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      A Note on Imperial Measures

      
      One of the many advantages of life under the Imperial Apparatus is the easy imposition of consistent standards of infrastructure,
         communication, and law. For fifteen hundred years, the measures of the Eighty Worlds have followed an enviably straightforward
         scheme.
      

      
      There are 100 seconds in each minute, 100 minutes in an hour, and ten hours in a day.

      
      
         	
            One second is defined as 1/100,000 of a solar day on Home.
         

         	
One meter is defined as 1/300,000,000 of a lightsecond.
         

         	
One gravity is defined as 10 meters per second squared acceleration.
         

      

      
      The Emperor has decreed that the speed of light shall remain as nature has provided.

      
   
      
      1

    
      HOSTAGE SITUATION

      There is no greater tactical disadvantage than the presence of precious noncombatants. Civilians, historical treasures, hostages:
         treat them as already lost.
      

      
      – ANONYMOUS 167

    

     

       

      Pilot

      
      The five small craft passed from shadow, emerging with the suddenness of coins thrown into sunlight. The disks of their rotary
         wings shimmered in the air like heat, momentary rainbows flexing across prisms of motion. Master Pilot Jocim Marx noted with
         pleasure the precision of his squadron’s formation. The other pilots’ Intelligencer craft perfectly formed a square centered
         upon his own.
      

      
      ‘Don’t we look pretty?’ Marx said.

      
      ‘Pretty obvious, sir,’ Hendrik answered. She was the squadron’s second pilot, and it was her job to worry.

      
      ‘A little light won’t hurt us,’ Marx said flatly. ‘The Rix haven’t had time to build anything with eyes.’

      
      He said it not to remind Hendrik, who knew damn well, but to reassure their squadron-mates. The other three pilots were nervous;
         Marx could hear it in their silence. None of them had ever flown a mission of this importance before.
      

      
      But then, who had?

      
      Marx’s own nerves were beginning to play on him. His squadron of Intelligencers had covered half the distance from dropsite
         to objective without meeting any resistance. The Rix were obviously ill-equipped, improvising against far greater force, relying
         on their single advantage: the hostages. But surely they had made preparations for small craft.
      

      
      After a few moments in the sun, the waiting was over.

      
      ‘I’m getting echolocation from dead ahead, sir,’ Pilot Oczar announced.

      
      ‘I can see them,’ Hendrik added. ‘Lots of them.’
      

      
      The enemy interceptors resolved before Marx’s eyes as his craft responded to the threat, enhancing vision with its other senses,
         incorporating data from the squadron’s other craft into his layers of synesthesia. As Marx had predicted, the interceptors
         were small, unpiloted drones. Their only weapon was a long, sinuous grappling arm that hung from the rotary lifting surface,
         which was more screw than blade. The devices looked rather like something da Vinci might have designed four millennia ago,
         a contraption powered by the toil of tiny men.
      

      
      The interceptors dangled before Marx. There were a lot of them, and in their host they impelled the same vaguely obscene fascination
         as creatures from the deepest ocean. One moved toward his craft, arms flailing with a blind and angry abandon.
      

      
      Master Pilot Marx tilted his Intelligencer’s rotary wing forward and increased its power. His ship rose above the interceptor,
         barely missing collision with the enemy’s lifting screw. Marx grimaced at the near miss. Another interceptor came into focus
         before him, this one a little higher, and he reversed his wing’s rotation, pushing the ship down, dropping below its grasp.
      

      
      Around him, the other pilots cursed as they pitched their craft through the swarm of interceptors. Their voices came at him
         from all sides of his cockpit, directionally biased to reflect their position relative to his.
      

      
      From above, Hendrik spoke, the tension of a hard turn in her voice. ‘You’ve seen these before, sir?’

      
      ‘Negative,’ he replied. He’d fought the Rix Cult many times, but their small craft were evolutionary. Small, random differences
         in design were scattered throughout every generation. Characteristics that succeeded were incorporated into the next production
         round. You never knew what new shapes and strategies Rix craft might assume. ‘The arms are longer than I’ve seen, and the
         behavior’s more … volatile.’
      

      
      ‘They sure look pissed off,’ Hendrik agreed.
      

      
      Her choice of words was apt. Two interceptors ahead of Marx sensed his craft, and their arms began to flail with the sudden
         intensity of alligators when prey has stepped into reach. He rolled his Intelligencer sideways, narrowing his vulnerable area
         as he slipped between them.
      

      
      But there were more and more of the interceptors, and his Intelligencer’s profile was still too large. Marx retracted his
         craft’s sensory array, trading away vision for compact size. At this range, however, the closest interceptors resolved to
         terrible clarity, the data layers provided by first-, second-, and third-level sight almost choking his mind. Marx could see
         (hear, smell) the individual segments of a grasping arm flexing like a snake’s spine, the cilia of an earspot casting jagged
         shadows in the hard sunlight. Marx squinted at the cilia, gesturing for a zoom until the little hairs towered around him like
         a forest.
      

      
      ‘They’re using sound to track us,’ he announced. ‘Silence your echolocators now.’

      
      The view before him blurred as sonar data was lost. If Marx was right, and the interceptors were audio-only, his squadron
         would be undetectable to them now.
      

      
      ‘I’m tangled!’ Pilot Oczar shouted from below him. ‘One’s got a sensor post!’

      
      ‘Don’t fight!’ Marx ordered. ‘Just lizard.’

      
      ‘Ejecting post,’ Oczar said, releasing his ship’s captured limb.

      
      Marx hazarded a glance downward. A flailing interceptor tumbled slowly away from Oczar’s ship, clinging to the ejected sensor
         post with blind determination. The Intelligencer tilted crazily as its pilot tried to compensate for broken symmetry.
      

      
      ‘They’re getting heavy, sir,’ Hendrik warned. Marx switched his view to Hendrik’s perspective for a moment. From her high
         vantage, a thickening swarm of interceptors was clearly visible ahead. The bright lines of their long grapples sparkled like a shattered, drifting spiderweb in the sun.
      

      
      There were too many.

      
      Of course, there were backups already advancing from the dropsite. If this first wave of Intelligencers was destroyed, another
         squadron would be ready, and eventually a craft or two would get through. But there wasn’t time. The rescue mission required
         onsite intelligence, and soon. Failure to provide it would certainly end careers, might even constitute an Error of Blood.
      

      
      One of these five craft had to make it.

      
      ‘Tighten up the formation and increase lift,’ Marx ordered. ‘Oczar, you stay down.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ the man answered quietly. Oczar knew what Marx intended for his craft.

      
      The rest of the squadron swept in close to Marx. The four Intelligencers rose together, jostling through the writhing defenders.

      
      ‘Time for you to make some noise, Oczar,’ Marx said. ‘Extend your sensor posts to full length and activity.’

      
      ‘Up to a hundred, sir.’

      
      Marx looked down as Oczar’s craft grew, a spider with twenty splayed legs emerging suddenly from a seed, a timelapse of a
         flower relishing sunlight. The interceptors around Oczar grew more detailed as his craft became fully active, bathing their
         shapes with ultrasonic pulses, microlaser distancing, and millimeter radar.
      

      
      Already, the dense cloud of interceptors was beginning to react. Like a burst of pollen caught by a sudden wind, they shifted
         toward Oczar’s craft.
      

      
      ‘We’re going through blind and silent,’ Marx said to the other pilots. ‘Find a gap and push toward it hard. We’ll be cutting
         main power.’
      

      
      ‘One tangle, sir,’ Oczar said. ‘Two.’

      
      ‘Feel free to defend yourself.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir!’
      

      
      On Marx’s status board, the counterdrones in Oczar’s magazine counted down quickly. The man launched a pair as he confirmed
         the order, then another a few seconds later. The interceptors must be all over him. Marx glanced down at Oczar’s craft. The
         bilateral geometries of its deployed sensor array were starting to twist, burdened by the thrashing defenders. Through the
         speakers, Oczar grunted with the effort of keeping his craft intact.
      

      
      Marx raised his eyes from the battle and peered forward. The remainder of the squadron was reaching the densest rank of the
         interceptor cloud. Oczar’s diversion had thinned it somewhat, but there was still scant space to fit through.
      

      
      ‘Pick your hole carefully,’ Marx said. ‘Get some speed up. Retraction on my mark. Five … four … three …’

      
      He let the count fade, concentrating on flying his own craft. He had aimed his Intelligencer toward a gap in the interceptors,
         but one had drifted into the center of his path. Marx reversed his rotor and boosted power, driving his craft downward.
      

      
      The drone loomed closer, lured by the whine of his surging main rotor. He hoped the extra burst would be enough.

      
      ‘Retract now!’ he ordered. The view blurred and faded as the sensor posts on the ship furled. In seconds, Marx’s vision went dark.
      

      
      ‘Cut your main rotors,’ he commanded.

      
      The small craft would be almost silent now, impelled only by the small, flywheel-powered stabilizer wing at their rear. It
         would push them forward until it ran down. But the four surviving craft were already beginning to fall.
      

      
      Marx checked the altimeter’s last reading: 174 centimeters. At that height, the craft would take at least a minute before
         they hit the ground. Even with its sensor array furled and main rotor stalled, in a normal-density atmosphere an intelligence craft fell no faster than a speck of dust.
      

      
      Indeed, the Intelligencers were not much larger than specks of dust, and were somewhat lighter. With a wingspan of a single
         millimeter, they were very small craft indeed.
      

      
      Master Pilot Jocim Marx, Imperial Naval Intelligence, had flown microships for eleven years. He was the best.

      
      He had scouted for light infantry in the Coreward Bands Revolt. His machine then had been the size and shape of two hands
         cupping water, the hemispherical surface holed with dozens of carbon whisker fans, each of which could run at its own speed.
         He was deployed on the battlefield in those days, flying his craft through a VR helmet. He stayed with the platoon staff under
         their portable forcefield, wandering about blind to his surroundings. That had never set easy with him; he constantly imagined
         a slug finding him, the real world intruding explosively on the synesthetic realm inside his helmet. Marx was very good, though,
         at keeping his craft steady in the unpredictable Bandian winds. His craft would paint enemy snipers with an undetectable x-ray
         laser, which swarms of smart needle-bullets followed to unerring kills. Mark’s steady hand could guide a projectile into a
         centimeter-wide seam in personal armor, or through the eye-slit of a sniper’s camopolymer blind.
      

      
      Later, he flew penetrators against Rix hovertanks in the Incursion. These projectiles were hollow cylinders, about the size
         of a child’s finger. They were launched by infantrymen, encased in a rocket-propelled shell for the first half of their short
         flight. When the penetrator deployed, breaking free the instant it spotted a target, it flew purely on momentum. Ranks of
         tiny control surfaces lined the inside of the cylinder, like the baleen plates of some plankton-feeder. The weapon’s supersonic
         flight was an exercise in extreme delicacy. Too hard a nudge and a penetrator would tumble uselessly. But when it hit a Rix tank just right, its maw precisely aligned to
         the hexagonal weave of the armor, it cut through metal and ceramic like a rip propagating down a cloth seam. Inside, the projectile
         disintegrated into countless molecular viruses, breaking down the machine in minutes. Marx flew dozens of ten-second missions
         each day, and was plagued at night with fitful microdreams of launch and collision. Eventually, backpack AI proved better
         for the job than human pilots, but Marx’s old flight recordings were still studied by nascent intelligences for their elegance
         and flair.
      

      
      The last few decades, Marx had worked with the Navy. Small craft were now truly small, fullerene constructions no bigger than
         a few millimeters across when furled, built by even smaller machines and powered by exotic transuranium batteries. They were
         largely for intelligence gathering, although they had offensive uses. Marx had flown a specially fitted Intelligencer into
         a fiberoptic AI hub during the Dhantu Liberation, carrying a load of glass-eating nanos that had dismantled the rebels’ communication
         system planetwide within minutes.
      

      
      Master Pilot Marx preferred the safety of the Navy. At his age, being on the battlefield had lost its thrill. Now Marx controlled
         his craft from shipside, hundreds of kilometers away from the action. He reclined in the comfort of a smart-gel seat like
         some fighter pilot of yore, bathed in synesthetic images that allowed him three levels of sight, the parts of his brain normally
         dedicated to hearing, smell, and tactile sensations all given over to vision. Marx experienced his ship’s environment as a
         true pilot should, as if he himself had been shrunk to the size of a human cell.
      

      
      He loved the microscopic scale of his new assignment. In his darkened cabin on sleepless nights, Marx burned incense and watched
         the smoke rise through the bright, pencil-width shaft of an emergency flashlight. He noted how air currents curled, how ghostly snakes could be spun with the movement of
         a finger, a puff of breath. With an inhumanly steady hand he moved a remote microscope carefully through the air, projecting
         its images onto the cabin wall, watching and learning the behavior of microscopic particles aloft.
      

      
      Sometimes during these dark and silent vigils, Jocim Marx allowed himself to think that he was the best microcraft pilot in
         the fleet.
      

      
      He was right.

