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      ‘This apparatus,’ said the Officer, grasping a connecting rod and leaning against it, ‘is our previous Commandant’s invention … Have you heard of our previous Commandant? No? Well, I’m not claiming too much when I say that the organization of the entire penal colony is his work. We, his friends, already knew at the time of his death that the administration of the colony was so self-contained that even if his successor had a thousand new plans in mind he would not be able to alter anything of the old plan, at least not for several years … It’s a shame that you didn’t know the old Commandant!’

      
      – ‘In the Penal Colony,’ Frank Kafka

      
      Who still talks nowadays about the Armenians?

      
      – Adolf Hitler, 1939

      

   
      
      
      
      NOTE

      
      The polities descended from the Republic of Is do not use days, weeks, or other terrestrial dating systems other than for historical or archaeological purposes; however, the classical second has been retained as the basis of timekeeping.

      
      Here’s a quick ready-reckoner:


      one second

      
      One second, the time taken for light to travel 299,792,458 meters in vacuum

      

      one kilosecond

      
      Archaic: 16 minutes

      

      one hundred kiloseconds (1 diurn)

      
      Archaic: 27 hours, 1 day and three hours

      

      one megasecond (1 cycle)

      
      Ten diurns. Archaic: eleven days and six hours

      

      thirty megaseconds (1 m-year)

      
      300 diurns. Archaic: 337 Earth days (11 months)

      

      one gigasecond

      
      Archaic: approximately 31 Earth years

      

      one terasecond

      
      Archaic: approximately 31,000 Earth years (half age of human species)

      

      one petasecond

      
      Archaic: approximately 31,000,000 Earth years (half elapsed time since end of Cretaceous era)

     

   
      
      
      
      1: DUEL

      
      

      
      A DARK-SKINNED HUMAN WITH FOUR ARMS WALKS toward me across the floor of the club, clad only in a belt strung with human skulls. Her hair forms a smoky wreath around
         her open and curious face. She’s interested in me.

      
      ‘You’re new around here, aren’t you?’ she asks, pausing in front of my table.

      
      I stare at her. Apart from the neatly articulated extra shoulder joints, the body she’s wearing is roughly ortho, following the traditional human body plan. The skulls are subsized, strung together on a necklace threaded with barbed wire and roses. ‘Yes, I’m a nube,’ I say. My parole ring makes my left index finger tingle, a little reminder. ‘I’m required to warn you that I’m undergoing identity reindexing and rehabilitation. I – people in my state – may be prone to violent outbursts. Don’t worry, that’s just a statutory warning: I won’t hurt you. What makes you ask?’

      
      She shrugs. It’s an elaborate rippling gesture that ends with a wiggle of her hips. ‘Because I haven’t seen you here before, and I’ve been coming here most nights for the past twenty or thirty diurns. You can earn extra rehab credit by helping out. Don’t worry about the parole ring, most of us here have them. I had to warn people myself a while ago.’

      
      I manage to force a smile. A fellow inmate? Further along the program? ‘Would you like a drink?’ I ask, gesturing at the chair next to me. ‘And what are you called, if you don’t mind me asking?’

      
      ‘I’m Kay.’ She pulls out the chair and sits, flipping her great mass of dark hair over her shoulder and tucking her skulls under the table with two hands as she glances at the menu. ‘Hmm, I think I will have an iced double mocha pickup, easy on the coca.’ She looks at me again, staring at my eyes. ‘The clinic arranges things so that there’s always a volunteer around to greet nubes. It’s my turn this swing shift. Do you want to tell me your name? Or where you’re from?’

      
      ‘If you like.’ My ring tingles, and I remember to smile. ‘My name’s Robin, and you’re right, I’m fresh out of the rehab tank. Only been out for a meg, to tell the truth.’ (A bit over ten planetary days, a million seconds.) ‘I’m from’ – I go into quicktime for a few subseconds, trying to work out what story to give her, ending up with an approximation of the truth – ‘around these parts, actually. But just out of memory excision. I was getting stale and needed to do something about whatever it was I was getting stale over.’

      
      Kay smiles. She’s got sharp cheekbones, bright teeth framed between perfect lips; she’s got bilateral symmetry, three billion years of evolutionary heuristics and homeobox genes generating a face that’s a mirror of itself – and where did that thought come from? I ask myself, annoyed. It’s tough, not being able to tell the difference between your own thoughts and a postsurgical identity prosthesis.

      
      ‘I haven’t been human for long,’ she admits. ‘I just moved here from Zemlya.’ Pause. ‘For my surgery,’ she adds quietly.

      
      I fiddle with the tassels dangling from my sword pommel. There’s something not quite right about them, and it’s bugging me intensely. ‘You lived with the ice ghouls?’ I ask.

      
      ‘Not quite – I was an ice ghoul.’

      
      
      That gets my attention: I don’t think I’ve ever met a real live alien before, even an ex-alien. ‘Were you’ – what’s the word? – ‘born that way, or did you emigrate for a while?’

      
      ‘Two questions.’ She holds up a finger. ‘Trade?’

      
      ‘Trade.’ I remember to nod without prompting, and my ring sends me a flicker of warmth. It’s crude conditioning: reward behavior indicative of recovery, punish behavior that reinforces the postsurgical fugue. I don’t like it, but they tell me it’s an essential part of the process.

      
      ‘I emigrated to Zemlya right after my previous memory dump.’ Something about her expression strikes me as evasive. What could she be omitting? A failed business venture, personal enemies? ‘I wanted to study ghoul society from the inside.’ Her cocktail emerges from the table, and she takes an experimental sip. ‘They’re so strange.’ She looks wistful for a moment. ‘But after a generation I got … sad.’ Another sip. ‘I was living among them to study them, you see. And when you live among people for gigaseconds on end you can’t stop yourself getting involved, not unless you go totally post and upgrade your – well. I made friends and watched them grow old and die until I couldn’t take any more. I had to come back and excise the … the impact. The pain.’

      
      Gigaseconds? Thirty planetary years each. That’s a long time to spend among aliens. She’s studying me intently. ‘That must have been very precise surgery,’ I say slowly. ‘I don’t remember much of my previous life.’

      
      ‘You were human, though,’ she prods.

      
      ‘Yes.’ Emphatically yes. Shards of memory remain: a flash of swords in a twilit alleyway in the remilitarized zone. Blood in the fountains. ‘I was an academic. A member of the professoriat.’ An array of firewalled assembler gates, lined up behind the fearsome armor of a customs checkpoint between polities. Pushing screaming, imploring civilians toward a shadowy entrance – ‘I taught history.’ That much is – was – true. ‘It all seems boring and distant now.’ The brief flash of an energy weapon, then silence. ‘I was getting stuck in a rut, and I needed to refresh myself. I think.’

      
      Which is almost but not quite a complete lie. I didn’t volunteer, someone made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. I knew too much. Either consent to undergo memory surgery, or my next death would be my last. At least, that’s what it said I’d done in the dead-paper letter that was waiting by my bedside when I awakened in the rehab center, fresh from having the water of Lethe delivered straight to my brain by the molecular-sized robots of the hospitaler surgeon-confessors. I grin, sealing the partial truths with an outright lie. ‘So I had a radical rebuild, and now I can’t remember why.’

      
      ‘And you feel like a new human,’ she says, smiling faintly.

      
      ‘Yes.’ I glance at her lower pair of hands. I can’t help noticing that she’s fidgeting. ‘Even though I stuck with this conservative body plan.’ I’m very conservatively turned out – a medium-height male, dark eyes, wiry, the stubble of dark hair beginning to appear across my scalp – like an unreconstructed Eurasian from the pre-space era, right down to the leather kilt and hemp sandals. ‘I have a strong self-image, and I didn’t really want to shed it – too many associations tied up in there. Those are nice skulls, by the way.’

      
      Kay smiles. ‘Thank you. And thank you again for not asking, by the way.’

      
      ‘Asking?’

      
      ‘The usual question: Why do you look like, well …’

      
      I pick up my glass for the first time and take a sip of the bitingly cold blue liquid. ‘You’ve just spent an entire prehistoric human lifetime as an ice ghoul and people are needling you for having too many arms?’ I shake my head. ‘I just assumed you have a good reason.’

      
      She crosses both pairs of arms defensively. ‘I’d feel like a liar looking like …’ She glances past me. There are a handful of other people in the bar, a few bushujo and a couple of cyborgs, but most of them are wearing orthohuman bodies. She’s glancing at a woman with long blond hair on one side of her head and stubble on the other, wearing a filmy white drape and a sword belt. The woman is braying loudly with laughter at something one of her companions just said – berserkers on the prowl for players. ‘Her, for example.’

      
      ‘But you were orthohuman once?’

      
      ‘I still am, inside.’

