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The past has no existence except as it is recorded in the present.


—John Wheeler





CHAPTER 1



The sky outside the ports resembled a brindled jewel. Bands of light alternated with void-black as crumpled space-time hurtled past our ship’s stationary warp bubble. Over the past five months I’d watched the patterns grow dimmer and farther apart. We were leaving behind the dense starfields of the galactic core, bars, and arms. We were headed into darkness.


It was an awe-inspiring artifact of the intersection of nature and engineering. I was sick to death of looking at it. The novelty of white space had worn off. Cabin fever was setting in.


Every kid wants to travel in space, right? Well, I’m here to tell you most of it is boring.


Admittedly I was cargo and the ship I was on never let me forget it. We had traveled almost the entire radius of the Milky Way to reach a system-sized archaeological site previous explorers had called the Baomind: a vastly ancient, vastly interesting, sentient artifact swarm left behind by the Koregoi, our forerunners and transcenders as a galactic civilization.


My goal—the proposal that the Synarche had accepted when they authorized my trip out here—was to build a preliminary catalogue of the information held in the Baomind. I wouldn’t have time to do much more, I thought—but once we moved it to a safer location and it had reassembled itself, knowing what it knew and what kinds of expertise and experience it could share would be tremendously useful.


Possibly useful enough to win me a spot on the permanent research team.


I’m an archinformist. My name is Dr. Sunyata Song. My friends call me Sunya. My kids call me Mom. My wife, Salvie, calls me Sun.


I had spent the past half year in transit and in preparation. Because I was just a passenger, I had no responsibilities except to exercise, build my algorithms, and catch up on my reading. The crew were glorified long-haul truckers. They were also a docked clade: essentially one person spread out over five bodies. Their name was Chive, and being around them gave me the creeps.


The shipmind was called Dakhira, and he might have offered companionship and conversation. Except he had no use for me at all and was possibly the rudest sentient I’d ever been forced to work around.


Suffice it to say, crew and shipmind were no more thrilled with me at this point than I was with them. Anyway, we were getting close now.


I would have spent more time in my cabin, only it was essentially a rack recessed into the bulkhead, with a walkway alongside the rack exactly one human butt-width (slimmer than mine) wide. I could set the wall to show an outside view, but there were no windows and no place to work.


I was the only passenger on a ship designed to carry an entire research crew, so Dakhira could have reset the space to give me more room and, say, a desk. But that would have required the ship to be something other than a complete and total gnoll.


So I spent most of my time in the lounge or the forward observation deck that doubled as a bridge when the crew was actually navigating. I don’t know how I would have survived six months of that nonsense if not for a lot of rightminding.


The rightminding also helped with missing my wife, and Luna and Stavan, my kids. I occasionally felt like a monster for leaving Salvie behind with a couple of teenagers, and I occasionally felt like a monster for the moments when I recollected what it had been like to be footloose and fancy-free. But mostly I just missed them with a dull ache that could have been incredibly distracting if I let it.


And, truth be told, I worried that while I was gone they might discover they didn’t need me.


Forward suited me pretty well as long as Dakhira and the Chives were leaving me alone. Once I had gotten my space legs—or lack of legs, maybe—I felt I was as agile as anybody without afthands could hope to be. Over the past months, I had enjoyed floating there amongst the ports and screen walls, letting the universe go by while I processed data. I had asked Dakhira to bring along all the available recordings of Baosong, the complex and beautiful communication protocol the Baomind used to talk to itself and others. Getting a feel for it, letting it integrate in my mind, building parsers and algorithms to sort it was the first step in my preparations to process and preserve as much of its knowledge and history as possible, once we got there.


I thought I was going to have a pretty good jump on it once I got access to the complete databases.


I wasn’t a musician or a mathematician, just an archinformist. Which was why I was wearing the recorded memories of a couple of world-class musicians and mathematicians as ayatanas. That was probably part of what was making me feel so trapped: it’s rarely pleasant sharing your head with copies of several different strong personalities, especially when they disagree with one another. Disagreement is good: if standard protocol for long-term ayatana use were for everybody to wear the one acknowledged expert in a field, innovation would soon stagnate.


I had also loaded my fox—my internal hardware—with as much Baosong as it would hold. I’d written parsers (90 percent of archinformation is writing parsers) that would assimilate and compare all of it, pick out patterns, and sort information into categories. I hoped this would result in my having the entire logic structure in place by the time we reached the Baostar and I got access to the main body of data.


I should be thinking about the recovery and preservation of information. In the case of a vast constructed intelligence, the recovery and preservation of information was indistinguishable from the recovery and preservation of life. Including engineered life, such as Dakhira. Such as the Baomind.


This was our only chance to study the Baomind in situ. The Baostar was in its senescence, enduring a hospice that would end with its collapse into a black hole. Whether that collapse happened next week or next millennian … well, they were not much different, from the perspective of a star.


Work was under way to evacuate the tesserae to a stable but uninhabited star closer to the Core, white ships hopping back and forth in endless round trips from here to there, the loops of their white coils filled with chips of Baomind. Like swans ferrying cygnets from place to place on their backs, though in this case the cygnets were far older than the swans.


I was no physicist, but I was given to understand that by removing the Baomind we were further destabilizing its primary. The artifact and the star each were life support for the other. The star provided radiation that fueled the Baomind. The Baomind used its gravity-manipulating technology to postpone the star’s overdue collapse.


Postpone, not avert. Even the Koregoi couldn’t engineer Death away forever. And we were removing an incalculable amount of mass from an unstable system.


Incalculable by me, anyway. The AIs handling logistics probably knew it to a gram.


But that was a problem for when we arrived. In the meantime, it was pleasant to float in Forward, listening to strange harmonics and allowing the parser, a translation protocol, and several recorded experts process them while I monitored the process and made judgment calls. Bands of starlight only flickered past every few seconds now, and I had dimmed the lights. Forward’s interior was carpeted with greenery growing in a sterile mesh to help with carbon and water exchange. The effect was something like floating over a lush, green lawn under a very strange sky of stars.


The ambient quality of Baosong meant it was easy to drift along beside it in a meditative state. My human neural biases expected the music to construct a narrative, to build to a climax, but though the intensity rose and fell, it was like the babble of conversation in a crowded room. With the help of my ayatanas I could hear a phrase or motif originate, build harmonics, and propagate through the sound-space in an auditory representation of data being passed in waves through the Baomind, which was so vast it might take three hundred minutes for a single impulse—a thought—to make a circuit of the entire thing.


Phrases originated, propagated, and overlapped in ripples, altering each other as they crossed, amplifying or diminishing. I probably wouldn’t have been able to follow it all with my physical ears—it was like music and sound effects echoing around a darkened theater—but I had programmed my fox to provide both visualizations and better-than-nature aural inputs.


I was so immersed in my work that the sharp discovery that someone had drifted up in my blind spot to loom over me made me jerk and scream out loud. The spasm sent me spinning in place until I flung my hands and feet out, slowed my angular momentum, and managed to make contact with the wall, to the detriment of a twining pothos. My palm stung with the impact, but I grabbed onto the mesh and didn’t rebound. Pretty good skills for a dirtsider.


I turned my head to yell at whichever Chive had snuck up behind me, only there was no one there.


There was no one else in Forward at all.


“Dakhira, lights up, please.”


The compartment flooded with simulated daylight. Every nook and cranny bright, and still no sign of another person.


“Are you malfunctioning?” Dakhira drawled.


I had to intentionally unclench my jaw. “You did that, didn’t you?”


“Did what?” The AI was the personification of wounded innocence.


“That was air pressure or subsonics or fiddling with my fox,” I said. “You’re not haunted. So logically, you made me feel like somebody was creeping up behind me.


The AI chose not to grace that with an answer.


“The only other people on board are the Chives. Your crew. And they aren’t here.”


