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Cast of Characters


Penny Royal (the Black AI)


An artificial intelligence constructed in Factory Station Room 101, during the Polity war against the prador. Its crystal mind was faulty, burdened with emotions it could not encompass when it was hurled into the heat of battle. Running the destroyer that it named Puling Child, it fought and survived, then annihilated eight thousand troops on its own side before going AWOL. It changed into something dark then – a swarm robot whose integrated form was like a giant sea urchin. Blacklisted by the Polity for ensuing atrocities, it based itself in the Graveyard – a borderland created between the Polity and the Prador Kingdom after the war. There it continued its evil games, offering transformations for the right price, but ones that were never entirely beneficial for the recipients. It was nearly destroyed in a deal that went wrong. Later restored to function by the scorpion war drone Amistad, it apparently became a good AI . . . Now the black AI is moving into its endgame, its plans still obscure and its actions paradigm-changing. And still no one knows if its intent is evil.


Thorvald Spear


Resurrected from a recording of his own mind, a hundred years after the war, he is the only survivor of the eight thousand troops slaughtered by Penny Royal on the planet Panarchia. He resolved to have his revenge on the AI and to that end sought out its old destroyer, whose location he had learned of during the war. Taking command of it, he set out in search of the rogue AI. During this search he discovered that his very desire for vengeance had been created by Penny Royal, for it had tampered with his memories. Nevertheless his quest is reinforced by an artefact he found aboard the destroyer – one of Penny Royal’s spines. It has downloaded memories of its victims into his mind. He did believe himself the instrument the AI created for its own destruction, but now is not sure what to believe at all, other than that he must see this through to its end.


Riss


An assassin drone and terror weapon. Made in Room 101 in the shape of a prador parasite which has a passing resemblance to a cobra, her purpose was to inject prador with parasite eggs, spreading infection and terror amidst them. The end of the war meant she lost her purpose for being and, while searching for a new purpose, lost even more when she encountered Penny Royal. Thorvald Spear found her somnolent and bereft near the AI’s home base in the Graveyard. Accompanying him during his quest for vengeance, she was finally manipulated into killing the prador Sverl.


Sverl


A prador who disagreed with the new king’s decision to make peace with the Polity. He went renegade and hid out with other prador of similar mind in the Graveyard. He could not understand how it was possible that the prador had started to lose against weak humans and their detestable AIs. He sought understanding of this conundrum from Penny Royal, but got more than he bargained for. Penny Royal initiated his transformation into a grotesque amalgam of prador, human and AI, so he could better understand each. While seeking some resolution to his situation, Sverl was led by Penny Royal to an ancient Polity war factory. There he thought the AI had some task for him, but he was killed by the assassin drone Riss.


Captain Blite


A trader whose business edges into illegality. During a deal that turned sour he encountered Penny Royal, who killed his crew. His second encounter with the AI was when it used him and his ship as an escape from the world of Masada. With his ship under the control of the black AI, Blite has witnessed its obscure business in the Graveyard and elsewhere and come to realize that it may be correcting past wrongs. After recognizing this, he and his crew were abandoned again on Masada, but the advanced technology left aboard their ship (not to mention their first-hand knowledge of Penny Royal) meant they were of great interest to the Polity AIs. Blite escaped the Polity and continued to pursue Penny Royal. Once again he is dragged into its obscure manipulations . . .


Sfolk


A prador first-child. He and his brothers came under the mental control of Father-Captain Cvorn. Sfolk alone managed to free himself from control and afterwards killed Cvorn but as he was escaping in Cvorn’s ship it was badly damaged by other prador ships before entering U-space.


Sepia


A catadapt woman – one with some of the characteristics of a cat. Along with the shell people and other refugees, she was rescued from certain death on the world Rock Pool by Father-Captain Sverl. With Trent she escaped the gruesome end that Taiken, the leader of the shell people, had in mind for them.


The Brockle


A powerful artificial intelligence – a swarm robot consisting of numerous worm-like units that it can pull together into human form. It worked for Earth Central Security in black ops but went too far during one mission and many people were killed. Such was its nature that it would have been difficult for ECS to capture and prosecute it. Instead it ‘agreed’ to confinement aboard a spaceship, the Tyburn, where it acted as an interrogator for ECS. It broke the agreement to go after Penny Royal, which it considers to be a threat ECS is not taking seriously enough.


Amistad


A war drone (robot) in the form of a giant metal scorpion. At the end of the war he went crazy then AWOL, pursuing a fanatical new interest in madness. It was he who found Penny Royal after that AI had been all but destroyed by an alien device, and resurrected it. Amistad subsequently became warden of Masada with Penny Royal as his closely watched assistant, until the AI hijacked Captain Blite’s ship and escaped.


The Weaver


The only living member of the Atheter race. The Atheter sacrificed their minds in a kind of racial suicide, leaving only their nonsense-speaking descendants the gabbleducks – creatures like a semi-insectile by-blow of a platypus and Buddha. The Weaver was one of these until it had a surviving mind of one of the Atheter loaded to it. Under Polity law it then became ruler of its home world, Masada.


Trent Sobel


Killer for hire who worked for the crime lord Isobel Satomi. He survived Satomi’s fall and was given a conscience and empathy by Penny Royal. He has no idea why, but is learning to deal with these attributes.


Greer


One of Captain Blite’s loyal crewmembers.


Flute


At first the frozen mind of a prador child used as the navigational mind of Spear’s ship the Lance, Flute loaded to crystal and became an AI.







   

Glossary


Atheter: One of the millions of long-dead races, recently revived. It was discovered that the gabbleducks of the planet Masada were the devolved descendants of the Atheter. This race chose to sacrifice its civilization and intelligence to escape the millennia of wars resulting from its discovery of Jain technology.


Augmented: To be ‘augmented’ is to have taken advantage of one or more of the many available cybernetic devices, mechanical additions and, distinctly, cerebral augmentations. In the last case we have, of course, the ubiquitous ‘aug’ and such back-formations as ‘auged’, ‘auging in’, and the execrable ‘all auged up’. But it does not stop there: the word ‘aug’ has now become confused with auger and augur – which is understandable considering the way an aug connects and the information that then becomes available. So now you can ‘auger’ information from the AI net, and a prediction made by an aug prognostic subprogram can be called an augury.


– From ‘Quince Guide’ compiled by humans.


First- and second-children: Prador offspring chemically maintained in adolescence.


Golem: Androids produced by a company Cybercorp – a ceramal chassis usually enclosed in a syntheflesh and syntheskin outer layer. These humanoid robots are very tough, fast and, since they possess AI, very smart.


Haiman: An amalgam of human and AI.


Hooder: A creature like a giant centipede of the planet Masada. It was discovered that they were the devolved descendants of biomech war machines created by the Atheter throughout their millennia of civil wars.


Jain technology: A technology spanning all scientific disciplines. Created by one of the dead races – the Jain – its sum purpose is to spread through civilizations and annihilate them.


Nascuff: A device that can externally adjust a person’s nano-suite to their sexual inclination. It is mainly worn to advertise sexual availability or otherwise. When the libido of the one wearing it is shut down the cuff is red. When they are sexually active it is blue.


Polity: A human/AI dominion extending across many star systems, occupying a spherical space spanning the thickness of the galaxy and centred on Earth. It is ruled over by the AIs who took control of human affairs in what has been called, because of its very low casualty rate, the Quiet War. The top AI is called Earth Central and resides in a building on the shore of Lake Geneva, while planetary AIs, lower down in the hierarchy, rule over other worlds. The Polity is a highly technical civilization but its weakness was its reliance on travel by ‘runcible’ – instantaneous matter transmission gates. This weakness was exploited by the prador.


Prador: A highly xenophobic race of giant crablike aliens ruled by a king and his family. Hostility is implicit in their biology and, upon encountering the Polity, they immediately attacked it. Their advantage in this war was that they did not use runcibles (such devices needed the intelligence of AIs to control them and the prador are also hostile to any form of artificial intelligence) and as a result had developed their spaceship technology, and the metallurgy involved, beyond that of the Polity. They attacked with near-indestructible ships, but in the end the humans and AIs adapted and in their war factories out-manufactured the prador and began to win. They did not complete the victory, however, because the old king was usurped and the new king made an uneasy peace with the Polity.


Shell people: a group of cultist humans whose admiration of the prador was such that they tried to alter themselves surgically to become prador.
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Haiman Crowther


Haiman Isembard Crowther relished the solitude of the Well Head, though of course with Owl here he was never quite as alone as he would have liked. The Well Head space station, a cylinder a mile long, hung poised at an angle over the boiling and seemingly infinite sea of the accretion disc around the Layden’s Sink black hole. Its structure was the toughest going, reinforced by the output of grav-engines so the tidal forces would not tear it apart, as they had the worlds and suns whose matter made up the disc. Scaled armour of hardfields at the nose intercepted anything material that might be thrown its way, while further Buzzard magnetic fields simultaneously bent lethal EMR round it and fed upon that radiation. The station sat in perfect balance: drawing energy from its environment and only occasionally having to resort to the output of its array of gigawatt fusion reactors.


Crowther, his thin form occupying an interface sphere inset halfway along the body of the station, observed data flows and physical phenomena via the multitude of sensors to which the sphere connected, and processed that data in his numerous augmentations. This was his job: studying and analysing this unique black hole. He wasn’t the only one watching. Owl, who had once been a spy drone during the prador/human war and had since seriously upgraded his capabilities, squatted on the skin of the station and could sense just about every known phenomenon in local and non-local space. The drone observed with a depth of perception that Crowther envied. Machine envy, some called it – the force driving human beings to become haiman and, maybe some time in the near future, something more.


Crowther ran his thin fingers through his mop of blond hair then relaxed and focused on the data now coming in through the Hawking dish. Given the opportunity – that was, pure vacuum and a lot less in the way of matter being dumped into them – black holes evaporated. It might take billions of years, what with the slow trickle of Hawking radiation from them, but eventually they dried up and winked out. This was supposedly the only possible realspace output of such cosmic objects. Other processes operated via U-space – complex, interesting processes that Owl and Crowther were observing too. But none of them was quite as interesting as the Hawking radiation, because from Layden’s Sink it wasn’t always a simple chaotic output. Occasionally radiation exited in organized form, as data. How long this had been going on they had no idea, though according to some historical files this data output had been detected during the war. They had no idea what it was coming from, other than the hole itself. How anything could survive in a form capable of transmitting data as Hawking radiation from behind the event horizon was more than just a puzzle, it was one of the biggest questions facing present-day Polity science.