      
      The penny drops: She wears xenohuman drag when she’s in public because she’s shy. I glance over at the group and accidentally make eye contact with the blond woman. She looks at me, stiffens, then pointedly turns away. ‘How long has this bar been here?’ I ask, my ears burning. How dare she do that to me?

      
      ‘About three megs.’ Kay nods at the group of orthos across the room. ‘I really would avoid paying obvious attention to them, they’re duelists.’

      
      ‘So am I.’ I nod at her. ‘I find it therapeutic.’

      
      She grimaces. ‘I don’t play, myself. It’s messy. And I don’t like pain.’

      
      ‘Well, neither do I,’ I say slowly. ‘That’s not the point.’ The point is that we get angry when we can’t remember who we are, and we lash out at first; and a structured, formal framework means that nobody else needs to get hurt.

      
      ‘Where do you live?’ she asks.

      
      ‘I’m in the’ – she’s transparently changing the subject, I realize – ‘clinic, still. I mean, everything I had, I’ – liquidated and ran – ‘I travel light. I still haven’t decided what to be in this new lifetime, so there doesn’t seem much point in having lots of baggage.’

      
      ‘Another drink?’ Kay asks. ‘I’m buying.’

      
      ‘Yes, please.’ A warning bell rings in my head as I sense Blondie heading toward our table. I pretend not to notice, but I can feel a familiar warmth in my stomach, a tension in my back. Ancient reflexes and not a few modern cheat-codes take over and I surreptitiously loosen my sword in its scabbard. I think I know what Blondie wants, and I’m perfectly happy to give it to her. She’s not the only one around here prone to frequent flashes of murderous rage that take a while to cool. The counselor told me to embrace it and give in, among consenting fellows. It should burn itself out in time. Which is why I’m carrying.

      
      But the postexcision rages aren’t my only irritant. In addition to memory edits, I opted to have my age reset. Being postadolescent again brings its own dynamic of hormonal torment. It makes me pace my apartment restlessly, drives me to stand in the white cube of the hygiene suite and draw blades down the insides of my arms, curious to see the bright rosy blood welling up. Sex has acquired an obsessive importance I’d almost forgotten. The urges to sex and violence are curiously hard to fight off when you awaken drained and empty and unable to remember who you used to be, but they’re a lot less fun, the second or third time through the cycle of rejuvenation.

      
      ‘Listen, don’t look round, but you probably ought to know that someone is about to – ’

      
      Before I can finish the sentence, Blondie leans over Kay’s shoulder and spits in my face. ‘I demand satisfaction.’ She has a voice like a diamond drill.

      
      ‘Why?’ I ask stonily, heart thumping with tension as I wipe my cheek. I can feel the rage building, but I force myself to keep it under control.

      
      ‘You exist.’

      
      There’s a certain type of look some postrehab cases get while they’re in the psychopathic dissociative stage, still reknitting the raveled threads of their personality and memories into a new identity. The insensate anger at the world, the existential hate – often directed at their previously whole self for putting them into this world, naked and stripped of memories – generates its own dynamic. Wild black-eyed hatred and the perfect musculature of the optimized phenotype combine to lend Blondie an intimidating, almost primal presence. Nevertheless, she’s got enough self-control to issue a challenge before she attacks.

      
      Kay, shy and much further advanced in recovery than either of us, cowers in her seat as Blondie glares at me. That annoys me – Blondie’s got no call to intimidate bystanders. And maybe I’m not as out of control as I feel.
      

      
      ‘In that case’ – I slowly stand up, not breaking eye contact for a moment – ‘how about we take this to the remilitarized zone? First death rules?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ she hisses.

      
      I glance at Kay. ‘Nice talking to you. Order me another drink? I’ll be right back.’ I can feel her eyes on my back as I follow Blondie to the gate to the RMZ. Which is right beside the bar.

      
      Blondie pauses on the threshold. ‘After you,’ she says. ‘Au contraire. Challenger goes first.’

      
      She glares at me one more time, clearly furious, then strides into the T-gate and blinks out. I wipe my right palm on my leather kilt, grip the hilt of my sword, draw, and leap through the point-to-point wormhole.

      
      Dueling etiquette calls for the challenger to clear the gate by a good ten paces, but Blondie isn’t in a good mood, and it’s a very good thing that I’m on the defensive and ready to parry as I go through because she’s waiting, ready to shove her sword through my abdomen on the spot.

      
      She’s fast and vicious and utterly uninterested in playing by the rules, which is fine by me because my own existential rage now has an outlet and a face. The anger that has been eating me up since my surgery, the hatred of the war criminals who forced me into this, of the person I used to be who surrendered to the large-scale erasure of their memories – I can’t even remember what sex I was, or how tall – has a focus, and on the other end of her circling blade, Blondie’s face is a glow of concentration and fury to mirror my own.

      
      This part of the remilitarized zone is modeled on a ruined city of old Urth, shattered postnuclear concrete wastelands and strange creeping vegetation shrouding the statues of conquerors and the burned-out wreckage of wheeled cars. We could be alone here, marooned on a planet uninhabited by other sapients. Alone to work out our grief and rage as the postsurgical fugue slowly dissipates.

      
      Blondie tries to rush me, and I fall back carefully, trying to spot some weakness in her attack. She prefers the edge to the point and the right to the left, but she’s not leaving me any openings. ‘Hurry up and die!’ she snaps.

      
      ‘After you.’ I feint and try to draw her off-balance, circling round her. Next to the gate we came in through there’s a ruined stump of a tall building, rubble heaped up above head height. (The gate’s beacon flashes red, signifying no egress until one of us is dead.) The rubble gives me an idea, and I feint again, then back off and leave an opening for her.

      
      Blondie takes the opening, and I just barely block her, because she’s fast. But she’s not sly, and she certainly wasn’t expecting the knife in my left hand – taped to my left thigh before – and as she tries to guard against it, I see my chance and run my sword through her belly.

      
      She drops her weapon and falls to her knees. I sit down heavily opposite her, almost collapsing. Oh dear. How did she manage to get my leg? Maybe I shouldn’t trust my instincts quite so totally.

      
      ‘Done?’ I ask, suddenly feeling faint.

      
      ‘I –’ There’s a curious expression on her face as she holds on to the basket of my sword. ‘Uh.’ She tries to swallow. ‘Who?’

      
      ‘I’m Robin,’ I say lightly, watching her with interest. I’m not sure I’ve ever watched somebody dying with a sword through their guts before. There’s lots of blood and a really vile smell of ruptured intestines. I’d have thought she’d be writhing and screaming, but maybe she’s got an autonomic override. Anyway, I’m busy holding my leg together. Blood keeps welling up between my fingers. Comradeship in pain. ‘You are … ?’

      
      ‘Gwyn.’ She swallows. The light of hatred is extinguished, leaving something – puzzlement? – behind.

      
      ‘When did you last back up, Gwyn?’

      
      She squints. ‘Unh. Hour. Ago.’

      
      ‘Well then. Would you like me to end this?’

      
      It takes a moment for her to meet my eyes. She nods. ‘When? You?’

      
      I lean over, grimacing, and pick up her blade. ‘When did I last back myself up? Since recovering from memory surgery, you mean?’

      
      She nods, or maybe shudders. I raise the blade and frown, lining it up on her neck: it takes all my energy. ‘Good question – ’

      
      I slice through her throat. Blood sprays everywhere. ‘Never.’

      
      I stumble to the exit – an A-gate – and tell it to rebuild my leg before returning me to the bar. It switches me off, and
         a subjective instant later, I wake up in the kiosk in the wash-room at the back of the bar, my body remade as new. I stare into the mirror for about a minute, feeling empty but, curiously, at peace with myself. Maybe I’ll be ready for a backup soon? I flex my right leg. The assembler’s done a good job of canonicalizing it, and the edited muscle works just fine. I resolve to avoid Gwyn, at least until she’s in a less insensately violent mood, which may take a long time if she keeps picking fights with her betters. Then I return to my table.

      
      Kay is still there, which is odd. I’d expected her to be gone by now. (A-gates are fast, but it still takes a minimum of about a thousand seconds to tear down and rebuild a human body: that’s a lot of bits and atoms to juggle.)

      
      I drop into my seat. She has bought me another drink. ‘I’m sorry about that,’ I say automatically.

      
      ‘You get used to it around here.’ She sounds philosophical. ‘Feeling better?’

      
      ‘You know, I – ’ I stop. Just for a moment I’m back in that dusty concrete-strewn wasteland, a searing pain in my leg, the sheer hatred I feel fueling my throw at Gwyn’s head. ‘It’s gone,’ I say. I stare at the glass, then pick it up and knock back half of it in one go.

      
      ‘What’s gone?’ I catch her watching me. ‘If you don’t mind talking about it,’ she adds hastily.

