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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

 

Epigraph

“No one is so generous as he who has nothing to give.”
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1.1

 

COBWEBS IN THE SKY

 

2160.8.17 Standard Mission Time 

10 July, 2163U.T.

 

 

1.1.1

 

Peter Alander looked down at his handiwork with something approaching a smile, imagining what it would be like to have his first bath in over a hundred years.

It would be hot, for starters. He would make sure of that. Disabling the temperature receptors in his skin and rugging up against the subzero chill just wasn’t the same thing as being warm right through.

At the end of the bath he would be clean—really clean. Although nanos were supposed to take care of that, their efforts were ineffective at best. They left his face feeling oily and his joints gritty. The combination was unpleasant; every time he rubbed his eyes, he felt as though they were being sandpapered.

His body wasn’t meant to need cleaning or heating, but that didn’t stop his desire for it. Even though technically he had never experienced either before, he still missed them, nonetheless.

Finally, the bath would be peaceful.

He bent to check the seals one last time.

“You really are crazy,” said a voice from over his shoulder.

He didn’t need to turn to know who the voice belonged to. “Here to gloat, are you, Cleo?”

Cleo Samson, the mission’s organic chemist, laughed softly. “You should know me better than that, Peter.” Her voice was like rocks tumbling down a hillside: all rough edges and bass, with a promise of trouble. “I’m here to applaud your efforts.”

“Even while declaring them worthless, no doubt.”

“Well...”

He reached over to switch on the heater coil and glanced up at her. “Look, Cleo, why don’t you do us both a favor and—”

“I’m not interested in doing anyone a favor.” She stood on the edge of the overhang with her arms folded, watching him work. As usual, she hadn’t gone to the trouble of blending in: her blond hair didn’t reflect the purple of the sky, she didn’t cast a shadow, and he could see part of the far canyon wall through her silver jumpsuit. She was ghostly, anachronistic.

“That doesn’t surprise me.” He didn’t hide the irritation in his voice.

“Really?”

He nodded. “Really.”

He watched as she unfolded her arms and walked around the edge of the overhang. The camp was cluttered, confined as it was to a narrow ledge on the wall of the 5,000-kilometer-long canyon he was supposed to be exploring. The flaps of his shelter rustled in a breeze that he knew she didn’t have the physical form to actually feel, yet when she came up to him and put one hand on his shoulder, he clearly felt the pressure of her fingers through his environment suit.

“Peter—”

He brushed her hand away—or tried to, at least. His hand went completely through her forearm. But it had the effect he wanted. She pulled back, and the false sensation of her touch faded.

“Leave me alone,” he said, turning back to his work. The element was hot; he could smell burning carbon compounds coming off the coil. Reaching for one end of a thick, black hose lying nearby, he lifted it over the edge of the bath and made sure it was secure.

“Is that really what you want, Peter? To be left alone?”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”

“What about Lucia?”

“What about her?”

“Would you choose solitude over her company?”

“What sort of stupid question is that? I can’t have her, so what’s the point of—?”

“Wishing?” she cut in quickly, smiling. “We all wish, Peter. It’s very much a human quality.”

“Listen, Cleo,” he said as firmly as he could. Too much talking dried out his throat, but he refused to use the other options unless he had to. “I need time to work things out. So if you could just let me have that, if you’ll just let me be, everything will work out for the best, I’m sure.”

“And when Caryl notices?”

He didn’t need to look up to know that she was referring to the bath. “To hell with Caryl.”

He could feel a heat on his neck and back, as though she was standing close behind him. “Don’t do anything too hasty, Peter.”

When he turned to reply—to tell her that, hasty or not, at least he was finally doing something—she had already gone.

 

* * *

 

Cleo Samson always had to have the last word. Alander knew that, but still it rankled. They were all the same, up in the Tipler. That was the problem with traveling in a group of experts: everyone knew best; no one wanted to compromise. They all needed someone they felt they could dominate, control, bully, and it was starting to feel that he was that someone. It had been too long since he had been one of them.

Within moments of Samson leaving, his thoughts were back on nothing more deliberately complex or malicious than the water for his bath. The black hose led to the compound’s storage tank, a 10,000-liter aluminum drum one third full of hard-won moisture. Vapor condensers had sucked at the parched air for days to gain that small amount for use as reaction mass the next time the shuttle visited. His instructions were simply to watch out for leaks in the tank and make sure it didn’t overflow; no one had mentioned anything about taking a bath in it. Then again, he reasoned, nobody had forbidden him from doing it, either. He would scrub the water clean afterward so no damage would be done. Of course, Caryl Hatzis, SMC of the survey mission, might not see it that way. But that was a risk he was prepared to take.

The water coming out of the hose was steaming hot. He would lose a little back to the air, but not much. As he waited for the bath to fill, he stripped out of his environment suit and stood naked under the alien sky. The sun was riding high above him, visible as a bright orange patch in the perpetual cloud cover. The steep-walled canyon allowed him barely an hour of relatively direct light; the rest of the time he had to content himself with the purple haze of an Adrasteian day.

As soon as the water reached a decimeter above the bottom of the makeshift bath, he eased himself over the edge and into it. He crouched in the heat, balanced on his toes, splashing himself and enjoying the feel of the fluid against his new limbs. His skin looked purple in the light, and he couldn’t be sure that wasn’t actually the case. It wasn’t human tissue, strictly speaking, although it was built from the human genome. The major veins were wider, more regular in angle and placement; his fingernails were nearly transparent and grew barely a millimeter a month; he had no hair at all. Yet he had genitals not dissimilar to the ones he was used to, and his face by reflection looked vaguely familiar. But then, the familiar in such an unfamiliar context seemed twice as alien.

He breathed in deeply and tasted the steam at the back of his throat. He allowed himself to relax back into the warmth, to let it embrace him. Lulled by the sound of trickling water, he closed his eyes and tried not to think.

As always, the memory surfaced. It was date-stamped 2049.9.29 Mission Time—the twenty-sixth of November on the old calendar—and covered the night before the first of the engrams were activated. He and Lucia Benck had been in her quarters at Entrainment Camp, discussing, like most people had been that night, what lay ahead.

“If not for us, then for who?” he had asked her. “Or whom? I can never remember which.”

Her smile widened. The room’s lights were doing a fair job of simulating candlelight; by it her skin was honey warm and smooth. Golden highlights in her dark hair glittered. Her eyes were deep brown and restless.

