said. Hurrying along toward the conference suite, he didn’t wait for
her to keep up. Up the elevator, dong the next passage, and into aroom with atable and chairsinit;
thankfully unoccupied. He waited for her to enter, then shut the door. “ Sit down,” he said.

The ingpector sat on the edge of achair, leaning forward, looking up at him with an earnest expression.
“You think I’'m going to tear astrip off you,” he began. “And you' reright, but for the wrong reason.”

Sheraised ahand. “Let me guess. Raising policy issuesin an executive context?’ Shelooked at him,
amost mockingly. “Listen, Commander. Until | came on the deck and saw what you weredoing, | didn’t
know what was happening either, but now | do | think you really want to hear what I’ ve got to tell you,
then tdll it to the Captain. Or the Commodore. Or both. Chains of command are dl very well, but if

you' re going to retrieve that orbiting anomaly, then | think we may have lessthan six hours before dl hell
breaksloose, and I’ d like to get the message across. So if we can postpone the theatrics until we' ve got
timeto spare, and just get onwiththings... 7

“You'retrying to be disruptive,” 1lya accused.

“Yes.” Shenodded. “1 make a career of it. | pokeinto corners and ask uncomfortable questions and
stick my nose into other peopl€’ s business and find answers that nobody realized werethere. Sofar, I've
saved eight cities and seventy million lives. Would you like meto be less annoying?’

‘Tell mewhat you know. Then I’ll decide.* He said the words carefully, asif making agreat concesson
to her undisciplined refusd to stick to her place.

Rachel leaned back. “It'samatter of deduction,” she said. “It helpsto have abit of context. For starters,
this ship—thisfleet—didn’t just accidentally embark on a spacdike trip four thousand yearsinto the
future. Y ou are attempting amaneuver that nearly, but not quite, violates anumber of trestiesand a
couple of laws of nature that are enforced by semidivinefiat. Y ou' re not going to go into your own past
light cone, but you' re going to come very close indeed—dive deep into the future to circumvent any
watchers or eaters or mines the Festival might lay in your path, jump over to the target, then red
yoursalves back into the past and accidentally come out not-quite-before the Festiva arrives. Y ou know
what that suggeststo me? It suggests extreme foolhardiness. Rule Threeistherefor areason. You're
banging on the Eschaton’ sdoor if you test it.”

“I had that much aready,” llya acknowledged. “ So?’

“WEell, you should ask, what should we have expected to find here? We get here, and we' re looking for a
buoy. A time capsule with detailed tactica notes from our own past light cone—an oracle, in effect,
telling usalot about the enemy that we can’t possibly know yet because our own time line hasn't
intersected with them. Y et more cheeting. But we' redive.”

“I don’t understand. Why wouldn't we be?’

“Because—" She stared at him for amoment. “Do you know what happens to people who use causaity
violation asaweapon?’ she asked. “Y ou'reincredibly closeto doing it, which is crazy enough. And you
got away withit! Which smply isv't in the script, unlessthe rules have changed.”

“Rules? What are you talking about?’



“Rules.” Sherolled her eyes. “Therules of physicsare, in some cases, suspicioudy anthropic. Starting
with the Heisenberg Principle, that the presence of an observer influences the subject of observation a a
quantum level, and working from there, we can see alot of startling correlationsin the universe. Consder
theratio of the strong nuclear force to the e ectromagnetic force, for example. Twiddle it oneway alittle,
and neutrons and protons wouldn’t react; fusion couldn’t take place. Twiddleit in adifferent direction,
and the stellar fusion cycle would stop at helium—no heavier nuclei could ever beformed. Thereare so
many correlationslike thisthat cosmologiststheorize we livein auniverse that exists specificdly to give
riseto our kind of life, or something descended fromit. Like the Eschaton.”

“ &?!

“ S0 you people are breaking some of the more arcane cosmologica laws. The onesthat state that any
universein which true causdity violation—time travel—occursis de facto ungtable. But causdity
violation isonly possible when there sa causa agent—in this case an observer—and the descendants of
that observer will serioudy object to causdity violation. Put it another way: it' s accepted asalaw of
cosmology because the Eschaton won't put up with idiotswho violate it. That'swhy my organization tries
to educate people out of doing it. | don't know if anyone told your Admiralty what happened out in the
back of beyond, in what is now the Crab Nebula: but there’ sa pulsar there that isn't naturd, let’ s put it
that way, and an extinct species of would-be gdactic conquerors. Someone tried to bend the rules—and
the Eschaton nailed them.”

[lyaforced himsdlf to uncurl hisfingersfrom thearms of hischair. “Y ou' re saying that the capsulewe' re
about to retrieve is abomb? Surely the Eschaton would have tried to kill us by now, or at least capture
lJS—”

She grinned, humorlesdy. “If you don’'t believe me, that’s your problem. We' ve seen half adozen
incidents like this before—the UN Defense Intelligence Causal Wegpons Analysis Committee, |
mean—incidents where one or another secret attempt to assemble a causdlity-violation device cameto
grief. Not usualy anything as crude as your closed timelike flight path and oracle hack, by the way; these
werereal CVDs. Higtory editors, minimax censors, grandfather bombs, and aredly nasty toy called a
gpacdlike ablator. There' sawhole ontology of causality-violation weapons out there, just like nukes—
atom bombs, fission-boosted fusion bombs, el ectroweak im-ploders, and so on.

“Each and every one of the sites where we saw CV Ds deployed had been trashed, thoroughly and
systematicaly, by unidentified agencies—but agencies attributabl e to the Eschaton. We ve never actudly
seen onein the process of being destroyed, because the big E tends toward overkill in such cases—the
smallest demolition tool tends to be something like afive-hundred-kilometer asteroid dropped on the
regiona capita at two hundred kilometers per second.

“So | guessthe big surpriseisthat we' re dill dive.” She glanced around at the vacant chairs, the
powered-down work-gtation on the table. “Oh, and one other thing. The Eschaton always wipes out
CVDsjust beforethey go live. Wefigure it knows where to find them because it runsits own CVD. Sort
of like preserving aregiona nuclear hegemony by attacking anyone who builds a uranium enrichment
plant or anuclear reactor, yes? Anyway. Y ou haven't quite begun to break the law yet. Thefleetis
assembling, you' ve located the time capsule, but you haven't actually closed the loop or made use of the
oraclein aforbidden context. Y ou might even get away withiit if you hop backward but don't try to go
any earlier than your own departure point. But I’ d be careful about opening that time capsule. At least,
do it asengible distance away from any of your ships. Y ou never know what it might contain.”

Ilyanodded reluctantly. “1 think the Captain should be aware of this”

“You could say that.” Shelooked at the console. “ There' s another matter. | think you need dl the



advantages you can get your hands on right now, and one of them is spending most of histime gitting in
his cabin twiddling his thumbs. Y ou might want to have aword with Martin Springfield, the dockyard
engineer. HE' san odd man, and you' |l need to make more alowancesin his direction than you' d
normaly beinclined to, but I think he knows more than he’ sletting on—much more, when it comesto
propulsion systems. MiG wasn't paying him two thousand crowns aweek just because he has a pretty
face. When MiG sold your Admiralty thishird, it was dso betting on afifty-year maintenance and
upgrade contract—probably worth more revenue than theinitia sale, infact.”

“What areyou trying to say?’ Ilyalooked irritated. “ Engineering issues aren’t up to me, you should know
that already. And I’ [l thank you for not telling me my—"

“Shut up.” She reached over and grabbed his arm—not hard, but firmly enough to shock him. “Y ou
really don’t understand how an arms cartel works, do you? Look. MiG sold your government aship to
perform to certain pecifications. Specificationsthat could fulfill the requirements your Admiralty dreamed
up. The specsthey designed it to are adifferent matter—but they certainly intended to charge for
upgrades throughout itslife. And they’ ve probably got more experience of red-world interstellar combat
requirements than your Admiraty, which—unless I’ m very much mistaken—has never before fought a
real interstellar war as opposed to sending afew gunboats to intimidate stone-age savages. Beniceto
Springfidd, and he may surprise you. After dl, hislife depends on this ship doing itsjob successfully.”
Shelet go.

llyastared &t her, his expresson unreadable. “I will tell the Captain,” he murmured. Then he stood. “In
the meantime, | would appreciateit if you would stay out of the operationsroom whilel amin
charge—or hold your counsdl in public. And not to lay hands on any officer. Isthat understood?’

She met hisgaze. If his expression was unreadable, hers was exactly the opposite. “I understand
perfectly,” she breathed. Then she stood and left the room without another word, closing the door softly
aseleft.

Ilyastared after her and shuddered. He shook himself angrily; then he picked up the telephone handset
and spoke to the operator. “Get methe Captain,” he said. “It’ simportant.”

It was atime capsule, pitted and tarnished from four thousand yearsin space. And it contained mail.

The survey drone nudged up to it ddicatdly, probing it with radar and infrared sensors. Drifting cold and
dlent, the capsule showed no sign of life save for someresdud radioactivity around its after end. A
compact matter/antimatter rocket, it had crossed the eighteen light-years from the New Republic at a
sublight crawl, then decelerated into a parking orbit and shut down. Its nose cone was scratched and
scarred, ablated in patches from the rough passage through the interstellar medium. But behind it waited a
slvery sphere ameter in diameter. The capsule was fabricated from sintered industrial diamond five
centimetersthick, a safety-deposit box capable of surviving anything short of anuclear wespon.

The mail was packed onto disks, diamond wafers sandwiching reflective gold sheets. It was an ancient
technology, but incredibly durable. Using externd waldoes, ratings controlling the survey drone
unscrewed the plug sedling the time capsule and delicately removed the disk stacks. Then, having verified
that they were not, in fact, explosives or antimatter, the survey drone turned and began to climb back out
toward the Lord Vanek and the other ships of thefirst battleship squadron.

The discovery of mail—and surely there was too much of it to only betactical dataabout the
enemy—put the crew in afrenzy of anticipation. They’ d been confined to the ship’s quartersfor two
months now, and the possibility of messages from families and loved ones drove them into manic



anticipation that aternated, individualy, with deep depression at the merest thought that they might be
forgotten.

Rachel, however, was |ess sanguine about the mail: the chances of the Admirdty having let her employers
message her under diplomeatic cypher were, in her estimation, less than zero. Martin didn’t expect
anything, either. Hissster hadn’t written to him back in New Prague; why should she write to him now?
His ex-wife, hewouldn’t want to hear from. In emotiona terms, his closest current
relationship—however unexpectedly it had dawned upon him—was with Rachdl. So whilethe officers
and crew of the Lord Vanek spent their off hours speculating about the letters from home, Rachd and
Martin spent their time worrying about exposure. For, as she had pointed out delicately, he didn’'t have
diplomatic papers. and even leaving matters of Republican public moraity asde, it would be abad ideaiif
anyone were to decide that he was alever to use againg her.

“It's probably not agood ideafor usto spend too much time together in private, love,” she’'d murmured
at the back of his shoulder, asthey lay together in his narrow bunk. “When everybody eseisat action
gations, they’re not liable to notice us—but the rest of thetime—" His shoulders went tense, telling her
that he understood.

“WEe Il haveto work something out,” he said. “ Can't we?’

“Yes.” She'd paused to kiss his shoulder. “But not if it risks some blue-nosed bigot locking you up for
conduct unbecoming, or convinces the admiral’ s staff that I’ m atwo-kopek whore they can grope or
safely ignore, whichisn't too far from what some of them think areedy.”

“Who?" Martinrolled over to face her, hisexpresson grim. “Tell me—"

“Ssh.” She'd touched afinger to hislips, and for amoment, he' d found her expression amost
heartbreaking. “I don’t need a protector. Have their ideas been rubbing off on you?’

“I' hope not!”

“No, | don't think s0.” She chuckled quietly and rolled against him.

Martin was Sitting alonein his cabin some days later, nursing wistful thoughts about Rachdl and argpidly
cooling mug of coffee, when somebody banged on the hatch. “Who' sthere?’ he caled.

“Mail for the engineer! Get it in the purser’ s officel” Feet hurried away, then there was a cacophony from
farther down the corridor.

“Hmm?’ Martin sat up. Mail ? On the face of it, it wasimprobable. Then again, everything about this
voyage was improbable. Startled out of hisreverie, he bent down and hunted for his shoes, then set out
in search of the source of the interruption.

Hedidn't have any difficulty finding it. The office was achaotic melee of enlisted men, dl trying to grab
their own mail and that of anyone they knew. The mail had been copy-printed onto paper, sealed in neat
blue envelopes. Puzzled, Martin hunted around for anyonein charge.

“Yes?'" The harassed petty officer in charge of the sorting desk looked up from the pile he wastrying to
bundle together for transfer to the His Mg esty’ s courier ship Godot. “Oh, you. Over there, inthe
unsorted deck.” He pointed at asmallish box containing a selection of envelopes, missvesfor the dead,
the mad, and the non-naval.



Martin burrowed through the pile, curious, until he cameto an envelopewith hisnameon it. It wasa
rather fat envelope. How odd, he thought. Rather than open it on the spot, he carried it back to his cabin.

When he opened it, he nearly threw it away immediately: it began with the dreaded phrase, “My dear
Marty.” Only one woman caled him that, and athough she was the subject of some of hisfondest
memories, she was aso capable of ingpiring in him akind of bitter, anguished rage that made him,
afterward, ashamed of his own emotions. He and Morag had split eight years ago, and the recriminations
and mutua blame had |eft atrench of slence between them.

But what could possibly have prompted her to write to him now? She' d dways been avery verba
person, and her e-mails had tended to be terse, misspelled sentences rather than the emotiona deluges
she reserved for face-to-face communications.

Puzzled, Martin began to read.
My Dear Marty,

It' sbeentoo long since | last wrote to you; | hope you' Il forgive me. Life has been busy, asthey
say, and doubly so, for | have aso had Sarah to look after. Shes growing very tal these days, and
looksjust like her father. | hope you'll be around for her sixteenth birthday ...

He stopped. This had to be an elaborate joke. His ex-wife seemed to be talking about a child—their
child—who didn’'t exist. And thiswas nothing like her style! It was dmost asif someone else, writing
from adossier of hisfamily history, wastrying to—

He began to read again, thistime acutely dert for hidden messages.

Sarah is studying theology at college these days. Y ou know how studious she' s dways been? Her
new teacher Herman seemsto have brought her out of her shell. She' sworking on adissertation
about Eschatology; sheinsisted that | enclose acopy for you (attached below).

Therest of the letter wasfilled with idle chatter abouit fictiond friends, reminiscences about trivid and
entirely nonexistent shared memories and mgjor (presumably well-documented) ones, and—asfar as
Martin could see—a content-free blind.

Heturned to the “ dissertation.” It was quite long, and he pondered Herman’ swisdom in sending it. Did
New Republican school children write eight-page essays about God? And about God’' s motives, asfar as
they could be deduced from the value of the cosmologica constant? It was written in aprecious,
somewhat dull style that set histeeth on edge, like an earnest student essay hunting for marks of approval
rather than astraight discursive monograph asserting aviewpoint. Then his eyes caught the footnotes:

1. Congder the hypothetica case of apower that intends to create alocalized causdlity violation
that does not produce alight cone encompassng itsorigin point. (We areimplicitly assuming a
perfectly spherica zone of sinfulness expanding at velocity ¢ with originat time TO.) If the
spherical volume of sinfulness does not intersect with the four-space trgjectory of the power’s
initia location, we are not degling with an origind sin. Consequently we do not expect the
Eschaton to condemn the entire sinful civilization to damnation, or a Type Il supernova;
redemption is possible. However, damnation of the sinful agency that causes the causdity violaion
isrequired.

He skipped down the page and began underlining significant words and phrases.

2. Does the Eschaton dways intervene destructively? The answer is probably “no”. We seethe



consequences of intervention inissues of origina sin, but for every such intervention there are
probably thousands of invisible nudges ddivered to our world line with subtlety and precision. The
agency by which such nudges are ddlivered must remain unknown for them to be effective. They
probably flee the scene after intervention, hiding themselvesin the teeming masses. The agency
may even work in concert with our own efforts, as Eschaton-fearing human beings, to ensure no
violationsexig. It is possble that some Eschatologicaly aware government agencies may assist the
Eschaton’s secret friends, if they are aware of their presence. Others, secret agents of sinful
powers, may attempt to identify them by evidence and arrest them.

Well, that was dl fairly ingtructive. Steganographic back channels generdly irritated Martin, with their
potentia for misunderstandings and garbled messages, but in thisinstance, Herman was being quite clear.
Distrust the New Republican secret police. Possible help from other agencies—did that mean Rachd?
No retaliation againgt the New Republic itsdf: that was abig weight off his conscience, for however much
he might didike or despise their socid affairs, they didn’t deserve to die because of their leader’ sinability
to ded with an unprecedented problem. However, one last footnote remained impenetrable, however he
tried to undergtand it:

3. Of course, few people would contemplate breaking the law of causdity without at least avery
magjor apparent threat. One wonders what the invisible helpers of the Eschaton might do when
confronted with the need to prevent a causdlity violation in the face of such athreat? At that point,
they may find themselves with split loydties: on the one hand, to defend the prime law of the
anthropic cosmos, while at the same time, not wanting to surrender their misguided but
nevertheless human peersinto the claws of agrest evil. Under these circumstances, | fed surethe
Eschaton would tdll its agentsto look to their fellow humans' interestsimmediately after preventing
the rupture of space-timeitsalf. The Eschaton may not be acompassionate God, but it is
pragmatic and does not expect itstoolsto break inits service. However, the key issueis
determining which sdeisleast wrong. Thisleads us deep into the forest of ethics, whereinthereis
afedtiva of ambiguity. All we can do is hope the secret helpers make the right
choices—otherwise, the consequences of criticism will be harsh.

Martin sat back and scratched his head. “Now what the hell does that mean?’ he muttered to himsdlf.

A Semiotic War
The Admird was having abad day.

“Damn your eyes, man, g-g-get your hands off me!” he croaked at his batman. Robard ignored him and
carried on lifting; Kurtz sfrail body wasn't capable of ressting as he sat the old man up and plumped up
the pillows behind him. “1I'll have you taken out and shot!”

“Certainly, sr. Would that be before or after breakfast?”’

The Admira growled, deep in the back of histhroat, then subsided into arasping pant. “* M’ not well.
Not like| used to be. Dammiit, | hate this!”

“You're getting old, sir. Happensto usdl.”

“Not that blas-asted Terran attache, dammit. He doesn't get old. | remember him back on Lamprey.
Took lots of daguerreotypes of me standing by ahill of skullswe built in the public square of New
Bokhara. Had to do something with the rebel prisoners, after al, no Jesus to make the quartermaster’s
loaves go further, ha-ha. Said he' d hang me, but never got around to it, the bastard. Wry cove, that wet
fish. Could have sworn he was afemale impersonator. What d'ye think, Kurt? Is he a shirt-lifter?’



Robard coughed and did a bed table bearing cup of weak tea and a poached egg on toast in front of the
Admird. “The UN inspector isalady, sr.”

Kurtz blinked hiswatery eyesin astonishment. “Why, bless my soul—what asurprise!” He reached for
the teacup, but his hand was shaking so much he could bardly lift it without dopping the contents. “I
thought | knew that,” he accused.

“Y ou probably did, sr. You'll fed better after you' ve taken your medicine.”

“But if he'sagirl, and hewasa First Lamprey, that means—" Kurtz looked puzzled. “ Do you believein
angds, Robard?’ he asked faintly.

“No, gr.”
“Wadll, that' s dright then, she must be adevil. Can ded with those, y’ know. Where smy briefing?’

“I'll fetch it right after your breskfast, sr. Commodore Bauer said to tell you he' slooking after
everything.”

“Jolly good.”

Kurtz concentrated on assaulting his egg. Presently, when he had accepted its surrender, Robard
removed the table. “We d better get you dressed and up, sir. Staff meeting in thirty minutes.”

Thirty-five minutes later, the Admira was ready to meet his staff in the huge conference room adjoining
his suite. Donning a uniform and taking his medication seemed to have removed a decade from his
shoulders, he shuffled into the room under his own power, leaning heavily on his canes, although Robard
discreetly helped when the Admird tried to return the assembled officers salute (and nearly caught a
walking gtick in one eye).

“Good evening, gentlemen,” began the Admird. “I gather therail packet has been me—I'm sorry. |
gather the r-r—mail packet has been received. Lieutenant Kossov. What word of our dispatches?’

“Er—" Kossov looked green. “We have aproblem, sir.”

“What do you mean, a problem?’ demanded the Admira. “We re not supposed to have
problems—that’ sthe enemy’ sjob!”

“There was astack of twenty disksin the time capsule—"
“Don’t give me disks, give me answerst What word of the enemy?”’

Commodore Bauer leaned forward. “I think what the Lieutenant istrying to say,” heinterrupted, “isthat
the dispatches were damaged.” Kossov eyed the Commodore with embarrassingly transparent gratitude.

“That' sexactly right, Sir. The private mail was intact, for the most part, but there was damage to the time
capsule a one sde—amicrometeoroid impact—and three of the disks were fragmented. We ve
retrieved a partial copy of atenth of our orders from the remaining disks, but most of what came through
consigts of supply manifestsfor the quartermaster and a suggested menu for the Emperor’ s Birthday
Commemoration Dinner. No details of the enemy, order of battle, force digpositions, diplomatic anayss,
intelligence, or anything remotely useful. It'sall shattered.”

“I see” The Admira looked deceptively calm; Kossov quailed. “ So our intelligence about the enemy
dispogition isabsent. Ah, that-t makeslife easier.” Heturned to Bauer. “ Then we shall haveto proceed in



accordance with Plan B in order to accomplish asuccessful attack! Every man shal do hisduty, for right
ison our sSde. | ex-expect you have incontin-gency plansfor dealing with in-insurgents on the ground?
Good, very good. The Festival we shall meet in orbit and, having destroyed their ships, we shall work on
the assumption that there is an aspiration to depose His Mg esty among the rebels on the ground and
their dliesfrom the enemy camp! Commodore. Y ou will supervise our approach to the target system.
Colonel von Ungern—Sternberg? Plansfor the disposition of your marines and the re-re-reimposition of
order once we arrive, if you please. Captain Mirsky, you will coordinate the, ah, lasla— maneuvers of
theflotilla Report to Midshipman Bauer if you please.”

The Admira rose, shakily, and made no protest when Robard held him by one arm. “ Diss-diss-missed!”
he snapped and, turning, hobbled out of the room.

Procurator Muller was bored. Bored and, furthermore, somewhat annoyed. Apart from the evidence of
misconduct over aweisshier back in New Prague, there was't anything he could hang on the engineer.
Just thefact that he was aforeigner who espoused radical opinions ligble to encourage mord turpitude
among the lumpenprol etariat—which put him in the company of roughly ninety percent of the population
of the known universe. Admittedly, there had been the nonstandard plug-in from the man’s PA, but that
wasn't conclusive. Wasit?

He d spent nearly two months of hislife getting this much information. Much of thetime, he was bored to
tears, the crew and officerswouldn’t speak to him—he was one of the Curator’s men, charged with the
preservation of society, and, like al police posts, this attracted some degree of suspicion—and he had
long since exhausted the small wardroom library. With no duties but covert surveillance of a suspect who
knew he was under suspicion, therewasllittle for him to occupy histime with except idle fantas es about
his forthcoming meeting, when they arrived on Rochard’ s World. But there were only afinite number of
words he could think of to address hisfather with—and small consolation in imagining himsalf saying
them.

However, one evening, it occurred to Vassly that there was another avenue he could follow in his
exploration of the subject’s movements. Wasn't Springfield spending an unhedthy amount of timein
company with the foreign diplomat?

Now therewas ashady case! Vassly’ s nodtrils flared whenever he thought about her. If she hadn’t had
diplomatic papers, he' d have had her in an interrogation room in atrice. Springfield might be aradicd,
but Colonel Mansour wore trouser s—enough to get her arrested for indecency on the streets of the
capital, specid credentias or no. The woman was a dangerous degenerate; obvioudy of depraved tastes,
amaeimpersonator, probably an invert, and liable to corrupt anyone she came into contact with.

Indeed, her very presence on this warship was athreet to the mora hygiene of the crew! That the
engineer spent much of histime with her was obvious (Vassily had seen the survelllance recordings of him
dipping inand out of her cabin), and the question of where the incriminating evidence was kept seemed
fairly clear-cut. Springfield was a dangerous anarchist spy, and she must be his evil scheming control; a
secretive mistress of the art of diplomatic seduction, mad, bad, and dangerous to know.

Which was why he was about to burgle her cabin and search her luggage.

It had taken Vassily nearly two weeksto reach this decision, from the moment he determined that
Martin’s nonstandard PA module was, not to put too fine apoint on it, toast. It was aweek and a half
since the fleet had begun its momentous homeward voyage, firgt jJumping across to the unpopul ated
binary system code-named Terminal Beta, then successvely hopping from one star to the other, winding
back more than a hundred years every day. Another four weeks and they would arrive at their



destination; nevertheless, Vassly had taken histime. He d have to be ddlicate, he realized. Without proof
of treason he couldn’t act againgt either of them, and the proof was obvioudy under diplomatic lock and
key. Whatever he did would be ultimately deniable—get caught and, well, burgling adiplomat’ sluggage
was about asinfradig asyou could get. If anyone found him, he' d be thrown to the wolves—probably
not literaly, but he could look forward to along career auditing penguins at the south polar station.

He picked an early evening for hisraid. Martin wasin the wardroom, drinking schnapps and playing
dominoes with Engineering Commander Krupkin. Sitting on in Lieutenant Sauer’ s security wardroom,
Vassly waited until Colonel Mansour |eft her room for some purpose; his monitors tracked her down the
corridor to the officer’ sfacilities. Good, she' d be at least ten minutesin the shower, if she stuck to her
usual timetable. Vassly tiptoed out of his cubbyhole and scampered toward the lift shaft, and thence, the
passage into officer country.

Pulling her cabin door shut behind him, he looked around cautioudy. In amost every respect, her room
wasjust like that of any other officer. Built like arailway couchette, there were two bunks; the upper one
configured for deeping, and the lower currently rolled upside down on its mountings to serve as a desk.
Two lockers, atiny washstand sink, mirror, and telephone completed thefittings. One corner of alarge
trunk protruded from under the desk. The inspector didn’t travel aslight asanava officer, that wasfor
sure.

Fird, Vassly spent aminute inspecting the chest. There were no Sgns of fine hairs or wires glued across
thelid, and nothing complicated in theway of locks. It was just adightly battered leather-and-wood
trunk. Hetried to lever it out from under the bunk, but rapidly redized that whatever wasin it was
implausibly heavy. Instead, he unlatched the desk/bunk and folded it upward against the bulkhead.
Exposed to the light, the chest seemed to smile a him, horrible and facel ess.

Vassly sniffed and reached for his pick gun. Another highly illegd tool of the Curator’ s Office, the pick
gun was an engineering miracle: packed with solenoid-controlled probes, eectronic sensors, and
transmitters, even acompact laser transponder, it could force just about any lock in amatter of seconds.
Vassly bent over the chest. Presently he confirmed that UN diplomatic luggage was no moreimmuneto
apick gun than any other eight-barrel mortise lock with a keyed-frequency resonance handshake and a
misplaced faith in long prime numbers. Thelid clicked and swvung upward.

Thelid hed toiletriesand amirror; after abrief ingoection, Vassly turned to the interior and found himself
confronted with alayer of clothing. He swallowed. Unmentionables mocked him: folded underskirts,
bloomers, apair of operagloves. He carefully moved them aside. Benesth them lay ayellow silk gown.
Vasdly flushed, degply embarrassed. He picked up the gown, unfolding it in the process; confused, he
stood up and shook it out. It was, he thought, wholly beautiful and feminine, not what he' d expected of
the corrupt and decadent Terrestrid agent. Thiswhole fishing expedition wasn't turning out they way

he’ d imagined. He shook his head and laid the gown on the upper bunk, then bent back to the chest.

Therewas ablack jumpsuit beneath it, and an octagona hatbox. He tried to pick up the hatbox, and
found that it wouldn’t move. It was solid, as heavy aslead! Encouraged, he picked up the suit and
draped it over achair. Beneath it hefound adick plagtic surface with lights glowing within it. The chest
was only six inches degp! The entire bottom haf of it lay below the surface on which the fal se hatbox
rested, and was doubtless full of contraband and spying apparatus.

Vassly poked at the plastic pand. It reminded him of akeyboard, but lacking ivory and ebony keys, and
with nowhere to feed the paper tapesin. It was al disturbingly aien. He poked at the pand, hitting an
obvious raised area runes blinked, access forbidden: geneprint unrecognized.

Damn.



Sweat poured off his neck as he considered his options. Then his eyes turned to the contents of the trunk
he' d heaped besideit. It wanted afamiliar skin sample? Hmm. Gloves. He held them up. Long women's
gloves. They smdt faintly of something—yes. Vassly rolled oneinsde-out over hisright hand, up his
arm. He touched the raised plinth: processing ... authorized. A human body sheds five million skin
particles per hour; Rachd had worn these very gloves, therefore—

A menu appeared. Vassily prodded at it blindly. Option one said sears foundation design catalog,
whatever that meant. Below it, free hardware foundation gnu couturier 15.6; then dior historical catal og.
He scratched his head. No secret code books, no hidden weapons, no spy cameras. Just
incomprehensible andytica engineingructions He thumped the plinth in frustration.

A degp humming filled the room. He jumped backward, knocking over the chair. A dot opened in the
top of the hatbox. A demented clicking rattled from it and something spat out. Something red that landed
on his head—awisp of lace with two leg holes. Scandalous. With agrinding clank, the hatbox extruded
in short order ashimmering tulle ball gown, apair of spike-heeled ankle boots, and apair of
coarse-woven blue shorts. All the clothing was hot to the touch and smelled faintly of chemicals.

“Stopit,” hehissed. “Stop it!” Inreply, the trunk gected a stream of stockings, apair of trousers, and a
corset that threatened any wearer with abdominal injury. He thumped at the control pandl in frusiration
and, thankfully, the trunk stopped manufacturing clothing. Helooked &t it dizzily. Why bring a trunk of
clothing if you can bring a trunk that can manufacture any item of clothing you want to wear ?he
redlized. Then the trunk made an ominous graunching sound and he stared at it in ontologica horror. It's
a cornucopia! One of the forbidden, mythologica chimeras of history, the machine that had brought
degradation and unemployment and economic downsizing to his ancestors before they fled the sngularity
to settle and help create the New Republic.

The cornucopia grunted and hummed. Thoroughly spooked, Vassily looked to the door. If Rachel was
on her way back—

The hatbox opened. Something black and shiny peeped forth. Antennae hummed and scanned the room;
articulated clawslatched onto the side of the box and levered.

Vassly took onelook at the monster and cracked. He left the door swinging gar behind himin his
hel plessflight down the corridor, disheveled and wild-eyed, wearing an insde-out opera glove on one
hand.

Behind him, the freshly manufactured spybot finished surveying the insertion zone. Primitive programs
meshed in its microprocessor brain: no operationa overrides were present, so it established a default
exploration strategy and prepared to reconnoiter. It grabbed the nearest non-fixed item of camouflage
and, gtretching it protectively over its crablike carapace, headed for the ventilation shaft. Even asit
finished removing the grille, the hatbox clanked again: the second smal robospy was born just intimeto
see the yellow gown disgppearing into the air-conditioning duct. And then the luggage clanked again,
preparing to hatch yet another ...

By thetime Rachel returned, her trunk was half-empty— and amost dl her ready-made clothing had
escaped.

“You comewith me,” Sister Seventh told Burya. ” See situation. Explain why isbad, and understand.”

Wind whispered through the open window, carrying grey clouds across the city, as Novy Petrograd
burned in an inferno of forbidden technology. Houses crumbled and grew anew, extrusions pushing up



like mushrooms from the strange soil of men’sdreams. Trees of silver rose from the goldsmith’ sdidtrict,
their harsh, planar surfaces tracking the cumulus-shrouded sun. The hairless alien wobbled forward onto
the bal cony and pointed her tusks at the fairground on the other side of town: “Thisis not the Festival’s

doing!”

Helplesdy, Buryafollowed her out onto the rooftop above the Duke s balroom. A cloacd smell plugged
his nogtrils, the distant olfactory echo of the corpses swinging from the lamppostsin the courtyard.
Politovsky had disappeared, but his men had not gone quietly, and the mutinous troops, frenzied and
outraged, had committed atrocities againgt the officers and their families. The ensuing reprisas had been

harsh but necessary—

Javelins of light streaked across the cloudscape overhead. Seconds later, the rumble of their passage split
the cold evening air. Thunder rattled and echoed from the remaining windows of the town.

“Fegtival does not understand humans,” Sister Seventh commented calmly. “Motivation of fleshbody
intelligences bereft of red-time awareness not smulatable. Festival therefore assumes atruist aesthetic. |
ask: Isthisawork of art?’

Burya Rubengtein stared at the city bleakly. “No.” The admission came hard. “We hoped for better. But
the people need leadership and a strong hand; without it they run riot—"

Sgter Seventh made a strange snuffling noise. Presently he realized that she waslaughing a him.

“Riot! Freedom! End of condraint! Silly humans. Silly not-organized humans, not smell own place among
people, need to sniff pissin corner of burrow, kill instead. Make military music. Much marching and
killing by numbers. Iscomedy, no?’

“Wewill control it oursalves,” Buryainssted trenchantly. “This chaos, thisis not our destiny. We stand
on the threshold of Utopial The people, once educated, will behave rationally. Ignorance, filth, and a
dozen generations of repression are what you see here—thisis the outcome of afailed experiment, not
human degtiny!”

“Then why you not a sculptor, cut new flesh from old?” Sister Seventh approached him. Her snuffling
cabbage breath reminded him of a pet guinea pig his parents had bought him when hewas six. (When he
was seven there had been afamine, and into the cook pot she went.) “Why not you build new minds for

your people?’

“Well fix it,” Buryaemphasized. Three more emerald-colored diamonds shot overhead: they zipped in
helices around one another, then turned and swerved out across the river like sentient shooting ars.
When in doubt, change the subject: “How did your people get here?’

“We Ciritics. Fegtival has many mindspaces spare. Brought us along, like the Fringe and other lurkersin
dark. Festival must travel and learn. We travel and change. Find what is broken and Criticize, help
broken thingsfix sdlves. Achieve harmonious dark and warm-fed hiveness”

Something tall and shadowy did across the courtyard behind Burya. He turned, hurriedly, to seetwo
many-jointed legs, chicken-footed, capped by athatch of wild darkness. The legs knelt, lowering the
body until an opening hung opposite the ba cony, as dark and uninviting as askull’ shollow nasal cavity.

“Come, ridewithme.” Sister of Stratagems the Seventh stood behind Burya, between him and his office.
It was not an offer but an ingruction. “Will learn you much!”

“|—I—" Burya stopped protesting. He raised ahand to his throat, found the leather thong he wore



around it, and yanked on the end of it. “ Guards!”

Sigter Seventh rolled forward, as ponderous and irresistible as an earthquake; she swept him backward
into the walking hut, making that odd snuffling noise again. A furious hissing and quacking broke out
behind her, followed by erratic gunfire asthefirst of the guard geese shot their way through the study
door. Rubengtein landed on the floor with two hundred kilos of molerat on top of him, holding him

down; thefloor lurched then rose like an eevator, dropped, and accelerated in a passable imitation of the
fairground ride at awinter festival. He choked, trying to breathe, but before he could suffocate Sister
Seventh picked herself up and sat back on what appeared to be anest of dried twigs. She grinned a him
horribly, baring her tusks, then pulled out alarge root vegetable and began to gnaw onit.

“Where are you taking me? | demand to be put down—"

“Plotsk,” said the Critic. “To learn how to understand. Want acarrot?’

They camefor Martin as he lay deeping. The door of his cabin burst open and two burly ratings entered;
thelight came on. "What'sup?* Martin asked fuzzily.

“Onyour feet.” A petty officer stood in the entrance.
13 WI‘H—”

“Onyour feet.” The quilt was pulled back briskly; Martin found himsalf dragged hafway out of bed
before he had quite finished blinking at the brightness. “ At the double!”

“What’ sgoing on?’

“Shut up,” said one of theratings, and backhanded him casudly acrossthe face. Martin fell back on the
bed, and the other rating grabbed hisleft arm and dipped amanacle over hiswrist. While he wastrying
to reach his mouth—sore and hot, painful but not badly damaged—they snagged his other wrist.

‘Tothebrig. At the double!* They frog-marched Martin out the door, naked and in handcuffs, and
hurried him down to thelevel below the engineering spaces and drive kerndl. Everything passedina
painful blur of light; Martin spat and saw a streek of blood dribble across the floor.

A door opened. They pushed him through and he fell over, then the door clanged shut.

Shock finaly cut in. He dumped, rolled to hissde, and dry-heaved on the floor. From start to finish, the
assault had taken less than two minutes.

Hewas il lying on the floor when the door opened again. A pair of boots entered hisfield of vision.
Muffled: “Get thismess cleared up.” Louder: “Y ou—on your feet.”

Martin rolled over, to see Security Lieutenant Sauer staring down at him. Thejunior officer from the
Curator’ s Office stood behind him, aong with a couple of enlisted men. Martin began to Sit up.

“Out,” Sauer told the guards. They left. “On your feet,” he repeated.
Martin sat up and pushed himself upright against onewall.

“Youarein big trouble,” said the Lieutenant. “No, don’t say anything. You'rein trouble. You can dig
yourself in degper or you can cooperate. | want you to think about it for awhile.” He held up adim



black wafer. “We know what thisis. Now you can tell usal about it, who gaveit to you, or you can let
usdraw our own conclusions. Thisisn't acivil court or an investigation by the audit bureau; thisis, in case
you hadn’t worked it out, amilitary-intelligence matter. How you decide to dedl with us affects how we
will ded with you. Understood?’

Martin blinked. “I’ve never seen it before,” heinssted, pulseracing.

Sauer looked disgusted. “Don’'t be obtuse. It was in your gadget. Naval regulations specify that it'san
offenseto bring unauthorized communications devices aboard awarship. So what was it doing there?
Y ou forgot to take it out? WWhom does it belong to, anyway?’

Martin wavered. “The shipyard told meto carry it,” hesaid. “When | came aboard | didn’t redlizel’d be
on board for more than a shift a atime. Or that it was a problem.”

“The shipyard told you to carry it.” Sauer looked skepticd. “1t' sadead causal channel, man! Have you
any ideahow much one of those thingsisworth?’

Martin nodded shakily. “Have you any idea how much this ship isworth?’ he asked. “MiG put it
together. MiG stands to make alot of money sdlling copies. moreif it earns adistinguished combat
record. Hasit occurred to you that my primary employers—the people you rented me from—have a
legitimate interest in seeing how you' ve changed around the ship they ddivered to you?’

Sauer tossed the cartridge on Martin’ sbunk. “Plausible. Y ou're doing well, so far: don't et it go to your
head.” He turned and rapped on the door. “If that’ s your find story, I'll passit on to the Captain. If you
have anything elseto tel me, let the supervisor know when he brings your lunch.”

“Isthat dl?’ Martin asked as the door opened.

“Isthat dl?” Sauer shook hishead. “Y ou confessto a capitd offense, and ask if that's all 7" He paused in
the doorway and stared at Martin, expressionless. “Yes, that’ sal. Recording off.”

Then hewasgone.

Vassly had goneto Lieutenant Sauer immediately after the abortive search through Rache’ sluggage:
badly frightened, needing advice. He' d poured everything out before Sauer, who had nodded
reassuringly and camed him down before explaining whet they were going to do.

‘They'rein it together, son, that much is clear. But you should have talked to mefird. Let'sseethis
gadget you took from him, hmm?* Vassily had passed him the cartridge he' d stolen from Martin' s PA.
Sauer took onelook at it and nodded to himsalf. " Never seen one of these before, have you? Well, don't
worry; it’ sjust the lever we need.” He tapped the exhausted causa channel significantly. ”Don't know
why he had this on board, but it was bloody stupid of him, clear breach of HisMagesty’ sregulations.

Y ou could have come to me with it immediately, no questions asked, instead of digging around the
woman' s luggage. Which, of course, you didn’t do. Did you?*

“Uh—no, gr.”

“Jolly good.” Sauer nodded to himself again. “Because, if you had, I’ d have to arrest you, of course. But
| supposg, if sheleft her door unlocked and some enlisted man tried to help himself to her wardrobe,
well, we caninvedtigateit ...” Hetralled off thoughtfully.

“Why can't we arrest the woman, Sr? For, um, possession of illicit machinery?’



“Because’—Sauer |looked down hisnose at Vassily— “ she' sgot a diplomatic passport. She's allowed
to haveillegal machinery in her luggage. And, frankly, far as| cantell, she's got an excuse. Would you be
complaining if she had asewing machine? That'swhat she'll say it is; agarment fabricator.”

“But | saw these things coming out of there, with too many legs They were after me—"

“Nobody e se has seen them,” Sauer said in a soothing tone of voice. “I believe you; you probably did
see something. Spy robots, perhaps. But good ones, good enough to hide—and without evidence—" He
shrugged.

“What are you going to do, then, Sir?’

Sauer glanced away. “I think we're going to pay Mr. Springfield avist,” he murmured. “We Il take him
away. Stick him in the cdllsfor abit. And then”—he grinned, unpleas-antly—*we' |l see which way our
diplomat jumps. Which should tell uswhat al this means, shouldn't it?”

Neither of them noticed the pair of polka-dotted knickers hiding behind the ventilation duct overhead,
listening patiently and recording everything.

Confessions

The Lord Vanek accelerated at an economica two gees, using itsdrive kernel to curve the space-time
ahead of it into avalley into which it did easily, without imposing punishing stress on crew or machinery.
Ninety-two thousand tonnes of warship (with an eght-billion-tonne black hole at her core) took alot of
moving, but once set in motion, it could go placesfast. It would take daysto cross the vast gulf that
separated Lord Vanek' s parking station from thefirst jump point on the return leg of itstime-like
path—but nothing like the years that humanity’ s earliest probes had taken to cover smilar distances.

The ships of the fleet had traveled barely twenty light-years from the New Republic, but in the process,
they had hopped forward in time by four thousand years, zigzagging between the two planetiess
components of the binary system in an attempt to outrun any long-term surveillance that the Festiva might
have placed on them. Soon the spacelike component of the voyage would commence, with acruiseto a
smilar system not far from Rochard' s World; then the fleet would pursue abizarre trgectory, looping
back into the past of their own world line without actudly intersecting that of their origin point.

Along the way, the fleet tenderswould regularly top up the warships with consumable provisions, air and
water and food; no lessthan eight merchant ships would be completely stripped and abandoned to fdll
forever between the stars, their crews doubled up aboard other vessels. The voyage would strain the
Navy’slogigtic system beyond the point of failure: something had to give, and an entireyear’ s
shipbuilding budget would go into the supply side of this operation done.