      
      She’s frightened but concerned, I suddenly realize. My parole ring pulses warmth repeatedly. ‘I don’t mind,’ I say, and smile, probably a trifle tiredly. I put the glass down. ‘I’m still in the dissociative phase, I guess. Before I came out this evening I was sitting in my room all on my own, and I was drawing pretty lines all over my arms with a scalpel. Thinking about opening my wrists and ending it all. I was angry. Angry at myself. But now I’m not.’

      
      ‘That’s very common.’ Her tone is guarded. ‘What changed it for you?’

      
      I frown. Knowing it’s a common side effect of reintegration doesn’t help. ‘I’ve been an idiot. I need to take a backup as soon as I go home.’

      
      ‘A backup?’ Her eyes widen. ‘You’ve been walking around here wearing a sword and a dueling sash all evening, and you don’t have a backup?’ Her voice rises to a squeak. ‘What are you trying to do?’

      
      ‘Knowing you’ve got a backup blunts your edge. Anyway, I was angry with myself.’ I stop frowning as I look at her. ‘But you can’t stay angry forever.’

      
      More to the point, I’m suddenly feeling an awful, hollow sense of dread about the idea of rediscovering who I am, or who I used to be. What does it mean, to suddenly begin sensing other people’s emotions again only after you run someone through with a sword? Back in the dark ages it would have been a tragedy. Even here, dying isn’t something most people take lightly. For a horrible moment I feel the urge to rush out and find Gwyn and apologize to her – but that’s absurd, she won’t remember, she’ll be in the same headspace she was in before. She’d probably challenge me to another duel and, being in the same insensate rage, turn me into hamburger on the spot.

      
      ‘I think I’m reconnecting,’ I say slowly. ‘Do you know somewhere I could go that’s safer? I mean, less likely to attract the attentions of berserkers?’

      
      ‘Hmm.’ She looks at me critically. ‘If you lose the sword and the sash, you won’t look out of place round the block in one of the phase two recovery piazzas. I know a place that does a really good joesteak – how hungry are you feeling?’

      
      In the wake of the duel I have become hungry for food just as my appetite for violence has declined. Kay takes me to a charmingly rustic low-gee piazza of spun-diamond foam and bonsai redwoods, where quaint steam-powered robots roast succulent baby hams over charcoal grills. Kay and I chat and it becomes clear that she’s mightily intrigued to see me recovering visibly from the emotional aftereffects of memory surgery. I pump her for details of life among the ice ghouls, and she quizzes me about the dueling academies of the Invisible Republic. She has a quirky sense of humor and, toward the end of the meal, suggests that she knows a party where there’s fun to be had.

      
      The party turns out to be a fairly laid-back floating orgy in one of the outpatient apartments. There are only about six people there when we arrive, mostly lying on the large circular bed, passing around a water pipe and masturbating each other tenderly. Kay leans me up against the wall just beside the entrance, kisses me, and does something electrifying to my perineum and testicles with three of her hands. Then she vanishes into the hygiene suite to use the assembler, leaving me panting. When she returns I almost don’t recognize her – her hair has turned blue, she’s lost two arms, and her skin has turned the color of milky coffee. But she walks right up to me and kisses me again and I recognize her by the taste of her mouth. I carry her to the bed and, after our first urgent fuck, we join the circle with the pipe – which is loaded with opium and an easily vaporized phosphodiesterase inhibitor – then explore each other’s bodies and those of our neighbors until we’re close to falling asleep.

      
      I’m lying next to her, almost face-to-face, when she murmurs, ‘That was fun.’

      
      ‘Fun,’ I echo. ‘I needed –’ My vision blurs. ‘Too long.’

      
      ‘I come here regularly,’ she offers. ‘You?’

      
      ‘I haven’t –’ I pause.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I can’t remember when I last had sex.’

      
      She places one hand between my thighs. ‘Really?’ She looks puzzled.

      
      ‘I can’t.’ I frown. ‘I must have forgotten it.’

      ‘Forgotten? Truly?’ She looks surprised. ‘Could you have had a bad relationship or something? Could that be why you had surgery?’

      
      
      ‘No, I –’ I stop before anything more slips out. The letter from my older self would have said if that was the case, I’m certain of that much. ‘It’s just gone. I don’t think that usually happens, does it?’

      
      ‘No.’ She cuddles up against me and strokes my neck. I feel a momentary sense of wonder as I stiffen against her, then I begin to trace the edges of her nipples, and her breath catches. It must be the drugs, I think; I couldn’t possibly stay aroused this long without some external input, could I? ‘You’d be a good subject for Yourdon’s experiment.’

      
      ‘Yourdon’s what?’

      
      She pushes at my chest and I roll onto my back obligingly to let her mount me. There are toys scattered round the bed, mewing and begging to be used, but she seems to need to do this the traditional way, bareback skin on skin: she probably sees it as a way of reconnecting with what it means to be human or something. My breath hisses as I grab her buttocks and pull her down onto me.

      
      ‘The experiment. He’s looking for serious amnesia cases, offering a referral fee to finders. I’ll tell you later.’

      
      And then we stop talking, because speech is simply getting in the way of communication, and in the here and now, she’s all I need.

      
      Afterward, I walk home through avenues carpeted with soft, living grass, roofed in green marble slabs carved from the lithosphere of a planet hundreds of teraklicks away. I am alone with my thoughts, netlink silenced save for a route map that promises me a five-kilometer walk avoiding all other persons. Though I carry my sword, I don’t feel any desire to be challenged. I need time to think, because when I get home my therapist will be waiting for me, and I need to be clear in my own head about who I think I am becoming before I talk to it.

      
      
      Here I am, awake and alive – whoever I am. I’m Robin, aren’t I? I have a slew of fuzzy memories, traces left behind by memory washes that blur my earlier lives into an impressionist haze. I had to look up my own age shortly after I woke. Turns out I’m nearly seven billion seconds old, though I have the emotional stability of a postadolescent a tenth that age. Once upon a time people who lived even two gigaseconds were senescent. How can I be so old yet feel so young and inexperienced?

      
      There are huge, mysterious holes in my life. Obviously I must have had sex before, but I don’t remember it. Clearly I have dueled – my reflexes and unconscious skills made short work of Gwyn – but I don’t remember training, or killing, except in mysterious flashes that could equally well be leftover memories of entertainments. The letter from my earlier self said I was an academic, a military historian specializing in religious manias, sleeper cults, and emergent dark ages. If so, I don’t remember any of it at all. Maybe it’s buried deep, to re-emerge when I need it – and maybe it’s gone for good. Whatever grade of memory excision my earlier self requested must have been perilously close to a total wipe.

      
      So what’s left?

      
      There are fractured shards of memory all over the lobby of my Cartesian theatre, waiting for me to slip and cut myself on them. I’m in male orthohuman form right now, orthodox product of natural selection. This shape feels right to me, but I think there was a time when I was something much stranger – for some reason, I have the idea that I might have been a tank. (Either that, or I mainlined one too many wartime adventure virtches, and they stuck with me through memory surgery even when more important parts went missing.) The sense of implacable extensibility, coldly controlled violence … yes, maybe I was a tank. If so, at one time I guarded a critical network gate. Traffic between polities, like traffic within a polity, passes over T-gates, point-to-point wormholes linking distant locations. T-gates have two endpoints, and are unfiltered – anything can pass through one, from one end to the other. While this isn’t a problem within a polity, it’s a huge problem when you’re defending a network frontier against attack from other polities. Hence the firewall. My job, as part of the frontier guard, was to make sure that inbound travelers went straight into an A-gate – an assembler array that disassembled, uploaded, and analyzed them for threats, before routing them as serial data to another A-gate on the inside of the DMZ for reassembly. Normally people would only be routed through an A-gate for customs scanning or serialization via a high-traffic wormhole aperture dedicated to data traffic; but at that time there were no exceptions to the security check because we were at war.

      
      War? Yes: it was the tail end of the censorship wars. I must have been infected at some point because I can’t remember what it was about, but I was definitely guarding cross-border – longjump – T-gates for one of the successor states that splintered from the Republic of Is when its A-gates were infected by the redactionist worms.

      
      And then I seem to faintly recall … yes! Once upon a time I was one of the Linebarger Cats. Or I worked for them. But I wasn’t a tank, then. I was something else.

      
      I step out of a T-gate at one end of a musty-smelling corridor running through the stony heart of a ruined cathedral. Huge pillars rise toward a black sky on either side of me, ivy crawling across the latticework screens that block off the gaps between them. (The pillars are a necessary illusion, markers for the tunnel field that holds in the atmosphere; the planet beneath this gothic park is icy cold and airless, tidally locked to a brown dwarf primary somewhere in transsolar space within a few hundred trillion kilometers of legendary dead Urth.) I walk across decaying tapestries of crimson-and-turquoise wool, armored and gowned orthohumans fighting and loving across a gulf of seconds so vast that my own history dims into insignificance.