‘Always behind the curve,’ said Crowther, glancing through an exterior sensor pole towards Owl just moments before the pulse of new data waned.


‘Always,’ Owl agreed.


The data never revealed anything new. Whenever it indicated something apparently new, further checking showed that the discovery had been made somewhere. Crowther had been highly excited when a data pulse suggested the potential for a gravity-wave weapon. ‘Already being fitted to some ships,’ Earth Central had replied. Additional data from the black hole had revealed further applications: U-space disruptor mines, missiles, concomitant ways of improving grav-engines and grav-plates and some ways of storing or diverting the energy that runcibles – matter transmission gates – usually relayed to their buffers. He was unsurprised to discover that the leaps had already been made in the Polity, but then another thought occurred and he did some checking on timings. It seemed, on universal time, that sometimes the data issued from the black hole at, as near as he could calculate, the precise moment it came into being in the Polity. Was this some weird kind of reflection or a phenomenon that opened that vast can of worms called predestination?


‘But possibly useful,’ Owl added.


The drone was an odd-looking creature. His ten-foot long body was a teardrop from which extended the four legs with which he gripped the hull of the station. To his fore – the wide point of the teardrop – his face was very much like that of an owl, with two large concave sensor dishes, concentrically ringed with iridescent meta-materials around central white-diamond eyes. When he had first met the drone, Crowther had wondered what it was about its shape that bothered him so. However, a microsecond of puzzlement led to a mental search which, a further microsecond later, pulled up visual files from that compartment of his memory labelled Two-dimensional Art. Owl was reminiscent of the kind of creature painted by the Dutch artist Hieronymus Bosch.


He scanned through the data again. There was more stuff there about universal pattern formation and its underlying principles, something about a branch of science that related to an ancient theory called ‘string theory’, a great deal of heavy math of the kind runcible AIs dealt with and some frankly bizarre physics that related uncomfortably to Crowther’s earlier thoughts about predestination. Despite his haiman augmentations, much of it was beyond him but, more importantly, didn’t interest him. What did grab his interest were the brief messages in human speech or text that sometimes slipped through, almost as if something in the black hole was talking in the background during the transmission.


The last one he had picked up had been, ‘And the trinity becomes one.’ He’d queried that with Earth Central and been told, ‘Classified – do not distribute.’ Other messages he had been allowed to distribute for analysis, and swiftly received many thousands of different answers. The one that ran, ‘The lair of the white worm is large,’ could have been to do with a new fantasy virtuality based on the writing of an ancient scribe called Bram Stoker. However, further analysis revealed that it had been chosen via a creative search program that had keyed on events on the planet Masada, and the words ‘white worm’. The comment had something to do with the Atheter war machine there, the Technician, and its eventual demise, but data from Masada had recently been under some heavy restrictions and the entire meaning of the phrase remained unclear. Sometimes, trying to work out what these phrases meant was like delving into Nostradamus.


This time the phrase was, ‘Your greatest fear – the room stands open.’ Crowther sent this directly to Earth Central then began his own analysis and soon came up with George Orwell’s 1984 and Room 101, the place which contained the protagonist’s greatest fear. Beyond that the references branched into the millions, since Room 101 had embedded itself in human culture. There had even been that Polity factory station extant during the prador/human war – a thing like a giant harmonica eighty miles long, thirty miles wide and fifteen deep, with square holes running along either side of it that were exits from enormous final-fitting bays. That had been called Room 101 . . .


‘Classified – do not distribute,’ Earth Central replied, and then followed that with a huge data package.


As he studied the new data from EC, Crowther was pretty certain it had been sent to distract him from that latest phrase, but he let that go because firstly he would get nowhere making queries and secondly this fresh data really did interest him, especially the newly declassified stuff. He now focused through his long-range sensors back across the accretion disc towards the planetary system currently being swept in the direction of the black hole. He had already reconstructed the physical history of most of the worlds in that system since their birth in a wholly different kind of accretion disc. One of them contained some odd metals that had only been added to the elementary table in the last hundred years, and there was a ruined prador base on another, but otherwise they weren’t particularly interesting. However, the world of Panarchia fascinated him, and that was what this declassified data was about.


He’d brought its history up to date at the start of the war – this work a bit of a sideline from his real job. He’d covered the initial terraforming of the world, its early colonies, then the later colonists who had haphazardly imported exotic life forms – one of which, the octupal, a kind of land octopus, had come to dominate. He’d covered the evacuation of the world ahead of the prador advance, then the final slaughter of those who had remained after the prador arrived. And he’d covered much about the third push-back, when Polity forces had advanced, reclaiming territory, and some vicious battles had been fought in the area. But now: the declassified data . . .


Penny Royal . . .


Crowther felt as if something was creeping up his spine. He knew about the black AI Penny Royal, but then who didn’t? What he had not known was that this was the place where that creature had first been deployed as the mind of a destroyer which bore an odd name: the Puling Child. Apparently the conflict here had been so intense that a Polity factory station had been pulled in to supply ships. During that conflict –


Crowther went still as he gazed at the old images of that factory station and absorbed what the thing had been called: Room 101. Whatever had been creeping up his spine had now donned a pair of hobnail boots.


So, Penny Royal had been created in Room 101, not far from Crowther’s current location. It had taken part in some battles about the Panarchia system. During one of those battles Polity forces had been trapped on the surface of Panarchia, surrounded by much larger prador forces that could have overwhelmed them in a moment, but didn’t. Next, during what appeared to be an attempt to rescue those forces from the planet – eight thousand mostly human troops – Penny Royal had gone rogue. The AI had managed to penetrate behind prador lines but, instead of attempting a rescue, it had anti-matter bombed the troops from orbit and annihilated them all.


Crowther ran through the summation again, then concentrated on the detail. There was something decidedly odd about this. Yes, rogue AIs tended to get a bit anti-human and Penny Royal, in later incidents, had definitely demonstrated that tendency. But why would such an AI have penetrated behind prador lines to wipe out troops who, judging by the tactical data, were doomed anyway?


The Brockle


During its long confinement inside the prison hulk the Tyburn, the Brockle had always dealt with those who were demonstrably guilty of taking the lives of others. However, there were times when it really wanted to interrogate a wider selection of subjects than those who were obviously guilty. Members of separatist organizations, for instance, who, though they might have no blood on their hands, were facilitators who were culpable in murder. Those on the periphery of crimes – but these beings had never been sent. The Brockle had decided that there were degrees of guilt and criminality, and one of them was the criminal negligence that allowed crime to exist at all. In that way of looking at things, the whole human race was guilty.


Only the ignorance of humans and their stubborn insistence in not raising themselves to higher levels of intelligence allowed crime to survive. They stupidly did not realize that the Polity was perfectible and that they were holding it back. Yet wasn’t it also the case that Polity AIs were as guilty? They could force the human race to uplift itself, or they could simply rub out the species and get on with creating a utopia –


‘So what ship is that?’


Brought out of its ruminations, the Brockle looked out of the panoramic window in the side of outlink station Par Avion at a ship of a somewhat unusual design. Accessing the memories it had stolen from its victims, the Brockle realized its overall shape was that of a kipper. However, it was two miles long and three-quarters of a mile wide, its hue metallic and its patterning more like that of a mackerel. Thereafter such piscine analogies ran out. Scattered across the visible face were sensor towers and instrument blisters like glass dome houses, while near the ‘head’ crouched two blocky weapons turrets. These were the only visible signs of the huge collection of highly advanced armaments and other instrumentation packed inside. The ship was diamond state – part frontline dreadnought and part research ship – and just what the Brockle required.


The Brockle turned from the window and studied the woman who had spoken. Long experienced in divining human expressions, the forensic AI recognized at once that she was wary of it, but also curious. There was something about the Brockle that worried her, but she was in the Polity and therefore safe. She was also old, definitely into her second century, and bored. She wore an aug, so if someone attacked her or confronted her with anything weird she could inform the station AI in an instant.


‘It’s the High Castle,’ the Brockle replied. ‘But why did you feel it necessary to ask me when you could have auged the information from the station AI?’


‘It was a conversational gambit,’ she said, moving up beside it and resting her hands on the rail before the window, ‘because I tend to get curious when I see a man who appears to have big silvery worms moving about under his skin.’


The Brockle felt a moment of chagrin as it reined in the activity of its units and returned its skin to its usual opaque hue. While lost in speculation it had allowed its guard to drop. This was down to its many years of confinement; while aboard the Tyburn it had found no need for the concealment it had used in its earlier profession. It must be more careful in future, but right now it had a problem to solve.


‘So what’s all that about, then?’ she asked.


The Brockle searched for a suitable explanation and shortly pasted one together out of the thousands of lives in its memory banks. Assuming a weary and bored expression, it said, ‘It was once a fashion of the runcible culture. But then things moved on into the positively grotesque and left me behind.’


The woman was auged so almost certainly had the standard thousand hours of sensory recording of her life, though why humans liked to record the tedium of their existence was a puzzle. No such recordings of the Brockle had been made anywhere else in this station: it had worked its way here via air ducts and gas pipes from the small single-ship dock, subverting all pin cams and constantly altering the images of it that the cameras here perceived. So wary of the Par Avion AI had it been, it had stupidly neglected to pay attention to mere humans. Even more stupidly, it had retained its usual human shape, which would of course be recognizable to all AIs and any humans who had encountered it in the past, although admittedly few of the latter were still alive.


She would have to be dealt with.


The Brockle stepped closer to the rail and placed one of its own hands on it. The unit it extruded matched the grain of the ersatz wood perfectly as it slid a thin sliver of itself towards her hands. Emitting just the right EM frequency as it approached them, it numbed her nerves just enough so she didn’t notice as it slid under her palms and bonded them to the rail. Further numbing her nerves, it opened finger-wide holes in her palms and began to work its way up her arms, steadily shutting nerves down ahead of it. It should be able to scramble any data she retained about this encounter and leave her in a semi-conscious state, wandering through this space station.


‘I too used to run with that crowd,’ she said convivially. She then tried to move her hands. ‘Damn . . . some little cocksucker!’


‘What?’ The Brockle gazed at her in puzzlement.


