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Chapter 1
 
The young girl's eyes looked identical, but when she glanced around the room the left didn’t keep up with the right.
Second Lieutenant Brett Johnson said, “Keep practicing. Your eyes will move together by the time school starts.”
“Okay,” Lydia replied tonelessly. He didn’t expect her to jump for joy. Her parents had been murdered and her home town destroyed a few days before. Even so, there might be another reason for the lack of enthusiasm. Her immune system had accepted the new eye – but if her mind rejected it there would be trouble.
“How do you like your new eye?”
The corners of her mouth flickered up for a moment. “It’s wayout. I can see in the dark.”
A moment later she explained seriously, “Infer red vision.”
“Most people call it infravision,” he told her with a smile, but his mind was elsewhere. So the eye wasn’t the problem. He continued to study her solemn face, which was dotted with freckles and shielded by a mop of red hair.
Brett had no training in pediatric emotional therapy, and no authorization to perform it, but Lydia’s flat affect bothered him more than a natural display of grief. The tired looking grey-haired woman waiting outside was now responsible for the girl. How deep did their bond go?
“Do you talk with your grandmother a lot?”
The child replied, “Sometimes. She cries sometimes, thinks I don’t know.”
Brett asked, “Maybe your school could find you someone else to talk to.”
She shook her head. “I don’t like either of the counselors.”
“Talk to me,” he suggested.
She looked at him. Brett wondered how he looked through her eyes – new and old.
She declared, “You have too many muscles to be a doctor.”
“That’s exactly what they told me in medical school. At first I was supposed to enroll in goon school.”
Brett let his face go slack, hunched over, and dangled his arms, a parody of a muscular and brainless goon.
Lydia giggled, and flashed the first smile he had seen from her.
“Unfortunately the classes were filled up already, so I decided to be a nuclear physicist. I got the course numbers mixed up though, and when I got my degree I realized I had learned a lot about eyes and stuff, but only a little physics.”
The smile vanished. What she needed right now wasn’t a clown. Brett cursed his approach. Lydia burst into tears.
She didn’t seem to blame him though. When he awkwardly moved closer, she buried her face in his lab coat and cried into it. The computer on Brett’s belt chimed. He didn’t have much time to get ready for his appointment with Colonel Easting. Lydia nestled her face into his chest, sobbing and gripping him tighter. The heck with it – Easting didn’t like him anyway.
He pulled tissues from the container on the wall when her sobbing slowed down. She shook her head mutely when he tried again to talk with her about what she’d been through. Intuition told him not to push.
Brett held the ophthalmoscope up to each eye in turn. The pupils of both eyes contracted equally in response to light. The bionic eye wouldn’t be harmed by bright light, but imitated a natural one anyway. An unchanging pupil might seem odd to people facing Lydia, even if they couldn’t quite pinpoint the problem. Some red blood vessels were more visible in the natural eye since she had been crying, and both eyes were surrounded by red tissue.
Brett was performing the post operative examination with local tools. Even before this war, the equipment manufactured here had not been as advanced as that from Old York. All the medical equipment available from the ship was already in use.
“Lydia, I’d like to talk with you again.”
She looked doubtful. “It’s hard for grandma to take me back and forth.”
It had only been a couple of days since the massacre. The grandmother might have lost others besides her daughter.
Brett told her, “Please talkie 777-888. Tell them you want to talk to Lieutenant Brett Johnson. There are other Bretts besides me. You’ll have to tell them it’s an emergency, because it’s a little extra work for them to connect a landline based talkie to my belt computer.”
Brett hoped he hadn’t confused her. It seemed children here knew how to use talkies, even ones attached to walls which required local currency in the form of metallic coins.
“Won’t I get you in trouble?”
This question was so sensible he almost admitted the possibility, but Brett had never known his father, and his mother had had problems with alcohol and drugs. Losing two normal happy parents might be even worse than that, and he didn’t know if Lydia would open to anyone else.
“The truth is I’m going to be pretty bored for awhile. Please call me as soon as you can.”
She nodded. Brett put a hand under each of Lydia’s arms, and lifted her off the examining table. Brett’s last patient of the day reunited with her grandmother outside. He put the stethoscope in the sterilizer, shut off the lights, and removed the paper from the portable examination table.
This little town had been too small for a hospital, even smaller than the destroyed town nearby, so the town hall had been emptied for their use. Brett could still see squares of a slightly different color than the rest of the polished hardwood floor. What kind of furniture could that be from? Filing cabinets! Even before the war, Roundhouse had kept many of their records on paper. He envisioned his examining room as it must have been previously, filled with filing cabinets, not too well lit but at least well ventilated. Someone had done a good job of dusting it after removing them. After the worst part of the emergency more supplies had arrived, enough to turn this room into an examination room, though without running water.
Under the doctor’s coat he wore civilian clothing. Colonel Easting would want to see a uniform, but he wouldn’t want Brett to be late. There was no pleasing some people, so Brett decided not to take the time to change. He headed towards the lift, actually a primitive elevator, which would take him to Easting’s office. He pushed the button beside it.
“You’re late – and out of uniform.”
“Sorry, sir.”
Brett knew any attempted explanation would only wind the martinet up further.
The officer continued, “Have you finished dismantling your unauthorized apparatus yet?”
“Sir, the materials involved are trivial, and we might learn –”
“There’s no real evidence the nanomachines play an important part in this war. Determining what we might learn from them is a job for military intelligence, and they say they don’t need your help. Anyway, they may be dangerous to fool around with.”
“I see, sir. They’re not dangerous enough to worry about militarily, which is one good reason not to examine them. And they might be dangerous to test, which is another.”
“Alright, wiseass, you missed my middle point. MI doesn’t want your help. Get rid of the damned thing.”
“Yes sir.”
The Colonel continued. “We have to be careful about wasted supplies. The locals could get many of the things they’re asking us themselves.”
What could Brett do about that? The man had to know he had used hardly anything in his research. Before he could acknowledge the Colonel’s latest gem of wisdom, the computer on his belt started double beeping, emitting pairs of beeps with several seconds between each pair.
Ah yes, he had asked Lydia to say it was an emergency, and call as soon as she could, though he hadn’t expected to hear from her quite so soon. If he ignored it, the Colonel would wonder why he was neglecting an emergency. If he requested privacy the Colonel would wonder what personal matter could justify the interruption.
Brett lifted the thick plastic rectangle off of his belt. It was about nine inches long, and slightly less than an inch thick. Both sides were covered in dark grey plastic which resisted finger prints. Along the edge lay a tiny camera lens, a fingerprint scanner, an audio input grid, and a clip with a tiny ear piece. All of these items were duplicated on the back screen, which was otherwise identical to the front screen. The device was both light and durable; probably worth whatever it cost the military.
Brett pulled out the little earpiece, so at least his tormentor would only hear one half the conversation.
“Doctor? This is Lydia. Now that I have a biomic eye, am I a cyberborg?”
This was no time to worry about pronunciation. “I believe that is the case.”
Brett aimed for a tone businesslike enough to avoid arousing Easting’s curiosity, but gentle enough not to hurt Lydia’s feelings.
“I want to become a crime fighting superhero like Seymour the Cyborg. Can you install a laser weapon in my finger too?”
“I’m sorry but Colonel Easting has just spoken to me about supplies we’re not permitted to offer civilians. I don’t think we can appeal, because he’s a busy and important man. I’ll be happy to help you find some substitutes on the civilian market though.”
He hoped she wouldn’t be disappointed if he got her a flashlight, magnifying glass, and toy detective kit.
“Wayout! Grandma says she’ll help me bake you wafette’s too.”
Brett didn’t like sweets that much, but he wanted to see Lydia again. “That sounds great. I really appreciate your attitude and so will the Colonel.”
“Is he listening to you now? He can’t hear me, can he?”
Perhaps she had potential as a detective cyborg. “That’s correct. I don’t want to keep him waiting, and he doesn’t have time for details.”
Hopefully the Colonel would take the hint.
“OK, bye. Talk to you later.”
After Lydia had disconnected, Brett made a preemptive strike before he could be questioned. “Sir, you were exactly right. When I was firm she realized Space Force supplies were not necessary for her purpose.”
“Good job, Lieutenant. I’ll whip you into shape yet. Whatever other problems you may have, I’ve heard good things about your medical skills.”
Brett already knew that, but his boss had to be in a much improved mood to admit it. Maybe he could actually get something he wanted today.
“Thank you, sir,” he said crisply, as if a kind word from Eastings meant a lot to him. Then he continued, “I’ve heard the Unificationists recorded their own atrocity, and broadcast the video to several cities.”
Eastings’ bushy eyebrows crowded downward, nearer his nose. “Why are you interested in that? Because the hive mind was involved?”
Stupid people were ingenious, Brett mused, always oblivious unless it was actually convenient for you that they be so. Brett had no reply.
“Why’re you so convinced the hive mind plays a bigger role that the experts think? Something psychological in your childhood?”
Clearly Eastings would be no help, but at least Brett wouldn’t let him change the subject.
“I don’t see a copy on our network,” Brett told him.
“The effect on morale is still being evaluated.”
“My personal morale would go way up if I knew what happened and why.”
Maybe he could smuggle the recording home somehow?
“The video is being kept confidential, both for the sake of the natives, and the people back home.”
Brett nodded. “A good thing too sir. Something like that makes it look like we’re in the middle of a war zone! Now that I think of it though–”
“That will be all. Dismissed.”
He headed back towards his makeshift office. Walking through musty and ill lit wooden hallways, he stumbled over a crack where two wooden planks didn’t join smoothly. Wood was not a luxury here. Trees from Old Earth apparently did very well. Metal was the expensive material, partly because Roundhouse was relatively poor in iron, but partly because most of the conveniently mineable metal had been taken, and imperfectly recycled, as civilizations rose and fell. Hopefully the Space Force would help put a stop to the latter.
The locked drawers of his massive wooden (oak?) desk presumably held the stuff of some town hall bureaucrat, but he didn’t mind. He appreciated the adjoining empty room with only one entrance, which gave him somewhere to set up experimental apparatus. It didn’t take up much space. Just a small pump attached to clear plastic tubes filled with saline solution circulating at about the speed blood flowed, and heated to body temperature. A sample of nanomachines obtained by Brett circulated inside the tubes as well.
Although Oceanian technology had long been banned as too dangerous for use on the Federalist Worlds, Brett felt military intelligence hadn’t studied it’s characteristics as a military threat sufficiently. After reading a study where some idiot had dried out the delicate nanomachines and chemically prepared them for viewing under an electron microscope, then pronounced them tiny pieces of useless junk, Brett really hoped somebody was doing better science that was still too secret to talk about. He had no way of knowing though, and life had taught him not to count on the commonsense of strangers.
Brett pulled the computer off his belt. Despite its size, the machine possessed fair computing capacity, and could communicate with his ship’s computer wirelessly, when he dwelt aboard. A few days ago he had used it to determine the frequencies the nanomachines transmitted and received upon. Since then he had done some programming in his spare time.
