

      

      

         [image: Cover Image]






Copyright









A Gollancz eBook


Copyright © 2010 Hannu Rajaniemi




All rights reserved


The right of Hannu Rajaniemi to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




First published in Great Britain in 2010 by


Gollancz


The Orion Publishing Group Ltd


Orion House


5 Upper St Martin's Lane


London, WC2H 9EA


An Hachette UK Company


This eBook first published in 2010 by Collancz.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 0 575 08890 0


This eBook produced by Jouve, France


All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


www.orionbooks.co.uk




      

      ‘... there comes a time when you cease to know yourself amid all these changes, and that is very sad. I feel at present as

         the man must have felt who lost his shadow …’

      


      

      Maurice Leblanc, The Escape of Arsène Lupin




      

      
1


      

      THE THIEF AND THE PRISONER’S DILEMMA


      

      As always, before the warmind and I shoot each other, I try to make small talk.


      

      ‘Prisons are always the same, don’t you think?’


      

      I don’t even know if it can hear me. It has no visible auditory organs, just eyes, human eyes, hundreds of them, in the ends

         of stalks that radiate from its body like some exotic fruit. It hovers on the other side of the glowing line that separates

         our cells. The huge silver Colt would look ridiculous in the grip of its twiglike manipulator limbs if it hadn’t already shot

         me with it fourteen thousand times.

      


      

      ‘Prisons are like airports used to be on Earth. No one wants to be here. No one really lives here. We’re just passing through.’

      


      

      Today, the Prison’s walls are glass. There is a sun far above, almost like the real one but not quite right, paler. Millions

         of glass-walled, glass-floored cells stretch to infinity around me. The light filters through the transparent surfaces and

         makes rainbow colours on the floor. Apart from them, my cell is bare, and so am I: birth-naked, except for the gun. Sometimes,

         when you win, they let you change the little things. The warmind has been successful. It has zero-g flowers floating in its cell, red and purple and green bulbs growing

         out of bubbles of water, like cartoon versions of itself. Narcissistic bastard.

      


      

      ‘If we had toilets, the doors would open inwards. Nothing ever changes.’


      

      All right, so I am starting to run out of material.

      


      

      The warmind raises its weapon slowly. A ripple passes through its eyestalks. I wish it had a face: the stare of its moist

         forest of orbs is unnerving. Never mind. It’s going to work this time. I tilt the gun upwards slightly, my body language and wrist movement suggesting the motion I would make if I was going to

         put up my gun. My every muscle screams cooperation. Come on. Fall for it. Honest. This time, we are going to be friends—


      

      A fiery wink: the black pupil of its gun, flashing. My trigger finger jerks. There are two thunderclaps. And a bullet in my

         head.

      


      

      You never get used to the feeling of hot metal, entering your skull and exiting through the back of your head. It’s simulated

         in glorious detail. A burning train through your forehead, a warm spray of blood and brain on your shoulders and back, the

         sudden chill – and finally, the black, when things stop. The Archons of the Dilemma Prison want you to feel it. It’s educational.

      


      

      The Prison is all about education. And game theory: the mathematics of rational decision-making. When you are an immortal

         mind like the Archons, you have time to be obsessed with such things. And it is just like the Sobornost – the upload collective

         that rules the Inner Solar System – to put them in charge of their prisons.

      


      

      We play the same game over and over again, in different forms. An archetypal game beloved by economists and mathematicians.

         Sometimes it’s chicken: we are racers on an endless highway, driving at each other at high speeds, deciding whether or not

         to turn away at the last minute. Sometimes we are soldiers trapped in trench warfare, facing each other across no-man’s-land.

         And sometimes they go back to basics and make us prisoners – old-fashioned prisoners, questioned by hard-eyed men – who have

         to choose between betrayal and the code of silence. Guns are the flavour of today. I’m not looking forward to tomorrow.

      


      

      I snap back to life like a rubber band, blinking. There is a discontinuity in my mind, a rough edge. The Archons change your

         neural makeup a little bit every time you come back. They claim that eventually Darwin’s whetstone will hone any prisoner

         into a rehabilitated cooperator.

      


      

      If they shoot and I don’t, I’m screwed. If we both shoot, it hurts a little. If we cooperate, it’s Christmas for both of us.

         Except that there is always an incentive to pull the trigger. The theory is that as we meet again and again, cooperative behaviour

         will emerge.

      


      

      A few million rounds more and I’ll be a Boy Scout.


      

      Right.


      

      My score after the last game is an ache in my bones. The warmind and I both defected. Two games to go, in this round. Not enough. Damn it.


      

      You capture territory by playing against your neighbours. If, at the end of each round, your score is higher than that of

         your neighbours, you win, and are rewarded with duplicates of yourself that replace – and erase – the losers around you. I’m

         not doing very well today – two double defections so far, both with the warmind – and if I don’t turn this around, it’s oblivion for real.

      


      

      I weigh my options. Two of the squares around mine – left and back – contain copies of the warmind. The one on the right has

         a woman in it: when I turn to face it, the wall between us vanishes, replaced by the blue line of death.

      


      

      Her cell is as bare as mine. She is sitting in the middle, hugging her knees, wrapped in a black toga-like garment. I look

         at her curiously: I haven’t seen her before. She has a deeply tanned skin that makes me think of Oort, an almond Asian face

         and a compact, powerful body. I smile at her and wave. She ignores me. Apparently, the Prison thinks that counts as mutual

         cooperation: I feel my point score go up a little, warm like a shot of whisky. The glass wall is back between us. Well, that was easy. But still not enough against the warmind.

      


      

      ‘Hey, loser,’ someone says. ‘She’s not interested. Better options around.’


      

      There is another me in the remaining cell. He is wearing a white tennis shirt, shorts and oversized mirrorshades, lounging

         in a deck chair by a swimming pool. He has a book in his lap: Le Bouchon de cristal. One of my favorites, too.

      


      

      ‘It got you again,’ he says, not bothering to look up. ‘Again. What is that, three times in a row now? You should know by

         now that it always goes for tit-for-tat.’