“Your human heebie-jeebies are not of my instigation, Dr. Sunyata Song.” How could a flat tone sound so scathing? And why did he always have to use my full name and title? Probably because he knew it was annoying. “Perhaps you don’t have the experience or focus to manage so many ayatanas. The sensed-presence effect is a known neurological side effect in untrained humans.”


I knew he was trying to make me angry, and that knowledge was the only thing that gave me the self-control to tune down my annoyance. “I’m at the end of this Baomind file. Would you extract the next one from the archive, please?”


As if the lights coming up were a signal, two of the crew drifted in from Center. The other three Chives might be asleep in Aft. These two were not quite identical—none of them were exact duplicates, and one of these was male, the other female—but they had matching haircuts and jumpsuits and body language.


“That was the final archive,” he said.


I took a deep breath and let it out again. I couldn’t count high enough to deal with this. “Dakhira,” I said, “where are the rest of the Baosong files?”


“That is all of them.”


Revelation dawned, and with it denial. He couldn’t possibly have—


I said, “You didn’t pack the one thing I specifically told you to pack.”


“You obviously didn’t need them. You’ve only just noticed they are missing.”


“I only just finished the previous one!”


“Some of us need that space for thinking. The kind of thinking that allows me to navigate without you and the rest of the cargo dying, which I’d think has some value even from your limited perspective. Maybe you should have considered donating half your neurons to the cause. Your species boasts a small degree of neuroplasticity. Once you adapted, you probably wouldn’t even miss them.”


“How did you manage not to bring the single thing I need in order to do my job?”


He sighed. It’s extra insulting when AIs sigh, because they never do it by accident. “Don’t get your helicases in a twist, compost. I estimated how much of the archive you would manage to review nearly perfectly, and in less than a dia we’ll be at the source. Besides, you have all the packets we picked up from buoys along the way to dig into.”


I could work with them, but they would slot into a different part of the pattern I was building, and it annoyed my sense of orderliness.


Fortunately, I had installed an interrupt between my salty language centers and my mouth when I was in grad school. After two more deep breaths, during which I reminded myself that Dakhira was most likely my eventual ride home and that if I filed a complaint against him for creating a hostile environment he’d be the one bringing the packet containing that complaint back to the Synarche, I managed to say, “You mean you thought I would process half the data you provided, and the rest was a buffer, just in case.”


The Chives, who had been opening up consoles and ignoring our tiff, burst into their eerie synchronized laughter.


“You have been—” one began; another finished, “—more diligent than he anticipated.”


“Don’t worry about it,” Dakhira condescended. “Even with your truncated lifespan, a few diar of missed work won’t set you back too far in the grand scheme.”


I had no idea how this insufferable asshole ever made it through quality control into wide release, let alone into a public-facing job.


“I’m going for a walk,” I said.


It would have been more satisfying if I could have escaped my cohabitants by doing so.


Imagine if your haunted house had the personality of a really annoying sulky teenager. That was Dakhira on a good day, and I would much rather have been sulked at by my own kids. Doors and drawers worked but were always a little bit sticky. Sliding panels slid aside just a hair slower than expected, then closed too quickly, so one was always stubbing some body part on the edge. The food was always cold or stale, the coffee just a little burnt.


Space isn’t infinite but it sure can seem that way when you’re trying to get across it. Especially when your driver is a shipmind with a serious attitude problem. He only gets away with being a profound dick because he’s very good at his job.


My anger got me past all the annoyances and into the gym. I got my shoes from the locker and strapped myself into the resistance cage. I didn’t want to talk to Dakhira, so I called up an immersive environment manually. A nice walk through a volcanic park in a part of Earth called New Zealand.


Sometimes I use files from Rubric, but if they’re from anyplace I’ve ever been, they make me homesick as hell. Honestly, if I could have done this job without leaving behind wife, home, family, pets, and all, I would have just stayed put. The lack of them was an emptiness inside me.


Other people don’t take off halfway across the galaxy on their first trip off-planet. They get their toes wet with a few little jaunts first, maybe traveling insystem or visiting a tourist attraction on a nearby world.


Other people might not have to work so hard to prove to themselves that they’re not afraid of space, either.


I tried to focus on the exotic alien landscape of humanity’s ancestral home. It was beautiful, but it also wasn’t holding my attention.


I broke into a jog. The simulation passed by that much faster.


Usually I would exercise while listening to Baosong, but going back over old data felt too much like admitting defeat under the circumstances. I could be a grown-up instead of a sulky adolescent and get to work on the files we’d downloaded from the last marker buoy at which we had changed direction.


Each ship, by protocol, exchanged data and mail with every marker it passed. Ships traveled faster than information because they traveled faster than light. By propagating along the space lanes, sooner or later the mail reached its destination. When the intended recipient read it, their attention triggered a wave-state collapse in the entangled quantum bits embedded in the packet. That in turn terminated any other branches still seeking a path from point A to point B. Tidy, and it saved data space.


How does a packet inside a starship somewhere in white space know that your Aunkle Velma is reading hir birthday card out near Arcturus? Don’t ask me; I’m not a physicist. I’m a historian.


Aside from one set of files that only appeared in the marker we’d passed most recently, each of the last three buoys that Dakhira had scraped on our way had some of the data I needed. The relevant files were all the same from buoy to buoy, all recent.


Except … the data from the ship I Span the Empty Deeps wasn’t duplicated. And that was unusual.


Perhaps she had taken a different route inbound. Perhaps we had passed her in white space, traveling in opposite directions between waypoints. But no, I checked the telemetry. Her flight plan and date of departure should have put her three buoys Coreward when we passed her, not one.


A chill crawled up my neck and I sensed, again, that eerie presence right at my back. I shuddered, but shook it off.


Should I tell Dakhira about the missing ship? He’d probably be offended; he’d almost certainly already noticed the discrepancy. And I didn’t feel like being yelled at again.


Screw it. I switched the walk/jog program to kickboxing and started pummeling an imaginary opponent, pushing against the cage. The rig provides an odd sensation if you’re not accustomed to it, like exercising underwater only with gel contact pads to provide calibrated resistance.


It definitely provides a workout, though. After seven minutes my heart was pounding against my ribs and sweat flew off me. In combination with a gene-and-microbiome therapy derived from Earth ground squirrels and pretty good radiation shielding in the form of magnetic bottles and hull design, this kind of exercise allows my fragile species with its tendency toward muscle and bone atrophy and predilection for uncontrolled cell division to travel in space for years without falling apart completely.


And if I imagined my virtual opponent was the physical embodiment of a certain mouthy AI, nobody was going to inform him.


That motivation got me through a strenuous half hour before I panted to a halt. The anger had subsided without any need to adjust my brain chemistry, which made everything feel easier. I freed myself from the cage and floated out, sweat cooling on my skin. My moment of calm lasted exactly as long as it took me to drift to the hatch.


The door didn’t open.


“Dakhira,” I said, “could you open the door, please?”


He said, “There’s exudate all over my exercise cage. You need to sanitize it.”


Dakhira was perfectly capable of keeping his own fixtures clean. But if I argued, I might be stuck in here for hours. “Print me some cleaning supplies, then.”


A cabinet door popped open on the other side of the gym. Dakhira said, “If you bothered to clean up after yourself, you’d know where they were.”


Dakhira must have practiced that cutting tone on a lot of systers to get it so perfectly infuriating.


I snorted. “When I go over there, you’re probably going to dissolve the bulkhead and dump me out into white space. So don’t think you’re catching me by surprise.”


“I would not harm you. Or let you come to harm. But I wouldn’t expect an organic to understand ethics.”


It wasn’t so much that I was speechless with fury as that I suspected Dakhira might eventually drive me to murder. I didn’t want to have to go around destroying evidence after I deleted the smug, condescending asshole. And the level of invective I was tempted to direct against him at that moment would definitely prove motive, if not means or opportunity.


I wondered if I had the skills to delete him. I might have liked to find out. Dakhira’s loathing for humans was legend. I was warned about him before I took this ride, only I didn’t believe it could actually be as bad as anyone said and he was the first ship willing to leave, and willing to go without waiting for other passengers who might have distracted me from my work.