Brett started the transmission sequence. First his computer lay silent, recording electromagnetic activity, but detecting none from the nannies. Then it started broadcasting, alternating between a monotone and silence. Filtering out its own activity, it detected a scattered response from some of the nanomachines for a few seconds, which soon died out. This repeated when it began broadcasting random static. The last minute consisted of playing back a recording of neural activity from the human brain. To this there came a weak response, dying down gradually over about twenty five seconds.
Now Brett released a measured volume of sugar dissolved in saline solution into the tube. Sugar could carry energy to cells of the human body, and now he would try and confirm it helped power these nanomachines as well.
He tapped his computer, making it repeat the sequence. The response was only slightly longer and more emphatic during the first two phases, but it lasted throughout the entire minute of the final phase.
Could the nanomachines function less well if a soldier’s blood sugar became low as he became tired? Possibly, but Brett had something better.
This time his computer played back the signals it received from the machines themselves. Bursts of frenetic activity alternated with baffled silence. Brett had a way to confound the machines.
That was something, at least. Not much of a start on reverse engineering the damned things though. The things needed to be imaged while floating in saline solution, perhaps with the help of a laser high energy enough to distinguish the details, but low enough not to destroy them. Or perhaps it couldn’t be done, if individual atoms made up the smallest components, the Heisenberg uncertainty principle might come into play.
He shouldn’t be the one who had to do this. More primitive versions of Oceanian technology were used for military research in a carefully controlled environment as a collaborative tool. If anyone there had switched from building other weapons to studying the technology itself, Brett hadn’t heard of it. Until a few years ago, even some elected politicians had been talking about Oceanian technology as the next step in human evolution.
Of course the so called ‘Unificationist’ rebels had asked Oceania to send the technology, and bore a heavy burden of guilt for starting this war. Having seen the hive mind in action though, Brett remained convinced that those Unificationists who became part of it were now less that human. He could only imagine the sort of groupthink that would allow the rest of the Unificationists to deny to themselves their horrible blunder. Apart from anything else, there was something deeply wrong with anyone who would even think it made sense to surrender their individuality to a group mind.
Enough futile speculation. Brett would tap into the planetary computer net and get the video recording of the rape of Skulton. Or not, there lay another difficulty many less technologically advanced planets encountered. Despite the expense of interstellar commerce, the most sophisticated parts of advanced computers could be sold, while interfaced and casings were assembled locally. In the end the well-off had fine computers, but the world as a whole failed to build up the technologies and massive economies of scale that enabled most people to own computers on Old York.
He headed for the stairs. Not everyone now in the building had shuttled down from the Firestorm. In the last couple of days some volunteers and support personnel had arrived from elsewhere. At the very least, he had seen a local security guard in the lobby.
Dressed in an old blue uniform with a few small food stains, the man acted pleased to have someone to talk to. “They’re not showing it anymore. The government decided the replays harmed morale.”
Brett replied, “Suppose we want a copy for official purposes?”
The man eyed his uniform. “I think your superiors already have one.”
Slob or not, the man knew a second Lieutenant when he saw one. Brett suggested, “So help me get in contact with a video broadcasting station – or whatever you call it – and let them decide if they should share it with me.”
Now he didn’t seem so eager to talk. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to do that.”
Exasperated, Brett wished he had some local currency. He didn’t want to run around displaying his ignorance to the locals. Instead he considered his small store of material for bribery. “I’ll give you a bottle of decent vodka and six chocolate bars if you’ll get me in contact with them.”
“What if they don’t talk to you?”
“Not your problem.”
If it had been too easy Brett would have been all the more embarrassed about having paid for help. Fortunately it wasn’t, but he suspected negotiations would have gone better with a little preplanning. They walked over to a box on the wall with a combination speaker and receiver attached by a wire. The man removed several circular disks from his pocket. He pressed several buttons, spoke to a systems operator who gave him a numeric code, and started again.
“Cordwin Broadcasting Network, may I help you?”
The gentle feminine voice represented a secretary or receptionist, of course. “I’d like a copy of the video the Unificationists distributed about their war crime in Skulton?”
“We’ve been asked not to distribute that further, but at nine this evening we have a program on the war effort and how the Space Force is bringing us toward victory you might find interesting.”
Brett lied, “That does sound interesting, but I’d still like the video. I’m with the Space Force.”
The woman remained polite, but her voice became skeptical. “The Space Force has already received the material they requested.”
Brett reached for a lie that wouldn’t get him in trouble, found instead a misleading truth. “Don’t consider this an official request. We really appreciate your cooperation, and have no wish to put you to extra trouble. It would help us out though if you’d send it to the town hall of Rinton, care of Lieutenant Brett Johnson. He’ll get it where it needs to go.”
If she knew where the Space Force had set up their emergency hospital, if she accepted the implication that the Lieutenant worked as a messenger boy for someone more senior, it might be enough.
“Let me talk to my supervisor.”
Brett should have insisted on speaking to someone in authority in the first place. He believed in learning from every mistake.
To his surprise, Brett received the video two days later. He watched it on the big display in his planet-side quarters the first time he found a moment of privacy. He sat waiting for it to start, certain that despite the rumors none of it would shock him.
After a few seconds of blackness the sun rose behind the camera and began to illuminate the town. The frame was rather artistically composed. Within a few dozen yards of the camera was a small wood and brick house. The outskirts of the town stretched to either side. A few stone buildings could be seen near the center of town, as well as some larger wood and brick ones. Presumably the town did – had done - little more than provide a place for the surrounding farmers to go for entertainment, or to buy what they could not make themselves. Beyond the outskirts was mostly grassland, with a few trees and rocky outcrops and shrubs.
On all sides men and women seemed to come from nowhere, even where the trees and rocky outcrops and bushes offered only a little concealment. They all had thick chunky skullcaps, and a small object on their hips or backs. They wore no uniforms, did not move in formation or in step, were not organized into squads. Yet they entered the town simultaneously, not breaking the early morning silence. Brett knew only a few elite scouting units could equal the performance. War was one of the things the supermind excelled at. Every individual was linked together as a portion of a composite general's brain - and functioned as an obedient private. There was no sign the town knew they had been surrounded under cover of darkness. A scraggly feral cat was wise enough to keep silent, but the stray mutt curled in a hollow in the ground for warmth was foolish enough to give a tentative yip. It was unlikely anyone would care, but a sharp steel blade instantly severed the throat, so no further vocalization was possible as it died.
Though worse would come, Brett experienced a pang of sympathy for the animal. He knew loneliness.
A sleepy man in a frayed bathrobe opened his front door. He spied a small package a few yards away, possibly a newspaper. Since the intruders were thinly spread, he saw only three strangers milling aimlessly in front of his house, and they did not form a group. A frown of annoyance crossed his face as he stepped out for the package. His closest approach to one of the loiterers was a couple of yards away. The latter stepped quickly, and used the edge of his hand to smash the victim’s windpipe.
The picture focused for a few moments on the man writhing on the ground as the killers stepped casually around him, his bathrobe falling open. Then the picture cut to another image of a man in a floppy hat lying on the ground dying of asphyxiation. A couple of similar scenes were shown.
Brett had seen death before, but usually the killers found themselves busy. There was seldom time or inclination to mock it, to display it as a spectacle. Brett’s teeth ground together. The first image was indelibly engraved on his mind’s eye: The man’s hands grabbing for his throat, as if he could make his windpipe work again. The bathrobe falling open, showing dirty white boxer shorts. The hopeless and painful struggle. That death felt like an individual murder, while the others bled together into the beginning of a massive slaughter.
Next, a group of three men silently picked a lock. They may have separated as they stormed through the house, since this cameraman didn’t film any of his compatriots in action – only a couple of victims. Brett stared in horrified fascination at the civilians killed to prove – what?
The next house had a better lock – two men and a woman had to kick the wooden door apart. The young couple inside stared in shock during the last moments of their lives. It was done silently, and when they found a little boy alone they managed to lead him away unresisting, by a route which bypassed the carnage. They must have been persuasive, Brett thought – the boy must have at least heard the door breaking. It could have been an act of mercy, but Brett had heard stories about the rape of Skulton and suspected otherwise. His right hand, resting on his leg, clenched into a useless fist. He opened it deliberately.
Several similar scenes were shown. The ones selected all had children in them.
Invariably all the adults in a house were killed, but the children were herded into a few easily guarded buildings left intact. Many of the children were merely frightened and bewildered, not having seen the swift murder of their parents. It could have been an act of mercy. The cameras lingered on a girl in a blue dress who trustingly held the hand of the man she hadn’t seen kill her parents as he led her away. It was Lydia.
The camera cut away from the children. Brett never saw the moment when the alarm was raised, but somehow the word had gotten out. The stone church and hall in the center of town made good defensive positions. Brett silently cheered on the defenders, although he already knew the outcome. The attacking force fought as if it were one many-bodied individual. Covering fire pinned down the occupants of each building from several directions as the rest of the force swept around to complete the destructions of less fortified areas. Then the buildings were destroyed with explosive shells from a distance, granting the occupants a clean death.
When every possible threat was destroyed, the killers started torturing and mutilating the children. There was no brutal jesting, no attempt to bury internal revulsion. The faces of the members of the overmind were calm and relaxed as the children sobbed and screamed. Brett forced himself to sit down again, unaware until that moment that rage had driven him to his feet.
The camera cut to Lydia, who must have been out of earshot previously since she trusted her new friend even when he pulled out a razor sharp knife, and seemed to think the first cut was some horrible accident.
Brett stopped the video. Roundhouse had been wracked by periodic wars for centuries – but the worst parts of this one could be laid at the feet of the Oceanians who had sent nanotechnology here, claiming beneficent motives. The Space Force would heal this world as best they could – then Brett wanted to be there when they went to Oceania afterwards, to hear them answer for this, and prevent it ever happening again. He would be on the ship sent there, even if he was still a Second Lieutenant ten years from now when it happened. His resolve hardened. He would do what he had to, follow the rules and please his superiors, but he would be there.