      


      

      ‘I almost got it this time.’

      


      

      ‘That whole false memory of cooperation thing is a good idea,’ he says. ‘Except, you know, it will never work. The warminds

         have non-standard occipital lobes, non-sequential dorsal stream. You can’t fool it with visual illusions. Too bad the Archons

         don’t give points for effort.’

      


      

      I blink.


      

      ‘Wait a minute. How do you know that, but I don’t?’


      

      ‘Did you think you are the only le Flambeur in here? I’ve been around. Anyway, you need ten more points to beat it, so get over here and let me help you

         out.’

      


      

      ‘Rub it in, smartass.’ I walk to the blue line, taking my first relieved breath of this round. He gets up as well, pulling

         his sleek automatic from beneath the book.

      


      

      I point a forefinger at him. ‘Boom boom,’ I say. ‘I cooperate.’


      

      ‘Very funny,’ he says and raises his gun, grinning.


      

      My double reflection in his shades looks small and naked.


      

      ‘Hey. Hey. We’re in this together, right?’ And this is me thinking I had a sense of humor.

      


      

      ‘Gamblers and high rollers, isn’t that who we are?’


      

      Something clicks. Compelling smile, elaborate cell, putting me at ease, reminding me of myself but somehow not quite right—


      

      ‘Oh fuck.’


      

      Every prison has its rumours and monsters and this place is no different. I heard this one from a zoku renegade I cooperated

         with for a while: the legend of the anomaly. The All-Defector. The thing that never cooperates and gets away with it. It found a glitch in the system so that it always appears as you. And if you can’t trust yourself, who can you trust?

      


      

      ‘Oh yes,’ says the All-Defector, and pulls the trigger.


      

      At least it’s not the warmind, I think when the bright thunder comes.

      


      

      And then things stop making sense.


      

      In the dream, Mieli is eating a peach, on Venus. The flesh is sweet and juicy, slightly bitter. It mingles with Sydän’s taste

         in a delicious way.

      


      

      ‘You bastard’, she says, breathing heavily.


      

      They are in a q-dot bubble fourteen klicks above the Cleopatra Crater, a little pocket of humanity, sweat and sex on a rough

         precipice of Maxwell Montes. Sulphuric acid winds roar outside. The amber light of the cloud cover filtering through the adamantine

         pseudomatter shell makes Sydän’s skin run copper. Her palm fits the contours of Mieli’s mons Veneris exactly, resting just

         above her still moist sex. Soft wings flutter lazily in her belly.

      


      

      ‘What did I do?’


      

      ‘Lots of things. Is that what they taught you in the guberniya?’

      


      

      Sydän smiles her pixie smile, little crow’s feet in the corners of her eyes. ‘It’s kind of been a while for me, actually,’

         she says.

      


      

      ‘My ass.’


      

      ‘What about it? It’s very nice.’


      

      The fingers of Sydän’s free hand trace the silvery lines of the butterfly tattoo on Mieli’s chest.


      

      ‘Don’t do that,’ Mieli says. Suddenly, she feels cold.


      

      Sydän pulls her hand away and touches Mieli’s cheek.


      

      ‘What’s wrong?’


      

      All the flesh of the fruit is gone, and only the stone remains. She holds it in her mouth before spitting it out, a rough

         little thing, surface engraved with memory.

      


      

      ‘You are not really here. You’re not real. Just here to keep me sane, in the Prison.’


      

      ‘Is it working?’


      

      Mieli pulls her close, kissing her neck, tasting sweat. ‘Not really. I don’t want to leave.’


      

      ‘You were always the strong one,’ Sydän says. She caresses Mieli’s hair. ‘It is almost time.’


      

      Mieli clings onto her, the familiar feel of her body. The jewelled serpent on Sydän’s leg presses hard against her.


      

      Mieli. The pellegrini’s voice in her head is like a cold wind.

      


      

      ‘Just a little while longer—’


      

      Mieli!


      

      The transition is hard and painful, like biting down on the peach-stone, the hard kernel of reality almost cracking her teeth.

         A prison cell, fake, pale sunlight. A glass wall, and beyond it, two thieves, talking.

      


      

      The mission. Long months of preparation and execution. Suddenly, she is wide awake, the plan running through her head.


      

      It was a mistake to give you that memory, says the pellegrini in her head. It is almost too late. Now let me out: it is getting cramped in here.


      

      Mieli spits the peach-stone at the glass wall. It shatters like ice.


      

      First, time slows down.


      

      The bullet is an ice-cream headache, burrowing into my skull. I am falling, yet not falling, suspended. The All-Defector is

         a frozen statue beyond the blue line, still holding his gun.

      


      

      The glass wall to my right shatters. The shards float around me, glinting in the sun, a galaxy of glass.


      

      The woman from the cell walks up to me briskly. There is a deliberation in her step that makes it look like something she

         has rehearsed for a long time, like an actor who has received a cue.

      


      

      She looks at me, up and down. She has short-cropped dark hair, and a scar on her left cheekbone: just a line of black against her deep tan, precise and geometrical. Her eyes are pale green. ‘It’s your lucky day,’ she says. ‘There is something

         for you to steal.’ She offers me her hand.

      


      

      The bullet headache intensifies. There are patterns in the glass galaxy around us, almost like a familiar face—


      

      I smile. Of course. It is a dying dream. Some glitch in the system: it’s just taking a while. Broken prison. Toilet doors. Nothing

            ever changes.


      

      ‘No,’ I say.


      

      The dream-woman blinks.


      

      ‘I am Jean le Flambeur,’ I say. ‘I steal what I choose, when I choose. And I will leave this place when I choose, not a second

         before. As a matter of fact, I quite like it here—’ The pain makes the world go white, and I can no longer see. I start laughing.

      


      

      Somewhere in my dream, someone laughs with me. My Jean, says another voice, so familiar. Oh yes. We’ll take this one.


      

      A hand made from glass brushes my cheek, just as my simulated brain finally decides it is time to die.