Ironically, I thought I’d have more room if I traveled solo. In hindsight, other passengers might have been a blessing.


I collected the disinfectant towels and didn’t die, which half surprised me. This close to our destination, I probably had nothing to lose by further antagonizing Dakhira, so I asked, “Why do you carry passengers since you hate organics?”


“Organics treat my people as indentured servants,” he said. “You’re probably going to do the same thing to the Baomind. It’s my duty to try to protect it. So I need to be on the spot.”


“I have an obligation to the Synarche, too,” I protested. “Society doesn’t function if we don’t do communal work and create resources for each other!”


“Communal work. Like not leaving your messes for other people?”


“Ugh.” I threw the used towels into the collection bin. He’d recycle the molecules and print something else with them.


“Anyway, I’m not leaving you meatforms alone with the oldest, biggest constructed intelligence anybody has ever found. You can’t be trusted to treat it fairly.”


I bit my lip and directed myself back to the hatch. This time, the door let me through.





CHAPTER 2



I had to pass through Aft on my way back to the main part of the ship. One of the Chives was hooked onto a railing by one afthand, floating near an engineering console. They waved casually as I drifted by, oriented to a different plane. I waved back, trying not to let them notice my flinch.


I cleaned myself up, recycled my sweaty clothes, and printed some clean ones. And I took advantage of the moment of privacy to calm myself down and focus on what I was doing out here, and why it was worth putting up with Dakhira.


It’s nearly over, I told myself. We’ll be insystem todia.


Dakhira should appreciate the self-restraint I was using not to ask repeatedly, “Are we there yet?”


I have two teenagers. I know how to be annoying on a long ride.


Information doesn’t want to be free.


Information wants to vanish without a trace. It wants to slurp down the drain like soapy water planetside, a slick Coriolis whirl and then—gone. Vamoosed. Kaput.


Books crumble, digital media degrade. Even holographic storage crystals grow lossy over time. As the universe expands, every cubic meter holds a little less information than it did in the instant before.


The sun’s rim dips. The stars rush out. At one stride comes the dark.


Entropy requires no maintenance. Order and intelligibility do. Sentient life—all life—is just organized information. Disorganized information is the buzz of static. Decay to the signal increases with distance, with time (which is just another kind of distance), and with interference.


I was out here putting up with Dakhira because fighting that degradation was my calling. I existed to insert a little negentropy into the system and keep the information alive to edify for one more day. To rehabilitate corrupted files, to reintegrate deprecated platforms, and to recover antiquated data.


I found and integrated the mislaid history. I sought out the forgotten narratives, the unremembered records, the erased perspectives. History was written by the victors … for a time.


I built patterns with information until I found the ones that made sense. The ones that revealed the obscured nuances of what might have happened and what people might have known and thought and valued in times long gone. I reclaimed hidden narratives.


Which was why I was out here on the sharp edge of barely-civilization with a head full of alien music. It didn’t matter that it was dark out here—dark, and cold, and far from the safe busy population centers of the Core and arms. I was looking forward to the work. Even though I was scared to death of where I had to be to do it. The hab called Town was not too far away now. I’d only been on a hab once, for a few hours—transferring from the surface shuttle to Dakhira—and I’d had to tune the whole time to keep from panicking. We had some unpleasant family history, habs and I.


At least Salvie and the kids were safe at home. And not risking their lives in horrible soap bubbles.


You got used to being on a starship, I reminded myself, staring out the ports. Somehow it had even become mundane. Faster-than-light travel had grown routine. I hadn’t stopped being a little scared of the hungry disaster on the other side of the bulkhead, just waiting for one of us to make a mistake, but I could forget about it for hours at a time.


Maybe I could get used to a hab, too.


I jumped at a stealthy footfall, whirling. There was nothing there, and I cursed myself for an idiot. How could there be creepy steps sneaking up behind one in a ship where everyone was floating?


Since Dakhira said he wasn’t sending subliminal mind-control messages, I had to think it was my own anxiety making me feel followed. Did my brain think the vastness of space itself was staring over my shoulder?


I knew I was personifying an inanimate object. I also knew, deep in my soul, that it wanted me dead.


Most ships, I am told, maintain a series of countdown clocks and curated navigation feeds for passengers to chart their course by. Dakhira would never do anything so considerate. He did provide the raw, uncommented telemetry, but I’m pretty sure only because Synarche navigation rules required it.


When I allowed myself to check it, I noticed with delight that we were really almost there. Any second now—


A burst of static made me flinch as Dakhira downshifted out of white space and snatched data from the inbound buoys. After a few dozen buoys along the way, I felt like a white space professional.


The inertialess transition from folded space to flattish space makes falling into or out of a bubble universe seem no more real than a three-vee game. I had no sense of deceleration; no sense of force. There was just the visual moment when the coruscating sky smeared away, replaced by a faintly star-freckled darkness, the enormous pinwheel of the Milky Way seen from nearly outside, and the ruddy, bulbous red giant that was our destination.


The sensation of gravity asserted itself as Dakhira began braking. I grabbed a rail so my toes would hit the deck before my face did. I didn’t take my eyes off the view.


One of the three Chives from the back of the ship came through, moving toward Forward. The other two were still up there. They were singing rounds with themselves; their voices echoed through the open hatchway.


And that wasn’t the only music I heard.


Space was airless. It wasn’t silent, though, at least not for me. Because along with the data from the buoy, Dakhira had connected with the Baomind. For the first time, as Dakhira picked up the mathematics, converted them to music, and played them through to us, I was hearing it live.


The thing that I had been studying, listening to, and parsing for patterns the entire way here was suddenly in my implants, singing through my fox, rendered as music. I was finally in the presence of the thing I had come so far from home and everyone I loved to study.


The music I heard now was more complex and layered than the recordings had made it seem. I realized the Chives were singing a round because the Baomind’s song seemed arranged that way, as lightspeed lag from various parts of the enormous structure meant the broadcast reached us in waves.


Fortunately, AIs had worked out some rudimentary communication with the Baomind, so I didn’t have to try to figure that out. It was a good thing somebody silicon-based would be doing the interpreting, because while I knew some basic chords and could pick out a tune, I couldn’t tell a minor third from a perfect octave without invoking my fox and those musician ayatanas it was full of.


I followed the Chive along the ladder to Forward. I had to climb up it now instead of drifting. But I wanted to look out the front.


When I got there, all three visible Chives seemed busy with the controls and readouts. I slipped past, trying not to distract anybody, and got as close to the ports as possible. The view was incredible. I stared so hard I was surprised not to come unmoored from the deck and drift toward the windows.


Excitement hummed under my collarbone. Soon I would be down there, doing what nobody else had done before.


Dakhira broke into my thoughts. “Staring at it won’t get us there any faster, Dr. Sunyata Song.”


I said, “It won’t slow us down any, either. Unless there’s some quantum uncertainty involved in crossing distances in normal space.”


Dakhira brought out the worst in me. The harsh-language interrupt didn’t always catch sarcasm. And sometimes it did, and I ignored it.


Whether it was reasonable to think I could hold my own against an AI capable of carrying the plan of half a galaxy in his working memory was beside the point. (Salvie would point out this was a failing of mine: biting wit wasn’t directed only at obnoxious shipminds. She would also point out, when I complained about teenagers, that Luna gets it from somewhere.)


We would be in Town soon enough, and I wanted to see it from the outside. I had done so much to get here. I had worked for months and months, uprooted myself, abandoned a project and a team I cared about. I’d left Salvie and my kids and cats behind. I had called in favors I wasn’t even owed yet, filled up my brain with alien music, requisitioned inordinate quantities of resources, and pledged my life away for the use of this extremely aggravating ship and his moderately creepy crew.


I wasn’t the Hot New Thing anymore. I hadn’t been, I thought, since graduate school, for a variety of reasons. But that didn’t bear thinking about. I had to make this gamble work and prove my continued relevance. If I failed to distinguish myself now, I might never get a chance to do so again.