Chapter 2
 
Ten years later
 
 
 
From a distance Oceania appeared much like home, with white clouds, blue oceans, and green and brown landmasses. The polar caps were much smaller. The land area was slightly smaller as well, with many islands replacing a few large continents. The image wasn’t direct from a single camera - the axis of the ship didn’t point directly at the planet, so the same spin that gave the ship gravity would have caused a simple picture to gyrate wildly. Instead it added color to an otherwise Spartan room. The planet was as beautiful as she was deadly.
Major Brett Johnson looked away from the view screen on the sickbay wall. Everything except the examination table and a single metal chair for the doctor was recessed into the wall. From previous experience as both a doctor and a patient, Brett knew the soft green plastic covering the examination table was more comfortable than it looked. The room was well equipped but small. A ship with a hundred thousand troops on board was sure to have every conceivable medical problem at least once, but space in the 1-G zone of the ship was especially precious. Other compact medical bays were distributed throughout the troop transport.
Brett glanced at the X-rays once more, but the previous doctor had summarized them accurately. He voiced his diagnosis, “You’re lucky. You’ll be fine. Just don’t get into any more fights, especially not ones requiring intervention by a sergeant.”
Moore shifted, as if to rise from the bed in protest. “Sir, I –”
Brett interrupted. “No, don’t tell me, not even if you’re as pure as the driven snow. I wasn’t there, and I’m not in your chain of command. Don’t worry though. Your officers tell me you’ve never had a serious problem before.”
“Yes, sir.”
It was odd that Brett, who had long ago been transferred to military intelligence, should be asked to examine this injury after another doctor had already done so. Possibly Moore’s Lieutenant hoped Brett would have a word with Sergeant Thorne. It was hard for a Lieutenant who hadn’t yet seen combat to ride herd on a battle tested sergeant, especially one who had the respect of said Lieutenant’s superiors. Brett had a reputation as a hard case, though he didn’t really think of himself as one.
Not his responsibility, especially not now that he had fought his way into a position where analyzing the dangers of nanotechnology was actually his job, even if the politicians didn’t listen to him. In a few hours he had to meet with Joyce Rollers and discuss their differences. There was something else he wanted to review beforehand. Nevertheless, he knew Sergeant Thorne was perfectly capable of breaking up a fight without sending a man to one of the sickbays, and wanted to make sure it happened that way next time. Troop morale was critical, especially with the long hard fight that might be coming.
As soon as he had left sick bay, he pulled the gray plastic rectangle off his belt. He sent a message to Thorne asking to see him.
The response came back a few seconds later. Sergeant Thorne would be busy the next few days, and it would be hard for him to meet in person unless the situation was urgent. A new group of soldiers were raising their Zig qualifications. If Major Johnson wanted to discuss Private Moore with him, Thorne respectfully assured him that he had nothing to add to his report, and the situation was completely under control.
Brett raised an eyebrow, although the message wasn’t quite insubordinate. Training in zero-g combat was important, but zero-g combat was not likely in the foreseeable future. The message indeed originated in the Zig training room at the core of the ship. Not wanting to interfere with Thorne’s busy schedule, Brett decided to go see him there.
The grey steel bulkheads of the cramped corridors were as familiar to Brett as any home he had ever had, as was the tiny lift which took him towards the center of the Firestorm. Gravity was very low here. He could still stand on the floor, carefully, but kept himself fastened as he pulled off his uniform and changed into a grey zero-g jumpsuit. Though he didn’t expect to work out, the proper fatigues for the gym were a habit. Then he got in the cart which decelerated him into its frame of reference. The cylinder at the core of the spherical ship rotated on magnetic bearings in the opposite direction the ship did, counteracting the artificial gravity.
Targets and red arrows lined the walls of the zero-G gym. The pattern of wear on the padding indicated most of the troops now knew what they were doing. A large thickly padded metal pole with many offshoots projected from one wall, looking something like a leafless tree. On the opposite wall, screens showed the inside of the Zig ring from several angles. Since Zig was an art practiced in three dimensions, the ‘ring’ was actually a cubical room adjoining the gym, heavily padded on all six walls, with a number of heavily padded handholds distributed symmetrically. Each martial artist entered through opposing sides, closing the doors behind them. Often the victor was obvious, but otherwise there were several rules for making the determination.
Thorne floated alone, watching replays of his bouts with the men he had just trained from several different camera angles. The impassive face showed no signs of tiredness as the muscular hands gripped a branch of the tree. Since the men had already left, this didn’t seem such an urgent part of their training. Brett bit back a barbed remark, instead saying, “I’m glad I managed to catch up with you between classes, Sergeant.”
“Yes, sir.”
The tone was perhaps a bit too respectful, as if humoring a distinguished but elderly Admiral or General.
Brett doggedly pursued the conversation, “You’ll be glad to hear Private Moore is going to be fine.”
The Sergeant’s response was slightly clipped, with no inflection, “I knew that, sir.”
Thorne certainly wasn’t making this easy. Brett had taken a few lessons from Thorne when getting his brown belt in judo, and felt they had involved deeper bruises than necessary. One thing had made a big impression on Brett though. Thorne had told him that a true master could tell how good someone was after a few seconds, just by watching the way he stood. Thorne had attitude but didn’t consider himself a master despite his black belt. Brett watched the replays of Thorne’s style on the screen. His Zig wasn’t nearly as good as his Judo.
Brett tried again. “The men are getting restless from all the time they’ve spent in this orbiting tin can.”
Thorne nodded in agreement. “Yes, sir, and it does make my duties harder. If you’re concerned about that, you’ll be happy to know those of us responsible for them are on top of the situation. On the other hand, if you’re worried the long confinement has gotten to me and I may be doing my job with excessive force, you should probably speak to my superiors. With all due respect, since you’re not in my chain of command you may not totally understand the situation.”
As they hung in free fall, holding their respective branches of the padded metal tree, something came to Brett. Thorne gripped a little too tightly, and not at the most comfortable angle. Perhaps he wasn’t too experienced in zero-g. Being a black belt in Judo didn’t give Thorne the same qualification for Zig. Thorne rarely trained others in Zig at all, and then only the slowest classes. Brett only had a blue belt in Zig, but what the heck.
“Maybe you’re right. That’ll teach me to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong. Since I’m up here, would you mind showing me a few Zig throws before your next class?”
Thorne didn’t look displeased by the opportunity to throw around a commissioned officer with propriety. The predatory eagerness vanished from Thorne’s face in an instant, replaced by a mask of politeness. “Yes sir, if you like.”
They each entered the cubical Zig ‘ring’ from opposing openings, pulling the portals shut behind them. The inner surfaces of the hatches were padded to match the other walls.
After the chime, they both had five seconds to launch themselves towards the center of the ring. After that any opponent still gripping the red cushioned handholds recessed in his door lost the round. Thorne jumped fast and hard towards Brett, which would have intimidated some people. Brett was ready for it from the bouts he had watched before. He took a moment to assimilate his opponent’s precise vector and spin, and pushed himself off. When he intercepted Thorne, he grabbed him.
The grappling pair drifted in the direction of Brett’s wall, since Thorne was heavier and had been moving faster. Since their centers of gravity had not been on precisely the same vectors, the resultant double mass had spin. Since Brett had observed the other’s motion before launching and planned the angle of the collision, Thorne hadn’t managed to get a grip on him. It was Brett who chose the moment to push off, sending them each towards different walls.
Thorne bounced awkwardly against the wall, avoiding injury only because the handholds were recessed instead of protruding. Brett managed to grab a couple of handholds on the adjoining wall. It wasn’t a perfect finish in the red spot in the center of the wall, but in a real combat Brett would have been ready to continue, while Thorne bounced helplessly off the bulkhead. Brett had won the first throw.
Brett readied for the next bout with growing confidence – but Thorne made a perfect textbook launch. He waited until almost the end of the five seconds, so that Brett didn’t have time to observe his launch before executing his own. Thorne was slowly turning, ready to either speed his spin by curling up in a ball or slow it by spreading his arms and legs like a starfish. Brett didn’t manage to lay a hand on him, was himself grabbed and released at a moment of his opponent’s choosing. Much worse, he held his curl so tight he spun himself dizzy, and started to uncurl much too late. The combined force of his motion, his spin, and his uncurling rammed his head into the padding. By sheer luck, his blindly grabbing hand locked on to a handhold, so he didn’t go bouncing around like an idiot.
“Are you all right, sir? Maybe we should stop now?”
The solicitousness sounded almost genuine, which made Brett even more furious. He said casually, “No, let’s finish best of three. I need to improve my recovery,” as if referring to a minor thing, rather than a major embarrassment.
The dizziness couldn’t be a concussion, not with all that padding. He had just spun for too long. The pain in his neck couldn’t be a big deal. He moved fine. He didn’t have to show off for the last round, just avoid acting like a beginner who had injured himself.
For the tiebreaker Brett summoned all his concentration. He did a cannonball launch almost perfectly, ignoring the dizziness to curl up and spin fast enough to prevent his opponent from controlling the angle of grapple. He didn’t uncurl fast enough, and instead of grappling Thorne deflected the curled up officer towards the wall. Once again Thorne grabbed the handholds and was ready for action, while Brett flattened at the wrong angle and slapped against the mats. They absorbed much of his velocity, so he managed to grab a handhold before floating into the center of the ring. Not a victory, but not a humiliating screw-up either.
As he caught his breath, Brett tried to remember exactly what he had hoped to accomplish.
Thorne wasn’t too out of breath to speak. “Major, that was pretty good. Beating an unarmed combat instructor one time out of three is something to write home about.”
There was a certain emphasis on ‘one time out of three,’ but it seemed Thorne’s ego now required him to accord Brett a certain grudging respect in addition to the mandatory outward show due a Major.
“I got lucky,” Brett replied, hoping to sound magnanimous, although he spoke the simple truth. He reoriented himself so he could see Sergeant Thorne’s face.
Thorne grinned at him, “Maybe. OK, things have been getting to me a little, but it’s not going to be expressed this way again, sir.”
Brett hadn’t done so badly after all. Now that Thorne had started talking, he was positively loquacious. “I guess the troops have been a handful lately. Like you say, they’ve spent a lot longer than usual in the can, but it’s not just that. Don’t worry, they’re Space Force, and they’ll remember it as soon as we give them something concrete to do, sir.”
All true, and all things a sergeant should know how to cope with. Something else bothered Thorne.
Brett continued with the pretense that nothing could daunt the hard-faced sergeant himself, “So what would you say is really bothering the men?”
