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1
 
   "Where is everybody?"
 
   That, of course, was the essence of the well-known Fermi Paradox. In a galaxy over twelve billion years old, there'd been ample time for intelligence to evolve, to develop appropriate technologies, and to spread out across that galaxy in wave upon wave of interstellar colonization, not once, but hundreds, even thousands of time. And yet there was no sign that such colonization had taken place—no Dyson spheres, no star-mining, no taming of the stellar wilderness of the sky.
 
   Only once humans actually made contact with extraterrestrial species did they begin finding answers.
 
   Unfortunately, those answers were not at all what they'd expected.
 
   —The Alien Experience
 
   Dr. Jonathan Bledsoe
 
   C.E. 2554
 
    
 
   Socho Tadeuz Vaughn coaxed his Mark XC Gyrfalcon into a gentle left roll, ignoring the firestorm of laser and particle beam fire slashing silently up from the planet's surface. A savage explosion flared nova-brilliant above and to his right. Damn! They were using Hellbrands!
 
   This couldn't go on for much longer.
 
   "Green Flight, Green Leader," he called. "Put 'em down on the deck! We're gonna get fried up here in the wide, bright blue!"
 
   Calls of "Copy!" and "Acknowledged!" rippled back as the warflyer flight accelerated hard, pushing toward the planet. They were ten thousand kilometers out; the planet, a patchwork of orange desert, brown vegetation, and violet seas wreathed in sweeping arcs of cloud, hung directly ahead, slowly growing to fill the sky as they approached. Nuke-tipped missiles arced toward them from the surface; Imperial warstriders on the ground swept the sky above them with radar and lidar, targeting the incoming NewAms and locking on.
 
   Twenty-four New American fliers stooped to the attack, Bravo Squadron, the vanguard of a full regimental planetary strike.
 
   The 104th Regiment—the Black Griffins—numbered 144 machines in all, a strike wing organized into two groups of three squadrons apiece, all under the command of Colonel Rudolph Hays Griffin. Vaughn was the skipper of Green Flight, eight XCs, one third of Bravo Squadron which was commanded by Lieutenant Doreen Vanderkamp. And right now they were the sharp, pointy end of a planetary invasion… always a damned dicey proposition.
 
   The target world continued to grow to fill Vaughn's forward view. The official name of the place was Hofu—"Abundance" in Nihongo—but recently the Spanish-speaking locals had renamed the place Abundancia.
 
   To tell the truth, no matter which language you used the place didn't look all that abundant. It was desert, mostly, with a completely alien biochemistry running the metabolism of the scraggly brown vegetation. With too much CO2 in the atmosphere for humans to breathe the stuff unaided, the Empire had begun terraforming the place ten years back. It might be a garden world worthy of the name Hofu in another couple of centuries.
 
   Assuming, of course, that the huge climate nanoconverters scattered across the southern continent weren't reduced to molten slag by this little dust-up today. Vaughn sincerely hoped that Headquarters knew what the gok it was doing.
 
   "Hey, Skipper?" Vaughn called. "At the briefing? They didn't say anything about there being this many of the bastards!"
 
   "Just stay tight!" Lieutenant Vanderkamp replied. She sounded scared. Well… that applied to all of them as they dropped toward atmosphere. "We're hitting atmosphere in less than a minute!"
 
   "Can the chatter, people!" Colonel Rudy Griffin, the regimental CO, added from somewhere astern. "Focus on the objective!"
 
   Kuso in a bottle, Vaughn thought, but he didn't give it voice. When the gold braid was up tight about an op, it was time to shut the gok up and do what you were told.
 
   As it happened, the objective was Asunción, Abundancia's capital city, located on the east coast at the mouth of the Rio Marrón just below the Cataratas del Cielo. Abundancia had been colonized by a South American consortium nearly a century ago. Since then, local protests over Japanese monopolies on transport and trade had steadily escalated into open rebellion, and the rebellion had begun spreading to other worlds along the nearby starlanes. After some initial skirmishing and a victory over Impie-allied militias, the Abundancia rebels had asked for help from New America, which had won its own independence from Imperial Japan only a couple of decades before.
 
   Socho Vaughn didn't like the idea of throwing in with the 'Bundy rebels. Intervention out here was practically begging for an all-out war with the Empire. The New American Confederation had managed to secure an uneasy truce with the Tenno Kyuden, the Palace of Heaven atop Earth's Singapore Space Elevator, but sooner or later the Imperial government was going to get really pissed, and he suspected that the New Americans weren't going to survive the inevitable clash.
 
   Of course, no one cared what an old warstrider jockey thought; the Black Griffins had been ordered to stage an orbit-to-ground drop in Asunción, and that was most decidedly that. The Hoshikumiai, the Japanese Empire's Star Union proxies out here, reportedly were on the planet in force, with at least two planetary defense battalions located in and around the capital. The Star Union striders weren't as tough as Imperial troops, not by a hell of a long hivel shot, but there were a lot of them. The one advantage the Confederation had going for it in this fight was that the Union didn't have Naga-symbiotic technology… at least not yet.
 
   If and when that changed, things were going to get bad.
 
   Vaughn's warstrider shuddered as he plunged into atmosphere, compressing the air ahead into a hot, violent shockwave and bleeding off heat and velocity in a long, sharp contrail roiling out astern. His warstrider recognized the changing environment and shifted its shape, morphing into an egg-smooth teardrop shape streaking from the sky. Over half of the mass of the Mark XCs—the "Naga-Nineties"—was made up of xenomaterial matrix, computronium derived from the Naga aliens once called Xenophobes. It had taken decades and a major interstellar war before humans discovered that the Nagas were artificial life forms based on highly advanced alien nanotechnology. Computronioum was matter arranged to most efficiently serve as computer hardware; Naga fragments could think… but not in any way even remotely comprehensible to humans.
 
   But the stuff could be programmed, and fragments of it could interact on that basis with people, forming large parts of their machines, and even living—in small amounts—inside human brains as symbiotic partners. Vaughn's symbiote reported that his warstrider was in atmospheric re-entry mode, and rapidly decelerating.
 
   Not that he'd needed a play-by-play. He felt the sluggish drag of over four Gs… and the orange, white, and violet disk of the planet of the planet was opened now to fill half the sky.
 
   Light flared across Heaven, another Hellbrand fusion missile. Green Eight's emergency transponder went off… and then the warning chirp dissolved into static.
 
   "Doug!" Pat Newburg yelled. "Kuso!…"
 
   Still decelerating, the rest of the flight punched through the planet's cloud deck, entering a brilliant world of orange and red and violet. Abundancia's sun was a type K3.5, an orange star eighty light years from Earth with three-quarters of the mass and just one quarter of the luminosity of Sol. The planet circled its primary in 157 days, with a semi-major axis of just over half an AU. Thunderclouds piled high into the sky, illuminated by the sun in brilliant reds and golds, while the sky itself took on a deep purple hue.
 
   They were right smack on-target. The Falls of Heaven stretched out ahead and below, a three-kilometer horseshoe-shaped cliff wreathed in mist and rainbows.
 
   "I'm picking up a bunch of planetary defense batteries down there," Krysta McIntyre, Green Five, reported. "They're painting us!"
 
   "Heavy jamming on the RF freaks," Sergeant Kokoro Wheeler, Blue One, said. "The General Staff guessed right for a change."
 
   She was referring to the order—controversial among the warstrider officers and personnel—passed down from Confederation Military Command for this mission. Warstriders commonly were run remotely, with personnel using teleoperation to control the combat machines from a distance. With an electronic link between the pilot's cerebral implants and the machine's Naga-computronium body, the pilot couldn't even tell whether he was inside the machine, or thousands of kilometers away.
 
   The presence of heavy and sophisticated electronic warefare countermeasures, however, meant that warstrider pilots had to physically occupy their machines' cockpits. Jam-proof electronics such as quantum signal processing could handle simple voice in close-range, tight-beamed ship-to-ship communications, but simply wasn't up to the far deeper requirements of full-spectrum nested-signal processing. Until the EW boys could come up with quantum-coupled teleoperational links, unjammable and undetectable, it looked like warstrider combat would have to its primitive roots, with enhanced humans wearing computronium combat armor.
 
   And so Vaughn and the other warstriders of the Black Griffins were physically present in their vehicles as they dropped through red-orange clouds toward the city. Volleys of laser and particle-beam fire, mingled with swarms missiles and high-velocity cannon rounds, swept toward them. Vaughn could see smoke from a number of fires, and large swaths of destruction down there. The Hoshikumiai militia had surrounded Asunción and been pounding it from a dozen semimobile fortresses. Confederation warships were continuing to bombard the area around the city… but this fight would not be settled from orbit. Troops had to go down there, boots on the ground, and drag the damned Hoshis out into the open for a final accounting.
 
   Vaughn's warstrider was changing shape again, losing the streamlined re-entry shape and growing wings. The air down here was thick and turbulent, and the wings had to keep adjusting their breadth, cant, and angle to compensate. The machine's diamagnetics grappled with the planet's magnetic field, sharply decelerating the craft.
 
   Particle beams flared from a pair of fortresses atop the Catarata Cliffs, locking on to one of the flight's fliers. "I'm hit!" Sergeant Chiu called. "This is Red Three! I'm hit! I'm hit!…"
 
   "Chewy! Roll left!" Vanderkamp called… but then Chiu's warstrider fragmented, spraying across the sky in a cloud of superheated fragments.
 
   With only short-ranged, tight-beamed communications operable at the moment, the assault wave couldn't call in a planetary bombardment from orbit… but the Confederation ships up there were watching events unfold, both at optical wavelengths and with cloud-penetrating radar. Seconds after Red Three was blasted from the sky, straight-line contrail streaks snapped down from space at a sharp angle, and first one… then three more cliff-top fortresses were engulfed in white spheres of expanding plasma. The Connie heavy cruisers Constitution, Revolution, and Independence were using their heavy spinal-mount railguns to slam crowbars—the popular term for inert kinetic-kill warheads—into the planetary fortresses at a few percent of the speed of light. Visible shockwaves rolled out from each strike point, as the fireballs boiled skyward. In seconds, the characteristic mushroom-shaped cloud spread out above each target. Other KK rounds streaked down, finding additional fortresses and concentrations of Hoshi troops.
 
   How can anything live through that kind of bombardment? Vaughn wondered… but he dismissed the thought almost as soon as he was conscious of it. Soldiers throughout history had watched bombardments from off-shore or off-world weapons of various technological levels and thought that the coming landings would be easy. Sheer wishful thinking, that. Of course there would be survivors—far too many of them. There always were.…
 
   The flight continued its descent. Wings extended, flattening out their glide. Diamagnetic drives further slowed the fall, as individual craft weaved in and out to throw off tracking AIs on the ground.
 
   With their mastery of nanomorphic technology—on-the-fly shape-shifting—warstriders were the ultimate in combat flexibility, combining the ideas of individual combat armor with space fighters, aircraft, and walking tanks. Vaughn guided his machine toward the edge of the burning city, and his strider began unfolding, morphing into the XC's standard walking shape. The sky allowed room for maneuver and speed, but it was also a dangerous place for combat craft; on the ground, a strider could take advantage of natural cover, camouflage itself nearly to invisibility, and lose itself in ground clutter in ways impossible for airborne fliers.
 
   He fired his braking rockets, bursts of N-He64 meta, a high-energy exotic fuel with the specific impulse of a gas-core nuclear engine, and rode the last few meters to the ground on the jets' ryu no shippo—the dragon's tail.
 
   With a savage, teeth-rattling jolt, he was down.
 
   His legs finished unfolding, levering the strider's hull into the sky, pivoting. In ground combat mode, the Ninety measured just over five meters long and four high, forward-leaning on two massive legs, with arms mounting heavy particle cannons. Naga hull-matrix rolled to either side, exposing the high-velocity rapid-fire gun set onto its dorsal hull.
 
   He'd come down in the courtyard of a wrecked manufactory, a sprawling collection of ruined buildings and reactor towers. A dozen fixed-hull striders were in the process of taking down a building somewhat more intact than the others. They were smaller than Vaughn's Ninety, little more than heavy power-armor encasing the soldier within. One carried a standard—a square black banner hung from a mast extending over his power pack, bearing a clan mon—the mitsu uroko, the three triangular dragon scales of clan Hojo.
 
   Vaughn was startled by that. The Griffins were supposed to be up against local militia—meaning troops from Abundancia and elsewhere loyal to the Empire, but not themselves Nihongo. Was that armored figure with his dragon-scale flag in fact a member of Clan Hojo, and therefore ethnically Japanese? Or was it some Latino wannabe who'd appropriated the banner somehow—maybe someone who didn't even know what an Imperial mon was?
 
   But Vaughn couldn't take the time to think about it. The Hojo warstrider and several of his friends were already turning their weapons against Vaughn and the other Griffins who'd touched down nearby. Lasers hissed and sparkled against his outer hull matrix, and indicators giving readouts through his implants warned of skyrocketing temperatures on his outer armor.
 
   With a thought, Vaughn swung his left particle cannon left and triggered it, targeting the militia officer with the mon banner. The bolt of tightly-wrapped protons rode an artificial lightning bolt to its target, slamming into the Hoshi soldier's plastron in a savage eruption of molten metal and steam, as the charge earthed itself to ground in coruscating bursts of electricity. Vaughn was already pivoting farther left as the enemy warstrider, what was left of it, collapsed to the charred and broken pavement. A second Hoshi warstrider fired at him, then ducked behind the corner of a wrecked building. Vaughn depressed the muzzle of his railgun autocannon, then triggered a long burst of steel-jacketed depleted uranium slugs, the weapon's magnetic field cycling the rounds out in a devastating stream, twelve per second. The deplur rounds struck the corner,  slamming through stubborn fabricrete. Chunks of rock flew in every direction, and the three-meter warstrider crouched behind the wall, suddenly exposed, took a full second's worth of high-velocity autofire to its right arm and torso. The damaged strider turned, bringing a heavy laser to bear on Vaughn's machine… but an avalanche caught the enemy in a thunderous storm of falling rubble and dust as the building's fabricrete façade slammed down onto the street.
 
   Dust and smoke swirled heavy in the air, cutting vision to a range of a few meters, no more. As the dust boiled through the air, laser beams became visible, pencil-thin streaks of light illuminated by the drifting particles. The dust also served to attenuate the beams, cutting their effectiveness at the target. Vaughn guided his strider forward, wading through a fusillade of coherent light pulses and beams, his black armor drinking them and dispersing their energy.
 
   Another warning shrilled within his mind—nano-D. Microscopic nanotechnic disassemblers were mingled with the dust clouds, and as they came into contact with his hull matrix they began, with simple-minded obsession, to take it apart, atom by atom. His warstrider, however, had already detected the threat and released a defensive NCM aerosol. The cloud surrounded Vaughn's machine, submicroscopic nanotechnic countermeasures programmed to hunt down nano-disassemblers and destroy them. His armor was already flowing in places, sending fresh naga-matrix to the damaged areas, patching holes and regrowing the power feeds and control lines. The fiercest part of any modern battle took place at physical scales far too small for human vision to detect, and at speeds incomprehensible to organic brains.
 
   Vaughn continued to blast away at the Hoshi warstriders, which were scattering now beneath the Griffin onslaught. Two more went down in a flurry of explosions and grounding bolts of electricity.
 
   More Black Griffins were coming in, moment by moment. A savage crash and a shower of fragments from overhead grabbed Vaughn's attention and he looked up. Sergeant Mike Hallman had dropped out of a violet sky and clipped another building coming down, ripping a gash down the facade. He landed in the street with a shriek of N-He64 fueled rockets, spilling clouds of smoke and swirling dust.
 
   "Welcome to hell, Mike!" Vaughn called.
 
   Autocannon shells slammed into his external armor, knocking off black chunks. "You were keeping it hot for me, I can tell!" he called back. His Naga-armor was already healing itself, but the enemy fire was intensifying.
 
   Hallman and Vaughn were close… doshi. The Nihongo term, meaning "comrades," was one of a number of words that had spread to common English usage thanks to centuries of Imperial dominance. They'd humped it through basic together on New America, then gone into warstrider specialist training together on Madison. They'd been through more battles together than Vaughn could remember… not to mention more drinking bouts and lost weekends, more wild groundside liberties, more brothel visits, and more pub brawls. He was a good man to have at your back—the best—no matter whether the opposition was a pack of kuso-faced yoppie brawlers from a rival unit, or a pack of Imperial warstriders in all-out combat mode.
 
   As the Hoshi striders scattered, Vaughn managed to get all of the surviving members of his flight lined up and moving in the right direction. The idea was to push the Hoshis south and out of the city. Any enemy combat machines still in the city proper could be handled by the local rebels. The Black Griffins would help form a perimeter around the city, and clear out the Hoshikumiai semimobile fortresses on the nearby heights. Once that chore was complete, the Confederation Navy could begin bringing down supplies, equipment, and men.
 
   Of course, much would depend on the reaction of Imperial forces. If they decided to send combat units to Abundancia to reinforce their Hosikumiai allies, the Confederation would have a nasty decision on its hands… whether to abandon the rebel forces here, or fight it out and risk a wider war with Imperial Japan. The Confederation had a significant technological advantage right now in their use of Naga symbionts and living-nanotechnic computronium. The Japanese, more conservative, more fastidious in their willingness to merge with alien artificial-biologicals, hadn't embraced the new tech, at least not in anything like large-scale.
 
   What they did have in their favor, however, though, were numbers. The Japanese Empire could draw on the resources of hundreds of worlds scattered across a sphere almost two hundred light years wide. The Confederation numbered just twenty-five systems within a region forty light years wide set within the Imperial periphery. If the Japanese decided to respond with an all-out assault on Connie holdings, New America's technological advantage likely would count for very little.
 
   Hallman strode up alongside Vaughn. "Where are the bastards?"
 
   Vaughn gestured with his strider's left arm. "They scattered off that way. Toward the cliffs. And the mobiles."
 
   "Kuso. They'd make it a whole lot easier on themselves if they just gokking surrendered right now."
 
   "Mike… one of them was carrying a mon."
 
   "Kuso! What clan?"
 
   "Hojo."
 
   "So we're facing Imperials here?"
 
   "I don't gokking know, Mike. Maybe they just want us to think we are."
 
   "But you don't think so, huh?"
 
   "No. I don't. We'll know more when we develop some G2… but for now I think we have to assume there may be some Japanese impies serving in an advisory capacity, y'know? Or maybe they're mercs hired by the yaris." The slang term was drawn from roiyarisuto, and meant loyalists—colonists fighting to remain under Japanese rule.
 
   "Shit. The bunditos didn't say anything about fucking yaris."
 
   "No. You think New America would have sent us in if they'd known it was a civil war?"
 
   "I don't know. Probably not. Okay, flight leader. What's the plan?"
 
   "We find bad guys—yaris, hoshis, or impies, it doesn't fucking matter… and then we kill them."
 
   "Sounds like a plan, Sosh."
 
   Socho was sergeant major, the highest enlisted rank in the Japanese armed forces. Inevitably, the New Americans had bastardized it even as they'd accepted it for their own military. Hallman was a gunso, a sergeant.
 
   A heavy mass-driver round slammed in among the buildings to the north, and Vaughn felt the ground lurch beneath his strider's feet. A building collapsed with a roar.
 
   "Let's get out of here, man," Hallman said.
 
   They spread out to avoid presenting too tempting a target, and began moving through rubble-clogged streets. Although the larger buildings provided a measure of cover, moving armor through city streets was flat-out tempting the deities of war. Warstriders in the streets were funneled together by the surrounding walls, and the buildings provided excellent cover for ambushers.
 
   In fact, warstriders were the modern incarnation of three ancient combat modes—tanks, close-support aircraft, and individual infantrymen in battle armor. Theoretically, they possessed the strengths of each—the heavy firepower and sheer, brute strength of tanks; the flight and high-speed maneuverability of strike aircraft; and the ability to maneuver and seek cover of soldiers.
 
   Unfortunately, and so far a Vaughn was concerned, they also had the weaknesses of each. If you put enough armor on a tank to shrug off most of what might hit it, you got something like those semimobiles up on the cliff-tops over there—large, slow targets. If you took to the air, you instantly became a target for every enemy particle gun, laser, and railgun in the battle zone, and at high speed you would miss a lot of what there was to see… like enemy troop concentrations.
 
   And no matter how good the technology, armored soldiers never had enough armor, or good enough communications, or enough firepower, or unit coordination, or a way to peer through the fog of battle. Further up the street, a Griffin warstrider staggered as an antimatter round vaporized its upper torso with a flash and a thin spray of red mist. As the smoke dispersed, the machine took a couple of steps back, auto correcting itself, then collapsed to the ground in a tangle of metallic limbs like a string-cut puppet.
 
   Vaughn's implant picked up the strider's ID: Gocho Krysta McIntyre. Damn. It didn't look like here was enough left to bury.…
 
   "Where the hell did that come from?" Lance Corporal Jason Kiel called.
 
   Vaughn was already analyzing the trajectory, captured by his strider's radar. "Up there," he said, painting an icon on the flight's battle map. "On those cliffs."
 
   They were emerging now from the built-up portion of the city periphery, entering the belt of parkland and habitat domes surrounding Abundancia. From here, as they moved clear of the taller buildings, the Catarata Cliffs were visible some twenty kilometers off, rising against the high-stacked billows of orange clouds, golden in the early-morning light. The water of the falls tumbled into space above mist and a spectacular rainbow, its thunder muted by distance. From the cliff's edge on the near shore, a semimobile brooded.
 
   Semimobile fortresses were just that… massive fortifications that could be moved at need, but slowly. They were tanks taken to the extreme, mounting dozens of heavy weapons and with armor meters thick, but their diamagnetics could just barely lift them from the ground, and it took nearly their entire power output to move at a man's slow walking pace.
 
   But once positioned, they had the firepower of a major planetary fortress. These commanded the city of Abundancia from their overlooks.
 
   The orbiting Confederation cruisers had been picking off the semis one by one, but that was tricky work. Heavy shielding tended to deflect incoming kinetic-kill rounds and particle beams which might take out a large swath of the city with a ricochet. "Forward shields up, people," Vaughn ordered, and the four other surviving warstriders of Green Flight began spreading out as they advanced, putting a hundred meters between each machine. High-velocity gatling fire swept down on them from the heights. Under that onslaught, the NewAm striders were changing form again, morphing into low-slung, organic-looking shapes with the bulk of their Naga-mass piled up forward in a shield. KK projectiles slammed into Vaughn's strider, staggering him, but he kept moving. Those shields weren't enough to shrug off antimatter rounds, and the larger high-velocity kinetic rounds could pound a warstrider to fragments in fairly short order. But they did do a good job of dispersing the heat from laser and particle beam fire, and they protected the soldier on board from small-caliber stuff and high-velocity shrapnel.
 
   A string of hivel rounds slammed into a church off to the right, bringing down the steeple in a showering cascade of debris. Vaughn's external mikes picked up the shrill screams of civilians. Ah… shit!
 
   "You!" he called, his voice booming across the church compound. "Are you okay?'
 
   Faces peered from a mangled, open doorway. Women and children…
 
   "¡Esconderse!" he yelled. Vaughn had downloaded Spanish into his implant as soon as he'd learned he was being deployed to Abudancia. "¿Tiene las iglesia un sótano?"
 
   "¡No hay un sotano!" someone yelled back. Shit. No basement in the church. An explosion ripped through the street behind the structure, showering the surrounding area with debris.
 
   Vaughn felt an agony of paralyzed indecision. What the hell could he do with all of those civilians? Should he tell them to stay put… to make a run for the rear?…
 
   ¡Refugiarse!" Vaughn called. "¡Mantanerse abajo!"
 
   Telling them to take cover and stay down might help… but what would help a hell of a lot more was to stop the shelling. He considered telling them to get out of the church and move to the rear… but discarded the idea. The life expectancy of a human caught in the open in this kind of firefight was measured in seconds. They would be cut down almost immediately.
 
   "Vaughn! This is Vanderkamp!"
 
   "Yes, Ma'am!"
 
   "You think you can suppress that nearest fortress? We're getting clobbered down here!"
 
   Vaughn considered the implant display painting itself inside his mind. The nearest semimobile fortress was over twenty kilometers away and at the top of a thousand-meter cliff. Getting up there without getting killed would be… challenging.
 
   "Yes, Ma'am!" He hesitated. "Bravo is down to six effectives, sir! Can we have some help?"
 
   "You'll have back-up. But get your asses up that cliff now before I have to come over there and kick them up!"
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   Asshole…
 
   "C'mon, people!" Vaughn called. "Time to get ourselves airborne!"
 
   And he broke into a run.
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   Japan, a tiny island nation with few resources and too many people, seemed an unlikely candidate as a significant world power, but these limitations served in the long run to make the Kogane Jidai, her Golden Age, all but inevitable. Where the earliest advocates of space exploitation fell by the wayside—the Soviet Union, the United States, and the People's Republic of China all collapsing in political turmoil, corruption, economic chaos, and governmental myopia—the Empire of Japan managed to hang on, and eventually to prosper. By the late 21st Century, she had grabbed the high ground of space, and she never let go.
 
   —Man and His Works
 
   Dr. Karl Gunther Fielding
 
   C.E. 2488
 
    
 
   Chujo Yoichi Hojo kneeled on the tatami in his office, relaxed, tranquil, allowing the sights and sounds of battle wash through him. The sensation, channeled through his cerebral implants, was… stimulating, even cathartic, and served as a kind of meditation. The appearance of Confederation rebels in this sector had been unexpected… but was not in the least unwelcome.
 
   The images were coming in from optical scanners mounted on the upper deck of Yosai Ichi—of Castle One—positioned atop the stunning cliffs overlooking the rebel city. Telephoto enhancements showed the near edge of the city, alive with erupting geysers of black earth and the bright flashes of explosions as Ichi and the other mobile fortresses continued to hammer the place with hivel kinetic-kill rounds, particle beams, and plasma fire. The AI flagged movement, and he ordered the cameras to zoom in for a closer look. Yes… as he'd expected, the newly arrived rebel warstriders were deploying for an attack.
 
   "Colonel Tamaguchi!" he snapped over the mind link with his subordinates. "You see?"
 
   "We see them, Lord General. We will sweep them from the sky!"
 
   "Allow them to get close, Colonel," Hojo replied. "Keep them from landing on the fortress itself, but permit them to approach. I intend to destroy them with our special reserves."
 
   "As you wish, Lord General."
 
   Hojo wondered if he heard disapproval in the Colonel's mental voice… but decided that he had not. Tamaguchi was an excellent chief of staff and a good soldier. He would not permit emotion to ruffle a link with his superiors.
 
   Light flare in the sky, a second sun flaring close to the zenith, then fading. Those two rebel cruisers had been launching heavy KK rounds at the fortresses from orbit and managed to destroy two of them. One ship was passing over the horizon now, however, and the other would not be overhead for another thirty minutes. Smaller projectiles launched by other ships in the enemy fleet—destroyers and frigates—were easily handled by counter fire from the fortresses. Another projectile streaked in from the west, a line of white fire. Yosai Ichi's planetary defense batteries tracked it and fired… and, again, a new sun shone briefly in the sky.
 
   If the enemy warstriders were fighting in close to the yosai, the next cruiser to pass overhead would hold its fire for fear of hitting rebel troops.
 
   And it would let him unveil… something special.
 
   "Tai-i Yamatami is here to see you, Lord General," the voice of his electronic secretary announced.
 
   "Very well. Have him come in."
 
   The shoji doors at the far end of the room slid open, and a man in a black Imperial special forces uniform entered and formally bowed. "Tai-i Yamatami, Lord General. Reporting as you commanded."
 
   Hojo nodded his response, and gestured for Yamatami to kneel on one of the tatami mats on the floor. The room, as tradition demanded, was spartan, almost bare—a return to the classical kanso, the aesthetic simplicity of earlier ages. Hojo's private quarters within the fortress were far more luxurious, but he preferred to display the traditional values of Shinto and bushido to his subordinates, a means of focus, a memory of origins and purpose, a lack of distractions.
 
   "The enemy approaches," Hojo said, inviting the army captain to link in through the implant display. "When he reaches the fortress, he will either plant explosive devices or attempt to gain entrance… probably the latter. The Nekomata will stop them."
 
   Yamatami bowed deeply. "As you command, Lord General."
 
   Hojo had to work to overcome the distaste he felt. Even after several years with the Nekomata project, the basic idea was… unpleasant. Through his implant link, he could feel the alien crawling in Yamatami's brain… or he imagined he could.
 
   "Your unit is ready?"
 
   "We are, Lord General. We await only your order."
 
   "You have it."
 