      
      Here I am, stranded at the far end of time in a rehabilitation center run by the hospitaler surgeon-confessors of the Invisible Republic, pacing the abandoned halls of a picturesque folly on the surface of a brown dwarf planet as I try to piece together my unraveled identity. I can’t even remember how I got here. So how am I meant to talk to my therapists?

      
      I follow the blinking cursor of my netlink map into a central atrium, then hang a left into a nave that leads past stone altars topped with the carved skeletons of giants. The nave leads shortly to a rectangular hole in space delineated by another T-gate. Stepping through the wormhole, I feel light-footed: gravity here declines to hold me, and there is a pronounced Coriolis force tugging toward my left. The light is brighter, and the floor is a blue liquid lake with surface tension so high that I can skate along it, my feet dimpling the surface. There are no doors at water level but niches and irregular hollows cut into the walls, and the air carries a tang of iodine. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say this route was leading through a chamber in one of the enigmatic routers that orbit so many brown dwarfs in this part of the galaxy.

      
      At the end of the corridor I pass several moving humansized clouds – privacy haze fuzzing out the other travelers so that we do not have to notice each other – and then into another chamber, with a ring of T-gate wormholes and A-gate routers circling the wall. I take the indicated door and find myself in a familiar-looking corridor paneled to either side in living wood, an ornamental fountain occupying the courtyard at the far end. It’s peaceful and friendly, lit with the warm glow of a yellow star. This is where I, and a handful of other rehabilitation subjects, have been assigned apartments. This is where we can come to socialize safely with people in the same state of recovery, when it is safe for us to do so. And this is where I come to meet my therapist.

      
      Today’s therapist isn’t remotely humanoid, not even bushujo or elven; Piccolo-47 is a mesomorphic drone, roughly pear-shaped, with a variety of bizarre-looking extensible robot limbs – some of them not physically connected to Piccolo’s body – and nothing that resembles a face. Personally, I think that’s rude (humans are hardwired at a low level to use facial expressions to communicate emotional states: Not wearing a face in public is a deliberate snub), but I keep the thought to myself. It’s probably doing it on purpose to see how stable I am – if I can’t cope with someone who doesn’t have a face, how am I going to manage in public? Anyway, picking fights with my counselor is not going to help my emotional wobbles. I’m tired, and I’d like to have a long bath and go to sleep, so I resolve to get this over without any unpleasant incidents.

      
      ‘You fought a duel today,’ says Piccolo-47. ‘Please describe the events leading up to the incident in your own words.’

      
      I sit down on the stone steps beneath the fountain, lean back until I can feel the cool splashing of water on the back of my neck, and try to tell myself that I’m talking to a household appliance. That helps. ‘Sure,’ I say, and summarize the diurn’s events – at least, the public ones.

      
      ‘Do you feel that Gwyn provoked you unduly?’ asks the counselor.

      
      ‘Hmm.’ I think about it for a moment. ‘I think I may have provoked her,’ I say slowly. ‘Not intentionally, but she caught me watching her, and I could probably have disengaged. If I’d wanted to.’ The admission makes me feel slightly dirty – but only slightly. Gwyn is walking around right now with no memory of having been stabbed in the guts. She’s lost less than an hour of her lifeline. Whereas my leg is still giving me twinges of memory, and I risked –

      
      ‘You said you have not taken a backup. Isn’t that a little foolhardy?’

      
      ‘Yes, yes it is.’ I make up my mind. ‘And I’m going to take one as soon as we finish this conversation.’

      
      ‘Good.’ I startle slightly and stare at Piccolo-47, disturbed. Therapists don’t normally express opinions, positive or negative, during a session; it’s just broken the illusion that it’s not there, and I feel my skin crawl slightly as I look at its smooth carapace. ‘Examination of your public state suggests that you are progressing well. I encourage you to continue exploring the rehabilitative sector and to make use of the patient support groups.’

      
      ‘Um.’ I stare. ‘I thought you weren’t meant to intervene …?’

      
      ‘Intervention is contraindicated in early stages of recovery of patients with severe dissociative psychopathology consequential to memory excision. However, in later stages, it may be used where appropriate to provide guidance for a patient who is showing significant progress.’ Then Piccolo-47 pauses. ‘I would like to make a request. You are free to disregard it.’

      
      ‘Oh?’ I stare at its dorsal manipulator root. It’s something like an iridescent cauliflower, flexing and shimmering and breathing, and something like a naked lung, turned inside out and electroplated with titanium. It’s fascinatingly abhuman, a macroscopic nanomachine so complex it seems almost alive in its own right.

      
      ‘You said that Patient Kay mentioned the Yourdon experiment to you. Historian Professor Yourdon is one of my coworkers, and Kay is perfectly correct. Your relatively deep therapy means that you would be an ideal participant for the project. I also believe that your long-term recovery may benefit from participation.’

      
      
      ‘Hmm.’ I can tell when I’m being stroked for a hard sell. ‘You’ll have to tell me more about it.’

      
      ‘Certainly. One moment?’ I can tell Piccolo-47 is going into quicktime and messaging someone else: its focus of attention wanders – I can see the sensor peripherals unfocusing – and the manipulator root stops shimmering. ‘I have taken the liberty of transmitting your public case profile to the coordination office, Robin. The experiment I allude to is a cross-disciplinary one being conducted by the departments of archaeology, history, psychology, and social engineering within the Scholastium. Professor Yourdon is its coordinator-general. If you volunteer to participate, a copy of your next backup – or your original, should you choose total immersion – will be instantiated as a separate entity within an experimental community, where it will live alongside roughly a hundred other volunteers for thirty to a hundred megaseconds.’ Roughly one to three old-style years. ‘The community is designed as an experiment to probe certain psychological constraints associated with life prior to the censorship wars. An attempt to reconstruct a culture that we have lost track of, in other words.’

      
      ‘An experimental society?’

      
      ‘Yes. We have limited data about many periods in our history. Dark ages have become all too frequent since the dawn of the age of emotional machines. Sometimes they are unintentional – the worst dark age, at the dawn of the emotional age, was caused by the failure to understand informational economics and the consequent adoption of incompatible data representation formats. Sometimes they’re deliberate – the censorship wars, for example. But the cumulative result is that there are large periods of history from which very little information survives that has not been skewed by observational bias. Propaganda, entertainment, and self-image conspire to rob us of accurate depictions, and old age and the need for periodic memory excision rob us of our subjective experiences. So Professor Yourdon’s experiment is intended to probe emergent social relationships in an early emotional-age culture that is largely lost to us today.’

      
      ‘I think I see.’ I shuffle against the stonework and lean back against the fountain. Piccolo-47’s voice oozes with reassurance. I’m pretty sure it’s emitting a haze of feel-good pheromones, but if my suspicions are correct it won’t have thought of the simple somatic discomforts I can inflict on myself to help me stay alert. The pitter-patter of icy droplets on my neck is a steady irritant. ‘So I’d, what, go live in this community for ten megs? And then what? What would I do?’

      
      ‘I can’t tell you in any great detail,’ Piccolo-47 admits, its tones conciliatory and calm. ‘That would undermine the integrity of the experiment. Its goals and functions have to remain uncertain to the subjects if it is to retain any empirical validity, because it is meant to be a living society – a real one. What I can tell you is that you will be free to leave as soon as the experiment reaches an end state that satisfies the acceptance criteria of the gatekeeper, or if the ethics committee supervising it approves an early release. Within it, there will be certain restrictions on your freedom of movement, freedom of access to information and medical procedures, and restrictions on the artifacts and services available to you that postdate the period being probed. From time to time the gatekeeper will broadcast certain information to the participants, to guide your understanding of the society. There is a release to be notarized before you can join. But we assure you that all your rights and dignities will be preserved intact.’

      
      ‘What’s in it for me?’ I ask bluntly.

      
      ‘You will be paid handsomely for your participation.’ Piccolo-47 sounds almost bashful. ‘And there is an extra bonus scheme for subjects who contribute actively to the success of the project.’

      
      ‘Uh-huh.’ I grin at my therapist. ‘That’s not what I meant.’ If he thinks I need credit, he’s sadly mistaken. I don’t know who I was working for before – whether it really was the Linebarger Cats or some other, more obscure (and even more terrifying) Power – but one thing is certain, they didn’t leave me destitute when they ordered me to undergo memory excision.

      
      ‘There is also the therapeutic aspect,’ says Piccolo-47. ‘You appear to harbor goal-dysphoria issues. These relate to the almost complete erasure of your delta block reward/motivation centers, along with the associated memories of your former vocation; bluntly, you feel directionless and idle. Within the simulation community, you will be provided with an occupation and expected to work, and introduced to a community of peers who are all in the same situation as you. Comradeship and a renewed sense of purpose are likely side effects of this experiment. Meanwhile you will have time to cultivate your personal interests and select a direction that fits your new identity, without pressure from former associates or acquaintances. And I repeat, you will be paid handsomely for your participation.’ Piccolo-47 pauses for a moment. ‘You have already met one of your fellow participants,’ he adds.