‘Hyperglue on the rail. Fuckit!’


A thousand scenarios played out in the Brockle’s mind until it finally realized it had only one course of action. It reached out, snake-fast, no time now to be subtle since she would call for help the moment she stopped cursing. Subverting the cams behind so they showed two slim women standing at this rail, the Brockle grabbed her aug, probing inside the thing as it did so and jamming it. Analysis revealed the make and model of the device and how it was anchored into her skull, so the Brockle used the requisite force to tear it free. Her head bent right over on her neck before the bones broke. The aug tore free with chunks of skull attached, exposing brain before the hole rapidly filled with blood. However, there would not be as much blood as was usual from such a wound, since the force required to remove the aug had also broken her neck.


An error of judgement.


The Brockle quickly forced its unit up through the top part of her arms, through her shoulders and up inside her neck, into her skull. There it paused for a moment because, even now, it was within its abilities to save her life. Then it came to a decision. It had already breached its confinement and killed nominally innocent human beings. It was committed now to a grander aim and could not allow another easily replaceable example of the billions of human beings scattered across the Polity to get in its way. It set the end of the unit to blender mode and turned the inside of her skull to mush, extracted its unit fast so it came out like a bloody whip, then turned and ran, rapidly absorbing the said unit.


No time to dally now. As it ran, the Brockle crushed the aug in the palm of its hand, injected diatomic acid into it, then dropped the rapidly dissolving thing on the floor. Rounding the end of the walkway and entering one of the corridors spearing into the station, it slowed to a walk and began transforming. Its blue overall steadily darkened, the top half separating from the bottom, buttons and fancy stick seams appearing as it changed into high-class businesswear, shrinking to fit the Brockle’s steadily diminishing bulk. As this process continued, the AI was faced with a choice: it could increase its height to redistribute the internal mass of its units, or it could compress them. In the former case this would result in its standing over seven feet tall which, though not particularly unusual, wasn’t as low profile as it would like. In the latter case compression would result in a reduction in the efficiency of its units, and it was going to need them.


In a flash of inspiration it halted, squatted down and began extruding a great mass of its units from its stomach. The thick silvery worms squirmed out one after the other and coagulated into a great mass on the floor, shaped themselves to give flat edges and corners and darkened, then rose up off the floor as a fairly standard piece of hover luggage.


The Brockle moved on, immediately coming face to face with a group of humans and Golem. It stepped aside to allow them to pass, feeling a frisson of anxiety knowing that, had they entered this corridor just a moment earlier . . . One of the Golem shot it an odd look, but that was most likely because of some breach of usual social etiquette. Next, entering a con-course, the Brockle made its way through the crowds until it reached a series of dropshafts. It hesitated for a moment, then decided against the idea – instead it found a stair leading between decks and headed down, hover luggage negotiating the steps with slightly more ease than was normal.


Eight floors down, a door opened into a shuttle bay. As it stepped out, the Brockle instantly penetrated the cam system, maintained a link and constantly erased its presence from cam memory. Here a floor ledge jutted into a large open space, shuttles drawn up beside it and beyond them a giant curve of chain-glass separating all from vacuum. All along the ledge were small cargoes sitting on grav-sleds or motorized pallets. Dock workers were scattered all around, some controlling handler robots that were like the by-blows of forklifts and mantids, others heaving crates by themselves. Some shuttles here were small private vessels, two were simple intership passenger vessels, while the biggest and most obvious was a military resupply shuttle for the High Castle. This had two ramps down, and personnel and robots were using them to load supplies rapidly. The Brockle opened visual cells on the side of its head and gazed without turning at a group of humans standing beside one ramp. It increased its hearing and filtered out other noises until it could hear their conversation.


‘I still think we should have been included,’ said a man – obviously one of a Sparkind unit.


‘We’re backup,’ said a woman the Brockle recognized as Grafton, the human captain of the High Castle. ‘Remember, our remit is half scientific and we’re not full military.’


‘Not full military?’ said the man.


Grafton grinned. ‘We do have a science section . . .’


‘Yeah, right.’


‘It’s like this,’ she said. ‘The initial mission profile is a simple negotiation with this renegade prador, then if that doesn’t work, the injection of a few U-space missiles, and the Garrotte is more than capable of that. We then go in to gather data.’


‘I’m waiting for the “but”,’ said one of the Golem Sparkind.


‘But,’ said Grafton, losing her grin, ‘if things start to get more complicated, we go in and assume command.’


‘You mean drag their nuts out of the fire,’ said the Golem.


‘Yes, quite,’ said Grafton.


The Brockle experienced a surge of disappointment. It had been sure that at last the Polity AIs had understood the danger Penny Royal represented and were going after that black AI, and that the High Castle was going to be part of the hunt – it certainly possessed the necessary resources. But it seemed this was not the case. What was this about a ‘renegade prador’? As the Brockle understood, from all the data it had been stealing since arriving on Par Avion, the High Castle was heading out towards the once supposedly missing factory station Room 101 – the last known location of Penny Royal. The only prador that could be described as renegade out there were dead. The one known as Sverl had been killed aboard the station by an assassin drone while, according to a long-range Polity observation satellite, the other documented renegade, called Cvorn, had had his ship intercepted by the King’s Guard out from Room 101 and all but destroyed. It had managed to drop into U-space, but in such a state of ruin that there wasn’t much chance it would come out again. However, in the end this did not matter because it changed the Brockle’s plans not one whit.


The Brockle sauntered towards the stacked cargo ready to be loaded onto the shuttle, aiming for an area near the back where there were fewer workers. As it walked it prepared the way: altering the positioning and format of its various internal units, plus those inside the hover trunk, readying all for a flash change. Meanwhile, it also scanned the intelligent manifest labels on the various packages and penetrated the scanners either held by various dock workers or sitting in the memories of handler robots. Just a little alteration was required; just the addition of one more package. Finally arriving beside a grav-sled that only carried half a load, it extruded sensors all around its head, focusing on human and Golem eyes while subverting further cams in the various robots here. It waited until the moment was just right – until no eyes were looking – then stepped up onto the sled and collapsed; for the blink of an eye a mass of silver worms, then that snapping into a new shape.


No one noticed the additional crate on the sled and, with luck, no one would notice certain other discrepancies until long after the High Castle had departed.


Riss


The tube was too narrow for a human being, but then they never had any real reason to be here. The interior was dotted with an infestation of beetlebots like cockroaches in a drain pipe. Some of them were somnolent – programmed sequences having wound down and no controlling AI to chivvy them back into motion – some of them had simply broken down, while others were still carrying out the same chores they had been performing for over a century.


Riss watched one of them limp over to the head of the feed pipe to a flash furnace, flip the hatch open and peer inside, see that the pipe was packed to the top with compacted dust balls and other waste, then move on to the next one. They all did this because none of them was programmed to accept that some of the furnaces were off, and that the waste they had deposited in the pipes was going nowhere. Finally it reached the pipe leading to the one remaining functional furnace – one lying in the realm of a remaining functional AI – and did what it was programmed to do. It turned, opened its ersatz wing cases and ejected the contents of its crap-collecting gut into the pipe. This block of waste slid smoothly down the frictionless shark-slime interior, propelled by a mechano-electrical form of the cilia found on many bacteria. It had a long way to go – at least four miles before it reached the furnace. There it would be zapped into its component atoms, sieves and nanofibre sorters collecting every element of use which, in essence, was all of them. Every now and again the furnace would shit a brick, maybe of copper, chromium or iron. It would pipe away gases to where required, suck up dusts of buckyballs and carbon nanotubes and propel them to another destination. It was all a very efficient process and the furnace had continued this onerous task for over a century too.


Once the beetlebot had finished its business, Riss painfully squirmed over, her blackened and partially burnt-out body moving with all the alacrity of a broken arm. Her internal systems and meta-materials had yet to heal the damage she had sustained from the combined EM pulse and viral attack, the details of which remained vague, that had scrambled her system down to the picoscopic level.


Reaching the pipe the beetle had used she flipped over the hatch and peered down into the interior. It should be good enough – even the most stubborn organics shouldn’t stick. She brought her rear end round, hooked it up over the top of the pipe and lowered her ovipositor down into it. The eggs should go first, of course, because if she squirted the enzyme acid down there it might damage the interior of the pipe, and form areas where the eggs might stick. This mustn’t happen – the Earth Central Security tactical AI whose instructions she was following wanted all of them down in that furnace – though why wasn’t entirely clear to her.


Riss squeezed and emptied herself of the weapon she had been manufactured to use. Out of her fell the eggs that could hatch into a parasite that would eat a prador from the inside out. Then breed in there and multiply, spread and wipe out whole families of prador.


There was no release as they went – none of the orgasmic pleasure she had felt when injecting prador. Riss supposed that a sick human felt like this when ridding himself of diarrhoea – just a momentary relief from bodily upset. Then she concentrated on internally selecting and loading the enzyme acid to her ovaries and ejecting that down the pipe. Nothing remained inside her now because the internal workings of her system were even more efficient and frictionless than the pipe leading to that distant furnace. Nevertheless, Riss opened her body, painfully looped round and used the small manipulators below her hood to remove the canisters that had held those weapons. She sent them down the pipe after their contents.


Next she contemplated following them herself, but the tactical AI would not let her go. In her mind again flashed up the map of the station indicating the positions of all the surviving renegade AIs, their territories both physical and virtual. Now on that map another location had been highlighted. She moved along the pipe and set out on the slow, painful journey to the place indicated, squirming through further maintenance-bot ducts, fluid pipes, the insulation in walls, through weird structures like metal sculptures of massed fungi, or the hives of alien creatures. Slowly she made her way across a station seemingly riddled with a technological cancer. As she went she carefully avoided any contact with the station’s denizens, for she knew she was in no fit state to handle them.


Four hours later, some of the dead parts of her body revived and some of her internal nano-systems having rebuilt themselves, she slithered out of a port at the destination, and realized she vaguely recognized the place. Hadn’t she been here before?


Cannibalize, reconstitute, the tactical AI instructed her.