“It won’t be us, Peter,” she said. “And yet it will be. I try not to get tangled in the metaphysics of it all. I just prepare as well as I can in order to prepare each of them. I don’t want to let anyone down, least of all myself.”

“But you won’t be one of them.”

“No.” Her brow creased slightly. “And neither will you. There’s no way the program could afford to send even one of our bodies. We weigh too much; we sleep and eat too much; we get bored too easily—”

“I know, I know.” He rolled onto his back; in the memory, his point of view shifted to show the ceiling. Her face followed him, coming back into sight closer than before as she rolled to lie next to him.

“We’ll still be here,” she said. “And that bothers me.”

“It does?” His voice held surprise, although the memory captured none of the emotion.

“Of course. I want to be one of them, Peter... out there, exploring, seeing things no one else has ever seen before.” She shrugged lightly. “How could I not want that? I thought you did, too.”

“Exploring, yes.” He hesitated. “But not just to sightsee. I want to find answers, explanations for the things we still don’t understand.”

“Knowledge is the payoff,” she said, “by which people like me have justified the entire program. I think the tourists outnumber the truth seekers, don’t you?”

“Undoubtedly. And the truth seekers are happy to go along for the ride.”

They had kissed then. Their relationship was still fresh enough for the experience to be a novelty but didn’t have the desperate edge it once had. They were content to pull apart after a moment, albeit not very far.

“The question is: Where do we go from here?” She looked serious again, thoughtful. “While the engrams go off into space to visit a thousand different suns, what are we going to do? Do we carry on as we always did before we joined the program? Pretend that none of this has changed us? Will we ever know what our copies do or see? How do we kill time until we find out? What if one of them dies... or we die? Are we immortal, or are we destined to die a thousand times?”

“I thought you said you weren’t getting tangled in the metaphysics.”

“I said I was trying not to.” A wave of her hand encompassed everything: the room, UNESSPRO, Earth, the bubble of space 100 light-years wide that humanity was hoping to fill. “The engrams wake tomorrow. In a year, most of them will be gone. Then it’s back to just us. You and me and Donald and Jene and Chrys and the others. We’re the Viking widows waving off our husbands to be swallowed by the sea. Except they’re not our husbands... or wives or friends or anyone, for that matter. They’re us.”

“They’re not really us, Lucia. They’re just copies.”

“I’m sure they won’t take too kindly to you saying that, Peter,” she said. “Remember, this conversation is being recorded for your copies’ memories, and they’ll think they’re real enough.”

The original Peter Alander had smiled broadly. “At this point in time, I don’t particularly care to have a debate about whether or not they are real. Right here in this moment, Lucia, you and I are real, and nothing else matters to me right now. I don’t even care that we’re being recorded.”

Her smile echoed his. “Just as long as it doesn’t find its way into the public domain, right?”

They kissed again—and there the memory ended. He could have played the rest, but he preferred not to. It felt like pornography: distant and cold, as though it had happened to someone else. In a very real sense, it had. He was as far removed from that person called Peter Alander as he was from Lucia Benck. The send-off those two people had given their copies back on Earth, a century ago, was their business, not his.

But the memory kept surfacing and with it the words of his original: If not for us, then for whom?

The water was up to his waist and scalding him. He forced himself to reach out of the bath to turn down the current flowing through the heating coil. The air on his buttocks was icy; he sank gratefully back into the heat, stretching out his legs so they became completely immersed. The water continued to trickle into the bath unchecked; he would stop it when it was up to his chest. He hitched the back of his skull onto the lip of the bath behind him so he could recline without slipping down any farther, and stared up at the purple gray clouds for a long while, looking for patterns but finding none.

For whom?

One hundred years, one month, and eighteen days—or so it had been according to Earth, by the new calendar. For those aboard the Frank Tipler, traveling at 80 percent of the speed of light, time had passed relatively quickly. Just forty-two years, three months, and three days had elapsed since leaving Sol when the survey vessel finished deceleration and arrived in orbit around Upsilon Aquarius, a greenish star over seventy-two light-years from Earth. It had seven planets: three gas giants (none of them close to Jupiter in mass); three inner, terrestrial worlds; and one distant mass straddling the divide between planet and planetismal, much as Pluto did back home. Of the inner worlds, one was too close to the sun—airless and boiling—and one was too far away—similarly airless, but icy instead. The third, sandwiched between the two extremes, was the source of the oxygen and water spectra detected from the interferometers around Sol. But it was no Earth, not by any stretch of the imagination.

Adrasteia was small, dense, and rugged, bombarded by rubble left over from its evolution and at the mercy of severe plate tectonics. Its atmosphere was substantial enough to give rise to dramatic pressure differentials: At the bottom of the canyon Alander inhabited, the air was far too dense to be comfortable, while at the top of the nearest peak it might as well have been a vacuum. The average temperature was below the freezing point of water, and what little oxygen existed was mostly generated by cyanobacteria sharing the air with the clouds above—clouds trapped in warmer atmospheric layers and never yielding rain. Apart from the clouds, the planet’s main water reserves lay underground. It probably wouldn’t be that way forever—or even for long, if the terraformers got their way—but for now, the only remotely habitable planet around Upsilon Aquarius was proving to be a pain in the ass. Certainly nothing as wonderful as his original self must have imagined it would be.

But there was life of a kind. Apart from faint hints in the deep equatorial basins some of his fellow surveyors were exploring, the cyanobacteria in the clouds proved once and for all that such life could evolve independently on another world. There was no way they could have come from Earth, as did, some skeptics still believed, those found on Mars and Io. And the fact that they were little different from the ones back home added credence to the original Peter Alander’s theories concerning the origins of life in the universe, not to mention why there were no aliens waiting to greet the survey teams when they arrived.

His original would have been pleased, that was for sure. The Adrasteian cyanobacteria had never evolved into anything terribly sophisticated. There seemed to be no reason why they shouldn’t have, though; conditions here were not fundamentally dissimilar to those that existed on Earth, Mars, or Europa. Adrasteian life-forms hadn’t evolved any further, his original would have argued, because the odds were stacked so far against such a thing happening that it shouldn’t happen even once in the lifetime of the universe. In fact, life should not have evolved at all, even to the level of bacteria.

The fact that it had evolved suggested otherwise, unless one viewed the early universe as a massive quantum computer, a near-infinite number of parallel universes engaged in incomprehensible “computations” from the moment of its creation—smashing elements together, creating new compounds and smashing those together in turn—until something appeared that could be called alive. This unicellular life wasn’t conscious, but it appeared and flourished everywhere, on numerous worlds, multiplying and evolving in the strange, uncollapsed place that was the unobserved universe.