      
      A hit.

      
      ‘I’ll think about it,’ I say noncommittally. ‘Send me the details and I’ll think about it. But I’m not going to say yes or no on the spot.’ I grin wider, baring my teeth. ‘I don’t like being pressured.’

      
      ‘I understand.’ Piccolo-47 rises slightly and moves backward a meter or so. ‘Please excuse me. I am very enthusiastic for the experiment to proceed successfully.’

      
      ‘Sure.’ I wave it off. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I really do need some privacy. I still sleep, you know.’

      
      
      ‘I will see you in approximately one diurn,’ says Piccolo-47, rising farther and rotating toward a hole that is irising open in the ceiling. ‘Goodbye.’ Then it’s gone, leaving only a faint smell of lavender behind, and me to the strikingly vivid memory of the taste and feel of Kay’s tongue exploring my lips.

      

   
     
      
      
      2: EXPERIMENT

      
      

      
      WELCOME TO THE INVISIBLE REPUBLIC.

      
      The Invisible Republic is one of the legacy polities that emerged from the splinters of the Republic of Is, in the wake of the series of censorship wars that raged five to ten gigaseconds ago. During the wars, the internetwork of longjump T-gates that wove the subnets of the hyperpower together was shattered, leaving behind sparsely connected nets, their borders filtered through firewalled assembler gates guarded by ferocious mercenaries. Incomers were subjected to forced disassembly and scanned for subversive attributes before being rebuilt and allowed across the frontiers. Battles raged across the airless cryogenic wastes that housed the longjump nodes carrying traffic between warring polities, while the redactive worms released by the Censor factions lurked in the firmware of every A-gate they could contaminate, their viral payload mercilessly deleting all knowledge of the underlying cause of the conflict from fleeing refugees as they passed through the gates.

      
      Like almost all human polities since the Acceleration, the Republic of Is relied heavily on A-gates for manufacturing, routing, switching, filtering, and the other essentials of any network civilization. The ability of nanoassembler arrays to deconstruct and replicate artifacts and organisms from raw atomic feedstock made them virtually indispensable – not merely for manufacturing and medical purposes, but for virtual transport (it’s easier to simultaneously cram a hundred upload templates through a T-gate than a hundred physical bodies) and molecular firewalling. Even when war exposed them to subversion by the worms of censorship, nobody wanted to do without the A-gates – to grow old and decrepit, or succumb to injury, seemed worse than the risk of memory corruption. The paranoid few who refused to pass through the verminous gates dropped away, dying of old age or cumulative accidental damage; meanwhile, those of us who still used them can no longer be certain of whatever it was that the worm payloads were designed to hide in the first place. Or even who the Censors were.

      
      But the stress of the censorship caused people to distrust all gates that they didn’t control themselves. You can’t censor data or mass flowing through a T-gate, which is simply a wormhole of twisted space-time connecting two distant points. So even short-range traffic switched to T-gates, while new mass assemblies became scarce because of generalized distrust of the Censored A-gates. There was an economic crash, then a splintering of communications, and entire T-gate networks – networks with high degrees of internal connectivity, not necessarily spatial proximity – began to disconnect from the wider net. Is became Was, and what was once a myriad of public malls with open topologies sprouted fearsome armed checkpoints, frontier posts between firewalled virtual republics.

      
      That was then, and this is now. The Invisible Republic was one of the first successor states to form. They built an intranetwork of T-gates and fiercely defended them from the outside until the first generation of fresh A-gates, bootstrapped painfully all the way from hand-lithographed quantum dot arrays, became available. The Invisibles started out as a group of academic institutions that set up a distributed trust system early in the censorship; they still retain their military-academic roots. The Scholastium views knowledge as power and seeks to restore the data lost during successive dark ages – although whether it is really a good idea to uncover the cause of the censorship is a matter of hot debate. Just about everyone lost parts of their lives during the war, and tens of billions more died completely: Re-creating the preconditions for the worst holocaust since the twenty-third century is not uncontroversial.

      
      Ironically, the Invisible Republic is now the place where many people come in order to forget their pasts. We who remain human (while relying on A-gate redaction to save our bodies from senescence) sooner or later need to learn to forget. Time is a corrosive fluid, dissolving motivation, destroying novelty, and leaching the joy from life. But forgetting is a fraught process, one that is prone to transcription errors and personality flaws. Delete the wrong pattern, and you can end up becoming someone else. Memories exhibit dependencies, and their management is one of the highest medical art forms. Hence the high status and vast resources of the surgeon-confessors, into whose hands my earlier self delivered me. The surgeon-confessors learned their skills by forensic analysis of the damage done to the victims of the censorship wars. And thus, yesterday’s high crime leads to today’s medical treatment.

      
      A few diurns – almost half a tenday – after my little chat with Piccolo-47, I am back in the recovery club, nursing a drink and enjoying the mild hallucinations it brings on in conjunction with the mood music the venue plays for me. It’s been voted a hot day, and most of the party animals are out in the courtyard, where they’ve grown a swimming pool. I’ve been studying, trying to absorb what I can of the constitution and jurisprudential traditions of the Invisible Republic, but it’s hard work, so I decided to come here to unwind. I’ve left my sword and dueler’s sash back home. Instead, I’m wearing black leggings and a loose top festooned with a Menger sponge of empty pockets stitched out of smaller pockets and smaller still, almost down to the limits of visibility – woven in free fall by hordes of tiny otaku spiders, I’m told, their genes programmed by an obsessive-compulsive sartorial topologist. I feel pretty good about myself because my most recent therapist-assignee, Lute-629, says I’m making good progress. Which is probably why I’m not sufficiently on guard.

      
      I’m sitting alone at a table minding my own business when, without any kind of warning, two hands clap themselves over my eyes. I startle and try to stand up, tensing in the first instinctive move to throw up a blocking forearm, but another pair of hands is already pressing down on my shoulders. I realize who it is only just in time to avoid punching her in the face. ‘Hello, stranger,’ she breathes in my ear, apparently unaware of how close I came to striking her.

      
      ‘Hey.’ In one dizzy moment I smell her skin against the side of my cheek as my heart tries to lurch out of my chest, and I break out in a cold sweat. I reach up carefully to stroke the side of her face. I’m about to suggest she shouldn’t sneak up on me, but I can visualize her smiling, and something makes me take a more friendly tone. ‘I was wondering if I’d see you here.’

      
      ‘Happens.’ The hands vanish from my eyes as she lets go of me. I twist round to see her impish grin. ‘I’m not disturbing anything important, am I?’

      
      ‘Oh, hardly. I’ve just had my fill of studying, and it’s time to relax.’ I grin ruefully. And I would be relaxing if you weren’t giving me fight-or-flight attacks!

      
      
      ‘Good.’ She slides into the booth beside me, leans up against my side, and snaps her fingers at the menu. Moments later a long, tall something or other that varies from gold at the top to blue at the bottom arrives in a glass of flash-frozen ice that steams slightly in the humid air. I can see horse-head ripples in the mist, blue steam-trails of self-similarity. ‘I’m never sure whether it’s polite to ask people if they want to socialize – the conventions are too different from what I’m used to.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’m easy.’ I finish my own drink and let the table reabsorb my glass. ‘Actually, I was thinking about a meal. Are you by any chance hungry?’

      
      ‘I could be.’ She chews her lower lip and looks at me pensively. ‘You said you were hoping to see me.’

      
      ‘Yes. I was wondering about the, uh, greeter thing. Who runs it, and whether they need any volunteers.’

      
      She blinks and looks me up and down. ‘You think you’re sufficiently in control? You want to volunteer to – remarkable!’ One of my external triggers twitches, telling me that she’s accessing my public metadata, the numinous cloud of medical notes that follow us all around like a swarm of phantom bees, ready to sting us into submission at the first sign of undirected aggression. ‘You’ve made really good progress!’

      
      ‘I don’t want to be a patient forever.’ I probably sound a bit defensive. Maybe she doesn’t realize she’s rubbed me up the wrong way, but I really don’t like being patronized.

      
      ‘Do you know what you’re going to do when your control metrics are within citizenship bounds?’ she asks.

      
      ‘No idea.’ I glance at the menu. ‘Hey, I’ll have one of whatever she’s drinking,’ I tell the table.

      
      ‘Why not?’ She sounds innocently curious. Maybe that’s why I decide to tell her the unembellished truth.

      
      ‘I don’t know much about who I am. I mean, whoever I was before, he put me in for a maximum wash, didn’t he? I don’t remember what my career was, what I used to do, even what I was interested in. Tabula rasa, that’s me.’