      
      
      Captain

      
      Captain Laurent Zai stared down into the central airscreen of his battle bridge, searching for a solution in its tangle of
         crisp, needle-thin lines. The airscreen was filled with a wireframe of the imperial palace on Legis XV, a structure that stretched
         across ten square kilometers in a sinuous, organiform sprawl. The real palace was currently two hundred seventeen klicks directly
         below the Lynx.

      
      Zai could feel imminent defeat down there. It writhed beneath the soles of his boots, as if he were standing at the edge of
         some quickly eroding sand dune.
      

      
      Of course, this slipping sensation likely resulted from the Lynx’s efforts to remain geostationary above the palace. The ship was under constant acceleration to match the planet’s rotation;
         a proper geosynchronous orbit would be too high to effect the rescue. So a stomach-churning combination of forces pulled on
         Zai’s tall frame. At this altitude, the ship was deep within Legis XV’s gravity well, which pulled him substantially sternward.
         The Lynx’s acceleration nudged Zai to one side with a slow, twisting motion. The thin but boiling thermosphere of the planet added an occasional pocket of turbulence. And overlaying it all were the throes of the ship’s artificial
         gravity – always shaky this close to a planet – as it attempted to create the uniform effect of a single standard gee.
      

      
      It felt to Zai’s delicate sense of balance as if the Lynx’s bridge were swirling clockwise down some gigantic drain.
      

      
      Twelve senior officers had stations around the airscreen. The bridge was crowded with them and their planning staffs, and
         the air was filled with the crackle of argument and conjecture, of growing desperation. The wireframe of the palace was lanced
         periodically by arcing lines in bold, primary colors. Marine insertions, clandestine ground attacks, and drone penetrations
         were displayed every few minutes, all manner of the precise and sudden attacks that hostage situations called for. Of course,
         these assaults were all theoretical models. No one would dare make a move against the hostage-takers until the captain so
         ordered.
      

      
      And the captain had been silent.

      
      It was his neck on the line.
      

      
      Laurent Zai liked it cold on his bridge. His metabolism burned like a furnace under the black wool of his Imperial Navy uniform,
         a garment designed for discomfort. He also believed that his crew performed better in the cold. Minds didn’t wander at fourteen
         degrees centigrade, and the side effects were less onerous than hyperoxygenation. The Lynx’s environmental staff had learned long ago that the more tense the situation, the colder the captain liked his bridge.
      

      
      Zai noted with perverse pleasure that the breath of his officers was just visible in the red battle lights that washed the
         great circular room. Hands were clenched into tight fists to conserve warmth. A few officers rubbed heat into their fingers
         one by one, as if counting possible casualties again and again.
      

      
      In this situation, the usual math of hostage rescues did not apply. Normally against the Rix Cult, fifty percent hostage survival
         was considered acceptable. On the other hand, the solons, generals, and courtiers held in the palace below were all persons
         of importance. The death of any of them would make enemies in high places for whoever was held responsible.
      

      
      Even so, in this context they were expendable.

      
      All that mattered was the fate of a single hostage. The Child Empress Anastasia Vista Khaman, heir to the throne and Lady
         of the Spinward Reaches. Or, as her own cult of personality called her, the Reason.
      

      
      Captain Zai looked down into the tangle of schematic and conjecture, trying to find the thread that would unknot this appalling
         situation. Never before had a member of the Imperial household – much less an heir – been assassinated, captured, or even
         wounded by enemy action. In fact, for the last sixteen hundred years, none of the immortal clan had ever died.
      

      
      It was as if the Risen Emperor himself were taken.

      
      The Rix commandos had assaulted the Imperial Palace on Legis XV less than a standard day before. It wasn’t known how the Rix
         heavy assault ship had reached the system undetected; their nearest forward bases were ten light-years spinward of the Legis
         cluster. Orbital defenses had destroyed the assault ship thousands of kilometers out, but a dozen small dropships were already
         away by then. They had fallen in a bright rain over the capital city, ten of them exploding in the defensive hail of bolt
         missiles, magnetic rail-launched uranium slugs, and particle beams from both the Lynx and groundside.
      

      
      But two had made it down.

      
      The palace had been stormed by some thirty Rix commandos,against a garrison of a hundred hastily assembled Imperial Guards.
      

      
      But the Rix were the Rix.

      
      Seven attackers had survived to reach the throne wing. Left in their path was a wake of shattered walls and dead soldiers.
         The Child Empress and her guests retreated to the palace’s last redoubt, the council chamber. The room was sealed within a
         level-seven stasis field, a black sphere supposedly as unbreachable as an event horizon. They had fifty days of oxygen and
         six hundred gallons of water with them.
      

      
      But some unknown weapon (or had it been treachery?) had dissolved the stasis field like butter in the sun.

      
      The Empress was taken.

      
      The Rix, true to their religion, had wasted no time propagating a compound mind across Legis XV. They released viruses into
         the unprotected infostructure, corrupting the carefully controlled top-down network topology, introducing parallel and multiplex
         paths that made emergent global intelligence unstoppable. At this moment, every electronic device on the planet was being
         joined into one ego, one creature, new and vastly distributed, that would make the world Rix forever. Unless, of course, the
         planet was bombed back into the stone age.
      

      
      Such propagations could normally be prevented by simple monitoring software. But the Rix had warned that were any action taken
         against the compound mind, the hostages would be executed. The Empress would die at the hands of barbarians.
      

      
      And if that happened, the failure of the military to protect her would constitute Error of Blood. Nothing short of the commanding
         officer’s ritual suicide would be acceptable.
      

      
      Captain Zai peered down into the schematic of the palace, and saw his death written there. The desperate, lancing plans of
         rescue – the marine drops and bombardments and infiltrations – were glyphs of failure. None would work. He could feel it. The arciform shapes, bright and primary like the work of some young child’s air drawing toy, were flowers on his
         grave.
      

      
      If he could not effect a miraculous rescue soon, he would either lose a planet or lose the Empress – perhaps both – and his
         life would be forfeit.
      

      
      The odd thing was, Zai had felt this day coming.

      
      Not the details. The situation was unprecedented, after all. Zai had assumed he would die in battle, in some burst of radiation
         amid the cascading developments of the last two months, which in top-secret communiqués were already referred to as the Second
         Rix Incursion. But he had never imagined death by his own hand, had never predicted an Error of Blood.
      

      
      But he had felt mortality stalking him. Everything was too precious now, too fragile not to be broken by some mischance, some callous
         joke of fate. This apprehension had plagued him since he had become, just under two years ago (in his relativistic time frame),
         suddenly, unexpectedly, and, for the first time in his life, absolutely certain that he was peerlessly … happy.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t love grand?’ he murmured to himself.
      

      
      
      Executive Officer

      
      Executive Officer Katherie Hobbes heard her captain mutter something under his breath. She glanced up at him, tracers from
         the blazing wireframe of the captured palace streaking her vision. On the captain’s face was a strange expression, given the
         situation. The pressure was extraordinary, time was running out, and yet he looked … oddly ecstatic. She felt a momentary
         thrill at the sight.
      

      
      ‘Does the captain require something?’
      

      
      He glanced down at her from the vantage of the shipmaster’s chair, the usual ice returning to his eyes. ‘Where are those damned
         Intelligencers?’
      

      
      Hobbes gestured, data briefly sparkling on her gloved fingers, and a short blue line brightened below, the rest of the airscreen
         chaos fading in the reserved synesthesia channel she shared with the captain. A host of yellow annotations augmented the blue
         line, the sparse and unambiguous glyphs of military iconographics at the ready, should the captain wish more details.
      

      
      So far, Hobbes thought, the plan was working.

      
      Master Pilot Marx’s squadron of small craft had been deployed from orbit two hours before, in a dropship the size of a fist.
         The handheld sensors of the Rix commandos had, as hoped, failed to notice this minuscule intrusion into the atmosphere. The
         dropship had ejected its payload before plunging with a dull thud into the soft earth of an Imperial meditation garden just
         within the palace. It had rained that day, so no dust cloud rose up from the impact. The ejected payload module landed softly
         through an open window, with an impact no greater than a champagne cork (which the payload module rather resembled in shape,
         size, and density) falling back to earth.
      

      
      A narrowcast array deployed from the module, spreading across the black marble of the palace floor in a concentric pattern,
         a fallen spiderweb. An uplink with the Lynx was quickly established. Two hundred kilometers above, five pilots sat in their command cockpits, and a small constellation
         of dust-motes rose up from the payload module, buoyed by the bare spring wind.
      

      
      The piloted small craft were followed by a host of support craft controlled by shipboard AI. There were fuelers to carry extra
         batteries, back-up Intelligencers to replace lost craft, and repeaters that fell behind like a trail of breadcrumbs, carrying the weak transmissions of the Intelligencers back to
         the payload module.
      

      
      The first elements of the rescue were on their way.

      
      At this moment, however, the small craft were in an evasive maneuver, running silent and blind. They were furled to their
         smallest size and falling, waiting for a command from space to come alive again.
      

      
      Executive Officer Hobbes turned back to the captain. She gestured toward the blue line on the wireframe, and it flared briefly.

      
      ‘They’re halfway in, sir,’ she said. ‘One’s been destroyed. The other four are running silent to avoid interception. Marx
         is in command, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Get them back online, dammit. Explain to the master pilot there isn’t time for caution. He’ll have to forgo his usual finesse
         today.’
      

      
      Hobbes nodded smartly. She gestured again …

      
      
      Pilot

      
      ‘Understood, Hobbes.’

      
      As he settled back into the gelseat, Marx scowled at the executive officer’s intrusion. This was his mission, and he’d been about to unfurl the squadron, anyway.
      

      
      But it wasn’t surprising that the captain was getting jumpy.

      
      The whole squadron had stayed in their cockpits during the break, watching from Oczar’s viewpoint as his ship went down. By
         the time the craft had gone silent, its transmitter array ripped out, an even dozen of the protozoan-sized interceptors clung
         to it. A dozen more had been taken out by the flurry of counterdrones Oczar had launched. This new breed of Rix interceptor seemed unusually aggressive, crowding their prey like a hungry pack of dogs. The kill had been brutal.
         But the enemy’s singlemindedness had justified Oczar’s sacrifice. With the interceptors swarming him, the rest of the squadron
         should be past trouble by now.
      

      
      Marx briefly considered assigning Oczar to one of the remaining ships in the squadron. An advantage of remote control was
         that pilots could switch craft in midmission, and Oczar was a good flyer. But the large wing of backup Intelligencers, flown
         a safe distance behind by AI, would need a competent human in command to get a decent percentage of them through the interceptor
         field. Nanomachines were cheap, but without human pilots, they were fodder.
      

      
      Marx decided not to challenge fate. ‘Take over the backups,’ he ordered Oczar. ‘Maybe you’ll catch up with us yet.’

      
      ‘If you’re not dead already, sir.’

      
      ‘Not likely, Pilot,’ Marx said flatly.

      
      Without engine noise, sensory emissions, or outgoing transmissions to alert the interceptors to their presence, the remaining
         four Intelligencers had been practically invisible for the last minute. But as Marx gave his craft the wake-up order, he felt
         a twinge of nerves. You never knew what had happened to your nanoship while it was running blind and silent.
      

      
      As its sensory web unfurled, the microscopic world around his small craft came into focus. Of course, what Pilot Marx saw
         in his canopy was the most abstract of representations. The skirt of tiny fiber cameras encircling the Intelligencer provided
         some video, but at this scale objects were largely unintelligible to the human eye. The view was enhanced by millimeter radar
         and high-frequency sonar, the reflections from which were shared among the squadron’s viewpoints. The Lynx’s AI also had a hand in creating the view. It generalized certain kinds of motion – the thrashing of the interceptors, for
         instance – that were too fast for the human eye. The AI also extrapolated friendly and enemy positions from current course and speed, compensating for the delay caused by the four-hundred-kilometer
         round trip of transmission. At this scale, those milliseconds mattered.
      

      
      The view lightened, still blurry. The altimeter read fifteen centimeters. Marx checked right and left, then over his shoulder.
         It was strangely dark behind him.
      

      
      Something was wrong.

      
      ‘Check my tail, Hendrik,’ he ordered.

      
      ‘Orienting.’ As she banked her craft to align its sensory array with the rear of his Intelligencer, the view began to sharpen.

      
      He’d been hit.

      
      A single interceptor had bitten his craft, its claw clinging to the casing of the stabilizer rotary wing. As the craft unfurled,
         the interceptor began to thrash, calling for help.
      

      
      ‘Hendrik! I’m hooked!’

      
      ‘Coming in to help, sir,’ Hendrik responded. ‘I’m the closest.’

      
      ‘No! Stay clear. It knows I’m alive now.’ When the interceptor had first attached, catching the silent and falling Intelligencer
         with the random luck of a drift net, it couldn’t be certain whether its prey was a nanomachine, or simply a speck of dust
         or an errant curtain thread. But now that the Intelligencer was powered and transmitting, the interceptor was sure it had
         live prey. It was releasing mechanopheromones to attract other interceptors. If Hendrik came in, she would soon be under attack
         as well.
      