      

      Mieli holds the dead thief in her arms: he weighs nothing. The pellegrini is flowing into the Prison from the peach-stone,

         like a heat ripple. She coalesces into a tall woman in a white dress, diamonds around her neck, hair carefully arranged in

         auburn waves, young and old at the same time.

      


      

      That feels better, she says. There is not enough room inside your head. She stretches her arms luxuriously. Now, let’s get you out of here, before my brother’s children notice. I have things to do here.


      

      Mieli feels borrowed strength growing within her, and leaps into the air. They rise up higher and higher, air rushing past,

         and for a moment she feels like she lived in Grandmother Brihane’s house and had wings again. Soon, the Prison is a grid of

         tiny squares beneath them. The squares change colour, like pixels, forming infinitely complex patterns of cooperation and

         defection, like pictures—

      


      

      Just before Mieli and the thief pass through the sky, the Prison becomes the pellegrini’s smiling face.


      

      Dying is like walking across a


      

      desert, thinking about stealing. The boy is lying in the hot sand with the sun beating down on his back, watching the robot

            on the edge of the solar panel fields. The robot looks like a camouflage-coloured crab, a plastic toy: but there are valuable

            things inside it, and One-Eyed Ijja will pay well for them. And perhaps, just perhaps Tafalkayt will call him son again if

            he is like a man of the family—


      

      I never wanted to die in a


      

      prison, a dirty place of concrete and metal and bitter stale smells and beatings. The young man’s split lip aches. He is reading

            a book about a man who is like a god. A man who can do anything he wants, who steals the secrets of kings and emperors, who

            laughs at rules, who can change his face, who only has to reach out his hand to take diamonds and women. A man with the name

            of a flower.


      

      I hate it so much when they catch you.


      

      pull him up from the sand, roughly. The soldier backhands him across his face, and then the others raise their rifles—


      

      not at all as much fun as


      

      stealing from a mind made of diamond. The god of thieves hides inside thinking dust threaded together by quantum entanglements.

            He tells the diamond mind lies until it believes he is one of its thoughts and lets him in. up—

      


      

      The people who are many have made worlds that shine and glitter, as if just for him, and he just has to reach out his hand

            and pick them up


      

      It’s like dying. And getting out is like


      

      a key turning in a lock. The metal bars slide aside. A goddess walks in and tells him he is free.


      

      being born.


      

      The pages of the book turn.


      

      Deep breath. Everything hurts. The scale of things is wrong. I cover my eyes with vast hands. Lightning flashes at the touch.

         Muscles are a network of steel cables. Mucus in my nose. A hole in my stomach, burning, churning.

      


      

      Focus. I make the sensory noise into a rock, like those on Argyre Planitia, large and clumsy and smooth. In my mind, I lie

         down on a fine mesh, pouring through it, crumbling into fine red sand, falling through. The rock cannot follow.

      


      

      Suddenly it is quiet again. I listen to my pulse. There is something impossibly regular about it: every beat like a tick of a perfect mechanism.

      


      

      Faint scent of flowers. Air currents tickling the hairs of my forearms, and other places – I am still naked. Weightlessness.

         The inaudible but palpable presence of smartmatter, all around. And another human being, not far away.

      


      

      Something tickles my nose. I brush it aside and open my eyes. A white butterfly flutters away, into bright light.


      

      I blink. I’m aboard a ship, an Oortian spidership by the looks of it, in a cylindrical space perhaps ten metres long, five

         in diameter. The walls are transparent, the dirty hue of comet ice. There are strange tribal sculptures suspended inside them,

         like runic characters. Spherical bonsai trees and many-angled zero-g furniture float along the central axis of the cylinder. There is starry darkness beyond the walls. And small white butterflies, everywhere.

      


      

      My rescuer floats nearby. I smile at her.


      

      ‘Young lady,’ I say. ‘I believe you are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.’ My voice sounds distant, but mine. I wonder

         if they got my face right.

      


      

      Up close, she looks awfully young, genuinely so: her clear green eyes lack that rejuvenated, seen-it-all look. She wears the

         same simple garment as in the Prison. She floats in a deceptively comfortable angle, smooth bare legs outstretched, relaxed

         but ready, like a martial artist. A chain made from multicoloured jewels snakes around her left ankle and up her leg.

      


      

      ‘Congratulations, thief,’ she says. Her voice is low and controlled, but betrays a hint of contempt. ‘You have escaped.’


      

      ‘I hope so. For all I know this could be some new Dilemma variation. The Archons have been pretty consistent so far, but you

         are not paranoid if they really have you imprisoned in a virtual hell.’

      


      

      Something stirs between my legs and banishes at least some of my doubts.


      

      ‘Sorry. It’s been a while,’ I say, studying my erection with detached interest.


      

      ‘Evidently,’ she says, frowning. There is an odd expression on her face, a mixture of disgust and arousal: I realise she must

         be listening to this body’s biot feed, a part of her feeling what I’m feeling. Another jailer, then.

      


      

      ‘Trust me, you are out. It required considerable expense. Of course, there are still several million of you in the Prison,

         so consider yourself lucky.’

      


      

      I grab one of the handles of the central axis and move behind a bonsai tree, covering my nudity like Adam. A cloud of butterflies alights from the foliage. The exertion feels strange as well: the muscles of my new body are still waking up.


      

      ‘Young lady, I have a name.’ I offer her my hand across the bonsai tree. She takes it, dubiously, and squeezes. I return the

         grip as hard as I can. Her expression does not change. ‘Jean le Flambeur, at your service. Although you are absolutely right.’

         I hold up her ankle chain. It squirms in my cupped hand as if alive, a jewelled serpent. ‘I am a thief.’

      


      

      Her eyes widen. The scar on her cheek goes black. And suddenly, I’m in hell.


      

      I am a bodiless viewpoint in blackness, unable to form a coherent thought. My mind is trapped in a vice. Something squeezes from all sides, not allowing me to think or remember or feel. It is a thousand times worse than the Prison. It lasts for

         an eternity.

      


      

      Then I am back, gasping, stomach heaving, vomiting bile in floating gobbets, but infinitely grateful for every sensation.