The moment consciousness occurred, though, down one of those possible reality paths, the collapse occurred. The universe, observed, could no longer nurture the conditions required to parallel-process bacteria to consciousness. Once just one being saw, it robbed all other life-forms of the chance to evolve. Rapid evolution stopped in its tracks, confined as the universe now was to just one track at a time. Even with a near-infinite number of stars in the universe, the odds shrank to almost zero that other conscious life-forms would emerge from primitive organisms, since it was too unlikely to happen in a single universe, and thus the majority of worlds humans surveyed would be inhabited by nothing more exciting than bacterial sludge that had evolved in the past.

The lack of complex alien life on Adrasteia seemed to support his original’s argument: that humans were the universe’s present observers, and that they would find no other intelligent life-forms anywhere, just many different types of dead-end bacteria. There would be nothing more, in fact, until humanity died out and the universe could resume its quantum computations.

But only when the results from all the survey ships arrived at Earth would enough evidence exist to judge conclusively. The Tipler’s data was barely on its way, having been sent five months ago, six months after their arrival. He—Peter Alander’s flawed copy—hadn’t been around to witness the discovery of the cyanobacteria; not in real time, anyway. He had been going mad in slow-mo, savoring each second of rational consciousness for far more important things, like staying alive and trying to work out what had gone wrong.

He shifted uneasily in the bath, lifting his chin to breathe through the steam. There was something niggling at the back of his mind, but his thoughts were directed so far inward that he didn’t consciously acknowledge it. How long he had been lying there, he didn’t know. It was silent and peaceful; finally, he felt warm throughout—physically satisfied, if not mentally at ease. He was used to feeling out of sorts; that, after all, defined his situation.

If not for us...?

The memory beat at him like a stick, relentless and painful but brittle itself, as though it could snap at any moment He was as afraid of losing it as he was of trying to own it. If he wasn’t the person in that memory, then who was he? What right did he have to the name Peter Alander? What right did he have to exist at all? Sometimes he felt like the original Alander’s hypothetical protointelligence, struggling out of the slime and just beginning to grasp consciousness when the sad news came: Sorry, you’ve been beaten to it. There’s nothing here for you. Go back where you came from, and you’ll never know the difference.

But he couldn’t go back, and he wasn’t going to lie down and let the problem beat him, either. He was going to survive. If he wasn’t Peter Alander, then he would work out who he actually was and be that person. He was sure Lucia would have understood, wherever she was.

He ducked his chin under the undulating meniscus of water, intending to submerge himself completely.

It was only then that he consciously noted the smell of burning and realized that the trickling of water had ceased long ago.

 

 

1.12

 

Caryl Hatzis closed the line to Cleo Samson with a sense of reluctant resignation. Reluctant because she didn’t like indulging anyone when resources were so tight, but resigned because she knew there was no point feeling any other way. Alander was a problem she had failed to deal with her way; she would therefore give him the concessions the others requested in case their method worked. If it did, she would acknowledge the small defeat and move on. And if it didn’t... well, she would have his new balls and be done with it. She was tired of wasting her time—and his—on looking for a cure that might not exist. If only someone on Earth—

No.

She cut off the thought with a bitter effort of will. She understood herself well enough to know where it would end up. Maybe UNESSPRO had solved all the engram-related problems since they’d left; maybe Alander could be healed by a simple software patch; maybe there was nothing wrong with him that time alone wouldn’t heal. Whatever; a call for help would take a century to arrive, and a reply would take another century to return. The fact that nothing had come from Earth for more than a century suggested that no one would be listening anyway.

They were on their own. Either Alander would have to sort himself out, or he would be frozen and the drone he inhabited returned to normal service. She sometimes wondered if the latter would be for the best in the long run, although she had to admit that initially, the effect on morale would be severe. Some of the crew actually seemed to care what happened to poor old Peter Alander—flawed and fragile, and no use to anyone except as grunt labor. What would his original have thought? What about the program supervisors?

You fuckers, she cursed her long-distant superiors. I’m not an AI psychologist; 1 was never trained to deal with something like this.

As she watched Alander’s bath slowly fill, she wondered what Cleo Samson’s role in all this was. It was an open secret that she had been jealous of Alander and Benck back in entrainment; her engrain had presumably retained that emotion. So, was she looking out for someone she cared about or on the make? Hatzis would be damned if she’d give anyone access to another body, no matter how therapeutic it might be for Alander. She felt like Frankenstein enough as it was without giving the monster a bride.

And if Cleo Samson really did care so much, why was she reporting his latest outrage to the one person least likely to tolerate it?

“We have another glitch.” The voice of Jayme Sivio came from behind her on the bridge. Although the direction did not exist, since the space they called “the bridge” was purely virtual, she turned automatically to face him. The survey manager (military) of the Frank Tipler, a lanky fair man in his early forties, stood with his hands folded in front of him in an unselfconscious, at-ease stance.

“Where this time?”

He patched her into the data, surrounding her in multicolored vector diagrams. “Above the ecliptic. Here.” He indicated a point several AUs farther out than Adrasteia. A pulsing golden light hovered in empty space, a long way from anywhere. “The same spectra as the first one, but more than twice as bright”

“Do we have anything out that way?”

He shook his head. “The signal is being picked up by the solar north array. The nearest thing to it is... well, us.” He shrugged lightly. “Do you want to dispatch a probe?”

She thought about it. They had wasted a probe on the first one: the glitch had shone for less than a day, whereas the probe had taken a week to arrive. It had found no solid bodies, no dusty remnants, no ashes—nothing at all.

“It’s not pumping out anything hard?” she asked, confirming the details he had already implied.

“Nothing that could harm us.”

“And it’s not moving?”

“Not rapidly. We haven’t enough data to work out its precise trajectory.” Another shrug. “Otto and Nalini are looking at it pretty closely, just like they looked at the last one. But they’re drawing a blank.”

“I presume it’s natural.”

“As opposed to...?”

She scowled at him. “You know what I mean.”

His smile rebuked her. “If I thought it was artificial, I’d tell you.”

“Okay then, do you think it isn’t artificial?”

“That’s a completely different question.”

And you didn’t answer it, Hatzis thought to herself.

“What else have we got?” she said.