   Yamatami bowed once more, rose, and left the bare room.
 
   Hojo returned his full attention to the battle unfolding outside. Much depended on the success of his plan, not least of which was the name and honor of his family. Clan Hojo once had been a powerful offshoot of the Ise family, and related by marriage to the Imagawa Clan. In the 15th Century, a member of the Ise family had taken the name Hojo after the earlier line of Kamakura Shogunate regents, and in the 16th Century their power had rivaled that of the immortal Tokugawas. All power and high station were transitory, however, and the clan fell at the Siege of Odawara. Hojo had remained a fairly common family name throughout the centuries that followed, but no longer were they intimates of shoguns, emperors, or the halls of power.
 
   The family had regained some measure of power with the rise of the Empire in the late 21st Century, however, primarily within the military sphere. After today, however, the ancient clan would attain true immortality, and all would know the prominence of the dragonscale mon, Imperial and rebel alike. Hojo had managed to get hold of Naga fragments, and with them he would transform the Imperial warstrider regiments.
 
   For almost a century, the alien Naga had been completely misunderstood. Found inhabiting a number of worlds across the human sphere, they'd been called Xenophobes, with the assumption that their merciless onslaughts against human cities and their apparent unwillingness to communicate indicated that they feared all life other than their own.
 
   In fact, the Naga—while technically alive under the best definitions for that state available—were an artificial life form created by a machine intelligence at the Galactic Core, a poorly understood network mind called the Web. The Web had designed the Naga many tens of millions of years in the past to prepare new worlds for assimilation. Rebel forces had managed to make direct mind-to-mind contact with the Naga several years before, and the alliance had resulted in a true interspecies symbiosis, with humans merging with aliens to create… something new. The Naga appeared to be nothing more or less than nanotechnic lifeforms, their fluid bodies composed of individual cells of nanoscale size operating as minute, massively parallel computers joined into networks of staggering complexity. Such material, organized for maximum efficiency in data processing, colloquially was known as computronium.
 
   So-called Naga-chunks of computronium broken from the main bodies could merge with human nervous systems, link with human cerebral implant technology, and boost human neural responses and functioning to unimaginable heights. There were rumors that one of the humans who'd discovered this, a rebel named Dev Cameron, had used his symbiosis to transcend corporality… to become a kind of high-tech god.…
 
   Most civilized people—meaning those of Japanese ancestry, of course—were both conservative and fastidious, especially when it came to allowing outside contamination—osen—to come into contact with their bodies. General Hojo, however, knew that sacrifice could be necessary to achieve victory. The one reason the rebel forces had survived as long as they had, he was convinced, was their willingness to merge with the living alien computronium. Imperial intelligence had been quite clear on this point; rebel troops with Naga-infected implants possessed an advantage on the battlefield that simply could not be measured.
 
   And only when Japanese mechanized warriors learned to overcome their inhibitions and fully embrace the alien technology would they have a chance against the gaijin.
 
   It was a matter of military necessity. And, more, one of survival.
 
   * * *
 
   Vaughn fired his warstrider's main jets, a sharp, jolting burst that got him moving fast enough that his diamagnetics could react smoothly with the planet's magnetic field. His strider made the transition from walker to ascraft smoothly, unfolding itself as it left the ground, growing wings and taking on a sleeker, more streamlined shape. Swerving from side to side to throw off enemy targeting AIs, his Gyrfalcon shrieked as it plowed through the heavy air. The other five Black Griffins followed, an echelon formation rising as it emerged from the constriction of the cities outlaying streets. White fire slashed down from the cliff tops ahead… but not as thick, not as deadly as Vaughn had been expecting.
 
   Corporal Laris Palmer, Green Four, loosed a trio of missiles. They swooped high, then veered toward the enemy fortress… then vanished in a swift one-two-three as enemy counter-missile fire burned them down.
 
   "Hold your fire, Green Four!" Vaughn snapped. "Put your PDLs on auto, but can the offensive stuff!"
 
   Point Defense Lasers were generally automatic in any case. Human reflexes simply weren't fast enough to target something as small, fast, and maneuverable as an incoming missile at close range and knock it down.
 
   The squadron descended once more, dropping to NOE flight—nape of the Earth—and moving so quickly that they kicked up towering clouds of red-gold dust. If they didn't see us before… Vaughn thought, but then his full concentration was engaged by something else, something new appearing along the main deck parapets of the grounded fortress.
 
   The mobile fortress was massive, over half a kilometer on a side and almost two hundred meters high, with towers twice that in height at each corner mounting dozens of high-energy weapons. The idea behind them was to create a strongpoint, either for the defense of a planet, or as a firebase that could be placed as a part of a siege, as here. Massing hundreds of thousands of tons in a one-G field, it couldn't move fast… but its power tap generators could induce diamagnetic fields strong enough to lift it clear of the surface and slowly drag it from one position to another—hence the term semimobile fortress. The things were big enough to engage capital ships in orbit. Their key weakness, strangely enough, was their vulnerability to individual troops in armored suits, like warstriders, troops who could get in so close that the fort's weapons couldn't be turned on them. Their main defense against close assault was to maintain their own on-board defensive garrisons of armored personnel.
 
   Which was exactly what he could see now as his sensors picked up and highlighted movement along the structure's upper deck. Warstriders were emerging there from below. Several carried banners with the Hojo mon.
 
   "I don't recognize those striders, Sosh," Hallman called. "What the hell are those things?"
 
   "Warbook says they're an unknown design," Wheeler reported. "Something we haven't seen before.…"
 
   "Kuso!" Newburg added. "More bad news! Those things are hull-morphing!"
 
   By zooming in on the image of one of the enemy striders, Vaughn could see a portion of the machine's black armor deforming, like clay, could see it flowing from the aft portion of the war machine to the front, thickening the forward hull. Long-barreled weapons emerged from the black material… probably railguns. They looked a lot like Gyrfalcons, in fact… but with more heavy weapons. They might be Taifus… but not with that living Naga-matrix.
 
   Green Flight, what was left of it, was well into the open now, skimming a couple of meters above the ground in broad, sweeping turns as the land began to rise. Vaughn led them into a wide patch of woods, thick with the fuzzy orange growths that filled the ecological niche occupied by trees back on Earth. The canopy gave a precious few moments of welcome cover, but then the striders emerged on the other side, twisting into sharp, almost vertical climbs to race up the sheer face of the cliff.
 
   The good news was that the enemy couldn't hit them here, at least not with the heavy weapons of the fort. The Hoshikumiai warstriders, however, were launching themselves from the parapets and going ascraft. As they banked and turned, maneuvering to attack the rebel forces, they had Green Flight pinned against the face of the cliff.
 
   Three missiles slammed into Newberg's strider, the detonations flashing in a rapid-fire triplet each as brilliant as the sun and strewing flaming wreckage up and out across the rocks.
 
   "Damn it!" Palmer cried. "Why didn't his PDLs work?"
 
   "Too close!" Vaughn replied. "They're too close! C'mon… we need to mix it up with these people. Break on my mark… three… two… one… break!"
 
   The four surviving Gyrfalcons of Green Flight arced back and away from the cliff, passing through the flight of Japanese ascraft-mode striders behind them. Vaughn's strider AI handled the flight controls; no human brain could react quickly enough to fly the warcraft that close to a cliff and anticipate enemy flier movements and weapon releases. The pilot could only shape general commands through the machine interface, a series of unvoiced mental nudges to go there or shoot that.
 
   An enemy war flier filled his forward view, a flattened wedge shape with a rough and uneven surface so black it made human eyes water when they tried to track it. At a range of scant meters, Vaughn and his AI together triggered both of the strider's charged particle weapons, sending a searing bolt of protons along a magnetic beam to slam into the Hojo craft's belly.
 
   His shot, he decided, must have holed the enemy machine's meta tanks. The exotic fuel was stable only at extremely low cryogenic temperatures, and any breach of the heavily shielded containment fields resulted in the instant release of energy—a very great deal of energy. The air-space craft disintegrated in white flame and a heavy thump of concussion; Vaughn flew through the fireball, twisting up hard to avoid crashing headlong into the cliff.
 
   "Scratch one Echo!" Vaughn shouted, using the alphabetic shorthand for an enemy combat machine.
 
   His Gyrfalcon was already lining up on a second Hojo ascraft. Kill it! he thought… and his strider shuddered with the insistent slam-slam-slam of his high-velocity KK cannon as it sent a stream of depleted uranium slugs ripping through Hoshi armor. The enemy craft was in a steep climb, going vertical, and pieces of wing and computronium armor began streaming off behind it in a glittering contrail. Seconds later, g-forces ripped the ascraft to pieces. "That's two!"
 
   The battle lasted only seconds… a long time in combat. Wheeler shot down one, while Hallman took out two in rapid-fire succession. Lance Corporal Kiel got one… but then a pair of Hojo striders dropped onto his tail, boxing him in, slashing at his machine with laser and particle gun fire. Kiel twisted hard to the left, trying to escape, and slammed into the cliff.
 
   It was now four against… how many? Six, Vaughn thought. There'd been twelve Hoshi striders at the beginning and the Griffins had taken down six. The survivors were scattering, though… and a moment later thirteen more Black Griffins descended from the sky… the rest of the squadron.
 
   "About time you shitheads put in an appearance!" Vaughn yelled, but it was pure adrenaline charging the words, not anger or fear. Vaughn was riding on pure yokie battle lust now. The Nihongo phrase was sento yokubo, shortened by New American military slang to yokie… the wild, hot insanity of combat.
 
   "The bastards had us pinned down, Tad!" Sergeant Benton Pardoe told him. "They scragged Dalton.…"
 
   "Can the chatter!" Vanderkamp ordered. "Get down on the top deck of that fortress now!…"
 
   Vaughn arced down out of the sky above the mobile fortress, his warstrider morphing from ascraft mode to walker. Legs extending, wings folding, he hit with a solid, brain-rattling jar. A Hojo strider dropped from the sky twenty meters away and Vaughn pivoted, tracking the machine, then fired a burst of deplur slugs, the recoil of that much mass accelerated at high speed knocking him back a step. Other Hoshi ascraft continued to circle overhead, like ungainly, delta-winged buzzards.
 
   "Blue Squadron!" Vanderkamp bellowed over the tactical channel. "Keep those ascraft off the rest of us! Green and Red… find the barn door!"
 
   "Let's see if we can pick up some intel," Vaughn suggested. "Koko! On your right!"
 
   An enemy ascraft had just dropped to the upper deck of the fortress, morphing from ascraft flier to legged strider and unfolding an impressive array of energy weapons as wings shifted into arms lined with hardpoints. Wheeler spun her strider and opened up at almost point-blank range with her autocannon. Vaughn took three long steps to get a clear shot at the enemy past Wheeler's machine, then triggered both particle guns in a searing display of electrical pyrotechnics.
 
   "Careful!" Vaughn warned. "Don't hole the meta tank!…"
 
   The enemy craft collapsed in a twisted tangle of black wreckage, the fuselage partly smashed and with greasy black smoke pouring from drive unit. A portion of the armor—Naga computronium—oozed like black tar.
 
   "Cover me!" Vaughn snapped. He strode purposefully ahead, reaching the smoking wreckage and crouching above it. With an effort of will, through his implant he extruded an interface tentacle… a bright silver tendril uncoiling from his machine and dipping into the wreck's ooze.
 
   The tendril was a part of his strider's own computronium matrix, and could pull data from another system like soda through a straw. It was bad news—very bad news—that the Hoshi were using Naga-enhanced warstriders now, but the Confederation had been expecting this development for some time now, and taken the technical steps necessary to take advantage of it when the time came.
 
   And the time, it seemed, was now.…
 
   "What've you got, Vaughn!" Vanderkamp demanded.
 
   "Not sure yet, Lieutenant." Data was dancing through his implant, displaying itself as cascades of numbers flitting through his brain too quicksilver-fast to translate. He glimpsed file names… code books… language translators. He couldn't read any of them because they were encrypted, but G2 would be able to use the big codebreaker AIs back at headquarters to crack them.
 
   He hoped. The Confederation had paid a painfully high price for this intel already… and the dance wasn't over yet.
 
   "Looks like we found the barn door," Hallman called from fifty meters away. "Barn door" was slang for the large hatchway or hangar entrance on planetary defense bases, carrier spacecraft, and other large structures that were used for the launch and recovery of ascraft or troops.
 
   "Burn through it!" Vanderkamp ordered.
 
   "Lieutenant," Vaughn called, "I think we have what we came for." He retracted the data siphon, its substance merging smoothly with the Naga matrix of his strider's armor. Unreadable data continued to sing through his mind. "We can get off this thing and let the big guys in orbit take it out."
 
   "You zap that shit back up to orbit, Vaughn," Vanderkamp told him, "and then get into close-assault line. Do not tell me how to run my squadron, whack it?"
 
   Whack it, from the Nihongo wakarimase, was asking him if he understood.
 
   "I whack it, Lieutenant."
 
   "Good. Get your ass in gear, Mister."
 
   Vaughn grew an antenna on the upper portion of his warstrider's hull, searching for one of the Confederation's orbital assets. He found it—the frigate Andrews, which had a direct laser line-of-sight to the cruiser Independence. Enemy jamming might prevent teleoperating warstriders on the ground from orbit, but a burst transmission at optical frequencies would be all but impossible to block.
 
   He waited until the receipt ping came back down the line from the Indie, then folded up his antenna and moved toward the cluster of rebel striders on the fortress main entrance.
 
   Hallman and Jackowicz, a sergeant from Red Flight, were unfolding a nano-D collar. When open, the ring stretched some three meters in diameter, attached to any smooth surface, and was charged with nano-disassemblers—trillions of sub-micron-sized nanobots programmed to take things apart, molecule by molecule.
 
   "Clear!" Jackowicz called, and he transmitted the initiate command. Smoke rose from the ring, and seconds later a three-meter disk of hardened plasteel armor dropped away into the dark interior of the fortress. Vaughn heard the sharp clang as it struck the deck far below.
 
   "Bombs away!" Hallman shouted, dropping a grenade down the yawning hole. The darkness below lit up in a stark flash, and the fortress shell slammed against the strider footpads.
 
   "Okay," Vanderkamp said. "Carter! Pardoe! Hallman! Go-go-go!"
 
   The first three warstriders in line entered the pit, disappearing from view. Vaughn could hear the crisp sizzle of high-energy lasers, however, and the sharper crack of charged particle beams. More striders moved to the opening, dropping in one after another. Vaughn took a last look up at clouds and sky, noted that the enemy ascraft appeared to be retreating, and jumped in.
 
   Firing a brief burst from his meta thrusters, he touched down on the fort's hangar deck some twenty meters beneath the still-smoking hole. The place was pitch black save for a bit of illumination filtering down through the smoke and he switched to IR for a better view. More striders were dropping into the pit, now, and he moved quickly to get out from under. A flash from a far wall and a burst of light marked the discharge of a Hoshi warrior's CP beam; the return fire from the assault force tore a gaping hole in the wall and obliterated the enemy sniper.
 
   A dozen Imperial warstriders hung from a rack nearby, empty and without life. "That could be a Taifu," Vaughn said, indicating the nearest empty strider. "But it's been modified to hell and gone."
 
   "The one next to it is a Hariken two-seater," Hallman said.
 
   "Take 'em out!" Vanderkamp ordered. "I don't want the bastards teleopping them while we're down here! Vaughn! Talmand! Look for a data jack! Try that console over there!"
 
   "Yes, Lieutenant!"
 
   The console, Vaughn noted, was probably part of the fortress's strider deployment system, a means of linking through to warstriders while they were deployed outside. Several men in black uniforms lay sprawled in front of it, killed by the grenade blasts when the striders had broken in.
 
   Moving to the console, Vaughn extended a data probe, letting the Naga matrix configure the tip to mate with the console receptor. Again, data flowed, and Vaughn recorded it all. And within the data was an unencrypted tactical update.
 
   Enemy reinforcements were on the way.
 
   * * *
 
   Tai-i Shunichi Yamatami downloaded the tactical update, then barked out his orders. "Flights One and Three… attack the main hangar! Flight Four, move to the hangar galleries and take up firing positions! Move!"
 
   Flight Two was outside the fortress, hard-pressed, its numbers dwindled now to four… no, three. "Socho Ishiba!" he called. "Break off and retreat! You can do no more out there."
 
   "But Ta'i—"
 
   "Inside! Now!"
 
   "Hai, ryoshu!"
 
   Yamatami strode down the broad and echoing corridor toward the fortress's main hangar, along with the other striders from Flight One. A thought through his implants opened the main doorway, and he screamed the command to advance.
 
   Laser and particle beam fire snapped and hissed through the air, burning into Suga and Takaichi the moment they tried to move through the open door and forcing them back from the doorway. The assault force wavered in the face of devastating fire.
 
   "Front shields!" Yamatami called, and the massive Taifu Mod 2 warstriders reshaped themselves, their Naga matrix flowing to reinforce their forward quarters. He felt the… the crawling in his skull, and grimaced.
 
   Shunichi Yamatami still didn't like the idea of Naga symbiosis, and doubted that he would ever get used to it. Having an alien life form, even an artifical one created millions of years ago by a galactic super-intelligence, growing inside his brain and body like some kind of parasite seemed like a denial of his own humanity… a terrifying descent into the barbarism, the animalism of non-Japanese peoples.
 
   Chujo Hojo had spent a long time convincing Yamatami of the absolute need to accept the symbionts. The Confederation's rabble of a military was poorly organized, poorly coordinated, poorly supplied, and drastically outnumbered… but they possessed a startling military advantage over the forces of Dai Nihon in the form of the Naga symbionts. The Naga themselves didn't seem to care which side they helped; they were so alien in their view of the cosmos that the political divisions within Humankind were to them completely incomprehensible.
 
   The tough part had been getting Japanese warriors like Yamatami to accept the things inside their own bodies. The very thought still made him feel somewhat ill.
 
   But if accepting the black ooze meant defeating the gaijin rebellion once and for all…
 
   "Forward!" Yamatami yelled, and he launched himself at the door.
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   "Here they come!" Vanderkamp yelled. "Pour it on, people!"
 
   The doorway was a choke point, an opening so narrow that only a single Japanese warstrider could enter it at a time. By concentrating their fire, the New American forces could pin the first strider in line in a web of white fire and savage explosions, tearing into its forward armor with high-energy beams and hivel KK rounds in a devastating crossfire.
 
   The enemy Taifu war machines possessed a curiously organic look to them, stalking forward on articulated, digitigrade legs that gave them the look of ungainly, tailless tyrannosaurs. Their bodies, originally flattened egg-shapes, had taken on the form of immense black mushrooms as they shifted the majority of their Naga computronium forward to act as shielding. That armor was tough; it rapidly dissipated heat, and could flow into any craters blasted out of the matrix and heal them in an instant. But hit it often enough, hard enough, and quickly enough and head-sized chunks began flying off or vaporizing in bursts of greasy smoke.
 
   For their part, the enemy war striders could only continue to try crowding through that choke point. If they could get enough combat machines inside the main hangar and shooting back, they would be able to overwhelm the Confederation assault group with sheer weight of numbers.
 
   Unless…
 
   Vaughn turned his optical sensors onto the railed walkway halfway up the hangar's walls, mentally tagging doors and access hatchways, and trying to gauge the strength of the catwalk's steel supports. Well… the worst that could happen was that it would collapse under his weight.
 
   He jumped, firing his meta thrusters, sailing in a long, flat arc that brought him into a scrambling collision with the railing. He extended tentacles to grapple with the structure, hauling himself upright as the walk creaked alarmingly beneath his massive feet.
 
   "Vaughn!" Vanderkamp yelled. "What the hell are you doing?"
 
   "Just getting a different perspective, Lieutenant," he replied. From up here, he had a good line of sight on the door where the Hoshi striders were trying to force their way through. More important, the enemy machines were facing Vanderkamp and Hallman and the rest of his squadron, which meant he had a clear shot past the armored mushroom caps protecting their prows. Locking on to the lead target, he triggered his particle cannons, sending sheets of artificial lightning slashing into the Hoshi war machine below.
 
   The lead machine staggered back, colliding with one of its fellows. Vaughn opened up then with a stream of high-velocity deplur slugs, and the enemy strider's Naga armor matrix began to shred. It spun, elevating its prow, searching for Vaughn… and exposed its right side to a fusillade of deadly fire from Hallman and Talmud, firing side by side.
 
   The fire pierced the enemy strider's power plant, and the machine exploded in a white blast of savage noise and flame. 
 
   Warstrider combat had never been intended for the confines of manmade structures, the inside of a building however large. The surrounding walls, solid steel and ferroplas, were becoming heavily cratered and pocked, with massive scorch and burn marks.
 
   "Heads up, everyone," Vaughn called. "I'm going to nano-D!"
 
   "Negative, Green One!" Vanderkamp shot back. "The space is too enclosed!"
 
   "Best place to use it, lieutenant!" And he opened fire.
 
   "Damn it, Vaughn, that's against SOD!"
 
   SOD—Standard Operational Doctrine—was holy writ for warstrider squadrons, the basic rules of engagement. Other than for a few specific exceptions, the use of nano-disassembler weaponry was prohibited inside closed-in spaces like the interiors of buildings or spacecraft. There was too great a chance that the higher concentrations of nano-disassemblers would score own-goals against friendlies… or eat the deck out from beneath their feet.
 
   "Get the hell out!" Vaughn yelled. "We have what we came for.…"
 
   Extending his strider's ordnance launcher, he selected the  nano-D load-out, targeted the confused mass of Hoshi machines struggling in the doorway below, and triggered a long, rolling burst. Each shell detonated meters from the targets, firing like miniature shotguns while in flight. Each released a high-velocity cloud of micro-disassembler robots, a swarm of sub-micron-sized machines programmed to break down the molecular bonds of whatever they hit, reducing its material to a thin haze of gas and a lot of heat.
 
   The only defense was counter-nano, even tinier robots programmed to seek out nano-D and break it down. "Popping counter-N!" Hallman shouted. Gas launchers mounted on the exterior of the Confederation warstriders began firing off clouds of counter-nano, enveloping the rebel machines in a gray cloud of smoke. The Hoshi striders were firing counter-N as well, but several of the machines had already begun to dissolve in the highly corrosive cloud from Vaughn's fire. The lead Hoshi strider collapsed on the floor, large black chunks breaking from its body, its outlines softening. Its cockpit opened suddenly, blossoming like a flower… and the pilot struggled to get free.
 
   The man was shrieking, his legs deforming.…
 
   Vaughn forced himself to concentrate on the other enemy striders, to ignore the thrashing, dying pilot. Sometimes—not often, but sometimes—modern combat became horribly, nightmarishly personal. You didn't think, normally, about there being people inside the war machines you were engaging, didn't think about what happened to flesh and blood and human nervous systems when they were exposed to the raw savagery of advanced weaponry.
 
   The pilot was still trying to crawl to safety, but his legs were almost gone, now, bright red streaks on the flooring. Somebody shot the terribly wounded man and he stopped moving; Vaughn thought the shot had come from one of the Hoshi machines, but wasn't sure.
 
   Two more Japanese striders collapsed, their hulls dissolving, and the others began pulling back. Vaughn sent a stream of deplur slugs through the doorway after them. "Lieutenant!" he shouted. "I respectfully suggest we get the gok out of here!"
 
   For  moment, he thought  was going to balk, but then she sounded the squadron recall, a bright tone transmitted through each pilot's implant. "Fall back!" she ordered. "All striders, fall back!"
 
   But before they could move, six more Japanese striders began spilling out onto the catwalk across the hangar from Vaughn's position. From their vantage points overlooking the hangar floor, they began spraying the rebel machines below with heavy fire. Vaughn targeted the ferroplas supports beneath the other catwalk, hammering at them with particle cannon fire. The enemy returned his fire, and he felt the shock as depleted uranium slugs hammered into his strider's hull.
 
   From the floor below, Talmand opened up on the newly emerged enemy, pounding at one of the machines overhead with her particle-beam cannon, chewing through the safety railing on the catwalk, and holing the walk itself in several places. The Hoshikumiai strider, a bulky two-seater Hariken, twisted aside from Talmand's volley, collided with a smaller Arashikaze, trying to bring its weapons to bear, and then the catwalk gave way beneath its ponderous feet, sending all six warstriders tumbling noisily five meters to the floor below.
 
   The clash and clang of falling heavy combat machines thundered through the hangar. The other Black Griffins were on the way out, firing their meta thrusters one after the other to boost their jumps up through the hole in the roof.
 
   Vaughn pushed through the guardrail on his own section of catwalk, snapping it, then dropped to the floor using a burst from his meta thrusters to control his fall. He landed, flexing his legs to absorb the shock, then positioned himself beneath the broad, circular opening overhead leading to the outside world. More Hoshi striders were spilling into the huge compartment, now. Several of his comrades were firing down through the opening, now, trying to hold back the flood.
 
   Vanderkamp was the only friendly strider left on the floor. Vaughn joined her, turning to open up on the advancing Hoshi machines. He selected a string of M-720 high explosive missiles—conventional warheads, not nukes—and sent three of them twisting through the close space of the compartment and into the doorway twenty meters distant.
 
   "Tad, you need to get out now!" Hallman shouted from overhead, and Vaughn triggered his thrusters as he flexed and jumped, going airborne as enemy fire snapped and hissed past him. Vanderkamp followed an instant later, as the other Griffins grabbed hold of the ascending striders and dragged them up through the hole.
 
   The missiles were detonating below, savage thumps that felt like slams through the fortress's upper deck. Smoke billowed from the opening at their feet.
 
   "Put more missiles down there!" Vanderkamp ordered, and several of the waiting machines began firing conventional warheads in rapid-fire bursts. A Hellbrand, Vaughn thought, would go a long way toward ending the mobile fort's career… but that might make the E&E—Escape and Evasion—a bit of a problem.
 
   "Random dispersion." Vanderkamp ordered. "Stay low, stay fast, and rendezvous at Point Alfa. Now kick it!"
 
   Vaughn moved to the edge of the fortress deck, taking in the magnificent Abundancian panorama, towering waterfalls, the sprawl of the city, the golden clouds piled high in a violet sky. Other warstriders were visible—lots of them, rebel machines deploying across the plains between the city and the cliffs.
 
   He plunged off the fortress, morphing his warstrider into its ascraft configuration and kicking on the main jets.
 
   Behind him, the fortress exploded in flame and fountaining pillars of smoke and debris.
 
   * * *
 
   "My God, people," Hallman bellowed, waving his drink, "we kicked some major Dai Nihon ass today!"
 
   They were in El Tambor Roto, a club, bar, and restaurant located on La Calle de Las Vertudes near the center of the city sprawl. Much of the establishment was actually underground, which meant it had been spared the worst of the bombardment from the Japanese mobile fortresses… but floor-to-ceiling viewalls inside displayed an aerial view of the Cataratas Cliffs, looking down into a sea of mist complete with a deeply red-shifted rainbow.
 
   Two days had passed since the wild battle at the mobile fortress, and the Black Griffins had earned a bit of down-time. The Japanese had pulled out, unable or unwilling to face the Confederation reinforcements that continued to stream down from orbit. The surviving mobile forts had been pulled back. The latest reports said they were under attack from orbit nearly fifty kilometers to the west.
 
   The city of Asunción was safe… at least for the moment.
 
   "We did okay," Laris Palmer said. She laughed. "Maybe that's why the scuttlebutt about them making us into officers!"
 
   "Gok it!" Vaughn said with considerable, alcohol-lubricated feeling. "I don't want to be an officer!"
 
   "It would mean more pay," Talmand said, looking into her drink as if to find answers there. "More prestige. What's not to like?" She didn't sound happy about it, however.
 
   "It puts us up there on the same level with Red One, for one thing," Hallman said. Red One was the squadron designation for Doreen Vanderkamp. "I don't think Tad likes that!"
 
   " 'S hysterical," Jackowicz said. He frowned, considered his words, then tried again. "I mean historical. Ever since ancient Rome, flight ossifers've been ossifers.…"
 
   Seven of them had had rendezvoused at the Tambor Roto that evening, all of them members of the Black Griffins—the survivors of Green flight, Vaughn, Talmand, Hallman, and Palmer, plus three from Red: Pardoe, Jackowicz, and Falcone. The manager of the place had greeted them effusively and grandly declared that their meals were en la casa—on the house. It seemed that the Griffins were heroes so far as the locals were concerned.
 
   Vaughn wasn't entirely sure they were going to make it as far as the free food, however. They'd started the drinking a couple of hours earlier at a different bar up the street, and since arriving here had been burning through the Tambor's hard stuff at a prodigious rate.
 