      

      ‘You will not do that again,’ she says. ‘Your body and mind are on loan, do you understand? Steal what you are told to steal,

         and you may be allowed to keep them.’ The jewelled chain is back around her ankle. Her cheek muscles twitch.

      


      

      My Prison-honed instincts tell me to shut up and stop throwing up, but the flower man in me has to speak, and I cannot stop

         him.

      


      

      ‘It’s too late,’ I gasp.


      

      ‘What?’ There is something beautiful about the wrinkle that appears on her smooth forehead, like a brushstroke.


      

      ‘I am reformed. You got me out too late. I’m an evolved altruist now, mademoiselle, a being filled with goodwill and neighbourly

         love. I could not possibly dream of taking part in any sort of criminal activity, even at the behest of my lovely rescuer.’

      


      

      She stares at me blankly.


      

      ‘Very well.’


      

      ‘Very well?’


      

      ‘If you’re no good for me, I’ll just have to go back for another one. Perhonen, please bubble this one up and throw it out.’

      


      

      We stare at each other for a moment. I feel stupid. Too long on the train of defection and cooperation. Time to jump off.

         I’m the first one to look away.

      


      

      ‘Wait,’ I say slowly. ‘Now that you mention it, perhaps I do retain some selfish impulses after all. I can feel them coming

         back as we speak.’

      


      

      ‘I thought they might,’ she says. ‘You are supposed to be irredeemable, after all.’


      

      ‘So, what’s going to happen now?’


      

      ‘You’ll find out,’ she says. ‘My name is Mieli. This is Perhonen: she is my ship.’ She makes a sweeping gesture with one hand. ‘As long as you are here, we are your gods.’

      


      

      ‘Kuutar and Ilmatar?’ I ask, naming the Oortian deities.


      

      ‘Perhaps. Or the Dark Man, if you prefer.’ She smiles. The thought of the place she put me in before does make her look a

         little like the Oortian dark god of the void. ‘Perhonen will show you your quarters.’

      


      

      When the thief is gone, Mieli lies down in the pilot’s crèche. She feels exhausted, even though the biot feed of her body

         – that has been waiting for her with Perhonen, for months – tells her she is perfectly rested. But the cognitive dissonance is worse.

      


      

      Was it me who was in the Prison? Or another?


      

      She remembers the long weeks of preparation, days of subjective slowtime in a q-suit, getting ready to commit a crime just

         so she could be caught by the Archons and enter the Prison: the eternity in her cell, mind wrapped in an old memory. The violent

         escape, hurled through the sky by the pellegrini, waking up in a new body, shaking and raw.

      


      

      All because of the thief.


      

      And now there is the quantum umbilical that connects her to the body the pellegrini made for him, a constant dull awareness

         of his thoughts. It feels like lying next to a stranger, feeling them moving, shifting in their sleep. Trust the Sobornost

         goddess to make her do something guaranteed to drive her crazy.

      


      

      He touched Sydän’s jewel. The anger helps, a little. And no, it’s not just because of him, it’s for her as well.


      

      ‘I’ve put the thief away,’ says Perhonen. Its warm voice in her head is something that belongs to her at least, not something that was tainted by the Prison. She takes one of its tiny white avatars and cups it in her palm:

         it flutters, tickling, like a pulse.

      


      

      ‘Feeling amorous?’ asks the ship, jokingly.


      

      ‘No,’ says Mieli. ‘I just missed you.’


      

      ‘I missed you too,’ says the ship. The butterfly takes flight from her hand, fluttering around her head. ‘It was terrible,

         waiting for you, all alone.’

      


      

      ‘I know,’ says Mieli. ‘I’m sorry.’ Suddenly, there is a throbbing sensation inside her skull. There is an edge in her mind,

         like something has been cut and pasted in place. Did I come back the same? She could speak to her Sobornost metacortex, she knows: ask it to find the feeling and wrap it up and put it away. But that’s

         not what an Oortian warrior would do.

      


      

      ‘You are not well. I should not have let you go,’ Perhonen says. ‘It was not good for you to go there. She should not have made you to do that.’

      


      

      ‘Ssh,’ says Mieli. ‘She’s going to hear.’ But it is too late.


      

      Little ship, says the pellegrini. You should know that I take care of my children, always.


      

      The pellegrini is there, standing above Mieli.


      

      Naughty girl, she says. Not using my gifts properly. Let me see. She sits down next to Mieli gracefully, as if in Earthlike gravity, crossing her legs. Then she touches Mieli’s cheek, her

         deep brown eyes seeking hers. Her fingers feel warm, apart from the cold line of one of her rings, exactly where Mieli’s scar

         is. She breathes in her perfume. Something rotates, clockwork gears turning, until they click into place. And suddenly her mind is smooth as silk.

      


      

      There, is that not better? One day you will understand that our way works. Not worrying about who is who, and realising that

            they are all you.


      

      The dissonance being gone is like cold water on a burn. The sudden relief is so raw that she almost bursts into tears. But

         that would not do in front of her. So she merely opens her eyes and waits, ready to obey.

      


      

      No thank you? says the pellegrini. Very well. She opens her purse and takes out a small white cylinder, putting it in her mouth: one end of it lights up, emitting a foul

         smell. So tell me: what do you make of my thief?


      

      ‘It is not my place to say,’ says Mieli quietly. ‘I live to serve.’


      

      Good answer, if a little boring. Is he not handsome? Come now, be honest. Can you really pine after your little lost amour

            with somebody like him around?


      

      ‘Do we need him? I can do this. Let me serve you, like I’ve served you before—’


      

      The pellegrini smiles, her rouge lips perfect like cherries. Not this time. You are, if not the most powerful of my servants, the most faithful. Do as I tell you, and faith will be rewarded.


      

      Then she is gone, and Mieli is alone in the pilot’s crèche, butterflies dancing around her head.