“We’ve been watching it for an hour, now,” Sivio obliged. “The pulsing is regular, but not regular enough to be suspicious. If our detectors were any less sharp, we’d probably mistake it for a pulsar, if we saw it at all.”

“Maybe it’s a piece of antimatter,” she mused. “An antimatter meteor of irregular shape tumbling into the system and burning up as it hits the solar wind. The emissions change as it rotates. Could that be a possibility?”

“If it is, I’m sure Otto and Nalini are looking into it. They’re doing triple time on this.”

She nodded. The same variable-clock facility that had allowed her crew to slow their thoughts to a near standstill during the journey out also gave them the capacity to speed up their thoughts when required. For every one of her minutes, her two astrophysicists would be experiencing three, near the upper limit of engram processing speed.

“I keep hoping you’ll tell me it’s a signal from Earth,” she confessed. “Something ftl that isn’t coming through properly, or something we don’t understand. They’ve had a lot of time to advance, after all. Their technology could be very different now.”

“Undoubtedly,” said Sivio. The last signal from Earth had been broadcast while the Tipler was in transit, dated 2062.3.3 Mission Time; it had warned them that there might be a break in transmission, but there was nothing to suggest that the break might last more than a hundred years. Such a break could have been the result of something as simple as a misaligned transmitter, but it could also have been something as severe as the collapse of civilization in Sol System. From Upsilon Aquarius, there was no way to tell.

Few doubted that contact would be regained. When was the issue. And how.

Hatzis sighed and brought her attention back to the bridge. Although a fake, it was convincingly solid to all her senses. She seemed to be in a large room highly reminiscent of the fictional starships found in late-twentieth/early-twenty-first-century science fiction: a semicircular wall contained a large screen; several duty stations lay scattered around a central chair; a rail at the back segregated visitors from active crew. Sivio was even in some sort of uniform, although she didn’t recognize it.

Playacting, she thought. We’re kids at heart, even now.

The illusion was comforting and necessary but still that: an illusion. The Frank Tipler, orbiting around Adrasteia’s equator twice every one of the planet’s short days, was in actuality little more than a box with few moving parts and no empty spaces to speak of. Designed to travel the void between stars and set up shop when it arrived, the ten-meter-square structure was the embodiment of practicality. Its nanofacturing plants had built several hundred satellites in the year they had been in orbit; it had put them down on the ground and given them one reusable shuttle; it had even grown a half-dozen bodies into which those willing could temporarily inhabit the surface for work purposes. But it was limited and vulnerable, and the people it contained needed to be reminded of that fact every now and again. Including herself.

“How did you say we picked this up, Jayme?”

“On the solar north array. We haven’t had a match from anything else yet, but we’re hopeful.”

“So, same as last time,” she said. “One glitch, one sensor, no confirmation. If it is real, it’s either so faint we were lucky to pick it up at all, or we screwed up by not being quick enough off the mark to get it looked at from something else. But if it’s just a glitch—which is the way I’m leaning right now—then we need to find the fault. The last thing we need is crappy data.”

“I agree.” Sivio looked serious for the first time. She knew he was glad that she had assumed command of the survey mission once it had arrived at Upsilon Aquarius. She also knew that he had definite opinions on how it should be ran, opinions she valued, especially when they concurred with her own.

“Any recommendations?”

“I think we should wait,” he said. “And monitor everything.”

A slight narrowing of echoes indicated that he had chosen to make the remark privately, along a security channel only the two survey managers could access.

“Do you think this could be sabotage of some kind?” she asked via the same route.

“It’s a possibility,” he said. “Directed or otherwise. Maybe something installed in the software before we left. It could be a remnant of an old test routine gone haywire, perhaps. Who knows? We’ve had destructive mutations come out of the genetic algorithms before, although nothing so subtle or convincing as this. If that’s what it is, we’ll break it soon enough.”

She wanted to be reassured by his confidence. “And if it isn’t?”

“Then chances are we’ll learn something new.” His smile was wide and genuine. “That’s what we’re here for, after all.”

She nodded halfheartedly. Sabotage had been a possibility in everyone’s minds prior to departure. Although they had no way of knowing what had happened to ail the other survey missions, theirs had gone without a major hitch thus far, and she planned to keep it that way. But the fear kept her awake some nights, and there had been rumors.

“This couldn’t be the work of our supposed plant, could it?”

“The company spy?” He came down the bridge toward her. “I can’t believe you’d really worry about something like that, Caryl.”

“I’m not,” she said, biting down on a sharper denial. “It does feel like we’re being tested, though.”

“By whom?”

“Other than Earth, you mean?”

He laughed. “Aliens on one side, spies on the other. That’s not much of a choice. I’m glad it’s you and not me who has to make it.”

She turned back to the main screen to watch Alander soaking in his bath, and for a brief moment she envied him. He looked so peaceful, so unconcerned, so real. He wasn’t some ghost bouncing around the inside of an electron trap, conjuring up experiences and calling them authentic. He wasn’t fooled for a moment.

But then, that may have been as much his problem as it was his fortune. In their circumstances, if you didn’t allow yourself that self-deception, the whole house of cards came tumbling down—as they had with Peter. As soon as your doubts set in, you were as good as lost.

It was like that with command, she thought. Jayme had the right idea, for all that he was the military guy and she was the civilian. The hardest part of the mission was probably over (since the greatest physical risk to the Tipler and to them had been while in transit, when Sivio was in charge), but that didn’t make the job of juggling priorities any easier. Caryl Hatzis’s job was like that of a university administrator trying to deal with an overworked staff and limited resources—with no possibility of a funding increase.

Glitches she didn’t need. She had enough on her plate already.

She had been unconsciously watching Alander while she thought. He hadn’t moved, but the water level had, inching up his chest and to the top of the bath. Part of her had been waiting for him to switch off the flow, so when he didn’t, she started to feel concerned.

“Jayme, does that tank have a volume sensor?”

“It does.” The main screen rearranged itself, revealing a red line inching down a vertical scale.

She pursed her lips. “Will someone call him before I do and tell him to shut off the goddamn water? If we lose that reaction mass, I’m going to be seriously pissed off.”

“Sounds like you already are.” He paused. “I’ll let him know as soon—”

An alarm cut him off, and Hatzis found herself back in the vector display.

“What’s going on?”

“We’re picking up something,” said a new voice: Ali Genovese of telemetry.

“Where from?” asked Sivio. “Which satellites?”