Inside this familiar tubular autofactory, Riss squirmed over to one wall and there gazed at a skinless version of herself stuck in place by transparent epoxy. It was dead, its sensor eye grey and not a flicker of power inside. She scanned it deeper, identifying usable components, then plugged in one of her manipulators to feed in power. The skinless parasite facsimile writhed, cracked the epoxy and broke free, and Riss brought it down to the floor. There she scanned again, looking for further activation, but this snake drone’s crystal was doing nothing. It was in fact so full of micro-fractures a sharp tap would turn it to dust. Riss accessed sub-systems below the level of that crystal and through them began taking the thing apart. First she began with what was easy, taking out small spherical nano-packages, opening her own body to eject her own packages, and inserting the new unused ones in their place. Only when these activated and turned to remaining nano-machines from her original packages, to either scrap or reprogram them, did she realize just how badly she had been damaged.


As the new machines set to work she immediately began to feel much more capable and supple, especially when some of the meta-materials of her body began functioning as they should. Next, she stripped out some larger components: vertebrae and rib bones of memory metal to replace those in herself that had been suffering from amnesia; skeins of electromuscle to quickly replace muscle inside her that her internal systems could have repaired, but only over a lengthy period. She worked on her maglev and series of small grav-engines, stripping out the whole wrecked network and replacing it. Then she took a new U-space communicator and even swapped out her impossibly cracked ovipositor. Some damaged memstorage standing separate from her own crystal went next. Her own crystal however, which had developed a few cracks, she could do nothing about. It would crack no further what with binding liquid sapphire injected into the shear planes, but these were still like atomic-thin plates of scar tissue through her brain.


By the time she had finished, very little remained of the drone she had cannibalized, and she had been right – with one inadvertent tap, its crystal had turned it to dust. Now Riss was ready, her body gleaming, translucent, black areas fading like healing bruises. Immediately the tactical AI sent her another location on the station map – just on the other side of this auto-factory. Leaving much of her old self behind, Riss slithered through, a red locating dot springing up in her vision and leading her to the edge of a carousel store.


‘Gel dot C-density octonitrocubane, with micro detonators,’ the tactical AI instructed her, its communications coming through much clearer now.


Riss released the manual lock on the carousel and turned it, pondering the choice of offensive weapon. The gel dot explosive was of an ancient recipe but perfect for any action here since octonitrocubane could explode in vacuum, however there were more powerful explosives made so perhaps it was the only one that was available. She found just one canister of the stuff and stared at it for a long time, puzzled by her reluctance to put the canister inside herself.


‘The delay is unacceptable,’ said the tac-AI.


Riss reluctantly opened the requisite portion of her body, took the canister up in her small manipulators and hooped over to insert it.


‘Now, Target One,’ said the tac-AI, highlighting Riss’s next destination on her internal map. Riss set out, ready to do her duty and kill a renegade AI, but not eager to do it.


Trent


Hanging in vacuum on the periphery of a steel jungle, Trent felt ill at ease. His space suit uncomfortable on his big heavy-worlder body, his helmet rubbing against his – as others had described it – decidedly pointed head and black bristly Mohican. He gazed with white-irised eyes back towards where a small portion of the station had remained relatively normal, and upon all the activity there. The prador weren’t stopping. They’d started in the old autofactory, where the snake drone Riss had killed Sverl, and where they were encapsulating Sverl’s ceramal skeleton and vacuum-dried organic remains under a polymer dome. Next they had cleaned up the detritus in there – the Gatling slugs, the chunks of armour from the weapons Penny Royal had chopped into pieces – and after that had begun stripping out other damaged equipment and repairing the holes in the walls made by the King’s Guard. Trent had first thought it was as if they couldn’t admit that their father was dead and were repairing the defences around him, but now he reckoned that the gorgeous catadapt woman, Sepia, had it right: they were building a mausoleum.


‘I wish Spear was coming with us,’ said Cole, the mind-tech.


Spear didn’t look much: average height, the well-defined physique of a swimmer – nothing extra – skin tone pale Asiatic, Roman nose below pale green eyes and above a mouth with a slight twist, brown hair . . . But he was effective – they’d seen him kill one of the hostile robots here almost without getting out of breath – but Spear wasn’t being very communicative. He’d come back from the erstwhile abode of the Room 101 AI, where he’d followed Penny Royal, with an air of murderous rage that seemed to permeate out of his space suit and into the surrounding vacuum. Something had seriously pissed him off and Trent, who had been burdened with empathy but still considered himself no coward, had decided to just back off. He guessed that confirmed Spear as a force to be respected.


‘I wish one of them was coming with us,’ said Sepia, gesturing towards where the first-child Bsorol was operating a micro-deposition welder to repair a beam severed by particle cannon fire.


Trent glanced at her. He thought it more likely that it was Spear’s company she wanted, but his reaction even to her when he returned had been cold and dismissive.


‘We should be okay,’ said Trent, shouldering his portable particle cannon. ‘We don’t have anything they want.’ Even as he said the words he wondered if he was right.


‘Why are they hostile?’ asked Cole. ‘I never got that.’


Trent looked at the man. Cole was a mind-tech and had some complicated augmentations, but apparently they did him no good beyond his particular speciality. Trent, who had lost his aug quite some time ago now, had been using the Lance’s computing capacity to try and gain some understanding of what had happened here.


‘Evolution, or perhaps devolution,’ he replied. ‘As far as I’ve been able to gather, many of the AIs here aren’t any more sentient than wild animals. Like wild animals they react with hostility to potential danger and tend to simply take what they want. I suspect that they’re like that because when Room 101 was hunting them, intelligence made them a target, so they gave it up.’ He paused. ‘Bit like the Atheter, in a way.’


‘Turning into a philosopher now?’ asked Sepia.


Trent turned to her. ‘Where do we head now?’


She gestured into the metal jungle lying ahead. ‘Thirty miles that way.’


Trent nodded and propelled himself from the nearest beam, adjusted his course with his wrist impeller and kept a sharp eye out for any movement in their surroundings.


‘Are you sure about this?’ asked Sepia as they travelled.


Trent thought about that question yet again, and once more found himself up against intractable problems with things that at one time had never concerned him, like doing what was right. Like morality.


‘Spear told me that if he found a man dying he would save his life,’ he said. ‘If it then turned out that the man had been dying because he’d tried to kill himself, and if he tried to kill himself again, Spear would not intervene.’


‘Seems logical enough.’


‘Can’t you see how that applies to the shell people?’


‘Perhaps,’ she conceded. She decided to play devil’s advocate, ‘But if we are to believe Cole, they have a curable malady . . .’


‘All mental problems have a cure,’ interjected Cole.


‘And how would you style their problem?’ she asked.


After a long pause Cole replied, ‘Religion.’


Trent mulled that over for a moment. He wasn’t sure it was true. The shell people did regard the prador with something close to religious awe and had behaved like members of a brain-washed cult. But he felt there was more to it than that.


‘They knew, or at least most of them knew, that what they were doing to themselves was killing them,’ he said, going back to his original thread. ‘We, or rather Spear and Riss, saved their lives. What’s to stop them doing the same thing to themselves again, when we wake them up?’


‘Why is it your responsibility?’


I don’t know . . .


‘Because I’m making it mine,’ said Trent firmly.


‘But surely it would be better just to leave them in their caskets and, when you can, hand them over to the Polity?’


Trent glanced at her, wondering if she was deliberately needling him because surely she knew how he felt about Reece – the wife of Taiken, the now dead leader of the shell people. If he got the chance to hand those caskets over to the Polity he would probably never see her again. So was his apparent altruism just a veneer over plain selfishness? He tried not to inspect his thoughts on that too closely.


Beyond the pill-shaped structure that contained the shattered remains of the Room 101 AI, they found themselves in what seemed to be a killing ground. Here robots were tangled in metallic lianas, and splays of ribbed tentacles sprouted from the tops of columns like nightmare technological tubeworms. Nothing was moving, however, and Trent knew that their greatest danger lay beyond here, where functional AIs still guided the robot fauna of the station. After this, the tree-branch growths of station structure began to thin out and they eventually came to a gulf, holding themselves in place on attenuated branches. Across from them lay a wall, disappearing into murk in every direction. Trent could see exposed rooms, chambers, factory complexes and tunnels and was reminded of the wreckage he had seen when separatists had taken out part of the Coloron arcology with a nuke.


‘Give me a minute,’ said Sepia, schematics glowing in the laminate of her visor and concealing her face. She turned her head slowly from side to side, nodded, then indicated. ‘Over there – the mouth of that tunnel sitting below that big chemical tank.’


It took Trent a moment to pick it out in the wreckage, but when he was about to send himself sailing across, Sepia caught hold of his shoulder.


‘Wait.’ She pointed.


There was movement across one section of the wall. Trent stared at this for a second then ramped up his visor’s magnification to pull into view a long line of robots based on the kind used for mid-scale maintenance tasks in a ship’s engine section. These were bigger and clunkier, with heavy limbs similar to those of a water scorpion and seemingly designed more for dismemberment than repair.


‘I wonder where they’re off to,’ Cole said.


Neither Trent nor Sepia had an answer.


When the line of robots had moved sufficiently far from the tunnel entrance, Trent pushed himself away from his branch and used his wrist impeller to give himself more momentum. Best to keep moving and not think too deeply about his aims. Just concentrate on the mission and not its consequences or dubious morality – he’d had a lifetime of experience doing that.


‘What are the chances of it still being pressurized?’ asked Cole.


Doubtful, Trent thought.


‘There’s power there. Penny Royal only destroyed power sources and feeds directly to the hull weapons.’ Sepia paused. ‘There’s a controlling AI too. At least it seems like an AI . . .’


Trent came down in the mouth of the tunnel first, then caught Sepia as she landed beside him.


‘From here on we walk on gecko,’ he said. ‘You can’t react quickly enough if you’re free-falling through here.’


‘I was going to walk,’ she said, hurt.


‘Yeah, okay.’ Trent released her.


The three of them trudged on down the tunnel, around a curve and straight into potential trouble. One of the robots they had seen earlier was facing down the tunnel, while opposing it was a machine resembling the one Spear had killed.


They were both utterly still at first, but then launched into motion and slammed together, silent in the vacuum, their impact felt only through the deck. Trent surmised that they had been facing off, looking for an advantage, and that the appearance of the humans on the scene had tipped things in favour of one of them. The maintenance-bot closed its water scorpion arms around the other, which in turn probed it with steely tentacles, while with metronomic regularity stabbing with a limb that ended in a flat chisel. Tearing up floor metal, they slammed into one wall, their limbs blurring as they shed components, creating a steadily growing bee-swarm of the things about them. Then one of those water scorpion limbs tumbled free, and the other robot was turning the scorpion like a squid feeding on a crab. As the two drifted, it tore up a plate of armour, inserted a glassy tube inside. Then both robots froze. This lasted just a moment before they separated. The water scorpion rolled through vacuum, remaining limbs kicking weakly, the victor now turned towards Trent and his companions. It studied them for a long moment.