“What happens to anyone who gets taken prisoner, sir? I hear people get absorbed into the overmind.”
Brett was actually the right person to ask about that. He hadn’t been transferred to military intelligence because of any special cloak and dagger skills, but because of his study of the nanotechnological interfaces they had found on Roundhouse.
“A few idiots did, but those were civilians who went there deliberately. No prisoners were absorbed involuntarily. It’s apparently difficult to force on people.”
“A lot of horrible things happened on Roundhouse. War is like that, but I have to keep new recruits from dwelling on it.”
Brett nodded. “That’s what we’re counting on you to do. If it will help, just go through the records. None of the stuff that happened to prisoners is classified – it all came out in the trials later. There might be some things you wouldn’t want to emphasize, but nobody was assimilated into the Roundhouse overmind against their will.”
“Thanks, I’m sure I’ll find something helpful.”
Brett didn’t know if that was true or not, but the imperturbable sergeant was back again.



Chapter 3
 
Brett changed his clothing and began the journey back to the 1-G level, near the skin of the ship. The civilians spent most of their time here. It didn’t make sense to encourage civilians to leave the 1-G VIP area. They might get to like fractional gravity. If they didn’t do their exercises, this created medical problems for them and a nuisance for some physician when they returned to full gravity.
When he arrived he saw Joyce Rollers sitting at the table. He had half expected to hurry up and wait. She was a few years older than Brett, and had made no attempt to disguise the few grey hairs mixed in with the brown ones. She wore a neutral blue jumpsuit. Some women didn’t make an effort to look alluring on a ship full of mostly male space marines who might not make planet fall for years. Brett’s assumption that the neutral look came naturally to Joyce had changed when he discovered a book she had written in the ship’s electronic library. The picture of the author made her look pretty and vulnerable.
She waited in a conference room reserved for Senator Peterson and his staff. Warships didn’t waste space, but these people received more than most. Wooden paneling concealed grey steel bulkheads, comfortable chairs surrounded the table, and the VIP section provided normal gravity.
A full pot of coffee stood on the table. Brett poured a cup. A sip confirmed that the best coffee on the ship could be found here. He sat across from Joyce. After perfunctory greetings on both sides she began her pitch.
“Brett, I want you to sign my report.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Even though I disagree with it?”
She replied, “It would be neater than you covering the same ground.”
It would be neater all right. The misleading report would go uncontradicted. Meanwhile Brett recognized the signatures of several people who had mentioned reservations to him.
“Neatness isn’t really your major concern here, is it?”
She replied, “This could be the bloodiest action the Federalist Worlds have taken for hundreds of years.”
Did this woman represent the Senator’s views? Was the decision already made?
He replied, “That’s not our decision. We assess the threat. Our superiors decide what to do.”
Joyce stared at him coolly. “So the blood won’t be on our hands. How convenient.”
Progress, in a way, more than Brett had expected when she insisted on this last meeting. She had just practically admitted that her real disagreement wasn’t with his analysis, but the conclusions she feared would be drawn from it.
Before Brett could reply, she took a deep breath and backtracked, “I’m sorry, Brett. That was uncalled for. I know you saw what happened at Skulton personally. Please don’t let that color your judgment now. No hive mind has committed war crimes on Oceania, or anywhere else besides Roundhouse. Even given your uncertainty, this opportunity won’t occur again. They’ve already agreed to stop exporting their technology, and we might even keep the embargo in place, with certain humanitarian exceptions.”
Brett said, “I’m not sure ‘uncertainty’ is the right word here.”
Joyce replied, “The war on Roundhouse was an ugly war, and the planet has a history of atrocities. Most of them happened before anyone brought nanotechnology there.”
Not ‘no evidence,’ Brett thought, but certainly no proof. They knew very little about the neural interface – or even the extent to which the implementation on Roundhouse had differed from Oceania.
“Joyce, one properly trained Oceanian with a few pounds of densely packed storage crystals and nanomachines could start another world on the path towards a new overmind.”
She countered, “Maybe on an industrialized world. It would be hard to hide, easy to stop, and take many people a long time.”
She still didn’t get it. The guard of the Federalist Worlds would gradually become lax as decades passed, and the blockade became another budget expense. Meanwhile, there were many who found something seductive about becoming part of an overmind – possibly even her.
Brett tried again, “Joyce, part of what happened on Roundhouse was that some people wanted to use Nannies and others were concerned about the long term consequences for their world. A government could go quite a long way secretly.”
“- if they wanted. But if nanotechnology is so terrible -”
Brett interrupted, “Same principle as involuntary quarantine for those who won’t cooperate during an epidemic. Some think a disease is not so dangerous until too late, especially if they’ve got it.”
She didn’t reply. Brett allowed the silence to stretch, until the faint breeze of the air circulation impinged upon his consciousness. Then he returned to something Joyce had never addressed.
“After the war on Roundhouse ended and the surviving perpetrators of the Rape of Skulton had the nanotechnology removed from their bloodstream, they testified they never would have done such a thing if it weren’t for the nascent Roundhouse overmind. The Oceanians were pretty vague when we asked them about it. Maybe they really don’t know themselves, even the people who understand the technology best admit they as individuals can’t fully understand the emergent superminds. This makes it a little hard to accept a commitment that the overmind will cease trying to reproduce itself at face value.”
“Brett, I explained before. Some things about the trials were classified secret.”
He nodded agreement. “And you have access to information which you think is relevant. The Senator has access too, so he can decide.”
She hesitated, then switched tacks, “Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty?”
Brett could feel his temper rising. He held himself rigidly still. “In most criminal trials, it may be better to see many guilty go free rather than one innocent convicted. When something threatens trillions of lives, no.”
Joyce sighed. “Brett, have you noticed lots of people have some kind of emotional fear of overminds? Apart from any reasons they might give, some kind of feeling that its mere existence is offensive, there’s something wrong about it?”
He nodded with affected casualness, leashing his anger. Brett was almost certain that the Oceanians attributed the Federalist Worlds actions to some sort of ineffable fear. “Oh yes. As a matter of fact I’m one of them, so maybe everything I say is invalid. I’ll just delete … no wait. Did you notice up until a decade and a half ago, there was kind of a mania for it in the Federalist Worlds as the next step in human evolution? Some people even started moving to Oceania. It was like believing in the supermind was religion without the hard parts, or unscientific parts, depending on who you asked.”
Joyce replied, “Some people have the wrong idea about Oceania. Only a few of them are part of the overmind, and none of them act as part of it all the time. They live normal lives like the rest of us.”
Brett raised an eyebrow. “I’ve studied all the information we have, and I’d like to know how you’re so certain of that. They do seem to spend some time away from the high bandwidth connections they use as part of the supermind. We don’t know what, if anything, is left inside.”
“What exactly would it take to convince you?”
Brett stopped to think. What would it take to convince him the overmind was safe to leave as it was? He couldn’t imagine a realistic answer, given what he knew. What would convince him to say it was safe when he didn’t believe it? Nothing.
He answered the implied question rather than the one spoken aloud, “You’re absolutely right.”
Without more argument, he pulled the computer off his belt and ordered his report sent. Joyce had a few seconds to stop him, but she didn’t try. Instead she did the same.
Brett had reserved the room for another half hour. They sat in silence as some of the tension diffused. Joyce asked idly, “So what now?”
Brett grinned, suddenly realizing how little their struggles would probably mean in the scheme of things. “Well, I’m sure Senator Peterson has left word that as soon as Colonel Barr receives our reports, he should alert the Senator immediately, even if he’s asleep.”
Joyce made a derisive sound between a laugh and a snort.
Brett frowned, as if in exaggerated surprise. “Don’t tell me you think they’ll be ignored unless someone wants support for something they’ve already decided to do?”
Joyce didn’t even nod, possibly assuming the question was rhetorical.
There was something classy about sitting in 1-G in one of the few wooden chairs in the ship, but Brett was actually ready to get up.
Joyce wasn’t quite through. “It would have been harder for them to ignore our report if it had been unanimous.”
He didn’t bother pointing out that she could have signed his. “Not so very. We don’t really have that much more hard data than we did when we arrived, so we don’t have much of an advantage over the analysts at home. Senator Peterson is hardly going to give our opinions more weight because we’re physically near him.”
Brett started to stand. Joyce could have the room to herself if she wanted to. The faint but ever present smells of humanity and metal ship were somehow filtered out of the air, and Brett didn’t want to let himself get used to that. The levels of the huge ship near 1-G were used intensively to keep the troops fit and ready to fight in normal gravity, except for the small civilian section.
“Brett.”
He glanced up and she continued. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to go along with everyone else? I mean, nobody could condemn you for coming to the same conclusion everyone else did.”
“It would have been easier. I wonder if that’s part of the attraction some people have to the idea of a supermind: going along with everyone else, while pretending to be part of something higher instead of lower than an individual?”
She replied, “I suppose you’re going to accuse me of going along with the crowd?”
“Heck no – you were leading it.”
“Doesn’t that make me worse than a passive go-along-with-the-crowd enemy of individualism? More dangerous because I don’t practice what I preach?”
Brett didn’t reply verbally to her teasing, instead he looked ostentatiously around the room, waiting for her to ask what he was doing.
She beat him to the punch line, “Looking for somewhere to hide my body after you kill me?”
Before Brett could reply, the belt computer he’d left on the polished table chimed. He raised an eyebrow. Military Intelligence officers didn’t get many emergency messages without combat underway.
He glanced at the gray plastic slab, then raised an eyebrow. “Looks as if I was right the first time. Senator Peterson wants to see me twenty minutes from now.”
Joyce made the same noise as before. “Right. Funny man. Tell him I’m a good girl and deserve better than being assigned to work with the peasants under Colonel Barr. Too bad you don’t have time to go back to your quarters and change into a dress uniform, huh?”
Brett noticed how different her mood sounded now that she’d given up her aggressive attempt to get him to second her conclusions, as if an underlying kinship connected them. They both fought hard for what they believed, but presumably her side had an advantage: the Senator’s support.
Brett showed her the writing on the little device. Her jaw didn’t drop, but she did blink slowly once.
It really was too bad he didn’t have time to change his uniform, maybe shave again. Or possibly it wasn’t. Being dismissed as a screw up would deprive him of the chance to have a war on his conscience.