“Everywhere! All of them! Whatever it is, it’s bright, and it flared up just seconds ago—but it’s not from the sun. It seems to be coming from Adrasteia.”

“Show us,” Hatzis ordered.

There was a moment’s silence as the conSense view changed.

Then: “Jesus fucking Christ!”

It was the first time Caryl Hatzis had ever heard Jayme Sivio swear.

 

 

1.1.3

 

The cold hit Alander’s shoulders like an open-palmed slap as he sat upright and reached for the controls of the heating element. Cursing under his breath, he shut off the current and stood up. The bath was surrounded by a spreading muddy stain. He lifted out the end of the black hose and grimaced at the slow drip that issued from it.

“Shit.”

Swearing wasn’t going to solve anything, and neither was telling himself what he ought to have done. Yes, a cutoff switch of some kind would have stopped the tank from draining empty, but he hadn’t thought of it. It had never even occurred to him, because all he’d needed to do was keep an eye on the flow, and there wouldn’t have been a problem.

But he hadn’t. His mind had drifted, and the mistake was made. His biggest problem now was how to explain it to Caryl Hatzis.

An alarm pinged inside his head a split second before the communicator on the ground near his muddy environment suit did likewise. He stepped out of the bath and grabbed the makeshift towel he had prepared earlier, already dreading the call. He knew who it would be from. The tank must have had some sort of internal sensor, so the Tipler would’ve known the moment it had emptied. If only he’d thought.

“Yes?” he said, clipping the headset over his scalp. He tried to sound casual, but the chill in the air was already making him shiver, giving a tremor to his voice.

“It’s Jayme.”

He felt a flicker of surprise and relief: not Hatzis. Not quite. “Listen,” he began, deciding to brave it out, “it was a mistake and I can fix it—”

“Forget that, Peter. Just look up.”

“What?” All he could see was a pale patch where the sun tried feebly to shine through the clouds. He was about to say as much when a streak of gold swept from one side of the sky to the other, above the clouds but moving as fast as he could swing his arm over his head, and so bright it left a faint afterimage. The line to the Tipler crackled furiously at the same time, momentarily deafening him.

Another appeared a second later, heading in a different direction across the sky; then a third. All three paths intersected at a point behind the cliff wall against which his shelter huddled. He headed for the edge of the ledge to see better.

“You should probably get dressed first, Peter,” said Sivio with some impatience. “We can’t afford to lose your body.”

With some embarrassment, Alander clutched his environment suit to his chest and headed for the relative warmth of the shelter, where he dressed with as much haste as he could muster. Through the translucent material of the tent he caught the brief glow of another golden flash.

“What’s going on, Jayme?” he asked when the interference passed.

“We’re not sure. They arrived not long ago, and we’ve been trying to hail them. So far there has been no response.”

Alander zipped the last seal shut. “Who arrived, Jayme?”

“I don’t have time to describe it to you right now. See for yourself. There’s a direct feed available on conSense. I just wanted you to know that it looks like they’re heading your way.”

Sivio’s voice dissolved completely into static. Alander put down the headset and went outside. The sky was on fire with a wave of crisscrossing golden lines. He shielded his eyes with a hand and tried to work out what he was seeing. Some sort of aurora? Had the sun flared unexpectedly? It had all happened so suddenly and was taking place so silently that he almost doubted that it was real. Yet he knew it wasn’t anything coming through the conSense network, as had been the illusion of Cleo Samson; his eyes were seeing nothing but the sky, despite how unlikely that appeared.

He tried to access the net but failed. The channel to Sivio was still nothing but noise. He waited a minute and, when the fire in the sky had faded, tried again. This time he got through. But Sivio was already gone, no doubt dragged away by other duties. Swallowing his nervousness, Alander dipped into the net and surrendered himself to the conSense feed.

A chaotic menu of images confronted him, all blazing and changing in real time. He selected one at random and found himself staring at what looked like a shining, yellow spindle extruding a white-hot thread out of one pointed end. Despite heavy processing, he couldn’t make out the background to the spindle, and when he checked the scale in one corner of the image, he refused to believe it. If it was true, the spindle was over two kilometers long.

He jumped to another image, this time noting its vantage point. He was in a Lagrangian point between Adrasteia and its one moon, high above the Tipler and most of the observation satellites. The familiar muddy-brown globe was alive with light. Arcs and spirals flashed into view, then just as quickly disappeared; sudden, startlingly straight lines stabbed out from the equator, then also vanished. There seemed to be no order to the display, as though data from a Day-Glo cloud chamber had been somehow mixed up with ordinary biospheric information. But already his incredulity was beginning to fade. This was no mix-up, and it was too elaborate to be a joke.

A third view showed him a second spindle from far away. It was in geostationary orbit, and it, too, was extruding a burning line toward surface of the planet below. The end of the line was dropping steadily downward at a rate of several meters per second. The view shifted slightly to show another, darker thread appearing from the far end of the golden spindle.

A counterweight, Alander instantly thought. My God, they’re building—

“You’re seeing this, Peter?” Cleo Samson’s husky voice startled him.

“It’s an orbital tower!” he said in response. “They’re building orbital towers!”

The ground beneath his feet rumbled.

“We know,” she said, her voice fuzzed with static. “Take a look at this.”

Alander’s view shifted at another’s command, disorientating him momentarily. This time he saw a rough three-dimensional map of the world beneath his feet. There were seven golden spindles in geostationary orbit around Adrasteia; all were dropping threads of various lengths down to the surface. As Alander watched, another appeared in the display at the midpoint of the arc connecting two others. A rough measurement confirmed that the spindles were equally spaced around the equator—or would be if two more appeared to fill the obvious gaps. Within moments of the thought, they had done just that.

Ten spindles building ten orbital towers. And the longitude of one of them was disturbingly close to Alander’s own.

“Who the hell are they? Are they from Earth?” He dispensed with the communicator even though speaking into the void brought back the terrible feelings of dissociation that had dragged him to the surface in the first place. “Jayme? Cleo?”

There was no answer from the Tipler, and a moment later the conSense feed began to break up again. He eased gratefully out of it and stood blinking under the golden sky. A roar he had not consciously noted before turned out to be the shuttle negotiating the tight confines of the canyon, blue white jets issuing from its curved, black underbelly. Alander backed away as it maneuvered closer and extruded landing struts. A gray python whipped out of its side before it had touched down and began to suck at the water in the bath. At the same time, a hatch lifted open on the side of the shuttle.