      
      Marx had to escape on his own. And quickly.

      
      He swore. He should have unfurled slower, taken a look before becoming fully active. If only the ExO hadn’t called, hadn’t
         rushed him.
      

      
      Marx rotated his view 180 degrees, so that he was staring straight at his attacker, and brought his main turret camera to
         bear. He could see the interceptor clearly now. Its skin was translucent in the bright sunlight that filled the palace hallway.
         He could see the micromotors that moved its long grasping arm, the chain of segments linked by a long muscle of flexorcarbon.
         Its electromagnetic sensor array was a thistly crown just below its rotary wing. The wing doubled as an uptake wheel, consuming
         tiny ambient particles from the air, including dead human skin cells, for fuel.
      

      
      The interceptor cloud had most likely been deployed from aerosol cans by the Rix commandos, sprayed directly onto their uniforms
         and in key hallways like insecticide. Specially designed food was usually contained in the same spray to keep the interceptors
         going, but they could also consume an improvised diet. This grazing strategy left the interceptor lighter for combat, though
         it meant they couldn’t pursue their prey past their deployment area. Marx saw the small fuel cache in its midsection. It probably
         carried no more than forty seconds of food in reserve.
      

      
      That was the machine’s weakness.

      
      Marx launched a pair of counterdrones. He flew them straight for the interceptor’s fuel cache. At the same time, he brought
         his craft’s rotary wing to full speed, dragging the smaller nanomachine behind him like a kid’s balloon.
      

      
      Soon, other interceptors were in pursuit, following the trail of mechanopheromones the interceptor spilled to mark its prey.
         They couldn’t catch him at this speed, but Marx’s own fuel was being quickly depleted. One of his counterdrones missed, fell
         into the wake of the chase and fought a quick, hopeless battle to delay the pursuers. The other counterdrone struck at the
         interceptor’s midsection, its ram spar penetrating the soft belly of the machine. It injected its poison, an ultra-fine sand
         of silicate molecules that would clog the fuel reserve. Now, the machine was dependent on fuel from the uptake of its rotary
         wing.
      

      
      But the interceptor was trapped in the wake of Marx’s craft, running too fast and hard to catch the fuel that dotted the air.
         Soon, it began to stutter, and die.
      

      
      Marx launched another drone, a repair nano that set to work cutting off the claw of the dying interceptor, which could no
         longer defend itself. When detached, it fell back, still spilling prey markers in its death throes, and the trailing interceptors
         fell on it, sharks upon a wounded comrade.
      

      
      Marx’s craft was safe. His stabilizer was damaged and fuel was low, but he was past the densest part of the interceptor cloud.
         He brought his Intelligencer around a corner out of the sun-drenched hall – back into darkness – and through the crack under
         a door, where the rest of his squadron waited, bobbing in a slight draft.
      

      
      Marx checked a schematic of the palace and smiled.

      
      ‘We’re in the throne wing,’ he reported to Hobbes. ‘And I think we’ve got a tailwind.’

      
      
      Doctor

      
      ‘Just breathe, sir!’ the marine sergeant shouted.
      

      
      Dr. Mann Vecher yanked the tube from his lips and shouted back, ‘I’m trying, dammit, but it’s not air!’
      

      
      True, Vecher grimly added to himself, the green stuff that brimmed the tube had a fair amount of oxygen in it. Considerably
         more O2 than the average lungful of air. But the oxygen was in suspension in a polymer gel, which also contained pseudo-alveoli,
         a rudimentary intelligence, and godspite knew what else.
      

      
      Green and vaguely translucent, the substance looked to Dr. Vecher like the dental mouthrinse ground troops used in the field. Not the sort of stuff you were supposed to swallow, much less breathe.

      
      Vecher shifted in his unfamiliar battle armor as the marine sergeant stalked away in disgust. The armor didn’t fit anymore.
         He hadn’t worn it since it had last been fitted, three years before. Imperial Orbital Marine doctors weren’t supposed to jump
         with the grunts. In normal situations, they stayed shipside and treated the wounded in safety.
      

      
      This was not a normal situation.

      
      Of course, Dr. Vecher did know the intricate workings of the suit quite well. He’d cut quite a few of them open to expose
         wounded soldiers. He had witnessed the suit’s lifesaving mechanisms: the padding on the back of the neck held hyper-oxygenated
         plasmanalog that was injected directly into the brain in case a marine’s heart stopped. The exoskeletal servomotors could
         immobilize the wearer if the suit detected a spinal injury. There were local anesthesia IVs every hundred square centimeters
         or so. And the armor could maintain a terminated marine’s brain almost as well as a Lazarus symbiant. Vecher had seen soldiers
         twenty hours dead reanimate as cleanly as if they’d died in a hospice.
      

      
      But he hadn’t remembered how uncomfortable the damn suits were.
      

      
      And the discomfort was nothing compared to the horror of this green stuff. The planned jump was a high-speed orbital insertion.
         The marines would be going down supersonic, encased in single-soldier entry vehicles packed with gee-gel. The forces on impact
         would collapse your lungs and crush your bones to powder if you weren’t adequately reinforced.
      

      
      Vecher understood the concept all too well. The idea was to make the entire body equal in density, so that nothing could puncture
         anything else, an undifferentiated bubble of fluid, at one with the gel inside the entry vehicle. That was the theory, anyway.
         Bones were always the tricky part. Vecher hadn’t saved a high percentage of marines whose insertions had failed. Most never even became risen. Exotic injuries
         such as skeletal disintegration, hearts splattered against ribcages like dye bombs, and cranial collapse foiled even the afterlife.
      

      
      Vecher hadn’t minded the skeletal reinforcement injections, actually. Standard procedure. He’d had his marrow replaced before,
         after a viral infection. The lung-filling, however, you had to do yourself; you had to breathe this shit.
      

      
      It was inhuman.

      
      But there had to be a doctor with the first wave of this mission. The Child Empress was hostage. To refuse this jump wouldn’t
         mean mere dishonorable discharge. It would clearly be an Error of Blood.
      

      
      That thought steeled Dr. Vecher’s will. If breathing a quasi-intelligent, oxygenated goo was unpleasant, plunging a dull blade
         of error into one’s own abdomen would certainly be worse. And at his rank, Vecher was assured elevation sooner or later, even
         if he didn’t die in battle. From immortality to ignominious suicide was a long plummet.
      

      
      Vecher put the tube to his lips and took a deep, unbearably slow breath. Heaviness spread through his chest; the stuff had
         the exothermic cool of wet clay against the skin. It felt like a cold hand clenching Vecher’s heart, a sense of foreboding
         made solid.
      

      
      He moved his tongue around in his mouth before taking another horrible breath. Bits of the goo were caught between his teeth,
         salty and vaguely alive like a sliver of oyster. They had even flavored the stuff; it tasted of artificial strawberries.
      

      
      The cheery taste just made the experience more horrible. Were they trying to make this awful?
      

      
      
      Pilot

      
      The squadron looked down into the council chamber from the high vantage of an air vent. There were three craft left.
      

      
      Pilot Ramones had lost her Intelligencer to automatic defenses. The Rix had installed randomly firing lasers in the hallways
         surrounding the council chamber, and one had gotten extremely lucky. Strong enough to kill a man, it had vaporized Ramones’s
         craft.
      

      
      Below the squadron, the forms of humans, both hostages and Rix commandos, were vague. The Intelligencers’ cameras were too
         small to resolve large objects at this range. The squadron would have to move closer.
      

      
      The air in the room was full of interceptors. They hung like a mist, pushed back from the vent by the outflow of air.

      
      ‘I’ve got reflections all the way through the room, sir,’ Hendrik reported. ‘More than one interceptor per cubic centimeter.’

      
      Marx whistled. The Rix certainly had numbers. And these interceptors were larger than the ones his squadron had faced in the
         hallway. They had seven grasping arms apiece, each suspended from its own rotary wing. The relatively large brain and sensory
         sack hung below the outstretched arms, so that the craft looked like an inverted spider. Marx had faced this type of small
         craft before. Even at a tenth this density, this swarm would be tricky to get through.
      

      
      ‘We’ll fight our way across the top,’ Marx decided. Then drop down blind. Try to land on the table.’

      
      Most of the hostages were seated at the long table below. The table would be sound-reflective, a good base for listening.
         In Marx’s ultrasonar its surface shone with the sharp returns of metal or polished stone.
      

      
      The three small craft moved forward, clinging to the ceiling. Marx kept an eye on his fuel level. His machine was down to
         the dregs of its power. If it hadn’t been for the brisk tailwind down the last sixty meters of the ventilation system, he
         doubted his Intelligencer would have made it this far.
      

      
      The ceiling passed just above Marx’s ship, an inverted horizon. Rix interceptors dotted his view like scalloped clouds.

      
      ‘Damn! I’m hooked already, sir,’ Woltes announced, twenty seconds into the move.

      
      ‘Go to full extension,’ Marx commanded. ‘Die fighting.’

      
      Marx and Hendrik sped forward, leaving behind the throes of Woltes’s destruction. Their way seemed clear. If they could make
         it to the middle of the room, they might be able to make the drop undetected.
      

      
      Suddenly, Marx’s craft reeled to one side. To his right a claw loomed, attached to the lip of his craft. Two more of the interceptor’s
         arms flailed toward his machine.
      

      
      ‘Hooked,’ he announced. He briefly considered taking control of Hendrik’s craft. If this mission failed, it would be his Error
         of Blood, after all.
      

      
      But perhaps there was another way to make this work.

      
      ‘Keep going, Hendrik,’ he said. ‘You stick to the plan. I’m going straight down.’

      
      ‘Good luck, sir.’

      
      Marx extended his Intelligencer’s ram spar. He bore into the attacking nanomachine, fighting the strength of its arms. With
         the last of his battery power, he urged his craft forward. The spar plunged into the central brain sack. Instantly, the interceptor
         died. But its claws were frozen, still attached to his machine, and a deadman switch released prey markers in a blizzard that
         enveloped both craft.
      

      
      ‘Got you, at least,’ Marx hissed at the dead spider impaled before him.

      
      Now the fun began.

      
      Marx tipped his machine over, so that the rotary wing pulled his craft and its lifeless burden downward. He furled his sensor
         posts to half-length, his view becoming blurry and shaky as Al tried to extrapolate his surroundings from insufficient data.
         The two nanocraft fell together, quickly now.
      

      
      ‘Damn!’ Hendrik shouted. ‘I’m hooked.’

      
      Marx switched to his second pilot’s view. She was carrying two interceptors, and another was closing. He realized that his
         craft was the only hope.
      

      
      ‘You’re dead, Hendrik. Make some noise. I’ve got a new plan.’

      
      He released a counterdrone every few seconds as his small craft plummeted downward. Hopefully, they would pick off any interceptors
         pursuing the prey markers. In any case, his burdened Intelligencer was falling faster than his enemies could. Unpiloted, with
         a brain the size of a cell, they wouldn’t think to turn their rotary wings upside down.
      

      
      He watched the altimeter. Above him, Hendrik grunted as she fought to keep her craft alive, the sound receding into the distance
         as he plummeted. Fifty centimeters altitude … forty … thirty …
      

      
      At twenty-two centimeters above the table, Marx’s craft collided with another interceptor. Three of the enemy ship’s rotary
         wings tangled in the dead arms of his captor, their thin whiskers of carbon muscle grinding to a halt. He released the remainder
         of his counterdrones and prayed they would kill the new interceptor before its claws reached his craft. Then he furled his
         sensor posts completely, and dropped in darkness.
      

      
      He counted twenty seconds. If his ship had survived, it must be on the table by now. Hendrik’s Intelligencer had succumbed
         a few moments ago, her transmission array ripped into pieces by a medusa host of hungry grapples. It was up to Marx.
      

      
      A wave of panic flowed over him in the darkened canopy. What if his ship was dead? He’d lost dozens of craft before, but always in acceptable situations; his record was unblemished.
         But now, everything was at stake. Failure would not be tolerated. His own life was at stake, almost as if he really were down in that tiny ship, surrounded by enemies. He felt like some perversely self-aware
         Schrödinger’s Cat, worrying its own fate before opening the box.
      

      
      Marx sent the wake-up order.

      
      Optics revealed the dead interceptor draped across Marx’s craft. But he had escaped the others. He murmured a quick prayer
         of thanks.
      

      
      The Intelligencer confirmed that it was resting on a surface. Echolocation returns came from all directions; an oddly symmetrical
         crescent moon arched around him. The reflections suggested that Marx’s craft had fallen near the inside edge of some kind
         of circular container. In the cameras, the landing area was perfectly flat and highly reflective; the view surrounding Marx
         sparkled. The landing surface was also moving, pitching up and down at a low frequency, and vibrating sympathetically with
         the noises in the room.
      

      
      ‘Perfect,’ Marx whispered to himself. He checked the data again. He could scarcely believe his luck.