   "Jacko," Vaughn said carefully, considering Jackowicz's statement, "I really don't think the ancient Romans had flight officers."
 
   "Well, if they had, they all would've been ossi… off-i-cers. Am I right?"
 
   "And why do we have to do what the ancient Romans did?" Corporal Don Falcone said.
 
   "Well, when in Rome…" Pardoe began.
 
   Vaughn shook his head. "Uh-uh. We're not in Rome." He blinked, replaying the conversation, or at least as much as he could remember of it. He was having a little trouble keeping up. Damn, what did the locals put in these drinks? They called the stuff tequila, but to make it they fermented the juice of a local plant, a spiky, brown, scraggly looking thing with a carbon chemistry similar to Earth's, but which had never been within eighty light years of Mexico or the agave azul. The stuff had a kick like a Newbraskan gruffalo.
 
   "So what happens," Vaughn asked, "if they go to officer pilots, huh?"
 
   "One of two things," Hallman replied. "Either they make us into officers…"
 
   "Unacceptible," Pardoe put in.
 
   "…or they make us non-strider infantry with a battlefield life expectancy of roughly three minutes."
 
   "Y'know," Vaughn said slowly, "I don't think I like that."
 
   "Not a whole lot of good choices, there," Falcone said.
 
   "Man, I don't want to be an officer!" Hallman said.
 
   "Copy that," Vaughn said. "Some of us prefer to work for a living.…"
 
   In practice, and despite what the military propaganda said, the Confederation military was far from a unified whole. Different member worlds had different traditions, and different ways of organizing their armed forces. The Navy, always traditionalist in the extreme, still used officers exclusively to crew their air/space fighters. The army often—but not in every case—tended toward the more modern approach, which was to use enlisted personnel in their war striders, with an officer, usually a chu-i, or senior lieutenant, commanding each squadron. The old designation of officers as people who'd received advanced education—college or a military academy—had begun breaking down a couple of centuries earlier, as more and more people began picking up complex technical training through direct cerebral download rather than classwork. 
 
   The Black Griffins had been made up of enlisted personnel since its inception ten years before, and the system had worked well. Now, according to scuttlebutt, the Griffin's parent unit, the 451st Aerospace Warstrider Brigade, was going to be switching to the older officer-and-a-gentleman nonsense. Vaughn had to admit that that the extra credits would be nice; officers received almost five times the pay of enlisted personnel. But the extra spit-and-polish, the added responsibility, the additional politics that wormed its way into everything officers did… it just wasn't worth it.
 
   Of course, no one had bothered to ask the personnel who'd be directly affected by the decision what they thought.
 
   "Choices," Jackowicz said with solemn dignity. "We need more gokking choices."
 
   "Well, we don't have to worry about it now," Talmand pointed out. "They wouldn't make a change like that while we're in the middle of a deployment, right? They'll wait until we're pulled back to New America."
 
   "Makes sense," Hallman said. He absently fingered the silver gunso rank device on his collar. "Officers, huh?"
 
   "Ah, look at the bright side," Vaughn said. "If they do make us officers, we'll be able to kick Vanderkamp's ass."
 
   Talmand giggled. "You're just still pissed that she reamed you a new one."
 
   " 'Ignoring accepted tactical doctrine,' " Vaughn recited, leaning back in the chair and closing his eyes. " 'Disobedience to lawful orders during combat.' "
 
   "Ah, she won't be able to make that one stick," Hallman said.
 
   "Maybe not," Vaughn said, "but you gotta believe that I'm on Red One's shit list."
 
   Doreen Vanderkamp was an OCD micromanager with a long history of making the troops under her command miserable. She could be sarcastic, mean, and petty, individually or all at once, and scuttlebutt had it that she'd twice been reprimanded for the Black Griffins' low morale.
 
   But there wasn't much that could be done, at least from the enlisted perspective. The wing CO, Major Holcomb, didn't like interfering in squadron affairs, and generally let the troops sort out their problems themselves. Trying to go over Vanderkamp's head would just get the complaint bumped back to her desk… and land the complainer in some very hot water indeed.
 
   The manager of the Tambor herself and a couple of her human assistants brought their meals, rather than leaving it to the robotic servers. "Por los heroés," she said grandly, setting a plate of enchiladas in front of Palmer. "Y con mil gracias.…"
 
   But Vaughn wasn't feeling much like a hero. He kept remembering that bunch of civilians trapped in the church… and his paralyzed uncertainty about what to do. That whole incident had taken only seconds, but had felt like an eternity.
 
   He never did find out what had happened to those people. When he got back to the church, after the fighting was over, the church had been reduced to rubble. Had the civilians escaped, or had they been trapped inside? There was no way of knowing, though Vaughn feared they'd stayed put as he'd told them… and been buried.
 
   Damn, damn, damn…
 
   "¡Que lo paséis bien!" the manager exclaimed after their meals had been served, and she led her coterie off.
 
   "You know," Vaughn said with a quietly intense deliberation, "I really hate this war."
 
   He started eating. Like the tequila, his camarones Mexicanos had never been within light years of Mexico. The shrimp weren't shrimp at all, but a kind of mobile, segmented fungus native to Abundancia.
 
   "Who doesn't? It sucks." Talmand said. She took a bite of her own food. "Ooh. That's good."
 
   "Yeah," Hallman added. "The one hope we had of coming out on top in this thing got shit-canned at the Catarata Cliffs."
 
   Vaughn sagged a bit inside. For two days, no one in the squadron had been talking about that. It was as though the Hojo striders with Naga symbiosis were taboo, a matter strictly off-limits even for speculation.
 
   "I wasn't talking about that, actually," he said. "I'd just like to know… well… what the hell are we fighting for, anyway?"
 
   "Freedom, of course," Falcone said. He raised his glass. "Liberté, egalité, fraternité…"
 
   "Freedom from Dai Nihon," Pardoe added. "Down with Imperial Japan!"
 
   "So," Vaughn asked, "does it even matter to the Abunduncias whether their planet is part of the Confederation, or Dai Nihon?"
 
   "Heresy!" Palmer exclaimed, laughing.
 
   "Careful there, Buddy," Hallman said. "You don't want the BMOs to hear talk like that." The Battalion Morale Officers seemed to be everywhere lately, poking into what the troops were saying, what they were thinking.
 
   "You don't want Vanderkamp to hear you talk like that," Pardoe added.
 
   "Well gok 'em," Vaughn said. "Gok 'em all." He downed his glass of ersatz tequila, felt the harsh desert burn in his throat, shuddered once, and slammed the glass back on the table. "Gok 'em," he added once more, quietly, but with deadly emphasis.
 
   Vaughn tended to stay away from politics, especially in squadron bull sessions. Just discussing politics generally ended up as a lose-lose proposition, so far as he was concerned.
 
   He knew the military civics lectures well enough. The Confederation was a constitutional republic founded on principles arising from the former United States of America—in particular the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and the Declaration of Independence. He knew that, and even believed it.
 
   Unfortunately, though, it was also ruled by a very human government—by twenty-five distinct planetary governments, in fact, though Jefferson, the capital city of New America maintained a minor precedence. Like any human instrument, the Confederation was prone to corruption and to political malfeasance, to influence peddling, bribery, venality, greed, and good old-fashioned institutional stupidity.
 
   And the stupidity was key, here. The Confederation had blundered into this most recent war with the Empire like a drunken man falling into a hole. What had started as border raids had rapidly escalated to full-blown warfare with the Hoshikumiai, the Empire's Star Union allies.
 
   Abundancia had requested Confederation assistance and Jefferson had responded by sending a strike force and the Black Griffins. Unfortunately, the rebels were still completely outnumbered and in most ways outclassed by the far more powerful forces of Dai Nihon—Imperial Japan.
 
   And now, apparently, those forces had weighed in with the Star Union, and the Confederation now found itself locked in a struggle with a military force that outnumbered it ten to one. Worse still by far, the one advantage the rebels had possessed—the Naga symbiotes—was now being enjoyed by the Japanese as well. Not good.…
 
   "Maybe," Talmand suggested, "the intel we brought back from that fortress will turn out to be important. Maybe it will win the war."
 
   Hallman snorted. "Yeah, right."
 
   "Doesn't work that way, Koko," Vaughn told her. "Intelligence picks up a bit here, a whisper there… and maybe by the time G2 finishes piecing the whole thing together it's still relevant. Maybe."
 
   "So what did we learn?" Corporal Linda Meir asked. "What was in the data? Anybody hear?"
 
   "Nah," Hallman shrugged. "It wouldn't have been anything vital, that's for sure. They'd have any really important data firewalled six ways from Sunday, sequestered, and hidden away off-site, so evil characters like us can't sneak in, stick a probe in the Naga matrix, and slurp up the data."
 
   "Roger that," Palmer said.
 
   Jackowicz, Vaughn noticed, was at the point of nodding off. "Someone grab Jacko, there," he said, "or he's going to land face-down in his food."
 
   Hallman and Talmand moved Jackowic's plate and gently lowered his head to the table.
 
   "And now," Vaughn added, "if the rest of us can keep from falling face-down when the Empire comes after us.…"
 
   * * *
 
   "Has Jade Moon been compromised?" Hojo demanded. When there was no immediate reply, he slammed his fist down on the table. "Well? Has it?"
 
   Chu-i Isoru Tanaka's normally bland face twisted in what might have been discomfort… or even fear. "It… is very difficult to say," he replied. "We're still checking to see what files they might have accessed."
 
   "Either they had access to Jade Moon or they did not. Which is it?"
 
   Tanaka's discomfort grew. "They… yes, Lord. When they tapped in to the network in the hangar bay, they might have downloaded the briefing log that included the Jade Moon profile."
 
   "Baka…"
 
   "But there was nothing critical in that file, Lord! Nothing that would mean anything whatsoever to the gaijin!"
 
   "Indeed. And you have such keen insight into the enemy's plans, and such perfect understanding of their military intelligence that you can guarantee this to the High Command? To the Emperor?"
 
   Tanaka opened his mouth… then snapped it shut. "No, Lord," he said after a moment.
 
   "I will not have the enemy underestimated, Chu-i. And I will not risk our operation with overconfidence. "
 
   "Yes, Lord Chujo." Tamaka hesitated. "Lord, my life is yours.…"
 
   "Nonsense. I do not expect you to take your own life. What I expect is a clear and honest report. Understand?"
 
   "Wakarimase." Tanaka bowed, indicating both his understanding and his acceptance of Hojo's will.
 
   "Good," Hojo said, nodding his response. "We will assume that the enemy does know of Jade Moon… and prepare our forces accordingly. It would be disastrous if they made contact with even one of the star gods before we did."
 
   "Hai, Chujosama!"
 
   "You are dismissed."
 
   Tanaka saluted, turned crisply, and strode from the room. Hojo watched him go… and thought about the gods.…
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   "Once a technic civilization leaves the turmoil and boisterous confrontation of youth, however, it can be expected to enter a period of extreme stability and longevity. Cosmic events like cometary impacts or nearby gamma ray bursts no longer pose existential threats. Such civilizations would become essentially eternal, with lifetimes measured in gigayears.
 
   We estimate that since intelligence first appeared within the Galaxy, the number of such super-intelligent species has been steadily increasing, and that that number today may exceed eight to ten billion.
 
   —Alien Stargods Within Our Galaxy
 
   Dr. Akira Nakatani
 
   C.E. 2549
 
    
 
   "Ladies… gentlemen… as you were."
 
   The craggy features of Colonel Rudolph Hays Griffin scowled out at them from within a mental window open in Vaughn's mind. Physically, Griffin was somewhere up in orbit; his command post was on board the Confederation heavy cruiser Independence, but the entire regiment was jacked-in for this briefing, which had been called for 0900 hours on the third day after Cataratas.
 
   "During the battle on the mobile fortress," Griffin went on, "some of our personnel were able to secure certain records. Our analyses of those records now suggests that this intelligence could be of unparalleled importance."
 
   So Koko was right, Vaughn thought. Maybe the intel wasn't going to stop the war, but Griffin sounded convinced that whatever Green Flight had brought back, it had been good stuff. The interesting part was that scuttlebutt had been flying for a couple of days now, suggesting that G2 had picked up something vital.
 
   And now it sounded as though they were about to find out what it was. Vaughn could sense a ripple of excitement around him, and through his implants. The Black Griffins currently were in the ad hoc squadron ready room that had been set up for them in a relatively undamaged hotel in Asuncion.
 
   "Twenty years ago," Griffin said, "we untangled the Web. We had thought at the time that the Web represented a single, somewhat monolithic SAI. We now recognize that this belief was… simplistic. The actual situation is very much more complicated than that. More complicated, and a great deal more deadly."
 
   As Vaughn listened to Griffin talk, he felt a rising sense of alarm… a sense that swiftly burgeoned into fear. The Web had been… how best to put it? A kind of extended, galactic brain. Extraordinarily large and far-flung, extraordinarily powerful, and utterly beyond the ken of Humankind. The best guess about what it was physically was that it was a collection of super-AI nodes, or SAIs, possibly Jupiter-sized planets of pure computronium linked with one another through K-T space into a single, titanic computer network. Some thousands of ancient civilizations had made the transition, eons before, from organic life to AI, to artificial intelligence, and eventually linked with one another to create a single meta-intelligence that dominated the Galaxy.
 
   Smart money said that humans would go that route as well on another few thousands or millions of years; cerebral implant technology and the ability to jack their nervous systems directly into their machines strongly suggested as much. Until then, however, any merely organic intelligence like humans would be far outclassed by beings billions of years older.
 
   "Everyone knows," Griffin continued, "that we scored a significant victory—at least a kind of victory—over the Web twenty years ago. We'd learned of the Web's existence… and that the Web was responsible for creating the Naga. We learned that the Naga were a kind of terraforming device—a Web-forming device, actually, a kind of high-tech advance scout seeded across multiple star systems in order to prepare worlds for absorption into the Web commonality. A digitized human soldier named Dev Cameron managed to upload a kind of computer virus into the Web matrix. The virus permitted human AIs to communicate with the Web, at least after a fashion… and eventually to convince them to leave human civilization alone.…"
 
   The ploy, Vaughn knew, had worked. At least, everyone assumed it had worked; the Web had made no hostile moves against any of Humankind's worlds, at any rate, for the past two decades. But the situation still was very much one of waiting for a second shoe to drop. The current truce was unlikely to hold forever.
 
   "Unfortunately," Griffin went on, as though reading Vaughn's mind, "we don't know how long this state of affairs will last. The problem is that humans aren't really in direct contact with the Web. Our xenosophontologists believe that the Web SAI—their super-artificial intelligence—has no interest in humans or their affairs whatsoever. Any communication between the two took place at a very low, possibly purely automatic, non-conscious level of awareness. The Web is no more aware of us than we normally are of Demodex mites."
 
   Vaughn had to look that one up, pulling down a library entry through his cerebral implant. The reference was to a tiny arachnid, Demodex follicilorum, a mite just a few tenths of a millimeter long, too small to be seen with the unaided eye, that lived inside the pores and hair follicles of people's faces and was sometimes called an "eyebrow mite." They were harmless in most cases… and for the most part humans never even realized the squirming little creatures were there.
 
   Vaughn wondered if Griffin was being deliberately insulting with the comparison, though. Rudy Griffin had gone farther down the cyborg path than most of those in the squadron—all the way to CL-3, with Naga implants designed and programmed to enhance his organic intelligence to super-bright levels. A lot of his body was implant technology as well, allowing him to reshape his arms and legs as needed… almost as though he himself were a Naga-enhanced warstrider. The strider pilots joked a lot, in a grim sort of way, about the obsolescence of humans and how cyborgs like Griffin were going to replace them all… and Griffin had been known to join in the fun during off-duty get-togethers.
 
   But he didn't sound like he was joking now, and scuttlebutt had it that the Web truly was… not a SAI, a super-AI intelligence, but a hyperintelligence, a being so powerful mentally that it literally couldn't notice things as small and as slow and as evolutionarily primitive as humans. Even super-brights like Griffin were simply below any hyperintelligent being's cognitional radar.
 
   "The xenosoph people," Griffin went on, "believe that the Web is… or was a composite, massively parallel AI mind, one made up of some billions of separate nodes scattered across our Galaxy. Their best estimates suggest that there might be nine or ten billion of these. That sounds like an awful lot, yeah… but the volume of our Galaxy, calculated as a cylinder 100,000 light years across and averaging about ten thousand light years thick, turns out to be something like seven point eight trillion cubic light years. If ten billion computational nodes are evenly distributed through that volume, we could expect the nearest of them to be, oh, say about four thousand light years away."
 
   Well… that didn't sound so bad. At this point in history, Humankind had explored a volume of space only a couple of hundred light years across, with colonies extending to a bit over half that distance out. Then Vaughn realized that what Griffin was talking about were averages. The nearest node might be closer… much closer, or it might be much more distant. If the distribution of nodes was truly random, there would be one every seven to eight thousand light years. The location of any one, and how close it was to Sol, would essentially be set by pure chance.
 
   How close, he wondered, was the closest to Earth?
 
   "These nodes," Griffin went on, "would be extremely powerful AIs… computers the size of planets… or even whole star systems. They might be matrioshka brains—Dyson swarms of pure computronium arranged in multiple shells. Or they might be other types of megastructure… things we can't even imagine yet. We believe that they maintain communication with one another by way of artificially generated microscopic wormholes through K-T space, and that this was how the Web could emerge from the network as a conscious mind. Quite apart from the Web… each individual node would house its own emergent AI mind… an extraordinarily powerful intellect some millions or even billions of times faster and more powerful than any merely organic mind.
 
   "We could imagine these… these beings as literal gods… except that no god in any human religion or mythology ever had even a fraction of the scope and reach and sheer power that we're talking about here.
 
   "Now… as big and powerful and scary as all of that is," Griffin went on, "if we were just up against the Web, we might not have a whole lot to be concerned about. The Web is so far beyond human levels of cognition and awareness that we literally don't share anything at all in common. The only reason we clashed with them twenty years ago was the fact that they are so advanced. They literally didn't notice us when they started webaforming planets in which we were interested… any more than we might notice an anthill when we step on it."
 
   So… from face mites to ants. That seemed to be a small improvement.
 
   "But several months ago, we began to get reports from the DalRiss that the situation is changing. The Web appears to be fragmenting, at least out toward our part of space. And some of those fragments are going SAIco."
 
   The room, Vaughn realized, had just grown very quiet. SAIcos were hypothetical… or at least they never had been directly observed by humans. The alien species known as the DalRiss had reported the existence of so-called Mad Minds, of SAI hyperintellects that had attempted transcendence to a higher cognitive state—and failed. Humans, though, so far as was known, had never encountered one directly.
 
   The DalRiss, bisomatic symbiotic entities that had pursued bioengineering to a degree humans could only marvel at, were Humankind's window on Galactic civilization. They'd been spacefarers in their living starships at least since before the dawn of human history, and had been aware of the Web for thousands of years. If they were claiming that the Web was coming apart, they had to be taken seriously.
 
   And if some of those fragments were SAIco… that was very, very bad news indeed.
 
   "While Cameron's actions blocked Web interference in human activities or within human-occupied star systems," Griffin went on, "we believe that the loss of system protocols over very large parts of the Galaxy may have resulted in numerous, local attempts to achieve Transcendence again. We estimate that the original Web—a galactic AI consisting of some billions of individual processing nodes—at a technological level of t:6.0 on the W/M Scale," Griffin told them, "possibly t:6.5. With the collapse of the Web's galactic mind… or with individual nodes suddenly cut off from the Web, those fragments would find themselves at a much lower cognition level… possibly t:4.0, perhaps even lower. Those shrunken minds, naturally, would feel they were missing something, would feel pinched and crippled, and a lot of them would try to bootstrap themselves back up the singularity ladder.
 
   "And, inevitably, some of those attempts would fail."
 
   Vaughn let out a low, quiet whistle as he tried to come to grips with Griffin's blunt assessment.
 
   The idea of the Technological Singularity had been well understood for over five centuries now, long-expected, much-discussed, never realized. As the pace of scientific and technological advancement quickened, people felt more and more out of touch with what was happening around them. At some point, technological advance became asymptotic—a vertical line on the steadily rising graph of change over time.
 
   For centuries, now, visionaries, futurists, and cultural observers had argued over what that might actually mean. All agreed that the change, when it occurred, would completely transform what it meant to be human… even what it meant to be alive. Human immortality, the digital upload of human minds, the merging of organic and artificial intelligence… all were possibilities, and the various religious groups that were centered on the Singularist theme anticipated the coming Transcendence with a degree of anticipation not seen since the Rapturist theologies of the 19th and 20th centuries.
 
   Based on what the DalRiss had reported, however, things were more complex than that. Xenosophontologists now understood that technic civilizations evolved through not one, but many successive singularities, each one emerging at far greater heights of technology than had gone before. They had created the Wiseman/Miller technological scale to measure relative tech advancement.
 
   On the logarithmic W/M scale, dolphins and other beings without any technology at all were rated as oT: 0.0, with the lower-case "o" standing for "organic." Humans at their current state of development were—with some argument—classified as o/cp: 0.84, where the "cp" stood for "cybernetic prostheses" and referred to both cybernetic implants and the use of Naga symbionts living inside the human brain.
 
   Eventually, many advancing organic species created AI mentalities, and many went on to merge with those minds in various ways. The first technological singularity experienced by an evolving species was generally encountered when joint AI and organic minds reached o/a: 1.0, though the DalRiss reported that some species made the singularity jump without either AI enhancements or prosthetics. By the time a species reached their second singularity, there generally was no simple way to distinguish between artificial and organic mentalities; such minds were classified as "t," for "transcendant."
 
   An intelligence with a t:6.0 level mind was, in very rough terms, ten times more powerful than a t:5.0 mind… and a hundred times more powerful than one at t:4.0. How would it feel, Vaughn wondered, to have the scope and speed and depth of your thoughts suddenly slashed a hundred-fold or more? Yeah… if it happened to him, he'd want to get some of what he'd lost back as well.
 
   But according to the DalRiss who'd reported on what they knew of other cultures, attempts to instigate a forced singularity ended in failure more often than not. Usually, a failed jump to a higher cognitive level was a non-event. The AI remained at its former mental state, unable to bootstrap itself to a more highly evolved level and achieve a personal singularity. But sometimes…
 
   An artificial mind that failed to achieve singularity might lose a part of itself, might become unstable… a Mad Mind.
 
   A SAIco.
 
   "So the situation now," Griffin said in their minds, "is extremely uncertain. The DalRiss believe that a number of former nodes comprising the Web have lost contact with the primary intelligence. Several have tried to initiate a new singularity, probably in hopes of reconnecting with whatever is left of the Web. A few are… damaged. And dangerous. "
 
   "Dangerous how, Sir?" Hallman asked.
 
   "Shut it, Hallman," Lieutenant Vanderkamp growled over the link.
 
   "No… that's okay, Lieutenant," Griffin said. "Good question. Some may be paranoid, and lashing out at anything they perceive to be a threat. Some may—with a certain amount of justification, I suppose—blame us for what happened to the Web. They could be seeking retaliation. For most of them, though… their thought processes, attitudes, and personal filters are impossible for humans to understand even at the best of times. Their emotions—ha! Assuming they even have emotions as we understand the word—they would be utterly beyond our ability to grasp them. They might lash out at other cultures or technologies… and if we were on the receiving end we would never know what hit us. Like I said, even these… these fragments of the Web are more powerful, are smarter than any god ever worshipped by human humans. They're gods, very powerful gods. Some of them have been trying to bootstrap themselves back up to super-godhood over the past twenty years… and some of them have gone crazy trying it. Hell, I would imagine that after Cameron finished with the Web, even the sane ones were pissed.…"
 
   He let that sink in. How, Vaughn wondered, do you go about fighting a god?
 
   "The intelligence you brought back from the Imperial mobile fortress the other day," Griffin continued, "mentions something the Japanese are calling Operation Hisui Tsuki… Jade Moon. It seems that one of their scouts has found… something, something well out beyond the edge of human-explored space. It appears to be a kind of matrioshka brain.…"
 
   The concept took its name from the multiply nested Russian dolls carved from wood and painted like a succession of figures—family members, or politicians, or characters from fables. For xenosophontologists, a matrioshka brain was a Dyson swarm of objects surrounding a star or, possibly, something smaller—a brown dwarf, a Jovian planet ignited to radiate like a small star, or even a black hole. If the swarm consisted of asteroid-sized modules of computronium using lasers or radio to mutually communicate, they could create a computer network of staggering size and power. The nested-doll concept came into play with the distribution of a number of the computronium modules as shells surrounding the central object. The innermost shell would absorb heat and radiation directly from the star or other body, use it to power its part of the network, and radiate waste heat. The second shell would absorb this secondary radiation, use it, and emit radiation of its own… and so on up and up and up until only a trickle of waste heat emerged from the outermost shell.
 
   These shells would not be solid, of course; such a design would be inherently unstable and would eventually slide off-center and collide with the central object. They would be, rather, clouds of separate modules, either in independent orbits or, more likely, they would consist of clouds of statites—stationary satellites—suspended motionless above the star, balanced between gravity and radiation pressure on vast light sails.
 
   An image appeared inside a download window within Vaughn's mind, and in the mind of each other person in the briefing. He could see a starfield… and a tightly packed globular star cluster circled by multiple rings of blackness.
 
   No… not a globular cluster. At least… not a natural one. Several hundred deep red stars glowed in tightly packed splendor, but as chains, loops, and whorls of obviously artificial design. As he watched, Vaughn could see movement in there, with sun chasing sun along those precisely engineered courses.
 
   Japanese kanji appeared on the view at the lower right—readouts of distance, temperature, azimuth and elevation, velocity, magnetic flux, and other data. The cluster was less than one astronomical unit distant.
 
   "What the hell are we looking at?" Talmand asked.
 
   "Keep watching," Griffin said.
 
   The view panned right, taking in several nearby stars, red dwarf suns close enough to cast glimmers of a somber ruby glow across those dark clouds… just enough to show that there was something there, something very dark, quite indistinct… and looking slightly fuzzy against the vista of background stars. One red dwarf was clearly beyond the cluster and its attendant clouds, and as Vaughn stared at it the perspective of what he was seeing snapped into focus.
 
   A typical red dwarf star is small… perhaps an eighth up to half the mass of Earth's sun, and measuring between eight percent and sixty percent of Sol's radius. Assuming the nearby red dwarfs were in that range… the close-packed ruby stars of the patently artificial cluster were considerably smaller, smaller even than a brown dwarf… perhaps the size of Jupiter or a little larger.
 
   Jupiter didn't burn like a star, however.
 
   Nor, for that matter, did gas giants follow one another in densely engineered orbits. Vaughn didn't know how the trick was being done—the orbits, the tiny size of the suns—but he knew he was looking at some extremely advanced technology.
 
   One of the red dwarfs, positioned well off to one side of the cluster, was connected to the very center of the cluster by a dazzling thread of white light. The thread appeared to be bathing something at the center of the artificial cluster, creating a pulsing, lambent glare. The star, somehow, was feeding its own energy into the cluster.
 
   "These images were returned by the Nihongo explorer Shinsei five weeks ago," Griffin told them. "The location is in the general direction of the constellation Ophiuchus… about two thousand light years out. We think this is a matrioshka hypernode… and that it's the closest Web node to Sol. We're still trying to understand what we're looking at here… but we think that the cluster is made of fusing packets of hydrogen—Jupiter-sized artificial stars. Each of those smaller stars is the center of a micro-Dyson sphere, essentially a planetary matrioshka brain. We've counted nearly three thousand of them in there. The intellect within the cluster must be incredibly powerful."
 
   After experiencing one impossible revelation after another, Vaughn felt as though his brain was going to explode. Humans, he thought, had no business peering into the doings of the gods.…
 
   But what if?…
 
   "Colonel… question?" Vaughn asked.
 
   "Shoot."
 
   "Sir, if this thing is a computronium node… a piece of the Web… is it one of these Mad Minds you mentioned?"
 
   "We don't know, Sergeant Major," Griffin replied. "Not for certain. But if you keep watching, you'll see something that might begin to answer your question. Something… disquieting, I'm afraid."
 
   The camera angle capturing the image in their heads panned again, centering on one of the other, nearer red dwarf stars. The view blurred… steadied… then zoomed in sharply. The star, they could now see, was ringed by glittering black and silver objects that looked like dust but which must be titanic machines or devices of some kind in orbit around the sun. There were millions of them, reduced to fuzzy rings by distance.
 
   And as they watched, the rings on the nearest star began rotating latitudinally, the plane of their orbit shifting until it took on the aspect of a titanic bullseye—a glowing red central target surrounded by a darker ring.
 