Chapter 4
 
In front of the Senator’s cabin stood a door instead of a hatch, although lined with an airtight plastic seal. It slid aside silently for Brett.
Brett glanced at the cabin as he reported to the Senator. Much of the artwork was military, although Brett knew the Senator had no military experience himself. The painting of wooden ships firing cannons at each other over stormy seas could have been a legend from Old Earth, or a scene from one of the worlds which had built such ships after civil war had engulfed the Shoulder and caused many worlds to lose advanced technology.
Peterson was in his fifties, about twenty years older than Brett. He looked a few pounds overweight, but bore them with dignity.
He could see the Senator sizing him up. Brett was as fit as any line officer of his rank. When the Senator spoke, his voice was deep, pleasant, and fluid. He spoke of complex ideas without seeming to lecture or make long speeches.
“Major Johnson, thank you for coming. Sorry about the short notice, but things are starting to move at last.”
‘You’re welcome’ seemed inappropriate, since he was actually under orders. “At your service Senator.”
Senator Peterson nodded an acknowledgement. “Major, we’ve had over a hundred thousand men orbiting this world for over a year. Add in the support craft. Now add in the warships that would defend that investment if one of Oceania’s trading partners stuck their nose in. An expensive fleet. If we agreed to Oceania’s proposal and lifted the blockade, we would need only enough smaller ships to inspect incoming and outgoing cargo.”
How could Peterson even talk about money? If he didn’t believe human freedom lay in the balance, he should just say so. If he did, how could cost matter?
Brett opened his mouth to object, but the man behind the desk held up a hand. His air of authority kept Brett from interrupting.
The Senator took a sip from the mug on his desk and continued, “Joyce Rollers was one of the aides who would normally work with me. Instead she was assigned to work under Colonel Barr with the intelligence analysts. Did it occur to you that I was sending a message through her?”
“Yes, sir.”
Perhaps the decision was already made, but Brett’s brain began racing. He could think of no reason for this man to report his decision to a Major he had never met before. Something still hung in the balance.
“Did she ever say so explicitly?”
So Peterson wanted deniability as well as cherry picked intelligence. While pretending to look at the man’s face, Brett saw the photographs on the far wall just past the right side of his head. Brett couldn’t quite make out the people he shook hands with, but the pictures brought home the fact that he dealt with a politician.
“No, sir. She never claimed it, and she denied it when asked outright. She didn’t object when others just assumed it.”
The Senator’s mouth tightened, betraying anger under a layer of self discipline. “She’s very clever.”
Brett blinked in surprise as the Senator continued.
“Rollers… aggressively argued her position before all the facts were in. When she got to be a nuisance I asked her to work under Colonel Barr.”
Had Brett misunderstood? Could the Senator be on the right side after all? The pause didn’t stretch out long enough to indicate a reply was expected.
“She represents the views of a sizable minority of the Federalist Worlds, including the ambassador we’ve just recalled.”
Brett didn’t know the ambassador, so he said only, “Yes, sir.”
He gave no voice to his relief, more for the sake of the Federalist Worlds than for himself.
The Senator continued, “Ambassador Williams is the result of a compromise. Oceanian nanotechnology remains a potential danger even when confined to Oceania. I’m concerned that his diplomatic instincts might get the better of him.”
As the Senator shifted in his seat, the picture caught Brett’s eye again and he realized the other man in the photograph was Admiral Lassiter, not a politician or lobbyist. The thought lifted his spirits, although he no more believed in heroism by association than guilt by association.
Senator Peterson continued, “Part of the problem lay with the man assigned to assist the Ambassador, who was our expert in Oceanian nanotechnology. He was originally sent to verify that people from the Federalist Worlds who wanted to return home had had all the nanotechnology removed from their bloodstream, and to learn as much as he could to help shorten the war if we couldn’t avoid it. Since he had some experience dealing with the Oceanians, he was also involved in negotiations.”
Apparently the Senator understood the subtle danger they faced and knew the political nuances more deeply than Brett. He continued quietly, but with restrained anger. “He became convinced Oceanian nanotechnology is harmless, and spent more time trying to convince us than convincing the Oceanians. He was recalled as well.”
Senator Peterson’s eyes bored into him, and Brett prepared to learn his part in this. “You’ll replace him. I’m aware you have no diplomatic experience, but you’ll take part in the negotiations as your predecessor did. The possibility that you might not be diplomatic enough is not my main worry. Make sure Williams doesn’t make concessions we can’t live with. Breaking an agreement would be preferable to tolerating a threat to humanity, but it would be better to do neither.”
For an instant Brett wanted to cheer. He would negotiate instead of a politician. He understood what was at stake. Then reality came crashing in.
“Sir I – I’ve never negotiated anything, never dealt with politicians.”
Inside his head he added that he only wrote reports the politicians ignored, then subtracted it again since the Senator hadn’t ignored this one.
“The Ambassador will be there for that.”
Brett shifted just slightly, becoming aware how rigid the last few shocks had made his body. “Sir, are you saying I’m expected to forbid him to make certain concessions?”
“Not directly, but you’ll communicate with my staff.”
Brett considered the problems this would create. The Senator continued, “There’s a time factor involved. These talks have been spun out for years already. We cannot permit endless negotiations, nor keep this force in place indefinitely. Contingency plans for the invasion are already being made. Much of the equipment used to replicate the nanotechnology is decentralized, as is the information system that technology communicates with. We will be forced to destroy a large number of industrial buildings if war cannot be avoided – and many casualties will result if they attempt to defend them rather than agreeing to evacuate. War can only be avoided if you convey to them the fact that we are serious and action is imminent.”
Brett hadn’t finished talking about the problems his inexperience might cause. A misstep on his part could conceivably cause a war. Yet an hour ago he had feared he was a sole unheard voice for the dangers they were dealing with. He wouldn’t beg off now, even if the Senator let him.
The Senator continued as if his participation were a foregone conclusion. Perhaps it was. “Anything you can learn about their systems that would make a war shorter and easier will be of great benefit as well. Be as discreet as you can, but I rely on your judgment. Nobody wants war, but anything that makes the Oceanians realize how serious we are is not all bad.”
Brett wasn’t too worried about being caught at cloak and dagger espionage. In an open society where scientists and engineers trained and studied and shared ideas, information that didn’t seem worth keeping secret might turn out to be valuable.
The Senator was still speaking. “Military intelligence will go through your chain of command. Colonel Barr has an excellent professional reputation on that score. He’ll give you more details on your assignment.”
Brett had only a moment to wonder about the slight emphasis on ‘that score.’ The Senator thanked him for coming and nodded a dismissal. Brett had already turned to leave and opened the door when his host spoke again.
“Brett.”
Before Brett could turn around again the Senator spoke rapidly. His voice was quiet, yet so raw it was painful to hear. “Your only responsibility is to the Space Force, which reports to the Council of Federalist Worlds. That’s all that matters, and my son probably isn’t here anyway. He just mentioned Oceania a few times before leaving home. The Oceanians say that his right to privacy prevents them from telling me if he’s here or not, but that if he’s here they’ve given him all my messages and he hasn’t answered. I’ve forwarded a few details to your computer, and if you do happen to find out anything I’d be grateful.”
Brett turned back towards the Senator. “I will, sir,” he replied, and this time finished closing the door behind him.
Brett would have to report to his immediate superior, and began to make his way to Colonel Barr’s office. Each image that passed through his mind overwhelmed the previous one. He would soon breathe unrecycled air, eat fresh food, stride through open spaces. No, that was trivial, one misstep might lead to war. No, even that was trivial, failure to act might betray all of the Federalist Worlds, including trillions of lives.
As soon as he left the civilian section of the ship, he was again conscious of the gray metal passageways that hooked up the rest of the ship. In theory the ship was designed so two people could easily pass each other going opposite directions, but in practice sometimes various pipes and equipment interfered. He took three tubes, one following what would have been a line of longitude on the surface of a planet, one following a line of latitude, and one taking him towards the center of the ship, where gravity was weak even while the ship was spinning. Colonel Barr’s office was quite cramped, but he encouraged guests to use the space with maximum efficiency. At 1/5 G, Brett was quite comfortable hanging around there, especially when he had a little ledge near his feet. He reported in and took a deep breath.
“Colonel, you’re not going to believe this, unless you recommended me in the first place. I’m the new assistant to Ambassador Williams.”
Barr responded obliquely, “Roundhouse is the only world where you ever actually saw ground combat, isn’t it?”
Brett nodded. He knew Barr well enough not to interrupt his flow with a verbal response.
“You probably saw more actual danger than any other medical officer in the fleet. That was an ugly war, bloodier than most. The thing was, there was already a civil war going on when we got there, and many people on both sides were secretly glad to see us. This is different. It isn’t often we try to occupy a peaceful planet and do something that will indirectly cost many lives.”
Brett wanted to protest, but he knew Oceania’s entire economy and medical system were interwoven with the nanotechnology that they used to communicate with their information systems. Colonel Barr was correct. They should be prepared for determined resistance.
“I have a great deal of respect for Senator Peterson. He supports the Space Marines. It’s just that when a war turns really ugly, sometimes a politician forgets who decided it was necessary and who merely gave advice on how it should be done. I’m not suggesting he would do such a thing, just that it sometimes happens.”
This wasn’t the can-do Space Force officer Brett worked for. Brett struggled to remain impassive in the face of this near disrespect for their civilian masters. The Colonel was still speaking.
“Just remember, even though the orders to speak with Senator Peterson came through your chain of command, he isn’t part of it. The orders you’re going to receive will direct you to assist Ambassador Williams, and that is your assignment. Despite his quirks he’s very knowledgeable. He’ll be counting on you.”
Less than an enthusiastic endorsement of the man he would be working with. Brett had something more important on his mind though. “Sir, on Roundhouse I saw what a hive mind could do. I won’t exceed my authority, but I won’t conceal from the Senator exactly what orders I receive.”
Barr scowled. “That’s what I don’t like about you. All this ass kissing and sucking up makes me nauseous. Give it to me straight.”
Brett grinned at the sarcasm. “Sorry sir. I’ll do better next time.”
Colonel Barr continued, “In answer to your earlier question, I didn’t recommend you for this. You’re a smart guy, but you weren’t transferred to military intelligence because of your skills as a diplomat … or a spy. It just so happened you were one of the neurosurgeons who spent the most time working with people exposed to nanomachines… at just the time Oceanian technology was booted way up in our list of priorities.”
The Colonel had left out Brett’s Silver Sun, which was fair enough, since arguably it was as much a product of stubbornness as courage. Brett had never heard of a neurosurgeon winning one before him. He hadn’t wanted it after learning what had happened to Sergeant Mackey, but the Colonel had convinced him he deserved it, and that the Space Force needed heroes just then. Now it seemed Barr felt he needed a dose of humility, and continued to deliver it. He hadn’t even mentioned Brett’s independent research.
“I’m not saying I wouldn’t recommend my worst enemy for this. I might. I know how strongly you believe in this, and I’ve heard how impressive the Senator is in person, but take care. No matter how resolute he seemed, you have his clout behind you to a point, but he won’t shoulder the blame if things go wrong. Good luck, Major.”
Brett respected Colonel Barr, but was convinced this mission was necessary. He hadn’t been asked to argue though, and he didn’t.
As soon as he was dismissed, Brett headed back to his cabin to make sure his dress uniforms were ready for the trip, and examine the skimpy briefing materials given him on their Oceanian counterparts. He made his belt computer project them on the wall. The head of the team they would engage in verbal combat with didn’t sound formidable. According to his predecessor’s notes, the Oceanian ambassador was 213 years old, a living example of the extended Oceanian life expectancy. He had a rare condition, rare even a hundred years ago when Oceanian technology had been cruder. Due to brief periods of ‘totaling’, using his entire brain to participate in the overmind, the sensory and motor cortexes of his brain displayed certain imperfections when performing their normal functions.
What would that look like in practice? Could it give the Federalist Worlds an advantage? Beware of overconfidence.
Brett found he only had time to skim the other sections – he would have to rely on Williams to brief him after they landed. There wouldn’t even be time to meet Williams before the shuttle trip.
Despite the dubious aspects of his mission, it would feel good to breath fresh air again, and walk somewhere with trees and no walls. No claustrophobe could ever join the Space Force, and his time as a lieutenant had taught him to be grateful to have the little cabin all to himself. Yet soon he would be able to stride straight in one direction as long as he wished.
The shuttle bay had more open space than most areas of the ship. Brett stood on a catwalk above the Firefly. He would step down directly into the passenger seats in the rear of the cockpit. The body of the craft was shaped like an isosceles triangle, with an aerodynamically shaped needle nose, and it was held in place by scaffolding, although the wheels rested firmly on the floor. The crew bubble, shaped to minimize atmospheric friction, currently stood open. The pilot was doing piloty countdown things. There was no copilot in the seat next to him for this routine trip. The two passenger seats were in the rear of the bubble.
Brett liked the effect the sleek black tiling created, as if warning bystanders not to mess with the Firefly. The color was counterintuitive given the concern about radiation, but surfaces that absorbed light also radiated fastest. Since the heat would come from friction rather than radiation, black was cooler.
Brett had a few moments to study Ambassador Williams as he crossed the shuttle bay. Certainly over fifty, thin but not athletic, too dark black hair probably dyed.
"Good afternoon, Major, um, Johnson?"
Ambassadors were probably supposed to be good at names, but maybe he wanted to save the diplomatic skills for the Oceanians instead of wasting them on the help.
"A pleasure to meet you, Ambassador," Brett said, stretching the truth only slightly. He was pleased the man was here so they could get started. When the other man made no move to walk down the steps, Brett led the way. The seats were a little cramped, but well designed for comfort. He helped the other strap into his seat so the pilot didn't need to come back into the passenger compartment.
A cheerful voice came from the front seat, “Launching in five seconds. Three, two one.”
The ground cracked open under the center of the craft, and the gap grew as the floor slid away in two sections. The scaffolding released them, and they fell out into space.
It took a moment to get used to free fall. To avoid vertigo, Brett closed his eyes and didn’t think of them as falling. Doors opened on the outer surface of a rotating sphere, near the ‘equator.’ The Firefly kept going in the same direction as that particular part of the ship had been moving at the moment of release. The shuttle bay doors rotated away from them.
Brett glanced at the man next to him. Space sickness didn't seem imminent, but distraction might be in order. They had things to discuss anyway. "Ambassador Williams, I'm Major Brett Johnson. This is my second campaign in a twenty year commitment. I spent seven years on Roundhouse as a medical officer, and was transferred to military intelligence when Oceania and the ability to understand their technology became a high priority. Although they'll know I'm there because I'm the closest thing we have to a specialist in their technology, I'm still presenting myself as a medical officer."
Brett didn't really feel like telling the ambassador how he had earned his Silver Sun on Roundhouse, or what it had cost him. As it turned out he didn't have to. The ambassador didn't ask questions, or talk about his own qualifications, or even dive right into the briefing.
Williams spoke in a tone higher than before, unpleasantly like whining, "I don't see why they assigned a military man to this mission. We're here to save lives, not end them."
Brett kept silent for the space of a breath, not letting the civilian get to him. "I'm a doctor, and hurting people isn’t my job, so maybe you could brief me as one man of peace to another?"
The mission would be easier if he got along with his new boss. Brett did not say, “I'm a doctor, not trained to kill, but in your case I'll make an exception.” He refrained from explaining that he had indeed lost several patients, but saved a great many more, and didn't enjoy talking about the former.
Williams' face reddened. "People talk like the Oceanians have a contagious disease. If you think what they've done to themselves is wrong, that's your business. We're here to negotiate with them, not judge them."
Where had that come from? What had Williams been told about Brett? The Senator hadn’t wanted a doormat for Williams, or he would have chosen someone else. “The Space Force doesn’t judge people. We don’t even kill them without good reason, unless we’re having a very bad day.”
The Ambassador replied, “Silly remarks aside, it’s not for you to decide if we have good reason to kill.”
True enough, but the opening implication that the Space Force killed capriciously, and the accusation without evidence that Brett would be judgmental rankled. Still, getting down to cases beat futile arguing. "I'll keep that in mind. What do I need to know to avoid giving accidental offense?"
"Their ancestors were English speaking people from Old Earth.”
Of course they were. The Firestorm had been built and crewed on Old York, as part of their contribution to the Federalist Space Marines. The Firestorm and her sister ships were chosen partly because the common language would make occupation of the planet a little easier should it be necessary. So far Williams had told Brett nothing he didn't already know. Patronizing Brett – or concealing ignorance?
Ambassador Williams warmed slightly to his theme, and his tone became less grating, “The embassy is in Landfall, the capital city of Oceania. For the most part they developed in isolation from the rest of humanity until a few hundred years ago. There was a wave of new immigration when they made themselves a legal haven for nanotechnological research, but English is still the dominant language. Many unique cultures have developed over thousands of years, so it's better to just be polite than to try to cram too much into your head. They know we're from another world. Just be polite and do what everyone else does."
Not too helpful, but Brett didn't feel like trying to cross examine him. The pilot announced maneuvers, giving him an excuse to end the conversation. The shuttle braked like a rocket while shedding enough velocity to enter the atmosphere. Brett’s stomach did a flip-flop as the gyroscope reoriented them. Now for all intents and purposes they rode in a high flying airplane with mediocre aerodynamics. Brett’s legs tensed impatiently in anticipation of landing. When the craft finally wheeled to a stop he removed his harness, but his legs buckled momentarily from sitting too long. He grabbed his little duffle bag and climbed onto the metal catwalk that had rolled up to the Firefly. It had been so long since he’d breathed un-recycled air that the sweetness hit him like a blow. Brett could faintly smell the oceans for which the planet was named. The base of his brain didn't know what to make of the alien biosphere smells which mixed with those of Earth descended flora and fauna. His face stretched into a huge smile without his realizing it.
To his right he could see the city of Landfall. The skyscrapers wore a different shape than he was used to, with rounded instead of rectangular edges. The buildings were colored in greens and blues and browns, and sometimes a light color like white sand. To either side the city was surrounded by beaches and ocean.
To his left he couldn’t see as much, since the elevation was higher than his. Some of the trees and vegetation resembled home. Mixed in were some bright blue treelike shapes. He couldn’t make out all the details in the distance, but the trunks looked as blue as the tops.
He now had to prevent a war. Or maybe that wasn’t his problem. Williams could handle it. Only Brett was starting to understand the Senator’s lack of confidence in the fellow.