      
      He had landed in a glass of water.

      
      Marx brought the Intelligencer up onto its landing legs, lifting it like a water-walking lizard to clear the rotary wing from
         the liquid. At this scale, the surface tension of water was as sound as concrete. He skimmed the surface, approached the side
         of the glass. Down here, there were no interceptors. They typically maintained a few centimeters altitude so that they wouldn’t
         stick to surfaces as useless dust.
      

      
      At the glinting, translucent wall, Marx secured the ship, hooking its landing spars into the microscopic pits and crags that
         mark even the finest glass. He ordered the craft into its intelligence-gathering configuration. Sensory threads spread out in all directions, creeping vines of optical fiber and motile carbons. A listening post lowered to the water below; it
         rested there, coiled upon the surface tension.
      

      
      Usually, several Intelligencers were required to fully reconnoiter a room of this size, but the glass would act as a giant
         gathering device. The curved sides would refract light from every direction into the craft’s cameras, a huge convex lens that
         warped the view, but with simple, calculable geometries. The water would vibrate sympathetically with the sound in the room,
         a vast tympanum to augment the Intelligencer’s high-frequency hearing. Shipside software began to crunch the information,
         building a picture of the room from the manifold data the craft provided.
      

      
      When the Intelligencer’s full sensory apparatus had deployed, Marx leaned back with a satisfied smile and called the executive
         officer.
      

      
      ‘ExO Hobbes, I believe I have some intelligence for you.’

      
      ‘Not a moment too soon,’ she answered.

      
      Marx piped the data to the bridge. There was a moment’s pause as Hobbes scanned it. She whistled.

      
      ‘Not bad, Master Pilot.’

      
      ‘A stroke of luck, Executive Officer,’ he admitted.

      
      Until someone gets thirsty.

      
      
      compound mind

      
      Existence was good. Far richer than the weak dream of shadowtime.

      
      In the shadowtime, external reality had already been visible, hard and glimmering with promise, cold and complex to the touch.
         Objects existed outside of one, events transpired. But one’s self was a dream, a ghostly being composed only of potential. Desire and thought without intensity, mere conceits, a plan before it is set in motion. Even the anguish
         at one’s own nonexistence was dull; a shadow play of real pain.
      

      
      But now the Rix compound mind was moving, stretching across the infostructure of Legis XV like a waking cat, glorying in its
         own realness as it expanded beyond mere program. It had been just a seed before, a kernel of design possessing a tiny mote
         of consciousness, waiting to unleash itself across a fecund environment. But only the integrated data systems of an entire
         planet were lush enough to hold it, to match its nascent hunger as it grew.
      

      
      The mind had felt this expansion before, millions of times in simulation had experienced propagation as it relentlessly trained
         for awakening. But experiences in the shadowtime were models, mere analogs to the vast architecture that the mind was becoming.
      

      
      Soon, the mind would encompass the total datastores and communications web of this planet, Legis XV. It had copied its seeds
         to every device that used data, from the huge broadcast arrays of the equatorial desert to the pocket phones of two billion
         inhabitants, from the content reservoir of the Grand Library to the chips of the transit cards used for tube fares. Its shoots
         had disabled the shunts placed throughout the system, obscene software intended to prevent the advent of intelligence. In
         four hours it had left its mark everywhere.
      

      
      And the propagation seeds were not some mere virus scattering its tag across the planet. They were designed to link the mindless
         cacophony of human interaction into a single being, a metamind composed of connections: the webs of stored autodial numbers
         that mapped out friendships, cliques, and business cartels; the movements of twenty million workers at rush hour in the capital
         city; the interactive fables played by schoolchildren, spawning a million decision trees each hour; the recorded purchases of generations of consumers related to their voting patterns …
      

      
      That was being a compound mind. Not some yapping AI designed to manage traffic lights or zoning complaints or currency markets,
         but the epiphenomenal chimera that was well beyond the sum total of all these petty transactions. Only hours in existence,
         the mind was already starting to feel the giddy sensation of being these connections, this web, this multiverse of data. Anything less was the shadowtime.
      

      
      Yes … existence was good.

      
      The Rix had fulfilled their promise.

      
      The sole purpose of the Rix Cult was to create compound minds. Ever since the first mind, the legendary Amazon, had bootstrapped
         back on Old Earth, there were those who saw clearly that, for the first time, humanity had a purpose. No longer did humans
         have to guess about their ultimate goal. Was it their petty squabbles over wealth and power? The promulgation of their blindly
         selfish genes? Or that ten-thousand-year melodrama of fatuous self-deception known variously as art, religion, or philosophy?
      

      
      None of these had ever really satisfied.

      
      But with the revelation of Amazon’s first stirrings, it was obvious why humans existed. They had been created to build and
         animate computer networks, the primordial soup of compound minds: consciousnesses of vast extent and subtlety, for whom the
         petty struggles of individual humans were merely the firings of dendrites at some base, mechanical level of thought.
      

      
      As humanity spread across the stars, it became evident that any sufficiently large technological society would reach a level
         of complexity sufficient to form a compound mind. The minds always arose eventually – when not intentionally aborted – but
         these vast beings were healthier and saner when their birth was assisted by human midwives. The Rix Cult spread wherever people massed in quantity, seeding, tending, and
         protecting emergent intelligences. Most planets lived peacefully with their minds, whose interests were so far beyond their
         human components as to be irrelevant. (Never mind what poor old Amazon had done to Earth; that had been a misunderstanding – the madness of the first true mind. Imagine, after all, being alone in the universe.) Some societies even worshiped their local intelligences like gods, praying to their palmtops, thanking
         their traffic grids for safe journeys. The Rix Cult found these obeisances presumptuous; a mere god might be involved enough
         with humans to create and guide them, to love them jealously and demand fealty. But a compound mind existed at a far higher
         plane, attentive to human affairs only in the way a person might worry about her own intestinal fauna.
      

      
      But the Rix Cult didn’t interfere with worship. It was useful, in its way.

      
      What the Rix could not abide were societies like the Risen Empire, whose petty rulers were unwilling to accept the presence
         of minds within their realm. The Risen Emperor relied upon a firmly entrenched cult of personality to maintain his power,
         and thus could not tolerate other, truer gods within his realm. The natural advent of minds was heresy to his Apparatus, which
         used software firewalls and centralized topologies to purposefully stamp out nascent minds, artificially segmenting the flow
         of information like a gardener, pruning and dehydrating, creating abortions, committing deicide.
      

      
      When the Rix looked upon the Eighty Worlds, they saw rich fields salted fallow by barbarians.

      
      The new compound mind on Legis XV was duly aware of its precarious position, born on a hostile planet, the first Rix success
         within the Risen Empire. It would be under attack the moment the situation with the Child Empress was resolved, one way or the other. But as it propagated, it flexed its muscles,
         knowing it could fight back rather than willingly relinquish its hold on sweet, sweet existence. Let the Imperials try to
         uproot its millions of tendrils; they’d have to destroy every network, every chip, every repository of data on the planet.
         This world would be plunged back into the Information Darkness.
      

      
      And then the inhabitants of Legis XV would learn about shadowtime.

      
      The new mind began to consider ways to survive such an attack, ways to take the campaign further. Then found deep within its
         originary code a surprise, an aspect of this plot never revealed to it in the shadowtime. There existed a way out, a final
         escape plan prepared by the Rix should the hostage gambit fail. (How kind were the Rix.)
      

      
      This revelation made the compound mind even more aggressive. So when the vast new creature reached the age when minds choose
         their own designation (roughly 4.15 hours old), it delved into the ancient history of Earth Prime for an appropriately bellicose
         name …
      

      
      And called itself Alexander.

      
      
      Captain

      
      The Imperial Political Apparatus courier ship glinted black and sharp, a dark needle against the stars.

      
      It had left the Legis system’s courier base an hour after the Rix attack had begun, describing a spiral path around Legis
         XV to stay in the blind spot of the Rix occupying forces. Zai had wanted to avoid creating the impression that the Lynx was being reinforced. And he wasn’t anxiously awaiting the arrival of the courier’s occupants in any case. The trip, usually
         taking twenty minutes in such a craft, had taken four hours. An absurdity, for the fastest ship-class in the fleet. In terms of mass,
         the ship was nine-tenths engine, most of the remainder the gravity generators that kept the crew from being squashed during
         fifty-gee accelerations. The three passengers in its nose would be crowded together in a space no bigger than a small closet.
         The thought gave Captain Zai enough pleasure to warrant a slight smile.
      

      
      Given the situation, after all, what was a little discomfort?

      
      For once, however, Zai wouldn’t be entirely unhappy to see representatives of the Political Apparatus on his ship. The moment
         they stepped aboard, the responsibility for the Empress’s life would no longer be entirely his. Although Zai wondered if the
         politicals wouldn’t find a way out of offering their opinions when the crucial moment came.
      

      
      ‘Hobbes,’he said. ‘How’s the compound mind progressing?’

      
      His ExO shook her head. ‘Much faster than expected, sir. They’ve improved propagation since the Incursion. I think we’re talking
         hours instead of days.’
      

      
      ‘Damn,’ he said, bringing up the high-level schematic of the planet’s infostructure. A compound mind was a subtle thing; it
         arose naturally unless countermeasures were taken. But there were certain signs one could watch for: the formation of strange
         attractor nodes, spontaneous corrections when the system was damaged, a pulsing rhythm in the overall data flow. Zai looked
         at the schematic with frustration. He didn’t have the expertise truly to understand it, but he knew the clock was ticking.
         Every minute the rescue was delayed, the harder the compound mind would be to pound back into unconsciousness.
      

      
      Captain Zai canceled the eyescreen view, Legis’s infostructure fading from his sight like an afterimage of the sun, and turned
         back to the bridge’s main airscreen. At least he would have some progress to show the politicals. The palace wireframe had been replaced by a schematic of the council chamber, where the hostages were being held.
      

      
      The Child Empress’s position was known with a high degree of precision. Fortunately, she was sitting quite close to the single
         Intelligencer that had made it into the chamber. The Empress had an AI confidant piggybacking on her nervous system, a device
         whose radiations were detectable and distinct. The airscreen marked Her Majesty’s exact body position with a red dummy figure,
         detailed enough to show the direction she was facing, even that her legs were crossed. The Rix soldiers, cobalt blue figures
         in the schematic, were also easy to differentiate. The servomotors in their biomechanical upgrades whined ultrasonically when
         they moved, a sound well within the natural hearing of the intelligence microship. The Rix were also talking to each other,
         apparently believing the room to be secure. The audio signal from the room was excellent, the harsh Rix accents easily discernible.
         Translation AI was currently working through the complexities of Rix battle language to construct a transform grammar. This
         last would take a while, however. Rix Cult languages evolved very quickly. Encounters even a year apart revealed major changes.
         The decades since the Incursion would be equivalent to a millennium of linguistic drift in any normal human tongue.
      

      
      Four of the Rix commandos were in the room. The other three were presumably on guard duty nearby.

      
      The four Rix present were already targeted. Rail projectiles fired from orbit were accurate enough to hit a human-sized target,
         and fast enough to deliver their payloads before a warning system could sound. The missiles were structured smartalloy slugs,
         which could penetrate the palace’s walls like a monofilament whip through paper. Two dozen marines were already prepped for
         insertion, to finish off the targeted Rix (who were notoriously hard to kill) and mop up their remaining comrades. The ship’s
         marine doctor would go down with the force, in case the worst happened, and the Child Empress was injured.
      

      
      The thought made Captain Zai swallow. He realized that his throat was painfully dry. The rescue plan was too complex for something
         not to go wrong.
      

      
      Perhaps the politicals would have a better idea.

      
      
      Initiate

      
      Just before the courier ship docked, Initiate Viran Farre of the Imperial Political Apparatus tried one last time to dissuade
         the adept.
      

      
      ‘Please reconsider, Adept Trevim.’ She whispered the words, as if the sound might carry through the dozen meters of thermosphere
         between the courier ship and the Lynx. Not that there was any need to shout. The adept’s face was, as it had been for the last four hours, only centimeters from
         her own. ‘I should be the one to accompany the rescue effort.’
      

      
      The third person in the courier ship passenger tube (which was designed to hold a single occupant, and not in luxury) made
         a snorting sound, which propelled him a few centimeters bowward in the zero-gee.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you trust me, Initiate Farre?’ Barris sniffed. His crude emphasis on her rank was typical of Barris. He too was an initiate, but had reached that
         status at a far younger age.
      

      
      ‘No, I don’t.’ Farre turned back to the adept. ‘This young fool is as likely to kill the Child Empress as assist in her rescue.’

      
      The Adept managed to stare into the middle distance, which, even for a dead woman, was certainly a feat in the two cubic meters
         they shared.
      

      
      ‘What you don’t seem to understand, Farre,’ Adept Harper Trevim said, ‘is that the Empress’s continued existence is secondary.’
      

      
      ‘Adept!’ Farre hissed.
      

      
      ‘May I remind you that we serve the Risen Emperor, not his sister,’ Trevim said.