Asthey cruised between jumps, the warships exercised continually. Tentative lidar pulses strobed &t the
deep vacuum beyond the heliopause as officers sought firing solutions on the ships of the other

sguadrons, missile and torpedo trajectories were plotted, laser firing solutions entered into the tireless
gear millsof the anaytical engines. Tracking shipsat long range was difficult, for they didn’t emit much
detectable radiation. Radar was hopeless: to pump out sufficient energy to get areturn, the Lord Vanek
would have produced enough waste hest to broil her crew alive. Asit was, only her vast radiator panels,
gpread to the stars and now glowing adull red, alowed them to run the lidar at high intensity for short
periods of time. (Vacuum isamogt effective insulator—and active sensors capable of reaching out across
billions of kilometersrun hot.)

Martin Springfield knew nothing of this. Lying in his cell he' d spent the past two days in despondent
boredom, dternating between depression and guarded optimism by turns. Stll alive, he thought. Then:



Not for long. If only there was something he could do! But on board astarship, there was nowhere to
run. He was enough of aredist to understand this: if they ran out of options here, he was dead. He' d
smply have to hope that they hadn’t worked out what he' d done, and would rel ease him rather than
antagonizing the shipyard.

He was sitting on the bunk one evening when the door opened. He looked up at once, expecting Sauer
or the Curator’ s kid spook. His eyes widened. “What are you doing here?’

“Jug vigting. Mindif | St down?

He nodded uneasily. Rachd sat on the edge of the bunk. She was wearing a plain black jumpsuit and had
tied her hair back severely; her manner was different, dmost relaxed. It wasn’t adisguise, he realized;
shewasn't acting the part of awoman of easy virtue or a diplomat posted to a bananarepublic, or
anyone dse, for that matter. She was being hersef—aformidable figure. “I thought they’ d have locked
you up, too,” he said.

“Yes, well ...” Shelooked distracted. “One moment.” She glanced at her pocket watch. “ Ah.” She
leaned over toward the head end of his bunk and placed something small and metalic onit.

“| dready spiked thebugs,” he said. “ They won’t hear much.”

Sheglared a him. “Thanksfor nothing.”

“Wha—

“I| want thetruth,” she said flatly. “ Y ou' ve been lying to me. | want to know why.”

“Oh.” Hetried not to cringe. Her expression was unnaturaly controlled, the cdm before astorm.

“Y ou've got only one chanceto tdll thetruth,” she said, pitching her voice in conversational tonesthat
were belied by abrittleedgeinit. “1 don’t think they know you're lying yet, but when we get
back—well, they’ re not dummies and you' re digging yoursdlf in deeper. The Curator’s Office will be
watching. If you act guilty, the boy wonder will draw the only available concluson.”

Hesghed. “And what if the conclusonisright? What if | am guilty?” he asked.

“| trusted you,” she said flatly. “ Asyoursdf. Not asaplayer. | don't like being lied to, Martin. In
business or my persond life, whichever.”

“Well.” He contemplated the shiny jammer she’ d placed on his pillow. It was easer than facing her anger
and hurt. “If | said they told me they were the shipyard, would that satisfy you?’

“No.” She shook her head. “Y ou’ re not dumb enough to fall for acover story, anyway.” Shelooked
away. “l don't likebeing lied to,” she sad bitterly.

Helooked at her. Rachel was an up-to-date professional, unlike the bumbling amateurs of the New
Republic; she' d have speech analysisreflexes, lie detectors, any number of other gadgetstrained on him,
if thiswas business, and if she hadn’t completely logt it. If she had—well, he could hardly blame her for
being mad at him. In her place, he'd be angry, too. And hurt. “I don't liketedlling lies” he said, which was
true enough. “Not without an overriding reason,” he admitted.

Shetook adeep breath, visbly steding hersdlf. “1’'m the nearest thing to alawyer you' re going to get
here, Martin. I’ m the nearest representative of your government—wheat they think isyour
government—within four thousand years and atwo-hundred-light-year radius. They have alegdigtic



system of government, for dl that they’ re medieva throwbacks, and they let me visit you as your
advocate. | can plead your caseif it comes up to a court-martial because you'reacivilian, and I might
be able to deflect things short of that. But only if you tell me everything, so | know what I’ m defending.”

“I can't talk about it,” he said uncomfortably. He picked up hisbook, haf trying to shelter hisguilty
conscience behind it. “I’'m not alowed to. | thought you of al people would be able to understand that?’

“Ligen.” Rachd glared a him. “Remember what | told you about trust? I’ m redlly disappointed. Because
| did trust you, and it seemsto methat you betrayed that trust. Asitis, I’'m going to haveto do alot of
fast talking if I’m going to try to get your ass off the hook you' re caught on, or at least get you out of here
aive. And before| do that, | want to know what you' ve been lying to me about.”

She stood up. “I’'m afool. And adamned fool for trusting you, and aworse fool for getting involved with
you. Hell, I'm an unprofessiond fool! But I’'m going to ask you again, and you' d better answer truthfully.
Therearealot of livesat stake thistime, Martin, because thisis not agame. Who the fuck are you
working for?’

Martin paused a moment, dizzy with a sense of events moving out of control. Can't tell her, can’t not
tell her—he looked up, meeting her eyesfor thefirg time. It was the hurt expression that made hismind
up for him: no amount of rationalization would help him deep that night if heleft her feding likethis.
Fedling betrayed by the only person she d been able to trust within aradius of light-years. One moment
of unprofessionalism deserved to be answered by another. His mouth felt dry and clumsy as he spoke: “I
work for the Eschaton.”

Rachdl sat down heavily, her eyeswide with disbdlief. “ What ?

He shrugged. “Y ou think the E’s only way of dedling with problemsisto drop arock onthem?’ he
asked.

“Areyou kidding?’

“Nope.” He could taste bile in the back of histhroat. “And | believein what I'm doing, else | wouldn’'t
be here now, would |”? Because truly, the dternative isto drop a planet-buster on the problem. The
Eschaton findsthat easier. And it makes the appropriate noises. It scares people. But really— most of
the time, the E likesto solve problems more quietly through people like me.”

“How long?’
“About twenty years.” He shrugged again. “That' sdl thereistoit.”

“Why?" She buried her hands between her knees, holding them together tightly, looking a him with a
miserably confused expression on her face.

“Because—" Hetried to drag his scattered thoughts together. “Believe me, the Eschaton prefersit when
peoplelikeyou do thejob first. It savesalot of pain al around. But once the fleet moved, and you lost
the argument with them, there was no dternative. Y ou didn’t redly think they’ d set up the prerequisites
for aclosed timelike path and not follow it through to the logical end?’ He took a deep breath. “That's
the sort of job | do. I’'m aplumber, for when the Eschaton wantsto fix alesk quietly.”

“You're an agent, you mean.”
“Yes” heagreed. “Likeyou.”

“Likeme.” She made a croaking noise that sounded asif it might have been intended asalaugh. “ Shit,



Martin, that is not what | was expecting to hear.”

“I wish thishadn’t happened. Especidly with—wadll, us. Inthemiddie.”
“Metoo, with brassknobson,” she said shakily. “Wasthat dl there was?’
“All therewas? That'sdl | was holding out on you, honest.”

A long pause. “Alright. It was, uh, purdly professond?’

Henodded. “Yes” Helooked at her. “1 don't likelying. And | haven't been lying, or withholding the
truth, about anything ese. | promise.”

“Oh. Okay.” Shetook adeep breath and grinned tiredly, smultaneoudly looking amused and relieved.
“It' sreally been eating you, hasn't it?” he asked.

“Oh, you could say that,” she said, with heavy irony.

“Um.” Heheld out ahand. “I’'m sorry. Truly.”

“Apology accepted—conditionaly.” She squeezed his hand, briefly, then let go. “Now, are you going to
tell mewhat the Eschaton hasin mind for us?’

Martin sghed. “Yes, inasmuch as| know. But I’ ve got to warn you, it’snot good. If we can’t get off this
ship beforeit arrives, we're probably going to die...”

Timetravel destabiliseshistory.

Higtory isachild of contingency; so many events depend on critical misunderstandings or transient
encountersthat even the apocryphal butterfly’ swing is apt to stir up astorm in short order. A single
misunderstood telegram in June of 1917 permitted the Bolshevik revolution to become apossbility; a
sngle spy in 1958 extended the Cold War by adecade. And without both such events, could abeing like
the Eschaton ever have cometo exist?

Of course, in auniverse which permitstimetravel, history itself becomes unstable—and the equilibrium
can only be restored when the diabolica mechanism editsitself out of the picture. But that’ s scant
comfort for thetrillions of entitieswho slently ceaseto exist in the wake of afull-blown time storm.

It'shardly surprising that, whenever intelligent beings arise in such auniverse, they will seek to use closed
timelike curvesto prevent their own extinction. Faster-than-light travel being possible, generd relativity
tellsusthat it isindistinguishable from time travel; and this smilarity makes the technologies of total
annihilation dreadfully accessible. In the smal, stupid little organizationslike the New Republic seek to
gain advantage over their contemporaries and rivals. In the large, vast, cool intellects seek to stabilize
their universein the form most suitable to them. Their tampering may be as smple as preventing rivals
from editing them out of the stable historical record—or it may be as sophisticated as meddling with the
early epochs of the big bang, back before the Higgs field decayed into the separate fundamental forces
that bind the universe together to ensure just the right ratio of physica constantsto support life.

Thisisnot the only universe; far fromit. It isn’'t even the only universein which lifeexigs. Likeliving
organisms, universes exist balanced on the edge of chaos, little bubbles of twisted ur-space that pinch off
and bloat outward, expanding and cooling, presently giving birth to further bubbles of condensed



gpace-time; ahyperdimensiond crystal garden full of strange trees bearing stranger fruit.

But the other universes are not much useto us. There are too many variablesin the mix. Astheinitia
burgt of energy that sgnasthe birth of auniverse cools, the surging force field that drivesitsinitia
expans on becomes tenuous, then breaks down into acomplex mess of other forces. The constants that
determinetheir relative strengths are set casudly, randomly. There are universes with only two forces;
others, with thousands. (Ours hasfive.) There are universes where the e ectron is massive: nuclear fusion
IS S0 easy there that the era of star formation endsless than amillion of our years after the big bang.
Chemigry isdifficult there, and long before life can evolve, such universes contain nothing but cooling
pulsars and black holes, the debris of creation brought to a premature end.

There are universes where photons have mass—others where there istoo little massin the universe for it
to achieve closure and collapse in abig crunch at the end of time. There are, in fact, an infinity of
universes out there, and they are dl uninhabitable. Thereisasmadler infinitude of possibly habitable ones,
and in some of them, intelligent life evolves, but more than that we may never know. Travel between
universesis nearly impossible; materidsthat exist in one may be unstable in another. So, trapped in our
little fishbowl of space we drift through the crystal garden of universes—and our own neighborly
intelligences, beings like the Eschaton, do their best to prevent the less-clever inmates from smashing the
glassfromwithin.

The man in gray had explained dl thisto Martin at length, eighteen years ago. “ The Eschaton has a strong
interest in maintaining the integrity of theworld line” he had said. “It' sin your interest, too. Once people
begin meddling with the more obscure causal paradoxes, dl sorts of lethd side-effects can happen. The
Eschaton is as vulnerableto this as any other being in the universe—it didn’t create this place, you know,
it just getstoliveinit with therest of us. It may be amassvely superhuman intelligence or cluster of
intelligences, it may have resources we can barely comprehend, but it could probably be snuffed out quite
eadly; just afew nuclear weaponsin the right place before it bootstrapped into consciousness, out of the
pre-Singularity networks of the twenty-first century. Without the Eschaton, the human specieswould
probably be extinct by now.”

“Epistemology paysno bills” Martin remarked drily. “If you' re expecting meto do something risky ...”

“We gppreciate that.” The gray man nodded. “We need errands run, and not al of them are entirdly safe.
Mogt of thetimeit will amount to little more than making note of certain things and telling us about
them—Dbut occasiondly, if thereisaserious threat, you may be asked to act. Usudly in subtle,
undetectable ways, but aways at your peril. But there are compensations.”

“Describethem.” Martin put his unfinished drink down at that point.

“My sponsor is prepared to pay you very well indeed. And part of the pay—we can smooth the path if
you gpply for prolongation and continued residency.” Life-extenson technology, dlowing effectively
unlimited life expectancy beyond 160 years, was eminently practical, and available on most devel oped
worlds. It was a0 astightly controlled as any medica procedure could be. The controls and licensing
were ardic of the Overshoot, the brief period in the twenty-first century when Earth’ s popul ation blipped
over the ten-billion mark (before the Singularity, when the Eschaton bootstrapped its way past merely
human intelligence and promptly rewrote the rule book). The after-effects of overpopulation still scarred
the planet, and the response was an ironclad rule—if you want to live beyond your natura span, you
must either demonstrate some particular merit, some reason why you should be alowed to stay around,
or you could take the trestment and emigrate. There were few rulesthat al of Earth’ sfractured tribes and
cultures and companies obeyed, but out of common interest, thiswas one of them. To be offered
exemption by the covert intervention of the Eschaton—



“How long do | have to think about it?” asked Martin.

“Until tomorrow.” The gray man consulted his notepad. * Ten-thousand-a-year retainer. Ten thousand or
more asabonusif you are asked to do anything. And an essentia status exemption from the population
committee. On top of which, you will be helping to protect humanity asawhole from the actions of some
of its more intemperate—not to say stupid— members. Would you care for another drink?

“It sdright,” said Martin. They’ re willing to pay me? To do something I’ d volunteer for ? He stood
up. “I don’t need another day to think about it. Count mein.”

The gray man smiled humorlesdy. “1 wastold you' d say that.”

The gold team was on full dert. Not a head moved when the door opened, and Captain Mirsky walked
in, followed by Commodore Bauer and his gtaff. “ Commander Murametz, please report.”

“Yes, dr. Timeto jump trangtion, three-zero-zero seconds. Location plot confirmed, Sgnals operationd.
All systems running at an acceptable level of readiness for engagement plan C. We' reready to goto
battle gations whenever you say, Sir.”

Mirsky nodded. “ Gentlemen, carry on as ordered.” The Commodore nodded and quietly instructed his
adjutant to take notes. Elsewhere on the ship, sirens blatted: the clatter of spacers running to their stations
didn’t penetrate the bulkheads, but the atmosphere neverthelessfelt tense. Low-key conversations
dtarted at the various workstations around the room as officers talked over the tactical circuits.

“Ready for jJump in two-zero-zero seconds,” called Rdlativistics,

Rachel Mansour—wearing her disarmament ingpector’ s uniform—sat uncomfortably close to one of the
walls, studying a packed instrument console over the shoulder of a petty officer. Brass handlesand
baroque red LEDs glowed at her; apewter dog’ s head barked slently from an isolation switch.
Someone had spent haf alifetime polishing the engravings until they gleamed as softly as buitter. It
seemed abitter irony, to observe such art in aplace of war; the Situation was, she thought, more than
somewhat repulsive, and finding anything even remotely beautiful in it only made thingsworse.

TheFestivd: of dl the stupid things the New Republic might attack, the Festival was about the wordt.
She' d spoken to Martin about it, piecing together hisinformation with her own. Together they’ d pieced
together aterrifying hypothesis. “Herman was unusually vague about it,” Martin admitted. “Normdly he
hasalot of background detail. Every word means something. But it' sasif he doesn’t want to say too
much about the Festival. They’ re—he cdled them, uh, glider-gun factories. | don’t know if you know
about Life—"

“Cdlular automata, the game?’

“That’ sthe one. Glider guns are mobile cellular automata. There are some complex life structures that
replicate themsalves, or smpler cdllular structures; aglider-gun factory isaweird one. It periodicaly
packsitself into avery dense mobile system that migrates across the grid for acouple of hundred
squares, then it unpacksitself into two copies that then pack down and fly off in opposite directions.
Herman said that they’ re ared-space anad ogue: he called them aBoyce-Tipler robot. Salf-replicating,
dower-than-light interstellar probes that are sent out to gather information about the universe and feed it
back to a center. Only the Festival isn’t just a dumb robot fleet. It carries upload processors, thousands
of uploaded minds running faster than real time when there are resources to support them, downloaded
into long-term storage during thelong trips.”



Rachel had shuddered dightly at that, and he hugged her, misapprehending the cause of her distress. She
let him, not wanting him to realize he had upset her. She' d dedlt with uploads before. The firgt-generation
ones, fresh from the meat puppet universe, weren't a problem: it was the kids that got her. Born—if you
could cal it that—in avirtua environment, they rapidly diverged from any norm of humanity that she
could see. More serioudy, their grasp of the red world was poor. Which wasfine aslong asthey didn’t
have to ded with it, but when they did, they used advanced nanosystems for limbs and they sometimes
accidentaly broke things—planets, for instance.

It wasn't intentional mdice; they’ d smply matured in an environment where information didn’t go away
unless someone wanted it to, where desth and destruction were reversible, where magic wands worked
and hdlucinations were dangerous. Thered universe played by different rules, rulesthat their horrified
ancestors had fled as soon as the process of migrating mindsinto distributed computing networks had
been devel oped.

The Festiva sounded like areal headache. On the one hand, an upload civilization, used to omnipotence
within its own pocket universe, had decided for no obvious reason to go forth and play the galactic
tourist. On the other hand, physical machinery of vast subtlety and power was bound to do their bidding
at each port of cal. Bush robots, for example: take a branching tree of fronds. Each bough split into two
half-scae branches at either end, with flexible joints connecting them. Repeated down to the molecular
level, each termind branch was closed off with ananomanipulator. The result was asilvery hazewith a
dumbbell-shaped core, glittering with coherent light, able to change shape, dismantle and reassemble
physica objects at will—able to rebuild just about anything into any desired physicad form, from the
atomic scale up. Bush robots made the ultimate infantry; shoot at them, and they’ d eat the bullets, splice
them into more branches, and thank you for the gift of metas.

“I’'mworried about what will happen when we arrive,” Martin admitted. He' d wrung his handswhile he
gpoke, unconscioudy emphasizing hispoints. “1 don't think the New Republicans can actualy
comprehend what’ s going on. They see an attack, and | can understand why—the Festival has destroyed
the politica and socid economy on one of their colonies asthoroughly asif it had nuked the place from
orbit—but what | can’'t seeis any possible avenue to a settlement. There' s not going to be any common
ground there. What does the Festival want? What could make them go away and leave the Republic
aone?’

“I thought you didn't like the New Republic,” Rachdl challenged.

He grimaced. “And | supposeyou do?| don't like their system, and they know it. That’swhy I'm Sitting
inthiscdl instead of in my cabin, or on the engineering deck. But—" He shrugged. “ Their socid systemiis
onething, but people are people everywhere you go, just trying to get dong in this crazy universe. | don't
like them asindividuals, but that’ s not the same as wanting them dead. They’ re not monsters, and they
don't deserve what' s coming to them, and lifeisn't fair, isit?’

“You did your bit to makeit that way.”

“Yes” Hedropped his gazeto the floor, focusing intently on something invisbleto her. “I wish there was
an dternative. But Herman can't just et them get away with it. Either causdlity isasolid law, or—things
break. Far better for their maneuver smply to fail, so the whole voyage looks like a cack-handed mess,
than for it to succeed, and encourage future adventurersto try for atimelike gpproach on their enemies.”

“And if you' relashed to the mast asthe ship heads for the magl strom?”

“I never said | was omniscient. Herman said he’ d try to get me out of hereif | succeeded; | wish | knew
what he had in mind. What are your optionslike?’



Her lips quirked. “Maybe he nobbled my boss—he taught me never to travel at seawithout alifeboat.”

Martin snorted, obvioudy misunderstanding: “Well, they say a captain dways goes down with his
ship—shame they never mention the black gang drowning in the engine room!”

An announcement from the helm brought Rachel back to the present: “ Jump in one-zero-zero seconds.”

“Status, please,” said Commander Murametz. Each post called out in order; everything was running
smoothly. ‘ Timeto trangtion?"

“Four-zero seconds. Kernel spin-down in progress; negative mass dump proceeding.” Far beneath their
feet, the massve angularity at the core of the drive system was spooling down, releasing angular
momentum into the energetic vacuum underlying space-time. There was no vibration, no sense of motion:
nor could there be. Spin, in the context of a space drive, was a property of warped patches of space,
nothing to do with matter as most people understood it.

“Commander Murametz, proceed.” The Captain stood back, hands clasped behind his back.
“Commodore, by your leave?’

Bauer nodded. “ Proceed on your initiative.”
‘Trandtionin progress ... we're clear. Reference frame locked.”
“No obstructions,” called Radar One. “Um, looks like we' re on the nail.”

“One-zero gees, straight in on the primary,” said llya. He looked almost bored; they’ d rehearsed thisa
dozen timesin the past three days aone. “ Confirm positiond fix, then give me a passive scan. Standard
profile”

“Ayeaye, sr. Nav confirmation; we have astar fix. Yes, we' reagood bit closer to the bucket than last
time. | see awaste heat dump from Chancellor Romanoff; they’ rethrough.” That cheered them up;
even at ten gees congtant accel eration, amiss of acouple of astronomica units could take hours or days
to make up. “Nothing dseinview.”

“Givemealidar shout, then. Chirped, if you please, frontal nine-zero degrees.”

“Emisson sarting—now. Profile steedy.” The main screen of the smulation showed megawetts of |aser
light pouring out into the depths of space, mostly hard ultraviolet tagged with the sawtooth timing pulses
of the ship’sclock. “ Scan closure. Lidar shutdown.”

Radar Two: “I’ ve got backscatter! Range—Holy father! Sir, we' reright on top of them! Range six-zero
K-kilometers, lookslike metal!”

Bauer amiled like ashark.
“Hem: take usto full military power in one-zero seconds. Course plus one-zero, minus four-zero.”

“Ayeaye, dr, bringing course to plus one-zero minus four-zero. Two-one one geescoming upinfive ...
three ... now.” Like most regiona powers, the New Republican Navy had adopted the Terran standard
gee—ten meters per second squared. At full military power, Lord Vanek could go from astanding start
to planetary escape velocity in less than sixty seconds; without a delicate balancing act, trading off the
drive kernel’ s spin againgt the curvature of space around the ship, the crew would be squashed flat and
broken on thefloor. But carrying adrive kernel had its price—anon-FTL, fisson-powered missile could,
at short range, outrun or out-turn awarship hobbled by the mass of amountain.



“Radar, get me some details on that bounce.” Mirsky leaned forward.

“Ayeaye, Sr.” A plot came up on the forward display. Rachel focused on the readouts, looking over the
razor-scarred rolls a the base of Petty Officer Borisovitch’s skull. “Confirming ...”

Radar Two: “More contacts! Repedt, | have multiple contacts!”
“How far?’ demanded the captain.

“They’'re—too close! Sir, they're very faint. Took afew secondsfor the analysis grid to resolve them, in
fact. They’ve got to be black body emitters with stealth characterigtics. Range nine-zero K,
one-point-three M, seven M, another at two-five-zeroK ... we'reinthe middle of it!”

Rachel closed her eyes. A chill ran up her spine as she thought about smdll robot factories, replicators,
the swarm of self-replicating weapons breeding in low orbit around a distant gas giant moon. She
breathed deeply and opened her eyes.

Radar Two interrupted her reverie: ‘ Target! Range six-point-nine M-klicks, big emisson profile. Course
minusfivefive, plustwo-zero.”

Mirsky turned to his executive officer: “llya, your cdl.”

“Yes, gr. Designate the new contact astarget alpha. Adopt convergent course for apha, closest pass at
three-zero K, full military power.”

“Ayeaye, targeting dpha.”

“Y ou expect something, Sr,” llyasaid quietly. Rachd tilted her head dightly, to let her boosted hearing
focus on the two senior officers at the back of the room.

“Damnright | do. Something wiped out the system defenseflatilla,” Mirsky murmured. “ Something that
was gitting there, waiting for them. | don’t expect anything except hostile contacts as soon as we come
out of jump.”

“| didn’t expect them to be this close, though.” Murametz |ooked troubled.

“I had to do some digging, but thanks to Inspector Mansour” —the Captain nodded in her
direction—"we know abit about their capabilities, which are somewhat alarming. It' s not in the standard
intelligence digest because the fools didn’t think it worth mentioning. We re up against cornucopiae, you
see, and nobody back at Nava Intel bothered asking what arobot factory can do tacticdly.”

Commander Murametz shook his head. “1 don’'t know. Sir? Doesit have any military bearing?’
“Yes. You see, robots can breed. And spawn starwisps.”

“Starwigps—" Enlightenment dawned. 1lyalooked shocked. “How big would they be?’ he asked the
captain.

“About half akilogram mass. Y ou can cram alot of guidance circuitry into agram of diamond-substrate
nanomachinery. Thelaunchersthat fire them probably mass aquarter of atonne each—but alarge chunk
of that is stored antimatter to power the neutral particle beam generators. At a guess, there could bea
couple of thousand out here; that’ s probably what those low aspect contacts are. If you trip-wire one of
them, and it launches on you, expect the starwisp riding the beam to come out at upward of ten thousand
gees. But of course, you probably won't even seeit unlessit getslock-on and you get some



Sde-scattered radiation from the beam. Basically, we rein the middle of aminefield, and the mines can
shoot rdaivigic misslesat us”

“But—" Ilyalooked horrified. “I thought thiswas a tandard firing setup!”
“Itis, Commander,” Bauer said drily.
“Ah.” Ilyalooked dightly green at the edges.

“Backscatter!” It was Radar Three. “I have backscatter! Something islaunching from target apha,
accel eration one-point-three—no, one-point-five gees. Cooking off gammas a one-point-four MeV.”

“Log ascandidate one,” said llya. Urgently: “Sir, humbly request permission to resumeimmediate
control ?’

“Granted,” snapped the Captain.

Rachd glanced around at the ops room stations. Officers hunched over their workstations, quietly talking
into headset microphones and adjusting brass-handled dials and switches. Mirsky waked over to the
command station and stood at [lya s shoulder. “Get radar looking for energy spikes,” he commented.
“Thisisgoing to bedifficult. If I'm right, we rein the middle of aminefield controlled by acentra
command platform; if we leak again, we re not getting out of here.” Rache leaned forward too, focusing
on themain screen. It was, she thought, remarkable: if thiswastypica of their teamwork, then with a bit
of luck they might even makeit into low orbit around Rochard’ s World.

Thetension rose over the next ten minutes, asthe Lord Vanek accelerated toward the target. Its
sngularity drive was virtualy undetectable, even at close range (potting the mass of amountain a a
million kilometers defied even the most sensitive gravity-wave detectors), but al the enemy strong-point
had to do was switch on a pulse-doppler radar sweep and the battlecruiser would show up like asore
thumb. Thefirst rule of space warfare—and the ancient submarine warfare that preceded it—waes, “If
they can seeyou, they can kill you.”

On the other hand, the enemy base couldn’t be sure exactly where the ship was right now; it had changed
courseimmediately after shutting down its search lidar. Four more brief lidar pulses had swept acrossthe
ship’ s hull, as other members of the squadron dropped in and took their bearings. since then, nothing but
dlence

“Second trace!” called Radar One. “Another live bird moving out. Range on thisoneis four-seven
M-klicks, vector toward lidar source three, the Suvar offi.”

“Confirm course and acceleration,” ordered llya. “Log it as candidate two.”

“Confirm three more,” said Radar Two. “ Another source, um, range nine-zero M-klicks. Designation
beta. They'rethick around here, aren’t they?’

“Woatch out for a—"

“Third echo from local target apha,” called Radar Two. “ Scattering relative to candidates one and two.
Lookslikeathird missile. Thisone s heading our way.”

“Give me atimeto contact,” Mirsky said grimly. Rachel studied him: Mirsky wasawily old bird, but
even though he' d figured out what was going on, she couldn’t see how he planned to pull their chestnuts
out of thefire. At any moment she expected to hear the shriek of darms as one or another observer
picked up thetdltaeroar of ardativigtic particle stream, with abeam-riding starwisp hurtling toward



them on top of it, armed with a cargo of antimetter.

Of course, it was too much to expect the New Republic’ s government to realize just how thoroughly they
were outclassed; their cultura bias was such that they couldn’t perceive the dangers of something likethe
Festival. Even their best nava tacticians, the ones who understood forbidden technologieslike
sef-replicating robot factories and starwisps, didn’t comprehend quite what the Festiva might do with
them.

The Lord Vanek' s chances of surviving this engagement were thin. In fact, the entire expedition was
predicated on the assumption that what they were fighting was sufficiently human in outlook to understand
the concept of warfare and to use the sort of weapons overeducated apes might throw at one another.
Rache had ahopeless, unpleasant gut fegling that acting without such preconceptions, the Festival would
be far deadlier to the New Republican expeditionary force than they could imagine. Unfortunately, it
appeared she was going to be around when they learned the hard way that interstellar wars of aggression
were much easer to lose than to win.

“More backscatter. Target gammal We have another target—range two-seven-zero M-klicks. Ah,
another misslelaunching.”

“That's—" llyapaused. “One base per cubic AU? One M bases, if they’' re evenly distributed through the
outer system.” He looked stunned.

“Y ou don't think you' refighting people, do you?’ asked Mirsky. “Thisisafully integrated robot defense
network. And it’sbig. Mind-bogglingly big.” He looked amost pleased with his own perspicacity. “The
Admirdty didn't listen when | explained it to them thefirst time, you know,” he added. “ Eighteen years
ago. One of the reasons | never made flag rank—"

“I listened,” Bauer said quietly. “Proceed, Captain.”

“Yesdr. Solution on target dpha?’

Fire control: “ Time to range on target alpha, two-zero-zero seconds, Sr.”
“Hmm.” Mirsky contemplated the display. “ Commander. Y our opinion.”
Ilyaswallowed. “I'd get in close and use the laser grid.”

Mirsky shook hishead, dightly. “Y ou forget they may have X-ray lasers.” Louder: “Rdativity, | want you
ready to give meamicrojump. If | givetheword, | want us out of here within five seconds. Degtination
can be anywhere within about one-zero AUS, I’'m not fussy. Can you do that?”’

“Ayeaye, ar. Kernd isfully recharged; we can do that. Holding at T minus five seconds, now.”

“Guns. | want six SEM-20sin the tube, armed and ready to launch in two minutes. Warheads diaded for
directiond spd|lation, two-zero degree spread. Three of them go to aphatarget; hold the other threein
reserve ready for launch on five seconds' notice. Next, load and arm two torpedoes. | want them hot
and ready when | need them.”

“Ayeaye, sr. Threeroundsfor apha, three in reserve, and two torpedoes. Sir, six birds on therail
awaiting your command. The hot crew isfueling the torpedoes now; they should be ready in about four
minutes”

“That' sniceto know,” Mirsky said, atrifletoo acid; the lieutenant a the gunnery console flinched visibly.
“Asyou were,” added the Captain.



“Proximity in one-two-zero seconds, sir. Optimum launch profilein eight-zero.”

“Plot the positions of the nearest identified mines. Show vectors on command station apha, assuming
they fire projectiles holding a constant acceleration of ten kilo-gees. Can they nail usin just four-zero
seconds?”’

“Checking, gr.” Navigation. “ Sir, they can't nail us before we take out that command post, unlesstarget
aphaaso has a speed demon or two up hisdeeve. But they’ |l get us one-five seconds later.”

Mirsky nodded. “Very good. Guns. we launch at four-zero seconds to target. Helm, relativity: at contact
plusfive seconds, that' s five seconds after our fire on target, initiate that microjump.”

“Launch T minusfive-zero seconds, Sr ... mark.”

Rachel watched the display, afuzzball of red pinpricks and lengthening lines. Their own projected vector,
in blue, stretched toward one of the red dots, then stopped abruptly. Any second now, she guessed,
something nasty was bound to happen.

Guns: ‘' T minusthree-zero. Birds warm. Launch grid coming up to power now. T minus two-zero.”
Radar Oneinterrupted: “I’m picking up some fuzz from astern.”

“One-zero seconds. Launch rails energized,” added the gunnery post.

“Fireon schedule,” said the captain.

“Yes, dr. Navigation updated. Inertial platformslocked. Birds charged, warheads green.”

“Light particled” yelled Radar One. “Big explosion off six M-klicks, bearing six-two by five-nine! Looks
like—damn, one of the cruisers bought it. I’ m getting a particle stream from astern! Bearing
one-seven-seven by five, sdescatter, no range yet—"

“Five secondsto launch. Launch commencing, bird one running. Lidar lock. Drive energized. Bird one
main engineignition confirmed. Bird two loaded and green ... running. Gone. Drive energized. Bird three

running—"

“Radar One, | have alidar lock! ECM engaged from directly astern! Someone' spainting us. | havea
range—five-two K—and—"

Mirsky stepped forward. “ Guns. | want al three spare missiles g ected straight astern now. Passive
seekers, we will illuminate the targets for them.”

“Ayeaye, Sr. Bird four, coming up ... green. Bird four running. Five, green, running.”

“Radar Two, we have aseeker on our tail. Range four-five K, closing a—Holy Mother of God, | don’t
bdieveit!”

“Bird sx running astern. What do you want meto lock on?’

“Radar Two, feed your plot to gunnery for birds four through six to target. Guns, shoot as soon as you
see aclear fix—buy ussometime.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.” The Lieutenant, ashen-faced, hunched over his console and pushed buttons like aman
possessed.



“Rangeto firing point on dpha?’ asked Mirsky.

“Three-zero seconds, Sir. Y ou want to push the attack?’ The nav officer looked apprehensive Every waitt
of power they pumped at the attack salvo viathe laser grid was one watt lessto point at theincoming
interceptor.

“Yes, Lieutenant. I'll trust you not to tell me my job.” The nav officer flushed and turned back to his
console. “ Guns, what' sour Situation?”

“I’ve pumped the forward birds right up, Sir, maximum accel eration the warheads will take. MECO isin
one-five seconds. Soon asthat happens 1’|l divert power to our trailers. Ah, bird one burnout in one-zero
seconds.”

Rachel nodded to herself. Remembering lectures on the basics of rdativigtic physics, strategy inthe
post-Eingteinian universe, and the implications of alight cone expanding across an evenly spaced grid of
points. Any moment now the fossil light from the next shell of interceptors should reach us ...

“Holy Father!” shouted Radar Three. “| have beam spillover on al sdes! We re boxed!”
“Control yourself,” snapped Mirsky. “How many sources?’

“They—they—" radar punched buttons. Red lines appeared on the forward screen. “One-six of 'em,
cominginfromal points”

“I see” Mirsky stroked his moustache. “Helm, are you ready with that microjump?’
“Yes, gr.”
“Good.” Mirsky smiled, tight-lipped. “Guns, status.”

“Bird one burnout. Boosting bird four. Bird two, bird three, burnout. I’ m diverting dl propulsion beam
power to the second salvo. Salvo time to target, one-five seconds. Ah, we have one-seven inbound
aggressors. Three outbound antimissiles.”

“Hold further fire,” ordered the Captain. “How long until thefirst hogtileisin range?’

“ Should happen at—oh. Two seconds postcontact, Sir.”

“Nav! Pull thejump forward five seconds. We'll not stay around to count coup.”

“Ayeaye”

Radar One: “More scattering! Sir, | have ... no, they’re not going to get usintime.”

“How many, Lieutenant?

“WEe re boxed. Incoming beamridersin dl directions, at long range. | count—"

“Bird one detonating now! Bird two, detonating. Bird three gone. Sir, three detonations on target.”
“Jumpin five. Four—"

“One-eight-point-nine K—no, one-nine K beamridersincoming!”

“Incoming number one, range one-two K and closng—"



“Confirmed kill on target adpha, oxygen, nitrogen in emission spectra.”
“Two.”

“NineK.”

“Three-two K incoming hostiles! No, three-two and—"

“One. Jump commit.”

The red emergency lights dimmed as the main overhead lights came up. Therewas silence on the bridge
for amoment, then Commodore Bauer cleared histhroat. “ Congratul ations, gentlemen,” he announced to
Mirsky and his stunned ops crew. “ Of al the shipsin the squadron who have run that tape so far, you are
the only one to have escaped at al, much lessto have taken any of the enemy down. Therewill bea
mesting in my office at 1600 to discuss the assumptions underlying this exercise and explain our new
tactical doctrine for dedling with Stuations like this—massvely ramified robot defense networkswith fire
control mediated by causa channd. Then we'll run it again tomorrow and see how well you do with your

eyesopen...”
Diplomatic Behavior

Meanwhile, two thousand years away, asmall boy lay curled in darkness, whimpering inthe grip of a
dream of empire.

Felix moaned and shivered and dragged the tattered blanket closer around his shoulders. The abandoned
hayloft was unhested, and the gaps between the log walls admitted afurious draft, but at least it was a
roof over hishead. It was warmer than the stony ground. Wolves roamed the untamed wilderness, and
for alad to deep beneath the stars at thistime of year was hazardous even in normal times.

Raven roosted on the thick oak beam above Felix’ s head, hislong black besk tucked under one wing.
Occasiondly, he would wake for amoment, shake his feathers out, shuffle from one foot to the other,
and glance around. But as long as the door stayed barred, nothing could reach them that he couldn’t dedl
with; and so hewould rgjoin his master in deep.

Rain battered on the roof, occasionally leaking through the sods that covered the rough-cut timber,
dripping to thefloor in thin cold streams. The smell of half-decayed hay hung heavy inthe air. Felix hadn’t
dared light afire after Mr. Rabbit pointed out how dangerous that could be. There were things out there
that could see hest, slent things without mouths. Thingsthat liked to edt little boys' brains.

Fdix dreamed of Imperia orders, men in shiny uniforms, and women in silky gowns, of starshipsand
cavary parades and ceremonies and rituals. But his dreams were invaded by atired and pervasive
cynicism. The nobles and officers were corrupt hangers-on, their women grasping harpies searching for
security. The ceremonies and rituals were meaningless and empty, a charade concedling aghastly system
of ingtitutional injustices orchestrated to support the excesses of the rulers. Dreaming of New Prague, he
felt himself to be aduke or prince, mired in adung heap, chained down by responsibility and
bureaucracy, unable to move despite the juggernaut of decaying corruption bearing down on him.

When he twitched and cried out in his dream, Mr. Rabbit crawled closer and sprawled against him,
damp fur rising and faling with his breath. Presently Felix eased deeper into deep, and Mr. Rabbit rolled
away, curling noseto tail to resume his nightly regurgitation and cud-chewing. If it was hard being asmdll
boy inatime of rapid change, it was adoubly hard burden to be ameter-tall rabbit cursed with human
sentience and cunicular ingtincts.



In the early-morning light, Felix yawned, rubbed his eyes, and stretched stiffly, shivering with cold.
“Rabbit?’

“Caaaw!” Raven flapped down from overhead and hopped closer, head cocked to one side. “Rabbit
gonetovill-lage”

Fdix blinked, dowly. “1 wish he d waited.” He shivered, feding asense of londinessvery dientoa
nine-year-old. He stood up and began to pack his possessions into a battered-looking haversack; a
blanket, asmal tin can, a half-empty box of matches, and one of the curious metal phones by which the
Festiva communicated with people. He paused over the phone for amoment, but eventualy his sense of
urgency won, and he shoved it into the pack. “Let’ splay hunt the wabbit,” he said, and opened the
door.

It was acold, bright morning, and the ground in the abandoned farmyard was ankle degp in squelching
mud. The blackened ruin of the house squatted on the other side of the quagmire like the ssump of atree
struck by lightning, the Holy Father’ sfire. Behind it, a patch of dusty gray mud showed the depletion
layer where the Festival’ s nanosystems had sucked the soil dry of trace eements, building something
huge; it was dmogt certainly connected with the disappearance of the farmer and hisfamily.

The village lay about two kilometers downhill from the farmhouse, around a bend in the narrow dirt track,
past acopse of tal pinetrees. Felix shrugged on his backpack and, after a brief pause to piss againg the
fire-blackened wall of the house, dowly headed down the road. He fdt like whistling or singing, but kept
hisvoice to himsdf; there was no telling what lived in the woods hereabouts, and he was't inclined to
ignore Mr. Rabbit’' swarnings. He was avery seriouslittle boy, very grown-up.

Raven hopped after him, then flapped forward heavily and landed in the ditch some way down the path.
His head ducked repestedly. “Brrrreak-fast!” he cawed.

“Oh, good!” Felix hurried to catch up, but when he saw what Raven had found to est he turned away
abruptly and pinched the bridge of his nose until the tears came, trying not to gag. Tearscame hard; a
long time ago, avery long distance avay, Nurse had told him, “Big boysdon’t cry.” But he knew better
now. He' d seen much bigger boys crying, men even, asthey were stood up againgt the bullet-pocked
wall. (Some of them didn’t cry, some of them held themselves tiffly upright, but it made no differencein
theend.) “ Sometimes| hate you, Raven.”

“Caaww?’ Raven looked up a him. Thething in the ditch was still wearing alittle girl’ sdress.
“Hungrrry.”

“Y ou might be—but | we' ve got to find Pyotr. Before the Mimes catch us.”

Fdix looked over his shoulder nervoudy. They’ d been running scared, one jump ahead of the Mimes, for
the past three days. The Mimes moved dowly, frequently fighting an invisblewind or trying to fed their
way around intangible buildings, but they were remorsaless. Mimes never dept, or blinked, or stopped
moving.

A hundred meters closer to the village, the phone woke up. It chirped like a curious kitten until Felix
rummaged through his bag and pulled it out. “Leave meadonel” he exclaimed, exasperated.

“Felix?1t’'sMr. Rabbit.”
“What?’ He looked at the phone, startled. Chrome highlights glinted benesath grubby oil-dick fingerprints.

“It' sme. Your flop-eared friend. I'min the village. Listen, don’'t come any closer.”



“Why not?" Hefrowned and carried on waking.

“They’re here. My luck ran out; don't think | can get away. You—" The giant lagomorph’ svoice broke
into something utterly inhuman for amoment, arodent squed of rage and fright. “—Behind you, too! Go
cross-country. Run, boy.”

The phone buzzed, disconnected. Felix raised it angrily, meaning to dash it to the ground, then stopped.
Ahead of him. Raven stared a him, beady-eyed and bloody-beaked. “Fy over thevillage,” Fdix
ordered the bird. “ Tell me what you see”

“Caaaw!” Raven took arunning legp into the air, lumbering heavily over the grass, then climbing up over
the treetops. Felix looked at the phone again, mingled rage and grief in hiseyes. It wasn't fair. Nothing
wasfair! All he wanted wasto be young and carefree, and to have fun. The companions came later; at
first there had been Mrs. Hedgehog as well, but she' d been killed by arandom Fringe performance,
eectrica discharges flashing to ground from an ionosphere raped by induced solar flares. The Fringe was
like that; amindlessthing, infinitely dangerous and fickle, as trustworthy as avenomous snake but
sometimes capable of producing works of great beauty. (The auroral displays had lasted for weeks.)

Felix looked around, nervoudy. Over the hedgerow, back down the road, something seemed to move.
He held the phone to his cheek. “ Somebody talk to me?’

“Will you entertain us?”