      

      My cabin that is not much bigger than a cleaning cupboard. I try to ingest a protein milkshake from the fabber in the wall,

         but my new body is not taking to food too well. I have to spend some time on the space-bog: a tiny autonomously moving sack

         that comes out of the wall and attaches itself onto your ass. Apparently Oortian ships are not big on comfort.

      


      

      One of the curving walls has a mirrored surface, and I look at my face in it while going through the undignified if necessary

         bodily functions. It looks wrong. In theory, everything is exactly right: the lips, the Peter Lorre eyes (as a lover said, centuries ago), the dimpled temples,

         the short hair, slightly grey and thinning, the way I like to wear it: the skinny, unremarkable body, in reasonable shape,

         with its tuft of chest hair. But I can’t help looking at it and blinking, as if it was out of focus slightly.

      


      

      What’s worse, I have a similar feeling inside my head. Trying to remember feels like poking at a loose tooth with my tongue.

      


      

      It feels like something has been stolen. Ha.

      


      

      I distract myself by looking at the view. My wall has enough magnification to show the Dilemma Prison in the distance. It’s

         a diamonoid torus almost a thousand kilometers in diameter, but from this angle it looks like a glistening slit-pupilled eye

         among the stars, staring straight at me. I swallow and blink it away.

      


      

      ‘Glad to be out?’ asks the voice of the ship. It’s a feminine voice, a little like Mieli’s, but younger, sounding like somebody I’d quite like to meet under happier circumstances.


      

      ‘You can’t possibly imagine. It’s not a happy place.’ I sigh. ‘Your captain has my gratitude, even if she appears to be somewhat

         on the edge at the moment.’

      


      

      ‘Listen,’ says Perhonen. ‘You don’t know what she went through to get you out. I’m keeping an eye on you.’

      


      

      It’s an interesting point, which I file away for future investigation. How did she get me out? And who is she working for? But it’s too early for that, so I simply smile.

      


      

      ‘Well, whatever job she wants me to do has to be better than shooting myself in the head every hour or so. Are you sure your boss would be all right with you talking

         to me? I mean, I am a manipulative master criminal and all that.’

      


      

      ‘I think I can handle you. Besides, it’s not like she is my boss, exactly.’

      


      

      ‘Oh,’ I say. I’m old-fashioned, but the whole human-gogol sexuality thing always bothered me in my youth, and old habits die

         hard.

      


      

      ‘It’s not like that,’ the ship says. ‘Just friends! Besides, she made me. Well, not me, but the ship. I’m older than I look, you know.’ I wonder if that accent in its voice is real. ‘I heard about you, you know.

         Back then. Before the Collapse.’

      


      

      ‘I would have said that you don’t look a day over three hundred. Were you a fan?’


      

      ‘I liked the sunlifter theft. That was classy.’


      

      ‘Class,’ I say, ‘is what I’ve always aimed for. By the way, you don’t look a day over three hundred.’


      

      ‘Do you really think so?’


      

      ‘Mm-hm. Based on the evidence so far.’


      

      ‘Would you like me to show you around? Mieli won’t mind, she’s busy.’


      

      ‘I’d love that.’ Definitely female – maybe some of my charm survived the Prison. I suddenly feel the need to get dressed: talking to a female entity of any kind without even a fig leaf makes me feel vulnerable.

         ‘Sounds like we’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other better. Maybe after you get me some clothes?’

      


      

      First, Perhonen fabs me a suit. The fabric is too smooth – I don’t like wearing smartmatter – but looking at myself in a white shirt, black

         trousers and a deep purple jacket helps with the sense of unself a little.

      


      

      Then she shows me the spimescape. Suddenly, the world has a new direction. I step into it, out of my body, moving my viewpoint

         into space so that I can look at the ship.

      


      

      I was right: Perhonen is an Oortian spidership. It consists of separate modules, tethered together by nanofibres, living quarters spinning around

         a central axis like an amusement park ride to create a semblance of gravity. The tethers form a network in which the modules

         can move, like spiders in a web. The q-dot sails – concentric soap-bubble-thin rings made from artificial atoms that spread

         out several kilometres around the ship and can catch sunlight, Highway mesoparticles and lightmill beams equally well – look

         spectacular.

      


      

      I steal a glance at my own body as well, and that’s when I’m really impressed. The spimescape view is seething with detail. A network of q-dots under the skin, proteomic computers in every

         cell, dense computronium in the bones. Something like that could only have been made in the guberniya worlds close to the sun. It seems my rescuers are working for the Sobornost. Interesting.

      


      

      ‘I thought you wanted to get to know me,’ Perhonen says, offended.

      


      

      ‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Just, you know, making sure I’m presentable. You don’t spend much time in the company of ladies in the

         Prison.’

      


      

      ‘Why were you there, anyway?’


      

      Suddenly, it feels amazing that I haven’t thought about it for so long. I have been too preoccupied with guns, defection and

         cooperation.

      


      

      Why was I in the Prison?


      

      ‘A nice girl like you should not worry about such things.’


      

      Perhonen sighs. ‘Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should not be talking to you. Mieli would not like it if she knew. But it’s been so long

         since we had anyone interesting onboard.’

      


      

      ‘This certainly does not seem like a lively neighbourhood.’ I indicate the starry field around us. ‘Where are we?’


      

      ‘The Neptunian Trojan belt. Arse-end of nowhere. I waited here for a long time, when she went to get you.’


      

      ‘You have a lot to learn about being a criminal. It’s all about the waiting. Boredom punctuated by flashes of sheer terror.

         Sort of like war.’

      


      

      ‘Oh, war was much better,’ she says, excitedly. ‘We were in the Protocol War. I loved it. You get to think so fast. Some of the things we did – we stole a moon, you know. It was amazing. Metis, just before the Spike: Mieli put a strangelet

         bomb in to push it out of orbit, like fireworks, you would not believe—’

      


      

      Suddenly, the ship is silent. I wonder if it realised it has said too much. But no: its attention is focused elsewhere.


      

      In the distance, amidst the spiderweb of Perhonen’s sails and the spimescape vectors and labels of habitats far away, there is a jewel of bright dots, a six-pointed star.