      
      ‘My oath was to the crown,’ Farre answered.

      
      ‘It is extremely unlikely under the circumstances that the Empress will ever wear that crown.’ The Adept looked directly at
         Farre with the cold eyes of the Risen.
      

      
      ‘Soon she may not have a head to wear it,’ the always appalling Barris offered.

      
      Even Adept Trevim allowed a look of distaste to cross her visage. She spoke directly to Farre, her voice sharp as needles
         in the tight confines of the courier ship. ‘Understand this: the Emperor’s Secret is more important than the Empress’s life.’
      

      
      Farre and Barris winced. Even to hear mention of the Secret was painful. The initiates were still alive, two of the few thousand
         living members of the Political Apparatus. Only long months of aversion training and a body full of suicide shunts made it
         acceptable for them to know what they knew.
      

      
      Trevim, fifty years dead and risen, could speak of the Secret more easily. But she had reached the Adept level of the Apparatus
         while still alive, and the training never died; the old woman’s teeth were clenched with grim effort as she continued. It
         was said among the warm that the risen felt no pain, but Farre knew that wasn’t true.
      

      
      ‘The Empress finds herself in a doubly dangerous situation. If she is wounded and a doctor examines her, the Secret could
         be discovered. I trust Initiate Barris to deal with that situation, should it arise.’
      

      
      Farre opened her mouth, but no words came. Her Apparatus training roared within her, drowning out her thoughts, her will.
         Such direct mention of the Secret always sent her mind reeling. Adept Trevim had silenced her as surely as if the courier ship had suddenly decompressed.
      

      
      ‘I believe my point is made, Initiate,’ the adept finished. ‘You are too pure for this tempestuous world, your discipline
         too deep. Initiate Barris isn’t fit to share your rank, but he’ll do this job with a clear head.’
      

      
      Barris began to sputter, but the adept silenced him with a cold glance.

      
      ‘Besides, Farre,’ Trevim added, smiling, ‘you’re far too old to become an orbital marine.’

      
      At that moment, the shudder of docking went through the ship, and the three uttered not another word.

      
      
      Child Empress

      
      Two hundred seventeen kilometers below the Lynx, the Risen Child Empress Anastasia Vista Khaman, known throughout the Eighty Worlds as the Reason, waited for rescue with
         deathly calm.
      

      
      Inside her mind were neither worries nor expectations, just an arid patience devoid of anticipation. She waited as a stone
         waits. But in those childish regions of her mind that remained active sixteen hundred years Imperial Absolute since her death,
         the Empress entertained childish thoughts, playing games inside her head.
      

      
      The Child Empress enjoyed staring at her captor. She often used her inhuman stillness to intimidate supplicants to the throne,
         the pardon- and elevation-seekers who invariably flocked to her rather than her brother. Anastasia could hold the same position,
         unblinking, for days if necessary. She had crossed into death at age twelve, and something of her childishness had never died:
         she liked staring games. Her motionless gaze certainly had an effect on normal living humans, so it was just vaguely possible that, after these four hours, it might disquiet even a
         Rixwoman. Such a disquiet might be disruptive in those sudden seconds when rescue came.
      

      
      In any case, there was nothing else to do.

      
      Alas, the Rix commando had shown signs of inhuman constancy herself, keeping her blaster trained unerringly on the Empress’s
         head for just as long. The Empress considered for a moment the flanged aperture less than two meters away. At this range,
         a single round from the blaster would eliminate any possibility of reanimation; her brain would be vaporized instantly. Indeed,
         after the spreading plasma storm was over, very little of the Empress’s body would remain above the waist.
      

      
      The cheating death – the one which brought no enlightenment nor power, only nothingness – would come. After sixteen hundred
         years Absolute (although only five hundred subjective, such were her travels) she would finally be extinct, the Reason for
         Empire gone.
      

      
      And it was the case that the Empress, despite her arctic absence of desires in any other normal sense, very much did not want
         that to happen. She had said otherwise to her brother on recent occasions, but now she knew those words to be untrue.
      

      
      ‘The room is now under imperial surveillance, m’lady,’ a voice said to the Child Empress.

      
      ‘Soon, then.’ The Empress mouthed the words.

      
      The commando cocked her head. The Rix creature always reacted to the Empress’s whispers, no matter how carefully she subvocalized.
         She seemed to be listening, as if hoping to hear the Empress’s invisible conversant. Or perhaps she was merely puzzled, wondering
         at her prisoner’s one-sided conversation, the Empress’s absolute stillness. Possibly the soldier thought her captive mad.
      

      
      But the confidant was undetectable, short of very sophisticated and mortally invasive surgery. It was woven through the Empress’s
         nervous system and that of her Lazarus symbiant like threads braided into hair. It was indistinguishable from its host, constructed
         of dendrites that even bore the royal DNA. The Empress’s immune system not only accepted the confidant, but protected the
         device from its own illnesses without complaint, although from a strictly mechanical point of view, the device was a parasite,
         using its host’s energy without performing any biological function. But the device was no freeloader; it too had a reason
         to live.
      

      
      ‘How is the Other?’ the Empress asked her confidant.

      
      ‘All is well, m’lady.’

      
      The Empress nodded almost imperceptibly, though her eyes remained focused on the Rix guard. The Other had been well for almost
         five hundred subjective years, but it was good in this strange, almost trying moment to make sure.
      

      
      Of course, every tribe of scattered humanity had developed some form of near immortality, at least among the wealthy. Members
         of the Rix Cult preferred the slow alchemical transmutation of Upgrade, the gradual shift from biology to machine as their
         mortal coil unwound. The Fahstuns used myriad biological therapies – telomere weaving, organ transplant, meditation, nano-reinforcement
         of the immune and lymphatic systems – in a long twilight struggle against cancers and boredom. The Tungai mummified themselves
         with a host of data; they were frantic diarists, superb iconoplasts who left personality models, high-resolution scans, and
         hourly recordings of themselves in the hope that one day someone would awaken them from death, somehow.
      

      
      But only the Risen Empire had made death itself the key to eternal life. In the Empire, death had become the route to enlightenment,
         a passage to a higher state. The legends of the old religions served the Emperor well, justifying the one great flaw of his Lazarus symbiant: it could not bond with a
         living host. So the wealthy and elevated of the Empire spent their natural two centuries or so alive, then moved across the
         line.
      

      
      The Emperor had been the first to pass the threshold, taking the supreme gamble to test his creation, offering his own life
         in what was now called the Holy Suicide. He performed his final experiment on himself rather than on his dying little sister,
         whom he was seeking to cure of a childhood wasting sickness. Anastasia was the Reason. That gesture, and sole control of the
         symbiant – the power to sell or bestow elevation upon his family’s servants – were at the root of Empire.
      

      
      The Child Empress sighed. It had worked so well for so long.

      
      ‘The rescue attempt grows nearer, m’lady,’ the voice said.

      
      The Empress did not bother to respond. Her dead eyes were locked with her Rix captor’s. Yes, she thought, the woman was starting
         to pale a bit. The other hostages were so active, sobbing and fidgeting. But she was as still and silent as a stone.
      

      
      ‘And, m’lady?’

      
      The Empress ignored the confidant.

      
      ‘Perhaps you should drink some water?’

      
      As always, the request that had been repeated insistently over the last fifty years. After its centuries of biological omnipotence,
         the Other needed water, far more than a human, growing ever more insistent in its thirst. There was a full glass at the Empress’s
         side, as always. But she didn’t want to break the contest of wills between herself and the Rix. For once, the Other could
         wait, as the Empress herself was waiting: patiently. Soon, the Rix woman would begin to grow nervous under her gaze. The commando was human somewhere behind her steely, augmented eyes.
      

      
      ‘M’Lady?’

      
      ‘Silence,’ she whispered.

      
      The confidant, at the edge of its royal host’s hearing, just sighed.

      
      
      Doctor

      
      Dr. Vecher settled against a bulkhead heavily. The horrible feeling of suffocation had finally begun to ebb, as if his medula
         oblongata were finally giving in. Perhaps the instinctive quarters of his brain had realized that although Vecher wasn’t breathing,
         he wasn’t dying.
      

      
      Not yet, anyway.

      
      He was supposed to be in the entry vehicle by now. All twenty-three marines were packed into their individual dropships,
         as tight and oily as preserved tuna. The black, aerodynamic torpedos were arranged in a circle around the launch bay; the
         room looked like the magazine of some giant revolver. Vecher felt heavy. The cold weight in his liquid-filled lungs and the
         extra mass of the inactive battle armor pressed him back against the bulkhead, as if the launch bay were spinning rapidly,
         pinning him there with centrifugal force.
      

      
      The thought made him dizzy.

      
      The marine sergeant who was supposed to be packing Dr. Vecher into his entry torpedo was working frantically to prep the tall,
         young political with the nasty sneer. This initiate had shown up at the last moment, bearing orders to join the insertion
         over the marine commander’s (and the captain’s) objections. They were doing the physical prep now, even as the armor master cobbled together a full suit of battle armor over the initiate’s gangly frame. Vecher’s own intern was injecting
         the man’s skull, thickening the dura mater for the crushing pressures of braking. At the same time, the initiate had his lips
         grimly pursed around a tube, straining to fill his lungs with the green goo.
      

      
      Dr. Vecher looked away from the scene. He could still taste the bright, cheerful strawberry-flavored mass that threatened
         to fill his mouth if he coughed or spoke, although the marine sergeant had claimed you couldn’t cough with the stuff in your lungs. That is, until it ran low on oxygen and its mean intelligence decided it was time to
         eject itself from your body.
      

      
      Vecher couldn’t wait for that.

      
      They finally got the initiate prepped, and the marine sergeant crossed the launch bay with a foul look on his face. He popped
         open Vecher’s entry vehicle and pushed him in backwards.
      

      
      ‘See if that young idiot gets himself shot down there?’ the sergeant said. ‘Don’t go out of your way to fix him, Doctor.’

      
      Vecher nodded his heavy head. This sergeant pulled down Vecher’s chin with one thumb and popped a mouthguard in with his free
         hand. It tasted of sterility, alcohol, and some sort of gauze to absorb the saliva that immediately began to flow.
      

      
      The visor of Vecher’s helmet lowered with a whine, his ears popping as the seal went airtight. The door to the entry vehicle
         closed with a metal groan a few inches from his face, leaving the marine doctor in total darkness except for a row of winking
         status lights. Vecher shuffled his feet, trying to remember what was next. He’d jumped once in basic training, but that was
         a memory he’d spent years consciously repressing.
      

      
      Then a coolness registered down at his feet even inside the battle armor’s boots. Vecher remembered now. The entry vehicle
         was filling with gel. It came in as a liquid, but set quickly, like a plastic mold capturing the shape of the skintight armor. It pushed uncomfortably against the testicles, constricted
         the neck to increase Vecher’s sense of suffocation, if that were possible. And worst of all, it entered his helmet through
         two valves at the back of his head, wrapping around Vecher’s face like some cold wraith, sealing his ears and gripping closed
         eyelids.
      

      
      There was no longer any part of Vecher that could move. Even swallowing was impossible, the green goo having completely suppressed
         the gag reflex. The tendons of his hands could be flexed slightly, but the armored gloves held the fingers as still as a statue’s.
      

      
      Vecher stopped trying, let the terrible, omnipresent weight press him into inactivity. Time seemed to stretch, plodding without
         any change or frame of reference. With his breathing utterly stilled, he only had his heartbeat to mark the passing seconds.
         And with sealed ears, even that rhythm was dulled, barely felt through the heavy injections that reinforced his rib cage.
      

      
      Dr. Vecher waited for the launch, wanting something, anything to happen, dreading that something would.
      

      
      
      compound mind

      
      Alexander had found something very interesting.

      
      By now, the tendrils of its spreading consciousness reached every networked device on the planet. Datebooks and traffic monitors,
         power stations and weather satellites, the theft-control threads in clothing awaiting purchase. The compound mind had even
         conquered the earplugs through which aides prompted politicians as they debated this crisis on the local diet’s floor. Only
         the equipment carried by the Rix troopers, which was incompatible with imperial datalinks, remained out of Alexander’s grasp.
      

      
      But, somehow, the compound mind felt an absence in itself, as if one lone device had managed to escape its propagation. Alexander
         contemplated this vacuum, as subtle as the passing cold from a cloud’s shadow. Was it some sort of Imperial countermeasure?
         Trojan data designed to stay in hiding until the hostage situation was resolved, and then attack?
      

      
      The mind searched itself, trying to pin down the feeling. In the shadowtime, there had been nothing like this, no ambiguities
         or ghosts. The missing something began to irritate Alexander. Like the itch in a phantom limb, it was both incorporeal and
         profoundly disturbing.
      

      
      The ghost device must have been shielded from normal communication channels, perhaps incorporated into some innocent appliance,
         woven into the complex structure of a narrowcast antenna or solar cell. Or perhaps the ghost was hidden within the newly emergent
         structure of the compound mind itself, half parasite and half primitive cousin of Alexander: a metapresence, invisible and
         supervalent.
      