      
      ‘Oh my.’ My drink emerges from the table. She looks as if she doesn’t know whether to believe me or not. ‘Do you have a family? Any friends?’

      
      ‘I’m not sure,’ I admit. Which is a white lie. I have some very vague memories of growing up, some of them vivid in a stereotyped way that suggests crude enhancement during a previous memory wash – memories I’d wanted to preserve at all costs, two proud mothers watching my early steps across a black sandy beach … and I have a strong but baseless conviction that I’ve had long-term partners, at least a gigasecond of domesticity. And there are faint memories of coworkers, phantoms of former Cats. But try as I might, I can’t put a face to any of them, and that’s a cruel realization to confront. ‘I have some fragments, but I’ve got a feeling that before my memory surgery I was pretty solitary. An organization person, a node in a big machine. Can’t remember what kind of machine, though.’ Fresh-spilled blood bubbling and fizzing in vacuum. Liar.

      
      ‘That’s so sad,’ she says.

      
      ‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘Before you were an ice ghoul …?’

      
      ‘Oh yes! I grew up in a troupe, I had lots of brothers and sisters and parents. We were primate fundamentalists, you know? It’s kind of embarrassing. But I still hear from some of the cousins now and then – we exchange insights once in a while.’ She smiles wistfully. ‘When I was a ghoul, it was one of the few things that reminded me I had an alien side.’

      
      ‘But did you, when you were a ghoul, did you have …?’

      
      Her face freezes over: ‘No, I didn’t.’ I look away, embarrassed for her. Why did I imagine I was the only liar at the table?

      
      ‘About that food idea,’ I say, hastily changing the subject, ‘I’m still trying out some of the eateries around here. I mean, getting to know what’s good and figuring out who hangs out where. I was thinking about going for a meal and maybe seeing if a few acquaintances are around afterward, Linn and Vhora. Do you know them? They’re in rehab, too, only they’ve been out a bit longer than us. Linn’s doing craft therapy, ad hoc environmental patching, while Vhora’s learning to play the musette.’

      
      ‘Did you have anywhere in particular in mind to go and eat?’ She unfreezes fast once we’re off the sensitive subject.

      
      ‘I was thinking a pavement cafe in the Green Maze that hangs off the back of the Reich Wing looked like a possibility. It’s run by a couple of human cooks who design historically inauthentic Indonesian tapas in public. It’s strictly recreational, a performance thing: They don’t actually expect you to eat their prototypes – not unless you want to.’ I raise a finger. ‘If that doesn’t interest you, there’s a fusion shed, also in the Green Maze, that I cached yesterday. They do a decent pan-fried calzone, only they call it something like a dizer or dozer. And there’s always sushi.’

      
      Kay nods thoughtfully. ‘Plausible,’ she agrees. Then she smiles. ‘I like the sound of your tapas. Shall we go and see how much we can eat? Then let’s meet these friends of yours.’

      
      They’re not friends so much as nodding acquaintances, but I don’t tell her that. Instead, I pay up with a wave at the bill-point, and we head for the back door, out onto the beautiful silvery beach that the rehab club backs on to, then over to a rustic-looking door that conceals the gate to the green maze. Along the way, Kay pulls a pair of batik harem pants and a formally cut black-lace jacket out of her waist pouch, which is an artfully concealed gate opening on a personal storage space. Both of us are barefoot, for although there is a breeze and bright sunlight on our skin, we are fundamentally as deep indoors as it is possible for humans to get, cocooned in a network of carefully insulated habitats floating at intervals of light kiloseconds throughout a broad reach of the big black.

      
      The Green Maze is one of those rectilinear manifolds that was all the fashion about four gigasecs ago, right after the postwar fragmentation bottomed out. The framework consists of green corridors, all straight, all intersecting at ninety-degree angles and held together by a bewildering number of T-gates. Actually, it’s a sparse network, so you can go through a doorway on one side of the maze and find yourself on the far side, or several levels up, or even two twists, a hop, and a jump behind the back of your own head. Lots of apartment suites hang off it, including the back entrance to my own, along with an even more startling range of cubistthemed public spaces, entertainment nooks, eateries, resteries, entertainment venues, and a few real formal hedge mazes built in a style several tens of teraseconds older.

      
      Needless to say, nobody knows their way around the Green Maze by memory or dead reckoning – some of the gates move from diurn to diurn – but my netlink knows where I’m going and throws up a firefly for me. It takes us about a third of a kilosec to walk there in companionable silence. I’m still trying to work out whether I can trust Kay, but I’m already sure I like her.

      
      The tapas place is open plan, ancient cast-iron chairs and tables on a grassy deck beneath a dome under a pink sky streaked with clouds of carbon monoxide that scud across a cracked basalt wilderness. The sun is very bright and very small, and if the dome vanished, we’d probably freeze to death before the atmosphere poisoned us. Kay glances at the ornamental archway surrounding the T-gate, overgrowth with ivy, and picks a table close to it. ‘Anything wrong?’ I ask.

      
      ‘It reminds me of home.’ She looks as if she’s bitten a durian fruit while expecting a mango. ‘Sorry. I’ll try to ignore it.’

      
      
      ‘I didn’t mean to –’

      
      ‘I know you didn’t.’ A small, wry, smile. ‘Maybe I didn’t erase enough.’

      
      ‘I’m worried that I erased too much,’ I say before I can stop myself. Then Frita, one of the two proprietor/cook/ designers wanders over, and we’re lost for a while in praise of his latest creations, and of course we have to sample the fruits of the first production run and make an elaborate business of reviewing them while Erci stands by strumming his mandolin and looking proud.

      
      ‘Erased too much,’ Kay prods me.

      
      ‘Yes.’ I push my plate away. ‘I don’t know for sure. My old self left me a long, somewhat vague letter. Written and serialized, not an experiential; it was encoded in a way he knew I’d remember how to decrypt, he was very careful about that. Anyway, he hinted about all sorts of dark things. He knew too much, rambled on about how he’d worked for a Power and done bad things until his coworkers forced him into excision and rehab. And it was a thorough job of assisted forgetting they did on me. I mean, for all I know I might be a war criminal or something. I’ve completely lost over a gigasecond, and the stuff before then is full of holes – I don’t remember anything about what my vocation was, or what I did during the censorship, or any friends or family, or anything like that.’

      
      ‘That’s awful.’ Kay rests a slim hand atop each of mine and peers at me across the wreckage of a remarkably good aubergine-and-garlic casserole.

      
      ‘But that’s not all.’ I glance at her wineglass, sitting empty beside the carafe. ‘Another refill?’

      
      ‘My pleasure.’ She refills my glass and raises it to my lips while taking a sip from her own without releasing my hands. I smile as I swallow, and she smiles back. Maybe there’s something to be said for her hexapedal body plan, although I’d be nervous about doing it to myself – she must have had some pretty extensive spinal modifications to coordinate all those limbs with such unconscious grace. ‘Go on?’

      
      ‘There are hints.’ I swallow. ‘Pretty blatant ones. He warned me to be on my guard against old enemies – the kind who wouldn’t be content with a simple duel to the death.’

      
      ‘What are we talking about?’ She looks concerned.

      
      ‘Identity theft, backup corruption.’ I shrug. ‘Or … I don’t know. I mean, I don’t remember. Either my old self was totally paranoid, or he was involved in something extremely dirty and opted to take the radical retirement
         package. If it’s the latter, I could be in really deep trouble. I lost so much that I don’t know how the sort of people he was involved with behave, or why. I’ve been doing some reading, history and so on, but that’s not the same as being there.’ I swallow again, my mouth dry, because at this point she might very well stand up and walk out on me and suddenly I realize that I’ve invested quite a lot of self-esteem in her continued good opinion of me. ‘I mean, I think he may have been a mercenary, working for one of the Powers.’

      
      ‘That would be bad.’ She lets go of my hands. ‘Robin?’

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Is that why you haven’t had a backup since rehab? And why you’re always hanging out in public places with your back to the most solid walls?’

      
      ‘Yes.’ I’ve admitted it, and now I don’t know why I didn’t say it before. ‘I’m afraid of my past. I want it to stay dead.’

      
      She stands up, leans across the table to take my hands and hold my face, then kisses me. After a moment I respond hungrily. Somehow we’re standing beside the table and hugging each other – that’s a lot of contact with Kay – and I’m laughing with relief as she rubs my back and holds me tight. ‘It’s all right,’ she soothes, ‘it’s all right.’ Well, no it isn’t – but she’s all right, and suddenly my horizons feel as if they’ve doubled in size. I’m not in solitary anymore, there’s someone I can talk to without feeling as if I might be facing a hostile interrogation. The sense of release is enormous, and far more significant than simple sex.