“I don’t know how!” he burst out.

“Tell story. Provide entertaining formal proof of correctness. Sng, dance, clap your hands.”
“What will you do for mein return?’

“What do you require?’ The voice on the other end of the line sounded tinny, distant, compressed
through the bandwidth ligature of acausal channel.

“Bad men are after me. They throw custard pies, turn me into one of them. Can you stop them? Protect
me from the Mimes?’

“Tell story.” It wasn't astatement or aquestion, it was an order.

Felix took adeep breath. He glanced up and saw Raven circling overhead. He jumped the ditch, then
ducked under the first branches and began to weave his way into the woods. He talked as he walked.
“In the beginning there was a duke who lived in a palace, on the banks of theriver, overlooking the only
city ontheworld. He wasn't avery wise duke, but he did what he thought was best for his people. Then
onemorning, it began to rain telephones, and the world changed. Thisisthe duke s story.”

It was along and rambling story, and it went on for some time. How the duke' s palace had been
besieged by anarchigt terrorists, who unleashed chaos and plagtic cutlery on the town. All hissoldiers
deserted after |ooting the palace and the zoo; he escaped through a secret passage under the Curator’s
waiting rooms in the sub-sub-basement. The elderly duke had escaped with three trusty retainers.
Grief-gtricken, he had barely been able to understand what had happened to hisworld. Why had
everything changed? A telephone chirped a him, like a curious kitten, from the rubbish in aback dley.
He bent to pick it up and the motion saved hislife for two renegade soldiers shot at him with their rifles.
They killed Citizen VVon Beck, but not before the Citizen marked them with his dow gun—for the
Citizens of the Curator’ s Office were alowed to use forbidden weapons in the course of their duties.
(Bulletsfrom adow gun flew on hummingbird wings, seeking their prey wherever they might flee. Bullets



fromadow gun killed by stinging with their neurotoxin barbettes, like wasps with secret policeinggnia
They were aterror wegpon, to demonstrate the horrors of unrestricted technology.)

Felix dipped down aroot-woven embankment and crossed a clearing studded with green-sprouting
stumps as he continued. The duke talked to the phonein his despair, and it offered him three wishes. He
asked to be made young again, thinking it a bitter joke; to his surprise, his youth was magically restored.
Next, he asked for companions; and he was given friends, wonderful friends, who would do anything for
him and ask nathing in return. Even the third wish, the little-boy wish madein thefirst flush of restored
youth, had been granted. None of which was exactly what he’ d wanted, or would have asked for had he
not been in avery disturbed state of mind at the time, but it was better than the wishes some people he'd
met subsequently had made. (The kulak whose wish had been a goose that laid golden eggs, for
example. It wasawonderful animd, until you held it closeto arallway man’s dosmeter and discovered
the deluge of ionizing radiation spewing invisbly from the nuclear dchemist’ sstoneinitsgizzard. Which
you only thought to do when the bloody stools became too much to bear, and your hair began to fall out
indumps)

The duke-turned-child had walked across three hundred kilometersin the past month, living from hand to
mouth. Hisfriends had looked after him, though. Raven, who could see over and around things, told him
of traps or ambushes or deadfals before he walked into them. Mr. Rabbit hopped along at hisside, and
with his acute hearing, nose for trouble, and plain, old-fashioned common sense, kept him from starving
or freezing to death. Mrs. Hedgehog had helped, too, bustling around, cooking and cleaning and keeping
camp, occasionally fending off beggars and indigent trash with her bristles and sharp teeth. That was
before the lightning storm took her.

But somewhere aong the way, the little duke had begun to regain his sense of purpose—and withiit, a
great depth of despair. Everywhere he looked, crops rotted in the fields. Once-sober peasants upped
stakes and took to the skiesin mile-high puffball spheres of spun-sugar glass and diamond. Wise-women
aged backward and grew much wiser, unnaturaly so—wise until their wisdom leaked out into the
neighborhood, animating the objects around them with their force of will. Ultimately, the very wiselost
thelir humanity atogether and fled their crumbling human husks, migrating into the upload afterlife of the
Fedtival. Intelligence and infinite knowledge were nat, it seemed, compatible with stable human existence.

Thelittle duke had talked to some of the people, tried to get them to understand that thiswasn’t going to
last forever; sooner or later, the Festival would be over, and there would be a dreadful priceto pay. But
they laughed a him, calling him names when they discovered who he had been in his previous existence.
And then someone set the Mimes on him.

A crash of branches and acaw of alarm; Raven crunched down onto his shoulder, great claws gripping
hisarm hard enough to draw blood. “Mimes” hissed the bird. “Nevermore!”

“Where?’ Felix looked around, wide-eyed.

Something crackled in the underbrush behind him. Felix turned, didodging Raven, who flapped heavily
upward, cawing in darm. A human shape lurched into view on the other side of the clearing. It was male,
adult in size, powdery whitein color from head to foot. It moved jerkily like damaged clockwork, and
there was no mistaking the circular, yelowish object it held initsright hand.

“Peie-iel” croaked Raven. ‘ Timeto diel*

Felix turned away from the Mime and put his head down. Heran blindly, branchestearing at his head
and shoulders, shrubbery and rootstrying to trip him up. Distantly, he heard the screaming and cawing of
Raven mobbing the Mime, flgpping clear of the deadly flan and pecking for eyes, ears, fingers. Just one



gticky strand of orange goo from the pie dish would eat clear through bone, its disassembly nanoware
mapping and reintegrating neura paths along its deadly way, to convert what was left of the body into a
proxy presence in realspace.

The Mimeswere broken, apart of the Fringe that had swung too close to a solar flare and succumbed to
bit rot several Festival visitsago. They’ d lost their speech pathways, right down to the Nucleus of
Chomsky, but somehow managed to piggyback aride on the Festiva starwisps. Maybethisforcible
assmilation wastheir way of communicating, of sharing mindspace with other beings. If so, it was
misguided at best, like atoddler’ s attempt to communicate with adog by hitting it; but nothing seemed to
deter them from trying.

A wordless scream from behind told him that Raven had certainly distracted that particular Mime. But
Mimestraveled in packs. Where were the others? And where was Mr. Rabbit, with histrusty
twelve-bore and belt of dried farmer’ s scalps?

Noise ahead. Felix staggered to astop. Hewas till holding the phone. “Help,” he gasped intoit.
“ Define help parameters.”

A fuzzy white shape moved among the treesin front of him. It had once been awoman. Now it was
powder white, except for blood-red lips and bobble nose: layers of white clothing shrouded its putrefying
limbs, held together with a ddlicate lacework of slvery metdlic vinesthat pulsed and contracted asit
moved. It swayed from side to Sde as it approached, bending coquettishly at the hips, asif the base of its
spine had been replaced by auniversd joint. It clutched alarge pie dish in both bony hands. Collgpsed
eye sockets lined with black photoreceptive film grinned a him asit bowed and extended the bowl, like a
mother offering her spoiled son hisfavorite dessert.

Fdix gagged. The smdl wasindescribable. “Kill it. Make it go away,” he whimpered. He fell back
againg atree. “Please!”

“Acknowledged.” The Festival voice remained dusty and distant, but somehow its tone changed. *
Fringe security at your service. How may we be of assistance?’

The Mimeswere closing in. “Kill them!” Felix gasped. “ Get me out of herel”

“Target acquisition in progress. X-ray laser battery coming online. Be advised current orbital
inclination is not favorable for surgical excision. Cover your eyes.”

Hethrew an arm across hisface. Bones flashed in red silhouette, followed a split second later by acrash
of thunder and ablast of hest, asif someone had opened the oven door of hell right in front of hisface.
Hisskin prickled asif Mrs. Hedgehog was embracing him, only al over. Treesfaling intheforest, a
flapping of panic-stricken wings. The flash and bang repeated itsdlf a second later, thistime behind him;
then three or four more times, increasingly distant.

“Incident Control stand down. Threat terminated. Be advised you have received an ionizing
radiation dose of approximately four Greys, and that this will be life-threatening without urgent
remediation. A medical support package has been dispatched. Remain where you are, and it will
arrive in twenty-two minutes. Thank you for your custom, and have a nice day.”

Feix lay gasping at the base of histree. Hefdt dizzy, alittle Sck: afterimages of hisfemur floated in
ghostly purple splendor across hiseyes. “1 want Mr. Rabbit,” he mumbled into the phone, but it didn’t
answer him. He cried, tears of frustration and londliness. Presently, he closed his eyes and dept. Hewas
gtill adeep when the spider dipped down from the stars and wove him into acocoon of silvery not-silk to



begin the task of dissolving and re-forming his radiation-damaged body yet again. Thiswasthethird time
sofar; it wasdl hisown fault for making that third wish. Y outh, truefriends ... and what every little boy
wished for in his heart, without quite grasping that an adventure-filled lifeisn't much fun when you'rethe
person who hasto liveit.

Martin sat on the thin mattressin his cell, and tried to work out how many days he had |eft before they
executed him.

The fleet was six days out from the final jump to Rochard’ s World. Before that, they’ d probably transfer
supplies from the remaining support freighters and put any supernumeraries— conscriptswho' d gone
mad, contracted crippling diseases, or otherwise become superfluous to requirements—on board.
Maybe they’ d move him over and send him back with the basket cases, back to the New Republic to
facetrid onthe capital charge of spying in the dockyard. Somehow, he doubted that his defense (of
shipyard necessity) would do him much good; that snot-nosed assistant from the Curator’ s Office had it
infor him, quite obvioudy, and would stop at nothing to see him hang.

That was one option. Another wasthat he' d be kept in the brig aboard ship until it arrived. At which
point they’ d redlize that the cumulative clock-delay he’ d bodged into the Lord Vanek’ s fourspace
guidance system had screwed the pooch, completely buggering their plan to sneak up on the Festival via
agpacdike trgectory. In which case, they’ d logicaly assume sabotage, and they’ d have the saboteur
dready inthe cells, trussed like aturkey for Thanksgiving.

Somehow, the fact that he’ d succeeded, that his mission was accomplished and the threet of awider
causdlity violation averted, did not fill Martin with happiness. There might, he supposed, be heroeswho
would go to the airlock with aspring in their step, but he wasn't one of them; he’ d rather be opening
Rachd’ s bedroom door than opening that other door, learning to bresthe in her muff rather than learning
to inhae vacuum. It was, he supposed dismdly, typica of the pattern of hislifeto fal inlove—the kind of
annoying obsession that won't go away—just before ssumbling irremediably into the shit. He' d been
around enough to think he had few illusons | eft; Rachel had edges rough enough to use asanail file, and
in someways, they had very littlein common. But being banged up donein atiny cel wasafrighteningly
londly experience, al thelondlier for knowing that hislover was dmost certainly lessthan thirty meters
away—and completely unable to help him. Probably under suspicion herself. And however much he
needed her, hedidn’t, in dl honesty, want her in here with him. He wanted to be with her on the

outsi de—preferably somewhere many light-years from the New Republic, acquiring along history of
having absolutely nothing to do withit.

Helay back, rolled over on his ssomach, and closed his eyes. Then thetoilet began takingto himina
faint, buzzing voice.

“If you can hear me, tap one finger on the deck next to the base of the tailet, Martin. Just one.”

I’ve lost it, hethought. They won't bother executing me; they' Il put mein one of their psychiatric

zoos and et the children throw bananas. But he reached out a hand and tapped at the base of the
dainless-gted toilet that extruded from thewall of hiscell.

“That's—" he sat up, and the voice went away abruptly.

Martin blinked and looked around. No voices. Nothing else had changed in the cdll; it was il too hat,
stuffy, with a constant background smell of bad drains and stale cabbage. (The cabbage was
inexplicable; the menu had long since shifted to st beef and ship’ sbiscuit, arecipe perversely retained
by the New Republic’s Navy despite the ready availability of vacuum and extreme cold millimeters



beyond the outer pressure hull of the ship). Helay down again.

“—just one. If you can—"

He closed hiseyes and, asif a a stance, rapped once, hard, on the base of the toilet.
“Received. Now tap—" The voice paused. “ Tap once for each day you' ve been in the tank.”
Martin blinked, then rapped out an answer.

“Do you know Morse code?’

Martin racked his brains. It had been quite along time— “yes,” he tapped out. A mostly obsolete skill,
that low-bandwidth serial code set, but one that he did know, for asimple reason: Herman had inssted
he learn it. Morse was human-accessible, and asniff for more sophisticated protocols might easily miss
something as mundane as the finger-tapping back channel inavideo call.

“If you liewith your head up against the side of the toilet bowl, you will hear me better.”

He blinked. Bone conduction? No, something ese. The induction wires around his auditory
nerves—some high-frequency source must be shorting out against the meta of thetoilet, usngit asan
antennal Inefficient, but if it wouldn't carry far ...

“Identify yoursdlf,” hesignaed.
Thereply camein Morse. “AKA Ludmilla. Who watched us over dinner?’

“The boy wonder,” he tapped out. He dumped againgt the floor, shivering in relief. Only two people
could reasonably be on the other sde of the pipe, and the Curator’ s Office wasn't likely to authenticate
hisidentity that way. “What' syour relay?’

“Spy dronein sewage system jammed againgt effluent valve. One of batch accidentally released by idiot
subcurator. Told them to find you. Fue cdlsin drone very low, drained by conduction telephone. Prefer
Morse. Martin, | am trying to get you out. No luck so far.”

“How long till arrival?’ he tapped urgently.

‘Ten daysto low-orbit arrivd. If not released firdt, expect rescue day of arrival. Attempting to assert
diplomatic cover for you.”

Ten days. Rescue—if they didn’t stick him on afreighter under armed guard and ship him back to
execution dock, and if Rachd wasn't whistling in the face of astorm. “Query rescue.”

“Diplomatic life belt big enough for two. Power level gpproaching shutdown: will try to send another relay
later. Loveyou. Over.”

“I loveyou, too,” he tapped hopefully, but there was no reply.

A miriad of tiny gearswhirred, clucked, and buzzed in abackground hum of gray noise beneath a
desktop. Optical transducers projected a magic-lantern dance of light on the wall opposite. The
operator, gold-leafed collar unbuttoned, leaned back in his chair and dribbled smoke from his nogtrils: a
pipe dangled limply between his knuckles as he stared at the display.



There was a knock on the door.

“Comein,” he caled. The door opened. He blinked: cameto hisfeet. “ Ah, and what can | do for you,
Procurator?’

“A m-moment of your timeif | may, Sr?’
“By dl means. Always apleasure to be of serviceto the Basilisk. Have aseat?’

Vassly settled down behind the desk, visibly uncomfortable. The shadow play of lights danced on the
wall, thin blue smoke catching the red-and-ydlow highlights and coiling lazily in midair. “Would thisbe
the, ah, our state vector?’

For amoment Security Lieutenant Sauer consdered hazing the lad; he reluctantly shelved theidea “Yes.
Not that there' s much to be made of it, unlessyou' re interested in the topology of five-dimensiona
manifolds. And it’ sonly theoreticd, until we arrive a the far end and relativistics come out with a pulsar
map to confirmit. I’'m trying to study it; promotion board ahead you know, once this affair is straightened

“Hmm.” Vassily nodded. Sauer wasn't the only Navy officer expecting a promotion to come out of this
campaign. “Waell, | suppose you could look on the bright side; we' re most of the way there now.”

Sauer pursed hislips, raised his pipe, and sucked. “I would never say that. Not until we know the
enemy’ sdead and buried at a crossroads with amouthful of garlic.”

“| suppose so. But your ladswill take care of that, won't they? Meanwhileit’s my people who haveto
comein afterward and do the tidying up, keep this sort of thing from happening again.”

Sauer looked at the young policeman, maintaining a polite expression despite hismild irritation. “Isthere
something | can help with?’

“Er, yah, | think s0.” The vidgtor leaned back. He reached into his tunic pocket and withdrew acigar
case. “Mindif | smoke?’

Sauer dhrugged. “You'remy guest.”
“Thank you!”

For aminute they were sllent, lightersflaring briefly and blue-gray cloudstrailing in the airflow to the
caling vents. Vasdly tried to suppress his coughing, till not quite accustomed to the adult habit. “It's
about the engineer inthe brig.”

“Indeed.”

“Good.” Puff. “1 was beginning to wonder what is going to happen to him. |, er, gather that the last
supply shipswill be dropping off their cargo and heading home in a couple of days, and | was wondering
if...7

Sauer sat up. He put his pipe down; it had flamed out, and though the bowl was hot to the touch, it held
nothing but white-stained black shreds. “Y ou were wondering if | could sign him over to you and put you
on the dow boat home with your manin tow.”

Vassly haf smiled, embarrassed. “ Exactly right, I'm sure. The man’ sguilty as hell, anyone can see that;
he needs to be sent home for a proper tria and execution—what do you say?’



Sauer leaned back in his chair and contemplated the andytical engine. *Y ou have apoint,” he admitted.
“But things aren’t quite so clear-cut from where I’ m ditting.” Herdlit hispipe.

“Nicetobacco, gr,” ventured Vassly. “ Tastesabit funny, though. Very relaxing.”

“That'll bethe opium,” said Sauer. “Good stuff, long asyou don't overdo it.” He puffed contentedly for a
minute. “Why do you think Springfield’ sinthe brig in thefirst place?’

Vassly looked puzzled. “It' sobvious, isn't it? He violated Imperia regulations. Infact, that’ s just what
I’d been looking for.”

“Executing himisn't going to make it easy for the Admiraty to convince foreign engineersto come work
for us, though, isit?’ Sauer sucked on hiscigar. “If hewas aspacer, lad, he'd have donethefrog kick in
theairlock aready. I'll tdl you what. If you ingst on dragging him home on the basis of what you found
on him, dl that will happen isthat the Admirdty will St onit for afew months, hold aninquiry, conclude
that no real harm was done, court-martial him for something minor, and sentence him to time served—on
generd principles, that is—and leave you looking like anidiot. Y ou don’t want to do that; trust me,
putting a blot on your record card at this stage in the game is abad move.”

“Ah, so what do you suggest, Sir?’

“Well.” Sauer stubbed out hiscigar and looked at it regretfully. “1 think you' re going to have to decide
whether or not to have alittle flutter on the horses.”

“Horses, 9r?’

“Gambling, Mr. Muller, gambling. Double or quitstime. Y ou have decided that this engineer isworking
for the skirt from Earth, no? It seems ajustifiable suspicion to me, but thereisalack of firm evidence
other than the disgraceful way she playsfor him. Which, let us make no mistake, could equdly well be
innocent—disreputable but innocent of actua crimina intent againgt the Republic, | say. In any event, she
has made no sign of wrongdoing, other than possessing proscribed instrumentsin her diplomatic bag and
generally being detrimenta to morae by virtue of her rather unvirtuous conduct. We have no grounds for
censure, much lessfor declaring her persona non grata. And irritating though she may be, her presence
on this mission was decreed by His Excellency the Archduke. So | think the time has comefor you to
either shit or get off the can. Either accept that Mr. Springfield is probably going to waltz free, or shoot
for the bigger target and hope you find something big to pin on her so that we can overcome her
immunity.”

Vassly turned pae. Perhapsit hadn't really sunk in until now; he' d overstepped his authority aready,
rummaging in Rachd’s cabin, and elther he mugt find ajudtification, or hisfuturewasin jeopardy. “Ill
gamble, sir. Do you have any recommendations, though? It seemslike an awfully big step; | wouldn't
want to make any mistakes.”

Sauer grinned, not unpleasantly. “Don’t worry, you won't. There re others who want her out of the way
and are willing to stick their necks out abit to help. Here' show we' Il flush her cover ...”

Invitation To An Execution

A ragged row of crucifixes capped the hill overlooking the road to Plotsk. They faced the narrow river
that ran along the valley, overlooking Boristhe Miller’ swaterwhed: their brown-robed human burdens
stared sightlesdy at the burned-out shell of the monastery on the other bank. The abbot of the Holy Spirit
had gone before his monks, impaled like abird on aspit.



“Kill them dl, God will know hisown,” Sister Seventh commented mockingly as she turned the doorway
to facethe gridy row. “Not iswhat their nest father-mother’ s said in times gone before?”

Burya Rubengtein shivered with cold as the bird-legged hut strode along the road from Novy Petrograd.
It was achilly morning, and the fresh air was overlaid with atantalizingly familiar odor, halfway between
the brimstone crackle of gunpowder and something spicy-sweet. No smell of roast pork: they’ d burned
the monagtery after killing the monks, not before. “Who did this?’ he asked, sounding much calmer than
hefdt.

“Y ou-know-who,” said the Critic. “Linger not thisvays. understand Fringe performers hereabout more
s0 deranged than citywise. Mimes and firewal ker bushbabies. Very dangerous.”

“Did they—" Buryaswallowed. He couldn’t look away from the fringe on the hilltop. He was no friend
of the clergy, but thisfestival of excessfar outstripped anything he could have condoned. “Wasit the

Fringe?’

Sister Seventh cocked her head on one side and chomped her walrustusks at the air. “Not,” she
declared. “ Thisis human work. But headlaunchers have herewise been seeding corpses with further life.
Expect resurrection imminently, if not consensudly.”

“Headlaunchers?’

“Fringecids with fireworks. Seed brainpan, cannibalize corpus, upload and launch map containing
mindseedsto join Festival in orbit.”

Burya peered at the row of crosses. One of them had no skull, and the top of the crucifix was charred.
“I'm going to be sick—"

Hejust madeit to the edge of the hut in time. Sister Seventh made it knedl while he hung head down over
the edge, retching and dry-heaving on the muddy verge below.

“Ready to continue? Food needed?’

“No. Something to drink. Something gtiff.” One corner of the hut was stocked with a pyramid of canned
foodstuffs and bottles. Sster Seventh was only passingly familiar with human idiom; she picked up alarge
tin of pineapple chunks, casualy bit aholeinit, and poured it into the empty can that Burya had been
using asacup for the past day. He took it silently, then topped it up with schnapps from his hip flask. The
hut lurched dightly asit stood up. He leaned against thewall and threw back the drink in one swallow.

“Where are you taking me now?’ he asked, pae and still shivering with something deeper than amere
chill.

“To Criticizethe culprits. Thisisnot art.” Sister Seventh bared her fangs at the hillsde in an angry gape.
"No estheticdl Zip plausibility! Pasde preservetives”

Rubengtein did down the wall of the hut, collapsing in ahegp againgt the pile of provisons. Utter despair
filled him. When Sister Seventh began dliterating she could go on for hours without making any particular
sense.

“Isit anyonein particular thistime? Or are you just trying to bore me to death?’

The huge mole-rat whirled to face him, bresth hissng between her teeth. For amoment he flinched,
seeing grinning angry deeth in her eyes. Then thefire dimmed back to her usua glare of cynica
amusement. “ Criticsknow who did thisthing,” she rasped. “Comejudge, come Criticize.”



Thewaking hut marched on, carrying them away from the execution ground. Unseen from the vestibule,
one of the crucified monk’ s habits began to smolder. His skull exploded with agout of blueflameand a
loud bang as something the Sze of afist flew up from it, aglaring white shock contrail streaming behind.
One more monk’ s mind—or what had been |eft of it after aday of crucifixion, by the time the headlaunch
seed got to it—was on its way into orbit, to meet the Festival datavores.

The hut walked dl day, passing miracles, wonders, and abominations on every sde. Two thistledown
geodesic spheresfloated by overhead like glistening diadems a kilometer in diameter, lofted by the
thermd expansion of their own trapped, sun-heated air. (Ascended peasants, their minds expanded with
strange prostheses, looked down from their communal eyrie at the ground dwellers below. Some of their
children were aready growing feathers.) Around another hill, the hut marched across aspun-silver
suspension bridge that crossed agorge that had not been there a month before—a gorge deep enough
that theair in its depths glowed with aruddy hest, the floor obscured by a permanent Venusian fog. A
rhythmic thudding of inferna machinery echoed up from the depths. Once, aswarm of dinner-plate-sized,
solar-powered silicon butterflies blitzed past, zapping and sputtering and stedling any stray dectrica
cabling and discrete componentsin their path: a predatory Stukathe size of an eagle followed them,
occasiondly screaming down in adive that ended with one of their number crumpled and shredded in the
claws sprouting fromitswhed fairings. “Degp singularity,” Sister Seventh commented gnomically.
“Machines live and breed. Cornucopiaevolution.”

“| don't understand. What caused this?’

“Emergent property of complex infocology. Life expandsto fill environmenta niches. Now, machines
reproduce and spawn as Festival maximizes entropy, devolvesinto way station.”

“Devolvesinto—" He stared at the Critic. “Y ou mean thisisonly a temporary condition?’
Ster Seventh looked at him placidly. “What made you think otherwise?”

“But—" Buryalooked around. Looked at the uncared-for fields, aready tending toward the state of
weed banks, at the burned-out villages and strange artifacts they were passing. “Nobody is prepared for
that,” he said weskly. “We thought it would last!”

“Somewill prepare,” said the Critic. “Cornucopiae breed. But Festival moves on, flower blossoming in
light of star before next trip across cold, dark desert.”

Very early the next day, they camewithin sight of Plotsk. Before the Festiva incursion, Plotsk had been a
deepy gingerbread market town of somefifty thousand souls, hometo aregiona police fortress, ajail,
two cathedrals, amuseum, and a zeppelin port. It had also been the northernmost railhead on the planet,
and a departure point for barges heading north to the farms that dotted the steppes hafway to the Boreal
Ocean.

Plotsk was barely recognizable today. Whole digtricts were burned-out scars on the ground, whilea
clump of dim white towers soared hafway to the stratosphere from the site of the former cathedral.
Burya gaped as something emerald green spat from awindow hafway up atower, aglaring light that
hurtled across the sky and passed overhead with a strange double boom. The smell, half gunpowder and
half orchids, was back again. Sister Seventh sat up and inhaled deeply. “ One lovesthe smell of wild
assemblersin the morning. Bushbot baby uploads and cyborg militia. Spires of bone and ivory. Craving

for apocaypse”

“What are you taking about!” Burya sat on the edge of the pile of smelly blankets from which the Critic
had fashioned her nest.



“Isgone nanogtructure crazy,” she said happily. “Civilization! Freedom, Justice, and the American Way!”

“What'samerkin way?’ Buryaasked, pedling open afat garlic bratwurst and, with the aid of an
encrusted penknife, chopping large chunks off it and stuffing them into his mouth. His beard itched
ferocioudy, he hadn’t bathed in days, and worst of dl, he felt he was beginning to understand Sister
Seventh. (Nobody should have to understand a Critic; it was cruel and unusua punishment.)

A bright green glare flashed on above them, shining starkly in through the doorway and lighting up the
dingy cornersof the hut. “ Attention! You have entered a quarantined area! |dentify yourselves
immediately!” A deep bass humming shook Buryato his bones. He cringed and blinked, dropping his
breskfast sausage.

“Why not you answer them?’ Sister Seventh asked, unreasonably camly.
“Answer them?’
“ ATTENTION! Thirty seconds to comply!”

The hut shook. Burya stumbled, treading on the wurst. Losing histemper, he lurched toward the
doorway. “ Stop that racket at once!” heyelled, waving afist intheair. “ Can’'t aman eat his breakfast in
peace without you interfering, you odious rascal s? Culturelessimbeciles, may the Duke’ swhore be taken
short and pissin your drawers by mistake!”

Thelight cut out dbruptly. “ Oops, sorry,” said the huge voice. Then in more moderate tones, “ I's that
you, Comrade Rubenstein?’

Buryagaped up at the hovering emerad diamond. Then helooked down. Standing in the road before
him was one of Timoshevski’ s guards—but not as Burya had known him back in Novy Petrograd.

Rachdl sat on her bunk, tense and nervous. Ignoring the banging and clattering and occasiond disturbing
bumps from the rear bulkhead, she tried desperately to clear her head. She had a number of hard
decisionsto make—and if shetook the wrong one, Martin would die, for sure, and more than that, she
might diewith him. Or worse, she might be prematurely bugging out, throwing away any chance of
fulfilling her real misson. Which madeit dl the harder for her to think straight, without worrying.

Thirty minutes ago an able flyer had rapped on her door. She' d hatily buttoned her tunic and opened it.
“Lieutenant Sauer sends his compliments, ma am, and saysto remind you that the court-martia convenes
this afternoon at 1400.”

She'd blinked stupidly. “What court-martid ?’
The flyer looked nonplussed. “1 don’t know, ma am. He just told meto tell you—"
“That'squite dright. Go away.”

He' d gone, and she' d hurriedly pulled her boots on, run acomb through her hair, and gone in search of
someone who knew.

Commander Murametz wasin the officers wardroom, drinking aglass of tea. “What'sdl thisabout a
court-martia?’ she demanded.

He d stared at her, poker-faced. “Oh, it'snothing,” he said. “ Just that engineer who's under arrest. Can't



have him aboard when we go into battle, so the old man scheduled ahearing for this afternoon, get the
business out of theway.”

“What do you mean?’ sheasked icily.

“Can’'t go executing aman without afair trid first,” llyasaid, barely bothering to conced his contempt.
He rapped his glass down next to the samovar. “Trid’ sin thisvery room, this afternoon. Be seeing you.”

The next thing she knew she was back in her cabin. She couldn’t remember getting there; shefdlt cold
and sck. They want to kill Martin, sheredlized. Because they can’t get at me any other way. She
cursed hersdlf for afool. Who was behind it, how many enemies had she racked up? Was it the Admiral?
(Doubtful, he didn’t need the formdity of atrid if he wanted to have someone shot.) Or lya—yes, there
was someone who' d taken against her. Or the kid spook, the wet-behind-the-ears secret policeman? Or
maybe the Captain? She shook her head. Someone had decided to get her, and there were no secrets
aboard the ship; however discreet she and Martin had thought they’ d been, someone had noticed.

The cold emptinessin her ssomach congealed into aknot of tenson. Thiswhole voyage wasturning into a
fiasco. With what she' d learned from Martin—including his misson— there was no way the Navy could
make asuccess of it; in fact, they’ d probably all be killed. Her own role as a negotiator was pointless.

Y ou negotiate with human beings, not with creatures who are to humans as humans are to dogs and cats.
(Or machines, soft predictable machines that come gpart easily when you try to examine them but won't
fit back together again.)

Staying on was usdess, it wouldn’t help her deliver the package for George Cho, and asfor Martin—

Rachd redized she had no intention of leaving him behind. With the redlization came a sense of relief,
becauseit |eft her only one course of action. She leaned forward and spoke quietly. “Luggage: open
sesame. Plan Titanic. Y ou have three hours and ten minutes. Get started.” Now al she had to do was
work out how to get him from the kangaroo court in the wardroom to her cabin; adifferent, but not
necessarily harder task than springing him from the brig.

Thetrunk silently rolled forward, out from under her bunk, and itslid hinged back. She tapped away a
the controlsfor aminute. A panel opened, and she pulled out ared of flexible hose. That went onto the
cold-water tap on her tiny sink. A longer and fatter hose with a spherical blob on the end got fed down
thetoilet, a colonoscopy probing the bowels of the ship’s waste plumbing circuit. The chest began to
hum, expelling pulses of viscous white liquid into the toilet tube. Thin filaments of something like plastic
began to creep back up the bowl of the toilet, forming atight seal around the hose; asmell of burning
leaked into the room, gunpowder and molasses and awhiff of shit. Rache checked a statusindicator on
the trunk; satisfied, she picked up her gloves, cap, anything € se she would need—then checked the
indicator again, and hadtily |€eft the room.

Thetoilet rumbled faintly, and pinged with the sound of expanding metd pipework. The vent pipe grew
hot; steam began to hiss from the effluent tube, and was silenced rapidly by anew growth of spiderweb
stuff. An overhead ionization aarm tripped, but Rachel had unplugged it as soon as she arrived in her
cabin. Theradiation warning on the luggage blinked, unseen, in the increasingly hot room. The diplomatic
lifeboat was beginning to inflate.

“Don't worry son. It'll work.” Sauer dapped Procurator Muller on the back.

Vassly forced awan smile. “1 hope so, gr. I ve never attended a court-martial before.”



“Wel.” Sauer consdered hiswords carefully. “ Just think of this as an educationa experience. And our
best opportunity to nail the bitch legdly ...”

Truth betold, Sauer felt less confident than he was |l etting on. This whole exercise was more than dightly
unauthorized; it exceeded his authority as ship’s security officer, and without the active support of
Commander Murametz, first officer, he wouldn’t have dared proceed with it. He certainly didn’t have the
legal authority to convene acourt-martia on hisown initiative in the presence of superior officers, much
lesstotry acivilian contractor on acapita charge. What he did have was aremit to root out subversion
by any means necessary, including authorized deception, and afirst officer willing to sign on the dotted
line. Not to mention an ingtitutional enthusiasm to show the Curator’ s agent up for the horse’ sassthat he
was.

They were short of time. Since coming out of their jump on the edge of the inner system, the heavy
sguadron had been running under total radio slence a a congtant ten gees, the heavy acceleration
compensated for by the space-time-warping properties of their drive singularities. (Ten gees, without
compensation, would be enough to make a prone man black out; bone-splintering, lung-crushing
acceleration.) There had apparently been some sort of navigation error, arealy bad one which had the
admira’ s staff storming about in ablack fury for days, but it hadn’t betrayed them to the enemy, which
wasthe main thing.

Some days ago, the squadron had flipped end over end and executed a decel eration sequence to Sow
them down to 100 k.p.s. relative to Rochard’ s World. In the early hours of this morning, they had
reached engagement vel ocity; they would drift the last thirty light-seconds, resuming accel eration (and
increasing ther visibility) only within active radar range of the enemy. Right now, they were about two
million kilometers out. Some time around midnight, shipboard time, they would begin their closest
gpproach to the planet, go to full power, and engage the enemy ships—assuming they were willing to
come out and fight. (If they didn't, then the cowards had conceded control of thelow orbital zoneto the
New Republic, tantamount to abandoning their ground forces.) In any event, any action against the UN
inspector had to be completed before evening, when the ship would lock down for battle stations—
assuming they didn’t run into anything before then.

In Sauer’ sview, it was anear miraclethat [lyahad agreed to join in this deception. He could easily have
scuppered it, or referred it to Captain Mirsky, which would have amounted to the same thing. Thisclose
to amgor engagement, just detaching himsdlf plus acouple of other officerswho didn’t have active duty
stations to prepare was enough of awonderment to startle him.

Sauer walked up to the table at the front of the room and sat down. It was actually the officer’ sdining
table, decked out in awhite tablecloth for the occasion, weighted down with leather-bound tomes that
contained the complete |etter of the Imperid Articles of War. Two other officersfollowed him; Dr. Hertz,
the ship’ s surgeon, and Lieutenant Commander Vulpis, therdativist. They looked suitably serious. Sauer
cleared histhroat. “Court will cometo order,” heintoned. “Bring in the accused.”

The other door opened. Two ratings marched in, escorting Martin Springfield who, being hobbled and
handcuffed, moved rather dowly. Behind them, adoor banged. “Ah, er, yes. Please sate your name for
the court.”

Martin looked around. His expression was pale but collected. “What?’ he said.
“Please gtate your name.”
“Martin Springfield.”

Lieutenant Sauer made anote on hisblotter. Irritated, he realized that his pen held no ink; no matter. This



wasn't an affair that called for written records. * Y ou are acivilian, subject of the United Nations of Earth.
Isthat correct?’

A look of irritation crept over Martin' sface. “Noit bloody isn't!” he said. “1 keep telling you people, the
UN isnot agovernment! I'm affiliated to Pinkertons for purposes of legidation and insurance; that means
| obey their rules and they protect me againgt infringers. But I’ ve got a backup Strategic infringement
policy from the New Model Air Forcewhich, | believe, covers situationslike thisone. I've aso got
agreementswith half adozen other quasi-governmenta organizations, but none of them isentitled to claim
sovereignty over me—I’m not adavel”

Dr. Hertz turned his head and looked pointedly at Sauer; his pince-nez glinted beneath the harsh glare of
the tungsten lamps. Sauer snorted. “Let it be entered that the accused is a subject of the United Nations
of Earth,” heintoned.

“No heisn't.” Heads turned. While Martin had been speaking, Rache Mansour had dipped in through a
sde door. Her garb was even more scandal ous than usudl; a skintight white leotard worn benegth various
items of padding and a bulky waistcoat resembling aflak jacket. Almost like a space suit liner, Sauer
noted, puzzled. “The United Nationsisnot a—"

“Slencel” Sauer pointed a her. “ Thisisacourt of military justice, and | do not recognize your right to
speak. Stay slent, or I'll have you thrown out.”

“And create adiplomatic incident?” Rachel grinned unpleasantly. ‘ Try it, and I’ [| make sure you regret it.
Inany event, | believe the accused is permitted to retain an advocate for the defense. Have you advised
him of hisrights?*

“Er—" Vulpislooked down.
“Irrdlevant. Thetria will continue—"
Martin cleared histhroat. “I’ d like to nominate Colonel Mansour as my advocate,” he said.

I’ sworking. Sauer made a pretense of scribbling on hisblotter. At the back of the room, he could see
Vassly’ s sharp intake of breath. The young whippersnapper was getting his hopes up aready. “ The court
recognizes UN ingpector Mansour asthe defendant’ s counsdl. | am obliged to warn you that thistrid is
being conducted under the Imperia Articles of War, Section Fourteen, Articles of Combat, in view of
our proximity to the enemy. If you areignorant of those rules and regulations, you may indicate so and
withdraw from thetria now.”

Rachd’ s amile broadened. “ Defense moves for an adjournment in view of the forthcoming engagement.
Therewill be plenty of timefor this after the battle.”

“Denied,” Sauer snapped. “We need afair trid on the record before we can execute the sentence.” That
made her amile dip. “Court will go into recessfor five minutesto permit the defendant to brief his
advocate, and not one minute longer.” He rapped on the table with hisfist, stood, and marched out of the
room. Therest of the tribund followed suit, trailed by a patry handful of spectators, leaving Rache,
Martin, and four ratings standing guard on the doors.

“You know thisisjust arubber stsamp? They want to execute me,” Martin said. Hisvoice was husky, a
trifle unsteady; he wrung his hands together, trying to siop them from shaking.

Rachel peered into hiseyes. “Look a me, Martin,” she said quietly. “Do you trust me?’



“|l—yes.” He glanced down.

She reached ahand out, across the table, put it across the back of hisleft wrist. “1’ ve been reading up on
their procedures. Thisiswell out of order, and whatever happens I’ m going to. lodge an gpped with the
Captain—who should be chairing this, not some jumped-up security officer who'saso running the
prosecution.” She glanced away from him, looking for the air vents, smultaneoudy, she tapped the back
of hishand rapidly. He tensed hiswrist back in awell-understood pattern, message understood: Next
session. See me blink three times you start hyperventilating. When | blink twice hold breath.

His eyeswidened dightly. “Therewon’t be time for them to do anything before perigeon, anyway,” she
continued verbaly. “We re about two astronomica units out and closing fast; engagement should
commence around midnight if there’ sto be ashooting war.” Got lifeboat, she added viaMorse code.

“That's—" he swalowed. How escape? he twitched. “1’m not confident they’ re going to observe dl the
niceties. Thiskangaroo court—" He shrugged.

“Leaveitdl tome” shesaid, squeezing his hand for emphasis. “1 know what I'm doing.” For the first
time, there was hope in his expression. She broke contact and leaned back in her chair. “It' s stuffy in
here,” she complained. “Where sthe ventilation?’

Martin looked past her head. Shefollowed hisgaze: grillesin the ceiling. She closed her eyesand
Squeezed shut; green raster imageslike anightmarevison of ajail cell pasted themselves acrossthe
ingdes of her eyelids. The spy drones, remnant of the flock Vassily had unleashed, waited patiently
behind the vents. They’ d followed her to thisroom, loaded up with alittle something to add interest to the
proceedings.

Serve the little voyeur right, she thought bitterly about the spy. “I'll get you out of this” shetold
Martin, trying to reassure him.

“I understand.” He nodded, adight inclination of hishead. “Y ou know what |, uh, I’m not so good at
peoplethings—"

She shook her head. “They’ re doing thisto get me to compromise myself. It’ s not about you. It' s nothing
personal. They just want me out of theway.”

1] Wm’?’

She shrugged. “ The midranking officers. The ones who figure ashort victoriouswar isaticket up the
promotion ladder. The oneswho don't think | should be herein the first place, much less reporting back.
Not after First Lamprey. | was Red Cross agent-in-place there, you know? Investigating the war crimes.
Didn’t leave anybody looking too good, and | think they know it. They don’t want a negotiated
settlement, they want gutsand glory.”

“If it’ sjust you, why’ sthe chinlesswonder from the Curator’ s Officein here?’ asked Martin.

She shrugged. ‘ Two birds, one stone. Don’t swest it. If they screw this up, they can blame the Curator’s
cat’ s-paw, make the enemy within look bad. There'sno lovelost between Nava Intelligence and the
civil secret police. If it works, they get us both out of the way. Reading the regs, they don’t have authority
to pull this stunt, Martin. It takes amaster and commander to issue a capital sentence except in the face
of the enemy, s0if they do execute you, it’sillega enough to hang them dl.*

“That' sagresat reassurance.” Heforced asmile, but it came out looking decidedly frightened. “Just do
your—hdll. | trust you.”



“That' sgood.”

Then the doors opened.

“It'sworking,” Sauer commented. “ She's come out to defend her minion. Now we need to maneuver her
into outright defiance. Shouldn’t be too hard; we have the bench.”

“Defiance?’ Vulpisraised an eyebrow. “You sad thiswas atria.”

“A trid of wits, oursagaing hers. She' s consented to defend him; that means she' s acting as an officer of
the court. Article Forty-six statesthat an officer of the court is subject to the discipline of the Articles and
may himsalf be arraigned for malfeasance or contempt of court. By agreeing to serve before our court,
she’ sabandoning her claim of diplomatic immunity. It gets better. In about two hours, we go to sations.
While we may be acharade right now, at that point any commissioned officer is empowered to passa
capital sentence—or even order asummary execution—becauseit’s classified under Article Four,
Obediencein the Face of the Enemy, Enforcement Thereof. Not that I’'m planning onusingit, but it
does give us a certain degree of cover, no?’

Dr. Hertz removed his pince-nez and began to polish them. “I’'m not sure |l likeit,” he said fussily. “This
smells dtogether too much of the kind of trickery the Stasis like handing down. Aren’t you concerned
about playing for the Curator’ sbrat?’

“Not redly.” Sauer findly grinned. “Y’ see, what | redlly plan on doing isto get our new advocate so
thoroughly wound up she' sinsubordinate or something—but for the defendant himsdlf, I'm thinking of an
absolute discharge or anot guilty verdict.” He sniffed. “It’ s quite obvious he didn’t know he was
bresking any regulations. Plus, the device he had in his possession was inactive by thetime it was
discovered, so we can't actualy proveit wasin agatefit for use at any time when he was aboard the
ship. And the Admirdty will be angry if we makeit hard for them to hire civilian contractorsin future. I'm
hoping we can keep her rattled enough not to realize there’ s no case to answer until we' ve got her out of
the way; then we discharge Springfield. Which will make our young Master Muller look like acomplete
and totd idiot, not to mention possibly supplying me with causeto investigate him for sugpicion of
burglary, pilferage of persond effects, violation of adiplomat’ s seded luggage, immora conduct, and
maybe even deserting hispost.” His grin became sharklike. “Need | continue?’