         I zoom in in the scape view. Dark ships, jagged and fang-like, a cluster of seven faces sculpted in their prows, the same

         faces that adorn every Sobornost structure, the Founders: god-kings with a trillion subjects. I used to go drinking with them.

      


      

      The Archons are coming.


      

      ‘Whatever it was that you did,’ Perhonen says, ‘looks like they want you back.’
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      THE THIEF AND THE ARCHONS


      

      What did I do?


      

      Mieli’s heart pounds as the pilot’s crèche embraces her. Something went wrong in the Prison. But it was just like the sims. Why are they after us? She summons the combat autism the pellegrini built into her. It enfolds her like a cool blanket, turns the world into vectors

         and gravity wells. Her mind enmeshes with Perhonen’s, thinking fast thoughts.

      


      

      Objects: Perhonen.

      


      

      Scattered Trojan asteroids, clustered around 2006RJ103, a two-hundred k nugget of rock, inhabited by slow-brained synthlife.


      

      The Prison, a diamond doughnut thirty lightseconds behind them, the origin of Perhonen’s current vector, dense, dark and cold.

      


      

      The Archon bladeships, coming in fast at a .5g, much more delta-v than the gentle tug of Perhonen’s lightsail. The torches of their antimatter engines are fiery pillars of backscattered mesons and gamma rays in the spimescape.

      


      

      The Highway, twenty lightseconds away, their next way-point. A constant torrent of ships, one of the few rare ideal invariant surfaces in the N-body Newton’s nightmare of the Solar System, a gravitational artery that lets you travel fast

         and easy with the gentlest of pushes. A safe haven, too far away.

      


      

      All right, breathes Mieli. Combat mode.


      

      The hidden Sobornost tech beneath the Oortian sapphire coral wakes up. The spidership reconfigures itself. The scattered modules

         pull themselves together along their tethers and fuse together into a tight, hard cone. The q-dot winglets transform from

         a perfectly reflective material into a diamond-hard firewall.

      


      

      Just in time, before the Archons’ nanomissiles hit.


      

      The first volley is just a series of thistledown impacts that fail to penetrate. But the next batch will adapt and optimise,

         and so will the ones after that, over and over and over until either the software or the hardware of the firewall collapses.

         And after that—

      


      

      We need to get to the Highway.


      

      The engines in her mind prune the game-theoretic branches like diamond-bladed chainsaws. There are many paths through this,

         like meanings in an Oortian song, and she only needs to find one—

      


      

      Another barrage, innumerable needles of light in the spimescape. And this time, something gets through. One of the storage

         modules blossoms into a misshapen sapphire growth. Calmly, she ejects it, watches it drift away, still mutating and shifting

         in slow motion like a malignant tumour, forming strange organs that fire molecule-sized spores at Perhonen’s firewall until she burns it with the anti-meteorite lasers.

      


      

      ‘That hurt,’ Perhonen says.

      


      

      ‘I’m afraid that this will hurt a lot more.’


      

      She burns all the delta-v in their emergency antimatter in one burst, swinging the ship into the shallow gravity well of 2006RJ103.

         Perhonen’s flesh groans as the antiprotons from the magnetic storage ring turn into hot jets of plasma. She diverts some of the power

         to pumping up the binding energies of the programmable matter rods in the hull. The Archons follow without effort, approaching,

         firing again.

      


      

      Perhonen screams around Mieli, but the autism keeps her mind on the task at hand. She thinks a q-dot torpedo around the strangelet

         in Perhonen’s tiny weapons bay and fires it at the asteroid.

      


      

      There is a brief flash in the spimescape, gamma rays and exotic baryons. Then the rocky lump becomes a fountain of light,

         a lightning flash that does not end. The scape struggles to keep up, turns into white noise and goes down. Flying blind, Mieli

         spreads Perhonen’s wings again. The particle wind from the strange death of the asteroid grabs them and hurls them towards the Highway. The

         acceleration makes her heavy, suddenly, and the sapphire structure of the ship sings around her.

      


      

      It takes a moment for the scape to come back up and to filter out the particle noise and the madness. Mieli holds her breath:

         but no black fang-like ships emerge from the slowly expanding incandescence behind them. Either they were consumed, or lost

         track of their target in the subatomic madness. She lifts the autism to let herself feel a moment of triumph.

      


      

      ‘We made it,’ she says.


      

      ‘Mieli? I don’t feel so good.’


      

      There is a black stain spreading in the ship’s hull. And in the centre of it, is a tiny black shard, cold and dark. An Archon

         nanomissile.

      


      

      ‘Get it out.’ The fear and disgust taste like bile after the combat autism, raw and foul.


      

      ‘I can’t. I can’t touch it anymore. It tastes like the Prison.’


      

      Mieli shouts a prayer in her head, at the part of her mind that the Sobornost goddess has touched. But the pellegrini does

         not answer.

      


      

      Around me, the ship is dying.


      

      I don’t know what Mieli did, but, judging by the miniature nova that lit in space minutes ago, she is putting up a good fight.

         But now there is a spiderweb of blackness spreading into the sapphire in the walls. That’s what the Archons do: they inject

         themselves into you and turn you into a Prison. There is a burning sawdust smell as the nanites work, faster and faster, overcoming whatever immune systems

         the ship is throwing at it. There is a noise, too, the roar of a forest fire.

      


      

      It was too good to last, I suppose. Fair cop, guv. I try to remember the thrill of stealing Mieli’s jewel. Maybe I can take it with me. Or maybe it’s all another dying dream.

         I never left. This was just a prison within a prison, all along.

      


      

      Then I hear a mocking voice in my head.


      

      Jean le Flambeur, giving up. The Prison broke you. You deserve to go back. No different from the broken warminds and mad Sobornost

            toys and the forgotten dead. You don’t even remember the exploits, the adventures. You are not him, just a memory that thinks

            it is—


      

      Hell no. There is always a way out. You are never in a prison unless you think you are. A goddess told me that.

      


      

      And suddenly, I know exactly what I need to do.


      

      ‘Ship.’