      
      ‘Come on,’ I say, ‘let’s go see Linn and Vhora.’

      
      ‘Sure,’ she says, partly letting go. ‘But Robin, isn’t it obvious what you need to do?’

      
      ‘Huh?’

      
      ‘About your problem.’ She taps her toe impatiently. ‘Or haven’t the therapists been giving you the hard sell, too?’

      
      ‘You mean the experiment?’ I lead her back into the Green Maze, cueing my netlink for another firefly. ‘I was going to say no. It sounds crazy. Why would I want to live in a panopticon society for ten or fifty megs?’

      
      ‘Think about it,’ she says. ‘It’s a closed community running in a disconnected T-gate manifold. Nobody gets to go in or comes out after it starts running, not until the whole thing terminates. What’s more, it’s an experimental protocol. It’ll be anonymized and randomized, and the volunteers’ records will be protected by the Scholastium’s Experimental Ethics Service. So –’

      
      Enlightenment dawns. ‘If anyone is after me, they won’t be able to get at me unless they’re inside it from the start! And while I’m in it I’ll be invisible.’

      
      ‘I knew you’d get it.’ She squeezes my hand. ‘Come on, let’s find these friends of yours. Do you know if they’ve been approached, too?’

      
      We find Linn and Vhora in a forest glade, enjoying an endless summer afternoon. It turns out that they’ve both been asked if they’re willing to participate in the Yourdon study. Linn is wearing an orthohuman female body and is most of the way out of rehab; lately she’s been getting interested in the history of fashion – clothing, cosmetics, tattoos, scarification, that sort of thing – and the idea of the study appeals to her. Vhora, in contrast, is wearing something like a kawaii pink-and-baby-blue centaurform mechabody: she’s got huge black eyes, eyelashes to match, perfect breasts, and piebald skin covered in Kevlar patches.

      
      ‘I had a session with Dr. Mavrides,’ Linn volunteers diffidently. She has long, auburn hair, pale, freckled skin, green eyes, upturned nose, and elven ears: her historical-looking gown covers her from throat to floor. It’s a green that matches her eyes. Vhora, in contrast, is naked. Linn leans against Vhora’s flank, one arm spread lazily across her back to toy idly with the base of the fluted horn that rises from the center of Vhora’s forehead. ‘It sounds interesting to me.’

      
      ‘Not my cut.’ Vhora sounds amused, though it’s hard to judge. ‘It’s historical. Premorphic, too. Sorry but I don’t do ortho anymore, two lifetimes were enough for me.’

      
      ‘Oh, Vhora.’ Linn sighs, sounding exasperated. She does something with one fingertip near the base of the horn that makes the mecha tense for a moment. ‘Won’t you …?’

      
      ‘I’m not clear on the historical period in question,’ I say carefully. To be perfectly truthful, I’d deliberately ignored the detailed pitch Piccolo-47 mailed me until Kay pointed out the advantages of disappearing into a closed polity for a few years, because I was totally uninterested in going to live in a cave and hunt mammoths with a spear, or whatever Yourdon and his coinvestigators have in mind. I don’t like being taken for a soft touch, and Piccolo-47’s attitude is patronizing at best. Mind you, Piccolo-47 is the sort of self-congratulatory, introspectively obsessed psych professional who’d take any suggestion that their behavior displayed contempt for the clients as projection, rather than treating it as an attempt to work around real social deficiencies. In my experience, the best way to deal with such people is to politely agree with everything they say, then ignore them. Hence my lack of information about the exact nature of the project.

      
      ‘Well, they’re not telling us everything,’ Linn apologizes. ‘But I did some digging. Historian Professor Yourdon has a particular interest in a field I know something about, the first postindustrial dark age – that would be from the mid-twentieth to mid-twenty-first centuries, if you’re familiar with Urth chronology. He’s working with Colonel-Doctor Boateng, who is really a military psychologist specializing in the study of polymorphic societies – caste systems, gender systems, stratification along lines dictated by heredity, astrology, or other characteristics outside the individual’s control. He’s published a number of reports lately asserting that people in most societies prior to the Interval Monarchies couldn’t act as autonomous agents because of social constraints imposed on them without consent, and I suspect the reason the Scholastium funds his research is because it has diplomatic implications.’

      
      I feel Kay shiver slightly through my left arm, which is wrapped around her uppermost shoulders. She leans against me more closely, and I lean against the tree trunk behind me in turn. ‘Like ice ghoul societies,’ she murmurs.

      
      ‘Ice ghouls?’ asks Vhora.

      
      ‘They aren’t tech – no, what I mean is that they are still developing technologies. They haven’t reached the Acceleration yet. No emotional machines, no virtual or self-replicating toolsets. No Exultants, no gates, no ability to restructure their bodies without ingesting poisonous plant extracts or cutting themselves with metal knives.’ She shudders slightly. ‘They’re prisoners of their own bodies, they grow old and fall apart, and if one of them loses a limb, they can’t replace it.’ She’s very unhappy about something, and for a moment I wonder what the ice ghouls she lived with meant to her, that she has to come here to forget.

      
      
      ‘Sounds icky,’ says Linn. ‘Anyway, that’s what Colonel-Doctor Boateng is interested in. Polities where people have no control over who they are.’

      
      ‘How’s the experiment meant to work, then?’ I ask, puzzling over it.

      
      ‘Well, I don’t know all the details,’ Linn temporizes. ‘But what happens … well, if you volunteer, they put you through a battery of tests. You’re not supposed to go in if you’ve got close family attachments and friends, by the way; it’s strictly for singletons.’ Kay’s grasp tightens around me for a moment. ‘Anyway, they back you up and your copy wakes up inside.’

      
      ‘What they’ve prepared for the experiment is a complete polity – the briefing says there are over a hundred million cubic meters of accommodation space and a complete short-jump network inside. It’s not totally uncivilized, like a raw planetary biome or anything. There are a couple of catches, though. There are no free assemblers, you can’t simply request any structure you want. If you need food or clothing or tools or whatever, you’re supposed to use these special restricted fabricators that’ll only give you what you’re entitled to within the experiment. They run a money system and provide work, so you have to work and pay for what you consume; it’s intended to emulate a pre-Acceleration scarcity economy. Not too scarce, of course – they don’t want people starving. The other catch is, well, they assign you a new orthohuman body and a history to play-act with. During the experiment, you’re stuck in your assigned role. No netlink, no backups, no editing – if you hurt yourself, you have to wait for your body to repair itself. I mean, they didn’t have A-gates back before the Acceleration, did they? Billions of people lived there, it can’t be that bad, you just have to be prudent and take care not to mutilate yourself.’

      
      
      ‘But what’s the experiment about?’ I repeat. There’s something missing; I can’t quite put my finger on it …

      
      ‘Well, it’s supposed to represent a dark ages society,’ Linn explains. ‘We just live in it and follow the rules, and they watch us. Then it ends, and we leave. What more do you need?’

      
      ‘What are the rules?’ asks Kay.

      
      ‘How should I know?’ Linn smiles dreamily as she leans against Vhora, fondling the meso’s horn, which is glowing softly pink and pulsing in time to her hand motions. ‘They’re just trying to reinvent a microcosm of the polymorphic society that’s ancestral to our own. A lot of our history comes out of the dark ages – it was when the Acceleration took hold – but we know so little about it. Maybe they think trying to understand how dark ages society worked will explain how we got where we are? Or something else. Something to do with the origins of the cognitive dictatorships and the early colonies.’

      
      ‘But the rules –’

      
      ‘They’re discretionary,’ says Vhora. ‘To prod the subjects toward behaving in character, they get points for behaving in ways in keeping with what we know about dark ages society, and they lose points for behaving wildly out of character. Points are convertible into extra bonus money when the experiment ends. That’s all.’

      
      I stare at the meso. ‘How do you know that?’ I ask.

      
      ‘I read the protocol.’ Vhora manages an impish smirk. ‘They want to make people cooperate and behave consistently without being prescriptive. After all, in every society people transgress whatever rules there are, don’t they? It’s a matter of balancing costs with benefits.’

      
      ‘But it’s just a points system,’ I say.

      
      ‘Yes. So you can tell if you’re doing well or badly, I suppose.’

      
      
      ‘That’s a relief,’ Kay murmurs. She holds me tight. The afternoon sunlight in the forest glade is soft and yellow, and while there’s a buzzing and rasping of insects in the background, the biome leaves us alone. Linn smiles at us again, a remarkably fey expression, and strokes that spot on top of Vhora’s head. There’s something unselfconsciously erotic about her gesture, but it’s not an eroticism I share. ‘Shall we be going?’ Kay asks me.

      
      ‘Yes, I think so.’ I help her to her feet, and she in turn helps me up.

      
      ‘Nice of you to visit,’ purrs Vhora, shivering visibly as Linn tickles the base of the horn again. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to stay?’