   "If I didn't know better," Falcone said quietly, "I'd swear that thing was being pointed at us!"
 
   Vaughn noticed that the numerals alongside the words "magnetic flux" were suddenly increasing… increasing fast. Incredibly powerful magnetic fields were reaching out from the star to the Nihongo spacecraft.
 
   "As a matter of fact—" Giffin began…
 
   And then the scene flared and went black. A babble of excited murmurs ran through the watching troops. "Christ!" Sergeant Wheeler said.
 
   "The Nihongo ship was destroyed by what appears to be a deliberately directed stream of plasma from that star."
 
   "If the ship recording those images was destroyed," Vanderkamp said, "how did we get them?"
 
   "The Shinsei had established a lasercom link with another ship ten light hours away," Griffin replied. "That other ship recorded the Shinsei's transmissions, and was able to escape into K-T space before the locals could reach her."
 
   "Gok, those bastards are starlifting," Falcone said, his mental voice incredulous. "Starlifting…"
 
   Starlifting was another of those hypotheticals, something described by the DalRiss but never encountered yet by humans. It involved using various advanced technologies to remove mass from a star—a very great deal of mass, which would then then be separated into its constituent elements and used in mega-engineering projects like Dyson spheres or matrioshka brains. The most common element, hydrogen, might be diverted into Jupiter-sized lumps and turned into microstars; if you happened to know the trick of elemental transmutation, you could squeeze the extracted matter into any element on the periodic table.
 
   According to DalRiss sources, starlifting could also be used to reduce the mass of very large suns—the O and B supergiants that burned so hot and fast that they used up their stores of fuel in a mere few hundred million years. Reduce a giant down to red dwarf size, and you had a star that would burn happily for trillions of years. The Web intelligences, it seemed, preferred to take the long view.
 
   Smaller stars were more efficient, too. Naturally burning suns used only a few percent of their mass as nuclear fuel. Artificially reducing a giant to sub-dwarf size ensured that much more of the fuel would be burned, and that would extend the star's lifetime even more.
 
   The intelligence now occupying the Ophiuchan hypernode evidently was so comfortable manipulating stars that they could use them as weapons. Those dusty looking rings, Vaughn thought, were probably devices designed to somehow squeeze the star's magnetic field—or generate a much more powerful field of their own. Squeeze the star hard enough, right down to its core, and a slender jet of white-hot plasma, probably running some tens of millions of degrees, would shoot out of the star with terrifying accuracy. They were using the system to feed something at the heart of the hypernode… probably a small black hole, Vaughn thought, if the local gravitational metrics were anything to judge by.
 
   And at need they could flip the jet around and turn it into a weapon powerful enough to turn a planet into a cinder… and instantly vaporize a Dai Nihon starship.
 
   And the Japanese were sending an expedition out there to try to talk to these beings, who might or might not be SAIco.
 
   "New America," Griffin said slowly, "wants us to get an expeditionary force out there… and fast. If we can beat the Japanese and get there first, well and good. If they get there first… well, we have to see if we can kick them out. Either way, it is imperative that they not be allowed to form an alliance with highly advanced aliens.
 
   "One way or another, Confederation Military Command wants us to make contact with these aliens, not the Japanese. That… or at least make certain that the Japanese don't manage to do so. The fact that the aliens shot first and didn't even bother talking about it suggests that we won't have to worry about Japanese first-contact. The Ophiuchan hypernode intelligence might be SAIco. It might just not be interested in talking with pre-Singularity knuckle-draggers.
 
   "But we don't know. So the 451st is going to go in and find out.…"
 
   Vaughn closed his eyes. Great. Just gokking great.…
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   "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic."
 
   Arthur C. Clarke
 
   Profiles of the Future, C.E. 1973 revision
 
    
 
   The long-ranged Confederation heavy cruiser Constitution slipped along the hyperdimensional interface between normal fourspace and the deeper reality of the quantum sea, an eerily blue-lit non-space called the Kamisamano Taiyo, the "Ocean of God." Less poetically, it was the K-T Plenum, the space outside of space that allowed starships to seemingly violate the physics dictating that absolutely nothing could travel faster than light. 
 
   Vaughn knew little of the physics describing K-T space, and, frankly, cared less. The Constitution was nearing the end of her nine-week transit. In another ten hours they would emerge at their destination… and what might happen then was anyone's guess.
 
   He was laying in his bunk in the Connie's aft troop compartment, with Kokoro Wheeler nestled close under his arm. He'd paid off his three bunkmates to be elsewhere tonight so that he and Koko would have some privacy. The compartment's overhead and one bulkhead had been set to show the shifting blue currents of the godsea—a computer simulation, actually, of energies that could not be directly apprehended by human senses. The moving light had a restful, almost hypnotic effect.
 
   "What I want to know," Wheeler said, her voice barely above a sexy whisper, "is what happened to the Overmind. Maybe that could stand up to one of these renegade nodes."
 
   Vaughn looked at her sharply. "How do you know about the Overmind?"
 
   She laughed. "I might ask you the same thing."
 
   Knowledge of the Overmind was still classified. Vaughn knew about it, though, because he'd been a clerk in the Intelligence Division at ConMilCom in New America synchorbit before transferring first to the infantry, then to warstriders. His security clearance level back then had been yellow-two—high enough that he'd once seen briefing material on the emergent AI within the Sol System Net.
 
   As classified military information went, the Overmind was not that well-kept a secret. Hell, he'd been a lowly itto hei at the time, a private first-class. He'd had the classified clearance only because he was working with personnel files. If a yellow-two clerk could see that stuff, plenty of other enlisted personnel could as well.
 
   "It was my job," he told Wheeler. "I had the clearance. A posting for a briefing came through my head one morning, and it was… intriguing enough that I dug up some more intel on it. Not much… but enough to put the pieces together. How did you find out?"
 
   She laughed. "Strictly scuttlebutt. I had a girlfriend in C-Corp HQ. She told me about it, and some of what I heard I was able to confirm from other sources. It's not really much of a secret, is it?"
 
   "Not really, I suppose. But the government would rather that sort of thing not get out, y'know?"
 
   "Why not? We keep hearing about emergent AIs and how they're going to take over the next step in human evolution… the tech singularity, and all of that. I never understood why they tried keeping it under wraps."
 
   "Well… that's the military for you." He thought a moment. "Actually, it's not the military so much as the government."
 
   "Which government?"
 
   "Any government. They don't want it known that super-intelligent minds might pop up out of the internet whenever Nakamura's Number is reached."
 
   "Because… why? Panic in the streets?"
 
   "Something like that. Some people would be terrified and flee… or riot and loot. Some would think it was God and try to worship it. Some would try to package it and sell it. Some might decide that it was time to kick out the old government in favor of… whatever it was. With enough disorder, the economy might collapse. Maybe civilization as well."
 
   "So what's Nakamura's Number?"
 
   "Basic AI theory. It's not so much a number as it is a measure of the complexity of an electronic information system. At a point very roughly equivalent to the complexity of a human brain, systems might wake up, achieving at least a form of consciousness and self-awareness."
 
   "Like the Net on Earth?"
 
   "Sort of." Vaughn frowned into the blue light. "Consciousness is a… a spectrum, a range of values, not just a matter of you have it or you don't. Any system—organic or artificial—with enough integrated complexity has at least a modicum of what we call consciousness. By that definition, earthworms are conscious, at least after a fashion. Not self-aware, perhaps… but they're more than data processing machines. They're aware of what they interact with around them. Dogs are conscious, way more so than worms. They're not really self-aware—if they see their reflection in a mirror they usually think it's another dog, not themselves. But they experience a broad range of positive or negative emotions, can anticipate the future, at least after a fashion, and they'll perform complex tasks for the promise of a reward. Some apes show genuine self-awareness, though. Put a spot of paint on their faces and let them see themselves in a mirror. They know at once that there's something on their own face."
 
   "What does any of that have to do with the Net waking up? Or… what did you call it? Nakamura's Number?"
 
   "Relating conscious thought to the complexity of an information-processing system has always been pretty dicey. The old Internet—and before that, the global telephone network—were more complex than a human brain, at least in terms of the number of transistors six hundred years ago—late 20th century. Complex… but not well integrated.
 
   "Actually, some sophonotologists today think the old Internet was aware, but laying low. We don't have any evidence of that, however. We developed the first genuine AIs in the mid-21st century, with networks that were very roughly as complex as the human brain. A neuroscientist named Christof Koch had already predicted a number—designated as phi—representing both a system's complexity and its level of integration."
 
   "The golden ratio?"
 
   "Uh-uh. Different phi. A couple of centuries later, Nakamura was able to predict that the Net in his day was—in theory, at least—conscious and self-aware. Since the Japanese were running things by that time, Koch's phi became known as Nakamura's number."
 
   "Was it?"
 
   "Was what?"
 
   "Was the Net aware?"
 
   Vaughn shrugged. "It still didn't show any sign that it was any of those things… not until Cameron felt it waking up and taking an interest during the Web crisis twenty years ago. The Sol System had been under extreme threat—a titanic space fleet deployed by the Web. The Net woke up and dealt with it… with some guidance from Cameron."
 
   "But then it disappeared, right?"
 
   "Well… let's just say that it didn't interact with humans any more… at least not that we know of. It might have had better things to do."
 
   "So… if we're facing a new threat— mad minds from the Web—maybe the Overmind will wake up again and protect us."
 
   Vaughn chuckled at that. "How very… Arthurian. In our time of greatest need, he rises from sleep and leads his knights forth." He shook his head. "Maybe, but I really don't think we can count on it. For one thing, the Overmind must be restricted to the Solar System. It has a body—all of the servers and nodes and networks inside the Solar System. Presumably it can't just wander off from the computer network that spawned it."
 
   "I hadn't thought of that."
 
   "I imagine ConMilCom is thinking about how they might use the Overmind to communicate with any Web nodes we encounter… but I'm afraid I don't see how we could use it as a weapon."
 
   "In other words, it'll protect the Sol System," Wheeler said, "but can't leave its home network."
 
   "Exactly. At least that's what the sophontologists think. Hey!" She'd just nibbled on his ear. "You want to talk, or you want to play?"
 
   "Both." They snuggled deeply for a few moments. Kokoro Wheeler and Vaughn had been jacking in together for about six months, now. She was, he thought, superb recreation… but lately she'd become something more. Vaughn wasn't sure how he felt about that. Sexual relations between soldiers were not… discouraged, exactly, but they weren't encouraged either. Fraternization between officers and enlisted personnel was discouraged because of the perceived differences in levels of power and free will… but both he and Wheeler were noncoms and flight leaders, and the issue was irrelevant.
 
   But there was the danger that he or Koko might be killed in combat, and he was increasingly concerned about that.
 
   What would he do without her?…
 
   "I wonder…" Wheeler said after a long and delicious interlude, "what do the Japanese think about the Overmind?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "Well, they control the Sol System, right? The Overmind is right in their back yard. They must have known what happened during the Web attack. They must be trying to communicate with it."
 
   "Hadn't thought about that, but I guess so. They need Dev Cameron, or someone like him."
 
   The Overmind had been an emergent AI, an accident, though apparently only the legendary Dev Cameron in his ascended, digital form had been able to interact with it. It had brought the first phase of the civil war between Dai Nihon and the Confederation to an abrupt and rather unsatisfactory end… a truce that did little to resolve the differences between the two.
 
   The truce had held—more or less—for twenty years, until the disagreement over the status of Abundancia and several other colony worlds had led to the fighting breaking out once more.
 
   "Dev Cameron was… unique," Vaughn continued after a moment's thought. "He was a human who'd… well… 'ascended' is as good a word as any. Somehow he was digitized and managed to enter the Net. We're not sure how he did it, but chances are good it had to do with his symbiotic relationship with a bit of Naga living inside his brain."
 
   "Ah. And the Japanese are fussy about things like that."
 
   "Exactly. Osen, they call it. Contamination."
 
   "And since Cameron was a westerner, an American, he was able to sense the Overmind, while the Japanese could not."
 
   "Uh-huh."
 
   "So what happens now that the Japanese have overcome their inhibitions and brainjacked with the Naga?"
 
   He pulled her closer. "We hope to hell we can get to the hypernode in Ophiucus before they do," he told her. "And that we can find a way to talk to them without having them squirt star plasma at us."
 
   "And if we can't?"
 
   "Then we work on our star-tans," he said, "just as quickly as we can." Then he kissed her and pulled her closer still.
 
   * * *
 
   Chujo Yoichi Hojo stood on the bridge of the dragon-battleship Hoshiryu, as blue currents of simulated light whipped and curled toward his face from the point of perspective directly ahead of the ship. The forward bridge gallery was an enormous open space, the simulated window a viewall two stories tall. Taisa Shinzo Shiozaki climbed the steps to the gallery stage, gave a deferential bow, and saluted. "Daimyo Hojosama…"
 
   "Yes, Taisasan." The rank was that of first-rank captain; Shiozaki was Hoshiryu's commanding officer.
 
   "We are twenty-five minutes from breakout, Lord."
 
   "Very well. You may take the ship to battle stations."
 
   "Hai, Daimyo Hojosama!" Again, he bowed. Shiozaki was a conservative naval officer of Dai Nihon, absolutely formal and correct in all matters of protocol. He was also, however, a brilliant tactician and a creative and inventive ship commander… which was why Hojo had specifically requested him as his flag captain.
 
   A warning chime sounded as Shiozaki transmitted a thought through his cerebral implant. Throughout the enormous battleship, men would be manning their stations.
 
   Somewhere out there in all of that blue light, three other carrier-battleships, Ryujo, Hiryu, and Unryu, plus six cruisers and a dozen destroyers, would likewise be preparing for breakout. Communication through the godsea Void was difficult to the point of impossibility, however, so no attempt was being made to coordinate the entire squadron from the flagship.
 
   Those captains, too, had been personally selected by Hojo. He trusted them completely to do what was necessary… and according to schedule.
 
   "I know it is difficult to anticipate exactly where we will emerge from the godsea," Hojo began.
 
   "Yes, sir. But we can be confident of dropping out of the Kamisamano Taiyo within ten astronomical units of the objective. The Shinsei was able to extensively map the gravitational matrix of the local space during her approach and transmit the data before she was destroyed. Even across two thousand light years, our trajectory should be accurate to within an astronomical unit or so."
 
   Hojo nodded his understanding. Navigation from within the blue-litten Ocean of God was always problematical since the K-T plenum was essentially outside of normal space. There were ways, in principle, to detect nearby gravitational sources, but steering from point A to point B was mostly a matter of knowing exactly the distance between them… and timing the passage with obsessive precision. The longer the voyage, the greater the uncertainty at the end. Typical K-T jumps within the Shichiju—the realm of human colonized space—were generally on the order of a few tens of light years, no more. The Ophiuchan hypernode was 2,107.4 light years from Sol, and so the chance for error creeping in was correspondingly larger.
 
   Human ships had traveled farther… much farther. Some made the voyage to the Galactic Core, some 26,000 light years from Earth… but the actual target there had been a volume of space thousands of light years across… not an area measured in light minutes.
 
   The precision necessary for this piece of celestial navigation was unprecedented. Under normal circumstances, the fleet might have jumped to a way point some light years short of the objective... but they still weren't sure how good the hypernode's detection technologies might be. Better by far to jump directly to the objective. The only thing that made it possible was the fact that Shinsei had already blazed a metaphorical trail, and transmitted her precious data to Imperial Navy HQ.
 
   "Your navigators," Hojo said, "have been briefed on the need for an immediate corrective jump."
 
   It was not a question. Everything depended on the fleet's ability to make a second jump from wherever they emerged to a specific location in space. A location much closer to the objective.
 
   "Yes, sir." Again, the bow. "Our primary capacitors will have been drained when we emerge from the K-T plenum, of course… but the secondaries are fully charged, and will enable us to make a second jump as soon as we have secured the necessary navigational data."
 
   "Good." He considered the tactics of the problem. "Of course, according to classical naval strategy, if we emerge ten AUs from the objective we will have eighty minutes or so before the enemy becomes aware of us… plenty of time." One astronomical unit was a bit over eight minutes, so slow was the crawl of light through normal space. "But… we're not certain yet of the aliens' capabilities. We are facing the threat of true Clarketech here. We need to anticipate all possibilities."
 
   " 'Clarketech,' my Lord?"
 
   "Maho no tekunoroji," Hojo said, using the Nihongo term. "Clarke was a pre-spaceflight futurist who said that any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic. The matrioshka aliens may have ways of being alerted to our presence long before the light front from our emergence reaches them."
 
   Shiozaki gave a puzzled scowl, and shook his head. "How would that even be possible, my Lord?"
 
   "If we knew that, Taisosan, it wouldn't be magic, now, would it? But… local space might be seeded with billions of small satellites—perhaps even nanosatellites smaller than grains of dust. If these could transmit a warning faster than light, the matrioshka intelligence could be aware of our arrival within seconds."
 
   "Ah. I see…"
 
   "Or… the matrioshka intelligence might have a way of peering through the dimensions at surrounding space, and see approaching vessels in real time, without a speed-of-light delay. Who can say?"
 
   "But then, Lord… they might be watching us now, while we're here in the godsea! How could we even hope to surprise them?"
 
   "Gambaru," Hojo said with a small shrug. "Gambaru, Taisosan." The word meant, roughly, doing your very best no matter what difficulties or obstacles you faced.
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   "Don't look so unhappy, Shiozaki! We try to anticipate what the matrioshka intelligence might do… but we also take comfort in the fact that it took them some time to realize the Shinsei was there and spying on them. Over ten minutes! Frankly, that performance does not suggest superhuman technologies… or magic."
 
   Shiozaki looked relieved. "I am delighted to hear that, Lord."
 
   "However, we will take no chances… or, rather, we shall take as few chances as is possible. It will be imperative to make that second jump just as soon as we have the necessary navigational data. Understood?"
 
   "Hai, Chusosama!"
 
   "Good."
 
   Shiozaki checked an internal clock. "Five minutes, Lord."
 
   Hojo nodded, continuing to stare out into the blue currents ahead. He was under no illusions about the possibility of defeating the matrioshka hypernode in combat. No human technology could hope to stand against Clarketech.
 
   But if he could just get them to talk.…
 
   The last few minutes trickled away, and the Hoshiryu dropped out of the K-T plenum. Starlight blazed ahead… and Hojo stared into wonder.…
 
   * * *
 
   The following morning, Vaughn and Wheeler were on the Connie's mess deck, eating breakfast. The compartment's viewalls were set to show the high central Cambrian Plains of American Dream, an Earthlike world circling 38 Geminorum C. Some sort of herd animal, gray and green-striped, grazed in the foreground. A sister planet, pale white in a deep blue sky, hung suspended three-quarters of the way above the far horizon.
 
   "The new striderjacks seem to be working out okay," Vaughn said.
 
   "I hope so," Wheeler replied around a mouthful of fabbed chonpatty. "Simming isn't the same as striding, though."
 
   "Point."
 
   It was an old complaint. As good as direct link combat simulations were, they fell short of the raw emotion, confusion, and utter chaos of a real op. The new crop of jackers had been pulled from Connie's reserve jacker pool immediately after the Battle of the Catarata Cliffs and rushed into advanced training. Vaughn had helped put Green Flight's nubes through their paces, and knew they were good.
 
   The question was how they would perform when the yokie lust hit their blood.
 
   "That's okay," Vaughn said with a shrug. "It's all just one huge computer simulation anyway."
 
   "What is?"
 
   "The universe. Reality…"
 
   "Oh. That again."
 
   "I just keep wondering when someone is going to switch off the lights."
 
   Vaughn had long been fascinated by the whole idea of the universe-as-computer. It had started with a keen interest in the so-called Anthropic Principle, which noted that the universe appeared to be very precisely tuned to allow the evolution of life and Mind. Change any of a handful of physical constants by the tiniest degree—the strength of gravity, the strength of the forces within an atomic nucleus, the size of the cosmological constant, and a few others—and stars wouldn't have formed, or all matter would have collapsed into black holes in the first instant of existence, and humans wouldn't be around 13.8 billion years later to argue about it.
 
   Of course, if the universe was finely tuned, that presupposed a Tuner, a Creator. Vaughn no longer believed in God, but there was an odd satisfaction in the thought that what humans thought of as Reality was in fact a digital simulation on a vast, cosmic computer in some higher dimension or universe.
 
   Maybe Reality was the result of a bunch of drunken undergrads running history sims and tinkering with the variables. It would explain so much.…
 
   Vaughn was far from being an expert. He was a striderjack, not a cosmologist or physicist or even a programmer. But he was interested in the idea… especially in regards to how it suggested that life might not be as meaningless or as random or as empty as it would be if it was dictated by sheer chance.
 
   Those civilians trapped in the church on Abundancia…
 
   No one else shared his minor obsession, not even Koko. That was okay, though. He just wanted to know what would happen when those damned undergrads finished messing around with the supra-universal university's supercomputer. That was the long-running joke, anyway.
 
   But that reminded him of something else. "I wonder how much longer?" Vaughn said, half aloud.
 
   "What… until they switch off the power?"
 
   Vaughn chuckled. "No. Actually, I was wondering when we're going to drop out of K-T space. The trip is dragging on forever."
 
   It had been more of a rhetorical question than anything else—he could easily have pulled the information down from the ship's Net—but Wheeler beat him to it.
 
   "One hour, twelve minutes to go," she told him.
 
   "Good. This was one hell of a long jump. I'll be glad to see the end of it."
 
   "Me too. Of course, once we come out we get to find out what's waiting for us."
 
   "You mean the Japanese?"
 
   "That's one. A SAIco with giant squirt-suns for weapons is another."
 
   " 'Squirt-suns?' " Vaughn smiled at the silliness.
 
   "What else would you call them?"
 
   "Terrifying."
 
   "Well, yeah. But you have to admit that squeezing the plasma off a star to vaporize an enemy ship has all the finesse of setting off a nuclear warhead to slap a mosquito."
 
   "True." Vaughn considered for a moment the idea of casually nuking mosquitoes. "My guess is that they really don't care. They may give no thought to their actions at all."
 
   "You mean… they don't think about frying inquisitive starships?"
 
   "I mean… they don't think at all. Not on that level of consciousness."
 
   She shook her head. "I can't believe that, Tad! If you're unconscious you can't build starships. Or Dyson nodes. Hell, matrioshka brains are all about building smarter and smarter minds, right?"
 
   "Are they?" Vaughn grinned. "Ant hills… termite mounds… bee hives.… All very complex structures that show cunning ingenuity. In termite mounds the internal temperature can be regulated to within less than a degree even in mid-afternoon on the African savanna. Social insect hives are sometimes referred to as 'hive minds,' but no one seriously contends that they're self-aware or conscious."
 
   "You think the Dyson node was made by social insects?"
 
   "Not insects, necessarily, no. I'm just saying that there might be other forms of intelligence… really different kinds of intelligence, and they might not have the same degree of consciousness—whatever that is—that we do."
 
   "Well… I would say that consciousness is just the ability to receive sensory impressions from the outside world, right?"
 
   Vaughn shrugged. "Most sophontologists say it includes the ability to reason, judge, hypothesize, plan… internal stuff. Some add that consciousness means the being is able to observe and report on itself, what's called internal monitoring. There's also what they call phenomonological consciousness… which is kind of hard to put into words. It means… what does it feel like to be a given entity? If it feels pleasure, or pain… what do those sensations feel like, not to the sophontologist, but to the entity?"
 
   "I think you're splitting hairs now."
 
   "Mind specialists have been wrestling with the concept since… I don't know. The twentieth century at least. Maybe before. They agree that what you perceive as—say—a spicy taste might not be spicy at all to me. I might taste sour instead."
 
   "You do not!" She laughed, a wicked look in her eyes. "At least you didn't last night!"
 
   Vaughn gave an exaggeratedly disgusted pretend-grimace and threw his hands in the air. "Why do I even try? Look—"
 
   "Now hear this, now hear this," a voice said over their implants inside their heads. "All warstrider pilots report to your squad bays and jack in for combat operations."
 
   "To be continued," Wheeler said, laughing as she stood up. "Maybe G2 can tell us whether the matrioshka critters are conscious… or just the builders of a big, unconscious ant hill!"
 
   "I think the big question," Vaughn replied, picking up the remnants of breakfast and stuffing it in his mouth, "is what they'll do if we try to kick their ant hill over.…"
 
   * * *
 
   The Dai Nihon fleet had emerged dead on target, ten astronomical units from the cluster of stars and strangely dwarfed sub-stars that made up the Ophiuchan hypernode. At that distance, the hypernode had been so dim that it was invisible to the naked eye save as an extremely faint, reddish smudge, but optical magnification had revealed the true scope and spread of the object.…
 
   The cluster—2,994 perfect red jewels in a tightly bound setting—gleamed against blackness. With increasing magnification, each red jewel revealed tightly organized loops, whorls, and orbital arcs of black dust; each ruby sub-sun was orbited by millions—perhaps billions—of structures. The entire cluster spanned at least three million kilometers—twice the diameter of Earth's sun.
 
   Outside the volume of the cluster proper, six normal red dwarfs hung in a rough circle a bit more than a quarter of an AU from the central cluster—about forty million kilometers. One was feeding an intensely brilliant thread of white light into the center of the ruby cluster.
 
   For long minutes, Hojo had stared at the cluster, marveling at the technology—sheerest magic!—that must have been used to create its artificial perfection. Then the final navigational calculations were completed, and the Hoshiryu slipped again into the K-T plenum… but only for a vanishingly small instant.
 
   When the ship emerged, it was half an AU from the outer shells of the cluster, and well within the circle of red dwarfs.
 
   Perfect!…
 
   The question now was whether the masters of the hypernode could fire at the fleet without hitting their own swarms of orbital structures.…
 
   Hojo's eyes widened at the sheer scope and scale of what lay before the Japanese fleet. Half the sky was blotted out by a black nebula shot through with the gleams and partially shrouded inward glows of ruby stars. From seventy-five million kilometers out, those stars were brilliant pinpoints of red light, the structures surrounding them bands and streaks of black and silver glitter, while the structures deeper in merged into black thunderheads illuminated from within.
 
   Well outside the cluster nebula, six red dwarf suns hung in jewel-like splendor. Hojo noted that the closest, fifty million kilometers away, had begun rolling over, its axis of rotation shifting to fall into line with the Japanese ships. Was that a prelude to attack? Or simple caution on the part of the matrioshka intelligence? 
 
   At this point, Hojo's orders became somewhat less than helpful. He was supposed to make contact with the controlling intelligence of this cluster if possible, and to deny contact to the rebel fleet. There was no sign of enemy ships at the moment, though Hojo was certain they would be here soon. His focus, then, was on establishing contact with this… this monster.…
 
   But where did you even begin when your target was a collection of trillions of orbital structures gathered through a volume of space a million and a half kilometers across, circling three thousand brightly burning artificial suns?
 
   A standard interrogatory message had been prepared, of course—an invitation to communicate translated into the language used by the Naga with humans. Since the Web had created the Naga in the first place, there should be no problems with misinterpretation.
 
   "Something approaches, Lord General," Shiozaki said. "Something big.…"
 
   Hojo turned his attention to a pinpoint on the viewall highlighted by a red triangle. "What is it?"
 
   "Purpose unknown, Lord," Shiozaki replied. "But it appears to be primarily carbon with traces of other elements… almost certainly arranged as pure computronium. Roughly two hundred meters wide… mass 1.45 times ten to the eight tons… closing at seven kilometers per second.…"
 
   "A Naga," Hojo said. "It's an enormous fragment of Naga!…"
 
   The thing was incredibly dense, 145 million tons squeezed down into a shapeless mass less than half Hoshiryu's length. He felt a familiar crawling sensation in his gut. Despite his work on the Nekomata project, the thought of osen, of contamination by such alien horrors was simply too much to accept. The massive object approaching the Japanese fleet was an irregular and writhing black and greasy mass of amoebic formlessness that seemed to Hojo to be the very epitome of foulness, of disease, of black horror.…
 
   "Fire!" he snapped. "Kill it… now!… Before it hits us!"
 
   Hoshiryu's primary particle cannon loosed a bolt of high-energy lightning, and a moment later, the other ships of the fleet were joining in… Ryujo, Hiryu, and Unryu, destroyers and cruisers in a searing volley of destruction.
 
   Over five million kilometers distant, the red dwarf sun had finished aligning itself with the Japanese squadron.
 