Vulpiswhigled quietly in ave. “Remind me never to play poker with you,” he commented.
Dr. Hertz reingtdled his pectacles. “ Shdl we resume the circus, gentlemen?’

“I think s0.” Sauer drained his glass of teaand stood up. “ After you, my brother officers, then send in the
cdowng”

The shipping trunk in Rachd’ s cabin had stopped steaming some time ago. It had shrunk, reabsorbing
and extruding much of its contents. A viscous white foam had spread across the fittings of the cabin,
eagerly digesting dl available hydrocarbons and spinning out a diamond-phase substrate suitable for
intensive nanomanufacturing activities. Solid dabs of trangparent materia were precipitating out of
solution, forming ahollow sphere that dmogt filled the room. Below the deck, roots oozed down into the
ship’ srecycling circuits, looting the cesspoal that stored biologica waste during the inbound leg of a
journey. (By long-standing convention, shipsthat lacked recyclers only discharged waste when heading
away from inhabited volumes of space; more than one unfortunate orbital worker had been gunned down



by aflash-frozen turd carrying more kinetic energy than an armor-piercing artillery shell.)

The sdf-propeled trunk, which was frozen into the base of the glassy sphere, was now much lighter than
it had been when Rachel boarded the ship. Back then, it had weighed the best part of athird of atonne:
Now it massed less than fifty kilos. The surplus mass had mostly been thick-walled capillary tubes of
boron carbide, containersfor thin crystals of ultrapure uranium-235 tetraiodide, and alarge supply of
cadmium; stuff that wasn't easy to come by in ahurry. The trunk was capable of manufacturing anything
it needed given the condtituent elements. Most of what it wanted was carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen,
availablein abundance in the ship’s sawage-processing plant. But if adiplomat needed to get away ina
red hurry and didn’t have a potent energy sourceto hand ... well, fisson, an old and unfashionable
technology, was eminently storable, very lightweight, and didn’t usudly go bang without agood reason.
All you needed was the right type of unobtanium to hand in order to make it work. Which was why
Rachel had been towing around enough uranium to make two or three good-sized atom bombs, or the
core of anuclear saltwater rocket.

A nuclear sdtwater rocket was just about the smplest interplanetary propulsion system that could fitina
steamer trunk. On the other side of the inner pressure hull from Rachel’ s cabin, the trunk had constructed
alarge tank threaded through with neutron-abbsorbing, boron-lined tubes: thiswas dowly filling with water
containing asolution of near-critical uranium tetraiodide. Only athin layer of carefully weakened hulll
plates and bypassed cable ducts held the glassy sphere and its twenty-tonne saltwater fuel tank on the
other side of the bulkhead, inside the warship. The hybrid structure nestled under the skin of the ship like
amaggot feeding on the flesh of itshost, preparing to hatch.

Elsawherein the ship, toilets were flushing duggishly, the officer’ s shower cubicle pressure was
scandaoudy low, and acouple of environment techs were scratching their heads over the unexpectedly
low dudgeleve in the number four silage tank. One bright spark was dready muttering about plumbing
leaks. But with afull combat engagement only hours away, most attention was focused on the ship's
wegpons systems. Meanwhile, the luggage' sfabricator diligently churned away, extruding polymers and
component materiasto splice into the lifeboat it was preparing for its mistress. With only ashort time
until the coming engagement, speed was essentidl.

“Court will reconvene.” Sauer rapped on the tabletop with an upturned glass. ” Defendant Martin
Springfield, the chargeslaid against you are that on the thirty-second day of the month of Harmony, Y ear
211 of the Republic, you did with premeditation carry aboard thewarship Lord Vanek a
communications device, to wit acausa channd, without permission from your superior officer or indeed
any officer of that ship, contrary to Article Forty-six of the Articles of War; and that, furthermore, you
did make use of the said device to communicate with foreign nationals, contrary to Article Twenty-two,
and in so doing, you disclosed operationd details of the running of the warship Lord Vanek contrary to
Section Two of the Defense of the Realm Act of 127, and aso contrary to Section Four of the Articles
of War, Treachery in Time of War. The chargeslaid againgt you therefore contitute negligent breach of
sgnas control regulations, trafficking with the enemy, and treason in time of war. How do you plead?*

Before he could open his mouth, Rachel spoke up. “He pleads not guilty to al charges. And | can prove
it.” There was adangerous gleam in her eyes; she stood very straight, with her hands clasped behind her
back.

“Doesthe accused accept that plea?’ Vulpisintoned.

“The colondl speaksfor me” said Martin.



“Firgt, evidence supporting the charges. Item: on the thirty-second day of the month of Harmony, year
211 of the Republic, you did with premeditation carry aboard the warship Lord Vanek a
communications device, to wit acausal channd, without permission from your superior officer or indeed
any officer of that ship, contrary to Article Forty-six. Clerk, present theitem.”

A rating stepped forward, stony-faced, bearing asmall paper bag. He shook the contents out over the
tabletop; asmdl, black memory cartridge. “Item one: atype twelve causa channdl, embedded withina
standard model CX expansion cartridge as used by persond assist machines throughout the decadent
Terran sphere. The item was removed from defendant’ s personal assist machine by Junior Procurator
Vassly Muller, of the Curator’ s Office on assignment to monitor the conduct of the defendant, on the
thirty-second day of Harmony as noted. A sworn deposition by the Procurator is on record. Does
anyone contest the admissibility of this evidence? No? Good—"

“I do.” Rachd pointed a the small black cartridge. “Firstly, | submit that the Junior Procurator’ s search
of the defendant’ s persond property wasillegal and any evidence gained from it isinadmissible, because
the defendant isacivilian and not subject to the waiver of rightsin the oath of dlegiance sworn by a
serving soldier—hiscivil rights, including the right to property, cannot belegaly violated without ajudicia
warrant or an order from an officia vested with summary powers subject to Article Twelve. Unlessthe
Junior Procurator obtained such an order or warrant, his search wasillega and indeed may condtitute
burglary, and any information gathered in the process of anillegd searchisnot admissiblein court.
Secondly, if that thing isacausa channd, I’'m abananadug. That's a standard quantum dot storage
card; if you get acompetent eectronic engineer in, they’ll tel you the same. Thirdly, you don’'t have
authority to hold this charade of atrid; I’ ve been checking in the Articles, and they state quite clearly that
courts-martial can only be convened by order of the senior officer present. Where' s your written order
fromthe Admird?*

She crossed her arms and stared at the bench.

Sauer shook his head. “The Junior Procurator has standing ordersto investigate Springfield; that makes
anything he doeslegd in the eyes of the Curator’ s Office. And | must register my extreme displeasure at
the defense’ simputation that | do not have authority to convenethis court. | have obtained such authority
from my superior officer and will useit.” Carefully, he avoided specifying precisdly what kind of authority
he had. “ Asfor theitem of evidence being misidentified, we have on record a statement by the defendant
to the effect that it isacausa channdl, which he was asked to carry aboard by foreign parties, to wit the
dockyard. Asthe Articles concern themselves specificaly with intent, it does not matter whether theitem
isin fact abananadug: the defendant istill guilty of thinking he was carrying acommunications device.”

He paused for amoment. “Let it be entered that the item of evidence was admitted.” He glared at
Rachd: Got you, you bitch. Now what are you going to do?

Rachel glanced at Martin and blinked rapidly. Then she turned back to face the bench. “A point of law,
ar. Asit happens, thinking is not generdly consdered the same as doing. Indeed, in this nation, which
refuses to even consder the use of thought-controlled machinery, the distinction is even sharper than in
my own. Y ou appear to be attempting to try the defendant for his opinions and beliefs rather than his
actions. Do you have any evidence of hisactualy passing on information to athird party? If not, thereis
no caseto answer.”

“I have exactly that.” Sauer grinned savagely. “Y ou should know who he' s been passing on information
to.” He pointed & her. “Y ou are aknown agent of aforeign power. Defendant has been communicating
freely with you. Now, since you consented to defend him, you are acting as an officer of thiscourt. | refer
you to Article Forty-six: ‘ Any person deputized to act as an officer of the court is subject to the discipline
of the Articles.” | conclude that you have courageoudy agreed to waive your diplomatic immunity in



order to attempt to rescue your spy from the hangman’ s noose.”

For amoment, Rachel looked confused; shelooked at Martin again, blinking rapidly. Then sheturned
back to the bench. * So you rigged this whole kangaroo court as an attempt to work around my
immunity?I’mimpressed. | redly didn’t think you' d be quite this supid—Utah!”

Everything happened very quickly. Rachel dropped to her knees behind her makeshift desk; Sauer made
amotion toward the ratings at the back of the room, intending to have them arrest the woman. But before
he could do more than open his mouth, four sharp bangs burst around the room. The overhead
ar-conditioning ducts split open; things dropped down, complex and many-armed dungs squirting pae
blue foam under high pressure. The foam stuck to everything it touched, starting with the judge’ s bench
and the guards at the back of the makeshift courtroom: it was lightweight but sticky, rapidly setting into a
hard foam matrix.

“Get her!” Sauer shouted. He grabbed for his pistol, but somewhere aong the way a huge gobbet of blue
foam engulfed hisarm and cemented it to hisside. A strong chemica odor came from the foam,
something familiar from childhood viststo the dentist. Sauer breathed deeply, struggling to didodge the
sticky mass, and the fruity, sickly stench cut into hislungs; then the world turned hazy.

Rachd knew things were going to turn pear-shaped from the moment she walked into the room. She'd

seen judges in hanging mode before, back on Earth, and on a dozen assignments since then. Y ou could

amost amdl it, an acrid and unreasoning eagernessto order an execution, like the stench of death itsdlf.

Thisboard had it—and something dse. A dy reserve, asmug sense of anticipation; asif thewholething
was some kind of tremendous joke, with a punch line she could only guess at.

When the security lieutenant delivered it—a haf-formed, inadequate punch line, in her opinion, obvioudy
something he' d stitched up on an ad hoc basisto fit the occas on—she glanced around at Martin. Please
be ready. She blinked three times and saw him gtiffen, then nod; the prearranged signd. She turned back
to the bench, blinking again: green lightsrippled behind her eydids. “ State two,” she subvocalized, the
radio mikein her throat relaying the command to the droneswaiting in the ventilation ducts. She turned
back to the bench. The three officers sat there, glowering at her like thunderclouds on a horizon. Buy
time.

“A point of law, Sr. Asit happens, thinking is not generaly considered the same as doing—" She carried
on, wondering how they’ d react to effectively being accused of rigging this charade; either they’ d back
down, or—

“I have exactly that.” The politica officer in the middle, the hatchet-faced one, grimaced horribly. “You
should know who he' s been passing on information to.” He pointed straight at her. Here it comes, she
thought. Subvocaizing again: “Luggage. Query readiness date.”

“Lifeboat closed out for launch. Fuel storage subcritical and ready. Spare reaction mass loaded.
Oxygen supply nominal. Warning, delta-vee to designated waypoint New Peter-stown currently 86
k.p.s., decreasing. Total available maneuvering margin 90 k.p.s.” That would do, she decided. The
saltwater rocket was nearly as efficient as an old-fashioned fusion rocket; back home, it would do for an
Earth-Marsreturn trip, surface to surface. Thiswas pushing it a bit—they wouldn’t be able to ride it

back up into orbit without refuding. But it would do, aslong as—

“—I conclude that you have courageoudy agreed to waive your diplomatic immunity in order to attempt
to rescue your spy from the hangman’ s noose.”



She swallowed, glanced a Martin and blinked twice, the sgnd for “hold your bresth.” * Luggage: prep
for launch. Expect crew arrival from one hundred seconds. Launch hold at T minus twenty
seconds from that time.” Once they burned that particular bridge and jumped overboard, al she could
do was pray that the bridge crew wouldn't dare light off their radar— and risk warning the Festival—in
order to find her and kill her. The lifeboat was a soap bubble compared to the capita ships of the New
Republican navd force.

Rachd turned her attention back to the bench and took a deep bresth, tensing. “ So you rigged thiswhole
kangaroo court as an attempt to work around my immunity? I’ m impressed. | redlly didn’t think you'd be
quite thisstupid— Utah!”

She ducked. The last word was a shout, broadcast to the drones through her throat mike. A
smultaneous crackle told her the shaped-charge cutters had blown. She yanked the transparent breather
hood over her face and choked it shut, then powered up her cdllular IFF.

The drones swarmed in through holesin the celling. Spiders and crabs and scorpions, al made of carbon
polymers— recycled sewage, actualy—they sprayed sticky antipersonnel foam everywhere, releasing
anesthetic trichloromethane vapor wherever anyone struggled. A rating made amove toward her, and her
combat implants took over; he went down like asack of potatoes before she conscioudy noted his
existence, rabbit-punched a ongside the head by an inhumanly fast fist. Everything narrowed into the gap
between herself and Martin, standing wide-eyed behind atable, hisarms haf-raised toward her and a
rating already beginning to steer him toward the door.

Rachel went to combat speed, cutting her merely human nervous system out of the control [oop.

Time dowed and light dimmed; the chains of gravity weakened, but the air grew thick and viscous around
her. Marionettes twirled in dow motion all around as she jumped over atable and ran a Martin. His
guard began to turn toward her and throw up an arm. She grabbed it and twisted, fedling it pop out of its
socket. She threw a brisk left-handed punch at the other guard; ribs snapped like brittle cardboard, and
acouple of the fine bonesin the back of her hand fractured with the impact. It was hard to
remember—hard to think—but her own body was her worst enemy, more fragile than her reflexeswould
admit.

She grabbed Martin with one arm, handling him ddlicately as bone china; the beginning of an oof of air
from hislungstold her she’d winded him. The door wasn't locked, so she kicked it open and dragged
Martin through before it had time to rebound closed. She dropped him and spun in place, dammed it
shut, then grabbed in avest pocket for alump of something like putty. “ Omaha,” she shouted into her
throat mike. Strobing patterns of red-and-yellow light raced over the surface of the putty—visiblein her
mechanized vison—and shejammed it into the doorframe and spat onit. It turned blue and began to
spread rapidly, awave of sticky liquid rushing around the gap between door and wall, setting hard as
diamond.

Between the glued door, the severed intercom cables, and the chloroform and antipersonnel foam, it
might be a minute or two before anyone in the room managed to raise the darm.

Martin was trying to double over and gasp. She picked him up and ran down the corridor. It waslike
wading through water; sherapidly discovered it was easier to kick off with one foot, then the other, like
low-gee locomoation.

A red haze at the edge of her vision told her she was close to burnout. Her peripheral nervous system
might have been boosted, but for this sort of speed, it relied on anaerobic respiration, and she was
exhaugting her reserves frighteningly fast. At the next intersection, alift car sood open: shelurched into it,



dragging Martin behind, and tapped the button for the accommodetion level in officer country. Then she
dropped back to normal speed.

The doors did shut asthe lift began to rise, and Martin began to gasp. Rachel dumped against the far
wall, black spots hazing her vision as shetried to draw air into straining lungs. Martin wasfirst to spesk.
“Where—did you learn—"

She blinked. A clock spiraled in the left upper quadrant of her vision. Eight seconds since she'd yelled
Utah—eight seconds? Minutes, maybe. She drew adeep breeth that turned into ayawn, flushing the
carbon dioxide from her lungs. All her muscles ached, burning asif there were hot wires running down
her bones. Shefelt Sck, and her left hand was beginning to throb violently. “ Specid. Implants.”

“Think you nearly broke a—rib, back there. Where are we going?’
“Life. Boat.” Gasp. “Likel sad.”
A light blinked above them. They’ d crawled up one floor. One moreto go.

The door opened on the right level. Rachdl staggered upright. Nobody there, which was ablessing; in her
present state, she didn’t know if she could put ahamster in its place, much less a soldier. She stepped
out of thelift, Martin following. “My room,” she said quietly. ‘ Try to look &t ease.”

Heraised hiswrigts. “Wearing these?”’

Shit. Should have ripped them apart before running out of boost. She shook her head and hunted in
her hip pocket, pulled out a compact gray tube. “ Stun gun.”

They ran out of luck hafway down the last corridor. A door opened and a petty officer stepped out; he
moved to give them room to pass, then hisjaw dropped as he redized what he was seeing. “Hey!”

Rachd shot him. “Hurry,” she hissed over her shoulder, and stumbled ahead. Martin followed her. Her
door was ahead, just around a curve in the corridor. “ Gold” she called to the waiting lifeboat.

Red lights flashed overhead: the PA system piped up, awarbling dert noise. “ Security Alert! Green deck
accommodation sector B, two armed insurgents on the loose. Armed and dangerous. Security to Green
deck accommodetion B. Alert!”

“Shit,” Martin mumbled. A pressure door began to rumble shut ten meters ahead of them.

Rachel went to combat speed again, her vison greying dmost immediately. Shethrew hersdf forward:
stood directly beneath the door and thrust straight up at the descending pressure barrier. Martin moved
forward with glacia downess as she fdt the motors bear down on her, trying to crush her in hdf. He
ducked and swam under the barrier. She followed him, letting go, and stayed fast, even though her hands
and feet were becoming numb and a deadly warning pincushion sensation pricked at her face. The door
to her cabin was two meters away. “ Juno!” sheyelled at it through her throat mike, the word coming out
in a high-pitched gabble that sounded like the croaking of an aged dinosaur to her ears.

The door swung open. Martin ran through inside, but it wastoo late for Rachel: she couldn’t see, and her
knees were beginning to give way. The combat accel eration stopped, and shefdt hersdf floating, a
bruised impact dlong one side.

Someone was dragging her over gravel and it hurt like hell. Her heart sounded asif it was about to
explode. She couldn’t get enough air.



Sound of adoor damming.

Darkness.

Circus Of Death

The committee for the Revolution had taken over the onion-domed orthodox cathedral in Plotsk, making
it the heedquarters of the Commissariat for Extropian Ideology. All those who rejected the doctrine of
revolutionary optimization and refused to flee the town were dragged before the tribuna and instructed
boringly and at length about the nature of their misdemeanor; then they were shot, minds mapped and
uploaded into the Fegtival, and sentenced to corrective labor— usudly al at once. There weren't many
of them; for the most part, the population had fled into the wilderness, transcended, or happily adopted
the revolutionary cause.

Sigter Seventh’s hut, spun from local memories of myth and legend uploaded into the noosphere of the
Fedtivd, squatted in the courtyard outside the Revol utionary Commissariat and defecated massively.
Presently, the house stood and ambled in the direction of the cherry trees that fringed the square: it was
hungry, and the Bishop' sliking for cherry blossom wouldn't stop it eating.

Sgter Seventh wrinkled her snout with displeasure and ambled indoors. The floor of the church wasfull
of plaintiffs, queuing to demand this or gpped that. They stood before akitchen table parked in the
middle of the nave, behind which sat half adozen bored-looking revolutionary functionaries. The small,
frenetic human called Rubenstein waved his arms and exhorted their chairman, who was so heavily
augmented with mechanica add-onsthat he clanked when he walked. The subject of the exhortation
seemed to be something to do with the need to reverse the previous policy of destroying the artisticaly
illiterate. True, that priority rated low in the estimates of the Critics—after dl, you can’t win an argument
over estheticswith a corpse—but Rubenstein’ swillingness to change his mind after only aday or twoin
her company didn’t commend his artigtic integrity to her. These curious, lumpen humans were so
impossibly gnomic in their utterances, so lacking in consistency, that sometimes she despaired of
understanding their underlying esthetic.

Sigter Seventh logt hersdf for awhilein the flux of knowledge from the Festival. It et afiltered feed of its
awareness escape, titillating the Critic colony in orbit, who relayed choice tidbits her way. The Festiva
propagated by starwisp, that much wastrue. It also relied on causal channelsto relay its discoveries
home. Now, great Higgs boson factories were taking shape in the rings of machinery orbiting Sputnik, icy
gas and dust congealing into beat-wave particle accelerators on the edge of planetary space. Thousands
of huge fusion reactors were coming on-stream, each pumping out enough energy to run a continental
civilization. Thefirst batch of new starwisps was nearing readiness, and they had a voracious appetite, a
tonne of stabilized antimatter each; then there were the causal channdl's, petabytes and exabytes of
entangled particles to manufacture and laborioudy, non-observationaly, separate into matching batches.
The first starwisps would soon take on their payloads, point their stubby noses at the void, and
accderate at nearly haf amillion gees, Sitting atop the neutra particle beams emitted by vast launch
enginesin high orbit above Rochard’ s World. Their primary destinations were the last two stops on the
Fedtiva’ sroute, to deliver fresh channels and a detailed report on the current visit; their other
dedtinations—well, the Festival had been encamped for three months. Soon the traderswould arrive.

Tradersfollowed the Festival everywhere. A slf-replicating, natural source of causa channels, the
Festival laid down avenues of communication, opening up new civilizationsto trade—civilizations which,
in the wake of avistation, were usualy too culture-shocked to object to the Traders abstraction of the
huge structures the Festival had constructed and abandoned for its own purposes. More than athousand
megafortunes had been made by natives of dirt-based trader civilizationswith FTL shipsand just enough
nousto follow thetrail of the Festivdl; like birdsin the wake of aplow turning over rich farm soil, they



waited to pounce on juicy nuggets of intellectua property turned up by the passing farmer.

Now something new tickled Sister Seventh’ s hindbrain. She stopped beside afont and stooped to drink.
A message from She Who Observes the First. Ships coming. Festival notices. Many ships coming in
glence. Now that wasinteresting; normdly, the traders would appear like athree-ring circus, flashing
lightsand loud music playing on dl available waveengths, trying to attract attention. Stealth meant
trouble. Forty-two vesselsitemized. All with drive kernels, all with low emissions. query thermal
dump to stern, reduce visibility from frontal aspect. Range seven light-seconds.

How peculiar. Sister Seventh straightened up. Someone—no, some construct of the Festiva,
human-child-high, but with long, floppy ears and aglossy fur coat, eyes mounted on the Sdes of its
rodent face—was coming in through the side door.

Sster mine. What reflex of Festival ? she asked sllently. Hardwired extensions patched her through the
Fedtival’ stelephonic nervous system, building abridge to her sibling.

Festival has noticed. Current activities not over; will not tolerate interference. Three Bouncers
have been dispatched.

Sister of Stratagems the Seventh shivered and bared her teeth. There were few things about the Festival
that scared her, but Bouncers were second on thelist, right behind the Fringe. The Fringe might kill you
out of random pique. The Bouncers were rather lessrandom ...

The leporine gpparition in the aide bounced toward her, a panicky expression on itsface. Burya stopped
lecturing Timoshevski and looked around. “What isit?” he demanded.

Timoshevski rumbled forward. “ Am thinking israbbit stew for dinner.”

“No! Please, Sirsl Help!” The rabhbit stopped short of them, pushing two aggrieved babushkas aside, and
held out itsfront limbs—arms, Sister Seventh noticed, with disturbingly human hands at their extremities.
It was wearing awaistcoat that appeared to consst entirely of pockets held together by zip fasteners.
“Madter introuble!”

“Areno masters here, comrade,” said Timoshevski, gpparently categorizing the supplicant asinedible.
“True revolutionary doctrine teachesthat the only law isrationalism and dynamic optimism. Where are
you from, and whereisyour internal passport?*

Rabbits have little control over their facial muscles; nevertheless, this one made a passable show of being
nonplussed. “Need help,” it bleated, then paused, visibly gathering saf-control. “My master isin trouble.
Mime hunt! They got between us, avillage ago; | escaped, but | fear they’ re coming thisway.”

“Mimes?’ Timoshevski looked puzzled. “Not clowns?” A metallic tentacle tipped in gun-muzzle flanges
uncurled from his back, poked questing into the air. “ Circus?’

“Circus of death,” said Sister Seventh. * Fringe performance, very poor. If coming thisway, will interfere
with popular acclaim of your revolution.”

“Oh, how 507" Timoshevski focused on Sister Seventh suspicioudy.

“Listen to her, Oleg,” growled Burya. “ She came with the Festival. Knows what’ s going on.” He rubbed
hisforehead, asif the effort of making that much of aconcession to her superior knowledge was painful.

“Oh?" Whed sturned dowly behind Timoshevski’ s skull; evidently his plethora of augmentationstook a
goodly amount of his attention to run.



Sister Seventh stamped, shaking thefloor. “Mimes are boring. Say help rabbit. Learn something new,
maybe stage rescue drama?’

“If you say 0.” Buryaturned to Oleg. “Listen, you' re doing areasonable job holding thingsdown. I'd
liketo take six of your fines—who do | talk to?—and go sort these Mimes out. We really don’t need
them messing things up; I’ ve seen what they do, and | don't likeit.”

A sdlow-faced commissar behind Oleg shouldered hisway forward. “1 don’'t see why we should listen to
you, you pork-fed cosmopolitan,” he snarled in athick accent. “Thisisn’t your revolution; thisisthe
independent Plotsk soviet soyuz community, and we don't take any centrdist reactionary shit!”

“Quiet, Babar,” said Oleg. Thetentacle sticking out of his back rotated to face the easterner: adim red
light glowed fromitstip. “Buryais good comrade. If wanted force centraism on us, am thinking hewould
have come with force, no?’

“Hedid,” said Sister Seventh, but the revolutionariesignored her.

“He go with detachment of guards. End to argument,” Oleg continued. “A fine revolutionary; trust him do
right by this— rabhbit.”

“Y ou better be right, Timoshevski,” grunted Babar. “Not fools, us. Am not tolerating failure.”

Sauer was out of the wardroom and into the security watch office less than aminute after regaining
consciousness, cursing horribly, blinking back apainful chloroform headache, and tugging creases from
his rumpled and spattered tunic. The petty officer on duty sprang to hisfeet hastily, saluting; Sauer cut
him off. “ General security aert. | want afull search for the UN spy and the shipyard engineer
immediately, dl points. Pull dl the survelllance records for the UN spy in the past hour on my
workstation, soon as you' ve got the search started. | want acomplete inventory on al off-duty personnel
assoon asyou' ve donethat.” He flung himself down behind his desk angrily. He ran fingersthrough his
razor-cut hair and glared at the screen set into his desktop, then hit the switchboard button. “ Get me the
duty officer inops,” he grunted. Turning around, “ Chief, what | said—I need it now. Grab anyoneyou

“Yes, dr. Excuse me, Sir, beg permission to ask—what are we expecting?’

“The Terran diplomat is a saboteur. We flushed her, but she ran, taking the engineer with her. Which
might have done us all afavor, except, firstly, they're till loose, and, secondly, they’ re armed and aboard
this ship right now. So you'reto look for crazed foreign terrorists with illegal off-world technology lurking
inthe corridors. Isthat clear?’

“Yes, ar.” Theflyer looked bemused. “Very clear, Sr.”

The workstation bonged. Sauer turned to faceit. Captain Mirsky stared a him inquiringly; “1 thought you
were busy keeping an eye on that damned chinless wonder from the Curator’ s Office,” he commented.

“Sir!” Sauer sat bolt upright. “Permission to report aproblem, sir!”
“Go ahead.”

“Security violation.” Swesat stood out on Sauer’ s forehead. * Suspecting a covert agenda on the part of
the Terran diplomat, | arranged a disinformation operation to convince her we had her number.
Unfortunately, we convinced her too well; she escaped from custody with the shipyard engineer and is



loose on the ship right now. I’ ve started a search and sweep, but in view of the fact that we appear to
have armed hogtiles aboard, I’'m recommending afull lockdown and security dert.”

The Captain didn’'t even blink. “ Do it.” He turned around, out of cameraview for afew seconds. “The
operationsroom isnow sealed.” Beyond the sound-insulating door of the security office, asiren began to
wall. “ Report your atus.”

Sauer looked around; the rating standing by the door nodded a him. “Beg to report, Sir, security officeis
Seded.”

“We'relocked downin here, sir,” said Sauer. “Theincident only began about three minutesago.” He
leaned sideways. “ Found the records yet, Chief?’

“Backtracking now, sir,” said the Chief Petty Officer. “ Ah, found externd—damn. Begging your pardon,
gr, but twelve minutes ago the surveillance camerasin Green deck, accommodation block—that’ swhere
her quarters are—were disabled. Aninterna shutdown signa via the maintenance track, authorized
by—ah. Um. The shutdown signd was authorized under your 1D, Sir.”

“Oh.” Sauer grunted. “Have you traced off-duty crew dispositions?’

“Yes, sir. Nobody was obvioudy out of bounds during the past hour. * Course that doesn’t mean
anything—worst thing a sneak would normally get for being caught without atracking badge would be a
day or twointhebrig.”

“You don't say. Get ateam down there now, | want that corridor covered!”

Sauer didn’t remember the open phone channd until the Captain cleared histhroat. “I takeit you're
securefor thetime being,” he said.

“Yes, sr.” The Lieutenant’ s ears began to turn red. “ Someone disabled the sensors outside the
ingpector’ s cabin, usng my security authentication. Sir, she sredly put one over on us”

“So what are you going to do about it?" Mirsky raised an eyebrow. “Come on. | want a solution.”
“Well—" Sauer stopped, “Sir, | believe I’ ve located the saboteurs. Permission to go get them?”

Mirsky grinned humorlesdy. “Doit. Take them dive. | want to ask them some questions.” It wasthefirst
time Sauer had seen his captain look angry, and it made his blood run cold. “Y es, make surethey’re
dive. | don't want any accidents. Oh, and Sauer, another thing.”

“S‘r?l

“Whenthisisover | want afull, written report explaining how and why thiswhole incident happened. By
yesterday morning.”

“Yes, dr.” The Captain cut the connection abruptly; Sauer stood up. “Y ou heard the man,” he said.
“Chief, I'm taking apager. And arms.” He walked over to the sedled locker and rammed histhumb
againg it; it clicked open, and he began pulling equipment out. “ Y ou' re Staying here. Listen on channel
nineteen. I’m going to be heading for the cabin. Keep an eye on my ID. If you seeit going somewhere
I’m nat, | want you to tell me about it.” He pulled on alightweight headset, then picked up ataser, held it
beside histemple while the two computers shook hands, then rolled his eyesto test the target tracking.
“Isthat clear?’

“Yes, sr. Should | notify the red tabs on green deck?’



“Of course.” Sauer brought the gun to bear on the door. “Open the hatch.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.” Therewasaclick aslatchesretracted; the rating outside nearly dropped his coffee tray
when he saw the Lieutenant.

“You! Maxim! Dump that tray and take this!” Sauer held out another firearm, and the surprised flyer
fumbled it into place. “ Stick to channd nineteen. Don't speak unless you’ re spoken to. Now follow me.”
Then he was off down the corridor, airtight doors scissoring open in front and damming closed behind
him, turning the night into ajerky red-lit succession of tunnels.

Thefirst thing she redlized was her head hurt. The second ...
Shewaslying in an acceleration couch. Her feet and hands were cold. “Rachd!”

Shetried to say “I’m awake,” but wasn't sure anything came out. Opening her eyestook atremendous
effort of will. ‘ Time. Wassat? How long—?*

“A minute ago,” said Martin. “What' s happened in here?” Hewasin the couch next to her. The capsule
was claustrophobicaly tiny, like something out of the dawn of the space age. The hatch above them was
open, though, and she could just see the inner door of her cabin past it. “ Hatch, close. | said | had a
lifeboat, didn't 17’

“Yeah, and | thought you were just trying to keep my spiritsup.” Martin’s pupilswere hugein the dim
light. Above him, the roof of the capsule began to knit itself together. “What' s going on?’

“WEe re gitting on top of—" She paused to pant for breath. “ Ah. Shit. On top of—a saltwater rocket.
Fisson. Luggage full of—of uranium. And boron. Sort of unobtanium you need in’ mergency, stuff you
can't find easly. My littleinsurance policy.”

“You can't just punch your way out of an occupied spaceship!” Martin protested.

“Watch me.” She grimaced, lips pulling back from her teeth. “ Sealed—bulkheads. Airtight cocoon
‘round us. Only question is—"

“Autopilot ready,” announced the lifeboat. An array of emergency navigation displayslit up onthe
consolein front of them.

“Whether they shoot at uswhen welaunch.”

“Wait. Let me get thisstraight. We' reless than aday out from Rochard’ s World, right?
This—thing—has enough legsto get usthere? So you' re going to punch aneeat holein thewall and gect
us, and they’rejust going to let usgo?’

“’Sabout thesizeof it,” she said. Closing her eyesto watch the pretty blue displays projected on her
retinas: “ About ten thousand gee-seconds to touchdown. We' re about forty thousand seconds from
perigeeright now. So we' re going to drift like aturd, right? Pretend to be aflushed silage tank. If they
light out their radar, they give themsdaves away; if they shoot, they' revisble. Sothey’ll let usgo, figureto
pick usup later ’slong aswe get there after they do. If wetry to get therefirgt, they’ll shoot ...”

“Y ou' re betting the Festiva will finish them off.”
“Yup,” she agreed.



“Ready to arm initiator pump,” said the autopilot. It sounded like afussy old man.
“M’ firgt hushand,” she said. “He dways nagged.”

“And here was me thinking it was your favorite pet ferret.” Martin busied himself hunting for crash
webbing. “No gravity onthis crate?’

“*Snot aluxury yacht.”
Something bumped and clanked outside the door. “ Oh shit.”
“We launch in—forty-two seconds,” said Rachdl.

“Hopethey give usthat long.” Martin leaned over and began strapping her into the couch. “How many
gees doesthisthing pull ?’

Shelaughed: it ended in acough. “Many as we can take. Fisson rocket.”
“Fisson?’ Helooked at her aghast. “But we' |l be agitting duck! If they—"
“Shut up and let mework.” She closed her eyes again, busy with the final preparations.

Sheak was, of course, of the essence. A fission rocket was a sitting duck to a battlecruiser likethe Lord
Vanek; it had about four hours' thrust, during which time it might stay ahead—if the uncompensated
acceleration didn’t kill its passengers, and if the ship didn’'t smply go to full military power and race past
it—but then it was out of fudl, abalistic casudty. To make mattersworse, until she managed to get more
than about ten thousand kilometers away from the Lord Vanek, she' d be within tertiary laser defense
range—close enough that the warship could smply point itslidar grid at the lifeboat and curdle them like
an egg in amicrowave oven.

But there was a difference between could and would which, Rachel hoped, was big enough to fly a
gpaceship through. Activating the big warship’ s drive would create a beacon that any defenders within
haf alight-minute or so might see. And torching off the big laser sensor/killer array would be like lighting
up aneon sign saying invading warship—come and get me. Unless Captain Mirsky waswilling to risk his
Admird’swrath by making a spectacle of himsdlf in front of the Festival, hewouldn't daretry to nail
Rachel so blatantly. Only if shelit off her own drive, or adistress beacon, would hefed freeto shoot her
down—because she would adready have given his postion away.

However, first she had to get off the ship. Undoubtedly, they’ d be outside her cabin door within minutes,
guns and cuttersin their hands. The weakened bulkheads between the larval lifeboat and the outer
pressure hull were dl very well, but how to achieve a clean separation without warning them?

“Mech one. Broadcast primary destruct sequence.”
“Confirm. Primary destruct sequence for mech one.”
“Sword. Confirm?’

“Confirmed.”

The trangponder in her luggage was broadcasting a siren song of destruction, on wavelengths only her
spy mechs— those that were left—would be ligtening to. Mech one, wedged in atoilet’ swaste vavein
the brig, would hear. Using what was | eft of itsfeeble power pack, it would detonate its small destruct
charge. Smaller than ahand grenade—but powerful enough to rupture the toilet’ swaste pipe.



Warships can't use gravity-fed plumbing; the Lord Vanek' s sewage-handling system was under pressure,
an intricate network of pipes connected by vavesto prevent back-flow. The Lord Vanek didn't recycle
itswaste, but stored it, lest discharges freeze to shrapnd, ripping through spacecraft and satdlliteslike a
shotgun loaded with ice. But there are exceptionsto every rule; holding waste in tanks to reduce the risk
of ballistic debris creation was dl very well, but not at therisk of shipboard disaster, dectrical short
circuit, or life-support contamination.

When Rachel’ s makeshift bomb exploded, it ruptured a down pipe carrying waste from an entire deck to
the main storage tanks. Worsg, it took out a backflow vave. Waste water backed up from the tank and
sprayed everywhere, hundreds of liters per second drenching the surrounding structura spaces and
conduits. Damage control darmswarbled in the maintenance stations, and the rating on duty hastily
opened the main dump valves, purging the waste circuit into space. The Lord Vanek had acrew of
nearly twelve hundred, and had been in flight for weeks; afire spray of sawage exploded from the
scuppers, nearly two hundred tonnes of waste water purging into space just as Rachel’ slifeboat counted
down to zero.

In the process of assembling her lifeboat, the robot factory in Rachel’ s luggage had made extensive—not
to say destructive—changes to the spaces around her cabin. Supposedly solid bulkheads fractured like
glass, on the outer hull of the ship, afoam of spun diamond half a meter thick disntegrated into atalc-like
powder across acircle three metersin diameter. The bottom dropped out of Rachel’ s ssomach asthe
hammock shelay in lurched sideways, then the improvised cold-gas thrusters above her head kicked in,
shoving the damply newborn lifeboat clear of its ruptured womb. Weird, painful tidal stressesripped at
her; Martin grunted asif he' d been punched in the gut. The lifeboat was entering the ship’ s curved-space
field, aone-gee gradient dropping off across perhaps a hundred meters of space beyond the hull; the
boat creaked and d oshed ominoudly, then began to tumble, falling end over end toward the rear of the
warship.

On board the Lord Vanek, free-fall darmswere sounding. Cursing bridge officers yanked at their seat
restraints, and throughout the ship, petty officersyeled at their flyers, caling them to crash stations.
Down in the drive maintenance room, Commander Krupkin was cursing up ablue strek ashe hit the
scram switch, then grabbed his desk with one hand and the speaking tube to the bridge with the other to
demand an explanation.

Without any fuss, the warship’ s drive singularity entered shutdown. The curved-space field that provided
both a semblance of gravity and shielding against accel eration collapsed into a much weaker spherica
field centered on the point massin the engine room—just in timeto prevent two hundred tons of
bilgewater, and a twenty-tonne improvised lifeboat, from hammering into the rear of the Lord Vanek's
hull and ripping the heat exchangersto shreds.

In the Green deck accommodation block corridor, a nightmare cacophony of darmswas shrilling for
attention. Lights strobed overhead, blue, red, green; blow-out darm, gravity failure darm, everything.
Lieutenant Sauer cursed under his breath and grappled with an emergency locker door; “Help me, you
idiot!” he shouted a Able Flyer Maxim Kravchuk who, whey-faced with fear, was frozen in the middle
of the corridor. “ Grab this handle and pull for your lifel”

Farther up the corridor, damage control doors were diding shut; asthey closed, struts extended from
their inner surfaces and extended bright orange crash nets. Maxim grabbed the handle Sauer pointed him
at and yanked. Together they managed to unsedl the stiff locker door. “ Get insde, idiot,” Sauer grunted.
The blow-out darm, terror of al cosmonauts, stopped strobing, but now he could fed the keening of the
gravity failure Sren deep in his bones—and the floor was beginning to tilt. Kravchuk tumbled inside the



locker and began to belt himsdlf to the wall, hands working on ingtinct done. Sauer could see the whites
of the man’ sterrified eyes. He paused in the entrance, glancing up the corridor. The UN bitch’s cabin
was in the next segment—he d have to secure this one and get breathing apparatus before he could go
and find out what she'd doneto his ship. It’s not just the skipper who'll be asking questions, he
thought bitterly.

Sauer clambered into the locker even asthe floor began to tilt Sdeways, but thetilt stabilized at a
relaively tolerable thirty degrees. He began to fed light on hisfeet. Drive must be going into shutdown,
he redlized. Leaving the door open—it would close automatically if there was a pressure drop—he began
systematicaly to pull on an emergency suit. The emergency suit was basicaly aset of interconnected
trangparent bags, with enough air to last six hoursin abackpack, no good for EVA but alifesaver insde
abreached hull. “Y ou get dressed,” hetold the frightened rating. “We re going to find out what caused
this”

Four minuteslater, Chief Molotov and four armed red-tab police arrived, laborioudy cycling through the
seded-off corridor segments; the young Procurator tagged along behind them, face flushed, evidently
struggling with the unfamiliar surviva suit. Sauer ignored him. “Chief, | have reasonto believe there are
armed saboteursinsde the next corridor segment, or the third compartment init. When | givethesignd, |
want this door open and the corridor behind it cleared. | don’t know what the occupants have by way of
defenses, but they’ re definitely armed, so | suggest you just saturate with taser fire. Once we' ve done
that, if it’'sempty, we move on the compartment. Got that?’

“Aye” said Molotov. “Any ideawho' singde?’

Sauer shrugged. “My best bet isthe engineer, Springfield, and the woman from Earth. But | could be
wrong. How you handle thisyour cal.”

“| see.” Molotov turned. “Y ou and you; either side of the door. When it opens, shoot anything that
moves.” He paused. “Remote override on the cabin door?’

“It'slocked. Manua hingesonly, too.”

“Right you are.” Molotov undung aknapsack, began unrolling afat cable. “Y ou'll want to stand back,
then.” He grabbed the emergency door override handle. “On my mark! Mark!”

The emergency door hummed up into the ceiling, and the ratings tensed, but the corridor was empty.
“Right. Thecabin, lads”

He approached the cabin door carefully. “ Saysit’ s open to vacuum, Sir,” he said, pointing to the warning
lights on the door frame.

“Bet you it'sapinhole leak she' srigged to keep us out. Just get everyone into suits before we blow it.”
Sauer approached and watched as Molotov attached the cable of rubbery cord to the door frame,
running it alongside the hinges and then around the door handle and lock, holding it in place with tape.
“I’'m going to use cutting cord. Better tell Environment to sedl this corridor for a pressure drop-off until
we repressurize this compartment.”

“Sr—" It was Muller, the cause of thiswhole mess.
“What isit?" Sauer snapped, not bothering to conced hisanger.

“I, uh—" Vassly recoiled. “Please be careful, Sr. She—the ingpector—isn’t afool. This makesme
nervous—’



“Keep pestering me, and I’ll make you nervous. Chief, if this man makes a nuisance of himsdlf, fed free
to arrest him. He caused thiswhole fiasco.”

“Hedid, did he?’ Chief Molotov glared at the Subcurator, who wilted and retreated down the passage.

“I'll get Environment to seal usoff.” Sauer was on the command channel again, asMolotov retrieved
some wires and adetonator, and began cabling up the explosives. Finally, he retrested afew paces down
the corridor and waited. “All clear,” said Sauer. “Okay. Is everybody ready?’ He backed up until he
stood beside Molotov. “Are you ready?’ The chief nodded. “Then go.”