Chapter 5
 
To say Ambassador Nocker didn’t look a day over two hundred would be a polite lie, Brett decided. There was something creepy about the way he moved, without the normal pauses in the natural rhythm of movement, and with brief hesitations where none should be. His assistant, Ames, seemed normal enough, and didn’t appear to find anything uncomfortable about the proximity. All four of them wore suits and ties, an ancient fashion of formal dress which created a touchstone between cultures evolved separately for thousands of years since leaving Old Earth. Only the waiter who helped Nocker seat himself was dressed Oceanian style. His suit was blue and white, and had curves instead of lines and corners.
Brett and Williams stood until their hosts seated themselves. The four of them sat on a balcony, which offered a view of both the city of Landfall and the white sandy beach adjacent to it. The noise of the sea was audible when the conversation paused. A thin screen enclosed them, although there were no insects visible.
From a distance, only the height of the buildings pointed to a technological civilization. Their coloration contrived to blend in with the sea and sand and sky. Much of the traffic in the streets consisted of pedestrians – the transportation network lay underground. Brett had never seen an advanced city with a more rural appearance.
Oceanians did well by their guests. The four of them had the balcony to themselves. There was certainly something alluring about the planet, despite what dwelt at its heart. Ambassador Nocker ordered red wine. His younger companion ordered the juice of an unfamiliar berry whose name Brett didn’t quite catch. Williams had coffee. Brett asked for a beer, since nobody else had ordered food. It was too early for dinner, but it seemed a shame to reserve this spot just to sit around and talk.
The man across the table from him spoke. “Ambassador Williams and Major Johnson, it is a pleasure to meet you. I’m Cory Ames. Allow me to introduce you to my boss, Ambassador Nocker. Given the immediacy of our mutual … problems, and the time lost by the replacement of your predecessors, I’m sure we can quickly develop a working relationship.”
Brett thought ‘quickly’ sounded promising, but there wasn’t too much time to be spent on relationship developing. Cory was a little overenthusiastic, but likable anyway. The young man was of average height, only slightly overweight but with a build that spoke of soft living – physically anyhow. He had wavy brown hair, an expressive face, and a ready smile.
Brett swallowed beer out of a frosted mug. The underlying nutty flavor was new to him. He wasn’t sure what to call it next time he wanted some, but this didn’t seem the moment to ask.
The silence stretched, long enough for Brett to wonder if he was the one expected to respond. Then Ambassador Williams replied, “I’m happy we could arrange this informal meeting, and I have strong hopes it will be more productive than the larger and more formal ones between our two governments earlier. Perhaps we can start with those immigrants to Oceania who now wish to return home? And I very much hope success there will lead to a broad reduction of tensions. The very foundation of the Federalist system is a belief in the possibility of mutual cooperation between very different cultures.”
Nobody laughed out loud, so apparently this display of windbaggery wasn’t extraordinary for a diplomat. Could the problem be as simple as that?
A white beard concealed most of Nocker’s face. What lay hidden beneath? Although they had been told the overmind neither controlled nor wished to control the government of Oceania, it certainly had hidden desires and capabilities. If they were negotiating with an inhuman entity masked by a human government, it was unlikely to be dismantled without military action.
When Nocker spoke his voice was dry and hoarse. “I’m pleased to meet you. Have you enjoyed your visit to Oceania so far?”
Williams hadn’t left the embassy since they landed, so leaving the question to him would create awkwardness. Eager though Brett felt to get down to business at last, five minutes wouldn’t matter after all these months.
“I haven’t got the hang of your transportation system yet, so most of what I’ve seen is within walking distance of the embassy.”
The old man asked him, “And what do you think?”
“At first glance your planet is very primitive, except for the height of the buildings, and a primitive technology couldn’t feed a large city like Landfall.”
“Perhaps you’re used to more vehicle traffic above ground?”
Brett nodded. “Anyway, it’s a little eerie after awhile. I started noticing how doors and elevators open before people walk up to them, and the same with those capsule things.”
“Transit pods, yes. They’re usually summoned and directed with nanotechnology, but they do have manual controls for children.”
Which would explain why the controls were around Brett’s waist level. He might develop a stoop if he took the time to learn to use them. Anyway, enough small talk.
“I’ll be able to enjoy looking around more once we’re making progress. I’m sure you still remember the sticking points from the last round of talk?”
Williams nodded. “Some of the concerns posed by your government seem inconsistent to us, but we’ve done our best. Let’s start with people from the Federalist Worlds who’ve come to Oceania. Since you have training in neurology and psychology, you’ll be able to verify that those who choose to stay have not been brainwashed, and those who choose to return have not been conditioned to attempt to manipulate your political system.”
Brett shifted his weight. The ornate wooden carvings on the back of each chair were better to look at than lean on. At least the seats had cushions.
Nocker’s words came a little slow, the movement of his mouth not quite as expected. It was more than the slightly lilting Oceanian accented English that wasn’t hard for someone born on Old York to follow. Was anybody home, or was he talking with a shell? Brett’s research indicated that the nanotechnology had a short transmission range without a booster cap, only a couple of feet. Without the cap, the brain would have had to be conditioned to counterfeit normal consciousness when not being used as a node of a network. Brett repressed a shiver and made his face a polite diplomatic mask. He knew nothing for certain. It did occur to him that the two negotiators might have come without their booster caps out of courtesy to their guests, or to mislead them.
“I’m sure Major Johnson would be pleased to examine any willing subjects.”
The briefest speech Williams had made all day, and it gave Brett an opening. “That’s true, so we’ve made a start. I would love to wait for the broad reduction in tensions to take hold, but Mr. Ames mentioned immediacy. The biggest concern of the Federalist Worlds is the overmind, and the nanotechnology that holds it together – and helps reproduce overminds elsewhere. We haven’t been able to reach agreement with you on the amount of danger posed to humanity at large by your technology, and probably won’t. Given the situation above our heads, only one resolution is possible.”
Brett leaned back, finding the spines of the Chinese dragons carved behind him were actually well positioned to accommodate him. At first he thought he had done well, drawing attention to the massive firepower in orbit which made Oceanian yielding inevitable, without being explicit and making them lose face. Even the awkward silence that followed didn’t prove him wrong. Some things had to be said.
It was a relief when Williams spoke again. “We’re not trying to pretend you’ve made concessions which you haven’t, or bludgeon you into making them by demanding them repeatedly. Since this is a key issue, and no progress is being made, perhaps we can approach it from another angle. Hypothetically, what assistance would you need to rebuild your infrastructure after abandoning nanotechnology? If you’re willing to discuss that, you can ask us a couple of hypothetical questions as well. We’ll do our best to answer, or at least be embarrassed about evading them.”
Brett turned towards Nocker, hoping the Oceanian Ambassador was now considering how, instead of whether, the necessary could be accomplished.
The old man leaned forward as if in deep thought, pressing two fingers to his forehead. Williams shrank away as he did so, although the table was between them. Coming on top of some of the things Williams had said about tolerance, this seemed a bit much. No evidence supported the idea of danger through personal contact.
Nocker spoke as if he hadn’t noticed Williams’ movement, but Brett didn’t believe it.
“That’s such a big question; I don’t know where to start.”
Brett prepared for longwinded dodging, but Nocker spoke plainly. “Maybe our medical system. Someday nanotechnology may be able to do all sorts of repairs inside the body, but right now it can’t. Most of our medical techniques are similar to yours.”
This seemed too easy. Brett’s attention sharpened, as his instincts told him a riposte was forthcoming.
Nocker continued in a deprecatory tone, as if apologizing for the crudity of their technology. “Once in a while nanomachines can block a capillary and kill a brain tumor, but I’m sure your invaluable help will compensate for any loss there. They can’t even reproduce themselves. They are assembled in vats by much larger nanomachines that are too large and delicate to travel through the bloodstream.”
The latter fact was basic, though some still doubted it, or suspected more sophisticated technology was being hidden.
Nocker looked slightly surprised, as if he had just thought of something. “Of course they do provide twenty-four hour internal monitoring. And they can sometimes be used to get the brain to modify involuntary functions, lower blood pressure and such.”
Brett had to say something, Nocker made change sound impossible. “Yeah, it won’t be easy, but – ”
Nocker’s voice was now so gentle and contemplative it didn’t sound like he was interrupting Brett. “We’d have to get people in the habit of regular checkups. Some people don’t like them, even in the Federalist Worlds. Even training doctors to perform them might be a challenge.”
This time Brett managed to interject, “Don’t tell me every doctor on this planet uses nanotechnology?”
“Oh no. That would make the situation difficult. A few don’t. Some of them are part of isolated religious groups, who wouldn’t at first be pleased to hear they were going to help rebuild a planetary medical system, or perhaps even have the ability to do so. I’m sure you could help persuade and train them, though there wouldn’t be enough.”
Brett replied flatly, “We would import more. And I’m sure some of your nanotech trained physicians would adapt more quickly than most, and could help train the others.”
Nocker nodded. “Quite right. Your faith in us is touching, and I hope quite justified. Of course, some of our doctors would be required to transcribe the medical records of an entire planetary population. Even after that, a few doctors may have trouble getting used to not just having the case history of a patient instantly available in their mind. I’m afraid there may be a few errors at first. How do you prevent those where electronic records are widely used?”
“They do happen, but in the vast majority of cases -”
The old man nodded vigorously, contrasting with the arthritic walk seen before. “Just so. I’m sure the difference in Oceanian life expectancies and those on the most technologically advanced planets in the Federalist Worlds isn’t due to that. Inadequate medical care for some of the poor may be part of it as well. Which brings up economics. Most of our exports are based on technologies developed by the overmind. We’ll still have those even if we accept your proposal, but how will you help us keep ahead of our competitors as they advance?”
A breeze blew through the screens. Brett was left twisting in the wind for only a few moments. Ambassador Williams said, “Maybe we’d better come back to this.”
Brett didn’t really have an answer, so he let the subject change. He listened with half an ear as Nocker spoke about corporations which were lobbying the Federalist Grand Council, and had several former employees working on the personal staff of Senator Peterson. He also spoke about a deep-seated fear of the hive mind that he claimed had infected the Federalist Worlds even prior to the fiasco on Roundhouse. Nocker also argued that all previous attempts to suppress new technologies for the hoped for good of society had failed. It was clear Williams wasn’t getting through. If indeed Williams himself understood the urgency of what he had to communicate. At last both diplomats returned to the only concrete subject they had discussed: the former citizens of the Federalist Worlds who now wished to leave Oceania.
Brett could see children playing on the beach, next to a sky blue building shaped like a short cylinder with a dome for a roof. Brett had sharp eyes, but at this distance he couldn’t be quite sure the boy in the blue bathing suit had squirted the girl in the red bikini with a water gun. He was probably around five, and she might have been twelve or thirteen, but she made a show of attempting to flee.
The cost and difficulty of replacing nanomachines with safer technology might be greater than Brett had believed, but the dangers were still there. It had to be done.
Nocker began winding the meeting down. “Future meetings may be easier once your government is comfortably at rest about the returnees. While you complete your own investigation, perhaps we can confine your initial introduction to Oceanian society to one major party for now.”
Brett overheard the details with a fragment of his attention. They were invited to an embassy party in Landfall, the capital city of Oceania. It would introduce them to Oceanian society, and since ballroom dancing had its origins in Old Earth culture, it was a good initial point of contact. Brett wasn’t enthusiastic, but he knew that in a couple of weeks when the time arrived, he would be sick of reviewing his predecessor’s notes but not quite ready to start retesting and re-interviewing people. Besides the celebration of the Oceanian holiday Herbirthday a couple of weeks afterwards, that seemed to be the extent of their social calendar. Williams was as eager as Brett to avoid too many social engagements, although perhaps for different reasons.
To think Williams had accused Brett of a visceral dislike of Oceanians. Had he just not truly understood until meeting them in person? Brett’s assignment was to make sure the ambassador didn’t concede more than he was authorized to, not worry about any phobia.
The two diplomats engaged in some idle conversation prior to recessing, but Brett recalled he had more than one mission. Casually he asked Nocker what it had been like to become part of the Oceanian supermind. He wouldn’t have many opportunities to interview those who had done so, and the people who he spoke to would surely have things to conceal. Perhaps Nocker, who had fought so hard in the negotiations themselves, would be off guard in this respect.
“I had to study quite a long time. The more someone is trained, the less effort is required from the overmind itself. The competition wasn’t as keen when I was young as it is today. My first time felt like being part of a god. I knew the answers to questions I could barely have put into words before joining the overmind – although I couldn’t always completely understand the answers when I wasn’t actively connected. It wasn’t just intellectual. My emotions were enhanced as well. I even understood why my girlfriend had broken up with me. Then my brain was eaten.”
Suddenly the man’s face lost all expression, and went blank. A withered hand with fingers curled up like an old claw came up from beneath the table and reached out towards Brett. Williams audibly moved his chair backwards, almost losing his balance. Major Johnson was unable to keep himself from flinching. Then he realized the table was too wide for the old man to reach across - and do what?
Pretending not to notice, Nocker observed innocently, “In all seriousness, I can’t help thinking some of the concerns on both sides are based on fear rather than rational worries.”
A sudden momentary anger faded. Brett saw the funny side of Nocker’s little trick, and laughed. This round went to him. It could all be recouped if Brett could gain some insight into the overmind, which it didn’t intend him to have, to help avoid this war or end it faster. Anything about technology was way too obvious. Oceanian politics was almost as suspect. Then Brett remembered the misguided youngsters who often emigrated here as if it were a religious pilgrimage.
He spoke lightly. “So speaking of deities, does the overmind believe in God?”
Nocker appeared to take the question at face value. “The short answer is yes, but she doesn’t mean the same thing by Him as you do.”
Somehow this discussion of God didn’t sound religious. Brett had been raised as a Lifist, an ancient religion although it didn’t predate humanity leaving Old Earth. This sounded more like a scientific argument. Brett shuddered inwardly at the idea that a supermind too large to care about individual humans might be the only entity capable of understanding God, and what kind of god would that be?
More children reinforced the girl in red, including one with a water balloon. The little boy made a strategic retreat. Abruptly Brett integrated the scene on the beach with maps he had viewed earlier. The blue building was a breeder facility where nanomachines were produced. In a war, that building would be a target. Brett suspected that the Oceanians would defend it, knowingly or not, under the influence of the hive mind.
And there were children playing outside it. Brett had a momentary vision of children maimed by wireguns in a battle for a facility that should not have been erected near a civilian city. He regretted not having found a way to work up to this, but leaving it unsaid would reduce the chance of finding a peaceful resolution that Peterson would accept, and that would safeguard humanity. He kept his voice calm and level, neither raising it in anger nor flinching from the hard words that had to be said.
“As unhappy as saying this makes me, I might have a lot of blood on my hands if I fail to say it clearly. We are aware that what we require will mean huge changes in your infrastructure, and we are prepared to bear much of the cost, but we are prepared to use military force as a last resort if you refuse.”
Nocker said coolly, “I’ll convey that to my superiors.”
Brett’s threat hung in the air as they left.