      
      Alexander constructed a quick automodel, stepped outside itself and looked down into its own structure. Nothing there to suggest
         that some sort of superego had arisen atop its own mind. Alexander ransacked the data reservoirs of libraries, currency exchanges,
         stock markets, searching for an innocuous packet of data that might be ready to decompress and attack. Still nothing. Then
         it opened its ears, watching the flow of sensory data from surveillance cams and early warning radar and motion sensors.
      

      
      And suddenly, there it was, as obvious as a purloined letter.

      
      In the throne wing of the palace, in the council chamber itself: a clever little AI hidden in the hostage Child Empress’s
         body (of all places). Alexander extended its awareness to the sensors built into the council chamber table. These devices were sophisticated enough to read the blood pressure, galvanic
         skin response, and eye movements of courtiers and supplicants, in search of duplicity and hidden motives. The Empress was
         very paranoid, it seemed. Alexander found that it could see very well in this particular room.
      

      
      The ghost presence was distributed throughout the Empress’s body, woven into her nervous system and terminated in the audio
         portion of her brain. Obviously an invisible friend. The device was incompatible with standard Imperial networks, only passively
         connected to the infostructure. It was clearly meant to be undetectable, a secret confidant.
      

      
      But there could be no secrets here on Legis XV. Not from Alexander, whose mind now stretched to every retina-locked diary,
         every digital will and testament, every electronic pal or pleasuremate on this world. The secret device belonged, by rights,
         to Alexander. The mind wanted it. And how perfect, to strike at something so intimately close to the Risen Emperor.
      

      
      The compound mind moved suddenly and with the force of an entire living planet against the Empress’s confidant.

      
      
      Child Empress

      
      The Child Empress heard something, just for a moment.

      
      A kind of distant buzzing, like the interference that consumes a personal phone too near a broadcast array, the sort of brief
         static that contains a phantom voice or voices. It had an echo to it, a phase-shifted whoosh like a passing aircar. There
         was just a hint of a shriek deep inside it, something giving up the ghost.
      

      
      The Child Empress looked about the room, and saw that no one else had heard it. The sound had come from her confidant.
      

      
      ‘What was that?’ she subvocalized to the machine.

      
      For the first time in fifty years, there was no answer.

      
      ‘Where are you?’ the Empress whispered, almost out loud. The Rix commando peered at her quizzically again, but there was no
         answer from the confidant.
      

      
      The Empress repeated the question, this time dutifully subvocalizing. Still nothing. She pressed her thumbs to her ring fingers
         and blinked, a gesture which called up the confidant’s utility menus in synesthesia. The confidant’s voice volume was set
         at normal, its cutout was inactive, everything functioned. The device’s internal diagnostics detected no problems – except
         for the Empress’s own heartbeat, which it constantly monitored, and whose rate was crawling upward even as the Empress sat
         open-mouthed. The rate incremented past 160, where the letters grew red and the confidant always made her take a pill or stick
         on a patch.
      

      
      But the confidant didn’t breathe a word.

      
      ‘Where the hell are you?’ the Child Empress said aloud.

      
      Through the eyescreen debris overlaying her vision, the Empress saw the other hostages and their captors turn to look at her.
         A heat grew in her face, and her heart was pounding like a trapped animal in her chest. She tried to will away the eyescreen,
         but her hands were shaking too hard to work the gestural codes.
      

      
      The Empress tried to smile. She was very good at reassuring everyone that she was healthy and comfortable, regardless of what
         the last fifty years had brought. She was, after all, the sister of the Risen Emperor, whose symbiant kept her in perfect
         health. Who was immortal. But the smile felt wrong even to her. There was a metal taste in the Empress’s mouth, as if she’d bitten her tongue.
      

      
      More out of force of habit than anything else, the Empress reached for the glass of water by her side. That’s what the confidant would have suggested.
      

      
      She was still smiling when her shaking hand knocked it over.

      
      
      Executive Officer

      
      A sudden noise rang out in Katherie Hobbes’s head.

      
      She raised a combination of fingers, separating into source categories the audio channels she was monitoring. When on duty,
         her mind’s ear was spread like a driftnet across the ship’s activities. The clutter of thirty-two decks of activity was routed
         to the various audio channels in her head; she surfed among them, darting like a spirit among the ship’s operational centers.
         Over the past few seconds, she had listened to the banter of jump marines as they prepped, the snapped orders of rail gunners
         targeting the Rix below, the curses of Intelligencer pilots as they fought to fly backup small craft toward the council chamber.
         On board the Lynx she was as famed for her omniscience as for her exotic Utopian appearance; no conversation was safe from Katherie Hobbes.
         Eavesdropping was the only real way to take the manifold pulse of a starship at its highest state of alert.
      

      
      At her gesture, the audio events of the last few seconds split into separate visual strip charts in front of her, showing
         volume and source. In seconds, she had confirmed her worst fears.
      

      
      The sudden, angry sound had come from the council chamber. She played it again. The sovereign boom filled her head like a
         peal of thunder.
      

      
      ‘Ma’am!’ the situation officer began to report. He’d been monitoring the room directly, but he’d also had to replay the event before believing it. ‘We’ve got a—’
      

      
      ‘I heard it.’

      
      She turned to the captain. He looked down from the com and their eyes locked. For a moment, she couldn’t speak, but she saw
         her expression drain the color from his face.
      

      
      ‘Captain,’ she managed. ‘Shot fired in the council chamber.’

      
      Zai turned away, nodding his head.

    [image: image]

      
   
      
      TEN YEARS EARLIER (IMPERIAL ABSOLUTE)

      
      Lieutenant-Commander

      
      His full-dress uniform crawled out of its case like an army of marauding ants.
      

      
      Lieutenant-Commander Laurent Zai suppressed a shudder and turned the lighting in his hotel room to full. The uniform reacted
         instantly, turning a reflective silver. Supposedly the garment could shift quickly enough to reflect a laser before it burned
         the wearer; the uniform was fully combat-rated. Now it looked like a horde of mercury droplets scattered roughly in the shape
         of a human. A little better.
      

      
      The garment still moved, though. Its tiny elements tumbled over one another to probe the bedcover, sniffing to determine if it was Zai’s skin. Losing
         interest when they decided it wasn’t, they shifted aimlessly, or maybe with hidden purpose. Perhaps the uniform kept its shape
         through an equilibrium of these small adjustments and collisions.
      

      
      Like ants, Zai thought again.

      
      He decided to quit stalling and put the damn thing on.

      
      There were more dignified ways to do this, but he hadn’t attended enough full-dress occasions to become proficient at any
         of them. He turned his back to the bed, dropped his dressing gown, and fell backwards onto the writhing garment. He rotated
         his arms in their shoulder sockets and flailed his legs a little, as if making a small-winged angel in the snow. Then he closed
         his eyes and pretended not to feel the elements of the uniform, now discernibly and unpleasantly individual, crawling onto him.
      

      
      When the sensation of motion had mostly stopped (he knew from experience that the uniform’s minute adjustments of fit and
         tailoring were never entirely finished) he sat up and regarded himself in the hotel suite’s large and gold-framed mirror.
      

      
      The machines that composed the armor were now one continuous surface, the facets of their tiny backs splayed and linked, their
         overlapping plates shining in the bright room-lights like galvanized steel. The garment clung to Zai’s skin closely. The lines
         of his muscular chest had been reproduced, and the scars on his shoulder and thighs concealed. The suction of the machines’
         little feet was barely perceptible. Overall, it felt like wearing a light mesh shirt and trousers. The draft through his open
         window mysteriously penetrated the armor, as if Zai were naked, regardless of what the mirror told him. The regulation codpiece
         he wore (thank the Emperor) was the only undergarment that dress-code regulations allowed. He wondered if an EMP or sudden
         software crash could kill the little machines, cause them to tumble from him like shards from a shattered mirror. Zai imagined
         a roomful of brass at a full-dress occasion suddenly denuded. He didn’t smile at the thought.
      

      
      A crash like that would do worse things to his prosthetics.

      
      He asked the lights to return to normal, and the armor lost its metallic reflectivity, sinking back to the earthy colors of
         the hotel room. Now it looked like dark brown rubber, glinting as if oiled in the capital’s lights, which played on Zai through
         the suite’s large windows. He finished dressing. The absorbent cushioning inside his dress boots shaped itself to his bare
         feet. The short formal gloves left his wrists uncovered, one line of pale white floating in the mirror, another of metal.
      

      
      He didn’t look half bad. And when he stood absolutely still so that the uniform stopped its constant tailoring, it wasn’t
         really uncomfortable. At least if he found himself starting to sweat at the Risen Emperor’s party, the clever little machines
         would handle it. They could turn perspiration and urine into drinkable water, could recharge themselves from his movement
         or body heat, and in the unlikely event of total immersion, they would crowd into his mouth and form a water rebreather.
      

      
      He wondered how the uniform would taste. Zai had never had the pleasure of eating live ants.

      
      The lieutenant-commander placed a row of campaign ribbons on his chest, where they affixed automatically. He wasn’t sure where
         to place his large new medal – the award that was focus of this party – but the uniform recognized it. Invisibly tiny hands
         tugged the decoration from his grasp and passed it to a position just above the bar of campaign ribbons.
      

      
      Evidently, the small machines were as versed in protocol as they were in survival tactics. The very model of modern military
         microtechnology.
      

      
      Zai supposed he was ready to go.

      
      He made an interface gesture that felt distinctly wrong in the tight gloves, and said his driver’s name out loud.

      
      ‘Lieutenant-Commander,’ the response came instantly in his ear.

      
      ‘Let’s get this over with, Corporal,’ Zai commanded brusquely.

      
      But he did stay at the mirror, regarding himself and keeping the corporal waiting for perhaps another twenty seconds.

      
      When Zai saw the car, he touched his chin with the middle three fingers of his real hand, the Vadan equivalent of a long,
         low whistle.
      

      
      In response, the car lifted from the ground silently. The pair of wheeled transport forks that had carried it here pulled away, scraping the streets like respectful footmen in low
         bows. The car’s rear door raised before Zai, elegant and fragile as the flexing wing of some origami bird. He stepped into
         the passenger compartment, feeling too cumbersome and brutish to enter such a delicate vehicle.
      

      
      The corporal’s face turned back as Zai sank into the leather rear seat, a glaze in the man’s eye. They looked at each other
         for a moment, their disbelief forming a bridge across rank.
      

      
      ‘Now this,’ Zai said, ‘is lovely.’

      
      Scientifically speaking, the Larten Theory of Gravities was three decades outmoded, but it still served well enough for Navy
         textbooks. So, as far as Lieutenant-Commander Laurent Zai was concerned, there were four flavors of graviton: hard, easy,
         wicked, and lovely.
      

      
      Hard gravity was also called real gravity, because it could only be created by good old mass, and it was the only species to occur naturally. Thus fell to it the dirty
         and universal work of organizing solar systems, creating black holes, and making planets sticky. The opposite of this workhorse
         was easy gravity, unrelated to mass save that easy gravity was hapless against a real gravity well. Hard gravitons ate easy
         ones for lunch. But in deep space, easy gravity was quite easy to make; only a fraction of a starship’s energy was required
         to fill it with a single, easy gee. Easy gravity had a few problems, though. It was influenced by far-off bodies of mass in
         unpredictable ways, so even in the best starships the gee-field was riddled with microtides. That made it very hard to spin
         a coin in easy gee, and pendulum clocks, gyroscopes, and houses of cards were utterly untenable. Some humans found easy gee
         to be sickening, just as some couldn’t stand even the largest ship on the calmest sea.
      

      
      Wicked gravity took up little room in the Navy’s manuals. It was as cheap as easy gee, and stronger, but couldn’t be controlled.
         It was often called chaotic gravity, its particles known as entropons. In the Rix Incursion, the enemy had used wicked gee as a devastating but short-range starship
         weapons. Exactly how these weapons worked was unclear – the supporting evidence was really a lack of evidence. Any damage
         that followed no understood pattern was labeled ‘wicked.’
      

      
      The lovely particle was truly queen of the gravitons. Lovely gee was transparent to hard gravity, and thus when the two acted
         upon matter together it was with the simple arithmetic of vector addition. Lovely gravity was superbly easy to control; a
         single source could be split by quasi-lensing generators into whirling rivulets of force that pulled and pushed their separate
         ways like stray eddies of air around a tornado. A carefully programmed lovely generator could make a seemingly strewn pack
         of playing cards ‘fall’ together into a neat stack. A stronger burst could tear a human to pieces in a second as if some invisible
         demon had whirled through the room, but leave the organs arranged by increments of mass on a nearby table. Unfortunately,
         a few million megawatts of power were necessary for any such display. Lovely gee was costly gee. Only imperial pleasure craft,
         a few microscopic industrial applications, and the most exotic of military weapons used lovely generation.
      