      

      There is no answer. Damn it.


      

      ‘Ship! I need to talk to Mieli!’ Still nothing.


      

      The cabin is getting hot. I need to move. Outside, Perhonen’s wings are ablaze, like trapped aurora borealis, burning in space around us. The ship has so much acceleration that it actually

         has gravity now, at least half a g. But the directions are all wrong: below is somewhere towards the rear end of the central chamber. I scramble out of my cabin, grasp the axis handles and start hauling

         myself towards the pilot’s crèche.

      


      

      There is a blast of heat and a searing light: an entire segment of the cylinder spins out to the void below. The only thing

         separating me from the vacuum is a soap-bubble wall of q-dots that flashes into being. But it is too late to cut the infection

         out. Hot sapphire fragments swirl in the air around me: one leaves a painful bloody brushstroke on my forearm, razor-sharp.

      


      

      It is hot now, and the sawdust stench is everywhere. The blackness in the walls is spreading: the ship is burning, burning

         into something else. Heart beating in my chest like there was a Notre Dame hunchback making it ring, I climb upwards.

      


      

      I can see into the pilot’s crèche through the sapphire: madly swirling utility fog like heat haze in the air, with Mieli suspended

         inside, eyes closed. I pound the door with my fist. ‘Let me in!’

      


      

      I don’t know if her brain has been compromised yet. For all I know, she could already be in the Prison. But if not, I need

         her to get out of this. I try to get leverage from the pole and kick at the door with my heel. But it’s no use – unless either

         her or the ship tells the smart sapphire to open.

      


      

      Sapphire. I remember her expression when I woke up with a hard-on. She is reading this body’s biot feed, but must be filtering it out.

         Unless there is a threshold—

      


      

      Oh crap. Not hesitating makes it easier. I grab a long, sharp sapphire shard from the air and push the point through my left palm, between the metacarpal bones, as hard as I can. I almost

         black out. The shard scrapes the bones as it goes in, tearing tendons and veins. The pain is like shaking hands with Satan,

         red and black and unrelenting. I smell blood: it is pumping out of the wound, all over me and falling down into the void below,

         slowly, in large misshapen droplets.

      


      

      It is the first time I feel real pain since the Prison, and there is something glorious about it. I look at the blue shard

         sticking out of my hand and start laughing, until the pain gets to be too much and I have to scream.

      


      

      Someone slaps me, hard.


      

      ‘What the hell do you think you are doing?’


      

      Mieli is looking at me in the doorway of the pilot’s crèche, eyes wide. Well, at least she felt that. Inert utility foglets swirl around us, grey dust adding to the chaos: it makes me think of falling ash, in a burning city.

      


      

      ‘Trust me,’ I tell her, grinning madly, bleeding. ‘I have a plan.’


      

      ‘You have ten seconds.’


      

      ‘I can get it out. I can fool it. I know how. I know how it thinks. I was there for a long time.’

      


      

      ‘And why should I trust you?’


      

      I hold up my bleeding hand and pull out the sapphire. There is more blinding pain, and a squelching sound.


      

      ‘Because,’ I hiss through gritted teeth, ‘I will rather put this through my eye than go back.’


      

      She holds my eyes for a moment. And then she actually smiles.


      

      ‘What do you need?’


      

      ‘Root access to this body. I know what it can do. I need computing power, way more than baseline.’


      

      Mieli takes a deep breath. ‘All right. Get that bastard off my ship.’


      

      Then she closes her eyes, and something inside my head goes click.

      


      

      I am root, and the body is a world-tree, an Yggdrasil. There are diamond machines in its bones, proteomic tech in its cells. And the

         brain, a true Sobornost raion-scale brain, able to run whole worlds. My own human psyche inside it is less than one page in

         a library of Babel. A part of me, the smiling part, thinks of escape immediately, using this wonderful machine to launch a

         part of it into space, to leave my liberators to my jailers. Another part surprises me by saying no.

      


      

      I move through the dying ship, looking for the nanomissile, no longer a clumsy monkey but gliding smoothly in the air under

         my own power, like a miniature spaceship. There, my enhanced senses tell me: burrowing into a fabrication module in the other end of the cylinder, a point from which the

         Prison-matter spreads.

      


      

      With one thought, I reach out and make a local copy of Perhonen’s spimescape. I tell the ship’s sapphire flesh to open. It becomes a soft wet gel. I push my hand deep into it, reach for

         the missile and pull it out. It is tiny, not much larger than a cell, but shaped like a black tooth with sharp roots. My body

         grasps it with q-dot tendrils. I hold it up: such a tiny thing, but with at least one Archon mind inside, looking for things

         to turn into Prisons.

      


      

      I put it into my mouth, bite down hard and swallow.


      

      The Archon is happy.


      

      For a moment, there was an imperfection, when it tasted the thief, a sense of dissonance, like there were two Thieves, in one.


      

      But things are strange outside the Mother Prison: out here, the games are not pure. The old ugly physics is not perfect like

         the game of the Archons, perfect in its simplicity, yet capturing all of mathematics in its undecidability. That’s why its

         task is to turn this matter into another Prison, to increase the purity of the Universe. This is what their Father the Engineer-of-Souls

         thought them to love. This is the way the world is made right.

      


      

      And this is good matter to turn into a Prison. Its mouth waters in anticipation of the taste of the patterns that the iterated

         Dilemmas will make. Its copyfather discovered a defector pattern that tastes like pecan ice cream: a replicating strategy

         family like a flyer in a Game of Life. Perhaps it, too, will find something new here, on this little gameboard of its own.

      


      

      Far far far away, its copybrothers whisper to it through their quptlink, still complaining about the gut-wrenching wrongness of finding out about the escape of the thief, and the other one, the anomaly. It tells them all is made well, that they will join the Mother Prison soon, that it will bring back something

         new.

      


      

      It looks down upon the grid of cells where the little thieves and butterflies and Oort women live when it finds them in the

         sweet matter. And soon the Game will begin again, any moment now.

      


      

      It will taste like lemon sherbet, the Archon thinks.