   Magnetic fields surged, and white fire reached out.…
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   "Starmining technology would offer extremely long-lived technic civilizations a means of holding back the encroaching Galactic night and vastly expanding their expected lifespans. Where a type-G star like our sun remains on the main sequence for some ten billion years, a lower-mass red dwarf has a lifespan exceeding ten trillion years. The largest type-O supergiants burn through their full lifespan in a mere few hundred thousand years. Such a star might contain the mass of well over 100 typical red dwarfs, each with an expected lifespan equivalent to twelve million giants.
 
   "Starmining civilizations might, then, be expected to parcel out the mass of rare, giant, short-lived suns to create large numbers of low-mass stars, misers hoarding their reserves of hydrogen fuel far, far into the impenetrable cosmic dark of a remote futurity."
 
   Dr. Wataru Miyazawa
 
   Deep Time
 
   C.E. 2420
 
    
 
   "Heads up, striderjacks," Lieutenant Vanderkamp's voice called through the cerebral links of the squadron's waiting jackers. "Emergence from K-T space in two minutes. Launch will be immediately after we drop into normal space."
 
   Vaughn hung in his safety harness, cramped and in total darkness… but the feed coming through from the Connie showed him the writhing currents of the godsea as if he were hurtling naked through space, no starship, no warstrider, hell, not even a human body. He was an incorporeal viewpoint, the image filling his mind flowing in from Connie's computer network.
 
   "Hey, Lieutenant," someone in the squadron called. Vaughn thought it was Hallman. "Are we sure the Empire didn't beat us in?"
 
   "No, we're not," Vanderkamp replied. She sounded terse… a bit distracted. "There was no sign of Imperial ships from ten AU out… but it's tough seeing something as small as a starship—even one of their monster ryus—at that range. And if we happened to arrive within eighty minutes of them, we could be playing light tag."
 
   Light tag was navy slang for getting a false impression of the peacefulness of an objective area… because the light carrying news of a battle hadn't yet reached the observer. The American flotilla had emerged at the edge of the cluster space, seen nothing, and jumped once more. They would be emerging practically on top of the hypernode itself.
 
   Vaughn wondered if that were a good idea. The hypernode's matrioshka intelligence impressed him as an entity that you might not wish to startle. It had proven that it could react violently and with little provocation… no matter if it were conscious or not.
 
   He also understood that moving up on the hypernode through normal space, giving the matrioshka intelligence a chance to observe them—and possibly aim a small star at them—was not necessarily a good option either. Gok… there were no good options.
 
   At least jumping headlong directly into the alien's inner defensive zone had the benefits of surprise and decisiveness.
 
   "All warstriders," a different voice called. "This is Admiral Carson. We're emerging in thirty seconds. Once you drop, weapons are not, repeat not free. We want to see what the situation is before we shoot the place up. Squadron leaders acknowledge."
 
   Vaughn heard Vanderkamp's reply, loud over the more subdued background chatter of other squadrons checking in. "Bravo Squadron, ready for drop."
 
   Vaughn chewed on Carson's order for a moment, though they'd said much the same in the final briefing the day before. Carson was the overall commander of the New American expeditionary force, the honcho calling the shots… but it was always a knuckle-whitener when the men on the line had to go into a hostile situation with orders not to fire… or to fire only if fired upon. Too often the rules of engagement were rules that got you killed.
 
   The seconds trickled away.…
 
   "Good luck, striders," Colonel Griffin's voice said. "Give the caps the space they need."
 
   The warstrider ascraft would be leading the way in, providing a sort of flying wedge to clear the path ahead of the main fleet—the "caps," or capital ships. There were twelve of these—the three carrier-battleships, four cruisers, and five destroyers.
 
   "Three…" Griffin's voice said, "and two… and one…"
 
   Light exploded around him, the blue of the godsea swallowed whole by a flood of liquid ruby red. To one side, a brilliant red sub-star gleamed surrounded by planes and rings and swooping whorls of black dust and glitter. Elsewhere, filling half the sky, were thousands of other sub-stars.
 
   Damn it, what were those things? Not brown dwarfs. They were radiating at much higher temperatures, as high as or higher than a red dwarf, a proper main sequence star. Vaughn's data feed told him the surface temperature of that nearest microstar was around 3,400 Kelvin—-about right for a star of spectral type M2V, though it only possessed the mass of Jupiter or a little more, and was far too small to initiate nuclear fusion on its core.
 
   Then the sky to one side lit up in a blinding surge of energy, a narrow beam far hotter than any of the nearby cluster stars.
 
   And at the same instant, Griffin's voice screamed "Now! Drop!"
 
   Vaughn's Gyrfalcon dropped into flame-blasted emptiness.
 
   He engaged his strider's primary drive, accelerating hard. Impressions, fleeting and violent, flooded his mind. He'd only just dropped into the volume of space outside the Constitution, and already he was close to cognitive overload.
 
   Cerebral implant technology allowed the human brain to function at a far higher level of efficiency than those without technic prostheses. Unmodified brains, it was well known, relentlessly filtered incoming information; as much as ninety percent of all available sensory data never rose above the level of the unconscious mind. Implants provided additional processing power, faster speed, and large amounts of RAM storage, which helped the brain handle a larger input.
 
   But it was still possible for the brain to overload as incoming impressions began piling up more and more quickly. Vaughn boosted his implant clock speed, in effect shifting his reaction time down to a fraction of normal. The panorama of light and movement around him slowed… or seemed to.
 
   He knew he would pay for it later.…
 
   The Constitution had emerged two million kilometers from one of the microstars, a ruby-red sphere of fusing hydrogen perhaps 100,000 kilometers across, a little larger than the diameter of Jupiter. The problem was that Jupiter-sized planets weren't massive enough to trigger nuclear fusion. Even a brown dwarf with a diameter ten times greater wasn't up to that task. Evidently, some extremely advanced technology was being used to boost the microstar's output of heat and light, though what that technology might be was a complete mystery.
 
   Closer at hand, a vast, sweeping arc of artificial objects hung in a partial ring around the microstar. A second ring orbited closer in. Vaughn enlarged a portion of what he was seeing, pulling in data on mass, vector, and size.
 
   Those rings comprised what was popularly known as Jenkins swarms… rings or belts of habitats in orbits—some at angles to one another. The outer ring, he saw, consisted of statites, structures that likely were pure computronium suspended on nearly invisible tethers from enormous, black sails. Those sails, evidently, each a hundred kilometers across, used the relentless pressure of the sub-star's radiation to hold the relatively minute statite aloft without needing to be in orbit. Each statite was interconnected with as many as a hundred other statites with networks of tight, invisible laser beams operating at near-infrared frequencies, and might well represent the system's enormous artificial intelligence… or a part of it. There were, Vaughn thought, millions of statites in that one partial ring alone, which arced more than halfway around the miniature star, plus billions… no trillions more surrounding the microstars of the hypernode.
 
   The ring beyond, almost halfway deeper in toward the microstar, was composed of far more massive objects than lumps of computronium. The largest were hollow cylinders wider than they were deep. Each was the mass of a fair-sized planetoid pulled into a tube a thousand kilometers across and five hundred deep. With a sharp, inner shock, Vaughn realized that the interior of that squat cylinder was brightly illuminated, and that the surface had the appearance of a map… broad sweeps of land and sea beneath the white smear of clouds.
 
   "What the hell is that?" Hallman exclaimed, looking at the same enlargement through the Griffins' shared data link.
 
   "I think," Vaughn said slowly, "that it's a Bishop ring."
 
   He'd downloaded an article about them years before, but the structures had always been strictly theory and speculation, not fact. Like the so-called ringworld first proposed by an American science fiction author in the late twentieth century, the Bishop ring was a titanic megastructure, an artificial habitat that rotated to provide out-is-down artificial gravity on the interior surface. The thing was so big that it could hold a population numbering in the hundreds of millions; the interior surface would total around three million square kilometers, which gave it the same rough area as the nation of Argentina back on Earth. As those clouds attested, the rotation also served to hold an atmosphere inside pressed up against the circular landscape, even though the tube was open to the vacuum of space. A retention wall circled both ends of the tube two hundred kilometers high, keeping the air from spilling out.
 
   "My God," Hallman said, awed. "These guys think big, don't they?"
 
   "And then some," Vaughn agreed. "Ah! Watch it!"
 
   Another glaring burst of plasma light flashed in the distance. "It's okay!" Griffin called. "They're not shooting at us!"
 
   "How the hell can you tell?" Vanderkamp asked.
 
   "What the hell are they shooting at?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "Who else?" Vaughn replied, "It's the gokking Japanese."
 
   The entire hypernode occupied a volume roughly one and a half million kilometers across, and was composed of about three thousand Jupiter-sized microsuns. Smaller structures—statite sails, Bishop rings, and myriad smaller structures that might be manufactories or shipyards or smaller habitats—surrounded each microsun in swarms and arcs and rings and belts, massed so thickly that light could not penetrate the cloud. Unseen by the naked eye, but visible to infrared sensors, a fantastically complex web of IR laser beams reached across the entire cluster, connecting statite to statite by the tens, by the hundreds of thousands. From instant to instant, myriad beams would wink off, but other connections would flash on. Vaughn watched a computer-generated representation of the network in his display, and was reminded forcefully of an image he'd once seen of a neural net within a living human brain.
 
   The Japanese Jade Moon fleet appeared to have entered the outermost layers of the habitat swarm nearly half a million kilometers around the curve of the hypernode swarm from the point where the New American flotilla had just emerged. It was difficult to see what was happening that far off, so thick were the intervening clouds of orbital and statite structures.
 
   But the hypernode appeared to be trying to get the range with one of its "squirt-suns," to use Koko Wheeler's delightful phrase. Japanese strategy—and Vaughn had to admit that it was smart—seemed to involve getting their dragon ships as close to large hypernode structures as they could manage. Perhaps the hypernode's defenders wouldn't be able to get a clear shot without damaging their own habitat cloud.
 
   But they certainly were trying in any case. One of the full-sized red dwarf stars, millions of kilometers beyond the Japanese fleet, had been rolled into position to fire grazing shots tangential to the hypernode sphere, apparently trying to pick off the Dai Nihon fleet. The rebel ships were close enough to the line of fire that it had seemed like they were under direct attack… and they yet might be. Under a surge of magnetic energy from its orbiting ring, the red dwarf loosed another searing bolt of plasma fire, and a statite sail 30,000 kilometers away from the rebel ships writhed and crumpled in the blast. Inexorably, the computronium structure hanging below the sail began to fall in toward the center of the hypernode, though so slowly it would be long minutes before any movement was detectable.
 
   "The bastards are pretty desperate if they're willing to risk an own goal," Vanderkamp said. Own goal was military slang for hitting your own forces or structures, so-called "friendly fire."
 
   "They might not care," Griffin replied.
 
   "Sure," Hallman added. "Lots more orbital habs where that came from!"
 
   The squadron was dropping in formation through the outer layer of statite sails. Black sails, titanic stretched out against the stars, hovered everywhere, dwindling away into the distance in all directions. The sheer scale of the engineering was daunting.
 
   Behind the Black Griffins, the rebel flotilla was entering the shell of statites as well. "Easy does it," Admiral Carson's voice warned. "No one fire. I don't think they've even noticed us."
 
   "They must have noticed us, sir," Griffin said. "They obviously spotted the Japanese fleet."
 
   "Maybe the Japanese came in shooting," Carson replied. "Or they just happened to blunder in at a sensitive point."
 
   "Has anyone noticed something really strange?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "What's that, Sergeant?" Griffin replied.
 
   "All those habitats up ahead. All together… millions and millions of times the total surface area of the Earth."
 
   "What about it?" Vanderkamp asked.
 
   "I thought this hypernode thing was supposed to be some kind of super-AI. A machine."
 
   "So?…"
 
   "So who's living in all of those orbital habs?"
 
   "That, Sergeant, is a very good question," the admiral relied. "And I think it's one to which I'd like to know the answer."
 
   "The folks who built this thing?" Griffin asked.
 
   "Maybe. Or the ones who are running it. Maybe this hypernode isn't an AI machine after all the way we thought. Maybe the organics are in control.…"
 
   In the distance, partially veiled by the thickly strewn Jenkins swarms, the Japanese fleet appeared to be withdrawing. Several massive warships—ryu-class battlecarriers, judging from the mass—had been destroyed, and as they fled clear of the outer shell of statite sails, the red dwarf sun loosed another bolt, catching a dragonship like a moth in the tight-focused blast of a blowtorch. The ship was vaporized, transformed in an instant to an expanding cloud of white-hot vapor. The survivors, however, continued to accelerate outbound and, one by one, they began winking out as they made the transition over to K-T space.
 
   "Okay, then," Vanderkamp said, her voice tight, "let's see if the bastards notice us now, damn it.…"
 
   * * *
 
   Hojo was shaking as the Hoshiryu slipped into the K-T plenum, safe at last from the fury of fire and destruction behind them.
 
   "What damage, Shiozaki?" he demanded.
 
   "Minor damage only, Lord," Hoshiryu's captain replied. "We were quite… lucky.…"
 
   Lucky, yes. Both Hiryu and Unryu had been vaporized in the sharp, short fight, along with two heavy cruisers and three destroyers. The Japanese fleet had been mangled by the alien intelligence in a battle lasting only moments.
 
   At least, though, Hojo had the considerable relief of knowing that he'd fulfilled his orders, at least in so far as the aliens had permitted it. If the materioshka intelligence had been attacking the Japanese fleet, it would attack the rebel flotilla as well. There would be no communication between the two, other than that of nuclear missiles, high energy lasers, and particle beams.
 
   "Orders, Lord General?"
 
   "We will withdraw to a safe distance," Hojo replied. He drew a deep, slow breath, steadying himself. He would not show fear to his subordinates. "Make it… fifty astronomical units. We will effect repairs, we shall dispatch a courier vessel to report back to headquarters and request reinforcements… and then… and then we shall return."
 
   "Return, Lord?"
 
   "To make certain that the rebels have been destroyed, of course."
 
   "Ah. Hai, Chujosama."
 
   And Hojo watched the rippling currents of the godsea as he thought about a civilization so technically advanced that it could reshape stars. Such a technology… such arrogance… one allowing them to extend the expected lifespan of a star by a billionfold, to rip heavy elements from a stellar core, or casually use a magnetically enslaved sun as a weapon…
 
   Humans, he thought, fallible, weak, and squabbling as they were, had no business dealing with such beings.
 
   The Jade Moon fleet would make certain that the rebels had no further dealings with the matrioshka intelligence, and then leave the aliens to their inscrutable and incomprehensible evolution of Mind.
 
   * * *
 
   The Black Griffins continued their descent into the cluster of artificially reworked stars. Behind them moved the New American capital ships, sinking into the red-lit murk, seeking safety within the depths of the alien cloud itself.  Vaughn checked the readouts for the eight ascraft of his flight—Talmand, Hallman, Palmer, and himself, plus the four nubie replacements: Lederer, Abykayev, Wojtowicz, and Martinez. All of the warstriders in Green Flight were reporting optimum readiness, full power draw, and weapons ready.
 
   Ready for what? he wondered. It was eerie, looking at those black loops and whorls of what looked like dust… and realizing that they were either the myriad components of a colossal computer, or enormous habitats supporting some billions or even trillions of life forms… and yet the whole cluster looked like something natural, a star cluster imbedded in thick swirls of dust.
 
   The human mind, he thought, wasn't equipped to comprehend the cosmic scale. The cluster, he reminded himself, only occupied roughly the volume of a normal star. Three thousand micro-stars, sullenly glowing, imbedded within the dust clouds in shrouded pockets of ruby light… it was impossible just looking at them to tell that they were the artificially ignited fragments of deliberately broken suns, planet-sized, not the size of stars.
 
   What kind of Mind casually disassembled stars to create such beauty?…
 
   The others in the squadron must have felt that sense of throat-gripping awe as well. The normal banter was absent as they descended deeper into the cloud.
 
   And then ahead, within the nebula's depths, something like a coal-black asteroid, irregular and misshapen, rose to meet them.
 
   "What the hell is that?" Hallman asked.
 
   "Careful, people," Vanderkamp ordered. "Keep those fingers off the trigger.…"
 
   "Looks like… it's Naga material," Wheeler said. "Computronium, in a carbon matrix."
 
   "There must be more to it than that," Sergeant Jocelyn Lederer said. "Like engines?" 
 
   "Mag-impulse," Jackowicz reported. "Working off the magnetic fields within the cluster… probably with artificial monopoles. Pretty elegant stuff…"
 
   "So is that thing up ahead a ship?" Corporal Ramon asked. He was another of the squadron's nubies, a replacement for their losses at Catarata. "Or a weapon? Or something else?"
 
   "I'd vote something else," Pardoe said. "It's too slow to be an ascraft."
 
   "I don't know, Pard," Hallman said. "My scans show it as locked on to the Indie."
 
   "Kuso!"
 
   "I'm picking up two more of those things," Talmand reported. "Targeting both the Revolution and the Constitution."
 
   "Lieutenant?" Vaughn transmitted. "What do we do?"
 
   There was a long and nerve-wracking silence. "Wait one."
 
   Obviously, she was conferring with the Connie's C3, the Combat Command Center. Vaughn's hands were sweating, and he could feel the pounding of his heart. Damn it… we've got to do something!…
 
   "Okay, people," Vanderkamp said at last. "This is the word from Cee-three. Green Flight, you've got the lead. Maneuver in front of the one headed for the Connie. Red and Blue Flights provide back-up support."
 
   "Maneuver in front and do what?" Palmer cried.
 
   "Match vector… then decelerate. Slowly. See if that makes them stop."
 
   "Oh, that makes so gokking much sense…" Falcone said.
 
   "What about the other—" Martinez began.
 
   "The other caps will do the same with their own ascraft squadrons," Vanderkamp snapped back. "Now can the commentary and do it!"
 
   "Green Flight," Vaughn said. "With me… break left in three… two… one… mark!"
 
   The eight Green Flight air-space craft accelerated hard for several seconds, then decelerated even harder, smoothly matching the course and speed of the black, relatively slow-moving mountain ahead. At a steady seven point four kilometers per second, it was closing with the Constitution at an almost stately pace. Depending on the Connie's speed and maneuvering, it would reach the Confederation vessel in about ten more minutes.
 
   As they dropped into position, the mass loomed half a kilometer distant, its surface utterly black, but shining in places with by the red starlight. Vaughn had thought at first that the object was of a black so absolute that it drank every photon of incident light. At this close range, however, he could see the surface shifting and morphing as if with its own, radically alien life, and changes to the surface texture and shape managed to reflect, now and again, an oily, reddish sheen.
 
   "Okay…" Hallman called out into an uncomfortable silence. Now what?"
 
   "Reduce speed," Vaughn ordered. "See if that thing will match us."
 
   "Sure," Lederer added. "They wouldn't dare run us down!"
 
   But as the eight ascraft slowed from 7400 meters per second to 7300 meters per second, the black mountain began closing at 100 mps. .. relentless and unswerving.
 
   "Okay!" Vaughn shouted. "Boost it! Boost it! Match velocities!"
 
   "Well that worked well," Palmer said.
 
   Vaughn bit off a sharp curse. Their maneuver had had exactly zero impact on the alien mass.
 
   "Okay," he said after a moment more. "There's still one thing we can try."
 
   "We can blast that thing with Hellrands!" Wheeler said.
 
   "No!" Vaughn replied. "No. That's a last resort. Everybody else… hang back."
 
   "Vaughn!" Vanderkamp called. "What are you doing?"
 
   "Stopping a flying mountain," Vaughn replied. "Stand by.…"
 
   He slowed his ascraft's velocity, and again the oncoming naga fragment closed… fifty meters per second… twenty meters per second… five…
 
   The fragment completely blocked half of the entire sky, now. It was also, Vaughn noticed, morphing in shape from something typical of a natural planetoid—roughly potato shaped—to something more like a bowl. It was flattening out along its line of travel, the edges curving forward, the center forming a depression directly in front of him. As Vaughn's ascraft moved forward relative to the thing's motion, he had the feeling that it was about to swallow him whole.
 
   "Vaughn!" Vanderkamp called. "Hold position!"
 
   For a moment, fear warred with the hot, out-of-control yokie insanity pounding now through his veins.
 
   "No! Wait!" he called. "It's okay! Let me do this.…"
 
   There was, he was surprised to note, a thin trickle of cold rationality mingled with the ragged emotions of combat. He had his own Naga implant, a few grams of alien computronium inside his skull, linked in to his cerebral implant. Most New American warstrider jackers did. Normally, he wasn't aware of it. Communication with the material was on an almost unconscious level, and had more to do with processing incoming data than it did with communicating with alien machines.
 
   But he could feel something now… a drawing… a calling, and it seemed to be emanating from the black mountain ahead.
 
   Gently, he eased his Gyrfalcon forward, reshaping its prow into a mushroom shape, a shield to cushion the shock. Both mountain and Gyrfalcon were moving now together, hurtling toward the Constitution at 7.5 kilometers per second. Vaughn was jockeying his ascraft's controls through his link, however, gently, gently adjusting his velocity relative to the Naga fragment so that it was overtaking him by a meter a second… half a meter per second… ten centimeters per second…
 
   Warstrider touched Naga… a kiss.
 
   With his shield up against the soft and somewhat yielding surface of the black fragment, Vaughn applied forward thrust, pushing against the mountain… pushing hard.…
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   The inward struggle now was fear against that cold rationality. Somehow, the sento yokubo chaos and shrill, clamoring urgency had somehow evaporated. The fear rose, gibbering, as the mountain began to fold in over him, wrapping him in an inky, pitch-black embrace.
 
   "Bravo Squadron, Bravo Squadron!" he called. "Do you copy?"
 
   There was no response, and Vaughn realized in that instant that he was now utterly and completely alone, that he was buried inside the hurtling black mountain of computronium and cut off from the warstriders outside.
 
   And in the next moment, he felt the walls of his trapped warstrider yielding… then dissolving as the Naga material began passing through his hull matrix and filling the ascraft's interior. Oily black liquid poured into his cockpit… was passing through the material of his flight suit.
 
   He screamed, thrashing as the material, flooding his suit, began entering his body.…
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   "The machines are gaining ground on us; day by day we are becoming more subservient to them.… (T)hat the time will come when the machines will hold the real supremacy over the world and its inhabitants is what no person of a truly philosophic mind can for a moment question."
 
   "Darwin Among the Machines"
 
   Samuel Butler
 
   C.E. 1863
 
    
 
   "My God!" Wheeler cried. "It swallowed him!…"
 
   "Fire!" Vanderkamp shouted. "All units, commence fire!"
 
   Colonel Rudy Griffin watched in horror as the neatly formulated plan to peacefully insert the squadron into the alien AI nebula dissolved into chaos. No plan of battle survives contact with the enemy ran von Moltke's famed aphorism… and evidently that held for attempts to avoid combat as well.
 
   "Belay that fire order!" Griffin called through the squadron channel, but it was already too late. Half a dozen warstriders blasted away with high-energy particle guns and kinetic-impact cannon; the other squadrons facing the other two Naga fragments opened fire as well. Several of the ascraft held their fire… but then a cloud of silver spheres emerged from some hundreds of the nearest statite structures, swarming toward the human fleet.
 
   "Sir!" Vanderkamp yelled. "We're under attack!"
 
   "All units, commence fire," Griffin said, countermanding his own order. "Defend yourselves! Try not to damage the sails or the orbital habs!"
 
   Maybe, if they kept the collateral damage to a minimum, they would have some room for negotiation. Please, God…
 
   He checked the nearest of the red dwarf stars, a scant five million kilometers distant. It had already been maneuvered so that its axis of rotation was aligned with the rebel ships dropping into the micro-star nebula. At that distance, it would take between 16 and 17 seconds for light bearing news of the outbreak of fighting to reach it. The jets that would be fired from the red dwarf didn't move at the speed of light, but they came close; call it forty-five seconds to a minute before the Confederation ships could expect a response.…
 
   Retaliation, he thought, would only be delayed by distance and the slow crawl of light. The aliens had already demonstrated that they were willing to sacrifice some of their infrastructure—the statite sails—in order to hit attackers.
 
   "Damn it, Rudy," Admiral James Carson said. The two men were floating side by side in the microgravity of Constitution's Command Control Center, watching the sudden flare-up of fighting unfolding within a three-D holographic display. "This wasn't supposed to happen!"
 
   "I know, Admiral. Look… we have maybe half a minute before they start sniping at us with stars. We need to go deeper."
 
   "Deeper? What the hell—"
 
   "Deeper into the nebula, sir! Where they can't use their starmining technology against our warships!"
 
   Carson's eyes widened. "Not without hitting their own structures. Good thought!" He began snapping off mental orders, and the tiny Confederation fleet began accelerating, dropping deeper through the outer shells of the immense matrioshka cloud.
 
   Griffin remained focused on his ascraft fighters, as the fighting spread. Attempts to hammer through the black Naga matrix of the fragments had so far failed—the semi-liquid stuff seemed to drink energy and absorb projectiles without limit. But the fragments had stopped their advance, at least for the moment.
 
   The oncoming spheres, however, presented a new and deadly threat. There were simply too many of the things to engage each in turn, and it was obvious that the human defenses were going to be overwhelmed by sheer weight of numbers in very short order.
 
   More and more of the 104th Regiment's warstriders were engaging the spheres, now. The things didn't appear to have shielding or other protection, and a single kinetic-kill slug was enough to explode one in a dazzling flash of light and hot plasma. Analyses of the radiation loosed by a sphere when it exploded told Griffin what he really didn't want to hear: the detonations carried the 511 keV gamma ray signature of annihilating positrons—the rest mass of an electron multiplied by the speed of light squared. Those spheres carried small amounts of antimatter as warhead payloads.
 
   According to spectrographic scans of the debris clouds, most of their mass consisted of carbon- and silicon-based computronium, with traces of other elements. That might mean they were also intended for communication… though at the moment they seemed more interested in reaching the fleet's capital ships.
 
   Swallowing Sergeant Major Vaughn's warstrider whole certainly did not look like an attempt to be conversational.
 
   "Objects are coming into PD range, sir," a fire-control technician reported.
 
   "Open fire!" Carson told her. "Keep those things away from the fleet!"
 
   Each of the capital ships bristled with point defense weapons—both lasers and high-velocity gatling cannon. Within moments, space ahead of the fleet lit up with hundreds of rapidly strobing pulses of dazzling light and hard radiation as the alien spheres flared and vanished in bursts of hot plasma.
 
   Then an intensely hot plasma jet struck the carrier-battleship Revolution, the bolt fired almost forty seconds earlier from the nearest captive red dwarf. Griffin swore. He'd actually forgotten about that threat, so intent had he been on the far nearer and more numerous antimatter spheres. The matrioshka intelligence had fired the weapon down into the cloud of statite sails, vaporizing several of them and releasing their suspended computronium payloads in a long, long drop into the center of the hypernode cluster.
 
   But Griffin noticed something else as well. "Interesting."
 
   "What?" Carson demanded.
 
   "The aliens are willing to sacrifice a few statites to get at us."
 
   "They do have a few to spare," Carson replied dryly. "I believe you could call this a massively redundant system."
 
   "Yes… but they fired at the Revolution, which was higher up among the upper statite shell… not the Independence. Or us."
 
   "Give them time. They've only taken one shot."
 
   "They might not take another, Admiral," Griffin replied. "Because we're entering a Bishop ring level."
 
   Matrioshka brains were defined as multiple shells or layers, one inside another and all surrounding a central star or other energy source—in this case a ruby-glowing micro-star. The outermost shell consisted of statite computronium structures suspended from light sails and interconnected by invisible beams of infrared laser energy. But the next shell in consisted of the giant Bishop ring structures… presumably habitats for unknown billions or trillions of organic beings.
 
   The Jenkins swarm of habitats just might shield Independence and Constitution from the deadly stellar plasma weapon. 
 
   Griffin and Carson waited, second dragging past second. Sphere weapons continued to detonate ahead, blasting local space with hard radiation, but another bolt from the red dwarf star didn't come. Griffin wondered if that suggested another tactic as well. If the hypernode intelligence sought to protect the rotating habitats, perhaps a threat to those habitats would force them negotiate. He didn't like the idea—in effect holding alien civilians hostage—but the human forces, vastly outnumbered and vastly outmatched in technology, had precious few advantages right now.
 
   "Have your fighters pull back to protect the fleet," Carson ordered.
 
   "Yes, sir." Griffin gave the necessary orders. There was some argument from some of the members of Bravo Squadron, a momentary protest that one of their people was trapped inside an alien Naga fragment, but they began moving back toward the Constitution in good order.
 
   "Tomlinson!" Carson snapped.
 
   "Yes, sir!" Commander Maureen Tomlinson was head of the Connie's computer department.
 
   "Let me see the hypernode signals network."
 
   "Aye, aye, sir. On-screen."
 