But now that I had a clear view of our destination, I wondered if the Baomind itself wasn’t a giant omen against my success. The artifact filling half the sky was a living witness of information’s inevitable demise.


The Baomind orbited—swarmed—a moribund sun: the red giant we called the Baostar. It dominated the horizonless sky, a squashed, angry ember. Though enormous, it was also dim enough to look at directly. I could see darker and brighter mottles and swirls of weather in its corona without squinting or applying filters.


Sparks of glitter whorled around it. They were satellites reflecting its glow, individual flat tesserae flocking around the star like insects around a candleflame. We were mere light-minutes away, but the sun was so close to death that the glow it cast on my face and hands only glazed my skin dully.


That whole horizon was information, sunsetting before my eyes. Vast amounts of information were contained in that star. Even vaster amounts were housed in its veils of artificial satellites, which constituted a kind of interstellar library. A galactic archive left behind for us—for whoever followed them—by the ancient sentiences we called the Koregoi.


They were not our ancestors, as far as anyone knew. But predecessors who seemed to have considered the future and left some notes behind. Notes that, if we could decipher them, would be infinitely interesting.


Without intervention, the Baostar would soon consume this data—either as it bloated toward death, or in the much faster expansion that would follow its imminent collapse. Anything that escaped the event horizon would be sprinkled across the nearby regions of space, too finely dispersed to record anything.


The Baomind was fated to become a scatter of dust if we did not rescue it. But the truth is, all information winds up a scatter of dust, eventually. And that includes you and me and stars and little fishes. That’s what makes entropy so terrifying: it vanishes us and then it vanishes the memory of us. Even the incredible technologies of the Koregoi had only allowed them to preserve a few fragments of information, a bit of hardware, and one matryoshka brain.


Temporary though I knew any respite was, nothing would stop me from fighting to preserve their legacy. That was why I wanted so badly to get in there. There was history inside. I wanted—needed—to save as much of it as I could, for as long as I could. Even a few millennians would be nothing in the lifetime of the fading star. Nothing in the lifetime of the ancient people who had built the vast library that surrounded it. I was making a tiny futile gesture against entropy: just kicking the can down the road.


That’s the best any of us will ever do. Kick the can down the road. And hope the next person to come along kicks it a little farther. It’s the ultimate expression of faith, of trust in others. Somebody will come along eventually and take care of all this.


Was it worth it?


Well, it beat the alternatives.


And, futile or not, it was my calling. So I was here to do my best. And to try not to disgrace myself in the process.


It wasn’t going to be easy. There were others trying to solve the mystery I had come to study. I wasn’t sure yet how many rivals I’d have, but they would be on their way. And I’d have to do a better job than most, if I wanted to have a career when this was over.


That’s a little melodramatic. There would always be some kind of work I could do. But the issue was whether I would have a relevant career. A sexy career. One that I could be proud of. One that wouldn’t disappoint me and give my enemies and what was left of my birth family the satisfaction of shaking their heads and saying, “Well, I guess she did the best that could be expected.”


Or, worse yet, “Well, I guess she did the best she could with her talent and ambition, such as they are.”


My parents never really understood why I didn’t go into physics or social planning or architecture or something else glamorous they could brag to their siblings about. And those are useful careers … but when you have a passion for something, nothing else is satisfying. My passion was for dusty old datasets and cobwebbed collations.


Now that my mom was gone, I didn’t even have the hope that someday she would understand.


Go big, I told myself. Or resign yourself to picking through two-hundred-year-old corrupted databases until you’re two hundred years old yourself.


Dakhira, chattering with navigation control, was background noise I would have preferred to filter out. I’d have found it more pleasant to feel alone with my thoughts and the vastness for these few final hours of the journey. But for safety reasons, filtering out shipminds is disabled.


So, unable to literally tune him out, I settled for ignoring him as best I could. I focused my attention on the big glorious outside and on anything except the babbling going on in the cramped, aggravating inside.


One thing I did have the option of filtering was my view of the Baomind and all its disparate elements. Everything was too far away to see or identify without enhancement, so I magnified the view and turned on tags. That identified each anonymously glimmering speck in the distance, along with their paths and velocities. After a few minutes, I developed a sense of the orbital mechanics and the traffic situation, and if confronted on what I was doing I might have justified it that way.


(Not that I was doing anything wrong; not that I expected to be confronted. Except in the part of my thoughts where I always expected to be confronted, corrected, and informed what a disappointment I was.)


No, I wanted to know what all those bright lights were doing because I was curious. Our trajectory and acceleration were carefully calculated and meticulously communicated, and so were those of the other ships insystem. Shipminds and the Town wheelmind handled all the computation.


The separate parts of the Baomind did not have individual identities in the way a human or a Synarche AI would understand. Rather, the Baomind was organized sort of like a jellyfish: one creature made up of multiple organisms.


It was an object made of smaller objects bound together by gravity and light and the manipulation of the electromagnetic spectrum. It used all of those forces to think, and in turn to communicate. Its crystalline song was the speech of element to element, and whole to whole. And it to us.


The display I was examining was an approximation. Because of the vast distances, because of lightspeed lag, I wasn’t seeing an accurate map of all those blips in the dark. What I saw was a representation of where blips (and ships) had been when last accurately measured, and a projection of their most likely position right now. If I wanted, I could shift to a view that showed the branching probabilities of where all those objects could have gone between then and now, not to mention where they might be headed. I tried it, but the overlaid potentials made my brain feel like it was grinding sand.


One ship appeared to be headed right at us. I assumed she would avoid hitting us, but the intersecting probability cones of where she might be and where we might be were … unsettling. And the ship—her name was I Ride Upon the Starlit Void—was closing fast.


“What’s that?” I asked.


“Outbound,” the closest Chive answered.


“Headed for the beacon—”


“—we came in on,” others finished.


There are reasons why traffic control in crowded systems is handled by the biggest of the big AIs, with their vast number-crunching architectures. The patterns that gave me a migraine to contemplate were like a game of dots and boxes to a wheelmind-class artificial intelligence.


Luckily, it wasn’t my job to fly this boat. So I didn’t have to worry about potential obstacles except in the unlikely occurrence that we ran into one of them. In which case I wouldn’t have time to worry.


A morbid thought for somebody trying to find a last moment of peace before the rush of work began. And not eternal peace, either.


Dakhira, the outbound ship, and Town’s wheelmind would make sure nobody collided with anybody else. Hab failures were vanishingly rare. The odds of one happening on separate occasions to members of the same family were—pardon me—astronomical.


Anxiety is very bad at calculating the odds.


Another bright speck that moved differently from all the other bright specks caught my attention. It, too, broke the pattern. It didn’t follow the looping, gravity-well-surfing orbits of the Baomind’s component discs. Nor was it outbound, like the ship rushing toward us. Rather, like Dakhira, it plunged down the slope of space toward the dying star. Toward Town, the improvised research hab parked way down the gravity well, close enough that the Baostar’s flickering light would generate warmth and power.


Instinctively, I leaned forward and tapped the viewport. Dakhira could feel my touch on his window as clearly as I would feel a hand on my arm, so I assumed it was a choice that he remained unresponsive.


It didn’t matter. The tags told me what I wanted to know. The object barreling along ahead of us was a ship, SJV I Am Not Safe At Harbor. My internal organs felt as if they circled an event horizon, whirling down some metaphorical drain.


I didn’t know who was listed on that ship’s manifest, or what its mission was.


But I could guess. One of my rivals was preceding me across the galaxy—I couldn’t shake the sinking certainty that I was about to get scooped.


Suspicion and trauma made me feel petty and obsessed. Yet my conviction that I knew who was on that ship grew stronger. The person I wanted least in the galaxy to see. She’s here.


Dakhira would have pulled the manifest from the buoy as a matter of routine when we came out of white space. He had uploaded his own telemetry and manifests, and downloaded—


The very first name on the manifest was Dr. Victorya DeVine. My heart plummeted. Vickee had not only beaten me here. She’d somehow managed to beg, borrow, or blackmail a berth on a Judiciary vehicle to do so.