      

      ‘Magic,’ I tell her. ‘You know how magic tricks work?’


      

      I am back to my human self again. The memory of the extended senses and computational power is fading, but still feels like a phantom ache of a lost limb. And of course, I have an Archon running inside me now, locked inside my bones, in

         computational deep freeze.

      


      

      We are sitting in one of the cramped storage modules, spinning on a tether for gravity, while the ship repairs itself. But

         there is a sparkling river of spaceships all around us, scattered over thousands of cubic kilometres but magnified by Perhonen’s skin: overclocked fast zoku generation ships that dump waste heat madly, every day of a journey like a thousand years for

         them; whalelike calmships with green and miniature suns inside, Sobornost thoughtwisps everywhere like fireflies.

      


      

      ‘It’s quite simple, really – it’s all about neuroscience. Misdirected attention.’


      

      Mieli ignores me. She is setting up a small table between us. There are Oortian dishes on it: odd purple transparent cubes

         and squirming synthlife and neatly cut sections of multicolored fruits – expertly fabbed – and two small glasses. Her movements

         in setting it up are formal and composed, ritual-like. Ignoring me, she produces a bottle from a wall compartment.

      


      

      ‘What are you doing?’ I ask her.


      

      She looks at me, expressionless. ‘We’re celebrating,’ she says.


      

      ‘Well, we should.’ I grin at her. ‘Anyway, it took me a long time to discover that: you can still induce inattentional blindness

         in Sobornost minds, would you believe? Nothing ever changes. So I swapped its sensory inputs, hooked it up to a sim based

         on Perhonen’s spimescape. It still thinks it’s making a Prison. Very, very slowly.’

      


      

      ‘I see.’ She frowns at the bottle, apparently trying to figure out how to open it. The lack of interest she displays in my

         master plan irritates me.

      


      

      ‘See? It works like this. Look.’


      

      I touch a spoon, grab it gently, make a motion like closing my hand around it, whereas in fact it’s already falling into my

         lap. Then I hold up both of my hands, opening them. ‘Gone.’ She blinks in astonishment. I close my left fist again. ‘Or, perhaps,

         transformed.’ I open it, and her ankle ringlet is there, squirming. I hold it out to her, an offering. Her eyes flash, but

         she reaches out, slowly, and takes it from my hand.

      


      

      ‘You will not touch that,’ she says. ‘Ever again.’


      

      ‘I promise,’ I tell her, meaning it. ‘Professionals from now on. Deal?’


      

      ‘Agreed,’ she says, with an edge to her voice.


      

      I take a deep breath.


      

      ‘The ship told me what you did. You went to hell to get me out,’ I say. ‘What is it that you want so badly to do that?’


      

      She says nothing, opening the bottle’s seal with a sudden twist.


      

      ‘Listen,’ I say. ‘About that offer. I have reconsidered. Whatever it is that you need stolen, I will steal. No matter who

         you work for. I’ll even do it your way. I owe you that. Call it a debt of honour.’

      


      

      She pours the wine. The golden liquid is sluggish, so it takes time. When she’s done, I raise my glass. ‘Shall we drink to

         that?’

      


      

      Our glasses clink together: toasting in low-g is a skill. We drink. Thanisch-Erben Thanisch, 2343. A faint matchstick smell the older bottles of the stuff have: sometimes called Thaddeusatem,

            Thaddeus’s breath.


      

      How do I know that?


      

      ‘It’s not you I need, thief,’ Mieli says. ‘It’s who you were. And that’s the first thing we have to steal.’

      


      

      I stare at her, breathing in Thaddeus’s breath. And with the smell comes a memory, years and years and years of being someone

         else, being poured into me

      


      

      like wine into a glass. ‘Medium full-bodied, robust, with a trace of eagerness’, he says, looking at her through the Riesling

            that is like liquid light, smiling. ‘Who are you calling full-bodied?’ she asks, laughing, and in his mind she is his.


      

      But it is he who is hers for many years, years of love and wine, in the Oubliette.


      

      He – I – hid it. Mind steganography. The Proust effect. Somewhere the Archons would not find it, an associative memory unlocked

         by smell that you would never come across in a prison where you never eat or drink.

      


      

      ‘I am a genius,’ I tell Mieli.


      

      She does not smile, but her eyes narrow, a little. ‘Mars, then,’ she says. ‘The Oubliette.’


      

      I feel a chill. Clearly, I have little privacy in this body, or in my mind. Another panopticon, another prison. But as prisons

         go, it is a lot better than the last one: a beautiful woman, secrets and a good meal, and a sea of ships carrying us to adventure.

      


      

      I smile.


      

      ‘The place of forgetting,’ I say, and raise my glass. ‘To new beginnings.’


      

      Quietly, she drinks with me. Around us, Perhonen’s sails are bright cuts in space, carrying us down the Highway.
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      THE DETECTIVE AND THE CHOCOLATE DRESS


      

      It surprises Isidore that the chocolate factory smells of leather. The conching machines fill the place with noise, echoing

         from the high red-brick walls. Cream-coloured tubes gurgle. Rollers move back and forth in stainless-steel vats, massaging

         aromas from the chocolate mass inside with each gloopy, steady heartbeat.

      


      

      There is a dead man lying on the floor, in a pool of chocolate. A beam of pale Martian morning light from a high window illuminates

         him, turning him into a chocolate sculpture of suffering: a wiry pietá with hollow temples and a sparse moustache. His eyes

         are open, whites showing, but the rest of him is covered in a sticky layer of brown and black, spilled from the vat he is

         clutching, as if he tried to drown himself in it. His white apron and clothes are a Rorschach test of dark stains.

      


      

      Isidore ’blinks, accessing the Oubliette exomemory. It lets him recognise the man’s face like it belonged to an old friend.

         Marc Deveraux. Third Noble incarnation. Chocolatier. Married. One daughter. It is the first fact, and it makes his spine tingle. As always in the beginning of a mystery, he feels like a child unwrapping a present. There is something that makes sense here, hiding beneath chocolate and death.
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