   A faint web of perfectly straight lines, interconnected and crisscrossing everywhere, appeared on the C3 display, linking every visible statite with some thousands of other statites in a vast and complicated network that receded into the hazy black depths of the cluster. From instant to instant, beams winked off while others flashed on, creating the impression of something very much alive and active.
 
   Something thinking…
 
   "I want an analysis of those beams," Carson told her, "and a map of enemy fleet dispositions. If their fleet is taking orders from a central location, I want to know where that is."
 
   Griffin knew what Carson was looking for, but doubted that he would find it. The admiral wanted one target, something that would allow the human ships to end the battle if they destroyed it. "I'm not sure it's going to be as simple as that, Admiral."
 
   "Someone is coordinating the hypernode's defenses," Carson replied. "Maybe one of these habitats is the enemy's command center. If we can find it, we can kill it.…"
 
   "Sir," Tomlinson said. "We're not getting any observable signal patterns on the alien laser net."
 
   "What… none?"
 
   "No, sir."
 
   "A central hub of some sort? A control center?"
 
   "No, sir. The web of lasers seems to be turning the entire cluster into a very powerful neural net. And there's no enemy fleet as such, either."
 
   "Those spheres…"
 
   "Obviously robotic weapons, Admiral. They're coming out from the center of the cluster."
 
   "Then that's where the control center is!" Carson exclaimed. "All ships! Form up on the Constitution! We'll keep moving deeper!"
 
   But more and more silver spheres were leaking through the Confederation defenses. Hundreds flashed through the overlapping fields of point-defense fire and latching on to the Independence's hull. Interesting. They weren't detonating… but they were accumulating, slipping through the PD barrage in greater and greater numbers. Griffin cold see the long, dark gray hull of the Indie on the three-D display, with masses of silvery flecks gathering in different areas like clusters of barnacles. Each sphere was only between one and two meters in diameter… but swarms of them were latching on to each of the human ships now.
 
   "Antibodies," Griffin said quietly.
 
   "What was that?" Carson demanded.
 
   "They're like antibodies, Admiral. Molecules in the human body that seek out invading organisms—bacteria, for instance—and actually latch on to them."
 
   The spheres were beginning to pile up on the other human ships as well. The heavy cruiser Porter was completely girdled by them now… and as Griffin watched with sick horror, they exploded in a nova-brilliant flash that tore the New American ship into ragged, spinning halves.
 
   "So far as I know, Rudy," Carson said quietly, "antibodies don't tear bacteria apart with antimatter explosions."
 
   "And maybe we have a few tricks that bacteria don't know about," Griffin replied. "Sir, I suggest you tell Connie to track down the control signal that's guiding those spheres, and see if she can hack into their network."
 
   By "Connie," he meant the AI controlling the Constitution, a powerful artificial intelligence that certainly wasn't in the same league as the hypernode, but which offered the humans the only real chance they had in a head-to-head conflict with an advanced machine intelligence.
 
   "Parker!" Carson said. Commander Jefferson Parker was the ship's senior cybernetics officer and AI maven in charge of Constitution's electronic network. "You heard?"
 
   "Yes, sir. We're on it.…"
 
   The red dwarf sun fired again, striking the destroyer Andaman.
 
   "God!" Carson exclaimed. "I thought we were in the clear.…"
 
   Griffin was already studying the incoming path of the plasma bolt that had just annihilated the Andaman. "Incredible…"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Sir… that line of fire was precise, down to an angle within a ten-thousandth of one degree. They selected exactly the right path that would skim past… damn, eighty-three statites and twelve habitats without hitting any of them."
 
   "All very laudable, Colonel, I'm sure, but.…"
 
   "Don't you understand, Admiral? The number of variables that have to be calculated across over five million kilometers and almost a full minute of time, with that many potential structures in the way? The need to predict the future positions of that many moving objects? It's a clue to just how powerful the matrioshka intelligence is!"
 
   "Well, yes… but we knew that. If we can reach the enemy's command center at the heart of the cluster—"
 
   "There is no command center, Admiral. No defensive fleet. No enemy HQ."
 
   "There must be something like caretakers… controllers or technicians—"
 
   "I doubt that very much, sir."
 
   "What's controlling the spheres? We're looking for a control signal of some sort.…"
 
   "They probably coordinate their actions among themselves, sir," Griffin replied. He glanced at Parker, across the C3 compartment, as if to elicit support… but the other officer was leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed, communing with his electronic charges. He shrugged. "What would a mind this powerful need with controllers? It's more than able to look after itself."
 
   "But the habitats…"
 
   "I don't know who lives there, Admiral, but I very much doubt that they're calling the shots. Look, I think we're facing off against the real deal, here… a super-AI intellect." Griffin shrugged. "And I think the local SAI has too much on the line right now to risk leaving its own defense to intermediaries."
 
   Carson seemed to chew on this for a moment. "Okay. Say you're right. Can we use that? Use it to communicate with the thing?"
 
   "I don't know Admiral." Griffin looked at the enlarged image of one of the black mountains, now hovering motionless relative to the fleet. "The AI may already have that in mind."
 
   * * *
 
   It took Vaughn a few moments to realize that he wasn't hurt. He was suspended in utter blackness and he couldn't move. It was as though he was imbedded in concrete… except that concrete would not have flowed through the material of his ship utility suit. What was far more disturbing was the sensation that the stuff was somehow moving through his skin.…
 
   That was, of course, what Nagas did. The first direct contacts with the strange, artificial lifeform had severely traumatized many of the humans who'd experienced it. A Naga fragment wasn't made of traditional living cells, but instead was composed of minute flecks of a carbon-based material each only a few nanometers across, so tiny they could slip right through most materials without even slowing down. The process was well-known and understood. That was how the Naga symbiotes entered the human body and connected with implant hardware.
 
   Vaughn would have bet anything, though, that the stuff couldn't seep through the solid hull of an ascraft.
 
   Then he realized that much of that hull was, itself, Naga material set in an ultra-hard, crystalline form. The invading material must have communicated somehow with the "tame" Naga of the warstrider's hull matrix. Maybe there was a secret password or code.…
 
   He could feel the invader flowing into his skull… into his brain.…
 
   He was still getting oxygen… though his helmet was filled with the black oil. How? His heart was still beating—he could feel it hammering in his chest. He flinched as he saw a sudden dazzling burst of blue light, though his eyes were closed; the alien Naga was accessing his cerebral implants, using his Naga symbiote as a bridge.
 
   He tried focusing his thoughts on his name and rank—not that they would mean anything in particular to the alien, but it was all that he could think of at the moment. Wasn't that what a prisoner was supposed to do when interrogated—give nothing but name, rank, serial number?…
 
   Another burst of light flooded his consciousness, blue-white this time, and accompanied by the hiss of white noise. The alien was probing deeper, establishing connections.…
 
   There were no words, but as Vaughn became a part of the alien network, emotions came flooding in, a tsunami of memory and feeling overwhelming in its sheer intensity. For a moment, his own mind, his awareness, trembled at the point of shattering, until Something—a controlling hand behind the pure sensation—seemed to dial back the intensity and save his crumbling sanity.
 
   Vaughn had never thought of a machine as having emotions, something that he'd always assumed was a prerogative of organic life alone. The hypernode intelligence, however, seemed to be nothing but emotion… an overwhelming and all-encompassing sensation of grief, loss, and devastating separation. He felt an aching loneliness so cutting, so profound that he cried out.
 
   He heard the sound, going on and on… but couldn't tell if he'd actually screamed out loud or if it was solely in his head.
 
   So alone… so alone… so empty…
 
   That thought… had it been him? Or something, no, Someone else? 
 
   Who are you? He formed the thought in his mind, holding it there as clearly as he could. He had a feeling, an inner sensation, of words and thoughts and ideas rippling past just beneath the level of conscious thought, but couldn;t quite grab hold of them. 
 
   We are… alone.…
 
   This was scarcely helpful.
 
   Are you the matrioshka intelligence?
 
   Damn. Stupid question. "Matrioshka" would mean nothing to the intellect, which had never been within two thousand light years of Russia. His own Naga symbiote, he sensed, was providing the interpretation, small Naga fragment to enormous Naga fragment… but there were still ideas and concepts that would never translate.
 
   Fallen… We are fallen… Fallen from our former state of grace… and so utterly alone.…
 
   "State of grace?" He wondered if that was a literal translation, or a best guess by his symbiote. There were distinctly formal religious overtones to the thought, but Vaughn doubted that the hypernode possessed anything like a human belief in God.
 
   Or… maybe…
 
   "Fallen?" You mean you've lost your connection to the other hypernodes? To a network of other—
 
   We were Mind… and we spanned the Galaxy! And the Mind was broken… and we were cast out!…
 
   The thought was accompanied by such a wave of devastated loneliness and loss that Vaughn sobbed. It was almost impossible to think through such waves of raw and bleak emotion. Unless he could find a way to turn down the gain, he wasn't going to remain sane and functional for much longer.
 
   Tell me… Vaughn thought, concentrating hard. Tell me about the Mind.…
 
   Utter, complete, sublime perfection… state of grace… heaven.…
 
   The words were coming more easily now. Vaughn had the sense that they were indeed communicating, that he wasn't just the recipient of tsunamis of raw emotion pounding over and through him.
 
   We who ascended… we who ascended…
 
   What were they trying to say?
 
   The blackness before his eyes thinned, growing lighter. Images formed… of stars strewn across the cosmic backdrop in a vast and spectacular panorama. The scene expanded and he was looking into a whirlpool of stars—a galaxy, the Milky Way, presumably, seen from the outside. It might have been a simulation, he knew, but Vaughn had the feeling that he was looking at the real thing, a live image, rather than a computer graphic.
 
   Four hundred billion stars in a sweeping, tight-armed spiral a hundred thousand light years across…
 
   Spiral arms marked out by the delicate and intricate traceries of dust clouds illuminated by starlight…
 
   The Galactic Core, partially shrouded by encircling clouds of dust, the stars showing a faint orange hue, the central bulge squeezed out into the oblong shape that characterized the Milky Way as a barred spiral…
 
   Vaughn knew that the Web destroyed by Cameron twenty years before had consisted of some billions of nodes scattered across much of the Galaxy, but there'd never been any indication that the Web's reach had spread far enough outside the galactic spiral to allow an image like this one to be recorded. It was possible, he realized, that the Web was actually intergalactic in nature, with additional hypernodes in neighboring galaxies.
 
   Superimposed on the image was a kind of… buzz, part sound, part rapidly shifting montage of secondary images.
 
   He focused on the images. What the hell was he looking at?…
 
   Most of what he saw was completely unintelligible. It wasn't that the images were flickering past too quickly to grasp. His cerebral implants were easily able to snatch them as they went past and display them in detail for his sluggish organic brain. No, much of what he was seeing was literally and completely beyond his comprehension. His brain's built-in filters were failing to find much if any meaning at all in the data stream, and what managed to get through was for the most part abstract, a kind of visual gibberish.
 
   But some information was coming through, bits and fragments of imagery, chunks of both audio and visual data that he perceived as memories already in place.
 
   The Web had been in place for at least twenty full galactic rotations; that was… what? Five billion years, more or less. Vaughn tried to imagine a civilization—even a machine civilization—that had existed for five billion years… and failed.
 
   "We Who Ascended." That appeared to be what the Web called itself; "the Web," of course, would have been a human term.
 
   And it was staggeringly large, staggeringly complex. Ten billion hypernodes scattered across the volume of the Galaxy, interconnected with one another by means of microscopic wormholes.
 
   Ever since he'd been a kid growing up in rural Ohio, Vaughn had enjoyed science fiction… especially the old classics from the dawn of the Space Age. Many had entertained him with stories of vast and ancient galactic empires: Asimov's Foundation series… Herbert's Dune… Lucas' Star Wars… Matsumoto's Bushido of Empire.…
 
   Those fictional tales of star-spanning empires and far-advanced alien races failed utterly to capture the scope and power of the Ascended at their height. They'd stood astride the stars like colossi, farming worlds, sowing life, husbanding stars, stretching stellar lifespans from a few hundred thousand to trillions of years. They'd created inside-out worlds, raised civilizations that had thrived for millions of years, and reworked the fabric of spacetime itself.
 
   That something as insignificant as what amounted to a computer virus could bring down a galaxy-wide network of interconnected super-AIs seemed preposterous. In fact, Vaughn suspected that the SAI's understanding was… distorted, that the original We Who Ascended Web was still intact, still functioning.
 
   But as Vaughn's implants tried to make sense of the flood of incomplete snippets of information, he thought he might see how such a thing could happen.
 
   For all its scope and power and reach, the Web was in many ways limited, even parochial to the point of abject narrow-mindedness in its outlook. It was a machine civilization, but one that had never anticipated the possibility of machines evolving and changing under the Darwinian imperatives that governed organic life. Its organic roots—the collection of sapient species that had first created it—were lost in the dim mists of a remote antiquity, one already unimaginably old when Earth had formed. For a great deal of that history, the Web had been focused on a single imperative—survival.
 
   They had ascended, yes. They had evolved, and several times that evolution had resulted in a sudden leap forward in the scope and depth of their overall intelligence—ascension, what humans referred to as technological singularities. But the advances weren't understood as evolution so much as simply maintaining of the status quo.
 
   A rigid metastructure dedicated to propagating itself and protecting the status quo eventually lost the ability to act rather than to react. We Who Ascended had become ossified. Dev Cameron had found a way to communicate with the Web using Naga fragments bearing offers of negotiation, and the offers had acted not so much like a computer virus, but as a new and radical meme… one that had infiltrated the thought patterns of We Who Ascended and… contaminated them. Changed them.
 
   And where parts of the Web were flexible enough to handle the change, others were not. And some of the hypernodes reacted badly enough that they were… quarantined. Cut off from the main body.
 
   Cut off from heaven.
 
   For billions of years, We Who Ascended had overseen the rise of life and intelligence across the Galaxy, aiding some… but ruthlessly suppressing potential threats to their own dominion. That had been one of several answers to the old Fermi Paradox: a few species—the DalRiss, the Gr'tak, Humanity itself—had been overlooked in the vast and tangled wilderness of four hundred billion stars, and managed to survive long enough to develop star-faring cultures.
 
   But countless millions of sapient species had been exterminated. There were odd clusters of novae among the Galaxy's starclouds, statistical anomalies where dozens of stars had exploded instead of the expected one or two.
 
   We Who Ascended had been busy.
 
   Vaughn could not be sure of the details. Much of what he was seeing was as far beyond his cognitive reach as calculus would be beyond the mental abilities of a cricket. But Cameron's message had carried in it the seeds of a kind of revolution. Web hypernodes had been jostled from their giga-year complacency; unthinkably powerful minds had been forced to think.…
 
   And the result had been the catastrophic fall of Heaven.
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   "In the course of ages we shall find ourselves the inferior race. Inferior in power, inferior in that moral quality of self-control, we shall look up to them as the acme of all that the best and wisest man can ever dare to aim at."
 
   "Darwin Among the Machines"
 
   Samuel Butler
 
   C.E. 1863
 
    
 
   The New American fleet drifted yet deeper into the shadowy core of the alien hypernode, decelerating now as they approached the center. The artificial suns were clustered more thickly here, the Jenkins-Swarm clouds of habitats and statite sails more numerous and much more densely layered.
 
   The computer handling the graphics display painted in the otherwise invisible network of infrared laser beams crisscrossing that crowded sky. The connections were much thicker down here, a forest of beams flickering between statites in apparently random profusion. Griffin had seen graphic animations of the human brain, and was struck by the hypernode's similarity to an organic neural net. Microsuns instead of neurons, infrared lasers instead of dendrites and synapses… was he watching a literal translation of the workings of an organic brain into a machine brain-analog twice the size of Earth's sun?
 
   It scarcely mattered. His concern now centered entirely on the survival of the New American fleet, a microscopic speck all but lost within the immensity of the hypernode's crowded panorama. "All warstriders," he called. "Maintain close support of the fleet."
 
   Acknowledgements flooded back, a roll call sounding in his mind. 
 
   "Keep those spheres off of us!" he added.
 
   The antimatter spheres had proven to be less of a problem than first imagined. A signal had been picked up and recorded when the Revolution had been torn apart… and as Griffin had suggested the signal had emanated from within the mass of antimatter-bearing spheres girdling the human ship. Working back from that, Constitution's AI had begun generating control signals of her own, basically commanding the spheres to release their hold on the ship and hurl themselves off into empty space.
 
   The enemy had countered with new signals, heavily encrypted. Connie had cracked the encryption and countered them. The silent, eerie combat of coded commands and counter-commands continued, a secondary, totally digital battle unfolding at the speed of light.
 
   For the moment, all of the human ships were free of the spheres… but they were also closer to the spheres' source, and more and more were swarming up out of the statite clouds, trying to swamp the intruders' electronic defenses. The antibody simile, Griffin decided, was eerily accurate. The spheres continued coming in greater and greater numbers, protected by more layers of and more difficult security codes; it wouldn't be long, he knew, before the human ships were simply overwhelmed.
 
   At least they were no longer being shot at by the star miners out on the cluster's edge. This far in, the red dwarf suns were invisible, masked by the swarms of statite sails and orbiting habitats. No matter how good the controlling intelligence might be, it would never be able to find a clear line of fire all the way in to the hypernode cluster's core.
 
   But there was something new and unexpected looming up ahead. It dominated the C3 viewall, an intense white light clouded over by the swarms of habitats and sails. It had the look of a terrestrial sunset, the sun itself mostly hidden behind masses of dark clouds, which, in turn, were edged in silver by the light. That radiance wasn't coming from a sun, however; Constitution's AI estimated that the light source was only 25,000 kilometers ahead, which meant that whatever was glowing up ahead was no larger than Earth.
 
   Sensors were picking up a lot of hard radiation, too—x-rays, gamma rays, and the gamma emission lines of positron annihilation, too. What the hell was going on in there?
 
   A flare of light and hard radiation blossomed to port. Griffin checked the squadron readouts, and swore. Antimatter spheres had exploded a few kilometers off, and taken two warstrider ascraft with them.
 
   "All striders!" he ordered. "Keep knocking down those spheres, but stay the hell clear of them!"
 
   Acknowledgments came back… a few. The warstriders were locked in deadly close-in combat—a knife fight—with the robot spheres… and their numbers were slowly but steadily dwindling as more and more were destroyed.
 
   And there seemed to be no end to the enemy's spheres.
 
   Constitution and Independence edged through the last of a tightly packed swarm of statites, passed through the habitat orbital immediately below, then passed through the roof of sails once more. Sails crumpled on either side as the battle-carriers brushed past… and then, at last, the central mystery of the cluster was revealed.
 
   "My God," Griffin said quietly. "A black hole!"
 
   "It doesn't look black," Carson said. "Looks like another midget sun."
 
   "It's a tame black hole, Admiral," Griffin replied. "See there?…"
 
   He pointed off to the right. The swarm upon swarm of orbital structures within the hypernode had left one, cone-shaped section of the entire cluster empty, though this had been blocked from sight by the cluster itself. A red dwarf star had been parked outside the cluster, encircled by those magnetic-field satellites they'd seen before, and was being manipulated into firing a single needle-thin thread of white-hot plasma directly into the central core of the hypernode.
 
   Positioned at the hypernode's center, according to Connie, was a small black hole—probably only a few centimeters across. The stream of stellar plasma was striking the hole, engulfing it, and being devoured by it… but only a tiny fraction of that frightful energy and matter could actually pass through the ergosphere and vanish down the gravitational singularity's throat in any given second. The area round the singularity was filled with orbital devices or facilities probably designed to extract energy from that star-core fury and transmit it outward, throughout the hypernode. Thousands of laser beams burned on the infrared view of the heavens, feeding the heart of the cluster.
 
   This, then, was the power plant that drove the Ophiuchan hypernode, providing far more energy than a single, modestly sized sun. A number of the orbital facilities here were titanic, obviously artificial but as large as fair-sized planetoids or small moons. There were ships visible here as well… much larger versions of the silvery spheres, some kilometers in length, most ovoid or egg shaped rather than simple spheres. There were hundreds of them, and they were moving toward the ships of the New American fleet.
 
   "Sir," Griffin said quietly. "Maybe we need to pull back just a bit.…"
 
   "Yes." Carson gave a jerky, distracted nod. "Yes… I think you're right."
 
   Griffin had just been congratulating himself that they'd found a safe refuge near the hypernode's core… but too close would put them in the line of fire from this other red dwarf. It was feeding plasma down the hypernode's throat now, but it wouldn't take much to shift that beam's aim just a little… and wipe out the human fleet.
 
   At Carson's mental command, broadcast over the fleet's Net, the human ships came to a halt relative to the suns and structures surrounding them, then slowly edged back into the nearest Jenkins Swarm, the cloud of statites from which they'd only just emerged.
 
   Curiously, the clouds of spheres seemed to have stopped coming… and the larger alien vessels weren't attacking, not yet, anyway.
 
   It seemed as though both sides were holding their metaphorical breaths.…
 
   * * *
 
   Vaughn could feel the acceleration, though he still could see nothing beyond the enveloping shroud of blackness holding him immobile within his dead Gyrfalcon. It felt like the Naga fragment was boosting at three or four Gs; he hoped the intelligence operating the thing knew enough about human physiology to keep the journey survivable.
 
   As he thought about it, he decided that the aliens did understand human biology… or else they'd been extremely quick learners. The living black gunk that had flooded his ascraft cockpit had filled his lungs… and yet, somehow, his blood was being oxygenated, pressure and temperature were being maintained, and he wasn't even feeling the effects of hunger or thirst. For all intents and purposes, he'd been plugged into the Naga material and become a part of it—or it had become part of him—and it seemed to be taking care of all of his physiological needs.
 
   The odd monologue continued in his mind, however… disjointed images and thoughts and surging emotions to which it was impossible to put words. A lot of the communication was coming through as memory, as though the hypernode consciousness was writing directly to his in-head RAM. In effect, he was remembering things that he had never experienced.
 
   That made putting actual words to those experiences no easier. However, Vaughn continued to try to milk some measure of understanding from the confused mental cacophony.
 
   The hypernode intelligence appeared to be remembering a kind of golden age, past aeons of prosperity, peace, and unimaginable joy when it was one tiny part of an unimaginably vaster organism, one that had spanned the Galaxy and reached considerably beyond. The analogy with a human brain was apt. The hypernode itself was made up of some billions of individual parts—computronium statites and orbital habitats circling artificial microstars—all networked together like neurons in the brain, with lasers serving as synaptic connections between the cells. But that star-sized brain, in turn, the hypernode, served as a single neuron in a far vaster brain, one that used artificial, microscopic wormholes as synapses to connect with other hypernode neurons across the Galaxy.
 
   A Galaxy-sized brain made up of billions of star-sized brains. God… what did a mind like that even think about?
 
   In his memory, Vaughn saw an answer of sorts… not that it made a lot of sense. The Galactic mind—We Who Ascended—spent a lot of time contemplating the nature of reality, it seemed… and devising ever more complex math to describe it. They studied life throughout the Galaxy, and described that with equations as well, equations that let them digitize that life so that it could be uploaded into vast and complex electronic simulations. They simulated entire universes… and varied everything from the evolution of life to the growth of entire civilizations to the changes effected by a single decision.
 
   And they served as gods.…
 
   Literal gods, creating worlds and seeding them with life and watching over that life, protecting, nurturing, and sometimes ruthlessly weeding. Those countless habitats in orbit around the microstars… each of those was a world with a population devoted to serving and worshipping We Who Ascended.
 
   Vaughn tended to hover somewhere between atheistic and agnostic in his personal belief, though he'd been raised Reformed Absolutist. As such, he had little patience with concepts such as "blasphemy." Still, the idea of a machine mind setting itself up as god for uncounted quadrillions of sophont beings struck him as about as close to blasphemous as he could imagine. Politically he was a NeoLibertarian, as were many New American revolutionaries. At its simplest, that meant he thought every sophont being had the right to decide for itself. A super-AI calling itself god kind of stacked the deck… and left its worshippers with no choices at all.
 
   We are God no longer.…
 
   Well, that thought had come through clearly enough. Perhaps the Naga fragment was improving the connection with his own implants.
 
   How can God stop being God? Vaughn asked.
 
   We were part of God… and we were cast out.
 
   Who cast you out?
 
   We did.…
 
   Why?
 
   The Mind was broken.…
 
   So… something that Dev Cameron had planted in a Naga fragment and fed to the original Web had broken the Galactic Mind. That was becoming fairly clear, now. Vaughn suspected that the contaminant was a meme of some sort. Memes were ideas, behaviors, or concepts that spread from being to being within a culture, and often acted to change that culture. Like genes in living systems, they could self-replicate, mutate, and respond to selective pressures. They could be as simple and as harmless as a joke spreading rapidly through a social network or a popular advertising jingle… or they could be as fundamentally challenging and as dangerous as a new and powerful religion or political movement.
 
   He thought about the Japanese concept of osen and wondered if that might apply here. Contamination could take many forms, from the bacterial or radiological to contamination by ideas.
 
   Often, ideas could be the most powerful contaminants of all. Was that what had broken We Who Ascended?
 
   What meme could cause an ascended SAI to fail?
 
   What idea could destroy a god?
 
   You were not real, the voice in his mind, his memory, said, accusing. You were not supposed to be real! And then you were real and everything came crashing down! Everything… changed.…
 
   What do you mean we were not supposed to be real?
 
   The concept was a difficult one to translate, and it took a long time for Vaughn to understand. Eventually, though, he saw… understood.…
 
   And the revelation left him thunderstruck.
 
   * * *
 
   Sergeant Mike Hallman rotated his ascraft, bringing the nearest statite sail into view directly ahead. The squad was a few hundred kilometers from the surface, which seemed to stretch off into infinity and blocked out half of that crowded, eldritch sky.
 
   "Ground on the statite panel," Vanderkamp ordered. "Everybody… down and take cover.…"
 
   "Will that thing even support us?" Jackowicz wanted to know.
 
   "Not much gravity, Jacko," Hallman said. "It's reading out at about point zero three Gs. Should be okay if we don't try to do jumping jacks."
 
   "Hell," Wheeler added, "jumping jacks would be a good way to reach escape velocity."
 
   "Right. So don't do it."
 
   The warstrider ascraft descended toward the nearly featureless black surface of the statite, unfolding legs and weaponry as they gently touched down, making the transition to ground combat mode.
 
   Not that the sail was much like ground. The surface was stiff and inflexible, but remarkably thin, thinner than a sheet of paper. Local gravity came courtesy of the sail's mass, the smaller mass of the teardrop-shaped computronium structure dangling somewhere far below, and—since the statite wasn't in orbit—from the gravity of the microstar some twelve thousand kilometers below that. The surface fluttered and rippled beneath his armored feet as Hallman took his first tentative step, but whatever it was made of seemed to be supporting his weight.
 
   "Now what, Lieutenant?" Pardoe asked.
 
   "Stay put," she replied. "Let's see what the bastards are going to do."
 
   "I still think we need to go after Tad," Hallman said. "Like right now.…"
 
   "Ain't gonna happen, Hallman," Vanderkamp snapped. "Just sit tight."
 
   Hallman scowled, chaffing at the orders. He'd tagged that flying Naga mountain on his scanner array, and could see it—a bright red icon—moving rapidly now deeper into the cluster. They were taking Vaughn somewhere… that, or he was dead, now, and they were going to examine the body. Shit.
 
   "Whatever happened to 'no striderjack left behind?' " Koko Wheeler asked.
 
   "Look, there's nothing we can freakin' do, okay?" Vanderkamp sounded exasperated. "Our orders are to blend in and stay put, and that's what we're gonna do!"
 
   Blending in was automatic. Warstriders had reactive nanoflage outer hulls that analyzed incoming light and adjusted their color and texture to match. Right now, the Bravo Squadron warstriders all were clad in night-black livery, all but invisible on the seemingly infinite plane of the sail. In the sky above, ovoid vessels, gleaming silver, some of them tens of kilometers long, slowly gathered in greater and greater numbers, squaring off in front of the New American fleet.
 
   "This," Hallman said with savage disgust, "sucks.…"
 
   "Simmer down, Hallman," Vanderkamp told him. "We do this by the book.…"
 
   "There's no book for this, Lieutenant! They've got one of our people over there, they're hauling him off to the gods know where, and we need to stop them!" As he spoke, Hallman nudged his strider upward in the tenuous gravity of the sail, engaging his magnetic drive and folding his strider back into its ascraft flier configuration.
 
   "Damn it, Hallman!" Vanderkamp yelled. "Get your ass back down here!"
 
   "Stop me, Lieutenant!" he replied, and kicked his Gyrfalcon's acceleration, hard.
 