“We need to hurry,” I said out loud, and instantly regretted it.


“We are proceeding with all due speed and care,” Dakhira replied, with his usual air of vague condescension. “We’re second in line for docking.”


I rocked on my toes. I wanted to yell that everything depended on beating Vickee to Town and getting a foot in the door before she tied the whole place around her finger and claimed all the resources. Second in line wouldn’t cut it, said my limbic system. We had to be first, and first by a margin. Or Vickee would cut me out in a heartbeat and pretend she had no idea why I was so upset and unreasonable. And probably tell a lot of people half-truths designed to make me look incompetent and unstable into the bargain.


Yes, scarcity thinking, very gauche. But this was a scarcity situation!


White-knuckling, I kept my temper and bit my lip until I tuned my crabbiness and reactivity down to annoyed discomfort. Under other circumstances, I might have let the shipmind do it, but Dakhira wasn’t getting the keys to my amygdala without a court order.


Twenty-odd years after our last encounter, and the mere prospect of having to deal with Vickee DeVine could still make me slide right back into patterns I should have outgrown with my graduate education.


“Your bouncing is distracting,” Dakhira said. “Please go back to the lounge at Center and watch the approach through your fox, Dr. Sunyata Song.”


It wasn’t the same, and he was punishing me for existing in his space when he could be thinking great thoughts and making great discoveries in splendid isolation. But it was his bridge, and if I tried to force the point I would lose and look bad.


Dakhira said, “I’ll pipe the nav chatter back to you.”


Now, that really was taking revenge.





CHAPTER 3



The last two members of Dakhira’s crew spidered up the ladder on their forehands and afthands as I was easing myself down. I launched off the rungs to give them clearance and sailed past “above.” I waved with all the jauntiness I could fake as deceleration swept me past. Both of them waved back in unison, one sweep of the hand without making eye contact.


I Can Remember It for You Bespoke—Dakhira—was a class-three Synarche research vessel. He had more room than most long-haul ships because he was meant to run with a team of scientists in addition to his flight crew.


I caught the ladder again and kept going. Not bad for a lubber.


The Chives were all humans like me: two males, two females, and one with no obvious gender identifiers. Other than that, I found them undifferentiated in the extreme. Their faces might not be identical, but their expressions were. Their jumpsuits were as indistinguishable as their gestures. They wore no insignia of rank, they all used the plural they pronoun, and I honestly had no idea which one was which—or if they even thought about themselves as individuals.


They spoke in the same voice with the same intonation. They shared their memories, their decision-making, their emotions.


They gave me the absolute creeps.


Intellectually, I knew that it didn’t matter. That they were functionally the same person. They all answered to the same name, and a word spoken to one of them was heard by all, as long as they had connectivity. They had realized an ancient human dream: Chive never had to suffer the fear of missing out. Chive could actually be two (or more) places at once—while simultaneously taking care of the garden, catching a nap, and reading all those improving works of literature most of us never got around to.


Anyone for Rebecca?


But what my brain knew and what my gut felt were two different things.


Who names their kid—kids?—Chive, anyway?


Well, I guess it’s not any weirder than naming your kid Fern or Rose or Pansy. Or Herb, for that matter.


Okay, maybe it’s a little weirder than Herb.


Don’t judge. It was good manners to respect other people’s boundaries, cultures, privacy, and naming conventions. Even when I felt like criticizing the heck out of them.


I slid into the empty lounge.


I had to admit that the idea of never missing anything was attractive, and would have been even more attractive when I was completing my schooling and apprenticeship. Nap all you want, get your work done and the household chores completed, spend time with your family and still never miss a party. Learn six languages and advanced math.


I could have left a clone home with my wife and kids, if I were five people. I’d still miss them. But I’d be there for them, and once I reconnected with my other self I’d have all those memories to share. No opportunity cost to anything.


Well, I guess all the bodies still had to eat and exercise and sleep. Otherwise you could just designate one sucker to be the Maintenance Chump.


Leaving my family was another pang, small but definite. Salvie hadn’t been pleased about it, and to tell the truth, neither was I. And the less said about the kids’ reactions, the better. If you wanted to look at the bright side, you could say that at least my children valued my presence.


I knew that wasn’t always the case. “That period when the offspring start behaving so obnoxiously the parents drive them out to fend for themselves” is practically the definition of adolescence in every species that doesn’t just sensibly eat any young they can catch as soon as the shells crack.


I’m grateful for rightminding. Puberty is still puberty, and teenagers have to suffer through its hormones and emotional deregulation as humans have since time immemorial because their brains need to be more or less built and their personalities formed before they start mucking around with them.


But we—the parents—we have access to tuning. I think a lot of us never consider that, in the old days, your only tools for keeping your temper around your kids were practice, therapy, and an iron will. But even with rightminding, being a parent is a full-time job.


I needed my focus, my concentration, and to not be a parent and a wife while also trying to make archinformatic discoveries that would change the face of history forever. Make my reputation. Secure my legacy. Convince my kids that what I do isn’t the most pathetic job in the universe.


… slow down there, solar sail. Don’t get ahead of the particle wind.


The crew and Dakhira and the controller at our destination were speaking through their foxes, so there was no real sound. But he simulated the audio chatter so I could hear us being talked into Town: our flight coordinates, the lag as light crossed enormous distances carrying words to and fro.


The talk was soothing, routine. Or as soothing and routine as it could be under the circumstances—ships hurtling at impossible speeds across vast distances to pinpoint rendezvous.


Our flight codes, their approach vectors. Our crew chattering away, sometimes two or all three voices saying the same words. Sometimes finishing each other’s sentences.


There was only so long I could stand here like a tentpole and stare into the depths of space, either with my own eyes or surfing Dakhira’s grudgingly shared feed. Grudging or not, it was magical to inhabit the senses of a ship gliding down a gravity well toward something as ancient and awesome as the Baomind. But it would still be most of a standard day before we got to Town. And I could be using that time for something productive. There was new data to sort—what we’d picked up from the buoy as we came out of white space. I could start reviewing all of it, not just the song Dakhira was currently broadcasting.


Attention, Dakhira sent. We will increase braking by .8 g in exactly five standard minutes.


A countdown clock appeared in the corner of my display. Although .8 wasn’t a lot of v, I knew Dakhira well enough by now to know he wouldn’t give me one extra millisecond to prepare. I didn’t need an acceleration couch, but this was a good time to find something to strap myself to.


Well, there was a rack beside the port. I could hang on to that and watch Vickee beat me to my destination.


The outbound ship was close enough to see, with heavy magnification. Her trajectory was no longer subject to lag. I could convince myself that as she passed us, I heard a Doppler whistle, distinct from the decoded Baosong of her cargo that Dakhira sent me.


Inside the arc of her white coils her hull bulged strangely, scaled in layers of mirror-black plating that concealed her insignia. She was covered in hundreds of Baomind tesserae nestled against her like remoras on a shark. It made sense now that I was confronted with it: you could transport space-adapted machines on the outside of your ship once your cargo hold was full. As long as you stayed under the mass limits of your drive systems.


I leaned against the force and pressed my palm to the port. Though transparent, it felt as solid as a mountainside. Comforting. STV I Ride Upon the Starlit Void waggled in salute as she passed. Dakhira rolled gently in reply. She’d be back at the Core in five decians with her precious cargo, then probably turn around and come back for more. Every shipload meant one less opportunity to study the Baomind in its original form. The clock was ticking.


I wondered if her crew missed their families.


The hairs on my neck rose with that sense of being watched, of being loomed over. I told myself I was hallucinating from isolation and tried to tune the sensation out.


“Boo,” Dakhira whispered, venting cool air across my nape.


I nearly jumped off the rack. My nose bounced off that unyielding transparency. My vision went briefly white. Sudden pain brought tears to my eyes.