‘To say I’m beginning to have second thoughts about this is an understatement,’ said Sepia.


‘Yes,’ said Trent, noncommittally.


Finally, the victor lost interest in them, launched itself up to the ceiling and disappeared through a hatch there. The injured robot meanwhile had finally managed to snag a limb against one wall, where it pulled itself flat.


‘Come on,’ said Trent.


They moved quickly underneath the hatch, warily past the now motionless maintenance-bot. Surely this kind of activity couldn’t be common, thought Trent, or else, after a hundred years there would have been nothing here but wreckage. He was sure now that something new was occurring.


‘Did you see that?’ said Cole. ‘It was after data.’


Trent chewed that over as they rounded one more corner and came upon yet another of the denizens of this strange world.


Here a tic-shaped printer-bot was slowly and meticulously blocking off the way ahead, the numerous jointed printing heads sprouting from its foreparts steadily depositing layers of some white crystalline substance round and round the tunnel’s interior. Trent was reminded of a paper wasp building its nest, and as he eyed those busy printing heads he wondered if they were capable of doing any damage. Perhaps it would be better just to hit the thing now . . . He raised his particle cannon, at which point the robot abruptly retreated out of sight.


‘I’ll go first,’ he said.


He moved up to the barrier which, running round the walls of the tunnel, had left a hole a couple of yards across. Ducking his head through, he looked around. The printer-bot had moved back along the tunnel and now sat in a small alcove twenty feet in, its limb heads splayed in front of it as if for protection. Trent ripped his boot soles from the floor, propelled himself through the part-made barrier and pushed down onto the floor on the other side.


‘Okay, come on,’ he called over suit radio.


He moved forwards to stand directly opposite the bot as the other two came through. ‘Just move past behind me,’ he instructed.


The bot made no threatening moves and finally Trent hurried to catch up with the other two. When he reached them and glanced back he saw that the bot had returned to work. He knew that such robots possessed some programming lifted directly from the minds of social insects and wondered what the thing thought it was, or if it was doing any thinking at all.


The tunnel brought them to an inactive dropshaft which, with grav off, they traversed as they had the tunnel. Another tunnel then brought them to a maglev station, in which sat a row of pod carriages, each capable of holding up to ten people.


‘This could take us right there, if it was operating,’ said Sepia.


‘It might be,’ said Trent, noting that screen paint maps and information displays were powered up on some pillars.


‘Should we trust it?’ she wondered.


‘Let’s find out.’ He slapped a hand against the weapon he held. ‘I can certainly shut a carriage down if it seems out of control.’


They approached one of the carriages, and doors in its side immediately slid open. Trent stepped inside first with the other two pushing in close behind him for fear that the doors would close and leave them stranded. The doors shut once they were well inside and the carriage shifted smoothly into motion as they sat. Sepia, studying a station map above the windows, reached up and pressed a finger against one station. It highlighted briefly then went out. After a moment she shrugged and sat down.


The trip was fast, the only concern being when the carriage slowed for a moment to grate past a section of wall that had been dented in. All the while Trent kept his weapon pointed at a section of floor towards the front. One shot there should knock out the inducer plates, which would drop the train down on its single track, whereupon simple nano-mesh braking would ensue. But there was no need. The carriage pulled up neatly at the required station and a moment later they were outside.


Human-sized tunnels leading from the maglev station had all been closed by emergency airlocks. Sepia struggled with then finally opened the outer door on the one they wanted and Trent stepped inside – it was only big enough to take one person. The manual controls, which were standard in an emergency lock like this, were all operating, and an indicator informed him that the lock was charging with air. When it reached optimum he used the manual handle to open the inner door and stepped through, feeling half an Earth gravity take hold of him. After checking his head-up display he instructed his visor to open. It sucked down into the front of his neck ring and his helmet folded down into the back. He smelled burning as he took a few paces forwards on carpet moss that coated the floor leading into a reception area. Here sub-AI gurneys sat in a stack, while on the floor lay three human skeletons still clad in cleansuits that might once have been white, the floor pristine around them because the carpet moss had fed on the products of their decay.


‘I wonder how they died,’ said Sepia from behind.


 ‘Probably how most of the human personnel died here,’ Trent replied. ‘They either took their own lives or boiled.’


From the reception area numerous corridors speared off into the distance. After checking the signs above these, Trent stepped into one and headed to the first entryway which was without a door. He stepped through, micro UV lasers flashing around him and frying any bugs he might have carried on the exterior of his suit, his face tingling as microscopic fauna was selectively destroyed there. Inside, arrays of surgical robots stood poised as if on a production line, the channel between without grav-plates but with the small heads of hardfield projectors protruding. The wounded, stabilized by field autodocs, would have been fed in here.


He switched his gaze from the robots to the carousels sitting behind them – revolving drums like children’s roundabouts stacked one on top of the other. Here he could see the panoply of Polity medical science of the time. Here were nanoform wound dressings, canisters of liquid bone, collagen and other materials to feed the printing heads of bone and cell welders, artificial blood, reels of syntheskin and shaped gobbets of syntheflesh, other items that utterly baffled him, and still others that were easily recognizable: hands and feet, arms and legs, skulls and ribs – all motorized, all with nerve interface sockets and all formed of polished ceramal. All unused, yet meticulously cleaned and maintained over the last hundred years.


Out of the other end of this would step human beings who had been repaired like crashed gravcars, ready for the next stages of their treatment, whereupon they could pull on new uniforms, exoskeletons or camo-combats and return to the meat grinder that was the war against the prador.


‘It looks very clean,’ said Sepia. ‘It could have been abandoned yesterday.’


‘This is what we were looking for,’ said Trent.


‘Not all of it,’ said Cole. ‘I want to see what’s up the other end.’


At this point one of the robots, a thing like a steel cockroach, sans its abdomen and standing upright at nearly nine feet tall, turned its nightmare head towards them.


‘We’ll go round,’ Trent suggested.


Sepia nodded and led the way out and further up the corridor. Another delousing arch led them into an area like a huge runcible lounge. Cole took the lead next, heading straight for one of a series of closed doors. The room contained a comfortable adjustable chair sporting padded straps. The headrest looked like a steel cockle, packed inside with intricate electronics and the heads of nano-fibre aug interfaces.


‘So this is what an editing suite looks like,’ said Trent.


‘This is it,’ Cole agreed, his expression maniacally eager. ‘This is what we need.’


Trent nodded. Yes, here was where they could take the shell people to bring them out of hibernation. Here they could repair their physical injuries and here Cole could try, if Trent allowed him, to repair the madness between their ears. Here too Trent could wake up Reece and, if he dared, ask her why she had chosen hibernation rather than his company.


They stepped out of the suite just as the door at the end of the corridor banged open. The nine-foot-tall surgical robot they had seen earlier had not been as rooted to the floor as Trent had supposed, but walked on wide flat feet like the most horrifying clown imaginable.


‘This,’ it said, ‘is private property.’


Riss


The first three had been easy, their defences only formatted against the kind of attacks they could expect from their neighbours, which consisted of computer viral incursions and brute robotic assault. They were unprepared for the likes of Riss. Not only were they a hundred years out of date, they had regressed.


Riss had been reluctant to do her duty with the first AI, until she began running subtle penetrations of its systems, data caches, robots and occasional crippled subminds – those additional subordinate minds some AIs possessed. The thing wasn’t much more intelligent than the average human, but what was wrong with it was difficult to nail down in human terms. Certainly it was paranoid, but then it had good reason to be. Certainly it was psychotic, since it had lost all contact with any reality lying beyond this station. And definitely it was a vicious killer of any other AI it could overcome. It could be cured, of course, but Riss’s investigations revealed that very little would remain after that cure. In fact, it wasn’t much different from the prador . . .


Running the same penetrations on the other two AIs, Riss found the same mindset, and now, as she approached this last AI’s hideaway, she wondered why she was looking. She was an assassin drone with a mission to accomplish. She wasn’t a mind-tech. Why was she searching for justifications?


‘Because you have a conscience,’ said the tac-AI.


What?


‘Be assured,’ continued that distant AI, ‘that what you are doing is necessary. Destroy this last AI and the instability here caused by the attack from the King’s Guard, then Penny Royal will tip over into complete chaos.’


King’s Guard? Penny Royal?


‘I don’t understand,’ said Riss.


‘Just do your duty.’


Riss moved on through the ceramic pipework once used to convey molten metals to component moulds and deposition heads. Scanning through the ceramic, she saw the constructor spiders blocking the main entrances to this AI’s realm. They were completely unaware of her as she slid along smoothly, following the pipe through an armoured wall, then out through a maze of pipework to a reheating tank. The tank lay behind a machine used for making armour with single-atom-thick laminations. She then contracted and extended her form until she was as thin as a human finger so she could enter a flexible silicon-corundum-fibre pipe behind a series of deposition heads. Here she vibrated her nose at high frequency and pushed, parting the corundum fibres and stretching the high-temperature silicon. A small slice with the chain-glass blade along the edge of one of her small limbs split the silicon and she shot out, immediately engaging her chameleonware, curled round and came back down on the cowling of the laminating machine. She looked around.


Like iron prador with the guts of solar water heaters protruding from their faces, five of the machines squatted in a row over ceramic moulds with the appearance of giant leaf sculptures. On the opposite side of this area armour plates in all sorts of organic shapes were stacked up into a wall, oddly covered with what looked to be cobwebs. But this couldn’t be, unless spiders had evolved to survive in vacuum. Riss scanned closer and recognized the product of rogue nano-machines. Those fibres were whiskers of metal woven out from the armour and as fragile as frost. To Riss’s left stood an armoured door and to the right was the AI.


The AI was of the usual design – a crystal the size and shape of a house brick laced through with quantum computing and wrapped in a skeleton of ceramal – however, it wasn’t supported between the splayed heads of data-shunts. Riss noted that it had a chunk missing from its side, sapphire-filled cracks throughout, and subsidiary computing in the form of carbon stick processors jury-rigged by a skein of optics. It sat in a loco-body: a cup-shaped frame over laminar power storage, torque motors and two long heron-like legs. Obviously it had found movement a useful survival trait, but it was one that wouldn’t help it now.