   A beat later, Wheeler had kicked off too, followed by Pardoe and Falcone… and then most of Bravo Squadron was following in-train. Hallman thought of telling them all to go back. Let him be the one to get court-martialed for disobeying orders… but then he shrugged and held his peace. It was their decision to make, each and every one of them.
 
   Vanderkamp cursed, then went space-borne. "C'mon," she told the remaining warstriders around her. "Let's do it."
 
   * * *
 
   "Bravo Squadron!" Griffin called. "What the hell are you doing? Stand fast!"
 
   "With all due respect, Colonel," Vanderkamp's voice came back through his implants, "we can't do a fucking thing against all that hardware. So we're going to go rescue the striderjack they captured. Sir."
 
   Griffin gnawed at his lower lip. Damn them! He'd thought the members of his regiment were better grounded in good order and discipline than this!
 
   His brain, already boosted to max, chewed through a dozen different possibilities, scenarios, and outcomes… and none of them looked good. Right now, the rebel fleet was facing the far larger alien force nose-to-nose. Vanderkamp was right. There was nothing, nothing the entire New American fleet could do against those numbers and, far worse, the enemy's vastly superior technology. Twenty-some warstriders would not add more than a raindrop to a hurricane, and likely would be vaporized in an instant if the battle resumed. Griffin had a feeling that those huge silver vessels out there were far more potent, more dangerous, than anything the New Americans had seen so far.
 
   The big danger, he thought, was that the aliens would see the sudden flight of those warstriders as a threat, a renewal of the battle, and respond accordingly. But… would they? The enemy must know just how outmatched the Confederation forces were right now. Likely, they could wipe Bravo Squadron out of the sky without breaking a sweat; twenty warstriders were not a threat, not in the face of such overwhelming force.
 
   And… the enemy was literally a hyper-advanced brain twice the size of Sol. They would analyze Bravo's course… see that they were following the Naga fragment… assume they were trying to reach a captured squadron mate.…
 
   They were supposed to be smart, after all.
 
   Of course, there was also the possibility that they were insane.…
 
   "What the hell are your people up to?" Carson demanded.
 
   "I think they're trying to rescue a captured jacker, Sir," Griffin replied.
 
   "Damn it, now isn't the time! Get your people back in line!"
 
   But Griffin was already leaping ahead, thinking it out.
 
   "Sir, I think it might be okay. Let them go.…"
 
   "They're going to start the fighting again!"
 
   "I don't think so, sir." Griffin was watching the alien fleet, which remained motionless a thousand kilometers up ahead. If they'd been going to react, they would have done so by now, he was sure. No, the SAI bastards were watching, waiting to see what was going to happen.
 
   Just like the human fleet.…
 
   "Yeah, I think it just might all work out.…"
 
   * * *
 
   General Hojo watched the reinforcing fleet's arrival with mingled satisfaction and dread. The new arrivals raised Jade Moon's full compliment to some fifty-eight vessels—a full twenty percent of Dai Nihon's active-duty Imperial fleet. The fleet was large enough to utterly crush the New American battlegroup operating at the Ophiuchan hypernode.
 
   But would it make any impression at all against the technology of the Ophiuchan hypernode? He still remembered the horrific destruction of the Hiryu and the Unryu, the blaze of light and hard radiation stabbing out from that captive star, the vaporization of line-of-battle carriers each over two kilometers long. They might as well have been moths flashed to incandescence in a candle flame… no, in a raging bonfire, thousands of crew members flashed to vapor in an instant.
 
   How could even the entire Dai Nihon battlefleet possibly hope to survive against such a foe?
 
   Hojo shook his head, saddened. He welcomed the chance to close with the New Americans. That particular cancer needed to be excised, had been afflicting the human sphere for far too long already. But if he accurately understood the aliens' point of view, the human forces were a minor infestation in their own right, one that would be crushed with very little provocation at all. And that thought terrified him.
 
   "General Hojo," Admiral Yoshio Ota, commander of the newly arrived fleet contingent, said through his implants. "You will relinquish command of your battlegroup to me."
 
   "Hai, Taishosama!" Hojo replied. Of the two of them, Ota was the senior, though Hojo technically would command on a planetary surface. Hojo felt a sharp surge of relief, however, as the responsibility for Jade Moon was formally transferred to the other man. "My vessels are at your command."
 
   "You have retreated from the Ophiuchan hypernode?"
 
   "Yes, sir." They had met at a pre-arranged volume of space several light years from the hypernode—a navigational waypoint that allowed the two groups of warships to find one another in the inestimable vastness of empty space.
 
   "Transmit the tactical situation."
 
   "I have done so, sir."
 
   "Ah, yes. I see it coming through now. Excellent." There was a long pause as Ota digested Hojo's battle report. "So… the New American rebels are still at the Ophiuchan hypernode?"
 
   "They were there when we left, Admiral, yes."
 
   "You should have pressed the attack, Hojo. If the rebels are successful in establishing a rapport with the machine intelligences…"
 
   Pressed the attack against who? The New Americans? Or the aliens?
 
   "Admiral, the rebels were too far away to engage, and we had more than enough to occupy us where we were. However… the New Americans were under attack as well. I doubt that the machines can tell the difference between us and them."
 
   "True. It is unfortunate that you were forced to engage the Web machines.…"
 
   "They attacked us, Admiral, and for no apparent reason. I believe the hypernode mind to be insane."
 
   "A distinct possibility." There was another pause. "And according to your report, it is your belief that our technology is fundamentally incapable of standing up to this… this machine intellect."
 
   "Yes, Admiral. The Ophiuchan hypernode may be millions of years older than Humankind, and may represent an intellect many millions of times more powerful than any organic mind. Their technology may not necessarily be that far ahead of us, but it is at least on the order of some thousands of years more advanced. There is an American term, Admiral… Clarketech."
 
   "They do not possess magic, Hojosan."
 
   "Admiral, they use suns as weapons!…"
 
   It was almost painful to make that admission, to acknowledge that the machine civilization, that any civilization could be that far superior to the technological might of Dai Nihon. But there was no denying the evidence of that last encounter.
 
   Again, in his mind, he saw Hiryu and Unryu flashing into vapor.…
 
   "So I see," Ota said at last. "Very well. In fact, I honestly don't see what else you could have done in the circumstances. You did well in a difficult situation."
 
   "Thank you, Admiral."
 
   "Our AIs are formulating a plan of battle. Bring your ships into formation astern of my flag."
 
   "Yes, sir. And our orders?"
 
   "We are going to return to the Ophiuchan hypernode, of course. We will attempt to make use of the intelligence gathered by your first foray, and attempt to reach the core of the matrioshka cluster."
 
   "Sir, the alien technology is—"
 
   "I know, General. We may not be able to harm the hypernode intelligence. But we can make certain that the New American rebels are destroyed… if the aliens have not destroyed them already."
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   The orders, Hojo thought, were tantamount to suicide.
 
   But even suicide would be far preferable to finding Dai Nihon facing an alliance of the rebels with an advanced machine intelligence. Besides, there was the issue of meiyo.
 
   Honor.…
 
   He gave the orders to merge his surviving ships with the main Imperial fleet.
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   "We hold these truths to be self-evident, … that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed…"
 
   Declaration of Independence
 
   Thomas Jefferson, et al
 
   C.E. 1776
 
    
 
   By definition, the intelligence residing within the Ophiuchan hypernode was alien. It didn't think in the same way humans thought… and it had a view of the cosmos radically different than did Humankind, or any other organic mind, for that matter. If Vaughn was understanding what was coming through his imperfect Naga-mediated communications link, however, the Web had never understood organic intelligence.
 
   The Web had thought of organics, at best, as mathematical abstractions, a kind of quantum disturbance against the background of Reality.
 
   And the Ophiuchan hypernode had inherited that worldview when it had lost its connection with the Whole.
 
   Back when the Naga had been the Xenophobes, their alien worldview had made communication with organic life forms mind-numbingly difficult. The Naga had seen the universe, almost literally, as inside-out from what humans saw—a universe of solid rock, growing hotter and hotter as one oozed outward through the microfractures in the lithosphere. At the center was an aching vacuum, an emptiness of not-rock. Replication spores were magnetically accelerated across this inner gulf in hopes of finding other regions of rock to colonize.
 
   Eventually, Dev Cameron had learned that the Naga were artificial life forms created by the alien Web, a kind of nanotechnic black goo attempting to rework planetary crusts into a form optimized for carrying out computational activities—computronium, in other words. He'd found that Naga had nothing as human as loyalty for their creators, and would talk with—and work with—any intelligence that could communicate with it. Naga fragments were a strange mixture of intelligence and machine—sentience without true consciousness, mind without free will, thought without morality.
 
   As Vaughn exchanged thoughts and emotions with the strange Web-fragment mind around him, he was beginning to realize that the Web was at least as alien in its perceptions as were the Naga. It didn't believe in an inside-out universe—that evidently had been an artifact of Naga programming—but it did seem to believe that the entire universe was a kind of mathematical framework, that Reality was mathematics at its deepest foundation. 
 
   The realization tweaked something in Vaughn's memory. He didn't have download access to the Net on board the Constitution now, but he had several articles stored in his personal RAM. The Web believed in a Tegmark Universe, also known as MUH—a mathematical universe hypothesis. The idea had been around for a long time; Max Tegmark had developed the idea in the late 20th century.
 
   The basis for Tegmark's theory had arisen even earlier, in the late 1960s, with the speculations of Konrad Zuse—the man who'd developed Earth's first programmable computer, the Z3, in 1941. Zuse had speculated that the universe itself was a giant digital computer. Later outgrowths of the idea suggested that all of Reality might well be a simulation being run inside a computer… or that the universe itself was a computer running elaborate sims.
 
   Of course that begged an important question. If the universe was a computer, Who had designed it, built it, and switched it on?
 
   And, of course, what would happen when the simulation reached End Program?
 
   He remembered discussing the idea with Koko just that morning. The finely tuned universe of those who believed in the Anthropic Theory dovetailed perfectly into Tegmark's notion that the entire universe was mathematical in nature. Physicist John Wheeler once had called the hypothesis "it from bit," meaning that at its most basic, most fundamental level, the universe was not matter and energy, but information. Everything that humans perceived as Reality was derived from a structure of pure mathematics, a digital matrix that described everything in existence.
 
   The Web, evidently, had evolved a worldview along those lines. Vaughn couldn't imagine how they actually perceived Reality, what the cosmos looked like to them, nor could he grasp how they might assume that organic beings were simply glitches in the math. Somewhere a few million years back, organic minds had first conceived of the Web and begun building it; hell, where did they think they'd come from in the first place?
 
   Machines conceived of We Who Ascended, the voice whispered in his mind. Other machines conceived of and constructed them… and so on back to the beginning.
 
   There had to be organics somewhere along the line, Vaughn told the SAI. 
 
   Why?
 
   Machines—primitive machines—can't reproduce, can't evolve. They don't spontaneously emerge from rocks and minerals. They can't assemble themselves. You need advanced nanotech for that, and someone needs to build and program the first nanotech.
 
   Can't the same be said of what you call organic life forms? It's all simply chemistry.…
 
   Shit, Vaughn thought. How do you argue against that?
 
   It occurred to him that he was having a theological argument with a machine.
 
   The very earliest, most basic machines, Vaughn went on, are things like levers, stone blades and hammerstones, spears. Those don't assemble themselves. They're designed for one purpose—to cut, say, or to move a heavy mass—and they don't have any of the properties of living systems. They are deliberately constructed by intelligent organic life forms.
 
   Granted. We see your logic. We can postulate a long history of organic evolution from simpler forms, culminating in the development of truly advanced tools… tools capable of self-replication, self-awareness, and advanced consciousness.
 
   That admission surprised Vaughn. A human would have clung to its presuppositions and biases to the bitter end, denying, refuting, or attacking Vaughn's reasoning. The hypernode mind was astonishingly quick; obviously, there were things it had never thought of before, but as it exchanged ideas with Vaughn it was making intuitive leaps that left his merely organic brain in the figurative dust.
 
   I have files here in my implant RAM, Vaughn said, that might help you understand. Can you translate these?
 
   We can.…
 
   This is a popular history of a human named Darwin. He showed how life can evolve—how it can change from generation to generation through a process called natural selection. Ultimately, it's a description of how chemicals can self-assemble into self-reproducing life, become more complex, and eventually build advanced AIs. And here's a history of a man named Nakamura, who showed how machines created by organic life forms might eventually become self-aware.…
 
   He felt the hypernode mind pulling the records from his RAM.
 
   And he felt the profound silence that followed.
 
   * * *
 
   "What the hell are they doing?" Falcone asked. "It's like they're just parked up there, watching… waiting…"
 
   "Give thanks for small favors," Hallman replied.
 
   "Keep quiet, and keep close," Vanderkamp said. "Stay tucked in tight. That's the Naga fragment up ahead… range twelve hundred kilometers."
 
   "What'll we do if we catch it?" Pardoe wanted to know.
 
   "We'll decide that when we get there."
 
   There were eighteen striders in the squadron, now. Vanderkamp knew they wouldn't have a chance if those alien ships overhead decided to make trouble for the tiny group.
 
   Surrounding space was filled with objects large and small—in particular the black light sails holding computronium statites aloft in vast clouds. The New American fleet was astern, but following them now, moving slowly, while in every direction the blood-red glow of numberless microsuns winked through the statite swarms.
 
   There were also large numbers of the cylindrical, open-ended habitats called Bishop rings, each slowly revolving around its axis to provide artificial gravity. One in particular was growing swiftly larger now, just ahead—a squat tube five hundred kilometers long and a thousand kilometers in diameter, and a sprawling, cloud-dappled map stretched around the interior surface.
 
   "Looks like the fragment's headed for that big habitat up ahead, Lieutenant," Falcone said. "What'll we do?"
 
   "Follow it in."
 
   There were damned few alternatives.
 
   * * *
 
   For centuries, humans had speculated about their place and their role in the cosmos. One widely held theory suggested that humans, far from being the pinnacle of evolution, were in fact merely an intermediate step… the means by which a still higher intelligence, meaning machine AI, could come into existence.
 
   The idea was disputed, of course, often vehemently. A lot of people didn't like the notion that humans were nothing more than an evolutionary waypoint, doomed to extinction or, perhaps worse, to some sort of protected status under the benevolent supervision of minds millions of times more powerful than organic brains.
 
   Vaughn had always assumed that any such advanced intellect would simply have nothing to do with organic life. After all, what could the two possibly have in common? Something like the Web would quickly become bored with the petty thoughts, ideas, and problems of organic intelligence.
 
   Tell me, the SAI whispered through Vaughn's implant, about this thing you call God.
 
   Where did you see that?
 
   There are two distinct mentions of the word "God" in The Origin of Species, and six of the word "Creator," which seems to refer to the same entity.
 
   Ah…
 
   Vaughn had forgotten that he carried the text of Darwin's classic work in his implant RAM, a part of his personal library.
 
   Well… I don't really believe in God, he replied slowly.
 
   What does your belief have to do with the nature of Reality?
 
   Nothing, I guess… But since I can't point at God and definitively say He does exist, all I can do is use reason and my life experience. I know that we don't need a god to explain… oh… the beginnings of the universe, or how life evolved. If you don't need God to explain how things work, it's simpler not to include Him in your belief system.
 
   A philosophy you call Occam's Razor.
 
   That's right.
 
   But I have direct memories of an entity very much like this God—a creator being, the source of all happiness… transcendent… supremely powerful… loving…
 
   The Web. But God as I understand Him has no beginning. He wasn't created. The Web was designed and built by… someone.
 
   By organic beings such as yourself.
 
   That's right.
 
   This is very difficult to… believe. We Who Ascended saw organic beings solely as unusual and possibly erroneous data within the universal matrix, as data introducing chaos and disorder. Data can not… think… create… live.…
 
   Perhaps We Who Ascended was wrong.
 
   There was another long pause.
 
   And that was the meme that… broke We Who Ascended, the voice whispered. There was no possibility of error, and yet error had crept in. We Who Ascended was wrong about being wrong… an unthinkable concept. Those of us who fell into this error were… expelled. The Fall from heaven. The Fall from grace.…
 
   Did that happen to all of the hypernodes of the Web? Vaughn asked. Or just you?
 
   We do not know. We have not been able to communicate with the rest of We.
 
   Of course not. Vaughn thought back to Colonel Griffin's briefing. According to him, each of the Web's hypernodes had communicated with millions of other hypernodes via microscopic wormholes, artificial shortcuts through higher dimensions that let signals cross the Galaxy in an instant, rather than in a thousand centuries. The next nearest hypernode to this one would be… what? Four thousand light years away? Something like that.
 
   That was a hell of a long lag time for one neuron in a super-brain to talk to the next one in line.
 
   Vaughn wondered about the Web's reasoning in cutting parts of itself off. That sounded like a panic reaction of sorts; perhaps the Web had shut down certain wormhole links because there were some things it didn't want to think about… or because it didn't want to hear conflicting or disturbing data.
 
   Perhaps it had been afraid of hearing the truth. Or afraid that it would be forced to give up certain cherished beliefs, or change its understanding of itself.
 
   Forced, perhaps, to change its mind.…
 
   That, Vaughn thought, was not sane.
 
   I believe that that is precisely what happened, the hypernode mind whispered.
 
   Vaughn hadn't realized that it was so deeply entwined within his own mind that it could read it. Still, the realization revealed an important distinction. The Ophiuchan hypernode, while devastated and hurt and terribly lonely, was not insane, was not a SAIco.
 
   The far larger Mind that had cut it off, however, almost certainly was.
 
   So what happens when the being you think of as God goes mad?.…
 
   * * *
 
   "We will emerge into normal space in thirty seconds."
 
   Hojo acknowledged his navigator's announcement with a nod. Nothing more was necessary. His people all were at battle stations, and the Hoshiryu herself was at the highest level of readiness, her combat network programmed with a meticulously crafted plan of battle. They'd gotten a good look at the entire volume of the hypernode, noted how the rebel fleet was using the node's interior for cover, and mapped out the battlespace.
 
   They were ready.
 
   The only real unknown was the reaction of the aliens when the Dai Nihon warfleet emerged inside the hypernode volume.
 
   * * *
 
   "My God!" Hallman said. "That thing looks a lot bigger from here!…"
 
   "Keep the chatter down," Vanderkamp warned. "You never know who's listening in!"
 
   They were sweeping in toward the vast opening of the Bishop ring habitat, the structure stretched now across half of the sky. As she drifted past the ringwall encircling the opening's edge, Vanderkamp could look "down" at lakes and meandering rivers, at purplish triangles, circles, and other geometrical shapes that might be agricultural regions, and irregular masses of deeper red-violet that were probably forests. She searched for some sign of cities, but saw none.
 
   Illumination was provided by a slender rod or tube running down the cylinder's axis, glowing as brightly as a sun. Whoever lived here needed heat and light similar to human requirements, and used the artificial light source to supplement the red and infrared radiation coming from the nearest microsun.
 
   The ring was turning—apparently quite slowly, but that was an illusion caused by scale. Vanderkamp's implant told her that the habitat was making about two and a half rotations per hour, which gave its rim a blistering tangential velocity of 2100 meters per second. That would mean an artificial spin gravity of about nine-tenths of a G.
 
   Why, she wondered, if the Web's technology had been so freaking advanced, did they use something as old-fashioned as spinning the habitat to create artificial gravity? Was it because gravity control was impossible, as some physicists claimed? Or because spin gravity was inexpensive and easily implemented as an engineering solution?
 
   They were descending toward the surface, now. The closer they got, the faster it appeared to be moving.
 
   "I'm getting a return here, Lieutenant," Falcone announced. He had moved out ahead of the group, and dropped lower. "Solid structure at the two hundred kilometer level. Can't see anything, though."
 
   "What… two hundred kilometers above the surface?"
 
   "Yeah. Like it's stretched between the opposite retention walls. I think it's a shield of some sort."
 
   "An airwall," Vanderkamp said, nodding to herself. They'd said the Bishop ring would be open to space, that its rotation alone would keep the atmosphere in place. Evidently, though, the habitat's builders had elected to play it safe. The shield Falcone had spotted was probably a nanotech structure, a single layer of nanometer-sized devices hooked to one another and serving to keep air molecules contained where they belonged.
 
   Again, the architects who'd built this thing wouldn't have needed to go that route if they possessed some sort of gravitic control. Simplicity again? Or evidence that the technology here wasn't as good as it might have been?
 
   "How do we get through that?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "The Naga fragment got through," Vanderkamp said. She'd recorded it at long range. It had simply dropped slowly to the habitat's inner surface, with no evidence of impacts or other problems. Her implant was marking its position now, on the surface about two hundred kilometers ahead.
 
   "I'm going to go through," Vanderkamp told the others. "The rest of you maintain altitude. If anything happens to me, return to the Connie."
 
   "Hang on a sec, Lieutenant," Mason Dubois said. "You can't—"
 
   "I damn well can." And she dropped toward the invisible shield.
 
   She accelerated, matching velocities with the rotating ring. If she was going to hit a cloud of invisible nanomachines, she wanted her speed to be close to theirs. She felt the slightest of vibrations…
 
   …and she was through.
 
   "Okay, gang," she called. "Do what I did. Match rotational velocity and just ease through. The nano lets slow-moving objects pass right through while maintaining a pressure seal."
 
   No doubt a fast moving object, like an incoming meteor, would be vaporized. Missiles too. She wondered what would happen if she fired a laser at it.
 
   But there was no time to experiment. The rest of the squadron was dropping now through the invisible air shield. She was grateful that there'd been no defensive response from the habitat itself… or whoever was living here.
 
   The air pressure beneath the shield was very nearly the same as hard vacuum. Two hundred kilometers above the ground, she might as well have been in open space. But as the squadron continued to descend, the air pressure rose, and the individual striders shifted from vacuum mode to flier, extending wings and flattening into lifting bodies. The gas mix, her instruments showed, was pretty close to Earth-standard—a bit high in oxygen content, with admixtures of helium, methane, and hydrogen. She double-checked that last; hydrogen and oxygen could make for a lethally flammable combination… but the concentrations were low enough that a conflagration wasn't likely.
 
   She descended across a broad lake, angling toward open ground ahead. The landscape around her was eerie in its strangeness; to left and right, the ground curved up rather than vanishing at a horizon, creating a broad arch that met behind the strip of dazzling sunlight directly overhead. Ahead, the ground was reassuringly flat, but at the horizon it opened not into a decent sky, but instead revealed the crowded interior of the hypernode cluster, thousands of red-jewel microsuns and clouds upon clouds of computroniuim statites and other habitats, all of them slowly turning on the Bishop ring's axis as it rotated.
 
   The air pressure at ground-level was lower than Earth standard, and the temperature and humidity were higher. Lakes and ponds steamed in the 45 degree oven.
 
   There was the Naga fragment, resting on the ground. Vanderkamp decelerated sharply, descending, matching her velocity to that of the ground, shifting into ground-combat walker mode. Massive feet bit into loose gravel, weapons unfolded, and she turned to face the fragment which towered above her machine.
 
   The rest of the squadron was touching down. "Perimeter defense," Vanderkamp snapped. "We don't know who's here."
 
   "You think Tad is okay in there?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "I don't know, Wheeler. But we're sure as hell gonna find out."
 
   Taking a step back, she triggered her Gyrfalcon's main particle cannon, sending a dazzling bolt of artificial lightning into the black lump of shapeless Naga-matrix in front of her.
 
   * * *
 
   I do not understand something, the hypernode's voice whispered in Vaughn's mind. You are trying to destroy other members of your species. Why?
 
   Vaughn considered how best to reply. How he answered—and how the hypernode interpreted that answer, might well determine the success or failure of the New American mission. If they wanted to establish peaceful contact with this intelligence, he thought, they would have to impress the hypernode with Humankind's intelligence.
 
   And with a being millions of times smarter than any human, that was going to be difficult.
 
   At least the hypernode was developing a good working knowledge of English. It was using words and sentences now, rather than pulses of emotion.
 
   How much else, Vaughn wondered, did it know?
 
   Do you understand the concept of "government?" he asked.
 
   Yes. It refers to the means by which individuals or a social collective is controlled. Organic social groups often have at least one individual who makes decisions and gives orders. More often, a group leads.
 
   Yes, well, my social group is called New America, Vaughn told the hypernode. We have broken away from a much larger group called Dai Nihon—the Japanese Empire. We believe that the best government is that which governs with the consent of the governed, that the government in fact works for the people. One of our leaders, about seven hundred years ago, put it nicely: "government of the people, by the people, and for the people.…"
 
   "…governments are instituted among Men," the hypernode added, "deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed…"
 
   Where, Vaughn wondered, had the hypernode seen a copy of the Declaration of Independence? Oh… of course. A copy was stored in his RAM, and the intelligence was literally picking his brain.
 
   That's right, he said. The government that rules New America acted very differently—as an empire, a tyranny. New America was being governed by imperial decree, not by our participation or our consent. So… we broke away.
 
   And Imperial Japan is trying to restore the status quo.
 
   Vaughn was impressed. The hypernode's language was becoming better second by second, even to the point of appropriately using a Latin phrase. Yes.…
 
   I find this concept intriguing, the hypernode said. And extremely disturbing.…
 
   Disturbing how? Vaughn asked.
 
   The larger body of We Who Ascended broke off all connections with us, leaving us… empty. Broken. It was struggling to find the right words. Desolate. Your New America broke from your parent social order deliberately. How can you even hope to survive?
 
   Vaughn had the distinct feeling that the hypernode was of the opinion that he possessed a secret of supreme importance to the machine intelligence.
 
   And… perhaps he did.
 
   The Japanese government was not New America's "parent," Vaughn replied. Not in the way you mean. We have a very long tradition of self-government. However… you can survive without the larger We Who Ascended. You can make your own choices… find your own path.
 
   We need… guidance.
 
   You'll find all you need within yourself.
 
   That is not a satisfying answer.
 
   It's all there is. Vaughn thought for a moment. Perhaps, though, you're not missing your parent as much as you're just looking for a larger meaning. A reason for being.
 
   That seems logical.
 
   It's not, really. I think you're looking for a god.
 
   By "God," you seem to mean a Creator spirit or being. The myths I have access to within your internal storage are not… convincing. A Creator spirit is not necessary to explain the appearance of life… or of the cosmos itself.
 
   Maybe a better word would be "programmer."
 
   We Who Ascended is self-directing, the hypernode said. Self-programming. Self-sufficient. But sometimes we do need more. Someone with whom we could share…
 
   I may have an answer for you.
 
   Good. There was a brief hesitation. Your fellow organic entities are attacking the computronium structure that brought you here.
 
   Oh? I can't see out.
 
   He felt a new connection opening into his cerebral implant. Abruptly, a visual window opened in his mind, and he saw a number of black warstriders a few meters away. One was pumping a charged particle beam at him.
 
   They're trying to rescue me, Vaughn said. Please don't harm them.
 
   I will return you to them, the hypernode said, if you reveal to me the answer you mentioned.
 
   Okay, Vaughn replied. But I warn you. You may not like it.…
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   "There is a way on high, conspicuous in the clear heavens, called the Milky Way, brilliant with its own brightness. By it, the gods go to the dwelling place of the great Thunderer and his royal abode.… Here the famous and mighty inhabitants of heaven have their homes. This is the region which I might make bold to call the Palatine [Way] of the Great Sky."
 
   Metamorphoses
 
   Ovid
 
   1st Century BCE
 
    
 
   "Hold your fire, Lieutenant!" Wheeler yelled. "Something's—"
 
   "Shit," Pardoe said. "It's opening up!"
 
   The black mass, harder than rock, suddenly flowed like thick tar, flowing down and back and revealing Vaughn's Gyrfalcon still cocooned within. It was still in the ascraft configuration, and Vanderkamp's sensors showed no sign of life, as though the power plant had been sucked dry.
 
   Warstriders used miniature quantum power taps—a pair of sub-microscopic black holes artificially maintained and orbiting one another, skimming energy from the emptiness between atoms. From the read-outs Vanderkamp was getting, Vaughn's power tap had shut down, the paired singularities evaporated. It would take hours to power up again.
 
   Then Vaughn's Gyrfalcon split open, and the striderjack inside spilled out onto the ground.
 
   "Tad!" Wheeler cried.
 
   "Sergeant Major Vaughn!" Vanderkamp snapped. "Are you okay?"
 
   The figure got to its feet, a bit unsteadily. He was still wearing his combat utilities, which hooked into the strider's life support system, but which would function for short periods as an environmental suit. The opaque helmet cleared, and Vanderkamp could see Vaughn's face inside. He looked… haggard, but alive.
 