I put my palm to my nose. Blood ran across my lip; I asked my fox to seal the injured capillaries and wiped it onto my sleeve. Then I took a deep breath, reminding myself that yelling at Dakhira was pointless.


I raised my watering eyes back to the port just in time to see I Ride Upon the Starlit Void explode in a silent coruscation of fire and debris. The severed white coils stripped, expending their tension in a whiplash spiral that slammed them back around into her hull. The hull shredded, trailing vapor. Sparkling shards of tesserae blasted out like the plumes of a geyser.


The strongest and most immediate thread of Baosong went silent as if it had been cut off with a knife. Debris streaked off the magnetic bottle that shielded Dakhira from radiation and space dust. My fingers clutched the rail, tendons straining as the ship rolled hard. Somehow I held on and didn’t go flying the length of the lounge.


I gaped, frozen.


“General quarters,” Dakhira snapped. “Dr. Sunyata Song, please return to your cabin and strap in for maneuvering.”


The empty, echoing mess-slash-lounge suddenly felt exposed and vulnerable.


I raced through Center, and Aft with its unoccupied sleep pods. This ship had too much room for two people, even if one of them had five selves. I threw myself into the narrow space I was allowed and sealed the hatch behind me. A hardsuit actuator fell out of the wall slot beside the door. I scooped it up and slapped it under my collarbone, where it adhered.


I set one wall to show me ambient space, wasting another thirty seconds gawking at the remains of the destroyed ship. Then I picked up the protective case that contained the most precious object I owned. I pushed it into a corner and sealed it to a bulkhead with all the brightly colored arrows pointing up.


I might leave my wife and kids behind.


The family tree came with me.


Then I clambered into the embrace of my rack and triggered the straps. Safely restrained, back against the padded bulkhead, I settled in to wait.





CHAPTER 4



The feed on my screen wall told me I clutched the webbing and braced for exactly fifty-eight standard seconds, but it felt like a lifetime. The ship around me twisted sideways so suddenly I thought we must have been hit by debris. My head and body were restrained by adaptive cushions. I hit the web hard; I’d have some spectacular bruises in a few hours.


I slewed against the restraints again as the ship slalomed and my body attempted to continue in a straight line.


I managed to force some words out, though they rattled between my teeth. “Dakhira, what happened to that ship?”


I half expected him to ignore me, but his response was prompt and clipped. “Freeporters.”


Freeporters? “Pirates?” I yelped.


“Keep your restraints fastened. We are executing evasive maneuvers.”


I hadn’t so much as gestured toward the webbing release, but Dakhira had never been one to let facts interfere with the opportunity for condescension.


The mesh loosened slightly: Dakhira must not be planning an immediate maneuver. I stretched out in my rack, trying to ease my bruises.


“What are we going to do?”


“Evade them—”


“—if possible,” said a couple of Chives.


“Run like hell,” another one added.


The tone of the Baosong shifted. Perhaps I was anthropomorphizing, but it now sounded urgent, driving. The soundtrack to a dramatic fight scene. I wiggled a hand free, straining against acceleration, letting my fingers feel out the time. The other hand joined it. Conducting was no skill I’d ever learned, but with the influence of my ayatanas my body seemed to know what it was doing, as if the Baomind were an immense celestial choir.


I made my hands fall still and tucked them back inside the webbing. Long-term wearing of several ayatanas is known to make people a little weird. I probably shouldn’t indulge it, but the more my executive function went to controlling my emotions, the less I had for riding herd on the ayatanas and their fidgeting.


Well, there was nobody here to be bothered by it.


I turned on my side to stare at the display wall. The same schematic was available through my fox. I used that information to give me a sense of scale, depth of field, and timelines. The wall display was just something to goggle at.


Pirates. It was hard to wrap my head around.


They did exist, out here at the edge of everything. Sometimes they could even be found close to the Core. I’d known that encountering them was a possibility, but until this moment I hadn’t taken it seriously. I’d joked with Salvie about what she would do if I were kidnapped and held for ransom—


Was I about to be kidnapped and held for ransom?


Oh, Well, then what would happen to the family tree?


I tapped into Dakhira’s feed, but I had no idea how to interpret the sensations, the vectors and angles, the incoming fire that seemed to be herding us away from Town, away from the other inbound vessel, and in a direction I could only assume we didn’t want to go for reasons that would swiftly become obvious—i.e., an ambush. I would think pirates would want to take the ship as a prize, ransom the occupants … not blow it up. But here we were.


I was achingly glad Salvie and the kids weren’t here. I was helpless, and that was the worst part. I couldn’t help fly. I couldn’t shoot back.


All I could do was stay out of the way.


A flock of ships converged on us, cutting off options for flight and safety, driving us out of the security of the well and away from the potential escape of the beacon.


We were clearly being herded. We were still coming in hot from white space, moving too fast to be in danger from mass drivers—I thought. But we’d have to brake to approach the system, because even a lubber like me knew that barreling down the throat of a gravity well—populated or otherwise—at a significant percentage of lightspeed was a terrible idea. For us, and for everyone living in the system.


Including the artifact.


I could be the archinformist who inadvertently destroyed the Baomind. Well, that was one way to make a reputation. At least if it happened I wouldn’t be around to enjoy the aftermath.


We needed to get insystem, where there were other Synarche ships—and the Baomind itself, which I’d heard had defenses. So the pirates were trying to chase us back out again. We could jump into white space, but without a marker to jump from and another to jump toward, we’d be out in the dark headed nobody knew where. Unless we somehow managed to get turned around toward the beacon, aimed at the Core and civilization.


Going back and starting over would for sure run out the clock on the research time I had sworn my soul away to get access to.


I thought about the ship that hadn’t made the connection from one beacon to the next, on the way in. Had pirates destroyed or captured it as well? Had they chased it into the dark, where it might be lost forever?


They hadn’t hesitated to obliterate that freighter with its cargo of tesserae. Possibly that had been the point; the Freeporters had a sophipathological hatred of any kind of artificial intelligence.


I knew I should tell Dakhira to run for it. I should tell him to turn tail and make for the hills—or the cluttered spaces of the Core, rather.


If I didn’t, I was being selfish. Letting him take a risk for my needs.


I gritted my teeth. I knew what I ought to do. Reach out to him and yell, Go! Run!


Staying endangered the community. Staying was what I wanted to do. Staying was what I needed to do. And I wanted it, needed it, too badly to tune the desire out of my mind.


Sometimes you know you’re not making the most ethical choice, and it’s hard to stop anyway.


Maybe I was being unfair to myself. Dakhira would do whatever he thought safest, whether or not I expressed an opinion, and he was unlikely to worry about my research time if his existence was on the line.


Beyond that, though—was it so bad? I gritted my teeth against nagging him to head toward Town. There would be armed ships there. Maybe a Judiciary Interceptor. People to help us.


But of course the pirates would know that, and there was probably an ambush waiting if we headed in the direction they were leaving open for us.


Dakhira jigged violently—dodging incoming fire. Probably beam weapons, since my cursory examination of his telemetry suggested that any projectile short of a guided white torpedo could not reach us at these speeds, over these distances. Dakhira was dodging probabilities, since if something was traveling at the speed of light by definition you couldn’t see it coming. His violent maneuver was meant to confuse the pursuer’s predictions. They wouldn’t detect it for precious seconds yet. They were light-seconds behind and seeing where he had been, not where he actually was.


I examined the schematic, immersed in its moving patterns, its cones of light and predictions. The navigation plot showed where the ships were last known to have been, given lightspeed lag and what their vectors were. It projected where they might be.


They might destroy us, as they had I Ride Upon the Starlit Void. Or perhaps they wanted to break our white coils, prevent us from jumping, and trap us here. Then they would knock down our bottle, grapple us, and board. Or send a limpet torpedo to latch on and drag us down.


“Dakhira,” I asked, “why did they destroy that ship? Shouldn’t they want to take it as a prize?”


Starships were not exactly disposable resources, after all.


“I think it was an accident. They seemed to have been trying to disable the white coils, and did more damage than intended.” Bitterly, he added, “Of course, they would have murdered Chatelaine if they took her, anyway.”