There was aloud whip crack, and smoke jetted from the sides of the door. Then therewas an
unbelievably loud bang, and Sauer’ s ears popped. The doorway was gone. Behind it, arolling darkness
dragged a himwithicy claws, howling and sucking the others out into the void. Not a pinhole? Hetried
to grab at the nearest emergency locker door, but it was aready damming shut, and he was dragged
down the corridor. Something thumped him hard between the shoulders, so hard that he couldn’t
bresthe. Everything was dark, and the pain was unbdlievable. A dark cylinder spun before hiseyes, and
therewas aringing whistling in hisears. Plagtic flapped againg hisface. Must have ripped my suit, he
thought veguely. | wonder what happened to... Thinking was hard work; he gave up and fell into a
doze, which spirded rapidly down into dreamless silence.

Vassly Muller, however, wasluckier.

Bouncers
The Admiral sat at his desk and squinted.

Commodore Bauer cleared histhroat. “If | may have your attention, sir.”

“Huh? Speak up-up, young man!”

“We enter termina engagement range with the enemy tonight,” Bauer said patiently. “We haveto hold the
fina pre-gpproach session, gr, to articulate our immediate tactica Stuation. | need you to sign off on my
ordersif we are to conduct the battle.”

“Very wel.” Admira Kurtz tried to St up in hischair; Robard’ s helping hands behind hisfrail shoulders
Seadied him. “Y ou have them?’

“Sir.” Bauer did adim folder across the polished oak. “If you would careto see—"

“No, no.” The Admird waved afrall hand. “Y ou’ re asound man. Y ou give-ive those nativesjolly what
for, won't you?’

Bauer dared at his commander in mixed desperation and relief. “Yes, sr, | will,” he promised. “Wewill
bein lidar range of the planetary surface in another hour, then we should be able to establish their order
of battlefairly accurately. Task Group Four will illuminate and take the first blood, while the heavies stay
under emission control and punch out anything we can identify after we get within close broadside range.
| have the destroyer squadrons ready to go after any fixed emplacements we find in GEO, and the
torpedo boats are tasked with high-delta-vee intercepts on anything fleeing—"

“Givethe nativeswhat-ho,” Kurtz said dreamily. “Make ahill of skullsin thetown square. Valley fire by
platoons. Bomb the bastards!”

“Yes, ar. If you'd be so good asto sign here—"



Robard put the pen between the Admira’ sfingers, but they shook so much that his crimson signature on
the orders was amost completely obscured by ahuge blat, like fresh blood.

Bauer sduted. “ Sir! With your permission | will implement these ordersforthwith.”

Kurtz looked up at the Commodore, his sunken eyes glowing for asplit second with an echo of his
former will. “Makeit so! Victory ison-on our Sde, for our Lord will not permit hisfollowersto come
to—" A look of vast puzzlement crossed hiswrinkled face, and he dumped forward.

“Sir! Areyou—" The Commodore leaned forward, but Robard had aready pulled the Admird’ s chair
back from thetable,

“He s been overwrought for days,” Robard commented, reclining his charge’ s chair. “1 shdl take him
back to his bedchamber. Aswe approach the enemy—" He tensed. “Would sir please accept my
gpologiesand call the ship’s surgeon?’

Half an hour later, ten minutes|ate for his own staff meeting, Commodore Bauer surged into the staff
conference room. “ Gentlemen. Please be seated.”

Two rows sat before him, before the podium from which the Admirad commanding could address his staff
and line officers. “| have avery grave announcement to make,” he began. Thefolio under hisright arm
bent under the tension with which he gripped it. “The Admira—" A seaof faces upturned before him,
trusting, waiting. “The Admird isindisposed,” he said. Indisposed indeed, if you could cdll it that, with the
ship’ ssurgeon in attendance and giving him aten percent chance of recovery from the cerebrd
hemorrhage that had struck him down as he signed the final order. “ Ahem. He hasingtructed meto
proceed with our prearranged deployment, acting as his proxy while he retains overdl control of the
stuation. | should like to add that he asked meto say, he knows every man will do his duty, and our
cause will triumph because God ison our Sde.”

Bauer shuffled his papers, trying to dismiss his parting image of the Admird from hisawareness; lying
prone and shriveled on his bed, the surgeon and aloblolly boy conferring over himin low voices asthey
awaited the arrival of the ship’s chaplain. “Firgt, to review the situation. Commander Kurrel. What word
on navigation?’

Commander Kurrdl stood. A smadll, fussy man who watched the world with sharp-eyed intelligence from
behind horn-rimmed glasses, he was the staff navigation speciaist. “ The discrepancy is serious, but not
fatd,” he sad, shuffling the papersin front of him. “ Evidently Their Lordships projected closed timdike
path was more difficult to navigate than we anticipated. Despite improvements to the drive timebase
monitors, adiscrepancy of no lessthan sixteen million seconds crept in during our traversal—which, |
might add, isnot entirely inexplicable, congdering that we have made agrand totd of sixty-eight jumps
spaced over some 139 days, covering adistance of just over 8053 light-years; anew and significant
record in the history of the Navy.”

He paused to adjust his spectacles. “ Unfortunately, those sixteen mega-seconds lay in precisely the worst
possible direction—timewise, into the domain within which the enemy occupied our territory. Indeed, we
would have done little worse had we smply made the normal five-jump crossing, adistance of some
forty-four light-years. A full pulsar map correlated for spin-down indicates that our temporal
displacement is some three million secondsinto the future of our origin point, when it is extrgpolated to
the destination’ sworld line. Thisis confirmed by classica planetary ephemeris measurements, according
to local history, the enemy—the Festival—has been entrenched for thirty days.”

A sngleintake of bregth rattled around the table, disbelief and muted anger mingling. Commodore Bauer
watched it sharply. “ Gentlemen.” Silence resumed. “We may have lost the anticipated tactica benefits of



this hitherto untried maneuver, but we have not entirely failed; we are il only ten daysin the future of
our own departure light cone, and using a conventiona path we wouldn't be arriving for another ten days
or 0. Aswe have not heard anything from signasintelligence, we may assume that the enemy, dthough
entrenched, are not expecting us.” He smiled tightly. “ Aninquiry into the navigation error will be held
after thevictory celebrations.” That statement brought abrief round of “ayes’ from the assembly.
“Lieutenant Kossov. Genera status report, if you please.”

“Ah, yes, sr.” Kosov stood. “All shipsreport ready for battle. The main issues are engineering failures
with the Kamchatka—they report that pressure has been restored to nearly al decks, now—and the
explosion in the waste-disposal circuits of thisship. | understand that, with the exception of some cabins
on Green deck, and localized water damage near the brig, we are back to normal; however, severa
persons are missing, including Security Lieutenant Sauer, who was investigating some sort of incident a
thetime of theexploson.”

“Indeed.” Bauer nodded at Captain Mirsky. “Captain. Anything to report?’

“Not at thistime, Sir. Rescue parties are currently busy trying to recover those who were expelled from
the ship during the decompression incident. | don’t believe thiswill affect our ability to fight. However, |
will have afull and detailed report for you at your earliest convenience.” Mirsky looked grim; and well he
might, for the Flag Captain’s ship was not expected to disgrace the fleet, much lessto lose officers and
crew to some sort of plumbing accident—if indeed it was an accident. “1 must report, Sir, that the Terran
diplomat isamong those listed as missing following thisincident. Normaly, | would conduct a search for
survivors, but in the current situation—" His shrug was e oquent.

“Let me extend my sympathies, Captain; Lieutenant Sauer was afine officer. Now, asto our forthcoming
engagement, | have decided that we will deploy in accordance with attack plan F. Y ou’ ve gamed it twice
in exercises;, now you get achanceto play it for red, thistime againg alive but indeterminate foe—"

A bumping on the hull brought Martin to his senses. He blinked, hair floating in front of hiseyes, and
dared at thewal infront of him. It had did past his eyes as the cold-gas thrusterstried to yank him into
the ceiling, turning from solid gray into a sheet of blackness stippled with the glaring diamond dust of
gars. Thetides of the Lord Vanek had tried to yank hisarms and legs off; he ached with amemory of
gravity. Rachel lay next to him, her lipstwitching as she communed with the lifeboat’ s primitive braingtem.
Huge gray clouds blocked the view directly overhead, waste water from the scuppers. As helooked,
yellow beaconsflashed in it, rescue workers searching for something.

“You dright?’ he croaked.

“Just aminute.” Rachd closed her eyes again and let her arms float upward until they dmost touched the
glassy overhead screen—uwhich was much, much closer than Martin had originally thought. The capsule
was atruncated cylinder, perhaps four metersin diameter at the base and three at the top, but it wasless
than two meters high; about the same volume as the passenger compartment of a hackney carriage. (The
fue tanks and motor benegth it were sgnificantly larger.) It hummed and gurgled quietly with the rhythm
of thelife-support pipework, spinning very dowly around itslong axis. “We re making twelve meters per
second. That’sgood. Puts us a kilometer or so from the ship ... damn, what’ s going on back there?’

“Somebody on EVA? Looking for us”

“Seems like more than one of *em. Almost like adebris cloud.” Her eyeswidened in horror as Martin
watched her.



“Whatever happened, it happened after we left. If you' d triggered a blowout, we' d be surrounded by
debris, wouldn’t we?’

She shook her head. “We should go back and help. We' ve got a—"

“Bullshit. They’ve got EVA teams suited up dl the time they’ re at battle stations, you know that aswell
as| do. It'snot your problem. Let me guess. Someone tried to get into your cabin after we left. Tried a
bit too hard, by the look of it.”

She stared at the distant specks floating around the rear of the warship, a stubby cylinder in the middle
distance. “But if | hadn't—"

“I’d be on my way to the airlock with my hands taped behind my back, and you' d be under arrest,” he
pointed out.

Tired, cold, rationd. His head ached; this capsule must be at alower pressure than the ship. His hands
were shaking and cold in reaction to the events of the past five minutes. Ten minutes. However long it

had been. “Y ou saved my life, Rachd. If you’ d stop kicking yourself over it for aminute, I d like to thank
you.”

“If there’ sanyone out there and we leave them—"

“The EVA crew will get them. Trust me on this, | figure they tried to blow their way into your cabin.
Didn’t check that it wasn't open to space first, and got blown abit farther than they expected. That's
what warships have away teams and jolly boats for. What we should be worrying about now is hoping
nobody notices us beforethe fina event.”

“Um.” Rachd shook her head: her expression relaxed dightly, tenson draining. A certain darkness
seemed to lift. “We' re ill going to be entirely too close for my liking. We ve got another cold-gastank,
that'll give us an extraten meters per second; if | useit now that meanswe' Il have drifted about 250
kilometers from the ship before perigee, but before then, they should begin maneuvering and widen the
gap considerably. We ve got enough water and air for aweek. | was figuring on acouple of full-on burns
to take us downside while they’ re busy paying attention to the enemy defenses, whatever they turn out to
be. If thereare any.”

“I’'m betting on eaters, shapers.” Martin nodded briefly, then held his head still asthe world seemed to
spin around him. Not spacesickness, surely? The thought of being cooped up in this cubbyholefor a
week with abad case of the squirts was too revolting to contemplate. “Maybe antibodies. Nothing the
New Republic understands, anyway. Probably easy enough for usto avoid, but if you go in shooting—"

“Yegh” Rachel yawned.

“Y ou look exhausted.” Concern filled him. “How the hell did you do that? | mean, back on the ship? It
must take it out on you later—"

“It does.” She bent forward and fumbled with a blue fishnet, down around what would have been the
floor of the cabin. Surprisingly homely containers of juice floated out, tumbling in freefall. She grabbed
one and began to suck on the nozzle greedily. “Help yoursdlf.”

“Not that I’ m ungrateful or anything,” Martin added, batting awandering mango and durian fruit cordia
out of hisface, “but—why?’ She stared at him for along moment. “Oh,” he said.

Shelet the empty carton float free and turned to face him. “1’ d prefer to give you some kind of bullshit
about trust and duty and so on. But.” She shrugged uncomfortably in her seat harness. “ Doesn't matter.”



She held out ahand. Martin took it and squeezed, wordlesdly.

“You didn’t blow your misson,” he pointed out. “ Y ou never had amission out here. Not redigticaly,
anyway, not what your boss, what was his name?’

“George. George Cho.”
“—George thought. Insufficient data, right? What would he have done if he' d known about the Festival ?”’

“Possibly nothing different.” She smiled bleskly at the empty juice carton, then plucked another from the
air. “You'redead wrong; | still have ajob to do, if and when we arrive. The chances of which have just
gone down by, oh, about fifty percent because of this escapade.”

“Huh. Let meknow if there’ sanything | can do to help, dright?” Martin stretched, then flinched with a
remembered pain. “Y ou wouldn’t have seen my PA would you? After—"

“It' sbagged under your chair, along with atoothbrush and a change of underwear. | hit your cabin after
they pulledyouin.”

“You'readar,” he exclaimed happily. He bent double and began fishing around in the cramped space
under the control console. “Oh my—" Straightening up, he opened the battered gray book. Words and
pictures swam across the pagesin front of him. He tapped an imaginary keyboard; new images gelled.
“Y ou need any help running this boat?’

“If youwant.” She drained the second container, thrust both the emptiesinto the bag. “Yes, if you want.
Y ou' ve flown before?’

“Spent twelve years at L5. Basic navigation, no problem. If it’ sgot a standard life-support module, | can
program the galley, too. Traditiona Y orkshire habit, that, learning how to cook black pudding in freefall.
Thetrick isto spin the ship around the gdlley, so that the sausage stays till while the grill rotates—"

She chuckled; acarton of cranberry juice bounced off his head. “ Enough aready!”

“Alright.” Heleaned back, the PA floating before him. I1ts open pages showed ared-time instrument feed
from thelifeboat’ sbrain. (A clock in one corner spiraled down the seconds to Rachdl’ sfirst programmed
decderation burn, two thousand seconds before perigee.) Frowning, he scribbled glyphs with astylus.
“We should makeit. Assuming they don't shoot at us.”

“WEe' ve got a Red Cross transponder. They’ d have to manually override their IFF.”

“Which they won't do unlessthey’re really pissed off. Good.” Martin tapped afinal period on the page.
“I"d be happier if | knew what we wereflying into, though. | mean, if the Festival haa't Ieft anything in
orbit—" They both froze.

Something scraped across the top of the escape capsule, producing a sound like hollow metal bones
rattling againgt acage.

The rabbit snarled and hefted his submachine gun angrily. Ears back and teeth visible, he hissed at the
cyborg.

Sister Seventh sat up and stared at the confrontation. Everyone else except Burya Rubenstein ducked;
Burya stepped forward into the middle of the clearing. “ Stop this! At once!”



For along moment the rabbit stood, frozen. Then he relaxed his stiff-backed pose and lowered hisgun
muzzle. “He darted it.”

“1 don't care what he started: we have ajob to do, and it does not require shooting each other.” He
turned to the cyborg whom the rabbit had confronted. “Wheat did you say?’

The revolutionary looked bashful; her fully extended claws retracted dowly. “1s not good extropian. This
creature—" her gesture at the rabbit brought another show of teeth—"believe cult of persondity! Is
counterrevol utionary dissident. Head-launch now! Headlaunch now!”

Buryasquinted. Many of the former revol utionaries had gone overboard on the personal augmentations
offered by the Festiva, without redlizing that it was necessary to modify their central nervous systemsin
order to run them. Thisled to a certain degree of confusion. “But, comrade, you have a persondity, too.
A sense of identity isanecessary precondition to consciousness, and that, as the great leaders and
teachers point out, is the keystone upon which the potentia for transcendenceis built.”

The cyborg looked puzzled. Mirror-finished nictitating membranes flashed across her eyebdls, reflecting
inner thoughts. “But within society of mind thereis no persondity. Persondlity arisesfrom society;
therefore, individual can have no—"

“I think you misunderstand the greet philosophers,” Rubenstein said dowly. “Thisisnot acriticiam,
comrade, for the philosophers are, of their essence, very brilliant and hard to follow; but by ‘society of
mind’, they werereferring to the arrival of consciousnesswithin theindividua, arising from lesser
pre-conscious agents, not to society outside the person. Thus, it follows that being attached to one’sown
consciousnessis not to follow acult of personality. Now, following another’ s—" He broke off and
looked sharply at the rabbit. “1 don’t think we will pursue this question any further,” he said primly. “Time
tomoveon.”

The cyborg nodded jerkily. Her fellows stood (or in one case, uncoiled) and shouldered their packs;
Buryawalked over to Sister Seventh’ s hut and climbed inside. Presently the party moved off.

“Not understand revolutionary sense,” commented the Critic, munching on a sweet potato as the hut
bounced along the dirt track behind the detachment from the Plotsk soviet. “ Sense of identity
deprecated? Lagomorph Criticized for affinity to self? Nonsense! How gppreciate art without sense of
A7

Buryashrugged. “They'retoo literd-minded,” he said quietly. “ All doing, no innovative thinking. They
don't understand metaphorswell; half of them think you' re Baba Y aga returned, you know? We' ve been
a, ah, stable culture too long. Patterns of belief, attitudes, get ingrained. When change comes, they are
incapable of responding. Try to fit everything into their preconceived dogmas.” He leaned against the
swaying wall of the hut. “1 got so tired of trying to wakethemup ...”

Siger Seventh snorted. “What you cal that?” she asked, pointing through the door of the hut. Ahead of
them marched a column of wildly varied cyborgs, partidly augmented revol utionaries frozen hafway
beyond the limitations of their former lives. At its head marched the rabhbit, leading them into the forest of
the partialy transcended wilderness.

Burya peered at therabbit. “1’d call it anything it wants. It sgot agun, hasn't it?’

By noon, the forest had changed beyond recognition. Some strange biologica experiment had warped
the vegetation. Trees and grass had exchanged | eaves, so that now they walked on afield of spiny pine
needles, while flat blades waved overhead; the leaves were piebad, black and green, with the glossy
black spreading. Most disturbingly of al, the shrubbery seemed to be blurring at the edges, species



exchanging phenotypic traitswith unnatura promiscuous abandon. “What' s responsible for this?” Burya
asked Sigter Seventh, during one of their hourly pauses.

The Critic shrugged. “Is nothing. Lysenkoist forestry fringe, recombinant artwork. Beware the
Jabberwocky, my son. Arethere only Earth native derivationsin this biome?’

“Y ou asking me?’ Rubenstein snorted. “1’m no gardener.”

“Guesstimation implausible,” Sister Seventh replied archly. “In any event, some fringeworks are
recombinant. Non human-centric manipulations of genome. Elegant structures, modified for non-purpose.
Thisforest is Lamarckian. Nodes exchange phenotype-determinant traits, acquire useful ones.”

“Who determinestheir usefulness?’

“The FHower Show. Part of the Fringe.”

“What asurprise,” Buryamuttered.

At the next stop, he approached the rabbit. “How far?” he demanded.

The lagomorph sniffed at the breeze. “Fifty kilometers? Maybe more?’ It looked faintly puzzled, asif the
concept of distance was adifficult abstraction.

“You sad sixty kilometersthismorning,” Burya pointed out, “We ve come twenty. Areyou sure? The
militiadoesn't trust you, and if you keep changing your mind, | may not be able to stop them doing
something stupid.”

“I'mjust arabbit.” Earstwitched backward, swiveling to either sdeto listen for threats. “Know where
madter is, was, atacked by Mimes. Haven't heard much from him since, you bet. Always know where
heis, don't know how—»but can't tel you how far. Like fucking compassin my head, mate, you
understand?’

“How long have you been arabhit?’ asked Rubengtein, an awful suspicion coming to mind.

The rabbit looked puzzled. “I don’t rightly know. | think | once—" He stopped talking. Iron shutters
came down, blocking the light behind his eyes. “No more words. Find master. Rescue!”

“Who isyour master?’ Burya demanded.
“Felix,” sad therabhit.
“Fdlix ... Politovsky?’

“Don’t know. Maybe.” Rabbit twitched his earsright back and bared histeeth. “Don’'t want to talk! We
there tomorrow. Rescue magter. Kill the Mimes.”

Vassly looked down at the stars whedling benesth hisfeet. I’ m going to die, he thought, svallowing
acrid bile.

When he closed his eyes, the nausea went away alittle. His head gtill hurt where he' d thumped it against
thewadll of the cabin on hisway through; everything had blurred for awhile, and he' d caught himself
floating away on acloud of pain. Now he had time to reflect, the pain seemed like an ironic joke; corpses
didn't hurt, did they? It told him he was till dive. When it stopped hurting—



He relived the disaster again and again. Sauer checking everybody was suited up. “1t’sjust apinhole,”
someone said, and it had seemed so plausible—the woman had let some air out of her cabin to trip the
decompression interlocks—and then the bright flash of the cutting cord proved him wrong. The howling
mael strom had reached out and yanked the lieutenant and the CPO right out of the ship, into adark
tunnd full of stars. Vassily had tried to catch adoor handle, but the clumsy mitten hands of hisemergency
suit wouldn't grip. They'd left him tumbling over and over like aspider caught in the whirlpool when a
bath plug is pulled.

Starswhirled, cold lights like daggersin the night outsde hiseyelids. Thisisit. I'mreally going to die.
Not going home again. Not going to arrest the spy. Not going to meet my father and tell him what |
redly think of him. What will the Citizen think of me?

Vassly opened hiseyes. The whirling continued; he must be spinning five or Six timesaminute. The
emergency suit had no thrusters, and itsradio had a pathetic range, just afew hundred meters—more
than enough for shipboard use, perhaps enough to make abeacon if anyone came looking for him. But
nobody had. He was precessing like a gyroscope; every couple of minutes, the ship swam briefly into
view, adark splinter outlined againgt the diamond dust of the heavens. There' d been no sign of asearch
party heading hisway; just that golden fog of waste water spreading out around the ship, which had been
over akilometer awvay before hefirst saw it.

It looked like atoy; an infinitely desirable toy, one he could pin al his hopes of lifeand love and
comradeship and warmth and happiness on—one that hung forever out of reach, dangling in acold
wasteland he couldn’t cross.

He glanced at the crude display mounted on hisleft wrist, watching the air did tick down the hoursleft in
his oxygen bottle. There was a dosmeter there, too, and this wasteland was hot, charged particles
streaming through it a arate that might suffice to prevent his mummified corpse decaying.

Vassly shuddered. Bitter frustration seized him: Why couldn’t | do something right? he wondered.
He d thought he was doing the right thing, enlisting in the Curator’ s Office, but when hel d pridefully
shown his mother the commission, her face had closed like ashop front, and she' d looked away from
him in that odd manner she used when he' d done something wrong but she didn’t want to chastise him
for it. He d thought he was doing the right thing, searching the engineer’ sluggage, then the

diplomat’ s—but look where it had taken him. The ship beneath his shoes was a splinter againgt the dark,
severd kilometers away and getting farther out of reach dl the time. Even his presence aboard the
ship—if he was honest, he’ d have done better to stay a home, wait for the ship (and the engineer) to
return to New Prague, there to resume his pursuit. Only the news from Rochard’ s World, the place of
exile, had filled him with a curious excitement. And if he hadn’t wanted to go along, he wouldn't be here
now, spinning in acondemned man’s cdll of memories.

Hetried to think of happier times, but it was difficult. School? He d been bullied mercilesdy, mocked
because of who and what his father was—and was not. Any boy who bore his mother’ s name was an
object of mockery, but to have acrimind for afather aswell, anotorious criminal, made him too easy a
target. Eventudly he' d pounded one bully’ s face into pulp, and been caned for it, and they’ d learned to
avoid him, but it hadn’t stopped the whispering and sniggering in quiet corners. He'd learned to listen for
that, to liein wait after classes and besat the grins off their faces, but it hadn’t gained him friends.

Basictraining? That wasajoke. A continuation of school, only with sterner taskmasters. Then police
training, and the cadet’ s college. Apprenticeship to the Citizen, whom he strived to impress because he
admired the stern inspector vastly; aman of blood and iron, unquestionably loya to the Republic and
everything it stood for, aspiritud father whom he' d now managed to disappoint twice.



Vassly yawned. His bladder ached, but he didn’t dare piss—not in this suit of interconnected bubbles.
The thought of drowning was somehow more terrifying than the idea of running out of air. Besides, when
the air went—wasn't this how they executed mutinous spacers, instead of hanging?

A curious horror overtook him, then. His skin crawled; the back of his neck turned damp and cold. |
can't go yet, hethought. It’s not fair! He shuddered. The void seemed to speak to him. Fairness has
nothing to do with it. Thiswill happen, and your wishes are meaningless. Hiseyes sung; he
squeezed them tightly shut against the whirling daggers of night and tried to regain control of his breething.

And when he opened them again, asif in answer to his prayers, he saw that he was not alone in the deep.

Jokers
High in orbit above Rochard’ s World, the Bouncers were tirring.

Two kilometerslong, deek and gray, each of them dwarfed the incoming nava task force. They’d been
among thefirg artifacts the newly arrived Festival manufactured. Mot of the Bouncers drifted in parking
orbits deep in the Oort cloud, awaiting enemies closing dong timelike attack paths deep in the future of
the Festival’ sworld line; but asmall detachment had accompanied the Festival itsdlf, asit plunged deep
into theinner system and arrived above the destination world.

Bouncers didn’'t dream. Bouncers were bardly sentient specid units, tasked with the defense of the
Festival againgt certain crude physical threats. For denid of service, decoherence attacks, and genera
spoofing, the more sophisticated antibodies could be relied on; for true causality-violation attacks, the
Festival’ s redlity-maintenance crew would be avakened. But sometimes, the best defenseisabig stick
and anasty smile— and that was what the Bouncers werefor.

Thearrival of the New Republican task force had been noted four days earlier. The steady acceleration
profiles of the incoming warships stuck out like a sore thumb; while HisMgesty’ s Navy thought in terms
of lidar and radar and active sensors, the Festival used more subtle instruments. Localized minimain the
outer system’ s entropy had been noted, spoor of naked singularities, echoes of the tunndling effect that let
the conventiona starshipsjump from system to system. Thefailure of theincoming fleet to Sgndl told its
own story; bouncers knew what to do without being told.

The orbiting Bouncer division began to accelerate. There were no fragile life-forms aboard these
craft—just solid dabs of impure diamond and ceramic superconductors, tanks of metalic hydrogen held
under pressures that would make the core of agas giant planet seem like vacuum, and high-energy muon
generatorsto catayze the exotic fuson reactions that drove the ships. Also, of course, the fracta bushes
that werethe Bouncers cargo: millions of them clinging like strange vinesto the long spines of the ships.

Fusion torches providing thrust in accordance with Newtonian laws might seem quaint to the New
Republican Admirdty, who had insisted on nothing but the most modern drive singularities and
curved-space enginesfor their fleet; but unlike the Admirdty, the Festival’ s Bouncers had some actua
combat experience. Reaction motors had important advantages for space-to-space combat, advantages
that gave an unfair edge to a canny defender; a sensible thrust-to-massratio for one thing, and alow
degree of observahility for another. Ten-billion-tonne virtual masses made singularity-drive ships
incredibly ponderous: athough able to accelerate at arespectable clip, they couldn’t change direction
rapidly, and to the Festival, they were detectable dmost out to interste lar ranges. In contrast, agimbaed
reaction motor could change thrust vector fast enough to invite structura breakup if the ship wasn't built
to withstand the stresses. And while afusion torch seen from astern was enough to burn out sensorsat a
million kilometers, the exhaust stream was very directiond, with little more than avague hot spot visble
fromin front of aship.



With the much larger infrared emitter of the planet behind them, the Bouncers accel erated toward the
New Republican first squadron at a bone-crushing hundred gees. Able to triangulate on the enemy by
monitoring their drive emissions, the Bouncers pesked at 800 k.p.s., then shut down their torches and
drifted slently, waiting for the moment of closest gpproach.

The operations room of the Lord Vanek was tense and quiet.

“Gunnery Two, ready a batch of sx SEM-20s. Did them al to one-zero-zero kilotonnes, timethefirst
two for maximum EMP, next three for spallation debris along main axis. Gunnery One, | want two D-4
torpedoes armed for passive launch with a one-minute motor-on delay inlined into them.”

Captain Mirsky sat back in hischair. “Prediction?’” he muttered in the direction of Commander Vulpis.

“Holding ready, gr. A bit disturbing that we haven’t seen anything yet, but | can give you full maneuvering
power within forty seconds of getting adrivesignd.”

“Good. Radar. Anything new?’
“Humbly report nothing’ s new on passive, sir.”

“Deepjoy.” They weretwo hours out from perigee. Mirsky had to fight to control hisimpatience.
Tapping hisfingers on thearm of hischair, he sat and waited for asign, anything to indicate that there
was life dsewherein thisempty cosmaes. Thefata ping of alidar illuminator glancing off the Lord
Vanek' s stedlthed hull, or the ripple of gravitomagnetic waves, anything to show that the enemy was out
there, somewhere between the battle ship squadron and its destination.

“Any thoughts, Commander Vulpis?’

Vulpis seyesflickered around the fully manned stationsin front of him. “I’d be alot happier if they were
making the effort to paint us. Either we' ve taken ’em completely by surprise, or ...”

“Thank you for that thought,” Mirsky commented under his breath. “Marek!”
“gSrl”

“You' vegot arifle. 1t'sloaded. Don't shoot till you see the whites of their eyes.”
“Sr?’ Vulpisstared at his Captain.

“I will bein my cabinif anything happens” Mirsky said lightly. “Y ou have the hem, pending Commander
Murametz's or my own return. Cdl me at onceif there’ sany news.”

Down in his stateroom, directly under the ops room, Mirsky collgpsed into his chair. He sighed deeply,
then poked at the did of his phone. “ Switchboard. My compliments to the Commodore and if hehasa
spare moment? Jolly good.” A minute later, the phonescreen dinged. “ Sir!”

“Captain.” Commodore Bauer wore the expression of avery busy, very tired manager.

“I have areport for you on the, ah, annoyance. If you have timefor it now.”

Bauer made asteeple of hisfingers. “If you can keep it short,” he said gloomily.

“Not difficult.” Mirsky’'seyesglittered in the gadight. “It was dl the fault of my idiot of anintelligence



officer. If he hadn’t managed to kill himsdlf, I'd have himinirons.” Hetook adeep bresth. “But he didn’t
act done. Asitis, gr, in confidence, | would recommend areprimand for my FO, Fleet Commander
Murametz, if not formal proceedings—except that we are so close to the enemy that—"

“Details, Captain. What did he do?’

“Lieutenant Sauer exceeded his authority by attempting to draw out the Terran spy—the woman, |
mean—~by means of afaked trid. He somehow convinced Commander Murametz to cover him, damned
error of judgment if you ask me: he had no job making amessin diplomat territory. Anyway, he pushed
too hard, and the woman panicked. Ordinarily thiswould be no problem, but she somehow—" He
coughed into hisfid.

Bauer nodded. “1 think | can guesstherest. Whereis she now?’

Mirsky shrugged. “ Outside the ship, with the dockyard contractor. Missing, probably suited up, don't
know where they are, don’t know what in hdll they thought they were doing—the Procurator’ smissing
too, sir, and there' s an embarrassing holein our sSide where there used to be acabin.”

Sowly, the Commodore began to smile. “1 don't think you need waste any time searching for them,
Captain. If we found them, we' d only have to throw them overboard again, what? | supposethe
Procurator had a hand in this kangaroo court, didn’'t he?*

“Ah, | suppose so, Sir.”

“Well, thisway we don’t have to worry about the civilians. And if they get alittle sunburned during the
engagement, no matter. I'm sureyou' || take care of everything that needs doing.”

“Yes, sr!” Mirsky nodded.

“So,” Bauer said crigply, “that’ stied down. Now, in your analyss, we should be entering the enemy’s
proximity defense sohere when?’

Mirsky paused for thought. “ About two hours, Sir. That’ s assuming that our emcon was sufficient and the
lack of active probesisagenuine indication that they don’t know we're out here.”

“I’'m glad you added that qudifier. What' s your schedule for working up to stations?’

“WEe reready right now, sir. That is, there are some inessential posts that won't lock down for another
hour or so, but the ops crew and black gang are dready on combat watch, and gunnery is standing by
the weapons. The messis due to send around some hot food; but in principle, we reready for action a a
moment’ snotice.”

“Very good.” Bauer paused and glanced down at his desk. Rubbed the side of his nose with onelong,
bony finger. Then he glanced up. “I don't like thissilence, Captain. It stinks of atrap.”

Martin and Rachd glanced up in reflexive terror, seeking the source of the noise.

Aboard a spacecraft, any noise from outside spells trouble— big trouble. Their lifeboat was drifting
toward Rochard’ sWorld at well over solar escape velocity; a BB pellet sationary in their path would rip
through them with the force of an antishipping missile. And whilewarshipslike the Lord Vanek could
carry centimeters of foamed diamond armor and shock bumpers to absorb spdlation fragments, the
lifeboat’ s skin was thin enough to puncture with a penknife.



“Masks,” snapped Rachel. A mess of interconnected transparent bags with complex sedls and some sort
of gastank insde coiled from the console opposite Martin and bounced into his lap; for her part, she
reached behind her seat and pulled out a hemet. Yanking it on over her head, shelet itsrim melt into her
leotard, dripping sedlant down her neck. Crude icons blinked inside the visor. She breathed out, relieved,
hearing the fan whine behind her right ear. Beside her, Martin was il stuffing himsdlf into the transparent
cocoon. She looked up. “Pilot. Topside sensor view, optical, center screen.”

“Oh shit,” Martin said indistinctly.

The screen showed an indistinct blur that moved against abackdrop of pinprick stars. Asthey watched,
the blur receded, dizzyingly fast, and sharpened into a recognizable shape. Moving.

Sheturned and stared at Martin. “Whoever heis, we can't leave him out there” he said.

“Not with arescue beacon,” she agreed grimly. “Pilot. Oxygen supply. Reca culate on basis of fifty
percent increase in consumption. How doesit affect our existing surviva margin?’

Anamber GANT chart flickered across the screen. “Bags of room,” Martin commented. “What about
landfall? Hmm.” He prodded at his PA. “I think we can makeit,” he added. “Massratio isn't so much
worse.”

“Think or know?’" shereplied pointedly. “If we get hafway down and run out of go-juice, it could put a
real damper on thisday-trip.”

“I'maware of that. Let me see ... yeah. W€ |l be okay, Rachd. Whoever designed this boat must have
thought you' d be carrying one hell of adiplomatic bag with you. More like awardrobe.”

“Don’'t say that.” Shelicked her lips. “ Question two. We take him on board. How are we going to stop
himif he decidesto get in theway?’

“I think you get to use your femininewileson him,” Martin deadpanned.

“| should have known you' d come up with something like that.” Wearily, she groped for the stun gun.
“Thiswon’'t work in vacuum, you know? And it’s not a good ideato use the sucker in a confined space
ether.”

“Tdking of confined spaces.” Martin pointed to the rather basic mass detector display. “Twelve
kilometers and drifting. We don’t want to be this close when they spin up for combat.”

“No, wedon't,” Rachel agreed. “Okay. I’'m asready as|’ll ever be. Y ou got confirmation on suit
integrity? Once we vent, you won't be able to move much.” Martin nodded, held up a balloon-bloated
glove. Rachel cranked open her oxygen regulator and yawned, deliberately, hunting the roof of the cabin
for an attachment point for her survivd tether. “Okay. Pilot, EVA cycle. Prepare to depressurize cabin.”

An darm pinged in the operations room.

“Contact.” Lieutenant Kokesovaleaned over his subordinate’ s shoulder and stared at the gaugeson his
console. Lights blinked violet and green. “I say again, contact.”

“Accepted.” Lieutenant Marek swallowed. “ Comms, please signa captain to the ops room and condition
red.”



“Ayeaye, Sr.” A red light began to strobe by the doorway. “ Any specifics?’ asked Marek.

‘Tracking. | have adefinite fusion source, came up about two-zero seconds ago. | thought at first it wasa
sensor mafunction but it’s showing blue-shifted Bamer lines, and it’ s bright as hell—black body
temperature would bein the five-zero-zero M-degree range. Traveling at well above loca stellar escape
veocity.”

“Very good.” Marek tried to lean back in the command chair but failed, unable to force himsdlf to relax
that much. ‘ Timeto get asolution on it?*

“Any minute.” Lieutenant Kokesova, tech specidist, demongtrating his proficiency once again. “I'll seeif
| can pickle some neutrinos for you.”

The door opened, and the guard beside it came to attention. Lieutenant Marek spun around and saluted
diffly. “Sr”

“What' sthe Stuation?’

“Humbly report we have aprovisond fix on oneincoming, sr,” said Marek. “We re dill waiting for a
solution, but we have a blue-shifted fusion torch. Looks like we re looking straight up their endplate
mirror.”

Mirsky nodded. “Very good, Lieutenant. Isthere anything el se?’

“Anything ds2?” Marek was flustered. “Not unless something’s come up—"

“Contact!” 1t was the same sensor op. He looked up apologeticaly. “Begging your pardon, sir.”
“Describe.” It wasthe Captain’sturn.

“Second fusion source, about two M-kilometers above and south of thefirgt. It’stracking on aparale
course. | have apreliminary solution, looks like they’ re vectoring to pass us at about one-zero-zero
K-klicks, decelerating from eight-zero-zero k.p.s. Timeto intercept, two K-seconds.”

“Any other activity?’ asked Mirsky.
“Adtivity, Sr?’

“You know. Anomaous laterd acceleration. Jamming, commstraffic, luminous pink tentacles, whatever.
Anything dse?’

“No, gr.”
“Wadll, then.” Mirsky stroked his beard thoughtfully. “ Something doesn't add up.”
The door to the bridge opened again; Lieutenant Helsingus camein. “Permission to takefire control, Sir?’

“Doit.” Mirsky waved hishand. “But fird, riddle me this: Why by the Emperor’ s beard can we seetwo
drivetorches, but nothing else?

“Ah—" Marek shut up.
“Because,” Commander Vulpissaid over Mirsky’ s shoulder, “it' s an entrapment, Captain.”

“I don’t know how you could possibly imagine such athing; they’ re obvioudy inviting usto adinner



dance.” Mirsky grinned nastily. “Hmm. Y ou think they ditched abunch of mines before they fired up the
torches?’

“Quite possibly.” Vulpis nodded. “In which case, we re going to get hit in about”— he punched at his
board—"two-five-zero seconds, sir. Wewon't be in range of anything you can cram on aminefor very
long, but at this speed, even acloud of sand would make amess of us.”

Mirsky leaned forward. “ Guns. Point defense to automatic! Comms, please request an ack from the
commodore s staff, and from Kamchatka and Regina. Make sure they’ re watching for mines.” He
smiled grimly. “Timeto see what they’ re made of, | think. Comms, my compliments to the Commodore,
and please say that | am requesting permission to terminate emission control for defensve reasons.”

“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Emission controls were desperately important to awarship. Active sensors like radar and lidar required
an echo from aforeign body to confirm its presence; but a sufficiently distant (or stealthed) body
wouldn'’t return an echo loud enough to pick up. Sending out theinitid pulse gave away aship’spostion
with great accuracy to any enemy who happened to be stooging around outside the return range but
within passive detection range. By approaching Rochard’ s World under emission control, the battle
squadron had attempted to conceal themsalves. Thefirgt ship to start actively radiating would makeits
presence glaringly obvious—painting atarget on itself in the process of lighting up the enemy.

((S'rl?l
“Yes, Lieutenant Marek?”’

“What if there are more than two ships out there? | mean, we carry probes and a shuttle. What if we're
up against some kind of larger force, and the two we can see arejust adecoy?’

Captain Mirsky grinned humorlessly. “That' s not apossibility, Lieutenant, it' sanear certainty.”

“Mineintercept waypoint one, four minutes.” Vulpisread off timings from the glowing nixie tubes before
him. He glanced up at the command chair; Captain Mirsky, seated there, nodded.

“Weapons, arm torpedoes, stand by on missiles. Remotes, status on red, blue, orange.” Mirsky was
cam and collected, and his presence was a settling influence on the otherwise tense ops room crew.

Thered telephone rang, jangling. Mirsky listened, briefly, then replaced the handset. “Radar. Y ou have
permisson to rediate.”

Radar One: “ Going active now, sir. One-zero-second pulse-doppler train, four octave agile spread, go to
jamming sequence dpha afterward. Decoys, Sr?’

“Y ou may launch decoys.” Mirsky folded hishandsin hislap and gazed Straight ahead at the main
screen. Beneath the cam exterior, he was serioudy worried; he was gambling hislife and his ship—and
all those aboard he—on a hypothesis about the nature of their pursuers. He wasn't confident, but he
was sufficiently well informed to make an educated guess about what was after them. Maybe the UN
woman had the right idea, he thought gloomily. He glanced around the ops room. “Commander
Helsingus. Status, please?’

The bearded gunnery officer nodded. “First four rounds loaded as per order, sir. Two self-propelled
torpedoes with remote ignition patches on my board, followed by six passive-powered missilesrigged for
EMPin aone-zero-degree spread. Laser grid programmed for tight point-defense. Ballistic
point-defense programs loaded and locked.”



“Good. Hdm?’
“Holding steady on designated fleet approach pattern, sir. No evasion authorized by staff.”
“Radar?’

Lieutenant Marek stood up. He looked tense and drawn, new linesforming around his eyes- “Humbly
report, Sir, activeison cold clamp. Passive shows nothing yet, except on infrared trace, but that should
give usafix in"—he glanced down— “about three minutes and counting. Decoy is overboard, running
out to radiation rangepoint one.” The decoy—a small unpow-ered drone trailing behind the warship on a
ten-kilometer-long tether—was preparing to radiate an EM signature identical to that of the ship:
synchronized by interferometer with the active sensors aboard the Lord Vanek, it would help confuse
any enemy sensors asto the exact position of the battlecruiser.

“Good.” Mirsky looked at the clock beside the main forward display, then glanced down at the
workstation before him. Timefor the checklist. “ At waypoint one, be prepared to commence burn
schedule one on my word. That’ s four-zero gees continuous until we build up to Sx-zero k.p.s. then shut
down, full damping, course three-six-zero by zero by zero on current navigation lock. Comms, notify all
elements of squadron one. Guns, at time zero plus five seconds, be prepared to drop torps one and two,
on my word. Comms, signal torpedo passive drop to Squadron One. Please confirm.”

“Aye aye, gr. One and Two’—Helsingus snapped a brass switch over—" are armed for passive drop at
timeplusfive”

“Good.”
‘Timeto possible mine intercept, two minutes, sir.*

“Thank you Nav Two, | can seethe clock from here.” Mirsky gritted histeeth. “Hem, status.”
“Program locked. Main engineis available for burn in five-zero seconds, sir.”

“Radar, update.”

“We should pick 'em up in about two minutes, Sir. No emissons—" Lieutenant Marek stopped. “What's
thet?’

Radar Two: “Contact, Sir! Lidar registers ping one. Waiting for—’
Andarm dhrilled. “Something just pinged us, Sr,” said Marek.