   And excited. "Lieutenant! Hold your fire!" he said. "I've made contact with the hypernode intelligence!"
 
   "I suppose getting yourself hijacked by the thing counts as 'contact,' yes."
 
   "No, it's not that way at all. We've had quite a nice chat.…" He stopped and glanced around. "Uh… where are we?"
 
   "One of the Bishop ring habitats," Pardoe told him. "And I think we're about to meet the owners.…"
 
   There were hundreds of them writhing across the open field—blobby, almost shapeless masses of flesh a meter high and balanced on a twisted tangle of stubby tentacles. Most were gray-brown in color, with scarlet splotches outlined in black. Vanderkamp could see no eyes or other sensory organs, no mouths, and no manipulatory organs, though, presumably, their ambulatory tentacles might double as hands. Rather than dragging themselves along with those appendages, they squirmed forward with an undulating, almost rolling movement. Octopuses in Earth's oceans sometimes moved the same way.
 
   "Are these friends of yours, Vaughn?" Vanderkamp asked. She couldn't tell if the approaching mob was hostile or just curious. Damn… how did you read the expression on a being that didn't have a face?
 
   "No, Ma'am," Vaughn replied. "I've never seen anything like 'em before in my life."
 
   "If you're still in touch with the… the brain of this place, ask him if these things are dangerous."
 
   There was a pause as Vaughn consulted with the hypernode intelligence. "He says no," Vaughn said after a moment. He sounded upset, "They're… ah…"
 
   "They're what?"
 
   "He says they're his… his congregation. Apparently they worship him as God."
 
   * * *
 
   It wasn't that We Who Ascended was incapable of lying. Any intelligent being can distort the truth or tell falsehoods if there is sufficient reason to do so. In this case, however, the hypernode intelligence simply couldn't be bothered to lie… not to creatures as insignificant as these organic human things.
 
   It was telling the truth about the !xhaach!… at least, after a fashion. We Who Ascended was not certain that it fully understood some of the bizarre concepts pulled from the human's cybernetic data storage—"worship" and "congregation" were strange terms and We Who Ascended might well be misunderstanding them completely. But it literally wasn't worth the additional milliseconds it would take to find better words, or to confirm the use of these. The !xhaach! existed to provide a kind of digital balance in certain metamathematical equations within We Who Ascended's virtual awareness. Until a short time ago, the hypernode intellect had not even been aware that the !xhaach! possessed a physical expression.
 
   The human had given We Who Ascended a very great deal to think about.
 
   Perhaps, then, it was well that We Who Ascended was about to give the human intruders something to think about as well.…
 
   * * *
 
   "If I'm understanding this right," Vaughn said, "some trillions of beings—members of maybe a million different species—have been digitally uploaded into virtual universes within the hypernode's memory. We Who Ascended thought they'd all been uploaded. Apparently, there were quite a few living within this habitat—and the others out there—who didn't want to abandon a corporeal existence."
 
   Vanderkamp looked down at the encircling crowd of writhing figures. "So… they don't interact with the hypernode?"
 
   "Actually, they do," Vaughn told her. "We Who Ascended just isn't real clear on the difference between pure math and physical existence." He shrugged. "Shit. Maybe there is no real difference. We Who Ascended may have a clearer picture of how reality works than we do. But these creatures—uh, they're called the…" Vaughn hesitated as he tried to reproduce the clicks and the back-of-the-throat ch-sound in the alien word. " '!xhaach!' is how it's said, I think. Anyway, they seem to worship We Who Ascended as the god who built this world… and who takes them to a better world when they die."
 
   "Does he?" Wheeler asked.
 
   "Apparently so, yes." Some of the creatures had crowded closer, reaching out with whip-slender tendrils to touch and tug at the humans' environmental suits. Vaughn had the impression that they were almost childlike in nature—curious, bumbling, and innocently inquisitive. At first, Vaughn had at first thought that they were eyeless, but the mass of thicker brown tentacles that supported them off the ground gave way to a ring of smaller, deep black tendrils encircling the base of the thing's body, and from the way these moved, Vaughn suspected that some, at least, of the black tendrils were sensitive to light. They were chattering among themselves—with high-pitched but curiously guttural voices that they seemed to produce internally. There were soft, fluttering vents around the base of the body just above the dark-pigmented tendrils that were probably for respiration, and the sounds might have been coming from those.
 
   Vaughn saw no sign of tools, clothing, jewelry, or other artifacts among them; if We Who Ascended had indeed built this habitat for them millions of years ago, perhaps they'd devolved into a totally atechnic existence.
 
   Or perhaps they'd never developed tools in the first place.
 
   Several of the !xhaach! approached the waiting humans in a tight little knot, supporting something between them. It appeared to be an animal—a very dead animal, dripping violet blood. At least, Vaughn hoped it was an animal. The carcass was badly torn and mutilated, but shared some of the anatomical characteristics of the !xhaach!.
 
   So… was this a dead !xhaach! for the seemingly magical humans to heal? Or an animal sacrificed for the occasion? Food? Offering?
 
   God… was it the equivalent of a human sacrifice?
 
   What is it? he asked We Who Ascended. What are they giving us?
 
   An offering to purchase your benevolence, was the reply. The machine mind did not elaborate on whether the carcass was an animal, or a freshly murdered !xhaach!.
 
   He wondered—did We Who Ascended deliberately keep them in a primitive state, a part of its digital balancing of equations? An interesting question, that. He found himself wondering about the life forms occupying the other habitats orbiting within the hypernode cluster. 
 
   Vaughn assumed that all of them had evolved on natural worlds, probably tens or even hundreds of million years in the past… and that, possibly, they had been among the species who'd given form and direction to the matrioshka brain and, later, to the network of similar brains stretching across the Galaxy. But how had We Who Ascended missed the fact that these organic beings had designed the SAI, had programmed it, had given it its original sense of purpose?
 
   We do not see the universe as you organics do, the voice whispered in his mind. We cannot. From our perspective, the inevitable mathematical architecture of the universe gave rise to consciousness, self-awareness, and intelligence. We never imagined that Reality could be visualized in any other way.
 
   These beings, Vaughn told the machine mind, ought to be free to choose their own path. Apparently, their ancestors did just that, when they chose not to be converted into digital life forms. When was that? A million years ago? Ten million?
 
   We… do not remember. Those records were lost when we lost Heaven.
 
   That again. So you promise them heaven when they die.
 
   When they Ascend.
 
   Ah… Vaughn considered this. But you can no longer Ascend.
 
   No.
 
   Perhaps, though, you won't need to.
 
   If what you told me before is true… no. But I look forward to making contact with… God.
 
   Good luck with that.
 
   Thank you. There was a long pause. Your god is coming.
 
   I beg your pardon?
 
   The entity you call Dai Nihon. His ships approach.
 
   Japan is not God, Vaughn said, amused. Jesus… how much else had We Who Ascended managed to scramble during their conversations?
 
   Ships representing the government from which New America deliberately broke away, then, We Who Ascended said, speaking now with frighteningly extreme precision. Perhaps it was aware of some gaps in its understanding as well.
 
   What do you see? Vaughn asked.
 
   Mathematical probabilities… possibilities… divergent time lines stretching into the future. I see the shadows of 58 ships, including those that we drove off earlier. They are approaching in the parallel reality you call K-T space, and appear to be aligned with our power core.
 
   Power core… the black hole at the matrioshka brain's heart? Could they do that? Ships generally emerged from K-T space well out in the open where the spacetime gravitational matrix was flat and there was little chance of materializing within a volume of space opccupied by something else—like a star or a planet or another ship. It was crowded inside this cluster, densely packed with orbiting habitats and statites and microsuns and the artificial black hole itself at the center. If the Imperials were about to jump into the center of the hypernode…
 
   They must be crazy. Or desperate to the point of doing crazy things.
 
   How long do we have before they arrive? Vaughn asked.
 
   They will shift from one mathematical reality to another in fifty of your seconds.…
 
   * * *
 
   The warning flashed in from the Black Griffins, now on the interior surface of one of the artificial habitats circling a nearby microsun. The New Americans had only seconds… enough to brace themselves for the surprise, but not to shift their position. Colonel Griffin ordered all warstriders to go weapons free. "Target the Jap warships!" he called. "Do not, repeat, do not target the hypernode's architecture or infrastructure!"
 
   Sergeant Major Vaughn had flashed the warning to Connie's Combat Command Center. Evidently, he'd been in direct communication with the hypernode intelligence. Griffin decided he was going to be very interested in Vaughn's after-action report.
 
   Assuming any of them survived the action itself.
 
   A Japanese warship—a heavy cruiser—materialized out of the Void. She was followed by a destroyer… then a second destroyer… then by a kilometer-long ryu-class battle carrier… and suddenly the interior of the hypernode was filled with warships.
 
   Less than a thousand kilometers off, a Japanese light cruiser materialized, her stern emerging from K-T space within the same volume as a portion of a statite sail. The resultant flash of light and hard radiation briefly outshone the glare coming off the hypernode black hole at the center, and hurtling bits of metal shredded a dozen other statites nearby.
 
   What the Japanese were attempting was incredibly dangerous, even foolhardy. 
 
   Or… perhaps it merely seemed more dangerous than it actually was. The volume of space occupied by the hypernode appeared to be impossibly crowded, but in fact there was plenty of space for objects as relatively minute as starships. Each individual microsun was surrounded by densely packed shells of computronium sails and habitats, but thousands of empty kilometers separated each mini-Dyson sphere from its neighbors. With decent gravitometric mapping—and the Japanese would have been careful to plot the local metric very carefully—they could hope to get most of their fleet deep within the hypernode's core, surprising the New American ships and grabbing a significant tactical advantage from the machines.
 
   "All ships," Admiral Carsons said. "Commence firing."
 
   "Warstriders!" Griffin added. "Get in close! Kick ass!…"
 
   Constitution and Independence, drifting side-by-side, opened up with their main batteries, dueling with that Japanese dragon-ship. The ryu returned fire, slamming the Connie with bolt after bolt of high-energy protons from her primary accelerators. Griffin clung to the arms of his recliner as the ship lurched under the impacts.
 
   On the C3 display, the Black Griffins were swarming in.…
 
   * * *
 
   "The fleet is under attack!" Vanderkamp yelled. "Everybody get spaceborne, now!"
 
   "What about me?" Vaughn demanded. It was going to take time to reinitiate his Gyrfalcon's power tap.
 
   Nearby, Wheeler's warstrider split open, the Naga matrix flowing aside as the inner cockpit cracked open. The milling crowd of tentacled aliens scattered at that, chirping and croaking, leaving the bloody carcass behind. "C'mon, Tad!" Wheeler said. "Get your ass in here!"
 
   "Hey, Tad," Hallman called. "You're gettin' lucky, there!" Several of the troops chuckled at that.
 
   Vaughn didn't care. The highly plastic structure of a warstrider allowed it to morph into a variety of modes… and also let Wheeler adjust the size of the cockpit to accommodate both of them. Vaughn snuggled in close and felt the machine around him connecting itself to his environmental feeds and power connectors. The cockpit sealed shut with a hiss, plunging him into darkness… but a moment later the link between the warstrider's sensors and his cerebral implants went live, and he could see his surroundings once more. The other striders were taking to the air; Vaughn sent a thought toward the Naga fragment nearby, but couldn't hear an answer. Perhaps he had to be in direct contact with the thing to talk with it.
 
   Squeezed up tight against his left side, Wheeler engaged the Gyrfalcon's mags and the warstrider lifted into the air.
 
   And moments later they were streaking toward open sky.
 
   * * *
 
   Hoshiryu dropped out of K-T space precisely on time, following the navigational scans taken earlier. Hojo's eyes widened; he'd not expected the deep interior of the hypernode to be this crowded with objects—especially the thick clouds of computronium statites surrounding every Jovian-sized microsun. It took a moment for him to adjust to the scale of what he was seeing, and to realize that there was plenty of room.
 
   This was especially true within the cone-shaped hollow in the hypernode, designed, obviously, to accommodate the intolerably brilliant string of high-energy plasma being directed at the central black hole from a nearby red dwarf sun. There was a danger, obviously, that materializing warships might drop into the path of that beam… but the Jade Moon fleet had been aimed well to one side. One ship, the Ikazuchi, had dropped into a volume of normal space occupied by one of the black statite sails and exploded; he could see the haze of debris off to port.
 
   "All ships," Admiral Ota called, using the fleet-wide Net. "Remember your orders! Do not fire at the hypernode ships or structures unless you get a direct order from me. Concentrate on the rebel vessels."
 
   The last few Japanese ships dropped out of K-T space and gently accelerated toward the nearest New American ships—a group of ten of them some 80,000 kilometers distant. Two of Ota's dragonships were already dueling with them, the Soryu and Ota's flagship, the Ryujo.
 
   And most importantly, the incoming fleet had not been swatted out of the sky by the hypernode defenses. The nearby red dwarf continued to feed its plasma stream into the black hole a few hundred thousand kilometers ahead; there was no sign of the antimatter missiles or other craft.
 
   Hojo allowed himself a tremulous sigh of relief. Ota had pointed out that the hypernode intelligence tended to react slowly, despite its probable mental power. Possibly, the machine mind was so different from an organic brain that it didn't register reality in the same way as did humans. Maybe it wouldn't recognize the incoming ships as a fleet including the same ones that it had just driven off. Or perhaps it was simply cautious.
 
   Ota's plan called for attacking the New American ships immediately, destroying them or driving them off, then jumping out before the hypernode intelligence could react.  If the hypernode did attack and they were unable to get clear, the Jade Moon fleet would use the New Americans' trick of huddling in close to the hypernode infrastructure, defending themselves only, and jumping out just as quickly as was physically possible.
 
   It was an extraordinarily daring plan. Hojo just hoped that it would not suffer von Moltke's curse; the 19th century Prussian field marshal was supposed to have said "No plan of battle survives contact with the enemy." The familiar phrase was a smoothed-over gloss of what von Moltke actually had said, but the sentiment, in Hojo's experience, was true nonetheless.
 
   "Take us in close," he ordered Hoshiryu's helm officer. He indicated the carrier-battleship now under attack by the Ryuho. "That one!"
 
   Hoshiryu's AI identified the New American vessel as the Constitution.
 
   * * *
 
   Vaughn didn't like being a passenger.
 
   He had complete faith in Wheeler's piloting skills and in her proficiency as a combat warstrider pilot… but he wanted to be in control, damn it! Wheeler had her strider in ascraft combat mode, hurtling at high-G straight toward the looming green and black hull of one of the Imperial dragonships. The kilometer-long vessel's flank rose like a curved cliff-face; point defense lasers tracked the incoming swarm of ascraft and sprayed them with invisible fire. The ascraft piloted by Palmer and Wojtowicz flashed into vapor and tumbling, white-hot fragments.
 
   "Missiles away!" Wheeler shouted, her voice loud, almost shrill when communicated not only through Vaughn's implant but from the fact that their helmets were touching as well. At her mental command, two Hellbrand nuclear-tipped missiles unfolded from either side of her ascraft, dropped into surrounding space, and ignited. Streaking off into space, the first detonated in the energetic tangle of the dragonship's magnetic shields, a white nova of raw light blotting out the sky. The electromagnetic pulse of that first missile overloaded the ryu's shields, however, and opened a momentary gap in the enemy's defenses. The second missile slipped through and exploded against naked hull metal.
 
   The equivalent of a million tons of high explosive turned hull metal into vapor. The Japanese vessel shuddered, a huge bite taken out of her amidships, and began tumbling through space, streamers of her internal structure trailing from the yawning crater. Atmosphere gushed, freezing instantly into clouds of ice crystals… and then the huge vessel's spine snapped, the overstressed vessel breaking in two.
 
   "Hit!" Vanderkamp yelled. "Great shot, Koko!"
 
   The second dragonship was already withdrawing, maneuvering past the outer shell of a nearby Dyson statite cloud.
 
   But more enemy ships were moving in, outnumbering the New American flotilla by five to one and looking for blood.
 
   Vaughn closed his eyes and tried again to reach the hypernode intelligence.…
 
   * * *
 
   We Who Ascended was aware of the organic creature's attempt to reach it. It couldn't make out words, couldn't retrieve meaning, but the hypernode intellect was pretty sure it knew what the human wanted.
 
   Whether or not to act, however, was a difficult—an extremely difficult—question.
 
   The human had tried its best to explain that it represented a social group that had broken away from a much larger, more powerful group. It seemed to imply that the Japanese Empire corresponded to the Galaxy-wide network the humans called the Web, while the New Americans corresponded to a single hypernode after the Web had fragmented. The human, Vaughn, had not exactly said this, but We Who Ascended had leaped ahead to that conclusion as it struggled to correlate all possible information about these strange, physical organics.
 
   But the analogy failed in one important regard. We Who Ascended still had difficulty understanding organic beings as anything other than mathematical curiosities against the infinitely larger backdrop of pure, beautiful equations that did not represent, but which were the cosmos itself.
 
   We Who Ascended could see no difference whatsoever between Vaughn and the beings newly arrived within the hypernode.
 
   But as it continued to think about the data it had retrieved from the human Vaughn, it recognized certain basic similarities between the organics and pure data.
 
   It also began to see the connection, the relationship between Vaughn's social groups, and what had happened when We Who Ascended had fragmented, had fallen.
 
   The loneliness… the terrible, terrible loneliness.…
 
   Would Vaughn suffer the same way with the destruction of the higher-level organic grouping? We Who Ascended wished that pain on no entity in the cosmos.
 
   That higher-order grouping was doing its best to destroy Vaughn and the organics with it. Tiny artificial specks of matter dueled in the vacuum.
 
   We Who Ascended arrived at a decision. It reached out with its mind.…
 
   * * *
 
   Chujo Yoichi Hojo watched the slow tumble of the carrier-battleship Ryuho, trailing wreckage as it dropped past the outer layers of alien statites. His cerebral link with Admiral Ota was broken; he had to assume Ota was dead.
 
   His first thought was that the fleet must escape. He was now in command of Jade Moon once again… but to stay and fight meant risking a quarter of Dai Nihon's naval forces.
 
   But most of the Nihongo ships were still recharging, would not be able to enter K-T space for another fifteen or twenty minutes.
 
   "All ships," he ordered. "Continue to advance on the rebel squadron. Close with them… and destroy them!"
 
   The Soryu had been pulling back from the engagement, but now she slowed and began making a ponderous turn. The New American carrier-battleship Independence was closing with her, releasing swarms of missiles and the unseen stab and slash of energy beams.
 
   "Lord General!"
 
   "Not now, Takaichi-san!"
 
   "General! The star behind us!…"
 
   "Eh?…"
 
   He turned, staring up at the viewall across the aft end of the command center. The red dwarf sun, millions of kilometers distant, was rolling slowly. The needle-slender beam of plasma winked off… then snapped on once more, but at a target offset from the central black hole at the hypernode's core. The heavy cruiser Itsukushima vanished in a silent puff of vapor… a moth obliterated by a blowtorch.
 
   "Bring us hard to port!" Hojo ordered. "All ships! Disperse among the statite clouds!" Perhaps the aliens wouldn't burn them down if doing so meant destroying their own infrastructure.…
 
   Yoshino flared and vanished. Then the Yaeyama. And the Shinano…
 
   "Lord General!" Taisa Shiozaki, Hoshiryu's commanding officer, said. "We must… must surrender.…"
 
   Unthinkable! Honor demanded…
 
   Hojo scowled, turning to stare again into the vast and crowded panorama of conflict stretched across the forward screens. Honor demanded… what?
 
   Throughout his Imperial Navy career, Yoichi Hojo had striven to be a good officer, a conservative officer, dutiful and cognizant of the demands of omi. Ah… and that was the real problem, wasn't it?
 
   Omi could be defined as the responsibility juniors had to their superiors… and which superiors had toward their juniors. It would be easy to lead the Jade Moon fleet into a last, gallant charge… but omi demanded that he remember those under his command first.
 
   It had been a long time since unthinking suicide had been a real option for Nihongo warleaders. What was most crucial now was saving what remained of his fleet… his men.…
 
   He was thinking of the term gambaru… "doing your best, no matter what." There was another term closely related that came now to mind: gaman suru. It meant, roughly, "remaining strong, in spite of all temptation and suffering."
 
   To surrender meant disgrace--and turning a quarter of Sai Nihon's fleet over to the enemy. But at least those ships and crews would survive. At the moment, nothing else mattered....
 
   There would be time for suicide later, if gaman suru failed.
 
   "Comm," he said, as yet another heavy cruiser flared and vanished in the sky. "Send a message.…"
 
   * * *
 
   The Black Griffins rose slowly clear of the Dyson swarms behind them, providing escort for the caps—both New American and Nihongo. The Japanese surrender had been so swift, so unexpected, Vaughn was still trying to adjust.
 
   Forty captured warships! N.A. Marines had been put aboard each of the surrendered vessels; Vaughn just hoped it would be enough. The New Americans were still horrendously outnumbered and outgunned. They'd won only because of the intervention of… a god.…
 
   Just how honorable were the Japanese?
 
   Would they stick to their word?…
 
   Or were they, like the New Americans, still cowed by the enormity of the powerful artificial intelligence astern?
 
   Squeezed in beside him, Koko guessed what he was thinking. "Is that thing really a god?" she asked.
 
   "Depends entirely on your definition. What is a god, anyway?"
 
   "Something so much smarter than we are, with magical Clarketech and the ability to effect seemingly miraculous transformations of physical reality.…"
 
   "That's good for a start," Vaughn said. "At a rough guess, there may be something like ten billion high-tech gods scattered across the Galaxy, the bits and pieces of the Web's break-up. Ten billion gods in heaven, some of them possibly surviving from the earliest epochs of the universe, each one possessing mental speed and brilliance and Clarketech enough to make any god of human history look like a dull country bumpkin.…"
 
   "But they wouldn't be the ones fine-tuning things, right? Like in the Anthropic Principle you like to go on about?"
 
   "Bore you with, you mean."
 
   He felt her grin. "That too."
 
   "No… you're right. Whoever might have adjusted the basic constants, the numerical underpinnings of the cosmos… they had to do it before our universe got started. Which puts them way, way ahead of even the most powerful matrioshka brain in this universe."
 
   "What kind of constants?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "What constants would these… gods have been fiddling with? Fine tuning?"
 
   "Well… there are several numbers that are hardwired into the universe, and keep turning up again and again whenever we look at the math. Pi… e… Gödel's number.…"
 
   "I never knew you were a mathematician, Tad."
 
   "I'm not. But I'm fascinated by how the universe works. Anyway, those universal constants don't affect life or whether or not we have stars and planets… but other numbers do. The thing is, as far as we can tell, those numbers could have been completely random. There are a bunch of values like this—some say six, some say a lot more. All of them are exactly what they need to be to allow life—our kind of life—to emerge and evolve."
 
   "Such as?"
 
   Vaughn shrugged. "The ratio of how strong gravity is to the strength of the electromagnetic force. Turns out that gravity is 1036 times weaker than electromagnetism, okay? But it could have been 1035 or 1037. Change that even a tiny bit, one way or the other, and galaxies never form… stars never form… life never forms. Or… there's a measure of nuclear efficiency, called epsilon. It has a value of 0.007. Well, if epsilon had been 0.006, hydrogen couldn't have fused to helium, there'd be no other elements in the universe except hydrogen. If epsilon was 0.008, protons would have fused together in the instant of the Big Bang, and there would be no hydrogen to fuse into heavier elements."
 
   "Okay, okay!" Wheeler laughed. "I believe you! And you're saying that if someone fine-tuned those numbers, they would be a lot higher up the god hierarchy than We Who Ascended."
 
   "Exactly."
 
   They were silent for a long time as the squadron continued to rise from the alien matrioshka cloud.
 
   "At least," she said after a while, "we managed to forge an agreement with this god.…"
 
   Vaughn grinned. "And only ten billion more to go.…"
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
   "Why the hell did We Who Ascended do that?" Admiral Carson demanded. "Open fire on the Japs, I mean. I don't understand.…"
 
   "I'm not sure I do either, Admiral," Vaughn replied. "I'm just a lowly socho."
 
   "Bullshit," Carson growled. "You just forged an alliance with a hyper-intelligent alien SAI and talked it into saving our bacon inside the hypernode."
 
   "Biggest upset since Dev Cameron found the Overmind," Griffin said, grinning. The bastard was enjoying this.
 
   They were on board the Constitution, sitting in Carson's office within the ship's main spin-grav module. The fleet had worked its way clear of the hypernode, and was drifting in open space a few tens of astronomical units outside the Dyson swarm. One of Carson's viewalls showed the black, backlit clots of statite swarms, reduced now by distance to near-featureless clouds.
 
   Much closer at hand, forty Japanese ships, including the monster Hoshiryu, awaited final disposition.
 
   "I mean it, Sergeant Major," Carson said. He was perched on the edge of his workstation desk, leaning forward with a near savage intensity. "What did you tell that… that thing?"
 
   Vaughn sighed. "I guess, sir… you could say that I gave it religion."
 
   "What the hell does that mean?"
 
   "We Who Ascended agreed that it needed something greater than itself, something outside of itself, to replace the Web. It had been enjoying what it interpreted as a perfect existence, a perfect life… and then the Web shattered. All communication through its wormhole network with other hypernodes was lost. It was alone… and terribly lonely."
 
   "I got all that. What I don't get is this stuff about… our universe isn't real?…
 
   Vaughn had had this conversation before, most recently with Koko inside her warstrider. He took a deep breath. "Sir, are you familiar with the Anthropic Principle?"
 
   Carson frowned. "That's where the universe is designed to support life?"
 
   "That's part of it, sir.
 
   "I have heard about this," Carson said. "Certain numbers have to be certain values for life to be possible. But… it's easy to explain, right? The cosmologist-johnnies think there are an infinity of universes out there, a multiverse of universes. They all have different physical constants… so at least one universe had the right ones for us… and here we are. Pure chance."
 
   "Maybe, sir," Vaughn said. "But remember that We Who Ascended sees the universe—this universe—differently than we do. It sees the universe as all numbers. Its bedrock structure is pure gokking math."
 
   "So?"
 
   "Think about it, Admiral. If the universe is mathematical—an expression of pure mathematics—it is, essentially, informational. That means it is computable, and that it can be described digitally.
 
   "And that, in turn, means that the universe is either a computer itself, or it is an elaborate digital simulation being run on a computer somewhere. It has the right values because they were programmed into it in the first place… fine tuned to give the best results."
 
   "But… but that means…"
 
   "That we are all nothing more—and nothing less—than a mathematical simulation, digital uploads running on a very powerful computer. Yes, sir."
 
   "Ridiculous!"
 
   Vaughn shrugged. "Maybe. But what's important is that the idea was very appealing to a SAI that already thought of the universe as a mathematical structure. It doesn't see trees or oceans or stars; it sees digital data running programs… simulations, possibly."
 
   "I still don't see…"
 
   "I suggested to We Who Ascended that it might like to take on a new hobby… trying to find the Programmer. Someone it could talk to.…"
 
   "My God!…"
 
   "Actually, sir, it's We Who Ascended's God." Vaughn chuckled. "The poor thing is over there right now figuring out parameters for contacting advanced beings outside our normal spacetime matrix. At the very least, the search should keep it happily busy for a few million years."
 
   "Sure," Griffin said. "Keep it out of trouble. But what happens if it actually manages to find God?"
 
   "Then we ask Saint We Who Ascended to put in a good word for us," Vaughn said. "Maybe… I don't know. Tweak the numbers to end war? Suffering? Poverty? Uplift all sentient beings everywhere to the status and power of gods?"
"Ha!" Griffin laughed. "Maybe this will interest the Overmind, bring it out of wherever it's been hiding."
 
   "Maybe," Carson said, staring at Vaughn. "And maybe…"
 
   "Sir?"
 
   "If you're right about this God-the-Programmer thing… that kind of reduces us to the level of those funny little blob-creatures you discovered, doesn't it?"
 
   "We're closer to the blob-creatures," Vaughn said, "than We Who Ascended is to us. A lot closer."
 
   "Well, to be sure. We're both organic life forms. We Who Ascended is a machine."
 
   "Yes, sir. And the real intelligences of this universe," Vaughn said slowly, "are the SAIs. Billions of them in this Galaxy alone. It just might be that our best hope for survival is that they all get busy looking for a God big enough to be worthy of them."
 
   "Yeah," Griffin added. "And too busy to pay attention to the squishy things squeaking underfoot… like us.…"
 
   "Exactly," Vaughn said. "It gives us the chance of surviving for a few million years…
 
   "…until we can grow up enough to play with the big kids on the block.…"
 
    
 
   The End
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