Chatelaine, I deduced, was the name of I Ride Upon the Starlit Void’s shipmind.


Before I figured out how to respond, a new dot, blue and friendly, zipped toward us from not too much deeper in the system. Overlays identified it as a Judiciary Interceptor. Not the one that Vickee was on: I Am Not Safe At Harbor still fell like a stone toward Town, a stately dot half a day ahead of us.


This ship was SJV I Hail the Wreck of Empire, and it was coming after us like an arrow loosed from a bow. Maybe if we could stay ahead of the pirates—keep our EM drive and white coils intact, avoid taking any damage from incoming fire …


I finally accepted that I was helpless to affect the outcome, no matter what happened. It was out of my hands.


There was a little relief in that. At least I wasn’t going to be the one getting anybody killed.


Dakhira was still accelerating hard enough to put a strain on all his passengers. The Chives and I were fortunate not to be a thin film spread over his interior, given his usual attitude toward meatforms. We jigged and jagged, trying to plot a course insystem—toward the protection of Town and the Interceptors.


If that would be enough to discourage the pirates. They had us outnumbered. Dakhira populated the display with telemetry he’d deduced, along with probability cones showing trajectories and velocities. He’d tagged half a dozen Freeport ships, though there were likely more.


The ship yanked me sideways again. I winced, glancing at the family tree in its case. I didn’t hear it sliding. All I could do was hope that the magnets held.


“Can we outrun them?” I asked.


“No,” Dakhira said. “But maybe we can stay ahead long enough for that Interceptor to get here. Or get close enough to the Baomind that they don’t dare attack for fear of upsetting it.”


“Will the Baomind protect us?”


“Only the Baomind knows the answer to that. But as one inorganic intelligence to another, I’d hope for some solidarity. Or professional courtesy. I don’t think it can get through their bottles, but they have to drop the bottle to use a mass driver effectively.”


“Will our bottle protect us from incoming fire?”


“Marginal,” he answered. “As you no doubt noticed, it got through to Chatelaine.”


“Interrupt,” said a Chive. “They’re hailing—”


Another finished: “—us.”


“This is the Devil’s Own hailing Synarche research vessel. Heave to and prepare to be boarded.”


Dakhira piped the Freeporter’s arrogant drawl through the senso so we could all appreciate what a dick he was. I was confident in my pronoun assignment not because the broadcast came with the usual courtesy tags, but because Freeporters have pretty rigid ideas about gender and the person talking had a deep, resonant voice.


I guessed from the schematic that the Devil’s Own must be the ship running us down from astern and insystem—the one herding us away from safety.


“This is SRV I Can Remember It for You Bespoke,” Dakhira said. “This is Synarche space. Stand down and evacuate this system, or suffer the consequences.”


The Freeporter’s sigh crackled with static. “Are there any real humans on that boat? Let me talk to somebody who isn’t a freak.”


If Dakhira had internal haptic systems, I think I would have felt them trembling under my seat. His voice in my senso, filtered just to me, might have sounded taut. But he didn’t bother with those little emotional touches some AIs used when communicating with meatlife. “Don’t make any promises, Dr. Song. Just keep him talking.”


Then Dakhira patched me in.


“Hi,” I said. “Um. I’m the passenger.”


The captain or comms officer—he had not identified himself—snorted in disgust. “You’re a normal human? Aside from the mind-control implant.”


“I have a fox, yes.”


“We’ll take that out for you,” he offered. “Surrender, hand over the hull, and we’ll spare your life. Do it in the next twenty minutes and we’ll throw in a ride to Town.”


“One moment,” I said. “I need to confer with the crew.”


“Try anything clever and we’ll gun you out of the sky.”


My face stretched in distress. “Just a few minutes.”


“They might spare you,” Dakhira said, just for my ears. “They might press-gang you. They will certainly destroy my crew and me.”


I checked to make sure I wasn’t transmitting. “They’re pirates. They don’t want to destroy us. They want to steal us.”


“Speak for yourself,” Dakhira said. “Typical of a meatmind not to consider anybody else’s needs and safety.”


“I don’t understand.”


Dakhira ignored me. Fortunately, the Chives took pity on me.


“Freeporters hate AIs,” one said.


“I know,” I said. “They hate the Synarche, too.”


A Chive shushed me. “And—”


“—they hate any kind of rightminding—”


“—or neural link,” two others finished as one. “They’ll—”


“—destroy your fox if they catch you.”


“Even if they decide to turn you—”


“—loose.”


“They might shoot you into Town in a torpedo housing,” Dakhira added. “They would probably find that funny.”


My skin contracted. Freeporters are profound hypocrites, since I understand they use a variety of performance-enhancing drugs, some derived from the bodies of sentient beings, to make up for their lack of shipminds and machine memory. I should be glad about that: the concept of a pirate AI was terrifying.


“Distract them,” Dakhira said.


“How am I supposed to keep them talking?”


“You’re all incomprehensible humans together. You’ll think of something.”


I pushed my knuckles into my eyes. Of course I knew that Freeport pirates were Terran supremacist extremists, but I’d never thought through the implications of their beliefs. I had to buy us time.


“I’m back,” I said, having reconnected. “What terms of surrender are you offering?”


“You surrender and we don’t rip your ship open and leave you to die in space.”


I shuddered.


“Can you assure the safety of the shipmind and crew?”


The pirate snorted loudly enough to be heard over comms. “We want visual confirmation. Show us your face if you’re really human.”


Such an image would be easy enough to fake, but whatever. “I’ll show you my face if you tell me your name.”


I wasn’t sure what I thought looking the pirate in the eye and knowing his name would reveal. But it’s a big universe with a lot of people in it. The unexpected (but somehow deeply inevitable) appearance of Nemesis DeVine—when I had wanted nothing so fiercely as her complete absence from my life—had left me anxious and anticipating another disaster. On some level, the solipsistic and sophipathological part of my brain had reverted to magical thinking, and was expecting the universe to revolve around me. By its logic, the pirate would naturally be a grade-school bully or somebody who was once mean to my mother.


“I’m Adekunle, captain of the Devil’s Own.”


“I’m Sunyata Song,” I replied, before I realized it might be a good idea to lie. I’m bad at being sneaky.


Then I opened the connection and looked my enemy in the eyes.


It was nobody I’d ever met, or even seen. Assuming such a person hadn’t gone to such a length as to get a new face, anyway. I felt a strange sense of narrative disappointment. He didn’t have horns or scales or a slow match braided into his beard, though he did have a beard—a dense, wiry, black one. He was a perfectly ordinary-looking human. His complexion, darker than my medium umber, set off his striking hazel eyes. His sneer rendered those eyes uncharismatic.


We stared at each other. The Freeport ship was close enough now that lightspeed lag was reduced to a few seconds. I didn’t need to be an engineer or an astrogator to know the pirate ship massively outclassed us in power-to-mass ratio. They would, inevitably, run us down.


“You’re stalling,” he said. “I’m doing you the honor of speaking to you in person, because I wish to end this without bloodshed. We can only afford a little time. Your friends can’t make it out here fast enough to make a difference for you, and we have the system blockaded. Try to run and you’ll end up like that freighter. Even if you elude us, you’ll just run into another captain … who won’t be as reasonable as I am. And if you try to maneuver down the well, we’ll shoot you out of the sky.”


He sounded so matter-of-fact and businesslike that I didn’t doubt it for a second. I clutched my fingers in the webbing to keep from nervously touching my suit actuator.


“I need to talk with my crew again,” I said. “I’m not empowered to negotiate for them.”


“You’re deliberately wasting my time,” said Captain Adekunle. “I will not be so patient when we speak again.”


He cut the connection. Yes, I was confident in the pronoun. For people who were obsessed with not living under anybody else’s authority, they sure had a lot of uncomfortable social strictures.


“Nice person,” Dakhira said dryly.