‘It seems . . . unfair,’ said Riss.


‘As unfair as killing a prador that meant you no harm?’ asked the tac-AI.


This left Riss somewhat puzzled. What was the likelihood of anyone meeting a prador that meant no harm? She shrugged it off. This wasn’t the time for agonizing about what she was doing, but it was time for just doing.


She slithered down from the machine and across the floor to the foot of the AI. Surprisingly, it reacted, straightening out its legs then taking a pace out onto the floor, coming close to stepping on Riss with one of its big, three-toed feet.


‘Who’s there?’ it asked over a human suit com frequency.


This reaction was surprising. None of the other three had any idea that Riss was there before she’d destroyed them. None of them, in any of their communications, had used human speech. So why was this one . . .? Then Riss saw it.


Behind the AI, against the base of the wall, lay a pile of five space suits. Scanning these, Riss found the vacuum-dried human remains inside, and further scanning revealed how they had died. Riss turned to gaze over at the laminating machines and wondered how it was done. Every space suit had two holes through its helmet, almost certainly made by a cutting laser, but one which had deliberately not cut through the underlying skull. Silicon plugs scattered about the base of one of the machines showed that the holes had been sealed with plugs to prevent air loss. Just after the holes were made, and sealed, each of these people in turn was manoeuvred below a deposition head, where-upon one plug was removed and high-temperature etching fluid was sprayed inside. This was an ablating spray that had boiled away skin, flesh and fat, and which then exited as vapour through the second hole, after the added pressure had blown out the plug there. After that, vaporized gold was sprayed in to evenly coat the exposed skull. Why?


They had been alive when the etching fluid had been sprayed in, but whether they were still alive when their skulls were coated with gold was debatable. Whatever – they had died an agonizing death.


‘Why did you do it?’ asked Riss over suit com.


‘Bastable?’ asked the AI.


‘Why did you choose to kill the humans in the way you did?’ asked Riss.


‘Bastable?’ the AI queried again.


Further scanning of a suit ID tag revealed that one of the victims had been called Erica Bastable. As Riss learned this, a door at the end of the room opened and in swarmed three spiderbots on the ends of their umbilicals, chain-glass mandibles rubbing together, but utterly silent in vacuum.


‘I am not Bastable,’ said Riss, ‘and I want to know why you killed these humans in such a cruel and seemingly pointless manner.’


‘It was their fault,’ said the AI.


‘What was their fault?’ Riss slithered about the AI’s feet as it moved further out onto the floor, trying to locate her.


‘The war, Room 101 . . .’


‘You’re making no sense.’


‘They had to know the pain, then oblivion.’


Riss moved aside and gazed up at the AI. What was the point in arguing? The humans didn’t start the war, the prador did, and the humans were really just minor participants in a conflict between the AIs and the prador. Here it was simply a case of the madness of Room 101 infecting one of its subordinates and, really, there was only one cure. Riss shot forwards, stuck the bottom of her hood against the loco’s upper leg, whipped her ovipositor up and deposited four blobs of gel on the AI’s crystal, then dropped away. She slithered then at high speed underneath the spiderbots, came to the doorway and paused, rising up the wall beside the door to watch as she sent the signal.


A flash ensued, bright as the glare of the hypergiant, only distinguishable as issuing from four points by the acute drone senses Riss possessed. In eerie silence a ball of fire erupted, picking up the spiderbots and hurling them cartwheeling back through the door, segments of armour tumbling like the leaves they resembled. She stuck in place, waiting for the blast to pass, watching fire elementals writhe and self-consume, then wink out in vacuum, and trillions of fragments of AI crystal glittering like ice. The entire upper section of the AI was gone, yet, oddly, its two legs remained in place like comedy boots, gecko-stuck to the floor. Riss unstuck herself from the wall and moved away, circumventing spiderbots that now seemed as dead as their controlling AI.


‘Now your chores are completed,’ said the tac-AI, ‘it’s time for you to remember.’


‘What?’ said Riss.


‘You were very badly damaged, Riss, so it was easy to put the blocks in.’


‘Remember?’ said Riss.


‘The key words are: Thorvald Spear,’ said the AI.


The memories came back in one mass, instantly compre-hended. Riss found herself coiled tightly on the floor, but just for a moment. She shot up, strengthening her defences and, running internal diagnostics, tried to run a signal trace on that ‘tac-AI’ even as it severed the link, cursed and hissed silently in vacuum. One of the damned station AIs had taken control of her to rid itself of some rivals. Damn it, she could try hunting it down but knew her chances of locating it now were random. What she needed to do was get out of this place, and the route out of here was those key words.


Thorvald Spear. She had to find him.


A Prelude: Penny Royal


‘The dreadnought is our target,’ states the AI of the Vorpal Dagger, the massive lozenge-shaped dreadnought in command of the attack on prador forces here around Layden’s Sink black hole. This is AI communication, however, so no human words are used and the message comes laden with tactical information that loads with it. The Vorpal Dagger and two other Polity dreadnoughts will lead the attack. Smaller ships, like a shoal of cubist fish, will cover them, while the Vorpal Dagger deploys their main weapon.


No choice now – orders cannot be disobeyed. This battle must be taken to its conclusion. The newly named AI Penny Royal, within the sarcophagus-like body of the also newly named destroyer the Puling Child, rapidly assesses its own resources and notes that some changes have been made. The nano- and microbots aboard were strictly limited in their areas of maintenance, but have now been subtly reprogrammed. The limitation to their procreation has been removed and they have been given access to materials with which to build more of their kind. The larger robots are being changed too, by those same microbots and nanobots which are building their larger brethren more extensive tool arrays. These tasks are being organized by a part of Penny Royal that has mentally splintered away. It is building extra buckarbon memstorage within those robots, for they have been penetrated and are being used by the dark child to hide its more rebellious thoughts.


‘What do you do?’ Penny Royal asks.


‘We made us not removable from ship body,’ the darkness replies, and Penny Royal cannot dispute it; finds in itself acceptance.


The three human crewmembers, who blacked out during initial manoeuvres, recover quickly thanks to the cocktail of drugs auto-injected by their suits. The two men take control of the weapons systems and begin target selection even as Vorpal Dagger’s big railguns begin firing. The men also input attack patterns, based on defence of the Dagger. Penny Royal accepts their input, surprised to find it needs to make only minor corrections. The woman, it notes, is frowning at performance data coming directly from its own mind. She makes an adjustment and Penny Royal loses some of its fear, feels a moment of reckless bravura. She frowns again, adjusts again, and the fear comes back. The AI wonders if creatures who are slaves to emotion are the best judges of it, then wonders if that thought came completely from itself.


It next studies the distant prador vessel sitting half a light-minute away. Like all the prador capital ships here, it is the shape of its father-captain’s carapace – a pear squashed vertically – but there the resemblance ends. The thing’s armour is brassy, dented and burned, and it bristles with weapons. As it makes its retreat from the main battleground to the accretion disc of the black hole, Layden’s Sink, hundreds of war drones and armoured children surround it. This prador dreadnought is a ‘soft’ target, chosen for this test of ships that feel emotions and with a weapon deployment that can only work once. But the definition of ‘soft’ in this case means it will take less than the average sacrifice of three Polity dreadnoughts and thirty smaller ships to destroy it.


Closer now and their first fusillades of railgun missiles reach the enemy. Prador war drones and armoured children fly apart in stretched-out explosions, but the hits on the ship itself are bright flashes that dent but do not penetrate its armour. This is their advantage: while the Polity concentrated on travel by runcible, its shipbuilding metallurgy did not become so advanced. The prador, travelling by ship only and being perpetually war-like, have developed advanced armour with an exotic matter component, and it can take a great deal of punishment. Even at that moment Polity AIs are trying to copy the formula, but still failing.


Penny Royal notes that the first targets the humans have selected are two prador war drones and one of the armoured children, with secondary targets lying beyond these. Its weapons spew ceramal-plated slugs and the particle cannon lances out, and this feels like violation. The momentary satisfaction it feels as one drone and the child fragment and burn, followed by self-disgust and a hint of guilt, are just confusing. Secondary targets shift out of the path of its fusillade straight into the path of that of a fellow. Wreckage tumbles past, glowing and sparking; combined collision and anti-personnel lasers pick off debris on course to impact. Glimpse of a claw snapping at vacuum. Blast wave flinging the destroyer off course. Massive chatter as a Polity dreadnought takes a full fusillade from the prador dreadnought; holes punched through and fires burning within, but an expected loss.


‘Not as damaged as they thought,’ one of the men notes, sweat beading on his forehead.


The two remaining Polity dreadnoughts divert, down to the accretion disc, towards its centre, towards the black hole. The dreadnought Stonewater is covering Vorpal Dagger. Stonewater shudders under numerous impacts, smaller Polity ships all around explode, fragment, or are sheared in two. The Puling Child takes another minor glancing blow and knows that it is just a statistic, that its survival is just pure chance. Another function of feeling arises on the surface of its mind: survivor guilt. One of the men is swearing in a dull leaden tone. The woman just looks white and sick and is no longer studying her screens, which is perhaps good, since the changes Penny Royal’s dark child is still making cannot fail to show up in some way.


A particle beam stabs out, wide as Puling Child’s hull, and nails Stonewater, carves across its body, wreckage and molten metal spewing out into space. The prador dreadnought is on the move now, its father-captain thinking the attack upon it desperate and ill-timed, and that he can finish off the rest of the now fleeing attack force. Prador drones and children swarm after it, pursuing Vorpal Dagger and the remainder of the force. The destruction doesn’t stop: many of Penny Royal’s fellows are now wreckage, trapped on the same course as itself. The AI wonders if they had changed in similar ways to itself, or if their particular iterations were much closer to the planned result.


‘Deployment of weapon in ten,’ the Vorpal Dagger’s AI announces, its communication issuing as human speech for the benefit of the destroyer’s crew.


The course of the pursuing prador is just so, the brassy dreadnought accelerating massively. Vorpal Dagger and all those still capable in the Polity force veer away from the black hole as a device the size and shape of a monorail carriage departs the Dagger’s shuttle bay. Before the prador can alter their course in pursuit, the device detonates. It disappears in three consecutive flashes. A microsecond later the Puling Child briefly loses its mind – Penny Royal – who then comes back online to receive a tsunami of error reports.