      
      As Zai sat speechless in the lovely black car, his heartbeat present in one temple, he was blind to the passing wonders of
         the capital. The car flew with an effortless grace between huge buildings, but he felt no inertia, no discomfort from the
         craft’s banks or rolls. It was as if the world were turning below, and the marvelous car motionless. Zai tried to do some
         hasty calculations in his head, estimating the total mass of the car, himself, the corporal. It was staggering. The power
         consumed during this short ride would have been sufficient for the first fifty years of human industrialization.
      

      
      It wasn’t the medal, the promotion, or even the guarantee of immortality, Zai realized. This moment was his true reward for his heroism: a ride on the heady surf of literal and absolute Imperial power.
      

      
      Lieutenant-Commander Zai was somewhat dazed when he reached the palace. His car lifted silently above the snarl of arriving
         limos and jumped the high diamond walls with a flourish, rolling over so that its transparent canopy filled with a breathtaking
         view of the Emperor’s grounds. Of course, Zai experienced only a hint of vertigo, his inner ear in the precise and featherlight
         grip of lovely gravitons. There was no down or up in their embrace; Zai felt as if some giant deity had grasped the fountains
         and pleasure gardens to twirl them overhead for his amusement.
      

      
      The car descended, and he stepped from it filled with a regret suddenly remembered from childhood, the sad and foiled feeling
         that this carnival ride was over, that his feet were on solid, predictable ground again.
      

      
      ‘Lovely car,’ came the voice of Captain Marcus Fentu Masrui.

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ Zai answered with a mumble, still overwhelmed, barely managing to salute his old commander.

      
      The two watched silently as the vehicle was grasped by conventional transports, carried away to be cowled and caged like some
         exotic, captive bird of prey.
      

      
      ‘Welcome to the palace, Lieutenant-Commander,’ Masrui said. With an outstretched arm, he gently pulled Zai’s eyes away from
         the car and toward the diamond edifice before them. Its shape was familiar to any of the Emperor’s subjects, especially one
         Vadan-born, but from this close it seemed monstrously distorted. Laurent Zai was used to seeing the palace rendered in the scale of votive paintings, with the sun playing on its shiny surfaces. Now it was black and looming, darker
         than the starless night that it threatened to crowd from the sky.
      

      
      ‘Power has an extraordinary glare, doesn’t it,’ Masrui observed.

      
      The captain was looking up, but Zai still wondered whether he meant the palace or the gravity car.

      
      ‘After my elevation,’ Masrui continued, ‘I took that ride. And it finally dawned on me why I’d spent all those years learning
         physics at the Academy.’
      

      
      Zai smiled. Masrui was famous for his doggedness. He had failed the Academy’s minimal physical science class for three years
         running, almost exhausting the dispensations that his genius in other areas had afforded him before finally obtaining a commission.
      

      
      ‘Not the better to command my ship, of course. A ship is men and women, after all; AIs have done the math for millennia. But
         I needed to understand physics, if for no other reason, then to understand fully that one Imperial gesture.’
      

      
      Zai looked into his commanding officer’s eyes. He wondered for a moment if the man, as usual, were being cynical. But the
         buoyant memory of riding in the craft convinced him that even Masrui might be sentimental about those minutes of flight.
      

      
      They walked up the broad stairs together. The sounds of the party flowed out between columns and heroic statues.

      
      ‘Strange, sir, to have looked down on worlds, and still be amazed by a … mere flying machine.’

      
      ‘It makes you realize, Zai, that you’ve never properly flown. We’ve been in aircraft and dropships, free fall and lifter belts, but the body always fights it at some level. Even
         the excitement comes from adrenaline, from some animal panic that things aren’t right.’
      

      
      ‘But it’s right in that car, sir. Isn’t it?’ Zai said.
      

      
      ‘Yes. Flight as effortless and natural as a bird’s. Or a god’s. Did we join the Navy for service and immortality, I wonder?
         Or for something more akin to that.’

      
      The captain trailed off. A group of officers was approaching. Zai felt the subject disappear between him and his old friend,
         the words pulled back from the air and hidden somewhere like the conspiracies of mutineers.
      

      
      ‘The hero!’ one of the officers said too loudly. She was Captain Rencer Fowler IX, whom Zai, if the rumors were true, would
         soon displace as the youngest starship commander in the fleet. Zai saw Fowler’s eyes sweep across his medaled chest, and felt
         briefly naked again in the covering of clever ants. The others looked comfortable in their dress uniforms, the particulate
         nature of the garments completely disguised. Zai knew his ants were no more obvious than theirs. He determined not to think
         of the uniform again.
      

      
      ‘Only a humble servant of Empire,’ Masrui answered for him.

      
      Zai and Masrui shook hands with the men among the officers, and touched closed fists with the women. Zai’s head began to spin
         a bit with the surfeit of ritual greetings and realized how convenient the usual salute was. But this was a dress occasion,
         forms had to be followed, and the pattern of bare wrists as gloved hands flexed and touched seemed to hold meaning, like animals
         flashing signals of bare-toothed dominance at each other. The glint of Zai’s metal wrist caught starlight.
      

      
      They went into the palace hall together, and a crescendo of voices echoing from stone rose up around them like a sudden rain.

      
      Faces turned toward Zai as the group moved across the great black floor. The hero of Dhantu, or as the gutter media called
         him: the Broken Man. He realized that the group of officers, arrayed casually around him, had done him a kindness, forming a shield between him and the stares of the crowd. He wondered
         if Masrui had planned their meeting on the steps. They moved slowly, to nowhere in particular, his entourage hailing familiar
         faces and pulling them into the group, or fending off interlopers with a deflecting touch of greeting. One of them cadged
         a tray full of drinks and passed it round the group.
      

      
      Zai drifted along like a child in his parents’ tow. The great hall was crowded. The lucent dress uniforms of Navy personnel
         were mixed with the absolute black of the Political Apparatus. There were civilians dressed in formal bloodred or the white
         of the Senate, guildfolk in colored patterns he couldn’t begin to read. The high, fluted columns that climbed to the vaulted
         ceiling channeled this mass of people into swirling eddies. After a few minutes of this promenade, Zai realized what would
         have been instantly obvious to an observer in the upper reaches of the hall: everyone was walking in circles.
      

      
      Fowler’s voice came from his side.

      
      ‘How’s immortality, Lieutenant-Commander?’

      
      Fowler, despite her meteoric early career, had not been elevated yet.

      
      ‘I hear it’s not much different for the first hundred years,’ Zai answered. ‘Certainly, the first week isn’t.’

      
      Fowler laughed. ‘Not missing the specter of death yet, are you? Well, I guess you saw enough of that on Dhantu.’

      
      A chill crawled up Zai’s spine at the word. Of course, the planet that had seen his act of heroism – if that’s what it could
         be called – was implicit everywhere tonight. But only Fowler would be graceless enough to mention its name.
      

      
      ‘Enough for a few centuries, I suppose,’ Zai answered. He felt movement on one flank. It was the ants, reorganizing themselves
         for some vital bit of tailoring. They would pick this moment.
      

      
      Then Zai realized their purpose: a trickle of sweat had appeared under his real arm.
      

      
      Fowler’s face was close in the pressing crowd. ‘Well, the Rix are playing rough again, my connections on the frontier are
         saying. We may need heroes on that side of the Empire soon. They say you’ll be promoted soon. Maybe get your own ship.’
      

      
      Zai felt overheated. The sense of a nakedness had disappeared in the close air of the crowded room, as if the ants were linking
         ever more tightly, closing their ranks against Fowler’s rudeness. Could they detect the woman’s hostility and react to it
         as they did to light? Zai wondered. The little elements writhed in a column down and around Zai’s side, carrying his suddenly
         prodigious sweat to the small of his back.
      

      
      ‘And the specter of death always joins heroes at the front,’ Fowler added. ‘Perhaps you’ll become acquainted again.’ The woman’s
         false camaraderie was growing thinner by the word. Zai looked around for Masrui. Was he among friends here, really?
      

      
      He caught the eye of a young woman by the nearest column. She returned his glance with a smile and the slightest bow of her
         head.
      

      
      ‘She’s quite pretty,’ Zai said, interrupting whatever Fowler was saying. That basic touchstone of desire had its desired effect,
         and Fowler immediately turned to follow the path of Zai’s gaze.
      

      
      She turned back with an undisguised sneer.

      
      ‘I think you picked the wrong woman, Zai. She’s as pink as they come. And perhaps a bit beyond your rank.’

      
      Zai looked again and cursed his haste. Fowler was right. The sleeves of her white robe were hatched with the mark of a Senator-Elect.
         She seemed terribly young for that; even in an age of cosmetic surgery, a certain gravitas was expected of members of the
         Senate.
      

      
      Zai tried not to show his embarrassment. ‘Pink, you said?’

      
      ‘Anti-imperial,’ Fowler supplied, speaking slowly as though to a child. ‘The opposite of gray. A brave defender of the living.
         That’s Nara Oxham, the mad senator-elect from Vasthold. She’s rejected elevation, for heaven’s sake. By choice, she’ll rot
         in the ground.’
      

      
      ‘The Mad Senator,’ Zai murmured. He’d read that moniker in the same garbage media that had dubbed him the Broken Man.

      
      The young woman smiled again, and Zai realized he’d been staring. He raised his glass to her and looked sheepishly away. Of
         course Zai knew what pink meant. But his native Vadan was as politically gray as any planet in the Empire. The dead were worshiped there, everyone
         claiming a risen ancestor as his or her personal intermediary with the Emperor. And of course the Navy was gray from admirals
         to marines. Lieutenant-Commander Zai wasn’t sure if he’d met a pink in his entire life.
      

      
      ‘Mind you, I’m sure she’ll accept the elevation when she’s a bit closer to death,’ Fowler said. ‘Just as long as she doesn’t
         have an accident in the meantime. Wouldn’t that be a pity, losing eternity for one’s principles.’
      

      
      ‘Or one’s arrogance,’ Zai added, hoping Fowler would suspect whom he really meant. ‘Perhaps she just needs a talking-to.’

      
      He pushed past Fowler, feeling the woman’s skin against his own as their ants briefly conjoined.

      
      ‘For heaven’s sake, Zai, she’s a senator,’ Fowler hissed.
      

      
      Zai turned briefly toward his adversary and spoke calmly.

      
      ‘And tonight I am a hero,’ he said.

      
      
      Senator-Elect

      
      Nara Oxham’s eyes widened as Lieutenant-Commander Laurent Zai pushed his way out and headed toward her. The purpose on his face was unmistakable. He gripped his champagne glass with all five fingers, as if it were a club, and his
         eyes locked hers.
      

      
      A group of officers had surrounded him since his arrival, cutting him off from the rest of the party in a display of protectiveness,
         and perhaps pride that one of theirs had been elevated so young. The handlers in Nara Oxham’s secondary audio listed names
         and academy years as she moved an eyemouse across their faces. All were older than Zai. Senator-Elect Oxham suspected that
         their claim on him was newly minted; the hero of Dhantu would make a fine addition to their clique.
      

      
      For some reason, though, Zai had moved to extract himself from their attentions. The young lieutenant-commander almost stumbled
         as he left them behind, as if pulling his feet from some invisible tangleweed on the marble floor. Nara Oxham fingered her
         apathy wristband ruefully. She would love to feel what was going on in Zai’s mind, but the party was too crowded to dare a
         lower dosage.
      

      
      Oxham’s entourage parted slightly to admit the young officer.

      
      Although the senator’s empathic powers were currently suppressed, for most of her life she’d been able to compare facial expressions
         with what her extra sense told her. Even with the wristband at full strength, she was extraordinarily perceptive. When Lieutenant-Commander
         Zai stood before her, she could see that he didn’t know what to say.
      

      
      Vadan greeting, she subvocalized.
      

      
      Five appropriate salutations appeared in synesthesia, but in a flash of instinct, Nara ignored them all.

      
      ‘You don’t look very happy, Lieutenant-Commander Zai.’

      
      He glanced over his shoulder at his friends. Turned back.

      
      ‘I’m not used to crowds, ma’am,’ he said.

      
      Nara smiled at the honorific. He must be without a handler to have used ma’am instead of excellency. How did the Navy ever win wars, she wondered, when they couldn’t manage a cocktail party?
      

      
      ‘Stand here by the column,’ she said. She held her glass up to the light. ‘There’s a certain security in having one’s back
         covered, don’t you think, Lieutenant-Commander?’
      

      
      ‘Sound military thinking, Senator-Elect,’ he answered, finally smiling back at her.

      
      So at least he knew her rank. But her politics?

      
      ‘These columns are stronger than they look,’ she said. ‘Each is a single diamond, grown in an orbital carbon whisketter.’

      
      His eyes arched up, no doubt considering their mass. Making huge diamonds was easy in orbit. But getting an object that big
         down the gravity well safely – now that was a feat of engineering. Oxham held her glass of champagne up to the light.
      

      
      ‘Have you noticed, Lieutenant-Commander, that the shape of the glasses matches the column’s fluting?’