“You have ten seconds to board.” The autopilot’s crisply accented voice spoke directly into his head.

Alander took the hint and clambered up the rungs built into the side of the craft.

The space inside was close and uncomfortable, not designed for biological passengers. There was barely room for the two other bodies it contained, propped awkwardly against a number of modular boxes and roughly strapped equipment. Alander had just enough time to get inside before thrust pushed him down onto one of the other bodies. He felt it shift beneath him and its breathing quicken, but otherwise it made no other response. Unoccupied, impersonal, corpselike, it could take no offense.

He swore under his breath, irritated at being hijacked without warning or explanation.

The shuttle’s engines whined, and the interior light flickered.

“Where are we going?” he shouted over the noise.

“Drop Point One,” the autopilot replied.

“Why?”

“That is where I’ve been instructed to take you.”

“By whom?”

“Survey Manager (Civilian) Caryl Hatzis.”

He thought for a second, then asked: “What would you have done if I hadn’t boarded in time?”

“I was instructed to leave without you.”

Bitch.

Alander did his best to ride out the bumps and dips. There was no response from conSense when he tried to bring it up again; either it was still being interfered with or the shuttle was keeping a low profile. ConSense—the communal illusion through which the virtual passengers of the Tipler interacted with each other and the world around them—required constant streams of data in both directions. The shuttle would stick out like a second sun if it logged him in.

Not that it would be hard to miss, anyway. Judging by the forces acting on Alander’s body, the shuttle certainly seemed to be in a rush to reach its destination, six thousand kilometers to the southeast. But he didn’t resent Hatzis for this. It couldn’t be easy up there, dealing with... whatever they were. If they weren’t responding to hails, then that left everything open. One less chance taken could make a difference. She wasn’t to know.

The lights flickered again, and he felt his stomach drop. For a second he was in free fall, then the shuttle braked hard and landed with a jerk. The engines whined a moment longer, then they quieted and the hatch opened. It was dark outside; his eyes weren’t designed for multifrequencing or hard radiation. He could see little apart from fog reflecting the shuttle’s landing lights.

He sat up and waited, but nothing else happened.

“Now what happens?”

“I am to remain at Drop Point One and await further instructions,” the autopilot replied.

“No, me,” said Alander irritably. “What the hell am I meant to be doing?”

“I am unable to answer that.”

“Great.” Clearly it hadn’t been told what he was supposed to do once he had arrived at the drop point. He forced himself to concentrate on why he might be there. Apart from being away from the down point of a possible orbital tower, he could see no immediate reason for his sudden relocation. DPO contained little more than a few sheds, a basic nanofacturing plant, and a maser relay for use in emergencies.

That’s it, he thought with a sense of accomplishment. Only a month ago making such a connection would have been beyond him.

He got out of the shuttle and walked across the landing field. The soles of his feet registered warmth from the heated concrete, but the rest of him was cold. Icily so. DPO was high on the lip of South Basin 2 and currently experiencing the local equivalent of winter. Had there been water vapor in the air, everything would have been covered with ice and snow.

Even so, the main compound’s door was stiff. As he wrestled with it, a faint yellow glow shone through the clouds on the north horizon. The spindles were still spinning their webs, he gathered. How long until the towers were complete he couldn’t estimate, and what they would do next he had no idea at all. He figured that was pretty much up to them. Sooner or later, he was sure, they would make contact.

By the time he had wrenched the door open, the compound was slowly coming alive. Lights flickered in empty rooms; air generators whirred into life; various software agents tried to connect with the conSense terminal in his skull. He resisted their approach automatically.

“We weren’t expecting you, Dr. Alander,” said a voice. “We had no time to prepare—”

“That’s all right.” He found his way to what looked like a control room. It was cramped but uncluttered, designed for humans in physical form but obviously rarely used. “You weren’t to know I was coming.”

“How can we assist you?”

He stood in the doorway for a moment, disoriented. The AI had distracted him; he’d lost his train of thought. There had been a reason for him being here, he was sure of it. And then another disquieting thought: Where the hell was here?

“Goddamn it,” he said aloud. Such breaks in concentration might have become less frequent, but they were no less disconcerting for that. Stress wasn’t helping.

“Dr. Alander?”

“Quiet,” he commanded. He closed his eyes and concentrated. The AI, Drop Point One, the shuttle, leaving the shelter, Cleo Samson’s voice, the spindles...

The spindles.

“I need access to the maser relay,” he said quickly, desperate not to lose the thought that had eluded him only moments before.

“Yes, Dr. Alander. It is tracking and ready for use.”

He eased himself into the seat. “How do I work it?”

“That would depend on what you wish to do.”

“I want a secure link with the Frank Tipler, as broad a bandwidth as you can manage.”

“Just one moment.” The voice was silent for a moment, then returned with: “I am exchanging protocols now, Dr. Alander. Do you wish full immersion or audiovisual access? The audiovisual will—”

“AV only,” he said without hesitation, not needing to hear that such a choice would reduce the number of options available to him.

A stereoscopic wide screen lit up before him, giving him a similar display to the one he had accessed via conSense, but one he felt he could control more easily. He tapped an image with his fingertip, and it ballooned into the foreground. This image, unlike the others, was moving. It seemed to be coming from a probe in orbit around Adrasteia; telemetry data appended to the image showed that its source was decelerating at high g. The image showed the upper tip of one of the spindles in close-up. From this vantage point, the extrusion of the counterweight was more apparent: a black fluid of some kind was issuing from several holes around the tip and spinning into a seamless, dense thread that seemed to absorb the light falling upon it. The spindle’s golden halo was almost blinding at such close range, with electrical discharges dancing constantly across its surface. As the probe’s sensors tracked lower along the spindle, Alander couldn’t begin to guess what it was made of. It gleamed like metal yet seemed as translucent as amber. Through the glare, he sensed shifting machinery within, like the stirring of an embryonic wasp in its cocoon. There was nothing upon which he could anchor his perceptions. His gaze slid across suggestive surfaces and shadows; his mind grasped at understanding but missed. He felt like he did in his worst nightmares: lost, in danger, and so very, very small.

There was an audio cue accompanying the visuals. He selected it via the infrared mods in the palm of one hand and heard the broadcast persona of the ship speaking on all the available frequencies:

“This is United Near-Earth Stellar Survey Program Mission 842, Frank Tipler. Please respond. Our mission here is a peaceful one, and we mean you no harm. I repeat: This is United Near-Earth Stellar Survey Program Mission 842...”