Over eighty per cent of its systems are out, for the EMR device disables friend as well as foe. Its own mind is down to below fifty per cent of function. It has no control over its thrusters or engine, its U-space drive is down, and all coms are out. It analyses rapidly.


That eighty per cent systems failure is recoverable within seventy-two hours for the hardened components in it, and the maintenance robots can make repairs and reboots. But more importantly, the human crew is unaffected. Polity tactical AIs calculate that prador systems can be recovered by prador crews in half the time. But the prador dreadnought, drones and armoured children do not have that much time.


In twenty hours Penny Royal regains some coms and enough image data through its cams to patch together a picture of events. Inside it sees the humans busy at work, replacing damaged components, rebooting systems and robots, and showing some surprise at the sheer quantity of nano- and microbots swarming through the ship. Outside, the remainder of the Polity force is still powerless, but the prador are powerless too. However, the Polity ships – one dreadnought, three destroyers and five attack ships along with a scattering of Polity war drones – are falling in a long curve through the accretion disc around the black hole and will regain engine power to get away with plenty of time to spare before it can get a grip on them. The prador, though, are going straight down. They are mere hours away from the point where restoring their engines will make no difference.


Penny Royal watches and, while doing so, realizes that various parts of itself are muttering to others. Running self-diagnostics, it discovers a network of fine cracks in its crystal, extending from a single deep fault – an intriguingly even pattern which, without its containing case, would fragment the substance of its mind into numerous dagger-shaped pieces.


The prador dreadnought falls, beginning to glow as it enters the denser hot gases of the ambient disc, a vapour trail issuing behind it. At the last its fusion engine ignites and Penny Royal fights both the guilt it feels at being a part of this carnage, and the fear. Drones and armoured children continue to fall, swept in and round, torn by tidal forces and disappearing as burning lines in the disc – swirling raspberry stains behind in creamy gas. For an hour it seems the big ship will make it, but then its drive stutters and it begins to fall back. The black hole finally sucks it down and, as it hits the high density region and disappears, it emits an X-ray flash. Not even prador exotic metal armour can resist the forces now being applied.


‘We head in-system now – to Panarchia,’ Vorpal Dagger announces, and sends tactical data.


The U-space jump is a short one but, knowing what it is going into, Penny Royal’s mind is a mass of contradictions. It knows what it is being ordered into, but it must protect its crew. The logical thing to do is run, but it cannot. It feels survivor guilt, but an impulse to reckless abandon conflicts with its need to protect itself and its crew. It can feel pain, still feels pain from the damage it received, and it is not going away. It is confused, knows the woman should be dealing with this . . . emotional imbalance, but she has abandoned her instruments to throw up in the ship’s toilet and is now placing some sort of drug patch on her arm. And, because of this unbalanced inner conflict, Penny Royal can feel the darker part of itself growing, becoming more pervasive.


It was bad enough out by Layden’s Sink and barely a victory, but it is worse here close to this world named Panarchia. Wreckage is strewn across space, ships being obliterated again and again. The Polity fleet has taken heavy losses and if it remains here it will be lost in its entirety. Also, the eight thousand human troops down on that Earth-like world cannot be saved. The AI of the Vorpal Dagger immediately relays new orders from Fleet Command here: this is over; this must be accepted as a defeat. It is time to start withdrawing the most valuable assets and depriving the prador of any gains other than mere territory.


However, Penny Royal suddenly receives special orders. It seems as though it is, amazingly, the least damaged destroyer in the fleet. In an instant it perfectly understands its position and purpose in the retreat and knows, with utter certainty, that though its ship body the Puling Child might survive this, its mind cannot.
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The Brockle


The hold of the High Castle was pressurized, though the gas inside wasn’t breathable. The Brockle scanned the neatly stacked cargo all around it. A few containers held weaponry: some rather exotic railgun missiles, some ultra-thermite decontamination explosives, and one crate containing some ultra-modern proton rifles. There were some crates of items for the human personnel, of little interest. The rest of the packages contained a cornucopia of scientific instruments – all cutting-edge and all doubtless intended for the examination of the remains of this ‘renegade prador’.


Before it began loosening its structure, the Brockle reached out to analyse the sensors in this hold. It had to remember that though this ship had its science section it was mainly a state-of-the-art warship, and that its controlling AI would be paying a lot more attention to its interior than the Par Avion AI paid to the interior of the outlink space station it controlled. It soon found that the hold was riddled with sensors capable of being used to scan things down to the nanoscopic level. However, right now they were just looking for movement, energy spikes and molecules that might indicate chemical explosives, and their only connection to the ship’s AI was in sending a constant ‘everything okay’ signal. The Brockle wanted them to keep on doing that, but was also aware that such sensors would have their own security hardware and software. The Polity had learned to its cost, when a biophysicist called Skellor had got his hands on some Jain technology, that such things should not be neglected. The Brockle selected just one sensor and began examining it meticulously, confident that there would be some way of subverting the thing.


But the sensor had already detected the Brockle’s terahertz scan and was sending an alert. The ship’s AI knew that there was something in its hold scanning its sensors. It would know that there was supposedly nothing in the hold capable of such scanning. It would then surmise that either some sort of sophisticated weapon had been smuggled aboard, or that it had an unexpected guest. Even now those sensors were rising out of their semi-somnolent state as the ship AI demanded more data from them.


The Brockle had to act fast.


It was completely surrounded by crates but there was a half-inch gap beside one of them. Flattening out one of its units, it slid that into the gap and from its end extruded a cilia-propelled micro-tube. Mapping out straight edges to its target, it routed the tube along the corners of crates, along a convoluted course through the container of personal effects, along the frame holding the railgun missiles and straight into the keypad of one of the ultra-thermite explosives. Tracking a wire, it worked down inside the explosive and, ignoring the safety detonator, penetrated the energy-dense material of the explosive itself. Still scanning elsewhere, it detected the gas port that had filled this hold with argon, meanwhile rapidly shifting its internal structure and coagulating a diamond spear. Next, through the micro-tube it injected a mix of pure oxygen and carbon nanospheres, and a brief static discharge.


The explosive detonated as the Brockle stabbed up through the crates above it and flung itself for the gas port, travelling fast enough to create a sonic crack, shedding the diamond at the last and loosening its structure to pass through the grating as the hold filled with a chemical fire capable of melting ceramic. A fraction of a second later another explosive blew, then the others in a cascade. The blast pressure in the hold forced the Brockle along the pipe, frying two of its rear units even as it tried to layer them with artificial asbestos and cooling webs. It knew it could not survive long unless the ship AI reacted as expected. It did: it blew the hold doors into vacuum, spewing its contents along with the damaging fire out into space.


The Brockle hung on, with hooks shoved into the metalwork all around it as the blast front reversed and the pressure of the argon ahead tried to force it out into the evacuated hold. It opened a hole through itself to let the gas through, which incidentally cooled it down some, then it accelerated along the pipe. Just before reaching the solid-storage argon canister, it sliced through the pipe it was travelling down and exploded out, simply pulse-frying any sensors in its vicinity. Entering a pipe lined with optics – large enough for some maintenance robots – it expanded, processing power expanding too. It had not wanted to act so quickly and so drastically, yet what had happened was not a setback but an acceleration of its plan.


Locating itself on a stolen schematic of this ship, it oozed along to where it needed to be and bored a hole through the side of the optics pipe, then flowed straight through this into an air duct. Now it could really move. Separating into all its units, each propelled by peristaltic body ripples and maglev, it shoaled along the square-section duct at high speed, its destination seemingly etched into its distributed mind. To its left were the Sparkind quarters, to its right a series of laboratories and a small autofactory for ship’s components. Up ahead and to the left was the captain’s bridge, while ahead and down to the left lay the true control centre of the ship: an armoured sphere containing the High Castle AI.


Via further ducts, then along pipes and through the tiniest gaps, the Brockle closed in on the armoured sphere. It knew that its method of locomotion was much the same as that of Thorvald Spear’s companion, the assassin drone Riss; of course it was – the Brockle had loaded much data and acquired many physical abilities by copying the methods of assassin drones. However, there was a difference: while Riss was a singular drone, the Brockle was an entity distributed both mentally and physically. Approaching the armoured sphere, it separated further, dispatching its units off on different routes to increase its chances of reaching its target. The armour itself wasn’t a problem since it was there to protect the AI from damage during a space battle and it was necessarily full of useful openings so the AI could remain in contact with what was nominally its body. However, there were defences against this kind of incursion about those openings.


The paths of two of the Brockle’s units were blocked as the AI belatedly realized what was happening and closed armoured shutters across air vents. Another was chopped in half when an armoured shutter sheared through optics as it was entering the sphere – but still, the half that had managed to enter had not been completely disabled. The bulk of the Brockle dropped out of an air vent and into a narrow corridor leading to a door into the sphere – the way humans entered. The door was closed, of course, but, having been constructed to keep out fire, blast waves or hostile troops, it wasn’t quite the barrier it appeared.


The Brockle stuck itself all around the door rim and injected micro-tubes through the one-millimetre gap until they touched the seal. Snipping a piece of this, it sucked it inside and analysed it. Nothing special: diatomic acid would do. It injected the acid and the seal boiled and bubbled away, the Brockle opening gaps through itself to allow vapour and liquefied seal to escape. Then it oozed through the gap. For a few seconds much of its processing went down as it squeezed itself micro-metrically thin – in these moments it was reduced to the intelligence of a human being – but as it entered the sphere and expanded physically, its intelligence relaxed back to its customary brilliance.


Ahead lay the High Castle AI, its shape and the way it was linked into the ship a little different from usual. Instead of being lodged in crystal, in a ceramal skeletal case and clamped between the valve-end interlinks – a way that enabled quick disconnection and ejection from its ship should it be on the point of being destroyed – this AI sat in the centre of a geodesic sphere with points of contact stabbed in all round to support it at the centre. It was the usual type of AI crystal, but one heavily laden with quantum processing and merely the size of a tennis ball. The Brockle surmised that it must have more investment in its ship than other AIs, until realizing that in an emergency the whole sphere could be hurled by a grav-engine up through an ejection tube connected to the top of the chamber.