      
      ‘Thank you for the offer, but no,’ Kay says carefully, ‘I have a therapy appointment in a kilosec. Maybe some other time.’

      
      ‘Goodbye then,’ says Linn. Vhora is working one-handed at the laces on the back of her gown as Kay and I leave.

      
      ‘Too bad about the therapy session,’ I say, once we’re through the first gate and round the first corner. I hold my hand out, and she takes it. ‘I was hoping we could spend some time together.’

      
      Kay squeezes my hand. ‘What kind of therapy did you have in mind?’

      
      ‘You mean you –’

      
      ‘Hush, silly. Of course I lied! Did you think I was going to share you with ponygirl back there?’

      
      I turn and back her against the wall, and suddenly she’s all around me, greedy hands grasping and stroking and squeezing. Her mouth tastes of Kay and lunchtime spices, indescribable and exotic.

      
      Sometime later we surface in a privacy bower in a restery neither of us knows, somewhere in the Green Maze, sweaty and naked and tired and elated. I’ve had sex with Kay in her private naked orthobody before, but this is different. She can do things with those four cunning hands that make me scream with delightful anticipation, holding me on the razor-fine edge of orgasm for a timeless eternity. I wish I could do something back to her, something similar. Maybe one day I will, if I get it together to go xenomorphic myself. I don’t usually regret being tied to my self-image so strongly, but Kay’s giving my inhibitions a good stretch.

      
      Afterward, she rolls away from me, and I cradle her in my arms.

      
      ‘They don’t take couples,’ she says quietly.

      
      ‘You said I need to go.’ ‘That’s true.’ She sounds tranquil about it. I don’t know, I haven’t asked – but is this simply an extended fling?

      
      ‘I don’t have to go.’

      
      ‘If you’re in danger, I’d rather you were safe.’

      
      I cup her breast, one-handed. She shivers.

      
      ‘I’d rather I was safe, too. But with you.’

      
      ‘We’d be in different bodies,’ she murmurs. ‘We probably wouldn’t even recognize each other.’

      
      ‘Would you be all right like that?’ I ask anxiously. ‘If you’re shy –’

      
      ‘I can pretend it’s an extended disguise. I’ve done it before, remember.’

      
      Oh. ‘We’d have to lie.’ It slips out without my willing it.

      
      ‘Why?’ she asks. ‘We aren’t actually a couple’ – my heart skips a beat – ‘not yet.’

      
      ‘Are you mono? Or poly?’ I ask.

      
      ‘Both.’ Her nipple tightens under my fingertips. ‘It’s easier to handle the emotional balance with just one partner, though.’ I feel her back tense slightly. ‘Do you get jealous?’

      
      I have to think hard about it. ‘I don’t think so, but I’m not certain. I don’t remember enough to be sure. But … back there, when Linn invited us, I don’t think I felt jealous then. As long as we’re friends.’
      

      
      ‘Good.’ She begins to roll over toward me, then pushes herself up on all her arms and climbs across me until she’s on top, hanging there like the spider goddess of earthly delights. ‘Then we won’t be lying, exactly, if we tell them we aren’t in a long-term relationship. Promise you’ll look me up when we get inside? Or afterward, if you can’t find me? Or if you end up not going inside after all?’

      
      I stare into her eyes from a distance of millimeters, seeing hunger and desire and insecurity mirrored there. ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘I promise.’

      
      The spider goddess approves; she descends to reward her mate, holding him spread-eagled with four arms as she goes to work on him with her mouthparts and remaining limbs. While for his part, the male wonders if this is going to be their last time together.

      
      As I make my solitary way home from our assignation, someone tries to murder me.

      
      I still haven’t taken a backup, despite what I told Piccolo-47. It seems a somewhat irrevocable step, signifying my acceptance of my new state. Backing up your identity adds baggage, just as much as memory excision sheds it. In my case, however, it seems that I really should take a backup as soon as I get back to my room. It would probably hurt Kay if I were to die now and revert to the state I was in before we became involved, and not causing her pain has become important to me.

      
      Maybe that’s why I survive.

      
      After we leave the restery we split up, with a shy wave and a glistening look for each other. Kay has a genuine therapy session to go to, and I am trying to hold myself to a routine of reading and research that demands I put in at least ten more kilosecs this diurn. We take our leave reluctantly, raw with new sensibilities. I’m still not sure how I feel, and the thought of going into the experimental polity worries me (will she recognize me? Will I recognize her? Will we care for each other in our assigned new forms and point-scoring roles?), but still, we’re both mature adults. We have independent lives to lead. We can say goodbye if we want to.

      
      I don’t want company right now (apart from Kay’s), so I tell my netlink to anonymize me as I head home via the graph of T-gates that connect the Green Maze. People reveal themselves to my filtered optic nerves as pillars of fog moving in stately silence, while my own identity is filtered out of their sensory input by their netlinks.

      
      But not recognizing people is not the same as not knowing somebody is there, and you have to be able to dodge passersby even if you can’t tell who they are. About halfway home I realize that one of the fogpillars is following me, usually a gate or two behind. How interesting, I tell myself as reflexes I didn’t know I had kick in. They’re clearly aware that I’ve got anonymity switched on, and it seems to be giving them a false sense of security. I tell my netlink to tag the fogpillar with a bright red stain and keep my positional sense updated with it. You can do this without breaking anonymity – it’s one of the oldest tricks in the track and trail book. I carry on, taking pains to give no hint that I’ve recognized my shadow.

      
      Rather than retracing the route we took through the Green Maze, I head directly toward my apartment’s corridor. The fogpillar follows me, and I casually ease my left hand into the big hip pocket on my jacket, feeling my way through the spongy manifold of T-gates inside it until I find the right opening.

      
      I’m walking along the nave of altars in the temple of the skeletal giants when my tail makes its move. There’s nobody else about right now, which is probably why they pick this particular moment. They lunge toward me, thinking I can’t see them, but the tag my netlink has added to their fogpillar gives them away – I’ve got a running range countdown in my left eye and as soon as they move, I cut the anonymity filter, spin, and draw.

      
      He’s a small, unremarkable-looking male – nut brown skin, black hair, narrow eyes, wiry build – and he’s wearing a totally unremarkable-looking kilt and vest; in fact the only remarkable thing about him is his sword. It isn’t a dueling sword, it’s a power-assisted microfilament wire, capable of slicing through diamond armor as if it isn’t there. It’s completely invisible except for the red tracking bead that glows at its tip, almost two meters from his right hand.

      
      Too bad. I brace, squeeze the trigger for a fraction of a second, then let go and try to blink away the hideous purple afterimages. There’s a tremendously loud thunderclap, a vile stench of ozone and burned meat, and my arms hurt. The sword handle goes skittering across the worn flagstones, and I hastily jump out of the way – I don’t want to lose a foot by accident – then I glance about, relying on my peripheral vision to tell me if anyone else is around.

      
      ‘Scum!’ I hiss in the direction of Mr. Crispy. I feel curiously unmoved by what I’ve just done, although I wish the afterimages would go away faster – you’re supposed to use a blaster with flash-suppression goggles, but I didn’t have time to grab them. The blaster is a simple weapon, just a small T-gate linked (via another pair of T-gates acting as a valve) to an endpoint orbiting in the photosphere of a supergiant star. It’s messy, it’s short-range, it’ll take out anything short of full battle armor, and because it’s basically just a couple of worm-holes tied together with superstring, it’s impossible to jam. On the minus side my ears are ringing, I can already feel the skin on my face itching with fresh radiation burns, and I think I melted a couple of the crypts. It’s considered bad form for duelists to use blasters – or indeed anything that isn’t strictly hand-powered – which is probably why he wasn’t expecting it.

      
      ‘Never bring a knife to a gun fight,’ I tell Mr. Crispy as I turn away from him. His right arm thinks about it for a moment, then falls off.

      
      The rest of my journey home is uneventful, but I’m shaking, and my teeth are chattering with the aftershock by the time I get there. I shut the door and tell it to fuse with the walls, then drop into the single chair that sits in the middle of my room when the bed isn’t extended. Did he know I hadn’t recorded a backup? Did he realize my older self wouldn’t have erased all my defensive reflexes, or that I’d know where to get hold of a blaster in the Invisible Republic? I’ve no idea. What I do know is someone just tried to kill me by stealth and without witnesses or the usual after-duel resurrection, which suggests that they want me offline while they find and tinker with my backups. Which makes it attempted identity theft, a crime against the individual that most polities rate as several degrees worse than murder.

      
      There’s no avoiding it now. I’m going to have to take a backup – and then I’m going to have to seek sanctuary inside the Yourdon experiment. As an isolated polity, disconnected from the manifold while the research project runs, it should be about as safe as anywhere can be. Just as long as none of my stalkers are signed up for it …
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