Everybody except the radar techs were staring a Mirsky. He caught Helsingus's eye and nodded.
‘Track beta.”

“Ayeaye, Sr. Guns Two, track beta” An amost imperceptible thump shuddered through the structure of
the battle-cruiser asthe main axia launch coil spat twenty tonnes of intricately machined heavy metd and
fuel out through the nose of the ship. A second bump signaled the release of the second torpedo. Drifting
unpowered, cold but for their avionics packages, they would wait behind when the Lord Vanek began to
accelerate.

“Minusthree-zero seconds,” caled Nav Two.

“Beg to report on the contact, Sir,” said Marek.
“Speak, Nav.”



“We managed to get alook at the pulse train on the contact, and it looks, um, strange. Noisy, if you
follow my meaning; they’ ve done agood job of concealing their recognition signature.”

“One-zero seconds.”

“All posts switch to plan two,” said Captain Mirsky. “Nav, pass that contact info on to Kamchatka and
Ekaterina. Get anything you can off them.” He picked up the phone to notify his squadron captains of

the impending change of plan.

“Aye aye, dr. Plan two burn commencing infive.... two, one, now.” There was no change evident in the
ops room, no shaking or shuddering or sudden leaden-limbed fedling of acceleration, but insde the guts
of the starship, the extremd black hole twisted in sudden torment; the Lord Vanek fell forward &t full
military acceleration, four hundred meters per second squared, more than forty gees.

Ancther darm trilled. Nav: “Full scan running.” Twenty gigawaits of laser light beamed out in dl
directions, amerciless glare bright enough to melt stedl at arange of kilometers. Down in the bowels of
the ship, heat exchanges glowed red-hat, flashing water into saturated high-pressure steam and venting it
agtern; this close to combat, running out the huge, vulnerable heat exchangerswould be suiciddl.

Guns. “Track betalaunch commencing.” Thistime areal bump-and-grind made the ship shudder; thetwo
missiles Helsingus had prel oaded back when they’ d been on the track apha heading. Asthey hurtled
ahead of the ship, atenth of itstota laser output focused up their tails, energizing their reaction mass.

Thiswas the time of maximum danger, and Mirsky did his best to maintain a confident demeanor for the
benefit of hiscrew. Asthe Commodore had put it in the privacy of his saff briefing room: “1f they’re
smart, they’ll send out just enough assets to make usreved oursaves, then use whatever they’ve got in
orbit to dump asnowstorm of minesin our path. They know where we re going; that’ s haf the problem
of pinpointing us. When we gart radiating they’ Il get their solution—and it’ll be aquestion of how much
pounding they can hand out, and how much we can take.”

Attacking afixed point—in this case, thelow-orbit ingtallations around a planet—was traditionaly
reputed to be the hardest task in deegp-space warfare. The defenders could concentrate forces around it
and rapidly bring defensive missile and laser screensto bear on anyone approaching; and if the attackers
wanted to know just what they were attacking, they’ d have to hang out high-energy signpostsfor the
defendersto take aim on.

Seconds later, Mirsky breathed aquiet Sigh of relief. “Point defensereportsal quiet, sir. We'reindgde
their envelope, but they don’t seem to have dropped aminefield.” Drifting mineswouldn’t follow the
deceleration curve of the enemy ships; they’ d come damming in way ahead of the warships that had
dropped them overboard at peak velocity.

“That’sgood,” Mirsky murmured. His eyesfocused on the two red points on the main plotting screen.
They were ill decderating, painfully fast; dmog asif they were aming for azero-rdative-velocity
dugging match. The Lord Vanek' s two missiles crawled toward them—in redlity, boosting at asavage
thousand gees, dready over 1000 k.p.s. Presently, they shut down and coasted, retaining only enough
reaction massfor terminal maneuvering when they got within ten seconds of the enemy. Ahead of the
Lord Vanek, the glinting purple crosses of the unpowered torpedoesfell forward toward the enemy.

A minute later, Gunnery Two spoke up. “I’velost missile one, Sir. | can ping it, but it doesn’t respond.”

“Odd—" Mirsky’s brow furrowed; he glanced at the doomsday clock. The battlecruiser was closing on
the destination at a crawl, just 40 k.p.s. The enemy was heading toward them at better than 200 k.p.s.,
decderating, but their thrust was dropping off—if this continued, closing unpowered at 250 k.p.s,, their



paths would intersect in about 500 seconds, and they’ d be within missile-powered flight range 200
seconds before that. These long, ballistic shots weren't expected to cause red damage, but if they came
close, they would force the enemy to respond. But missile one had been more than 50,000 kilometers
from the target—

“Humbly reporting, I’ velost missiletwo aswell, sr.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” muttered Helsingus. He glanced at the plot: aflurry of Sx moremissiles, all
fired from the Kamchatka, was closing in on their target: ranging shotsal, with little chance of doing any
damage, but—

Point Defense: “ Sir, problem on deck one. Looks like— humbly report adebrisimpact, gir, lost a
scattering of eyebdlson thelidar grid but nothing broke the inner pressure hull.”

“Looks like they’ ve got bad dandruff,” Mirsky commented. “But their point defense isworking.
Torpedoes?’

“Not yet, gr,” said Helsingus. “ They’ ve only got about five-zero-zero k.p.s. of delta-vee. Won't bein
position to light off for, ah, eight-zero more seconds.” Drifting toward the enemy amost 100 k.p.s. faster
than the warship that had launched them, the torpedoes neverthel ess had relatively short legs. Unlikethe
missiles, they had their own power plant, radar, and battle control computers, which made them vauable
assetsin event of an engagement—>but they accelerated more dowly and had alower total acceleration
budget.

Radar Two: “Humbly report | think | spotted something, sir. About one-zero-zero milliseconds after
missile two dropped off, detector three trapped a neutrino pulse; impossible to say for sure whether it
camefrom thetarget or the missile, but it looked fairly energetic. Ah, no sign of any other radiation.”

“Most peculiar,” Mirsky murmured under his breath: an extreme understatement. “What' s our range
profile?’

“Torpedo range in Six-zero seconds. Active gunnery range in one-five-zero seconds; contact rangein
four-zero-zero seconds. Closest pass two-zero K-kilometers, speed on the order of two-six-zero k.p.s.
assuming no maneuvering. Range to target is one-zero-five K-kilometers on my mark, now.”

“Hah.” Mirsky nodded. “ Gentlemen, this may look preposterous, but | have a problem with the way
things are going. Helsingus, your two torpedoes—torch *em off straight at bogey one.”

“But they' Il go ballistic short of—

Mirsky raised awarning hand. “Just do it. Helm, option three-two. Signa dl ships.” Once again, he
picked up the phone to the Commodore' s battle room to confer with hisflag officer.

“Ayeaye, dr.” The display centered on Rochard’ s World shifted, rolling; the orange line representing
Lord Vanek's course, hitherto straight in toward the planet, began to bend, curving away from the
planet. The red lines showing the course of the two incoming enemy ships were dso bending, moving to
intercept the Lord Vanek and her five sster ships, meanwhile the twelve dots of blue, representing the
torpedoes the squadron had dropped overboard almost two minutes earlier, began to grow outward.

Live torpedoes were not something any starship captain wanted to get too closeto. Unlikea
missle—essentialy atubefull of reaction masswith alaser mirror initstail and awarheed at the other
end—atorpedo was a spacecraft with its own power plant, an incredibly dirty fisson rocket, little more
than a dow-burning atom bomb, barely under control asit spewed a horribly radioactive exhaust stream



behind it. It was a so the most efficient storable-fuel rocket motor available, without the complexity of
fusion reactors or curved-space generators. Before the newer technol ogies came dong,
early-twenty-first-century pioneers had used it for the first crewed interplanetary missons.

“Fish are both running, sir. Ours are making nine-six and one-one-two gees respectively; generd
sguadron broadsi de averages ninety-eight. They should burn out and switch to sustainer in one-zero-zero
seconds and intersect bogeys one and two if they stay on current course in about one-five-zero seconds.
Guidance pack degradation should still be under control by then, we should be able to do terminal
targeting control.”

“Good,” Mirsky said shortly. Heading in on the Lord Vanek on areciprocal course, the enemy ships
might well be able to start shooting soon: but the torpedoes would get in the way nicely, messing up the
clear lineof Sght onthe Lord Vanek while threstening them. Which was exactly what Mirsky was hoping
for.

There was something extremely odd about the two ships, he noted. They weren't following any kind of
obvioustactica doctrine, just accderating in astraight line, pulsing with lidar asthey came—homingin
blindly. Therewas no sign of sneaky moves. They’ d lurched out and begun pinging away like drunken
fools playing a barroom computer game, throwing away the advantage of concealment that they’ d held.
Whoever was driving those birdsis either a fool or—

“Radar,” he said softly. “ Saturation cover forward and down. Anything there?’

“I'll look.” Marek gulped, getting the Captain’ s drift immediately. If these two were hounds, flushing their
game out of hiding, something would be drifting in quietly from ahead. Not mines dropped at pesk
velocity, but something else. Maybe something worse, like a brace of powered torpedoes. “Um, humbly
suggest optical scanaswdl, Sr?’

“It can't fix usfor them any better,” Mirsky grunted. “ They know where we are.”

Radar Two: “ Sir, nothing on mass. Nothing within two light-seconds ahead or down. Small amount of
organic debris—we passed through athin cloud of it back at waypoint one, picked up a couple of
scratches on the nose—but no sign of escorts or wegpons.”

“Sr, wearedl clear ahead,” said Lieutenant Marek.

“Wadll, keep looking then.” Mirsky looked down at his hands. They weretightly entwined in hislap, veins
standing out on their backs, old hands, thefine hair at hiswrigtsturning gray. “How did | get thisfar?’ he
asked himsdlf quietly.

Hisworkstation pinged. “Incoming call for you, gr,” it said.

“Damn.” He punched up the image. It was Commodore Bauer.

“I’'mbusy,” he said tersely. “Torpedo run. Can it wait?’

“I don't think so. There is something very flaky going on. Why do you think they aren’t shooting?’

“Because they’ ve dready shot at us, but the bullets haven't arrived yet,” Mirsky said through gritted
teeth.

Bauer stared at his Flag Captain for amoment, wordless agreement written on hisface. Then he nodded.
“Get usthe hdl out of here, Captain. I'll tell the rest of the squadron to follow your lead. Just give me as
much ddlta-vee as you can between us and those—whatever.”



Radar Two: “Timeto torpedo closest approach, eight-zero seconds. Sir, there are no signs that wolf one
or two has seen thefish. But they’ re well within sensor rangeif they’ re using something equivalent to our
G-90s”

“Understood.” Mirsky paused. Something was nagging at the back of his mind; anasty sense of having
forgotten something. That neutrino pulse, that was it. Neutrinos meant strong nuclear force. So why no
flash?“Guns, load up twelve SEM-20sfor tail drop at shortest intercept course. Assuming they comein
from behind.” He glanced back at his screen, but the commodore had hung up on him without waiting.

“Ayeaye. Birdsloaded.” Helsingus seemed dmost happy, twitching levers and adjusting dids. It wasthe
nearest thing to pleasure Mirsky remembered the dour gunnery officer showing since his dog had
disappeared. “Ready at minus one-zero seconds.”

“Hem.” Mirsky paused. “ Prepare to execute plan bugout on my command.”

Andarm warbled at the radar desk. “Beg to report sir,” began the petty officer on duty, face whey-pae:
“I'velogt Prince Vaclav.”

Faces|ooked up in shock al around the room. “What do you mean, lost it?" snapped Vulpis, bypassng
the operationa pecking order. “You didn't just lose a battlecruiser—"

“Sir, she' s stopped responding. Stopped accelerating, too. | can see her on plot, but there’ s something
wrong with her—" The radar operator paused. “Sir, | can’t get an |FF heartbeat out of her. And she's
reflecting way too much energy—something must have ripped the front off her emission control coating.”

“Helm. Execute plan bugout,” Mirsky snapped in the sudden silence that followed the report.
“Ayeaye, Sr, bugout itis” Lieutenant VVulpis began flipping switchesin afrenzy.

A fundamental problem with combat in space was that if things began to go wrong, they could do so with
dizzying speed—and to make matters worse, catastrophe would only become visible to aship that was
S0 deep into the enemy’ s powered-missile envel ope that escape was nearly impossible. Mirsky had
gamed this Situation repeatedly with Bauer and the other fleet captains, plan bugout was the result. It was
alousy plan, the only thing to commend it being the fact that al the aternatives were worse. Something
had just reached out across ninety thousand kilometers and bushwhacked a battlecruiser. Thiswasn't
entirely unexpected; they were hereto fight, after dl. But they hadn’t seen any missiles, only their own
birds and the debris from the blow-out drifting in ahead of them, and the fine drizzle of organic * dandruff’
from the enemy ships—and in active mode, the Lord Vanek' s lidar could pin down amissileat dmost a
light-second, three hundred thousand kilometers. If the enemy had abeam wegpon of some kind that
was capable of trashing acapita ship at that range, nearly two orders of magnitude greater than their own
point-defense energy weapons, they were already too damned close. All they could do wasturn side-on
and go to emergency thrust, generating a vector away from the enemy before they could respond.

Radar Two: “Torpedo intersect in four-zero seconds. Wolves one and two till tracking on course,
acceleration down to one gee.”

“Wél, that’s niceto know. Mr. Helsingus, | would appreciateit if you'd be so good asto prepare a
warm welcome for anything our friendstry to send after us. | don’t know just what they threw at Prince
Vaclav, but | don’t propose to give them timeto show us. And if you gentlemen will excuse mefor a
minute, | have aprivate cal to make.” Mirsky pulled on his headset and pushed down on the antisound
lever. “Comms, get me the Commodore.” His earpiecesclicked. “Sir?’

“Have you Started bugout?’



“Yes, gr. The Prince Vaclav—"

The screech of the decompression aarm cut through his earslike aknife. “ By the numbers, damn you!”
yelled Mirsky. “ Suit up!” He yanked off his headset. Officers and men dashed to the emergency locker at
the rear of the compartment and pulled their gear on, stumbled back to man posts while their backups
followed suit. The opsroom had aready cycled onto its emergency supply, dong with al the main nerve
centers of the ship, but Mirsky wasn't one to take chances. Not that being suited up would count for
much protection in ship-to-ship combat, but decompression was another threst entirely, one dreaded
aboard any starship dmost as much asfire or Hawking radiation. “ Damage control, talk to me,” he
grunted. A passing CPO held out a suit for him; he stood up and pulled it on dowly, making sureto
double-check its status display.

“Humbly report abig pressure drop on A deck, sir. Critical decompression, we' re dill venting air. Ah,
humbly report there appears to be some damage to lidar emitter quadrant three.”

“Y ou make sure everybody’ s buttoned down. Guns, Radar, where do we stand?’

Radar One: “Torpedo intercept in one-five seconds. Bogey holding course, due to passinside our
terminal engagement envel ope for two-zero seconds in one-two-zero then drop behind.”

Helsingus nodded. “ All tubes loaded,” he reported.
“Damage Control: Patch into life support and find out what the hdll isloose.”

“Got it dready, gr. I’ ve got some kind of contamination, sourceinside life support one: weird organic
molecules, low concentration. Also, er, localized outbresks of fire. It smostly around A deck. Thelidar
grid damage islocalized, around where the debris strike happened. Ah, | have one-six crew marked
down on the status board. A deck segment two is open to space, and they were dl insde at the time.”

Gunnery: “Five seconds to torpedo terminal boost phase.”
“Let’sdazzle’em now,” said Helsingus. “ Grid to full power.”
“Ayeaye, sr, full multispectra shriek in progress.”

Helsingus leaned sideways and muttered into his headset; Radar One muttered back. There was some
mutual adjustment of switches asradar relinquished priority control on the huge phased-array laser grid
that coated the warship, then Helsingus and his two assistants began entering ingtructions.

The Lord Vanek boosted at right angles to the two enemy craft, accel erating away from the two silent
pursuers on aripple of warped space-time. The two saltwater-fission torpedoes, bright sparks behind,
accelerated toward the enemy warships like apair of nuclear fireworks. Now the tight-packed mosaic of
panelsthat covered much of the Lord Vanek’ s cylindrical bulk began to glow with the intense speckled
purity of laser light. A thousand different colors gppeared, blending and clashing and forming asingle
brilliant diadem of light; megawaits, then gigawatts of power surged out, the skin of the ship burning likea
directiond magnesium flare. The glow built up, and most of it flowed out in two tightly controlled beams,
intense enough to cut through stedl plate like ablowtorch at arange of athousand kilometers.

Simultaneoudy, the flight of torpedoes throttled up to maximum thrust, weaving erraticaly asthey closed
thefina three thousand kilometersto the onrushing enemy ships. Hurtling in ten timesfaster than an

ICBM of the pre-space age, the rockets jinked and wove to avoid the anticipated point-lasers, relying on
passive sensors and sophigticated antispoofing adgorithmsto cut through the expected jamming and
countermeasures of the enemy ships. They took barely thirty secondsto close the distance, and found the



enemy point defense to be amost nonexistent.

From the ops room of the Lord Vanek, the engagement was undramatic. One of the pursuer points
smply disappeared, replaced by an expanding shell of spallation debris and hot gases energized by an
incandescent point far brighter than any conventiond fisson exploson; with the ship’s hull blown wide
and drive mountings shattered, the antimatter bottle spilled its contentsinto a soup of metallic hydrogen,
triggering amess of exotic subnuclear reactions. But only one of the torpedoes struck home; the other
eleven winked out.

“Humbly report got more neutrino pulses, sir,” called the radar op. “Not from the one we nailed—"

Mirsky stared at the main screen. “Damage control. What about A deck?’ he demanded. “Helm.
Everyone e se running on bugout?’

“A deck isstill empty to space, Sir. | sent acontrol team, but they aren’t reporting back. Pressure’s
dropping in the number four recycler run, no sign of externad venting. Um, I’ m showing amajor power
drain onthe grid, 9r, we relosng megawatts somewhere.”

“Bugout message was sent aminute ago, sr. So far they’ real—" Vulpiscursed. “ Sir! Kamchatka' s
gonel”

“Where, dammit?’ Mirsky leaned forward.

“Another IFF drop-off,” cdled radar. “ From—" The man paused, eyes widening with shock. “
Kamchatka,” he concluded. On the main plot at the front of the bridge, the Imperia ships vectorswere
lengthening, up to 300 k.p.s. now and creeping up steadily. Thetarget planet hung centrd, infinitely far
out of reach.

Mirsky glanced at hisfirgt officer. [lyastared back apprenensively.
“With respect, Sir, they’ re not fighting any way we know—"

Red lights. Honking sirens. Damage Control shouting ordersinto his speaking horn. “ Status!” roared
Mirsky. “What' sgoing on, dammit?’

“Losing pressure on B deck segment one, sir! No readings anywhere on segment three from A down to
D deck. Big power fluctuations, distribution board fourteen compartment D-nine-fiveisonfire. Ah, |
have a compartment open to space and another compartment on firein B-four-five. | can't get through to
damage control on B deck at al and al hell has broken loose on C deck—"

“Sed off everything above F,” ordered Mirsky, hisface white. “Do it now! Guns, prep decoystwo and
threefor launch—"

But he was aready too late to save his ship; because the swarm of bacteria-sized replicators that had
dammed into A deck at 600 k.p.s—cushioned in ahusk of reinforced diamond—and eaten their way
down through five decksinto the ship, werefindly arriving in the engineering spaces. And egting, and
breeding ...

Vassly's voice quavered with anervous, frightened edge that would have been funny under other
circumstances. “I am arresting you for sabotage, treason, unlicensed use of proscribed technologies, and
giving aid and comfort to the enemies of the New Republic! Surrender now, or it will be the worse for
yw! ”



“Shut up and grab the back of that couch unless you want to walk home. Martin, if you wouldn’t mind
giving him aleg down—that’ sright. | need to get this hatch shut—"

Rachd glanced around disgustedly. There was abeautiful view; stars everywhere, aterrestrid planet
hanging huge and gibbous ahead, like amarbled blue-and-white hallucination— and thisidiot child
squawking in her ear. Meanwhile, she was clinging with both hands to the underside of the capsulelid,
and with both feet to the pilot’ s chair, trying to hold everything together. When she’ d poked her head up
through the hatch and seen who was clinging to the low-gain antenna, she'd had half amind to duck back
ingde again and fire up the thrustersto jolt him loose; a stab of blind rage made her grind her teeth
together so loudly a panicky Martin had demanded to know if her suit had sprung alesk. But the red
haze of anger faded quickly, and she’ d reached out and grabbed Vassily’ sarm, and somehow shoved his
inflated emergency suit in through the hatch.

“I’'m coming down,” she said. Clenching her thighs around the back of the chair, she clicked therelease
catch on the hatch and pulled it down asfar as she could, then locked it in position. The cabin below her
was overfull: Vassly obvioudy didn’t have a clue about kegping himsdf out of the way, and Martin was
busy trying to squirm into the leg well of his seat to make room. She yanked on her lifeline, dropped
down until she was standing on the seet of her chair, then grabbed the hatch and pulled it the rest of the
way shut. Shefelt the solid ripple-click of adozen smal catches locking home on al four sides.

“Okay. Autopilot, sedl hatch, then repressurize cabin. Martin, not over there—that’ sthetoilet, you redly
don’t want to open that—yes, that’ sthe locker you want.” Air began hissing into the cabin from vents
around the calling; white mist formed whirlpool fog banksthat drifted acrossthe main window. “That’s
great. You, listen up: you aren’'t aboard a Navy ship here. Shut up, and we' |l give you alift downside;
keep telling me I’m under arrest, and | might get pissed off enough to push you overboard.”

“Urp.”

The Junior Procurator’ s eyes went wide as his suit began to deflate around him. Behind the seats, Martin
grunted as he rifled through the contents of one of the storage lockers. “ Thiswhat you want?’ He punted
arolled-up hammock at Rachel. Sherolled around in her seat and stuck one end of it to the wal behind
her, then let it unroll back toward Martin. He drifted out of the niche, narrowly avoided kicking thelr
castaway in the head, and managed to get the other end fastened. “Y ou. Out of that suit, into this
hammock. As you may have noticed, we don't have alot of room.” She pressed the release stud, and
her helmet let go of her suit and drifted free; catching it, she shoved it down behind her seet, under the
hammock. “Y ou can unsuit now.”

Martin peded hafway out of hisown suit, keeping hislegs and lower body in the collgpsed plastic bag.
Vassly floated out of hisniche, struggling with the flaccid bladder of hishemet: Martin steered himinto
the hammock and managed to get his head out of the bag before he managed to inhdeit. “ Y ou' re—"
Vassly stopped. “Er, thank you.”

“Don’'t even think about hijacking us,” Rachel warned darkly. “ The autopilot’ s daved to my voice, and
neither of us particularly wantsto take our chances with your friends.”

“Er.” Vassly bresthed deeply. “Um. That isto ssy—" Helooked around wildly. “Are we going to die?’
“Not if | have anythingto dowithit,” Rachd said firmly.
“But the enemy shipsl They must be—"

“It'sthe Fedtiva. Have you got any ideawhat they are?’ asked Martin.



“If you know anything about it, you should havetold the Admira’ s staff. Why didn't you tell them?
WW_H

“We did tdl them. They didn’t listen,” Rachdl observed.

Vassly vishly struggled to understand. Ultimately, it was easer to change the subject than think the
unthinkable. “What are you going to do now?’

“Wdl.” Rachd whistled tunelesdy through her front teeth. “ Persondly, I’d like to land thislifeboat
somewhere near, say, Novy Petrograd, book the honeymoon suitein the Crown Hotd, fill the bathtub
with champagne, and liein it while Martin feeds me caviar on black bread. However, what we actudly
do next redly depends on the Festiva, hmm? If Martin isright about it—"

“Bdieveit,” Martin emphasized.

“—the Navy forceisgoing to quietly disappear, never to be seen again. That’ swhat comes of assuming
that everyone plays by the same set of rules. We' re just going to drift on through, then fire up our motor
for adirect landing, meanwhile squawking that we re neutra at the top of our voices. The Festiva isn't
what your leadersthink it is, kid. It sathrest to the New Republic—they got that much right—but they
don't understand what kind of threat it is, or how to dedl with it. Going in shooting will only makeit
respond in kind, and it’ s better at it than your boys.”

“But our Navy isgood!” Vassly inssted. “ They' re the best navy within twenty light-yearst What would
you anarchists do? Y ou don't even have a strong government, much less a fleet!”

Rache chuckled. After amoment, Martin joined in. Gradually their laughter mounted, desfening inthe
confined space.

“Why areyou laughing a me?’ Vassly demanded indignantly.

“Look.” Martin hunched around in his chair until he could lock eyeswith the Procurator. “Y ou’ ve grown
up with thistheory of strong government, the divineright of the ruling class, the thwack of theriding crop
of firm adminigtration on the bare buttocks of the urban proletariat and al that. But hasit occurred to you
that the UN system aso works, and has maybe been around for twice aslong as the New Republic?
There smore than oneway to run acircus, as| think the Festival demondtrates, and rigid hierarchieslike
the oneyou grew up in are lousy at deding with change. The UN system, at |east after the Singularity and
the adoption of the planetary unconstitution—" He snorted.

“Once, the fringe anarchists used to think the UN was some kind of quasi-fascist world government.
Back in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, when strong government was in fashion because the
whole planetary civilization was suffering from future shock, because it was gpproaching a Singularity.
After that passed, though—well, there weren't alot of viable authoritarian governmentsleft, and the more
rigid they were, the lesswell they could dedl with the aftereffects of losing nine-tenths of their populations
overnight. Oh, and the cornucopiage: it can’t be pleasant to run a centra bank and wake up one morning
to discover ninety percent of your taxpayers are gone and the rest think money is obsolete.”

“But the UN isagovernment—"

“Noitisn't,” Martininssted. “It' satalking shop. Started out as atreaty organization, turned into a
bureaucracy, then an escrow agent for various transnationd trade and standards agreements. After the
Singularity, it was taken over by the Internet engineering task force. It’s not the government of Earth; it's
just the only remaining relic of Earth’ s governmentsthat your people can recognize. The bit that doesthe
common-good jobs that everyone needs to subscribe to. World-wide vaccination programs, trade



agreements with extrasolar governments, insurer of |ast resort for mgjor disasters, that sort of thing. The
point is, for the most part, the UN doesn’t actually do anything; it doesn't have aforeign palicy, it' sjust a
head on agtick for your politicians to rant about. Sometimes somebody or another usesthe UN asa
front when they need to do something credible-looking, but trying to get a consensus vote out of the
Security Council islike herding cats.”

“But you're—" Vassly paused. Helooked at Rachel.

“I told your Admird that the Festival wasn't human,” she said tiredly. “He thanked me and carried right
on planning an attack. That’ swhy they’re dl going to die soon. Not enough flexibility, your people. Even
trying to run aminor—and horrendoudy illegd—causdity-violation attack wasn't thet origind a
response.” She sniffed. “Thought they’ d turn up aweek before the Festiva, by way of that half-assed
closed timelike path to avoid mines and degpers. Asif the Eschaton wouldn't notice, and asif the
Fedtival wasjust another bunch of primitiveswith atom bombs.”

A red light winked on the console in front of her. “Oh, look,” said Martin.
“It' sbeginning. Better sirgp yoursdlf in—we re way too close for comfort.”
“I don’'t understand. What' sgoing on?” asked Vassly.

Martin reached up to adjust asmdll lens set in the roof of the cabin, then glanced over his shoulder. “Can
you juggle, kid?’

“No. Why?’

Martin pointed at the screen. “ Spine ships. Or antibodies. Subsentient remotes armed with, um, you
don’t want to know. Eaters and shapers and things. Nasty hungry little nanomachines. Gray goo, in
other words.”

“Oh.” Vassly looked ill. *'Y ou mean, they’ re going to—"

“Come out to meet the fleet and take a sniff, by thelook of it. Unfortunately, | don’t think Commodore
Bauer redizesthat if he doesn't make friendly noises, they'redl going to die; he till thinksit' sa battle,
thekind you fight with misslesand guns. If they do decide to tak—well, the Festival isan infovore.
We're perfectly safe aslong aswe can keep it entertained and don't shoot at it. Luckily, it doesn't
understand humor; findsit fascinating, but doesn’t quite get it. Aslong aswe keep it entertained it won't
egt us, we may even be able to esca ate matters to a controlling intelligence that can let us off the
Bouncers hook and let usland safely.” He reached into the bag of equipment he’ d dredged out of the
locker behind the seats. “ Ready to start broadcagting, Rachel? Here, kid, put thison. It's showtime.”

Thered nosefloating intheair in front of Vassly’ sface seemed to be mocking him.

The Telephone Repairman

Sitting in ahighly eccentric polar orbit that drifted amost sixty thousand kilometers above the provincia
township of Plotsk, the Festiva’ s prime node basked fat and happy at the heart of an informational
deluge. The pickingsin this system were sparse compared to some of the previous ports of cal oniits
itinerary, but Rochard’ s World was still unusua and interesting. The Festival had chanced upon few
primitiveworldsinitstravel, and the contrast with its memories of them was grest.

Now, asthefirst starwisps departed—aimed forward at new, unvisited worlds, and back along itstrack
to the hot-cores of civilization where it had stopped before—the Festival took stock. Events on the



ground had not gone entirely satisfactorily; while it had accrued agood body of folklore, and not alittle
indght into the socid mores of arigidly static society, the information channels on offer wereridiculoudy
sparse, and the lack of demand for its wares dismaying. Indeed, its main source of data had been the
unfortunate minds forcibly uploaded by some of the more dissolute, not to say amord, fringe e ements.
The Critics, with their perennid ingtinct to explain and dissect, were moaning continuoud y—something
about the colony succumbing to a disastrous economic singularity—»but that sort of thing wasn't the
Fedtiva’ s problem. It would soon be time to move on; the first tentative transmissions from Trader clades
had been detected, burbling and chirping in the Oort cloud, and the job of opening up communications
with thiscivilization was nearly done.

Each of the hundreds of starwisps the high-orbit launchers were dispatching carried one end of acausd
channel: ablack box containing a collection of particlesin aquantum-entangled state with antiparticles
held by the Festival. (By teleporting the known quantum state of athird particle into one of the entangled
particles, data could be transmitted between terminadsinfinitely fast, usng up one entangled quantum dot
for each bit.) Once the sarwisps arrived at their destinations, the channels would be hooked into the
communications grid the Festival’ s creators had set out to construct. No longer limited by the choke
point of the Festival’ s back channd to itslast destination, the population of Rochard’ s World would be
exposad to the full information flow of the polity it belonged to.

Out toward Sputnik, the Festival took note of some activity by Bouncers. They seemed to be clearing up
asmall mess. ahandful of dow, inefficient shipsthat had approached without warning and opened fire on
the Bouncerswith primitive energy wegpons. The Bouncers responded with patient lethdity; anything that
menaced them died. Some smal craft dipped by, evidently not involved in the assault; anumber of the
second wave broke and ran, and they, too, were spared. But for the most part, the Festival ignored
them. Anyone so single-mindedly hostile asto attack the Festival was hardly likely to be agood source
of information: asfor the others, it would have a chanceto talk to them when they arrived.

Theair inthelifeboat was foul with astench of sweat and stae farts. Rached sat hunched over her backup
console, staring unblinkingly at the criticality monitors while the rocket howled and rumbled beneath them:
while asingle output jitter might kill them before she could even blink, it made her fed better to go
through the motions. Besides, she was totally exhausted: as soon as they touched down she had every
intention of deeping for three days. It had been fourteen hours since they escaped from the Lord Vanek;
fourteen hours on top of aday and adeepless night before. If she stopped making the effort to stay
awake—

“Riddlethisinterrogative.” The creature on the screen snapped itstusks, red light gleaming off fangslike
blood. “Why not you Bouncers accept?’

“I couldn’t possibly place mysdlf further in their debt,” she said as smoothly as she could manage.
Neutron flux stable at ten kilobecquerels per minute, warned her implants. A hundred chest X rays,
in other words, sustained for four hours during the deceleration cycle. The lifeboat’ s motor shuddered
benesath her like something dive. Vassily’ s hammock swung behind her. He d falen adeep surprisingly
fast once she convinced him they weren't going to throw him overboard, exhausted by the terror of four
hours adrift spent waiting to die. Martin snored softly in the dim red light of the commstermind, smilarly
tired. Nothing like learning you aren’t about to die to make you relax, she thought. Which waswhy
she couldn’'t deep yet—

“No debt for payment in kind,” said the strange creature. “Y ou bear much reduction of entropy.”

“Y our trandation program isbuggy,” she muttered.



“Is s0 interrogative? Suppose, we. Reiterate and paraphrase: question why you do not attack Bouncers
like other ships?’

Rachd tensed. “Because we are not part of their expedition,” she said dowly. “We have different
intentions. We comein peace. Exchange information. We will entertain you. Isthat understood?’

“Ahum. Skreee—" the thing in the screen turned its head right around to look over its shoulder. “Weyou
understand. Will Bouncers of notify peaceful intent. Y ou part are not of not-old adminigtrative inditution
territoridity of planet?’

“No, we' refrom Earth.” Martin stopped snoring: she glanced sideways. One eye was open, watching
her tiredly. “Origind world of humans,” she clarified.

“Know about Dirt. Know about you-mans, too. Information valuable, tell al!”

“Induecourse” Rachd hedged, acutely aware of the thickening air in the capsule. “ Are we safe from the
Bouncers?’

“Am not understanding,” the thing said blandly. “We are will notify Bouncers of your intent. Isthat not
sfety?'

“Not exactly.” Rachd glanced a Martin, who frowned at her and shook his head dightly. “If you notify
the Bouncersthat we are not attacking them, will that stop them from esting us?’

“Ahum!” The cresture blinked at her. “Maybe not.”
“Widll, then. What will stop the Bouncers from attacking us?’
“Skree—why worry? Just talk.”

“I'm not worrying. It' sjust that | am not going to tell you everything you want to know about me until |
am no longer at risk from the Bouncers. Do you understand that?’

“Ha-frumph\ Not entertaining us. Humph. A-okay, Bouncerswill not esat you. We have dietary veto
over theys. Now tell al?’

“Sure. But firs—" She glanced at the autopilot monitor. “We re running low on breathable air. Need to
land this ship. Isthat possible? Can you tell me about conditions on the ground?’

“Sure.” The creature bounced its head up-down in ajerky parody of anod. “Y ou not problem, land.
May find things changed. Best dock herefirst. We Critics.”

“I'm looking for aman,” Rachel added, deciding to push her luck. “Have you ingalled acommunications
net? Can you locate him for us?’

“May exist. Name?’

“Rubengtein. BuryaRubengtein.” A noise behind her; Vassly rolling over, hishammock swinging inthe
shifting inertia reference frame of the lifeboat.

“Excuse.” The creature leaned forward. “Name Rubengtein? Revolutionary?’
“Yes” Martin frowned a her inquiringly: Rachel glanced sdeways. I'll explain later, she thought a him.

“Knows Sigter Burya. Sister Seventh of Stratagems. Y ou business with have the Extropian



Underground?’
“That'sright.” Rachel nodded. “ Can you tel mewhere heis?’

“Do better.” Thething in the screen grinned. “Y ou accept orbital e ementsfor rendezvous now. We teke
you there.”

Behind her, Vassily was Sitting up, hiseyeswide.

The Admira didn't want to board the lifeboat.
“D-d-d-d-” hedrooled, lft eye glaring, right eye dack and lifeless.

“Sir, please don’t make afuss. We need to go aboard now.” Robard looked over his shoulder anxioudly,
asif haf-expecting red-clawed disaster to come stooping and drooling through the airlock behind him.

“N-ever surrr—" Kurtz found the effort too much; his head flopped forward onto his chest.

Robard hefted his chair, and pushed forward, into the cramped confines of the boat. “Is he going to be
dright?’ Lieutenant Kossov asked fussily.

“Who knows? Just show me somewhereto lash his chair and we' |l be off. More chance of getting help
for him down—"

Sirens honked mournfully in the passage outside, and Robard winced as his ears popped. Kossov
reached past another officer wearing the braid of alieutenant commander and yanked the emergency
override handle: the outer door of the lifeboat hissed shut. “What's going on?’ someone called from up
by the cockpit.

“Pressure breach in this section! Doorstight!”
“Aye, doorstight. Isthe Admiral aboard?’
“Yestothat. You going?’

In answer, the deck heaved. Robard grabbed a stanchion and held on one-handed, bracing the

Admira’ swhedl chair with another hand asthe lifeboat lurched. A rippling bang of explosive bolts
severed itsumbilical connection to the stricken warship, then it was faling—faling through addiberately
opened gap in the ship’s curved-space field, which was otherwise strong enough to rip the small craft
gpart. Officers and a handful of selected enlisted men struggled to seize anchor points as whoever wasin
the hot seat played a fugue on the attitude thrusters, rolling the lifeboat out from behind the warship. Then
the drive cut in with agentle buzzing hiss from underfoot, and amodicum of weight returned them to the
correct plane.

Robard bent to work on the whed chair with alength of cable. “ Someone help me with the Admiral,” he
asked.

“What do you need?’ Lieutenant Kossov peered at him, owlish behind his pince-nez.

“Need to tie this chair down. Then—where are we landing? Is there a doctor aboard this boat? My
master really needsto be taken to ahospital, as soon as possible. He svery ill.”

“Indeed.” The Lieutenant glanced at him sympathetically, then his gaze wandered to the somnolent



Admird. “Givemethat.”

Robard passed him the other end of the cable, and together they secured the whedlchair to four of the
eye baltsthat dotted the floor. Around them, the other surviving officers were taking stock of the
Stuation, neatly unfolding emergency deced eration hammocks from overhead lockers and chatting quietly.
The atmosphere aboard the lifeboat was subdued, chastened; they were lucky to be aive, ashamed not
to be aboard the stricken battlecruiser. The fact that most of the survivors were officersfrom the
admird’ sgaff didn't go amiss; the red warriorsremained at their podts, trying vdiantly to halt the plague
that was eating the ship around them. In one corner, ajunior lieutenant was sobbing inconsol ably at the
center of an embarrassed circle of sllence.

The Admird, obliviousto everything around him, mumbled and coughed queruloudy. Kossov leaned
forward attentively. “Isthere anything | can do for you, my Admira?’ he asked.

“| fear he' sbeyond our help,” Robard said sadly. He rested a gentle hand on Kurtz' s shoulder, steadying
the Admird in hischair. “Unless the surgeons can do something—"

“He' strying to talk,” Kossov snapped. “Let melisten.” Heleaned close to the old warrior’ sface. “ Can
you hear me, Sr?’

“A-a—" The Admira gargled in the back of histhroat.

“Don’'t excitehim, | imploreyou! He needsrest!”

Kossov fixed the servant with abaleful eye. “Be slent for aminute.”
“—Aah, ar—we—' oing?’

Robard started. “Humbly report we are on our way down to the planetary surface, sir,” said the
Lieutenant. “We should be arriving in the capita shortly.” Nothing about the rest of thefleet, the
disposition of which was anything but likely to arrivein the colonid capitd.

“’Ood.” The Admiral’ sface relaxed, eydids drooping.
“*Amprey. I've mwha for.” He subsided, evidently exhausted by the effort of speaking.

Robard straightened up: his eyes met those of the Lieutenant. “ He never givesup,” hesaid camly. “Even
when he ought to. It'll be the death of him one of thesedays ...”

Riding a chicken-legged hut through awasteland that had recently gone from bucolic feudalism to
transcendent posthumanism without an intervening stage, Burya Rubengtein drifted through a dream of
crumbling empires.

The revolutionaries were ideologicaly committed to atranscendence that they hadn’t fully
understood—until it arrived whole and pure and incomprehensible, like an iceberg of strange information
breaking the surface of afrozen seaof entropy. They hadn’t been ready for it; nobody had warned them.
They had hazy folk memories of Internets and cornucopiae to guide them, cargo-cult assertions of the
vaue of technology—»but they hadn’t felt the eephant, had no sense of the shape the new phenomena
took, and their desires caused new mutant strainsto congeal out of the phase space of the Festival
mechinery.

Imagine not growing up with telephones—or faxes, video conferencing, on-line trandation, gesture



recognition, light switches. Tradition said that you could send messages around the world in an eyeblink,
and the meansto do so was caled e-mail. Tradition didn’t say that e-mail was a mouth morphing out of
the nearest object and speaking with afriend’ slips, but that was amore natura interpretation than
strange textual commands and a network of post-office routers. The Festival, not being experienced in
dedling with Earth-proximate human cultures, had to guess at the nature of the miracles being requested.
Often, it got them wrong.

Buryaknew al about communications; his grandfather had dandled him on hisknee and passed on
legends his own grandfather had told him, legends about management informeation systemsthat could tell
the management everything they could possbly know about the world and more, legends about the
strange genii of human resources that could bring forth any necessary ability a will. Some of the more
wired dissidents of Novy Petrograd had cobbled together something which they, inturn, cdled a
management information system: cameras squatted with hooded cyclopean eyes atop the garrets and
rooflines of the city, feeding imagesinto the digital nervous system of the revolution.

Before he' d left Plotsk, Burya had spent some time with Timoshevski. Oleg had applied the leechesto
Burya sengorged sense of importance, reminding him that he was only ahigh officia within the Novy
Petrograd soviet, that the soviet, in turn, was only abenign parasite upon the free market, a
load-balancing dgorithm that would be abandoned when the true beauty of the leve playing field could
be established. Oleg had aso applied the worms, which itched furioudy (and occasiondly burned) as
they established contact with Burya s nervous system. He' d had to inquire pointedly asto the origins of
Burya s strange sense of bourgeoisincrementalism in order to goad his erstwhile colleague into accepting
the upgrade, but in the end, Rubenstein had seen no dternative. Given his currently peripatetic
occupation, he’ d be sddined by the Centra Committee if he stayed out of touch much longer. And so it
wasthat his head itched abominably, and he was plagued by strange visions as the worms of the
Committee for State Communi cations forged aworking relationship with hisbrain.

When Burya dept, he dreamed in rasteri zed fa se-color images, scanned from the rooftops of the capital.
Therevolution, eterndly vigilant, multitasked on hislaterd geniculate body, rousting dumbering synapses
to recognize suspicious patterns of behavior. Buryafound it both disturbing and oddly reassuring to see
that the city, for al the changes wrought by the revolution, continued. Here a youth darted from shadow
to shadow, evidently on amidnight assignation with his sweetheart; there agrimmer kind of conspiracy
fomented, dogs fighting over the bones of tempora responsibility as ablock warden stalked aresented
houseowner with murder in his eye. Houses grew and fissioned in dow motion, great sessile beasts
prodded hither and yon by their internd symbionts. It was al unspeskably dien to him: an eerie hdf-life
crawling over the once-familiar city, echoes of theway he' d lived for years, lying like a corpsein an open
casket. Even the searing light of anighttime shuttle landing at the field outside the city couldn’t bring it
back to asemblance of thelife he' d known.