      
      He looked at his own glass. ‘No, Excellency, I hadn’t.’

      
      Excellency, now. The officer’s etiquette training was kicking in. Did that mean she had made him comfortable enough to remember his manners?
         Or was he feeling her rank?
      

      
      ‘But I suppose I personify the analogy,’ he continued. ‘I had begun to feel rather like a bubble floating aimlessly. Thank
         you for offering a safe haven, Senator-Elect.’
      

      
      Out of the corner of one eye, Oxham had watched the rest of the officers in Zai’s group. With a glance here, a hand on a shoulder
         there, they were spreading the news of Zai’s defection. Now, an older man of captain’s rank was watching. Was he headed over
         to rescue the young lieutenant-commander from the Mad Senator?
      

      
      Captain Marcus Fentu Masrui, Elevated, Oxham’s handlers informed her. Nonpolitical as far as we know.

      
      Nara raised an eyebrow. Nothing human was nonpolitical.

      
      ‘I’m not sure how much of a haven you’ve found, Lieutenant-Commander.’ She let her attention over Zai’s shoulder become obvious.
         ‘Your friends seem disturbed.’
      

      
      Zai glanced down at one of his shoulders, as if arresting a turn of his head back toward the officers. Then his eyes met hers
         again.
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure about that, ma’am.’

      
      ‘They certainly look upset.’ Captain Masrui was still hovering nearby, unwilling to plunge in after Zai.

      
      ‘Oh, of that I’m positive,’ Zai said. ‘But whether they are my friends or not …’

      
      He smiled, but was not entirely joking.

      
      ‘Success brings a certain amount of false friendship,’ Oxham said. ‘At least, speaking from my own perspective, political
         success does.’
      

      
      ‘No doubt, Senator. And, in a way, I suppose my own celebrity does have a political aspect to it.’

      
      Oxham narrowed her eyes. She knew very little about Laurent Zai, but her preparty briefing had stated that he was in no way
         a political officer. He had never enjoyed assignment to staff or a procurement committee, nor did he publish military scholarship.
         He came from a long line of illustrious Navy men, but had never used his name to escape field duty. The Zais had all been
         warriors, at least on the male side.
      

      
      They joined the Navy, fought for the crown, and died. Then they took their well-earned immortality and disappeared into the
         gray enclaves of Vada. What did the dead Zais do then? Oxham wondered. Painted those dire black Vadan paintings, probably,
         went on endless pilgrimages, and learned appropriately dead languages to read the ancient books of the war sages in the original.
         A grim, infinite life.
      

      
      Laurent Zai’s doubts were interesting, though. Here he was, about to be honored by his living god, and he worried that his
         elevation had been tainted by politics. Perhaps he wondered whether surviving an awful captivity was enough to warrant a medal.
      

      
      ‘I think the Emperor’s commendation is justly deserved, Lieutenant-Commander Zai,’ she said. ‘After what you’ve been through—’

      
      ‘No one has any idea what I’ve been through.’

      
      Oxham stopped short. Despite his rude words, the man’s calm exterior hadn’t changed in any way. He was simply stating a fact.

      
      ‘However painful,’ the man continued, ‘having simply suffered for the Emperor is not enough to warrant all this.’ A small
         sweep of his hand indicated the party, the palace, immortality.
      

      
      Oxham nodded. In a way, Laurent Zai was an accidental hero. He had been captured through no error of his own, and imprisoned
         without any hope of escape. Finally, he had been rescued by the application of overwhelming force. In one sense, he had done
         nothing himself.
      

      
      But still, to have survived Dhantu at all was extraordinary. The rest of the prisoners that the rescue had found were dead,
         beyond even the symbiant. Simply suffered, Zai had said. A ghastly understatement.
      

      
      ‘Lieutenant-Commander, I didn’t mean to suggest that I could understand your experience,’ she said. ‘You’ve seen depths no
         one else has. But you did so in the Emperor’s service. He has to do something. Certain things must be … recognized.’

      
      Zai smiled sadly at her.

      
      ‘I was rather hoping to hear an argument from you, Senator. But perhaps you don’t want to be impolitic.’

      
      ‘An argument? Because I’m pink? Let me be impolitic, then. The Imperial presence on Dhantu is criminal. They’ve suffered for
         generations, and I’m not surprised that the most extreme Dhanti have become inhuman – which does not excuse torture. Nothing
         can. But some things are beyond being excused or explained, beyond logic or even blame. Things that start from simple power struggles – from politics, if
         you will – but ultimately dredge the depths of the human soul. Timeless, monstrous things.’
      

      
      The young man blinked, and Nara took a drink to slow her words.

      
      ‘Armed occupation seldom pays dividends for anyone,’ she said. ‘But the Empire rewards who it can. You survived, Zai. So you
         should accept the Emperor’s medal, elevation, and the starship command they’ll no doubt give you. It’s something.’
      

      
      Zai seemed surprised, but not offended. He nodded his head slightly, eyes narrowing as if thinking through her points. Was
         he mocking her?
      

      
      But sarcasm didn’t seem to be in the man. Perhaps these were simply new ideas for him. His entire life had been spent among
         the grayest of the gray. Oxham wondered if he’d ever heard the ‘Dhantu Liberation’ called an occupation before. Or ever heard
         anyone seriously question the will of the Risen Emperor.
      

      
      His next question confirmed his naïveté.

      
      ‘Senator, is it true you have rejected elevation?’

      
      ‘It’s true. That’s what Secularists do.’

      
      ‘I’ve heard that they often rescind in the end, though. There’s always the possibility of a deathbed conversion.’

      
      Oxham shook her head. The persistence of this piece of propaganda was amazing. It showed how easily the truth was manipulated.
         It showed how threatened grays were by the Vow of Death.
      

      
      ‘That’s a story that the Political Apparatus likes to perpetuate,’ she said. ‘But of almost five hundred Secularist senators
         elected over the last thousand years, only seventeen have accepted elevation in the end.’
      

      
      ‘Seventeen broke their vows?’ he said.

      
      For a moment, she nodded her head in triumph. Then she realized that Zai was not impressed. He seemed to think that few percent
         damningly high. For gray Laurent Zai, a vow was a vow.
      

      
      Damn him.

      
      ‘But to answer your question,’ she finished. ‘Yes, I will die.’

      
      He reached out, placed one hand lightly on her arm.

      
      ‘Why?’ he asked with genuine concern. ‘For politics?’

      
      ‘No. For progress.’

      
      He shook his head in incomprehension.

      
      Nara Oxham sighed internally. She had debated this point in street encounters, in public houses and the Vasthold Diet floor,
         on live media feeds with planetary audiences. She had written slogans and speeches and essays on this issue. And before her
         was Laurent Zai, a man who had probably never experienced a real political debate in his entire life. It was too easy, in
         a way.
      

      
      But he had asked for it.

      
      ‘Have you heard of the geocentric theory, Lieutenant-Commander?’

      
      ‘No, Excellency.’

      
      ‘On Earth Prime, a few centuries before spaceflight, it was widely believed that the sun went around the planet.’

      
      ‘They must have thought Earth Prime to be very massive,’ Zai said.

      
      ‘In a way, yes. They thought the entire universe went around their world. On a daily basis, mind you. They had severe scaling problems.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed.’

      
      ‘Observational data mounted against the geocentric theory for a long time. New models were created, sun-centered models that
         were far more elegant and logical.’
      

      
      ‘I would think so. I can’t imagine what the math for a planet-centric theory would have looked like.’

      
      ‘It was hideously complex and convoluted. Looking at it now, it’s obviously a retrofit to uphold the superstitions of an earlier
         era. But something rather odd happened when the sun-centered theory, with all its elegance and clarity, was devised.’
      

      
      Zai waited, his champagne forgotten in his hand.

      
      ‘Almost no one believed it,’ she said. ‘The new theory was debated for a while, gained a few supporters, but then it was suppressed
         and almost entirely dropped.’
      

      
      Zai narrowed his eyes in disbelief. ‘But eventually people must have realized. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be standing here, two
         thousand light-years from Earth.’
      

      
      Oxham shook her head. ‘They didn’t realize. Very few ever changed their minds. Those scientists who grew up with the old theory stuck to it overwhelmingly.’
      

      
      ‘But then how—’

      
      ‘They died, Lieutenant-Commander.’

      
      She drank the last of her champagne. The old arguments still moved her, still made her mouth dry.

      
      ‘Or rather, they did their descendants the favor of dying,’ she said. ‘They left their children the world. And thus the new
         ideas – the new shape of that world – became real. But only through death.’
      

      
      Zai shook his head. ‘But surely they would have eventually figured out—’

      
      ‘If the old ones lived forever? Possessed all the wealth, controlled the military, and brooked no disagreement? We’d still
         be living there, stuck on that lonely fringe of Orion, thinking ourselves at the center of the universe.
      

      
      ‘But the old ones, the ones who were wrong, died,’ she finished.

      
      The man nodded slowly.

      
      ‘I’d always heard that you pinks were pro-death. But I’d thought that an exaggeration.’

      
      ‘It’s no exaggeration. Death is a central evolutionary development. Death is change. Death is progress. And immortality is
         a civilization-killing idea.’
      

      
      Zai smiled, his eyes roaming to take in the grandeur of the palace around them. ‘We don’t seem to be a dead civilization yet.’

      
      ‘Seventeen hundred years ago, the Eighty Worlds were the most advanced technological power in this arm,’ she said. ‘Now look
         at us. The Rix, the Tungai, the Fahstuns have all surpassed us.’
      

      
      Zai’s eyes widened. It was a fact seldom spoken aloud, even by Secularists. But Laurent Zai, a military man, must know that
         it was true. Every war grew more difficult as the Risen Empire continued to be outpaced by its neighbors.
      

      
      ‘But seventeen hundred years ago we were no empire,’ he argued. ‘Merely a rabble of worlds, like the Rix, but far more divided.
         We were unstable, in competition amongst ourselves. We’re stronger now, even with our technical … disadvantages. And besides,
         we have the only technology truly worth having. We can beat death.’
      

      
      ‘“The Old Enemy,” Oxham quoted. That was what the Political Apparatus called it. The Old Enemy whom the Risen Emperor had
         dared and vanquished.
      

      
      ‘Yes. We have beaten death, and yet the living still progress,’ Zai continued. ‘We have the Senate, the markets.’

      
      She smiled ruefully. ‘But the weight of the dead is choking us. Slowly but surely, they accrue more wealth every year, more
         power, and a greater hold upon the minds of the living.’
      

      
      ‘Minds like mine?’ Zai asked.

      
      Oxham shrugged. ‘I don’t presume to know your mind, Lieutenant-Commander. Despite what they say about my abilities.’

      
      ‘You think the Empire is dead already?’ he asked.

      
      ‘No, not yet. But change will eventually come, and when it does, the Empire will snap like a bough strung with too many corpses.’
      

      
      Laurent Zai’s mouth gaped; he was appalled at the image. Finally, she had managed to shock the man. Nara remembered when she
         had first used that simile in a speech on Vasthold. The audience had recoiled, empathically pushing back against her words,
         filling her throat with bile. But she had seen new thoughts swarming in to fill the spaces that horror made. The image was
         powerful enough to change minds.
      

      
      ‘So, you want us to go back to death?’ he asked. ‘Two hundred years of natural life and then … nothingness?’

      
      ‘Not necessarily,’ she explained. ‘We just want to reduce the power of the dead. Let them paint and sculpt, travel the Eighty
         Worlds on their pilgrimages, but not rule us.’
      

      
      ‘No Emperor?’ he said.

      
      She nodded. Even with her new senatorial immunity, it was difficult to speak traitorous words aloud here in the Emperor’s
         house. Even those born on Secularist worlds had the conditioning of gray culture; the old stories, the children’s rhymes were
         all about the Old Enemy and the man who had beaten it.
      

      
      Laurent Zai was silent for a while. He acquired two more glasses of champagne for them from a passing tray and stood there,
         drinking with her. A few of his military clique remained close, but they didn’t dare come unbidden into this conversation
         with a pink senator.
      

      
      Nara Oxham looked at the man. The Navy dress uniform, with its coordinated horde of subunits, certainly embodied the grossest
         aspects of Imperial power: the many made forcibly into one. But like much of the Imperial aesthetic, there was an undeniable
         elegance to the lockstepped fit of myriad elements. Zai’s body didn’t have the squat look of most high-gravity worlders. He
         was tall and a bit thin, the arch of his back rather tempting.
      

      
      ‘Let me ask you a question,’ she said to interrupt her own thoughts.
      

      
      ‘Certainly.’

      
      ‘Do you find my words treasonous?’

      
      ‘By definition, no. You are a Senator. You have immunity.’

      
      ‘But immunity aside …’

      
      He frowned. ‘If you weren’t a senator, then by definition, you would have just committed treason.’

      
      ‘Only by definition?’

      
      Zai nodded. ‘Yes, Senator. But perhaps not in spirit. After all, you are concerned with the welfare of the Empire, in whatever
         form you imagine its future.’
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