Chapter 6
 
Brett sat very straight, mostly because the tabs in the collar of his dress uniform dug into his neck when he did anything else. He didn’t enjoy formal occasions.
The salad before him had glowing vegetables, but everyone else was eating it. He speared a luminescent shape with his salad fork and cautiously chewed it. It tasted like any other pepper. At first he thought the small red sphere next to it was a tomato. It wasn’t, but it had a crunch and a pleasantly tangy taste.
Brett looked up from his salad, from the lace fringed tablecloth and gleaming silverware. The waiters wore tuxedos, presumably to give the banquet a cosmopolitan air. They contrasted pleasantly with the blue and white or blue and cream worn by most of the other men there. Women wore all the colors of the rainbow.
The small talk was more interesting than he had anticipated. Even the commonplaces of this planet were new to him. He met a man who created tiny sculptures from single artificial diamonds, and another who spoke with enthusiasm of wagering on a sport involving two teams of eight men and one dog. The Ambassador wasn’t eating or talking much, and looked rather pale and almost ill. Brett felt a pang of sympathy. Most of the people around them were ordinary beings and not people who had had their individuality absorbed by the Oceanian supermind. Presumably Williams knew that, but he didn’t seem to feel it.
A few moments later, the dinner ended and a band began to play live music. Brett heard the strains of an ancient waltz from Old Earth, a cultural contact point for people from many worlds with a classical education. Landfall was a multicultural city, near the planet’s largest spaceport, with visitors from several worlds. Many of the people around them got up to dance.
The Ambassador hadn’t been seated far from Brett, and Brett moved a few seats so they could talk privately. “Are you all right?”
Williams nodded. Brett decided his discomfort around Oceanians was the problem. Very odd for an ambassador. Brett found something sympathetic to say. “I suppose you were originally slated to be part of the off planet support staff, and meeting Oceanians personally came as something of a shock to you. I’m sure you’ll be comfortable with them in no time.”
Williams snapped back at him. “I’m fine. Just remember we’re here to prevent a war, not start one.”
A couple of people turned their heads, but hopefully hadn’t made out the words. Brett felt all the sympathy drain out of him. He was tired of hypocrisy and unmerited criticism. “Thanks for reminding me. Speaking of which, I’m sure the Oceanians know they make some other humans uncomfortable. Maybe we should ask a couple of them to dance, so they’ll know we see them as regular folks.”
The ambassador nodded, and mumbled. Brett couldn’t make out all the words. Possibly to the effect that Brett should indeed ask one of the women to dance. Also Williams was happy Brett about getting over his prejudice, but wanted to sit a few more minutes. Brett should circulate, and if by any chance he couldn’t find Williams they would meet back at the embassy.
Some of the words escaped under the ambient noise, but the general spirit was clear. Brett shut off that line of retreat. “Ah, but Ambassador, notice how most of the female wallflowers are talking together in couples? It’s rather hard for a woman to be alone at a dance waiting to be asked. And it’s rather hard to walk out to two women and ask one to dance while leaving one standing.”
While the ambassador struggled in a trap of his own devising, Brett glanced around. The arrangement of the huge square ballroom resembled a giant donut. Tables lined three walls the band had set up in front of the entrance. The pastry ring within them remained unfurnished, clear for dancing. The hole consisted of an island of tables, hopefully dignitaries rather than outcasts. Couples now danced past them.
Brett picked out a likely pair with which to torment the ambassador. They were actually rather pretty. The one with the flower in her hair looked a little tawdry, but in a come-and-get-it rather than a repulsive manner.
Brett gestured in their direction. “Come on, get up and let’s go talk to them.”
Brett wasn’t keen on dancing just now, but knew his bluff wouldn’t be called. The ambassador’s knuckles were white where his hand gripped the table. A couple of young men walked up to the ladies Brett had spotted and began talking. He would have to find another pair.
Brett’s eyes were drawn to a woman. She moved on the beat, though not a superb dancer by conventional measure. There was something detached about her. She floated where her partner led her, seemingly out of carelessness rather than abandon. Soft red boots ended in high heels. Her white dress was trimmed with red, and her fair skin by the slight flush on her cheeks, which appeared to be natural rather than makeup. Blond hair hung to the middle of her back, a soft cloud rather than perfectly straight.
She was a candy cane angel, Brett thought irreverently. He realized he had stared too long when her eyes met his for a moment. Brett wasn’t sure what held his attention, but as she was escorted the diplomatic thing was probably to look elsewhere.
Many would have considered the man with her handsome, but his too smooth features irritated Brett. The couple was only a few steps away from Brett when the candy cane angel spoke. “If you’re still tired you can sit down awhile, Michael.”
Her voice was just as Brett would have imagined it, sweet but with a hint of mischief. Had she seen Brett looking at her?
The opportunity was too perfect to ignore, and Brett stood up impulsively. “May I cut in?”
As he spoke, the spell broke, and he wondered what he was doing. Brett wasn’t shy, but she seemed heart-stoppingly beautiful at that moment, and this was a ball on an unfamiliar world. Landfall was near the largest spaceport on Oceania, and could assume the patina of ancient Earth when she chose to make her guests feel comfortable, or cast it off when they crossed a line.
She smiled at her companion, presumably Michael. “Do you mind?”
The girl had made it difficult for him to say no without seeming churlish by reminding him of some earlier claim of tiredness. From the sullen expression on his face as he took in Brett, the reply could have been ‘Who let that pig in here?’ Instead Michael said, “If you want to.”
She walked lightly towards Brett. With perfect timing, the band started a tango. As they danced, he felt her body against his. Brett pretended not to notice the black look from the man who was headed back to his seat. After all, he could have objected.
They danced in silence until the tango ended. Brett spoke softly as they began a waltz so she had to hold her head a little closer to hear him. “I’m Brett Johnson.”
“I’m Ariel Lilac.”
“Lovely planet you have here.”
Brett hadn’t realized how that sounded until after it came out.
Ariel laughed lightly, a pretty peal of sound. “You can’t have seen much of it yet! Or have you? What do you think?”
Brett nodded judiciously. “This city is so beautiful. I couldn’t figure out what all the quiet came from, until I realized it was the lack of vehicles on the street. Your transportation network is underground, right?”
She nodded. “The Podlink, yes.”
“From a distance everything looks so peaceful. Up close you see doors opening as people walk up, and pods arriving without people pushing the button, so it’s kind of uncanny. I know that sort of thing is done with your brain interface, but still.”
Suddenly Brett’s mouth was dry, but Ariel was willing to carry the conversation. “Do you have anywhere else to compare it to? Has the Space Force shown you many worlds?”
So she recognized the uniform, or there weren’t many off world uniforms here. “Three, counting my home world, which I guess they didn’t really show me.”
Michael tapped Brett on the shoulder, “May I cut in?”
Brett repressed his reluctance. Under the circumstances, further pursuit was excluded by his job description. It required a distinct effort not to follow her with his eyes before she vanished into the crowd. He stood a few moments as the crowd swirled around him, grappling with an absurd sense of loss. At least he was doing a better job mingling with the crowd than Williams, though he didn’t care as much as he had a few minutes ago.
What the heck. No sense thinking of the impossible. He saw a woman who had white hair proudly done up in an elaborate hairdo. She was seated, but something about the way her feet tapped to the music told Brett she wouldn’t mind a dance. Either her hair and skin appeared older than they were, or else her lively movements were another tribute to Oceanian medical technology and long Oceanian life expectancies.
He couldn’t quite catch her musical sounding name, after asking her to repeat it once Brett decided to pretend he had heard it. It amused him to think he might be a bull in a china shop when it came to negotiations, but he was more sociable than his nominal boss. As they circled round the ballroom, Brett noticed things he had missed before. Most visitors not native to Oceania seemed to be concentrated near the center of the room, and standard English was spoken there, the English language that had been carried from Old Earth in recordings and electronic documents.
From around the edges of the room he could pick up strange and unusual sounds, the languages that had evolved on Oceania. Somehow the contrast made Brett think of a planet alive with a secret, with the center of the room not as the heart but as the superficial skin.
When the waltz ended the woman with the liquid name wanted to sit down to talk with some friends. He escorted her to her table and then mingled with the crowd, moving farther from the center of the room. Still determined not to think of Ariel, and to see at least a little slice of this new planet, he began to distinguish the sounds of one unfamiliar language from another. There were still voices speaking English. Many languages were spoken on Oceania, although ones descended from English predominated. It wasn’t only the language that changed as Brett crossed an invisible line into another world. Someone had set up a little buffet table (why after dinner?) with plenty of clean plates. There were foods nobody had thought to offer to the off-worlders. Brett sampled something that looked like curried chicken, but found the spice was unfamiliar as his eyes started to water.
On the wall he was surprised to see a familiar image: Eduardo the elder freeing the pigs from the tiny pens they had been raised in their whole lives, next to the slaughterhouse. Behind him were the men with torches who had burned him to death, though traditionally they had not found him until he had freed the monkeys. Of course there were Lifists on Oceania, but it didn’t seem quite the thing for a ballroom. What other functions did this room serve?
Brett’s ear was caught by a voice a table or so away, in easy to understand English with only a slight Oceanian lilt.
“Everybody stop laughing. I’m not going to tell you her name, but it really did happen. Anyway, the marriage counselor says he has to charge her for the session even though her husband didn’t show up because he would have scheduled another couple. She bargains him down to seventy percent, then decides she’s had enough aggravation for the time being and heads home for a nap. When she walks into her bedroom she finds her husband screwing a girl less than half his age. For a split second she stops to think. This marriage doesn’t have anything left for her, and she’s sick of his self serving guilt mixed with smugness at his conquests, and sick of being pitied. So she keeps her voice polite.
‘Honey, I wish you’d told me to reschedule our appointment because the therapist said he has to charge us anyway. If you wanted me out of the house because you’re too cheap to rent a motel room I would have gone shopping.’
“Then she tells the girl underneath him, ‘Dear, I’m sure you could do better.’”
Brett failed to suppress his laughter in time, and so was revealed as an eavesdropper. He recognized the next voice.
“Ariel, I think your new friend has come to see you again. He follows you around like a lost puppy.”
Ariel waved Brett over and introduced the others at the table, perhaps an implicit apology for Michael’s rudeness. He stood behind an empty chair.
“Brett, this is my best friend Katrina.”
Katrina’s features had a somewhat Oriental cast, but she was larger boned than most women Brett knew with those ancestors.
Ariel continued, “This is Katrina’s husband Kenny.”
Kenny’s formal outfit was cut to make room for his thick muscles.
“Pleased to meet you, Major.”
Not everyone knew the rank insignia of the Federalist Space Force. Kenny went up a notch in Brett’s estimation.
“You’ve already met my very good friend Michael Waterborne.”
They sized each other up. Some would have thought Michael good looking enough for a male model, although Brett considered his features overly delicate. His clothing was garish, but based on the crowd so far it was probably the height of fashion here. Something in the set of his mouth suggested sullen petulance.
Michael gave Brett a curt nod.
“This is Dr. Muriel Buchanan, another friend who’s been through a lot with me.”
The woman had gray hair and might have been in her early sixties. It was hard to tell for certain with Oceanian life expectancies. She wore pink lipstick and her dark brown eyes were alert.
Kenny broke the slightly uncomfortable silence. “Have a seat. I’m sure Michael wants to thank you for giving him a chance to sit down before.”
That seemed unlikely, given Michael’s opening remark. What was Kenny playing at? Since Brett was being sociable, he took the offered seat.
Michael said, “It was kind of Ariel to make sure that someone from off planet didn’t feel out of place, but I was afraid you might misunderstand.”
Kenny made a noise that might have been a cough – or a snort. I’ll just bet you were, Brett thought, but let no hint of it to reach his face. Without allowing another strained pause he said the first diplomatic sounding words that came to mind. “I’ve only seen one city so far, but I was thinking how beautiful this planet is.”
This was uncomfortable, and hadn’t he said that before?
Apparently Michael wasn’t a diplomat. “It’s a pity that some would use fear and anger to turn the misunderstandings between us to violence. Oceania and her technology are threats to nobody.”
Kenny replied before Brett had a chance. “Is that the latest stuff Fletcher’s been pouring into your brain, Michael?”
A jab at Michael instead of Brett? Had he found a Federalist sympathizer? It seemed unlikely. Brett was the outsider, and Brett would have resented any representative of the invasion force in their place. Wondering who the heck Fletcher was got pushed to the back of his mental queue.
Ariel frowned slightly. “Kenny, maybe you’ve had enough to drink?”
“That’s enough politics,” Katrina agreed immediately.
Michael stood up and whispered in Ariel’s ear. The two of them got up to dance again. Since he didn’t understand the undercurrents here, a gracious departure might have been indicated, but Brett was curious. He rationalized that he was learning something about Oceanian public opinion.
“So you don’t agree with Michael’s politics?”
Kenny sounded sober when he spoke. “I’d agree if it were anyone else but him who said it.”
“So what are your reasons for disliking Michael?
After speaking, Brett realized he had unconsciously put a slight emphasis on ‘your,’ as if everyone alive had good but different reasons for disliking Michael.
Instead of speaking, Kenny glanced first at his wife, then at Muriel. Oddly, it was Katrina who answered. “That’s none of your business.”
Her tone was perfectly friendly, as if he weren’t necessarily prying but might not have been aware it was none of his business.
“So tell me this. Why does he sit here? Because he can’t bear to be parted from Ariel while she talks to some friends who don’t like him?”
It was very natural Michael would want to escort her to a dance and spend time with her there. Brett told himself he was only curious. A more personal interest would be pointless. He could hardly have a future with Ariel.
This time Kenny answered. “Partly out of habit. We used to try and be polite. The, uh, problem has gotten worse recently.”
Before Brett could try to learn more about the life of a woman common sense dictated he would never see again, Muriel interrupted. “This isn’t thirty questions. Kenny, how is your Tetsudo going?”
Thirty questions? Maybe a variation on a common children’s game. Tetsudo? Didn’t even sound like English.
“In some ways the Nannies don’t help much at all. They can give you knowledge, but not make you quick enough to apply it. It’s about getting your brain and muscles and nervous system to all work in synch. I’ve known people who paid to have advanced techniques put into their brains from masters and wouldn’t qualify for a yellow belt in a decent dojo. It’s not real unless you constantly practice against people who use what they know.”
Dojo? Tetsudo must be a martial art. The rest made borderline sense.
Muriel replied, “It seems like someone in the military – like you and Brett – would have a big advantage.”
Kenny told her, “As a general rule yes. Brett’s case is a little different since he’s a doctor and not a line officer. Also he’s a little old to start, but I shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”
Also, Brett had studied a real martial art and not some concoction. He kept silent.
He turned to Brett. “Have you ever studied martial arts?”
Brett kept his face impassive. “A little. Never tried for a black belt.”
He served as a doctor, but knew how to defend himself from a young age. He was fiercely proud of the Space Force. His career had alternated between periods of action and periods of boredom. Brett had used the latter to earn a brown belt in Judo. Although he had never earned a black belt, he still felt confident he could throw Kenny – and certain it would be undiplomatic to offer to demonstrate. Brett was only in his mid thirties, and would bet on the Space Force against the Oceanian military any day.
Eventually the conversation moved on to other things. Ariel reseated herself, and joined the conversation before Brett could wonder where Michael was. To his own surprise, Brett told a couple of stories about Sergeant Mackey, charged with keeping some young medics out of trouble their first time in a warzone, including one Lieutenant Johnson, who couldn’t forget he outranked him. Midway through, it occurred to Brett that this might not be the best audience for stories about the Space Force, but everyone objected to his attempt to change the subject. He was almost done when Michael returned. Brett expected renewed conflict at this point, but the conversation continued to swirl while Michael sat sullenly.
It was only when the room was clearing out, Williams long gone, that Brett realized he had forgotten his plan to stay only a few minutes.
“I guess we should go before we get in the way of the cleaning crew,” Brett said reluctantly.
Although Michael was the only one who hadn’t been especially friendly, it was he who replied. “I assume you and Ambassador Williams were invited to the Landfall feast for Herbirthday?”
Brett thought back to his first meeting with Nocker, and his relief they would only take time for two purely social occasions. He still hoped to have a couple of interviews done before Herbirthday arrived, whatever that meant.
“If that’s where it is.”
“The celebration is planet-wide, but most off-worlders will end up at the feast in Landfall. I consider it a pity. While I sympathize with efforts to make people feel as comfortable and included as possible, I wonder if honesty might be more in the interest of long term amity. Encouraging people to delude themselves about the extent of the differences between themselves and Oceanians might be a mistake.”
Huh? What did inviting off-worlders to Landfall have to do with allowing people to delude themselves? What secrets were on display in Ulayn on Herbirthday but not in Landfall? Brett’s interest was piqued.
All this talk about off-worlders deluding themselves didn’t make Michael’s interest sound friendly. Why should Michael care where he spent Herbirthday? Brett said, “I’ve heard the celebration at Landfall will be huge, hundreds of thousands of people. We’re unlikely to meet. Surely the mere knowledge of my presence won’t bother you.”
“You misunderstand me. I won’t be at Landfall either. Ariel and I will be at Ulayn, the same place to which I’m inviting you.”
“You-lain,” Brett thought to himself, so as to remember the two long vowels.
Why the mention of Ariel? If this wasn’t a friendly invitation but some sort of challenge, did it involve her? Ariel was an adult, if she and Michael had differing expectations Michael should discuss it with her. Brett hadn’t done anything wrong, and Michael was making an awfully big fuss over nothing anyway. Brett’s instinctive dislike of Michael began solidifying.
Or else the whole thing lay in Brett’s imagination, as he jumped to false conclusions based on other false assumptions about an alien culture. Perhaps Michael would be astonished if he knew Brett suspected hostility on his part, or anything but minor awkwardness. Michael could have been making a friendly offer to see a side of Oceania many visitors didn’t see.
He heard Katrina wondering softly if this was a good idea, and Muriel saying she felt it was. Something was up. He didn’t drop his gaze from Michael to look at either of them.
Brett replied, “Kind of you to invite me. You seemed a little annoyed at me earlier.”
“Perhaps you will learn both manners and sense.”
Ariel snapped, “Michael! What’s gotten into you? Don’t spoil the invitation!”
So the conflict was real, and his intuition insisted that more that a halfhearted and grudging apology had transpired. Suddenly Brett was very curious, and he might even learn why Ariel’s other friends disliked Michael. A bad idea? He had only accepted a polite invitation. And he would see Ariel again.
As he said his goodnights and got up to leave, Michael asked him casually, “If our world was stained by blood and war, which of us here do you think would hate you most?”
Despite the mean spirit in which it was asked, the question pointed at an underlying truth. Brett didn’t evade it.
He pointed to Kenny, only thinking afterwards this might be rude on Oceania. “I’ll pick him. I’ve only met all of you today, but I’ll say Ariel and Katrina would put more effort into trying to help people than hating. Muriel’s a possibility, but I’ll stick with Kenny.”
He had left out Michael. Saying he didn’t think Michael would care that much about anything not a direct blow to his ego would be too combative.
To Brett’s surprise, Kenny replied, “Damn straight. I’m part of the Ground Force Reserve.”
So even casual friendliness must have cost him something, which left the question ‘why.’ He wouldn’t ask that now. Brett knew his next question was out of line, and his intuition told him not to ask it, but there was a slight chance he would learn something important. “Suppose your government ordered you to fight, but you knew it was hopeless, and you know the Space Force always accepted a surrender and helped rebuild anything destroyed. Would you –”
Kenny gave him a pained stare and interrupted. “I don’t know what planet you come from, mister, but say a vastly superior fleet is invading. They don’t have a reputation for mass murder, but they damn well rebuild planetary governments their way after they get a surrender. You always thought it was OK when they did that to planets in the middle of civil wars, or attacking their neighbors, but none of that applies here. Your government surrenders, except for those who refuse and get taken prisoner, or who go into hiding. What do you do?”
The truth hung too loud between them for Brett to lie. He would find patriots to help form a resistance army, and add the collaborators to the list of enemies.
Brett nodded. There was nothing else to say.