Buryadreamed, too, of hisown family; awife he hadn’t seen in fourteen years, afive-year-old son
whose chubby face blurred with distance. (Interna exile was not a sentence of excluson from family, but
she came from solid middle-class stock, had disowned him upon hearing of his sentence and been
granted alegd separation.) A helpless, weak |ondliness— which he cursed whenever he noticed it in
waking life— dogged his hedls. The revolutionary juntahad barely affected the course of events; it
provided anucleus for the wilder elementsto coagul ate around, alensto focus the burning rays of
resentment on the remains of the ancient regime, but in and of itsdlf, it had achieved little. People suddenly
gifted with infinite wealth and knowledge rapidly learned that they didn’t need a government—and this
was true as much for members of the underground as for the workers and peasants they stroveto
mobilize. Perhaps this was the message that the Critic had been trying to drum into him ever snce his
abduction from the offices of the revolutionary soviet—the revolution he had been gtriving for didn’t need
him.



On the second morning of the search for Felix, Buryaawakened exhausted, limbs aching and sore, feet
haf frozen, in one corner of the walking hut. Sister Seventh was dsawhere, snuffling and crashing in the
undergrowth beside the path. Bright polymer-walled yurts clung to the fringes of the clearing they’d
camped in. A growth of trees around them struggled defiantly beneath huge shelf fungi that threatened to
turn them into many-colored outcroppings. All around them grew gigantic ferns and purple-veined
cycads, interstellar colonists planted by the unseen gardeners of the Festiva fleet. Small mousdike
creatures tended the ferns, bringing them scraps of decaying matter and attaching them to the
sundew-like feeding pa ps that sprouted from their slems.

According to the presingularity maps, they should have passed avillage two kilometers ago, but they'd
seen no sign of it. Instead, they’ d passed beneath a huge drifting geodesic sphere that had turned the
sunset to flame overhead, making one of the cyborg militiashout and firewildly into the air until Sergeant
Lukcasyelled a him and took hisgun away. “It'safarm, pighead,” he d explained with heavy-handed
irony, “like what you grew up on, only rolled into aball and flying around the sky. And if you don’t stop
shooting at it, we |l use your head the sameway.” Some of the guards had muttered and made Sgnsto
avert the evil eye—in one case usng anewly functiond set of mandibles—and the rabbit walked with his
earslaidflat aong hishead for haf akilometer before they made camp, but there were no further
untoward incidents before the end of the road. But now the road had definitely come to an end.

The posse had made good progress along the Emperor’ s metaled highways to reach this point; but ahead
of them, the Lysenkoist forest was attempting to assmilate the road. Small, eyel ess rodents with fine pelts
gnawed mindlesdy at the asphalt surface, extruding black pellets that were swarmed over by not-antsthe
Sze of grasshoppers. Tdl clay structures not unlike termite mounds dotted the open spaces between the
ferns: they hummed quietly with anoise like amillion microscopic gas turbines.

The campfire crackled ominoudy and belched steam as Mr. Rabbit threw scraps of dead, fungus-riddied
wood on it. Buryayawned and stretched in the cold air, then stumbled off to find atree to piss behind.
Bedralls stirred on the ground, militiamen grumbling and demanding coffee, food, and sexud favorsfrom
anonexistent cook. There was agout of flame and the rabhbit jumped backward, narrowly missing a
soldier who howled curses; the road castings were highly inflammable.

After pissing, Burya squatted. It wasin thisundignified pogition that Sster Seventh, in an unusualy
avuncular mood, found him.

“Greetings of morning and good micturationsto you! News of outstandingness and grace bring 1.”

“Harrumph.” Buryaglared &t the giant rodent, his ears meanwhile flushing red with the effort of
evacuation. “Has anybody told you it isn't polite to stare?’

“Atwhat?’ Sister Seventh looked puzzled.
“Nothing,” he muttered. “What' sthis news?’
“Why, of importance nothing.” The Ciritic turned away innocently. “Of pleasng symmetry—"

Burya gritted his teeth, then began fumbling about for leaves. (Thiswas something that had never been
mentioned in the biographies of the famous revol utionaries, he noted vaguely; being attacked by bears
and pursued by bandits or Roya mounted police was dl very exciting and noteworthy, but the books
never said anything about the shortage of toilet paper in the outback, or the way there were never any
soft leaves around when you needed them.) * Just the facts.”

“Vigtord My sbling' s nest overflowswith abounty of informeation.”



“Vidgtors? But—" Buryastopped. “Y our sblings. In orbit?’

“Yed” Sster Seventh rolled forward and over, waving her stubby legsin the air briefly before tumbling
over with aloud thud. “Vigtors from space!”

“Wherefrom?’ Buryaleaned forward eagerly.

“The New Republic.” Sister Seventh grinned amusedly, baring huge, yellowed tusks. ” Sent fleet. Met
Bouncers. There were survivors.”

“Who, dammit!” He gritted histeeth angrily as he yanked histrousers up.

“ Ambassador from Earth-prime. One other-else-who component-wiseis part of her hive. And
ambiguosity. They inquirefor you, yourself. Want to met?’

Buryagaped. “ They're coming here?’

“They land at our destination. Soon.”

The lifeboat was dark, hot, and stank of methane; the waste gas scrubber had devel oped an asthmatic
wheeze. By any estimate, the life-support loop was only good for another day or so of breathable air
before they had to retreat into their suits—but long before then, the passengers would have to face the
perils of reentry.

“Areyou surethisissafe?’ asked Vassly.

Rachd rolled her eyes. “Safe, he asks,” muttered Martin. “Kid, if you wanted safe, you should have
stayed home when the fleet left port.”

“But | don't understand—you’ ve been talking to those dliens. They’rethe enemy! They just killed half
our fleet! But you' re taking orbital eements and course correction advisories from them. Why are you so
trusting? How do you know they won't kill us, too?’

“They're not the enemy,” Rachd said, patiently prodding away at the autopilot console. “ They never
were the enemy— at least, not the kind of enemy the Admira and his merry band expected.”

“But if they’ re not your enemy, you must be on their sde!l” Vassly glanced from one of them to the other,
thoroughly spooked now.

“Nope.” Rachel carried on prodding at the autopilot. “1 wasn't sure before, but | am, now: the Festival
isn't anything like you think it is. Y ou guys came out here expecting an attack by aforeign government,
with shipsand soldiers, didn’t you? But there are more things out in this universe than humans and their
nations and multinationa organizations. Y ou’ ve been fighting ashadow.”

“But it destroyed dl those shipd! It'shodtile! 1t—"

“Cdmdown.” Martin watched him cautioudy. Ungrateful little shit: or is he just terminally confused
? Rachd’ s easy conversation with the Critics had unsettled Martin more than he liked to admit, dmost as
much as her unexpectedly successful rescue attempt. There were whedlswithin wheels here, more than
he’ d expected. “ There are no sdes. The Critics aren’t enemies, they aren't even part of the Festival. We
tried to tell your people to expect something totaly aien, but they wouldn't listen.”

“What do you mean?’



“The Fedtiva isn't human, itisn't remotely human. Y ou people are thinking in terms of people with
people-type motivations; that’ swrong, and it’s been clear that it’ swrong from the start. Y ou can no
more declare war on the Festival than you can declare awar against deep. It' sa sdlf-replicating
information network. Probe enters a system: probe builds a salf-extending communi cations network and
yanksthe inhabited worlds of that sysem intoit. Drainsdl the information it can get out of the target
civilization, then spawns more probes. The probes carry some parasites, uploaded life-formsthat build
bodies and download into them whenever they reach a destination—»but that’ s not what it existsfor.”

Vassly gaped. “But it atacked ug”

“Noitdidn’'t,” Martin replied patiently. “It isn’'t intelligent; analyzing its behavior by adopting an
intentional stanceisamistake. All it did was detect an inhabited planet with no telephone service at a
range of some light-years and obey itsingtructions.”

“But the ingructions—it’ swar!”

“No, it'sabug fix. It turns out that the Festival is just a—atelephone repairman. Like arobot repairman.
Only it does't repair mere telephones—it repairs holesin the galactic information flow.” Martin glanced
sdeways at Rachd. She was wrestling with the autopilot, getting the landing burn sequence keyed in. It
was abad ideato distract her at atime likethis; better keep the young nuisance occupied.

“Civilizationsrise and fal from time to time; the Festival is probably amechanism setin place afew
millenniaago to keep them in touch, built by an interstelar culture back in the migts of time. Wheniit
detected aholein the net it maintains, it decided to fix it, which iswhy it set up to do businessin orbit
around Rochard’ s World, which is about asisolated and cut off asit’' s possbleto be.”

“Butwedidn't ask for it,” Vassly said uncertainly.

“Wadll, of course not. Actudly, | think it’ s strayed outside its origina maintenance zone, so every system it
discoversin this sector warrants arepair job: but that’s not necessarily dl thereisto it. Part of the repair
processisarapid exchange of information with the rest of the network it connectsto, aflow that runsin
two directions. Over time, the Festival has become more than amere repair service; it's become a
cvilizaion initsown right, one that blooms|like adesert flower—briefly flourishing inthe right
environment, then curling up into aseed and deeping asit migrates across the deserted gulf light-years
between oases. Telephone switches and routers are some of the most complicated
information-processing systems ever invented—where do you think the Eschaton originally came from?

“When the Festival arrived at Rochard’ s World, it had a 250-year communications deficit to make good.
That repair—the end of isolation, arrival of goods and ideas restricted by the New Republic—caused a
limited locd singularity, what in our busnesswe cal aconsensusredity excurson; people went alittle
crazy, that’sdl. A sudden overdose of change; immortdity, bio-engineering, weskly superhuman Al
arbeiters, nanotechnology, that sort of thing. It isn’t an attack.”

“But then—you' re telling me they brought unrestricted communications with them?” he asked.

“Yup.” Rachel looked up from her console. “We ve been trying for yearsto tell your leaders, inthe
nicest possible way: information wantsto be free. But they wouldn’t listen. For forty yearswetried. Then
aong comesthe Festival, which treats censorship as a malfunction and routes communications around it.
The Festiva won't take no for an answer because it doesn't have an opinion on anything; it just is.”

“Butinformation isn't free. It can't be. | mean, some things—if anyone could read anything they wanted,
they might read things that would tend to deprave and corrupt them, wouldn’t they? People might give
exactly the same consideration to blasphemous pornography that they pay to the Bible! They could plot



againg the state, or each other, without the police being ableto listen in and stop them!”

Martin sighed. “Y ou're ill hooked on the state thing, aren’t you?’ he said. “ Can you take it from me,
there are other ways of organizing your civilization?’

“Wdl—" Vassly blinked at himin mild confusion. “ Areyou tdling me you let information circulate fredy
where you come from?’

“It' snot amatter of permitting it,” Rachel pointed out. “We had to admit that we couldn’t prevent it.
Trying to prevent it was worse than the disease itsdlf.”

“But, but lunatics could brew up biologica wegponsin their kitchens, destroy cities! Anarchistsswould
acquire the power to overthrow the state, and nobody would be able to tell who they were or where they
bel onged anymore. The most foul nonsense would be spread, and nobody could stop it—" Vassly
paused. “You don't believeme,” hesaid plaintively.

“Oh, we bdieveyou dright,” Martin said grimly. “1t' sjust— ook, changeisn't dways bad. Sometimes
freedom of gpeech provides arelease valve for socid tensions that would lead to revolution. And at other
times, well—what you' re protesting about boils down to adidike for anything that disturbs the status
quo. Y ou see your government as a security blanket, awarm fluffy cover that’ |l protect everybody from
anything bad al thetime. There' salot of that kind of thinking in the New Republic; theideathat people
who aren't kept firmly in their place will automatically behave badly. But where | come from, most
people have enough common sense to avoid things that’ d harm them; and those that don’t, need to be
taught. Censorship just drives problems underground.”

“But, terroristd”

“Yes” Rachd interrupted, “terrorigts. There are dways people who think they’ re doing the right thing by
inflicting misery on their enemies, kid. And you're perfectly right about brewing up biological weapons
and spreading rumors. But—" She shrugged. “We can live with alow background rate of that sort of
thing more easly than we can live with tota survelllance and total censorship of everyone, al thetime.”
Shelooked grim. “If you think alunatic planting anuclear weapon in acity isbad, you' ve never seen
what happens when a planet pushestheidea of ubiquitous survelllance and censorship to thelimit. There
are placeswhere—" She shuddered.

Martin glanced at her. “Y ou' ve got somewhere specific in mind to—"

“| don’'t want to talk about it,” she said tersely. “And you should be ashamed of yoursdf, winding the boy
up likethat. Either of you two noticed the air stinks?’

“Yeah.” Martin yawned widdly. “ Are we about—"

“—] amnot a—" A thundering chorus of popping noises sounded outside the cabin. “—boy!” Vassly
finished with a squesk.

“Bdt up, kid. Main engine coming on in five seconds.”
Martin tensed, unconscioudy tightening his bdt. “What' s our descent curve?’

“Waypoint one coming up: ten-second course adjustment, one-point-two gees. We sit tight for four
minutes or so, then we hit waypoint two, and burn for two hours at two and a quarter gees—this ends
"bout four thousand klicks elevation relative to planetary surface, and we' Il hit atmosphere sixteen
minutes later at about four k.p.s. We |l have some reaction mass left, but | redlly don’t want to power up
the main engine once we rein air we' |l have to breathe afterward; so we' re going to drop the propulsion



module once we re suborbita and it'll kick itself back into agraveyard orbit with the last of itsfud.”
“Er.” Vassly looked puzzled. “Four k.p.s. Isn't that a bit fast?”’

“Noit's—" A high-pitched roar cut into Rachdl’ s explanation, jolting everything in the capsule back
toward the rear bulkhead. Ten seconds passed. “It’ sonly about Mach 12, sraight down. And we' Il have
dropped the engines overboard, first. But don’t worry, we'll dow up pretty fast when we hit the
atmosphere. They used to do this sort of thing al the time during the Apollo program.”

“The Apollo program? Wasn't that back in the days when space travel was experimental 7’ Martin
noticed that where Vassily was gripping the back of his chair, thelad' s knuckles had turned white. How
interesting.

“Y eah, that wasit,” Rachel said casudly. “’ Course, they didn’'t have nuclear power back then—was it
before or after the Cold War?’

“Before, | think. The Cold War was dl about who could build the biggest refrigerator, wasn't it?’
“Cold War?’ piped Vassly.

“Back on Earth, about four, five hundred years ago,” Rachd explained.

“But they were doing this, and they couldn’t even build asteam engine?’

“Oh, they could build steam engines,” Martin said airily. “But they powered them by burning rock ail
under the boilers. Fission reactors were expensive and rare.”

“That doesn’t sound very safe,” Vassly said dubioudy. “Wouldn't dl that oil explode?’

“Yes, but Earth isan early population three planet, and quite old; the isotope baance islousy, not enough
uranium-235."

“Too damn much if you ask me,” Rachel muttered darkly.

“I think you' re trying to confuse me, and | really don’t like that. Y ou think you' re so sophisticated, you
Terrans, but you don’t know everything! Y ou still can't keep terrorists from blowing up your cities, and
for dl your so-called sophitication you can't control your own filthy impulses—meddling fools by
politics, meddling fools by naturel”

Another burp from an attitude control thruster. Rachel reached over and grabbed Martin's shoulder.
“He sgot usnailed.”

“Ayeup, '€ sgot usbangtorights. It'safair cop, guv.”

Vassly glanced from one of them to the other in bewilderment; his ears began to glow bright red. Rachel
laughed. “If that's meant to be a Y orkshire accent, I'm aWelsh ferret, Martin!”

“Wall, I’ d be pleased to stuff you down my trousers any day of the week, my dear.” The engineer shook
his head. Out of the corner of hiseye, he noted Vassily’s glow spreading from ears to neck. “Y ou’ ve got
alot to learn about the real world, kid. I’'m surprised your boss let you out on your own without a
minder.”

“Will you stop cdling meachild!”

Rachel hunched around in her chair and stared a him. “But you are, you know. Even if you were sixty



yearsold, you' d still be achild to me. Aslong asyou expect someone or something elseto take
respongbility for you, you' reachild. Y ou could fuck your way through every brothel in New Prague,
and you'd still be an overgrown schoolboy.” She looked at him sadly. “What would you call a parent
who never let their children grow up? That’ swhat we think of your government.”

“But that'snot why I'm here! I'm hereto protect the Republic! I’ m here because—"

The main motor went critical and spooled up to full power with adeep bassroar, rattling the capsule like
atincaninahurricane. Vassly was shoved back into his hammock, gasping for breath; Rachel and
Martin subsided into their seats, dugged by asolid twenty meters per second of acceleration— not the
five-hundred-kilo chest-squishing gorilla of re-entry, but enough force to make them lie back and
concentrate on breathing.

The engine burned for along time, carrying them away from the drifting wreckage of battle, toward an
uncertain rendezvous.

Delivery Service

The husks of two spent Bouncer ships drifted toward the edge of the system, tumbling end over end at
wdll over stellar escape velocity. They didn’t matter anymore; they’ d done their job.

Behind them, the wreckage of the New Republican home fleet scattered like ashes on asearing hot wind.
Two-thirds of the ships bubbled and foamed, engineering segments glowing red-hot as the disassembler
goop stripped them down; bizarre metallic fuzz sprawled acrosstheir hulls, like funga hyphae drilling
through the heart of dead and rotting trees. Almogt dl of the other warships were boosting at full power,
pursuing escape trgjectories that would take them back into deep space. The space around Rochard's
World wasfull of screaming countenneasure signdss, jammers and feedback howlers and interferometry
decoys and penaids that—unknown to their owners—were proving as effective as shields dung over the
backs of tribesmen fleeing in the face of machine-gun fire. A scattering of much smaller, dower ships
continued to decel erate toward the planet ahead, or coasted dowly in. For the most part the remaining
Bouncersignored these: lifeboats weren't generdly troublemakers. Findly, coasting in from arange of
agtronomica units, came thefirst trade ships of the merchant fleet that followed the Festiva around. Their
sgnasweregaly entertaining, flashy and friendly: unlike the New Republic, these were not ignorant of
the Fedtivdl, its uses and hazards.

But the Festival barely noticed the gpproaching trade fleet. Its attention was directed elsewhere: soon it
would give hirth to its next generation, wither, and die.

Antimeatter factoriesthe size of continents drilled holesin thefiery solar corona, deep in the curved-space
zone just outside the photosphere of Rochard' s star. Huge accelerator rings floated behind their wake
shields, insulated by kilometers of vacuum; solar collectors blacker than night soaked up solar energy,
megawatts per square meter, while masers dumped waste heat into the interstellar night overhead. Every
second, milligram quantities of antimatter accumulated in the magnetic traps at the core of the
accelerators. Every ten thousand seconds or so, another hazardous multigram payload shipped out on a
beam-riding cargo pod to the starwisp assembly zone around Sputnik. There were a hundred factoriesin
al; the Fegtival had dismantled alarge Kuiper body to make them and placed the complex barely a
million kilometers above the stellar surface. Now the investment was paying off in raw energy, amillion
times more than the planetary civilization had been able to mugter.

The starwisps weren't the Festival’ s only cargo, nor were the Fringe and the Critics the only passengers
to vist the planetary surface. Deep in the planetary biosphere, vectors armed with reverse transcriptase
and strange artificia chromosomes were at work. They’ d re-entered over the temperate belt of the



northern continent, spreading and assmilating the contents of the endogenous ecology. Complex digestive
organs, aided by thetools of DNA splicing and some fiendishly complicated expression control operons,
assimilated and dissected chromosomes from everything the package' s children swallowed. A feedback
system—Iess than conscious but more than vegetable—spliced together aworkable loca expression of a
design crafted thousands of years ago; one that could subsist on locdly available building blocks, a
custom sgprophyte optimized for the ecology of Rochard’ sWorld.

Huge Lamarckian syncitia spread their roots across the pine forest, strangling the trees and replacing
them with plants shaped like pallid pines. They were fruiting bodies, mushrooms sprouting atop the
digested remains of an entire ecosystem. They grew rapidly; specia cellsdeep in their cores secreted
catdytic enzymes, nitrating the long polysaccharide molecules, whilein the outer bark long, dectricaly
conductive vessalstook shape like vegetable neurons.

Theforest parasite grew at aferocious rate, fruiting bodies sprouting a meter aday. It wasamuch
longer-term project than the rewiring of the incommunicado civilization that the Festival had sumbled
across, and one more grand than any of the sentient passengers could have imagined. All they were
aware of was the spread of intrusive vegetation, an annoying and sometimes dangerous plague that
followed the Festival as closely as did the Mimes and other beings of the Fringe. Come the dry season,
and the Festival forest would become a monstrous fire hazard; but for now, it wasjust aSideshow, ill
gprouting dowly toward its destiny, which it would reach around the time the Festival beganto die.

Fifty kilometers above the ocean, il traveling a twelve times the speed of sound, the nava lifeboat
spread its thistledown rotors behind the shock front of re-entry and prepared to autorotate.

“Makes you wish the Admiralty’ d paid for the deluxe model,” Lieutenant Kossov muttered between
gritted teeth as the capsule juddered and shook, skipping across the ionosphere like a burning sodium
pellet on abasin of water. Commander Leonov glared at him: he grunted asif he' d been punched, and
shut up.

Thirty kilometerslower and fifteen hundred kilometers closer to the coast of the northern continent, the
plasma shock began to dissipate. Therotors, glowing white at their tips, freewheded in the high
sratosphere, spinning in abright blurring disk. Lying in an acceleration couch in the cockpit, the flight
crew grappled with the problem of landing a hypersonic autogyro on an airfield with no ground control
and no instrument guidance, an airfield that was quite possibly under siege by hostiles. Robard’ s blood
ran cold as he thought about it. Reflexively, he glanced sdeways at his master: alife dedicated to looking
after the Admira had brought him to thisfix, but till he looked to him for hislead, even though the old
warhorse was barely conscious.

“How does helook?’ Robard asked.

Dr. Hertz glanced up briefly. “Aswell as can be expected,” he said shortly. “Did you bring his
medicationswith you?’

Robard winced. “Only his next doses. There are too many pill bottles—"

“Wadl then.” Hertz fumbled with hisleather bag, withdrew a pre-loaded syringe. “Was he taking
laudanum? 1 recall no such prescription, but ...”

“Not to my knowledge.” Robard swallowed. “ Diabetes, adyskinesia, and his um, memory condition.
Plushislegs, of course. But hewasnot in pain.”



“Wall, then, let’ s seeif we can wake him up.” Hertz held up the syringe and removed the protective cap.
“I would not normaly so brutalize an old man before landing, especialy one who has suffered a stroke,
but under the circumstances—"

Twelve kilometers up, the autogyro dropped below Mach 2. Rotors shedding adisk of thunderous
lightning, its ground track angled across the coast; where it passed, animasfled in panic. Thelifeboat
continued to lose dtitude while Hertz administered his wake-up injection. Lessthan aminute later, the
craft dropped to subsonic speed, and anew keening note entered the cabin. Robard glanced up
indinctively.

“Just restarting the aerospikes,” Kossov mumbled. “ That way we can make a powered touchdown.”
The Admird groaned something inarticulate, and Robard leaned forward. “ Sir. Can you hear me?’

The lifeboat flew sdeways at just under half the speed of sound, abright cylinder of fire spurting from the
tips of the rotor disk that blurred around itswaist. The copilot repeatedly tried to raise Imperia Traffic
Control, to no avail; he exchanged worried glances with his commander. Trying to land under the missile
batteries of the Skull Hill garrison, with no word on who was holding the city below, would be
nerve-racking enough. To do so in alifeboat short on fuel, with adesperately sick admiral aboard—

But there was no breath of search radar bouncing off the lifeboat’ s hull. Even asit rose over the castl€'s
horizon, drifting in at a sedate four hundred kilometers per hour, there was no flicker of attention from the
ground defense batteries. The pilot keyed hisintercom switch. “ Thefidd’ s il there even though

nobody’ stalking to us. Visua approach, stand by for abumpy ride.”

The Admira muttered something incoherent and opened his eyes. Robard leaned back in his seat asthe
rotor tip aerospikes quietened their screeching roar, and the pilot fed the remaining power into the
collective pitch, trading airspeed againgt dtitude. “Urk.” Lieutenant K ossov looked green.

“Hate ' copters,” mumbled the Admiral.

The motors shut down, and the lifeboat dropped, autorotating like afifty-ton sycamore seed. There was
abrief surge of upward acceleration asthe pilot flared out before touchdown, then a bone-jarring crunch
from beneath the passenger compartment. A screech of torn metd told its own story; the lifeboat tilted
adarmingly, then settled back drunkenly, coming to rest with the deck tilted fifteen degrees.

“Does that mean what | think it means?’ asked Robard.

“Shut up and mind your business,” grated Commander Leonov. He hauled himsdlf out of his couch and
cast about. “You! Look sharp, man the airlock! Y ou and you, break open the small-arms locker and
stand by to clear theway.” He began to clamber down the short ladder to the flight deck, hanging on
tight despite the fifteen-degree overhang, <till barking out orders. *Y ou, Robot or whatever your nameis,
get your man ready to move, don’t know how long we' ve got. Ah, Pilot-captain Wolff. | takeit we'reon
thefield. Did you see any sign of awecoming committee?’

The pilot waited while Leonov backed down the ladder, then followed him down to the deck. “ Sir,
humbly report we have arrived at Novy Petrograd emergency field, pad two. | was unable to contact
traffic control or port air defense control before landing, but nobody shot at us. | didn’t see anyone
standing around down there, but there are big changes to the city—it’ s not like the briefing
cinematograph. Regret to report that on final gpproach we ran alittle short of fuel, hence the bad
landing.”

“ Acceptable under the circumstances.” Leonov turned to the airlock. “Y ou there! Open the hatch,



double quick, ground party will secure the perimeter immediately!”

The Admiral seemed to betrying to sit up. Robard cranked up the back of hiswheelchair, then leaned
down to release the cables securing it in place. Ashe did so, the Admira made a curious chuckling noise.

“What isit, 9r?’
“Heh— omit commit. Heh!”

“Absolutely, sir.” Robard straightened up. Fresh air gusted into the confines of the lifeboat; someone had
tripped the override on the airlock, opening both hatches smultaneoudy. He could smell rain and cherry
blossoms, grass and mud.

Lieutenant Kossov followed the ground party through the airlock, then ducked back inside. “Sir. Humbly
report, ground party has secured the site. No sign of any locals.”

“Hah, good. Lieutenant, you and Robot can get the old man down. Follow me!” Leonov followed the
last of the officers— the flight crew and a couple of lieutenant commanders Robard didn’t recognize,
members of the Admird’ s saff or the bridge crew—into the airlock.

Together, Robard and Lieutenant Kossov grunted and sweated the Admird’ swheelchair down aflimsy
aluminum stepladder to the ground. Once hisfeet touched concrete, Robard breathed in deeply and
looked around. One of the lifeboat’ s three landing legs looked wrong, a shock absorber not fully
extended. It gave the craft an oddly lopsided appearance, and he knew at once that it would take more
than atank-ful of fud to get it airborne again, much lessinto orbit. Then his eyestook in what had
happened beyond the rust-streaked concrete landing pad, and he gasped.

The landing field wasless than two kilometers from the brooding walls of the garrison, on the outskirts of
the scantily settled north bank of the river. South of the river, there should have been aclose-packed
warren of steep-roofed houses, church spiresvisible in the distance before aknot of municipa buildings.
But now the houses were mostly gone. A cluster of dritch silvery ferns coiled skyward from the former
location of thetown hdl, firefly glimmeringsflickering between their fractally coiled leaves. The Ducd
palace showed signs of being the worse for wear; onewall looked asif it had been smashed by agiant
figt, the arrogant bombast of heavy artillery.

The Admird dapped feebly at thearm of hischair. “’ Ot right!”

“Absolutey, my lord.” Robard looked around again, thistime hunting the advance landing party. They
were halfway to the control tower when something that glowed painfully green dashed overhead, making
the ground shake with the roar of its passage.

“Enemy planes!” shouted Kossov. “ See, they’ ve followed us here! We must get the Admira to cover,
fast!” He pushed Robard aside and grabbed the handles of the whedlchair, nearly tipping it over in his
heste.

“| say!” Robard snapped, angry and disturbed at his position being usurped. He cast aworried glance at
the sky and decided not to confuse the issue further; the Lieutenant’ s behavior was unseemly, but the
need to get the admird to safety was pressing. 1 say, there’ sa path there. I'll lead. If we can reach the
tower—’

“You! Follow us!” Kossov caled to the perimeter guards, confused and worried ratings who, thankful at
being given some direction, shouldered their carbines and tagged aong. It was awarm morning, and the
Lieutenant wheezed as he pushed the whedlchair dong the cracked asphat path. Robard paced dong



beside him, atdl, sepulchraly black figure, hatchet-faced with worry. Weeds grew waist high to either
sde of the path, and other signs of neglect were omnipresent; thefield looked asif it had been
abandoned for years, not just the month since the invasion. Bees and other insects buzzed and hummed
around, while birds squawked and trilled in the distance, shamefully exposing thelocas neglect of their

DDT spraying program.

A distant rumble prompted Robard to glance over his shoulder. Birds legpt into the sky as a distant green
brightness twisted and seemed to freeze, hovering beneath the blind turquoise dome of the sky. “Run!”
He dashed forward and threw himsdlf into the shade of astand of young trees.

“What?’ Kossov stopped and stared, jaw comically dropping. The green glare grew with frightening,
soundless rapidity, then burst overhead in an emerad explosion. A noise like agiant door damming shut
pushed Robard into the grass. then the aircraft thundered past, dragging afreight train roar behind it asit
made alow pass over the parked lifeboat and disappeared toward the far Side of the city. Bees buzzed
angrily in hisears as he picked himsdf up and looked wildly around for the Admirdl.

The Lieutenant had been knocked off hisfeet by the shock wave; now he was sitting up, cradling his
head gingerly. The whedlchair had remained upright, and aloud but durred stream of invective was
flowing fromit. “’ Orson swiving ' rol€ erian cocksu’ing ba-a-stards!” Kurtz raised his good arm and
shook apasied fig at the sky. “You’ evolushunary shit'll get yours! Ouch!” The arm flopped.

“Areyou dright Sr?’” Robard gasped nervoudly.

“’ Agtard stung me,” Kurtz complained, drooling on the back of hiswrigt. “Damn bees.” An angry
buzzing veered haywire around Robard, and he whacked &t it with his dirt-stained gloves.

“I’'msureyou’ Il bedright, Sir, once we get you to the control tower and then the castle.” He inspected
the mashed insect briefly, and froze. Red, impact-distorted | etters ridged its abdomen with unnatural
clarity. He shuddered and smeared the back of his glove on the ground. “We' d better move fast, before
that plane decides we re the enemy.”

“Y ou take over,” said Kaossov, clutching areddened handkerchief to hisforehead. “Let’sgo.” Together
they turned and pushed on toward the control tower, and beyond it the uncertainties of the Ducal palace
and whatever had become of the capital city under the new order.

Eighty kilometers away, another lifeboat was landing.

Rachel shook herself groggily and opened her eyes. It took her amoment to redlize where she was.
Re-entry had been darmingly bumpy; the capsule was swinging back and forth with aregular motion that
would have made her nauseousiif her vestibular dampers hadn’t kicked in. There was amoan from
behind her seat and she glanced sdeways. Martin was waking up visibly, shaking his head, hisface going
through a horrible series of contortions and twitches. Behind her, Vassily moaned again. “Oh, that was
terrible”

“Stll dive, hun?” Sheblinked a the viewscreen. Black smears obscured much of it, remnants of the
ablative heat shield that had melted and streaked across the cameras on the outside of the hull. The
horizon was aflat blue line, the ground half-hidden benesath a veil of clouds asthey descended benegth
themain parasail. An dtimeter ticked down the last two thousand meters.  Say yesif you canwriggle
your toes.”

“Yes” sad Martin. Vassly just moaned. Rachel didn’t bother to inquire further after their hedlth; she hed



too many thingsto do before they landed. It could al get very messy very fast, now they didn’'t have an
engine

Pilot: Plot range and heading to rendezvous waypoint omega. A map overlay blinked on the
viewscreen. They were coming down surprisngly close, only afew kilometers out from the target. Pilot:
Hard surface retromotor status, please. More displays; diagnostics and sdf-test maps of the landing
motor, asmall package hanging in the rigging hafway between the rectangular parachute and the capsule
roof. Triggered by radar, the landing turbine would fire a minute before touchdown, decelerating the
capsule from a bone-crushing fifty-kilometer-per-hour fal and steering them to a soft touchdown.

“I could dowithadrink,” said Martin.
“You'll haveto wait aminute or two.” Rachel watched the screen intently. One thousand meters.
“I can't fed my toes” Vassly complained.

Oh shit. “ Can you wriggle them?’ asked Rachdl, heart suddenly in her mouth. She’ d never expected a
third passenger, and if the hammock had landed him with aspina injury—

1] Ya”
“Then why the fuck did you say you couldn’t fed them?’
“They'recold”

Rachel yawned; her ears popped. “I think we just depressurized. Y ou must have your toes on top of the
vent or something.” The outside grew hazy, whited out. Ten more seconds, and the wispy cloud thinned,
pedling back to reved trees and riversbelow. A dizzying view, the ground growing closer. She gritted her
teeth. Next to her, Martin shuffled for abetter view.

“Attention. Landing raft inflation.” A yellow python wrapped itself around the bottom of the capsule
and bloated outward, cutting off her view of the ground directly below. Rachd cursed silently, looked for
aclearing in the trees. Theforest cover was unusudly dense, and she tensed.

“Over there” Martin pointed.

“Thanks.” Using the side stick, she pointed out the opening to the autopilot. Pilot: make for designated
landing ground. Engage autoland on arrival.

“Attention. Stand by for retromotor ignition in five seconds. Touchdown imminent. Three seconds.
Main canopy separation.” The capsule dropped sickeningly. “Motor ignition.” A loud rumbling from
above, and thefal stopped. The clearing below lurched closer, and the rumbling grew to ashuddering
roar. “ Attention. Touchdown in ten seconds. Brace for landing.”

Trees did past the screen, implacable green stems exfoliating purple-veined leaves the Sze of books.
Martin gasped. They dropped steadily, like aglass-walled elevator on the Side of an invisible skyscraper.
Findly, with atooth-rattling bump, the capsule cameto rest.

Silence

“Hey, guys.” Rachd shakily pushed the release buckle on her seat belt. “ Thank you for flying Air UN,
and may | takethis opportunity to invite you to fly with usagain?’

Martin grunted and stretched hisarms up. “Nope, can't reach it from here. Got to unbdlt firs.” Helet his



armsflop down again. “Fed likelead. Funny.”
“All it takesis eight hoursin zero gee”” Rache rummaged in the storage bins next to her leg well.

“I think | understand you Terrans now,” Vassily began, then paused to let the tremor out of hisvoice
before continuing. “You'redl mad!”

Martin looked sdelong at Rachd. “He sonly just noticed.”
She sat up, clutching acompact backpack. “ Took him long enough.”

“Well. What do we do now? Make with the big tin opener, or wait for someone to pass by and yank the
ring pull?’

“First”—Rachd tapped icons busly on the pilot’ s console—*we tell the Critics that we' re down safdly.
Shesaid she'd try to help uslink up. Second, | do this.” She reached up and grabbed the top edge of
the display screen. It crumpled like thin plagtic, reveding the inner wal of the capsule. A large steamer
trunk was haf-embedded in the bulkhead, incongruous pipes and cables snaking out of its haf-open lid.

“I knew it!” Vassly exclamed. “ Y ou' ve got anillegd—"

“Shut up.” Rachd leaned forward and adjusted something just insdethelid. “Right, now we leave.
Quickly.” Standing up, she unlocked the overhead hatch and let it dide down into the capsule, taking the
place of the screen. “Give me aleg up, Martin.”

“Okay.” A minute later, al three of them were Sitting on top of the lander. The truncated conesat ina
puddie of yelow inflatable skirts, in the middle of agrassy meadow. To their |eft, astream burbled lazily
through athick clump of reeds; to ther right, arow of odd, dark conifersformed awall against the light.
Theair was cold and fresh and smelled unbearably clean. “What now?” asked Martin.

“| advise you to surrender to the authorities.” Vassily loomed over him. 1t will go badly with you if you
don’t cooperate, but if you surrender to mel’ll, I'll—" He looked around wildly.

Rachd snorted. “What authorities?’
“The capitd—"

Rachd finally blew her top. “Listen, kid, we' re stuck in the back of beyond with adead lifeboat and not
alot of supplies, on aplanet that’ s just been hit by atype three singularity, and | have just spent the past
thirty-six hours daving my guts out to save our necks—all of them, yoursincluded—and | would
appreciateit if you would just shut up for awhile! Our firgt priority issurvival; my second priority is
linking up with the people I’ ve come here to visit, and getting back to civilization comesthird on thelis.
With me so far? Because there are no civil authorities right now, not the kind you expect. They’vejust
been dumped on by about athousand years of progressin lessthan amonth, and if your loca curator’s
gl gitting at his desk, he' s probably catatonic from future shock. This planetary civilization has
transcended. It isan ex-colony; it has ceased to be. About the only people who can cope with thislevel
of change are your dissdents, and I’m not that optimistic about them, either. Right now, we are your best
hope of surviva, and you' d better not forget it.” She glared a Vassly, and he glared right back at her,
obvioudy angry but unable to articulate hisfedings.

Behind her, Martin had clambered down to the meadow. Something caught his attention, and he bent
down. “Hey!”

“What isit?’ Rachd cdled. The spdl was broken: Vassly subsided with agrumble and began hunting for



away down off the cgpsule. Martin said something indistinct. “What?” she called.
“There' s something wrong with thisgrasd”

“Oh shit.” Rachd followed Vassily down the side of the pod—two and a haf meters of gently doping
ceramic, then a soft landing on awoven spider-silk floatation bed. “What do you mean?’

Martin straightened up and wordlesdy offered her ablade of grass.
“It's—" She stopped.

“Rochard’ sWorld is supposed to have an Earth-normal biosphere, isn't it?” Martin watched her
curioudy. “That’ swhat it said in my gazetteer.”

“What isthat?’ asked Vassly.

“Grass, or what passesfor it.” Martin shrugged uncomfortably. “ Doesn’t look very Earth-norma to me.
It sthe right color and right overdl shape, but—"

“OQuch. Cut mysdlf on the damned thing.” Rachel dropped it. The leaf blade fluttered down, unnoticed:
when it hit the ground it began to disintegrate with eerie speed, fadling gpart dong radia seams. “What
about the trees?’

“There' s something odd about them, too.” A crackling noise from behind made Martin jump. “What's
thet?”

“Don’'t worry. | figured we' d need some ground transport, so | told it to make some. It’ s reabsorbing the
capsule—"

“Nest luggage,” Martin said admiringly. The lifeboat began to crumple inward, giving off ahot, organic
amel like baking bread.

“Yeah, well.” Rachel looked worried. “My contact’ s supposed to know we' re here. | wonder how long
..." Shetrailed off. Vassly was busly tramping toward the far Sde of the clearing, whistling some sort of
martid-sounding tune.

“Just who isthis contact?” Martin asked quietly.

“Guy cdled Rubengtein. One of the more sengble resstance cadres, which iswhy he'sininterna exile
here—the less sensible ones end up dead.”

“And what do you want with him?”
“I’mto give him apackage. Not that he needsit anymore, if what’ s happened hereis anything to go by.”
“A package? What kind of package?’

She turned and pointed at the steamer trunk, which now rested on the grassin the middle of acollapsing
heap of structurd trusses, belching steam quietly. “ That kind of package.”

“That kind of—" His eyes gave him away. Rachdl reached out and took his elbow.
“Comeon, Martin. Let’scheck out thetreeline.”

“But—" He glanced over his shoulder. “ Okay.”



“It'slikethis” Rachel began, asthey walked. “Remember what | said about helping the people of the
New Republic? A while ago—some years, actudly—some people in adepartment you don't really need
to know much about decided that they were ripe for arevolution. Normally we don't get involved in that
kind of thing; toppling regimesis bad ju-ju even if you disgpprove of them or do it for al the right mora
reasons. But some of our anaysts figured there was a chance, say twenty percent, that the New Republic
might metastasize and turn imperial. So we' ve been gearing up to ship power toolsto their own
home-grown libertarian underground for a decade now.

“TheFedtival ... whenit arrived, we didn’t know what it was. If I’d known what you told me once we
were under way, back at Klamovka, | wouldn't be here now. Neither would the luggage. Which isthe
whole point of the exercise, actualy. When the aristocracy put down the last workers' and technologists
soviet about 240 years ago, they destroyed the last of the cornucopiae the New Republic was given at its
foundation by the Eschaton. Theregfter, they could control the arbeiter classes by restricting accessto
education and tools and putting tight bottlenecks on information technology. Thisluggage, Martin, it'sa
full-scale cornucopiamachine. Design schematafor just about anything amid-twenty-first-century
postindustria civilization could conceive of, freeze-dried copies of the Library of Congress, dl sorts of
things. Ableto replicate itsdf, too.” Thetreeline was afew meters ahead. Rachel stopped and took a
deep breath. “| was sent here to turn it over to the underground, Martin. | was sent here to give them the
toolsto start arevolution.”

“To dtat a—" Martin Stared at her. ”But you'retoo late.

“Exactly.” She gave him amoment for it tosink in. “1 can gtill complete my mission, just in case, buit |
don't redly think ...”

He shook his head. “How are we going to get out of this mess?’

“Um. Good question.” She turned and faced the melting reentry capsule, then reached into a pocket and
began bringing out some spare optica spybots. Vassly wasaimlesdy circling the perimeter of the
clearing. “Normally, I’d go to ground in the old town and wait. In six months, there' [| be amerchant ship
aong. But with the Festiva—"

“Ther€ Il be ships,” Martin said with complete assurance. “ And you' ve got acornucopia, you' ve got a
whole portable military-industrial complex. If it can make usalifeboat, I'm sure | can program it to
manufacture anything we need to survive until we ve got achance to get off this godforsaken hole.
Right?’

“Probably.” She shrugged. “But first | redlly ought to make contact, if only to verify that there’ s no point
in handing the luggage over.” She began to walk back toward the lander. “ This Rubengtein is supposed
to befairly levelheaded for arevolutionary. He Il probably know what—" There was adistant cracking
sound, like sticks breaking. At the other side of the clearing, Vassily was running back toward the
luggage. “ Shit!” Rachel dragged Martin to the ground, fumbled for the stunner in her pocket.

“What isit?’ he whispered.
“I don't know.”

“Damn. Wdll, looks like they’ ve found us, whoever they are. Nice knowing you.” A large, hunched thing,
hugely, monstroudy bipeddl, lurched into the clearing: avast mouth like adoorway gaped a them.

“Wait.” Rachd held him down with one hand. “ Don’t move. That thing’ swired like afucking tank,
sensors everywhere.”