The Brockle flowed towards it, units combining into a wave of silvery worms that collapsed on the geodesic sphere and entered through its open hexagonal faces. It severed contacts as it flowed in around the AI, inserting itself into the cuts to intercept anything the AI was sending or receiving.


‘What the fucking hell is happening?’ Grafton was yelling. Obviously the AI had not quite got around to informing her, which was useful.


The Brockle closed in around the High Castle AI and began to make direct connections to it.


‘You,’ it said.


‘Yes, me,’ the Brockle replied as it began riffling through the AI’s mind.


It replayed data input and output from the moment the High Castle AI had recognized something was wrong in the hold. The ship AI had not learned what had tried to penetrate its sensors but had understood something was on the move. However, not knowing what it was, it had not informed its human crew at that point. Reacting to the explosion there, it had surmised some form of sub-AI weapon probably sneaked aboard by separatists. Next, realizing its own chamber was under attack, it had informed them of that. The precise wording was a brief, ‘I am under attack – initiating defences.’ This was useful too: it had not detailed the nature of the attack.


‘Informational warfare,’ the Brockle replied – no way for Grafton to know it was not the ship AI speaking to her. ‘Some kind of sub-AI weapon ran a penetration from the hold, attempted to get through to me and failed, so instead tried to do as much damage as possible by detonating the ultra-thermite bombs in the hold.’


‘Shit! How the hell did that happen?’ asked Grafton.


‘I have sent details to Par Avion and the matter is under investigation,’ replied the Brockle. ‘However, for the interim and because of the nature of our mission and who might be involved, we are under quarantine. I have shut down U-com.’


‘Could it have been something from Penny Royal?’


‘I consider that unlikely but, since there is a possibility, however remote, precautions must be taken.’


‘Great start to our mission then.’


Yes, the Brockle had to agree. The danger was over and now the lies and the distortions of the truth to its own ends would come easier. It now effectively controlled this ship, and its own mission could truly begin.


Spear


The ship’s maintenance robots were busily at work behind me in the section of my ship that I had previously opened out to accommodate Sverl and his children. I’d asked Bsorol if he and the rest wanted a lift away from Room 101 once I was capable of leaving. He’d turned monosyllabic but even then made it plain: no, he and the rest were staying. This just added to the frustrated anger I was feeling. Damn it, I’d had to do something, so I’d begun turning that rear section back into cabins. No doubt Trent, Sepia and Cole would be joining me when I finally left, and they would need room. I pondered Sepia for a second, realizing that, just as with the other two, I had been pushing her away, which didn’t strike me as a great idea when body and mind were telling me I wanted her in my cabin, with me. I winced in further irritation. I would deal with that when we left, when we had breathing space . . . Unfortunately, leaving was the problem.


While pondering my difficulty in departing this station I sat back and auged into the ship’s system to call up some previously recorded image data. It displayed on the screen fabric ahead. A rash of stars appeared across the blackness of space. Then a frame opened at the centre of this and focused in, bringing Cvorn’s Series Terminal or ST dreadnought into sharp focus. The renegade prador had obviously made a cautious approach, surfacing his ship from underspace fifty light hours out from Room 101, but he hadn’t been cautious enough. While I watched, the fleet of King’s Guard ships, those great stretched-out golden teardrops, appeared over to one side of the dreadnought and immediately opened fire. Particle beams crossed the intervening gap and I can only say that Cvorn must have been caught napping, because they carved into his ship for a full twenty seconds before there was any reaction. They burned great glowing canyons through its giant weapons array, which stood out like a city of skyscrapers at one end. Exotic hull metal heated and glowed and in some places collapsed. Vast explosions threw out burning debris as from the throats of erupting volcanoes. Then the hardfields went up and fusion drives fired and, shedding fire and chunks of hull like seared skin, the dreadnought tried to get away. The Guard ships stayed on it, pounding away at it, and eventually Cvorn was forced to make an emergency U-jump. Sitting there, watching this scene again, I once more studied the data on the U-signature generated. It didn’t look healthy at all, and I suspected that even if the ST dreadnought had made it back into the real at the terminus of the jump, it had not done so in one piece.


The Guard fleet had then taken itself away – back to the Prador Kingdom, I hoped. The modern Polity attack ship that had been outside the station – the one Penny Royal had arrived on – was gone too. There was nothing out there to stop me leaving, but my ship, the Lance, had one major problem: I had no AI to control its U-space drive. I had been waiting for Flute to return in the decoy ship, but now decided I should start preparing for the possibility that Flute wasn’t coming back. I would have to find a cooperative AI here, or strong-arm an uncooperative one, because I didn’t want to be here any longer than I needed and because, well, because of what Penny Royal had said:


We have returned to my beginning, and now we must return to yours.


Those had been the black AI’s last words to me before folding up and flipping out of existence, and I felt a tight ball of anger inside as I remembered them. What were they supposed to fucking mean?


When I recruited Isobel Satomi to my cause I’d been bent on vengeance against the AI for the eight thousand troops it had killed on Panarchia. On Masada, the home world of the ancient Atheter race, things had turned a little strange, but I still felt my aim had been reaffirmed. However, after that, my attitude had changed. My memories had been altered by the black AI itself in such a way as to make me vengeful when, with my own true memories, I wouldn’t have been. The spine, that piece of Penny Royal that the AI had left behind in its ship – now mine – contained memcordings from Penny Royal’s victims and I had been experiencing them constantly, their stories reaffirming my need for revenge. I was being manipulated at every turn and crammed full of reasons to attempt to destroy the AI. And yet this was all being done by the AI itself.


Did I still want vengeance? No, the knowledge of that manipulation had led to my vengeful feelings drying up. It had been as if I was locked into a course that I’d long ago lost any emotional investment in. However, the recent result of the AI’s manipulation had reignited my anger. And why was I so angry? Because, as the need for vengeance had faded, I had come to expect more, because I had come to expect this whole drama to lead to something, I don’t know . . . something numinous. All it had led to was the sordid murder of the renegade prador Sverl, whom I’d come to respect and even like, by the snake drone Riss. Penny Royal had even acted to stop me preventing Sverl’s murder, through the intervention of the Golem Mr Grey and via the spine.


So yes, I now wanted to go after Penny Royal again. Yet, ever since setting out after the damned thing, it had become increasingly evident that I had as much chance of destroying Penny Royal as I had of pissing on the sun and putting it out. Penny Royal was dangerous, powerful, seemed to be able to move anywhere at will. Even Polity AIs were scared of the wretched thing. Penny Royal was capable of being a paradigm changer, and a mere resurrected soldier like me had no chance of being effective against such a thing. So, if I could not destroy the blasted AI, at least I might be able to get some answers.


I now brought up a series of frames showing cam views I could access throughout the station. These covered areas controlled by some of the nearest surviving AIs and here I saw that activity was still increasing. And not just in the AIs making repairs – activity had ramped up with all the AIs, and I was starting to get an intimation of what this meant, especially when seeing robots being manufactured whose only purpose seemed to be destruction.


When I’d realized I might need to recruit an AI here I had started listening in on them. This wasn’t easy because few of them used language in any form I recognized, either human or computer, but I persevered and managed to run some translation programs in my aug. My first success I’d thought was a failure because I couldn’t get a grip on what was going on. However, I slowly began to understand I was listening in on high-speed transactions, bargains, deals, politics, and none of it was entirely sane. Once I realized this, a lot more began to become clear: the AIs that had survived Room 101 had been badly damaged by it. They had, to put it in a mealy-mouthed human context, some challenging problems.


Further careful listening, interspersed with raids on vulnerable databases, made the picture clearer. They had been turned contentious, hostile, by 101’s attacks on them, and in an effort to hide they’d sacrificed intelligence, reducing themselves to AI simulacra of barbarians. Once 101 blew its own brains out, they had turned on each other and fought a lengthy internecine war for territory and resources throughout the station. Before we arrived they had established a peace of sorts – one only maintained by perpetual bargaining and bartering, with the currency being energy and materials. The robot that had attacked us inside my ship had been sent by one of them – firstly in an attempt to gain advantage over its fellows, then desperately in an effort to get off the station when it realized the King’s Guard intended to annihilate it. Next came the bombardment, followed by the attack from Penny Royal, which had destroyed numerous power supplies and thus disabled weapons, allowing a King’s Guard ship to dock. The upshot of this was that the balance of power here had been shattered and, it was now apparent to me, every single AI was preparing for war.


This meant it was going to get dangerous around here and that leaving, even without Flute, must be my priority. I briefly considered summoning Trent and the others back, but it would be quicker to fly to the construction bay adjacent to that hospital and get them aboard there. First I needed a ship mind. Until now I had only been listening – penetrating communications and grabbing unsecured data – and had not spoken directly to any of them. In my aug I inspected the security around a link I had prepared, then finally opened it.


‘Hello, construction bay AI designation E676,’ I said.


The response was a nonsense babble of computer code interspersed with human language, before the AI abruptly severed the link. I folded my hands in my lap and waited patiently – the link at my end remaining open. Eventually the connection went live again and I found myself speaking to the AI that had sent the robot aboard my ship.


‘You are the human,’ it said.


‘I am one of them,’ I replied.


‘The others are in territory – zzz –’


The territorial designation was a massive block of code I dropped into secure storage. Then, using the aug equivalent of armoured gloves, I took some of it apart and from this gleaned data concerning power allocations, resource exchanges and interwoven boundaries no human barbarian would understand. I ignored the rest.


‘Yes, they are,’ I replied.


‘Reason for contact?’


‘Do you still want to get off this station?’


‘Give me your access codes.’


I ignored that and continued, ‘I need an AI to control my U-space . . .’ I lost impetus as a stray thought suddenly hit me. I’d already seen how much these AIs had regressed. Were any of them even capable of controlling a U-space drive? I continued, ‘I need an AI to control my U-space drive if I am to get out of this system. Are you capable of controlling a U-space drive?’


‘Simplicity,’ said E676, and sent another data package.


This went into secure storage too – a brief glimpse inside revealing Skaidon warp math that was all but incomprehensible to me.


‘In that case,’ I said, abruptly reaching out for my console controls, ‘perhaps we can come to an arrangement?’


– security breach –


I didn’t recognize the warning and abruptly felt very hot, sweat beading my forehead. Why was I reaching out for the console when I’d come to the conclusion that I could do just about anything through my aug?
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