What if they don’t respond? he wondered. Then something even more chilling occurred to him: What if they haven’t even noticed that we’re here?

The probe angled closer for a better view of the bottom tip of the spindle. There was a bright flash of light from the screen, and the feed from the probe went dead. All telemetry data instantly ceased.

He winced. “That puts an end to that,” he muttered.

“Peter?” Jayme Sivio’s voice cut across the identification broadcast from the Tipler.

“Jayme? What’s going on? Why have—?”

“I can’t talk long,” Sivio cut him short. “We’re ramping up to maximum and cutting everyone nonessential out of the loop. You’ll be okay, given your internal capacity. Just stay put and keep your eye on the feeds. We’re relaying everything to you as it comes in. Store it all in case something happens to us and the backup.”

“I saw what happened to the probe—”

“I know. We haven’t been approached, and we’re keeping our orbit well away from theirs. Until we know who they are and what they want, we can’t afford to take anything for granted. But for now we think you’re safe on the ground. Just take care, though, okay? You’re our backup backup, if you like.”

Alander swallowed. “I understand.”

“Good luck, Peter,” said Sivio. “And whatever you do, don’t try to call us. Keep a low profile, and we’ll contact you as soon as we can.”

Alander nodded, but Sivio had already cut the line. The room fell silent. On the screen, there were images of the spindles going about their enigmatic work, seemingly oblivious to the humans watching from a distance. For the first time, he was struck by how alone he was on Adrasteia. There was nothing else but him and a handful of mundane AIs on the surface of the entire planet. If something did happen to the Tipler, he would be the only human left for dozens of light-years.

What’s left of a human, anyway, he thought solemnly as he settled back to watch the show.

 

 

1.1.4

 

Caryl Hatzis felt fatigue in every cell of her body, from the ache in her spine to the hot swelling of her eyes. Her skin was greasy, her armpits smelled bad, and her brain simply couldn’t stay focused on one thing longer than a minute or two without sliding off into random thoughts.

Too real, she thought. Too goddamn real by half.

When the engram designers had copied her original’s thought processes and molded them into an electronic simulation, they had deliberately chosen to keep metabolic and hormonal traits like hunger, desire, and fatigue, acting on the sound belief that every component of a biological system contributes to its final state. Without fatigue, it was arguable that the engram of Caryl Hatzis would be fundamentally different from the original and might therefore malfunction under crisis.

She wished they’d been just a little more carefree with her melatonin and cortisol levels. A little extra alertness in exchange for a little less her seemed like an excellent deal at the moment.

“Can’t I declare martial law?”

Jayme Sivio smiled at the suggestion. “And put me in charge?” he said. “That’s not the way it’s usually done, Caryl.”

“But there is nothing usual about any of this: not the circumstances, not the Spinners themselves.” The term had been coined by Cleo Samson earlier and had been taken up readily by the rest of the crew. “Surely that in itself suggests we should completely rethink our procedures. I mean, wouldn’t you call this a military threat?”

She indicated the ten golden spindles that had finished weaving their orbital towers and counterweights and were now busy at work joining the spindles along a giant ring encircling the planet. Strange lights arced between the ends of unconnected threads as they—whatever they were made of—interfered with the planet’s magnetic field. Two of the spindles had themselves begun to change, dimming in brightness and growing alarming spines at apparently random directions.

She had also noted from the solar north data that the glitch that had preceded the arrival of the Spinners was still pulsing. There was no real reason to think that the phenomena were connected, but she couldn’t shake off her suspicions that they were.

“Technically, yes, they are a threat.” Sivio’s tone was placating. “But the only hostility they have demonstrated has been when we have come too close to them. Losing two probes in ten hours does not warrant a change in procedure, Caryl. All they have done is indicate a desire to be left alone, and they have extended that same courtesy toward us.”

“For now.”

“Yes, for now. Until they change their behavior, we have no reason to change ours. Besides, what else can we do but wait and watch?”

She resisted the impulse to lash out at him. You could at least give me a fucking break. But she knew that would be unfair. She could leave the bridge at any time; fast-tracking could see her back in an hour or two, fully rested. But the thought of even that break galled her. She couldn’t leave, not when she was responsible for the lives of everyone on the Frank Tipler and off.

Ten hours. At quadruple speed—the maximum the Tipler could maintain while simulating enough crew to run the ship—that equaled forty hours. They had turned over shifts eight times since the Spinners had come, but still she was there. Even Sivio had rested.

She wondered what they called her behind her back. Then she wondered if paranoia was a symptom of exhaustion. It was certainly a symptom of command.

“We’ve got something new here.” The announcement came from Nalini Kovistra, one of her two astrophysicists, who had been working almost as hard as she had. “We’re picking up gravitational waves from one of the towers.”

“Can they hurt us?” Hatzis was a systems administrator, not a physicist.

“No, but what’s making them might.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Gravitational waves occur as a result of sudden movements or changes of shape of massive objects, like neutron stars or black holes. If there’s something like that in one of those spindles—”

“Could this be an attempt to communicate with us?” Sivio cut in.

Nalini Kovistra’s reply was confident, but her shoulders lifted in a shrug. “As an alternative to electromagnetic radiation, it would be pretty poor. I mean, why juggle neutron material when you can simply point an antenna and talk?”

“Well, if it’s not a weapon and not a communicator, what else could it be?” said Hatzis.

“Impossible to say,” said Kovistra.

“Maybe we should adopt a higher orbit as a precaution,” mused Hatzis.

“I’m not sure it would make any difference, Caryl.”

“But it couldn’t hurt, either.” Hatzis glanced at the roster to see who was on pilot duty. “Jene, give us a perigee kick to put the Tipler into an elliptical orbit, staying as far away as possible from the spindle—which one was it, Jayme? Did you notice?”

“Spindle Six.”

“Shall do.” Avery’s voice was crisp and efficient.

“Is that enough, Jayme? Should we break orbit entirely, do you think?” Uncertainty gripped Hatzis in her imaginary stomach.

“It’s your decision, Caryl. With so little information, all we can do is follow your instincts.”

Great. She hadn’t slept for over two whole days. What did that say about her instincts?