The thing swung toward the lander, then abruptly squatted on its haunches. A long, flat tonguelolled
groundward; something big appeared at the top of it and stepped down to the meadow. It swept its head
from sdeto side, taking in the decrepitating lifeboat, Vassly hiding behind it, the rest of the clearing.
Thenit called out, in asurprisngly deep voice. “Hello? We arrive not-warfully. Isthere aRachel
Mansour here?’

W, here goes. She stood up and cleared her throat. “Who wants to know?”’

The Critic grinned a her, baring frighteningly long tusks: “1 am Sister Seventh. Y ou comeintime! Wea
crigshavel”

People began gathering outside the Duca paace around evening. They came in ones and twos, clumped
shell-shocked benegth the soot-smeared outer walls. They looked much like any other citizens of the
New Republic; perhaps a bit poorer, abit duller than most.

Robard stood in the courtyard and watched them through the gates. Two of the surviving ratings sood
there, gunsready, ardlic of temporad authority. Someone had found aflag, charred aong one edge but
otherwise usable. The crowd had begun to form about an hour after they raised it to fly proudly in the
light breeze. The windows might be broken and the furniture smashed, but they were il soldiers of His
Imperial Maesty, and by God and Emperor there were standards, and they would be observed—so the
Admiral had indicated, and so they were behaving.

Robard breathed in deeply. Insect bite? A most suspiciousinsect, indeed. But sinceit had stung the
Admird, his condition had improved remarkably. His left cheek remained dack, and hisfingers remained
numb, but hisarm—

Robard and Lieutenant Kossov had borne their ancient charge to the control tower, cursing and swesting
in the noon-day heeat. Asthey arrived, Kurtz had thrown afit; choking, gasping, choleric, thrashing in his
wheelchair. Robard had feared for the worst, but then Dr. Hertz had come and administered ahorse
gyringefull of adrendine. The Admira subsided, panting like adog: and hisleft eye had opened and
rolled sdeways, to fix Robard with a skewed stare. “What isit, Sr? Isthere anything | can get you?’

“Wait.” The Admira hissed. Hetensed, visbly. “’M al hot. But it'sso clear.” Both hands moved,
gripping the sides of hiswheelchair, and to Robard’ s shock the old man rose to hisfeet. “My Emperor! |
canwak!”

Robard’ sfedlings as he caught his employer were impossible to pin down. Disbelief, mostly, and pride.
The old man shouldn’t be able to do that; in the aftermath of his stroke, he' d been paralyzed on one side.
Such lesionsdidn’'t hedl, the doctor had said. But Kurtz had risen from his chair and taken awobbly step
forward—

From the control tower to the castle, events had moved in adusty blur. Requisitioned transport, a
bouncing ride through a half-deserted town, haf the housesin it burned to the ground and the other half
sprouting weird excrescences. The castle, deserted. Get the Admiral into the Duke' s bedroom. Find the
kitchen, seeif there’ s anything edible in the huge underground larders. Someone hoisted aflag. Guards
on the gate. Two timid serving women like little mice, scurrying from hiding and curtsying to the service
they’ d long since been broken to. A cleaning detail, broken furniture ruthlessly consigned to the firewood
hegp that would warm the grand balroom. Emergency curtains—sted-mesh and spider-silk—furled
behind the tall and shattered windows. Guards on the gate, with guns. Check the water pipes. More
uniforms moving in the dusty afternoon hest. Busy, so busy.



He' d stolen aminute to break into Citizen VVon Beck’ s office. None of the revolutionary cadres had got
that far into the castle, or survived the active countermeasures. All the Curator’ stools lay handy; Robard
had paused to check the emergency causa channel, but its entropy had been thoroughly maximized even
though the bandwidth monitor showed more than fifty percent remaining. Hisworst suspicions confirmed,
he made libera use of the exotic insecticides Von Beck had stocked, spraying his person until the air was
blue and chokingly unbreathable. Then he pocketed asmall artifact—onethat it wasillega on pain of
death for anyone not of the Curator’ s Office to be in possession of—l eft the room, locked it behind him,
and returned to the duties of the Admiral’ s manservant.

The amless cluster outside the Duca palace had somehow metamorphosed into a crowd whilehe'd
been busy. Anxious, pinched faces stared at him: the faces of people uncertain who they were, bereft of
their placein the scheme of things. Lost people, desperately seeking reassurance. Doubtless many would
have joined the dissdent underground; many more would have made full use of the singular conditions
brought about by the arriva of the Festival to maximize their persond abilities. For yearsto come, even if
the Festival vanished tomorrow, the outback would be peopled by ghouls and wizards, taking animals
and sagacious witches. Some people didn’'t want to transcend their humanity; alife of routine reassurance
was all they craved, and the Festival had deprived them of it. Wasthat an army greatcoat lurking at the
back of the square? A sallow-faced man, half-starved, who in other circumstances Robard would have
pegged for ahighwayman; here hewas just aslikely to be thelast loya dregs of aregiment that had
deserted en masse. Snap judgments could be treacherous.

Helooked farther. Dugt, rising in the distance, perhaps haf amile away. Hmm.

The grand hallway opened from the front doors and led to the main staircase, the ballroom, and
numerous smaler, more discreet destinations. Normaly, a manservant would have used asmdl sde
entrance. Today, Robard strode in through the huge doors that normaly would have welcomed
ambassadors and knights of the realm. Nobody watched his dusty progress across the floor, treading dirt
into shattered tiles and bypassing the shattered chanddlier. He didn’t stop until he reached the entrance to
the Star Chamber.

“—other leg of lamb. Damn your eyes, can’t you knock, man?’

Robard paused in the doorway. The Admiral was sitting at the Governor’ s desk, eating a platter of cold
cuts—very cold, preserved meats and pickles from the cellar—with Commander Leonov and two of the
other surviving staff officers standing attentively by. “ Sir. The revolutionary guards are gpproaching. We
have about five minutes to decide whether to fight or talk. Can | suggest you leave the rest of your medl
until after we have dedlt with them?’

Leonov rounded on him. “Y ou bounder, how dare you disturb the Admira! Get out!”

Robard raised hisleft hand and turned it over, revedling the card he held. “Have you ever seen one of
these before?’

Leonov turned white. “|—I—"
“I don't havetimefor this,” Robard said brusquely. To the Admird; “My lord?’
Kurtz stared at him with narrowed eyes. “How long?’

Robard shrugged. “All thetime I’ ve been with you, my lord. For your own protection. As| wassaying, a
crowd ismoving in our direction from the south bank, over the old bridge. We have about five minutesto
decide what to do, but | doubt we will make any friends by shooting at them.”



Kurtz nodded. “1 will go and talk to them, then.”

Now it was Robard sturn to stare. “ Sir, | believe you should be in awheelchair, not arguing with
revolutionaries. Are you quite sure—"

“Haven't fdt thisgood in, oh, about eight years, young feller. The bees around here pack a damned odd
ding”

“Yes, you could say that. Sir, | believe you may have been compromised. The Festival apparently has
access to awide range of molecular technologies, beyond the one that’ s done such a sterling job on your
cerebrovascular system. If they wanted—"

Kurtz raised ahand. “1 know. But we're at their mercy in any event. | will go down to the people and
talk. Were any of the crowd old?’

“No.” Robard puzzled for amoment. “Nonethat | saw. Do you suppose—"

“A curefor old ageisavery common wish,” Kurtz observed. “Dashed dug-a-beds want to be shot by a
jealous hushand, not a nurse bored with emptying the bedpan. If this Festiva has been granting wishes,
asour intelligence put it ...” He stood up. “ Get me my dress uniform, Rob—oh. Y ou, yesyou, Kossov.
Y ou’ re my batman now Robard here outranks you dl. And my medals!”

Leonov, white as a shest, still hadn't stopped shaking. “I1t' saright,” Robard said sepulchraly. “1 don’t
usualy have people executed for being rudeto me.”

“Sr! Ah—yes, ar! Um, if | may ask—"
“A§< an-”
“Sincewhenisan Invigilator of the Curator’s Office required to disguise himsdf asamanservant?”’

“Since’—Robard pulled out his pocket watch and glanced at it—*about seven years and Six months ago,
at the request of the Archduke. Redlly. Nobody notices aservant, you know. And His Excellency—"
Kossov returned bearing the trappings of high office. Leonov ushered Robard out onto the landing while
the Admira dressed. “His Excdlency isnot in direct lineto the throne. If you take my meaning.” Leonov
did, and his sharp intake of breath—combined with the stress analyzers wired into his auditory
nerves—told Robard everything he needed to know. “No, His Mgesty had no expectation of a coup;
the Admira is unquestionably loyal. But his personal charisma, fame as ahero of the Republic, and wide
popularity, made his personal safety amatter of some importance. We can use him here.”

“Oh.” Leonov thought for awhile. “The revolutionaries?’

“If he pushesthem, they’ll crumble,” Robard said decisively. “All their strongest supporters have long
sncefled; that’ sthe nature of asingularity. If they don’t”—he tapped his pocket—"| am licensed to take
extraordinary measuresin the defense of the Republic, including the use of proscribed technologies.”

Leonov dabbed at hisforehead with ahandkerchief. “Thenit' sdl over. You'll break the revolutionaries
by force or by palitics, ingtall His Excellency as governor pro tern, and in sx monthstimeit will al be
over, bar the shouting.”

“I wouldn't say that. Even if the woman from Earth was right—and | am inclined to think shewastdling
the truth about the Festival not being interested in planetary conquest as we understand it, in which case
this whole expedition has been amonstroudy expensive mistake—we ve lost two-thirds of the
population. We can never get rid of the pernicious virus of bandwidth that they’ ve infected this planet



with; we may have to abandon the colony, or at the very least indtitute quarantine procedures. The
bloody revolutionaries have won, here, the djinniswell and truly out of the bottle. Everything our
ancestors fought for, torn up and scattered to the winds! A virus of eternal youth isloosein the bees, and
the streets are paved with infinite riches. It devaues everything!” He stopped and took a deep bresath,
disturbed by the degree of his own agitation. “Of course, if we can suppressthe revolutionary cadres
here in New Petrograd, we can mop up the countryside at our leisure ...”

The door to the Star Chamber opened to reveal Admira Kurtz standing there, resplendent in the gold
braid, crimson sash, and chestful of medalsthat his rank dictated. He looked a decade younger than his
age, not two decades older: patrician, white-haired, the very image of agentleman dictator, reassuringly
authoritarian. “Well, gentlemen! Shall we review the crowds?’ He did not stride—wasted leg muscles
saw to that—Dbut he walked without a hand at either elbow.

“I think that would be avery good idea, Sir,” said Robard.

“Indeed.” Leonov and the senior Curator fell into step behind the admird as he walked toward the
darcase. “The sun is setting on anarchy and disarray, gentlemen. Only let my tongue be silver and
tomorrow will once again be ours.”

Together, they stepped into the courtyard to address the sheep who, did they but know it, had aready
returned to thefold.

An amber teardrop the size of acharabanc perched on the edge of a hillside covered in the mummified
bones of trees. Ashy telegraph poles coated in afine layer of soot pointed at the sky; tiny skeletons
crunched under Burya Rubenstein’ s boots as he wa ked among them, following a man-s zed rabbit.

“Madter in here,” said Mr. Rabbit, pointing at the weirdly curved lump.

Rubenstein gpproached it cautioudy, hands clasped behind his back. Y es, it was definitely amber—or
something closaly resembling it. Hlies and bubbles were scattered throughout its higher layers, darkness
shrouded its heart. “It'salump of fossilized vegetable sap. Y our master’ s dead, rabbit. Why did you
bring me here?’

The rabbit was upset. Hislong earstilted backward, flat dong the top of hisskull. “Master in here!” He
shifted from one foot to the other. “When Mimes attack, master call for help.”

Buryadecided to humor the creature. “1 see—" He stopped. There was something insde the boul der,
something darkly indistinct. And cometo think of it, al the trees heregbouts were corpses, fried from the
insde out by some terrible energy. The revolutionary guards, aready spooked by the Lysenkoist forest,
had refused to enter the dead zone. They milled about downd ope, debating the ideological necessity of
uplifting non-human species to sapience—one of them had taken heated exception to a proposa to giving
opposable thumbs and the power of speech to cats—and comparing their increasingly barogque implants.
Buryastared closer, feding himsdlf dip into a blurred double vision as the committee for Sate
communications worms fed their own perspective to him. There was something insde the boulder, and it
was thinking, artlessy unformed thoughts that tugged at the Festival’ s cdllular communications network
likeatoddler at its mother’ s kirt.

Taking adeep breeth, he leaned againgt the lump of not-amber. “Who are you?’ he demanded
noisslesdly, feding the smooth warm surface under his hands. Antennae benesth his skin radiated
information into the packetized soup that flooded in cold waves through the forest, awaited areply.



“ Me-ldentity: Felix. You-Identity: ???”

“Come out of there with your hands above your head and prepare to submit your fate to the
vanguard of revolutionary justice!” Buryagulped. He' d meant to send something aong the lines of
“Can you come out of there so we cantak?’, but his revolutionary implants evidently included asemictic
dereferencing stage that trandated anything he said—through this new cyberspatial medium—into Centra
Committee sound bites. Angry at the interna censorship, he resolved to override it next time.

“ Badly hurt. No connection previous incarnation. Want/ need help metamorphosis.”
Buryaturned and leaned his back against the boulder. “Y ou. Rabbit. Can you hear any of this?’
The rabbit sat up and swallowed a mouthful of grass. “Any of what?’

“I’ve been talking to, ah, your master. Can you hear us?’

Oneear flicked. “No.”

“Good.” Buryaclosed his eyes, settled back into double vision, and attempted to communicate. But his
implant was dill acting up. “ How did you get here? What are you trying to achieve? | thought you
werein trouble” came out as* Confess your counter-revolutionary crimes before the tribuna! What
task are you driving to accomplish in the unceasing struggle againgt reactionary mediocrity and bourgeois
incrementalism? | thought you were guilty of maicious hooliganism!”

“Fuck,” he muttered aoud. “ There' s got to be abypassfilte—" Ah. *“ Sorry about that, my interfaceis
ideologically biased. How did you get here? What are you trying to achieve? | thought you were in
trouble.”

An answer dowly burbled up and out of the stone; visua perceptions cut in, and for afew minutes Burya
shook in the grip of ayoung lad' sterrified flight from the Fringe.

“Ah. So. The Festival mummified you pending repairs. And now you' re ready to go somewhere
ese—where? What' sthat”’

Another picture. Stars, endless distance, tiny dense and very hot bodies degping the dreamless
light-years away. Burgting in adesert storm of foliage on anew world, flowering and dying and deeping
agan until next time.

“Let me get thisstraight. Y ou used to be the governor. Then you were an eight-year-old boy with some
friendly talking animals under some kind of geasto ‘lead an interesting life' and have lots of adventures.
Now you want to be astarship? And you want me, as the nearest delegate of the Centra Committee for
the revolution, to help you?’

Not exactly. Another vison, thistimelong and complex, burdened by any number of political proposas
that hisimplant irritatingly attempted to convert into plant-yield diagrams indicating the progress toward
fruition of an agricultura five-year plan. “Y ou want meto do that?’ Buryawinced. “What do you think |
am, afree agent? Firgly, the Curator’ s Office would shoot me as soon aslook a me, much lesslisten to
what they’ d view astreason. Secondly, you' re not the governor anymore, and even if you were and
proposed something like this, they’ d sack you faster than you can snap your fingers. In case you didn’t
notice those fireworks yesterday, that was the Imperid fleet—what’ sleft of it—shooting it out with the
Festival. Thirdly, the revolutionary committee would be queuing up to shoot me, too, if | proposed
something like this. Never underestimate the intringc, as opposed to ideological, conservatism of an idea
like revolution onceit’ s got some momentum behind it. No, it’snot practicdl. | redly don’t see why you



wasted my time with such a stupid proposa. Not at—"

He stopped. Something downd ope was making alot of noise, thrashing through the kill zone left by the
X-ray laser battery. “Who' sthere?” he asked, but Mr. Rabbit had vanished in atuft of panicky whitetall
fur.

A telephone-pole tree toppled Sowly over before the thrashing, and a strange, chicken-legged mound
lurched into view. Sister Seventh sat in the hut’ s doorway, glaring intently at him. “Burya Rubengtein!”
sheydled. “Come here! Resolution achieved! Cargo retrieved! Y ou have visitors!”

Expecting a momentous mesting, Rachd cast her eyes around the hillside: they took to the air and flew on
in-sectilewings, quartering the areafor threats.

The trees hereabouts were dead, charred by some terrible force. Martin watched anxioudy as she
rummeaged in the corpulent steamer trunk. “What' sthat?’ he asked.

“Cornucopiaseed,” she said, tossing the fist-sized object at him. He caught it and inspected it curioudly.

“All engineeringishere” hemarveled. “In miniature” Severa million billion molecular assemblers, a
kilowatt of thin-film solar cellsto power them, thermodynamic filtration membranesto extract raw
feedstocks from the environment, rather more computing power than the whole of the pre-Singularity
planetary Internet. He pocketed the seed, then looked at her. “You had areason ... 7’

“Y up. WE re not going to have the origina for much longer. Don't let the kid seeit, he might guesswhat
itisandflip hislid.” She continued forward. There was some kind of boulder near the crest of the hill,
and aman was leaning againgt it. The Critic’ s house lurched forward, crashing and banging toward it. “If
that’swho | hopeitis—’

They started up the rise. The trees hereabouts were dl dead. Martin ssumbled over arounded stone and
kicked at it, cursing: he stopped when it revedled itsdlf to be a human skull, encrusted with metallic fibrils.
“ Something bad happened here.”

“Big surprise. Help me steer thisthing.” The steamer trunk, now running on fue cells, was proving balky
and hard to control on the grassy dope: half the time they had to drag it over obstacles. “Y ou got any
holdouts?’

Martin shrugged. “Do | look like asoldier?’

She sguinted a him for amoment. “Y ou’ ve got enough hidden depths, dearie. Okay, if it turnsnasty, I'll
handlethings”

“Who' sthisguy you' re supposed to be seeing, anyway?’

“Burya Rubengtein. Radica underground journdist, big mover and shaker in the underground. Ran a
soviet during amgor worker’ s strike some years ago; got himself exiled for his pains, lucky they didn’t
shoot him.”

“And you' re planning to hand—" Martin stopped. “Ah, so that’ swhat you were planning. That's how
you were going to sart arevolution here, before the Festiva madeit al last year’ snews.” He glanced
over hisshoulder, but Vassly was nowhere to be seen.

“Not exactly. | wasjust going to give them the toolsto do so if they wanted to.” She wiped her forehead



on the back of ahand. “ Actudly, it’s been a contingency plan for years, only we never quite had agood
enough reason to do it—initiation of force, that kind of thing. Now, well, the whole game s changed. Far
as| cantel, Rubenstein’slot survived the trandtion to a postscarcity economy; they may be the nearest
thing to civil authorities on this two-bit backwater colony right now. When the Festival gets bored and
moves on, they may not be able to survive without a cornucopia. Assuming, of course, that they didn’t
ask the Festiva for one straight off.” The luggage surged forward, getting agrip on the ground, and she
stopped talking for awhile to concentrate on steering it up the hill.

“So what was your exit strategy?’ Martin asked, walking aong behind her.

“Exit drategy? We don't need no stinking exit Srategy! Just—deliver this. Then mdt into the chaos. Find
somewhereto live. Settle down till trade resumes. Ship out. You?’

“About the same. Herman hasaway of catching up after awhile. Uh, did you have anywherein mind

to—

“Small town called Plotsk.” Shejerked her head sharply. “Firgt thingsfirst. | need to deliver the package.
Then we need to ditch laughing boy somewhere safe where he can't follow us, hmm? Aside from thét, |
waswondering if—well. About us”

Martin reached out and took her free hand. “Wondering if you were going to get rid of me?’

She gtared a him. “Mm. Why—am | going to haveto?’

Martin took adeep breath. “Do you want to get rid of me?’

She shook her head.

Martin gently pulled her toward him, until she leaned againgt him. “Me neither,” he murmured in her ear.

“Two of us stand a better chance than one, anyway,” she rationalized. “We can watch each other’s
backs, it’s going to be hairy for awhile. Plus, we may be stuck here for sometime. Y ears, even.”

“Rachd. Stop making excuses.”
Shesghed. “Am | that transparent?’

“Y ou’ ve got aworse sense of duty than—" She pulled back alittle, and he stopped, seeing the warning
glint in her eyes. Then she began to laugh quietly, and after amoment he joined her.

“I can think of much worse people to be stranded with in the middle of abackwater recovering from a
revolution, Martin, believe me—"

“Okay, | believeyou, | believeyou!” Sheleaned forward and kissed him, hard, then let go with asmile.

Theluggage was rolling smoothly now, and the dope of the ground was flattening out. The boulder above
them glowed ydlow in the afternoon light; and the man who’ d been leaning againgt it was deep in
animated arm-waving conversation with the huge Critic. Asthey approached, he turned to face them: a
wiry, short man with bushy hair, agoatee, and the antique affectation of pince-nez. Judging by the Sate of
his clothing he' d been on the road for sometime. “Who are you?’ he demanded aggressively.

“BuryaRubenstein?’ Rachel asked tiredly.

“Yes?’ Heglared at her suspicioudy. “Y ou have countermeasures!”



“Parcel for Burya Rubenstein, care of the Democratic Revolutionary Party, Rochard’ s World. You
wouldn’t believe how far it's come or how many hoops |’ ve had to jump through to get it to you.”

“Ah—" He gtared at the trunk, then back at Rachd. “Who did you say you were?’
“Friendsfrom Old Earth,” Martin grunted. “ Also hungry, dirty, shipwrecked survivors.”

“Wadl, youwon't find any decent hospitaity here.” Rubenstein swept ahand around the clearing. “Old
Earth, did you say? Now that is along way to comewith aparcd! Just what exactly isit?’

“It' sacornucopia machine. Sdlf-replicating factory, fully programmable, and it’ syours. A gift from Earth.
The means of production in one handy self-propelled package. We hoped you might fed like starting an
industrid revolution. At least we did before we found out about the Festival.” Rachd blinked as
Rubengtein threw back his head and laughed wildly.

“Just what exactly isthat meant to mean?’ she demanded irritably. “1’ ve comeforty light-years, a not
inconsiderablerisk, to deliver amessage you' d have murdered for sx months ago. Don't you think you
could explain yoursdf?’

“Oh, madam, please accept my apologies. | do you adisservice. If you' d ddlivered this even four weeks
ago, you' d have changed the course of history—of that | have no doubt! But you see’—he straightened
up and his expression grew sober—"we have had such devices since thefirst day of the Festival. And for
all the good they’ ve done us, I’ d just as soon never have set eyes on one.”

She looked back at Rubenstein. “Waell, that confirmsit. | suppose you' ve got timeto fill mein onwhat’s
been going on here while I’ ve been engaged in thisfool’ s errand?’ she demanded.

“We held the revolution about, ah, three weeks ago.” Buryacircled the steamer trunk, inspectingit.
“Thingsdid not go according to plan, as1’m sure our friend the Critic herewill explain.” He sat down on
the chedt. “Eschaton only knows what the Critics are doing herein thefirst place, or indeed the Festival.
We—nobody—was ready for what happened. My dreams are co-opted by committee meetings, did
you know that? The revolution ran its course in two weeks: that’ s how long it took for usto redlize
nobody needed us. Emergent criticality. The Sister here has been showing me the consequences—bad
consequences.” He hung hishead. “ Survivors of the fleet have landed at the capital, they tell me. People
areflocking to them. They want security, and who can blame them?’

“So let me get thisstraight.” Rachel leaned againgt the huge amber boulder. Y ou changed your mind
about wanting to change the system?”’

“Oh no!” Buryastood up agitatedly. “But the system no longer exigts. It wasn't destroyed by committees
or Soviets or worker’s cadres; it was destroyed by peopl€’ s wishes coming true. But come, now. Y ou
look asif you' ve been through a battle! There are refugees everywhere, you know. Once | sort out my
business here, | will return to Plotsk and see what | can do to ensure stability. Perhapsyou'd liketo
comedong?’

“Stability,” Martin echoed. “Um, what business? | mean, why are you here? We seem to be quite away
from civilization.” That was ahuge understatement, asfar as Rachel could see. She leaned back and
looked down at the forest dispiritedly. To come dl thisdistance, only to find that she was three weeks
too late to change history for the better: that the Festival had dropped an entire planetary society, such as
it was, into an informational blender and dialed the bladesto FAST;; it was all abit too much to
appreciate. That, and shewas tired, mortdly tired. She’ d done her best, like Martin. Three weeks. If
Martin had failed ...



“There ssomeoneingde that boulder,” said Rubengten.

“What?” A complex three-dimensional model of the hillsde spread out before Rachel’ s distributed
Spy-eyes. There was Vassly, working hisway up the far sde of the dope. Here was Martin. And the
boulder—

“The occupant.” Buryanodded. “He sl dive. Actudly, he wantsto join the Festival as a passenger. |
can seewhy; from his point of view, it makes sense. But | think the emergency committee might
disagree—they’ d rather see him dead.

“The reactionary forcesin the capital would disagree for other reasons. they’ d want him back. He used
to be the planetary governor, you see, until too many of his private, persona wishes cametrue.
Derdliction of duty.” Rubengtein blinked. “1 wouldn't have bdieved it, but.”

“Ah. Sowhat’sthered problem with him joining the Festival?’

“Getting their attention. The Festival tradesinformation for services. He stold it everything he knows. So
have |. What are we to do?’

“That's preposterous,” said Martin. “Y ou mean, the Festival will only accept fare-paying passengers?’

“Strange asthismay seem, it’s how the Fringe and the Critics first came aboard. The Critics still pay their
way by providing higher-level commentary on whatever they find.” Burya sat down again.

Martinydled. “Hey! Critic!”

Onthe lower dopes of the hill, Sister Seventh sat up. “ Question?” she boomed.
“How are you going home?’ Martin shouted &t her.

“Finish Critique! Exchangeliftwise”

“Can you take a passenger?’

“Hol” Sdter Seventh ambled up the dope of the hill. “I1dentity interrogetive?’
“Whoever’ sin this vitrification cell. Used to be the planetary governor, I'mtold.”

The Critic shambled closer. Rachd tried not to recoil from her clammy vegetable-breathy presence. “Can
take cargo,” Sigter Seventh rumbled. “Give reason.”

“Um.” Martin glanced a Rachel. “ The Festival assamilatesinformation, no? We came from thefleet. |
have an interesting story to tell.”

Sister Seventh nodded. “ Information. Useful, yes, low entropy. |'s passenger—"

“Vitrified,” Buryainterrupted. “By the Festival, gpparently. Please be discreet. Some of my colleagues
would disapprove, and asfor the reactionaries—"

Some sixth sense made Rachd turn around. It was Vassily: he' d circled around the far sde of the hill for
some reason, and now she saw that he was clutching aseemingly bladeless handle. His expresson was
wild. “Burya Rubenstein?’ he gasped.

“That'sme. Who areyou?’ Rubenstein turned to face the new arriva.



Vassly took two steps forward, half-staggering, like amarionette manipulated by adrunk. “I’ m your son,
you bastard! Remember my mother yet?” He raised his power knife.

“Oh shit.” Rachel suddenly noticed the fuzz of static that was even now plucking at her implants, trying to
tell them thiswasn't happening, that there was nobody there. Things became clearer, much clearer. She
was't the only person with high-level implants hereabouts.

“My son?" Rubengtein looked puzzled for amoment, then his expression cleared. “’ Millawas dlowed to

keep you after | was exiled?’ He stood up. “My son—"

Vassly swung at Rubengtein, artlesdy but with al the force he could muster. But Buryawasn't there
when the knife came down; Martin had tackled him from behind, ramming him headfirgt into the ground.

With ashrill screech, the power knife cut into the lid of the cornucopia, dicing through millions of delicate
circuits. A numinous flickering light and asmell of fresh yeast rose up as Vassly struggled to pull the
blade out. A superconducting monofilament, held rigid by avicioudy powerful magnetic field, the knife
could cut through just about anything. Martin rolled over on his back and looked up just as Vassly, his
face adack mask, stepped toward him and raised the knife. Therewas abrief buzzing sound, and his
eyesrolled up: then Vassly collapsed acrossthe chest.

Arms and chest burning, Rachdl lowered the stun gun and dropped back into real-world speed. Panting,
heart racing. Do this too often and die. “Bloody hell, wasn't there anybody aboard the fleet without a
covert agenda?’ she complained.

“Doesn't look likeit.” Martin struggled to Sit up.
“What happened?’ Buryalooked around, dazed.

“I think—" Rachel looked at the trunk. It was outgassing ominoudy: the power knife had cut through a
lot of synthesis cdlls, and evidently some of the fuel tankswere lesking faster than the repair programs
could fix them. “It could be a bad ideato stay here. Talk about it on the road to Plotsk?’

“Yes” Buryarolled Vassly off the trunk and dragged him afew paces. “I1sheredly my son?’

“Probably.” Rachd paused to yawn for air. “I wondered abit. Why hewas dong. Couldn’'t have been a
mistake. And then, theway he went for you—programmed, | think. Curator’ s Office must have figured,
if revolution, you'd be central. Bastard child, disgraced mother, easily recruited. Credible?’

Sigter Seventh had ambled up and was sniffing at the vitrification cell occupied by the nearly late Duke
Feix Politovsky. “1 told Festival passenger upload now-soon,” she rumbled. “Y ou tell story? Honor
credit?

“Later,” sad Martin.

“Okay.” Sister Seventh gnashed at the air. “Y ou got overdraft at the mythology bank. | fix. Go Plotsk,
now-soonish’?’

“Before the luggage goes bang,” Martin agreed. He stood up atrifle drunkenly, winced as he transferred
hisweight onto one knee. “Rachel ?’

“Coming.” The dark spots had amost vacated her visud field. “Okay. Um, if we can tie him up and put
him in that walking hut of yours, we can work on his brainwashing later. Seeif there' sanything moreto
him than aprogrammed n.”



“I agree.” Buryapaused. “1 didn’t expect this.”
“Neither didwe,” she said shortly. “Come on. Let’ s get away before thisthing blows.”

Together they sumbled away from the fizzing revolutionary bomb and the last unchanging relic of the
ancient regime, back down the hillsde that led toward the road to Plotsk.

Epilogue

Once news of Admiral Kurtz's miraculous appearance in the Ducal palace spread into the city, atenuous
curtain of normality began to assert itsalf. The revol utionary committees centered on the Corn Exchange
watched the situation with darm, but the common people were less unenthusiastic. Most of them were
bewildered, disoriented, and deeply upset by the strangeness of the times. Those who weren't had for
the most part dready |eft the city; the survivors huddled together for comfort amidst the ruins of their
certainties, eating mannafrom the Festival’ s machines and praying.

Kurtz' s mysterious burst of good health continued; as Robard had noticed earlier, diseases of senescence
were extremely rare among the survivors of the Festival, and for good reason. Acting on the Curator's
advice, the Admira magnanimoudy announced an amnesty for al progressive dements and a period of
reconstruction and collective introspection. Many of the remaining revol utionaries took the opportunity to
melt into the crowded camps or leave the city, in some cases taking cornucopia seeds with them.
Rochard’ s World was thinly colonized, an amost unknown wilderness starting just three hundred
kilometers beyond the city. Those who could not stand to watch areturn to the old status quo took to
the roads.

Also at the behest of the Curator’ s Office, the Admiral made no attempt to send militiaforces after them.
There would be time for dealing with miscreants later, Robard pointed out. Time enough after they’d
garved through the coming winter.

A few morelifeboats made it down intact, cluttering the landing field behind the paace. Regular light
shows it up the sky with blue streaks of light; departing spawn of the Festival. Babushkasin the street
looked up, made the Sign of the evil eye, and spat in the gutter asthe evil time passed. Some of the
passing wisps bore the encoded essence of the old Duke; but few people knew and fewer cared.
Gradudly, the Festival’ s orbiting factories reached the end of their design life and shut down: dowly, the
telephones stopped ringing. Now, people used them to call each other up. It was good to talk, and
scattered families and friends rediscovered one another through the directionless medium of the phone
network. The Curator fretted, and finally concluded that there was nothing to be done about it. Not until
contact with the father planet resumed, in any event.

Things happened differently in Plotsk. The outlying township lay cut off from the capital by landdides and
bizarre, dangerous structures that had rendered the roads impassable. Here, the revolutionary committee
wound down until it was now aloca provisona council, now atown governance. Peasants began to
sguat in the many abandoned farms around the town, second and third sons gifted by asudden
superfluity of soil. Strangers drifted in, fleeing chaosin smaler settlements, and there was space for
everybody. Comrade Rubengtein of the Centrd Committee announced hisintention to settle; after a
heated row with the governance, he agreed to stick to publishing a newdetter and leave matters of
ideology to lessmercuria souls. He moved into Havlicek the Pawnbroker’ s gpartment above the gutted
shop on Main Street, along with ayoung man who said little and was not seen in public for the first week,
providing much fertile materid for wagging tongues. Strange structures burbled and steamed in the small
courtyard behind the shop, and rumor had it that Rubenstein dabbled in the strange arts of technol ogical



miracle-working that had so upset the state sometime ago—but nobody disturbed him, for the local
constabulary werein the pay of the governance, who had more sense than to mess with a dangerous
wizard and revolutionary ideologue.

Another strange couple took over atenement above Markus Wolff’s old hardware store. They didn’'t
talk much, but the bearded man demonstrated aremarkabl e gptitude with tools. Together they rebuilt the
store, then opened for business. They kept asmall stock of locks and clocks and rebuilt telephones and
more exotic gadgets, racked in the age-blackened oak cabinets within the shop. These they traded for
food and clothing and coal, and tongues wagged about the source of the miracul ous toys that they sold so
cheap—itemsthat would have cost afortune in the capital of the father world, never mind a backwoods
colonia town. The supply seemed never-ending, and the sign they hung from the shop front was daringly
closeto subversive: accessto tools and ideas. But thisdidn’t provoke as much comment as the conduct
of hispartner; atal, thin woman with dark hair cut short, who sometimes went about bareheaded and
unaccompanied, and frequently ran the shop when her husband was absent, even serving strangers on her
own.

Back before the Festival, their conduct would have been sure to arouse comment, perhaps even avist
by the police and a summonsto the Curator’ s Office. But in these strange times, nobody seemed to care:
and the radical Rubengtein was a not-infrequent visitor to their shop, procuring interesting components for
his printing mechanism. They evidently had dangerous friends, and this was enough to deter the neighbors
from snooping too much—except for the widow Lorenz, who seemed to fed it was her duty to pick a
quarrd with the woman (who she suspected of being a Jewess, or unwed, or something equaly snister).

Over the nine months following the Festival, summer did into the cold, rainy depths of autumn: the sun hid
itsface, and winter settled itsicy grip into the ground. Martin spent many evenings rooting through the
supply of metal bar stock he' d collected during the summer, feeding piecesto the smal fabricator in the
cdlar, trying his hand at toolmaking with the primitive mechanica equipment to hand. Diamond molds,
electric arc furnace, numericaly controlled milling machine—these, histools, he spun from the fabricator,
using them in turn to make artifacts that the farmers and shopkeepers around him could understand.

While Martin worked at these tasks, Rachel kept house and shop together, rooted out clothing and food,
bought advertising space in Rubenstein’ s broadsheet, and kept her ears to the ground for signs of trouble.
They lived together as man and wife, meeting nosy neighborly inquirieswith ablank stare and ashrug
meaning mind your own business. Lifewas primitive, their resources and comfort limited both by what
was available and by the exigencies of |eading an inconspicuous existence; athough after winter began to
bite, Martin’ singalation of insulating foam and heat pumps kept them so warm that one or two of the
more daring neighbors devel oped an unwel come tendency to hang around the shop.

One chilly morning, Martin awoke with aheadache and a dry mouth. For amoment he couldn’t recall
where he was. he opened his eyes and looked up at a dingy white curtain. Someone murmured deepily
and rolled againgt him. How did | get here? Thisisn't my shop. Thisisn't my life—the sense of
dienation was profound. Then memory came duicing back like aflash flood, damping down the dusty
plains. Herolled over and reached out an arm, hugged her deeping shoulders againg his chest. Distant
emitters twittered to the back of hishead: all the wards were in place. Rachel muttered and twitched,
yawning. “Awake?’ he asked softly.

“Yeagh. Ah. What timeisit?’ She blinked againgt the morning light, hair touded and eyes puffy with deep,
and agtab of affection thrilled through him.

“After dawn. Bloody cold out here. ’ Scuse me.” He hugged her once, then did feet first through the
bed-curtains, out into the frigid bedroom. The frost had scrawled its runesinsde the windowpanes.
Trying to keep hisfeet off the wooden floor, he twitched on hisfelt dippers then pulled out the chamber



pot and squatted. He pulled on chilly outerwear from the clothedine inside the canopy bed, then went
down into the cellar to ingpect the charcoa burner that till glowed, pdtier cells generating power for the
smal manufacturing plant’ s overnight milling run. Draw water, bail it, and soon they’ d have coffee— a
miraculous luxury, notwithstanding that it was ersatz, produce of a cornucopiamachine. Maybe in aweek
or two the geothermd tap would be providing abit more hegat; for now, any temperature above freezing
was awin in the face of the fierce steppe winter.

Rachel was up, floor creaking underfoot, yawning as she pulled on her chemise and underskirts. He
stomped downstairs to rake out the oven and light anew fire; his hands were too cold, and he rubbed
them hard to get the circulation going. Morning market, isn't it? Hethought. Lots of farmers. Maybe
make some sales. Then headmost pinched himsdlf. What am | turning into? Cold ashestumbling into a
tin bucket as he scraped behind the fire grate. Something rustled behind him. He glanced around. Rachel
was clad for outdoors: her voluminous brown dress covered her to the soles of her boots, and she'd tied
her hair up in ahead scarf, knotted tightly under her chin after the loca fashion. Only her face was
exposed. “You going out?’ he asked.

“Market this morning. | want to buy some bread, maybe a chicken or two. They’re not going to be so
easy to come by if weleaveit any longer.” She glanced away. “Brr. Cold today, isn't it?’

“We should be wanning up in here by the time you get back.” Hefinished laying codsin the grate and
used asmadl, familiar piece of magic: light blossomed fast, spread hungrily across the anthracite surfaces.
Heturned his back to the oven. “ Should be alot of sdlestoday. Money—"

“I'll draw some from thetill.” Sheleaned close, and he wrapped his arms around her. Reassuring and
solid, embedded within the guise of alocd artisan’ swife. Sheleaned her chin on his shoulder with long
familiarity.

“Y ou' relooking good this morning. Wonderful.”

She amiled alittle, and shivered. “ Hatterer. | wonder how much longer we' re going to be able to stay
here?’

“Beableto?Or haveto?’
“Um.” She consdered for amoment. “Isit getting to you?’

“Yes. A hit.” Hechuckled quietly. “I caught mysdlf thinking like a shopkeeper thismorning, whilel was
cleaning out the grate. It d be so easy to dip into aroutine. It' swhat, eight months now? Living the quiet
life. I could dmost see us sttling down here, raising afamily, Snking into obscurity.”

“It wouldn't work.” She tensed under his hands, and he rubbed at her shoulders. “Wewouldn’t age right.
They’ |l open up travel again in the new year, and then, well. I’ ve done child rearing, too. It wouldn't
work, trust me. Be glad of that reversible vasectomy. Or had you thought what it’ d be like to be on the
run with ababy intow?’

“Oh, I know about thet.” He carried on moving hishandsin smal circles until she relaxed dightly. Thick
fabric moved under hisfingertips, many layers of it against the cold. “1 know. We need to move on,
sooner rather than later. It'sjust o ... quiet. Peaceful.”

“Graveyards are quiet, t0o.” She pulled back to arm’ slength and stared at him, and once again he held
his breath: because when she did this, he found her unbearably beautiful. “ That’ s what the New Republic
isal about, isn'tit? Thisisn't agood placeto live, Martin. It isn't safe. The town’sin shock; collectively
they'redl in afit of denid. All their wishes granted, for three months, and it wasn't enough! When they



wake up, they’ll reach for the security blanket. The place will be crawling with Curator’s Office
informers, and thistime you don’t have an Admiralty contract and | don’t have a diplomatic passport.
WE |l haveto moveon.”

“And your employers—" He couldn’t continue.

“Easy come, easy go.” She shrugged. “I’ ve taken leave of absence before. Thisisn't leave; it’slying low,
waiting to exit ahot zone. But if we could only make it back to Earth, there are lots of things1’d liketo
do with you. Together. There' Il be room to make plans, then. Here, if we stay, someone esewill plan
everything for us. Along with everybody else”

“Alright.” He turned back to the cooker: ahealthy red glow rippled beneath the coals that the adiabatic
heater had goosed into combustion. “Today, the market. Maybe this evening we can think about when
to—"

There was a pounding at the front door.

“What isit?’ Martin shouted. Leaving the stove, he shambled through into the cold, dark shop: paused at
the door. Opened the letterbox. “Who' sthere?’

“Telegram!” piped abreathlessvoice. " Telegram for Master Springburg!”

With arattle of bolts, Martin did the door gar. Blinding white snow, and ared-uniformed post office
runner boy who stood staring up at him. “ Telegram? For the toolsmith?’

“That'd beme,” he said. The boy waited: Martin fumbled for atip, afew kopecks, then closed the door
and leaned againgt it, heart pounding. A telegram!

“Openit!” Rachd loomed over him, eyes anxiouswith hope and surprise. “Whoisit from?’
“It'sfrom Herman—" he opened the envelope and, mouth dry, began to read aloud:
TO: MARTIN SPRINGFIELD AND RACHEL MANSOUR,
CONGRATULATIONSON YOUR BABY.

| UNDERSTAND THE CHILD WASBORN IN ORBIT AROUND ROCHARD’S
WORLD, AND SHORTLY DEPARTED IN VARIOUSDIRECTIONS. WHILE |
APPRECIATE THAT YOU AREBOTH TIRED, YOU MIGHT BEINTERESTED TO
KNOW THAT | HAVE AN IMPORTANT BUSINESSVENTURE OPENING BACK
HOME. IF YOU'D LIKE TO BE INVOLVED, TWO TICKETSARE WAITING FOR
YOU AT THE CENTRAL POST OFFICE IN NOVY PETROGRAD.

PS: | GATHER SPRING ISAN UNHEALTHY SEASON IN PLOTSK. PLEASE
DON'T TARRY.

Later that day, the old Wolff hardware store caught fire and burned down to the ground—the victim,
local rumor had it, of neglect by its feckless owner. He had last been seen leaving town in ahired deigh,
accompanied by hisfancy woman and asmall carpetbag. They were never seen again in Plotsk, but
vanished into the capitd city like adrop of ink in the blue ocean: lost in the turbulence and excitement
surrounding the arriva of thefirst civilian starship since the Festival departed, atramp freighter from Old
Cdais

They weren't redlly lost: but thet, asthey say, isanother story. And before | recount it, | have some



wishes| would likeyouto grantme....