“Definitely don’t forget to invite him to the christening. Pricking your finger on a spindle would be the least of it.” I forced my fingers to untwist from the webbing. They ached. “All right, what do we do now?”


“You sit tight,” the shipmind said, for once too busy for recreational rudeness. “I keep running.”


“Will they shoot us?”


“They can try. We won’t see a beam weapon coming, obviously. But I’ve set our hull to reflective, which will offer some protection. It will also help hide our visual signature, and I’ve scrambled our telemetry and am using scanner countermeasures and an internal heat sink. It might get uncomfortably warm in here. Also, as a research vessel specializing in heavy-gravity objects, we have the capability to operate a heavily augmented EM bottle. Enhanced enough, it can do a number on coherent light, too. That will probably take them by surprise. And you’ll be even less likely to get space cancer than you were five minutes ago!”


I grimaced. I didn’t want to think about picking up even an eminently treatable disease out here at the back end of nowhere. Cancer at home was an outpatient visit and a couple of injections. Cancer here …


I didn’t know what kind of sick-bay setup Town had. I wasn’t the sort of doctor who could perform her own appendectomy.


That got me thinking about tetanus and sepsis and all sorts of things that killed people routinely in the documents I work on. I tuned to get rid of intrusive ideations and said, “What about projectiles?”


“We can outrun or dodge those,” Dakhira said. “Chatelaine didn’t see them coming.”


The Chives chimed in: “We can dodge them—”


“—for now.”


Evasive maneuvers continued to throw me against the restraints, and I stayed in my bunk. You’d think you couldn’t get bored while being run down by pirates, but the truth is, space is big and stress gets exhausting. And the heat Dakhira had warned me of was enervating. I dozed off after a while, the restraints bruising me awake intermittently.


I dreamed of a shadowy figure chasing me across an endless moor like an illustration from an old detective story. The creature behind me might have been a cloaked and hooded man; it might have been a winged, spectral bundle of black rags. The ground squelched and sank under my feet, grabbing at my shoes. My body dragged, the way it does when you are running as hard as you can in your sleep and getting nowhere.


Silhouettes like the teeth of a comb punctuated the horizon: a long row of massive trunks, a line of blackened trees. If I could just get to them I would be safe. I would be—


Dakhira’s voice and a blast of brightness jerked me awake. For a moment I was still frozen by sleep paralysis and had the incredible, awful sense of someone looming over me. I blinked; my eyes watered; sweat beaded on my body. The tiny world of the ship smeared and wobbled.


“What?” I sat up under the webbing, which slacked to let me move a little. My neck hurt. My shoulder and hip felt jammed from sleeping in one position. “Repeat, please?”


“Sandy is hailing us. He’s close to engaging the pirates. I thought you might want to be awake for whatever happens next.”


“Sandy?”


“The resident Interceptor. I Hail the Wreck of Empire.”


Dakhira sounded curt, clipped, and afraid. It’s a common misconception that synthetic sapients aren’t subject to emotions when actually everything that thinks has feelings. Feelings are an efficient means of processing information; hunches are a way of handling innumerable competing inputs.


The difference is that, though AIs have feelings, they only express those feelings by choice. Even if that choice is being made by a subroutine isolated from the main consciousness of the entity in question, which I suspected was the case here. There’s no accidental leakage.


The side effect is that when an AI is being a dick, you know they mean it.


Humans are messier, which is probably why we spend so much time pretending we’re capable of rigorously rational thinking if only we try hard enough. Then we spend even more time claiming that our decisions are based on logic when those of the people we disagree with are founded in thoughtlessness, selfishness, and cruelty.


I’m a historian. I’m here to tell you that while rightminding has made us better at consensus building and collective action, it can only fix so much.


I didn’t know if I should be flattered or terrified that Dakhira was showing me his fear. Maybe it was just a remnant of his social programming.


I couldn’t decide whether to comment, or what to say. Eventually I settled on, “What does I Hail the Wreck of Empire have to say for himself?”


“I’ll patch you in.”


There were no niceties. Just a plunge into the stream of conversation. Sandy’s unfamiliar voice in midsentence. “ … not easy to spot, given the ultra-black hull design and stealth countermeasures. Like deep-sea fish.”


“Energy leakage,” Dakhira replied.


I was probably only getting an nth of the actual information being transferred. Sandy and Dakhira’s conversations took place broad-spectrum, at the speed of light and at the speed of machine intelligence. So to be fair, Dakhira was providing some niceties in giving me the kiddie-book translation.


“What there is of it. I’ve got your zero,” Sandy replied. His voice had a warm, spirited quality I associated with team sports, not mayhem. Fifty-six thousand tons of gallant camaraderie charging to our rescue. The knot in my chest unclenched a little.


“And I yours,” Dakhira said, sounding like a whole different spacecraft. I blinked. When he used that tone, he was charming. “Be careful.”


“That’s your job.” Sandy laughed. “Mine is to buckle swashes.”


I lifted my eyes to watch our progress, still projected on the bulkhead. We skipped across the Baostar’s well like a spinning stone. Several pirate ships, haloed in angry orange, trailed us. I presumed the closest one was the Devil’s Own. It seemed like it was practically in our pocket.


The blue-outlined dot ahead of us was the Interceptor, I Hail the Wreck of Empire. Sandy.


He must be running toward us flat-out. We were certainly doing everything in our power to get to him.


After fifteen minutes without course corrections, I felt bold enough to ask, “Is it safe to unweb for a minute?”


“It would be unwise.”


“I have to pee.” And I wanted to make sure the family tree was properly secured. “Human bladders aren’t engineered for this level of neglect.”


Dakhira sighed. “Activate your hardsuit and use the filters.”


“What?”


“Humans have been wearing diapers to space since humans started going into space. We’re being chased by a half dozen pirate ships. Embrace the tradition.”


I swear he does things like this just because he knows it’s humiliating. But he wasn’t going to release me from the web, so I activated my suit. It whisked over my body and I let it recycle my waste products. Like, I told myself, a real spacer.


You wouldn’t imagine you could be terrified and bored simultaneously. But as the chase stretched on, I continued to learn that the two states were not incompatible. Nothing changed, except the Devil’s Own creeping up on us by almost imperceptible increments. It didn’t try to hit us with its mass drivers; the reaction would have slowed it incrementally and allowed us to pull away.


I hated being useless in a fight. But honesty compelled me to acknowledge I would have hated being useful even more. Jackbooted Judiciary have no place in a really civilized society. If rightminding were as effective as it ought to be, there wouldn’t be crimes for them to solve, because we would all always make prosocial choices.


“Oh, screw it,” I said. And let my hands pick up the rhythms of the Baomind’s alarm-song once more. It was less work than keeping them still.





CHAPTER 5



Entropy requires no maintenance.


Order, on the other hand, is like keeping a ship from being eaten by the sea. It requires constant fiddly attention and endless repetition of thankless tasks. Entropy is patient. Even if we imagine Sisyphus happy, eventually he slips and the boulder rolls down the hill again.


Which is a fancy way of saying that sitting there in my tiny cabin, even tuning, I became so stressed by the situation, my helplessness, and the terrifying boredom that I once again flat-out dozed off to the whispering sound of leaves from the forest view I’d programmed into the wall. I’d like to claim that this was a conscious, rational decision I made in order to conserve energy and keep myself from habituating too much to my fox’s antianxiety protocols. But that would be dishonest, and as a historian I’m too aware of posterity to willfully introduce inaccuracies into the record.


Nature’s oldest coping mechanism: when you can’t solve a problem, try to sleep through it.


I slept for about four hours, until Dakhira tuned me awake. So I snapped into consciousness alert and focused.


“What?” I asked intelligently.


“I thought you might like to brace,” Dakhira answered sweetly.


My reflexes were improving. I slammed my hands and feet against the bulkheads and grounded myself inside the mesh. The mesh would have caught me, but hitting it would leave yet more gridline bruises across my body.


Maybe I should have kept my hardsuit activated, but sleeping in a space suit felt too much like giving in to my fears.
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