The Tipler indicated that its secondary thrusters were firing. Hatzis didn’t check, knowing she could leave the job in Jene Avery’s capable hands. She knew as little about the drive systems as she did about gravitational waves, but at least she wasn’t alone there. The genetic algorithms that had fast-tracked the survey program’s engineering had left many of its human designers behind; she had a niggling feeling that no one really knew how the drives did what they did. That they did it well—and had reached the required efficiencies in order to make the 2050 launch date—was all that had mattered.

But that was a worry for another day. The ship’s orbit slowly changed shape in the main plot, giving the source of the gravitational waves a wide berth. She could rest easy on that score, at least. Perhaps—

“I have a result from the projections team,” said Sivio over her thoughts.

“Good. What have they come up with?” “Nothing conclusive, I’m afraid,” he said. “But they are tending toward the nonhuman end of the argument”

She hated the sinking feeling in her stomach, the way it betrayed her hopes. She’d been pinning Ira: hopes squarely on the original Peter Alander’s theory that complex alien life wasn’t likely. “Why?”

“We can only guess at what sort of technology is driving these things, but we do know some things for certain. You don’t build on this scale without cheap matter transmutation and easy conversion of matter to energy. We don’t have either—or rather, we didn’t”

“Is it possible that Earth would have achieved such technology by now?”

“Assuming that technology kept advancing at the rate it was when we left,” he said, “then yes, it is very possible. But I’d just as soon not assume anything.”

Hatzis nodded in agreement. “Go on.”

“Well, we’ve picked up no sign that the spindles are communicating with each other, and we have no way to guess how they’re powered. The way they appeared out of nowhere suggests a highly advanced method of transportation, the principles of which we can only guess at.”

“They could be experts in camouflage, of course.”

“Not a likely possibility. The spindles are being observed from a hundred different instruments. How do you fool everything at once? The only surefire way would be to infiltrate our networks and corrupt the data. Again, it’s a possibility, although the team sees it as a remote one at best.”

“Wishful thinking, perhaps.”

“Perhaps.” Jayme nodded. “The use of gravitational waves suggests a highly advanced materials technology, capable of manufacturing and handling ultradense substances. It also suggests an advanced knowledge and manipulation of space-time. This, combined with the way they arrived, leads the team to believe that the Spinners are capable of faster-than-light travel.”

She nodded, unsurprised. The spindles had already demonstrated such incredible prowess that she could believe almost anything of them.

“It’s too much to hope that they’re from Earth,” she said, anticipating his next comments. “That’s what you’re going to tell me, isn’t it? They couldn’t have possibly achieved that type of technology by now.”

“Highly unlikely, Caryl. Ftl communication, maybe, but not travel. Nothing like this, anyway.”

She absorbed what was happening on the screen for a long moment. “So where are they from?”

“We don’t know. There’s no way we can know... unless they decide to tell us, of course.”

She laughed at this. “Jayme, at this stage, I think we’ll be lucky to get a hello out of them.”

 

* * *

 

The orbital ring was complete within the hour. Hatzis watched the threads link up with a feeling of dread, wondering what would happen once it was finished. Would the Spinners finally talk to them? Did she even want to hear what they had to say?

When the circle was closed, a massive current surge swept once around the planet, leaving brilliant auroral streamers in its wake. As the surge struck each of the spindles, their glow died back to a warm infrared, and their structures stabilized. Even the pulsing of gravitational waves from Spindle Six ceased, although Nalini Kovistra suspected that a particularly massive object still lurked inside. Once the circuit was complete, the pulsating glitch high above the ecliptic flashed once and disappeared.

Then silence.

Hatzis ordered the Tipler to maintain its vigilance for another two real-time hours. A hundred eyes sensitive to a thousand frequencies studied the spindles for any signs of activity, but there were none. The solar arrays studied the sky for any sign of the glitch but likewise found nothing.

Before fatigue finally overcame her, Hatzis watched a piece of orbital debris drift without incident barely one kilometer from Spindle Three. Satisfied that nothing dramatic was likely to happen for the moment, she agreed to stand down, leaving Sivio at the helm.

She had never felt such relief as the bridge dissolved and her private environment welcomed her back into its folds. Sleep didn’t come to her at once, however. Her mind kept returning to images of the spindles. There was such potential in the things, such energy, and she didn’t know how to deal with that. She couldn’t ignore it, but she couldn’t just accept it, either. The sheer scale of what she had witnessed disturbed her terribly.

She tried to guess what her original would have thought, confronted by such a thing. The quest for knowledge was firmly written in her character but also that the quest should be conducted in an orderly fashion. Methodical research and organized exploration were the keys to progress, she believed, not unpredictable leaps of understanding or fortuitous discoveries. Yes, serendipity played a part in the development of science, but it was serendipity underpinned by preparation and the scientific method.

So, although she was sure that her original would have been fascinated and delighted by the appearance of the Spinners—as would any of the survey members—she was equally certain that the abrupt undermining of everything she had built around Upsilon Aquarius would have provoked the same sinking feeling in her stomach. Virtual or not, the sense of dread was very real to her.

Jayme Sivio was wrong about his assessment of the threat the Spinners represented. They might not destroy the Earthling mission outright, but they could unpick the delicate tapestry of discipline and organization that kept it together. They were a long way from home and making slow but steady progress through the massive task ahead of them. The Spinners—with their wild display of advanced technology—would inevitably encourage fanciful speculation and even more fanciful plans. Already she could imagine how some of her flakier team members were thinking.

They couldn’t afford to take any risks. They had everything to lose. Even if there were dozens of each of them elsewhere in surveyed space, there was only one of them here. They only had one shot at working out what was going on, and if they missed it, humanity might never get the chance again.

That conclusion reassured her: that she wasn’t afraid of finding out the truth. She had wondered if she was balking at the spectacle of it all, recoiling like an animal from something bigger and smarter than itself. But that wasn’t the case. She wanted to know. She needed to. Her original would never forgive her if she let something like this slip through her fingers.

She fell asleep without realizing it. The Tipler’s Engram Overseer instantly ensured that her virtual personality was disconnected from both conSense and the environment around her to ensure that her dreaming mind did not cause any disruptions. A similar function was performed by various neurotransmitters in the human brain and did not represent a gross violation of the working model of her consciousness. She had given her permission for such actions to be taken on her behalf and was certainly unaware of it at the time. Falling deeper and deeper into sleep, dreams of golden daggers awaited her, with ice-white poison dripping from their tips.

When the alarm woke her, she felt barely rested. As the various subroutines and modules of her personality jostled for synchrony—or so it felt to her, and always had, even before becoming an engram—she checked the time and groaned.
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