Chapter 7
 
The thick scar on Alvin Jackson’s face started half an inch below his right eye and extended almost to his jaw. Brett resisted staring, but Alvin offered, “It gives people something to gaze at besides the bulb at the tip of my oversized nose.”
And the outlandishly long hair completed the picture, but Brett didn’t comment.
Instead he said, “Have a seat. And thanks again for coming.”
The only chair besides Brett’s was the one directly in front of the desk. After seating himself Alvin replied, “Thanks for seeing me, Dr. Johnson. I feared I missed my chance when I didn’t see that other doctor before.”
Brett told him, “The Oceanians refused to give us contact information for many of the people who came here from the Federalist Worlds. They claimed these people wanted privacy.”
Alvin nodded. “I got the message. Not their fault. I felt like I couldn’t go home because of what I said to my parents, and moving near where I used to live without seeing them would have been weird, you know?”
Since Alvin came from Old York, as Brett and the Firestorm did, Brett had more information on him than any of the other people not interviewed yet. After reading the police report filed by Alvin’s parents when he ran away from home at seventeen, Brett had remembered the stupid things he had done when he was young. The face of another minor victimized by the hive mind stood out in his memory. He hoped Lydia had built a wonderful new life with her artificial eye – despite the death of her parents. Perhaps the mention of Alvin’s family had helped bring her to Brett’s mind. Now he hoped the same for Alvin.
“You could have spoken with Dr. Casey even if you didn’t feel certain you – but never mind. You’re here now. Although we’re still working out the details, I’d like a firm commitment from you that you’ll come with us when I’m certain it’s possible.”
Brett resisted the impulse to hold his breath. If Alvin asked him why he wanted a commitment, what could he say? Reservations were required? He just wanted to make it harder for Alvin to make a mistake he might regret for the rest of his life.
Alvin hesitated. “If I go, I’m not going to have to pay, am I? I don’t have the money, and if I had to pay it back I’d be working at it for the rest of my life.”
“If you tell me now, the trip will be free.”
Of course there wouldn’t be a charge anyhow, but Brett hadn’t lied.
Alvin smiled. “Great.”
Then he hesitated. “People said if I went home I would be used as propaganda against Oceania.”
“Does that worry you?”
Alvin nodded. “It doesn’t seem right. This place has been good to me. I just miss my parents, and want to apologize in person. And I’ll have a better chance of getting a good job at home, where the technology isn’t more advanced than I grew up with.”
So he still felt some loyalty to Oceania. It seemed to Brett the situation was beyond that sort of propaganda. If the Oceanians didn’t take action soon, war was imminent.
“Not if you don’t want us to.”
Anyway, they could pick someone who realized what had been done to them, and was eager to speak out against the Oceanians.
Brett continued, “I would like to ask you a few questions, just to clear up any misconceptions about the Oceanians we might have.”
It didn’t seem likely that Alvin would have any useful information not already discovered, but if he did, Brett had phrased the question so it sounded almost as if Alvin would help the Oceanians by answering.
Brett took a moment to lean back and collect his thoughts. One of the things he liked about being planet side was all the space. His new office was much bigger than Colonel Barr’s on the Firestorm. The chair behind the desk was good too, comfortable enough to lean back and think in. Light streamed in through the window during the cool mornings, but not during the hot afternoons.
Brett dragged his mind back to work. None of the more formal tests he or his predecessor had performed showed any evidence of brainwashing or conditioning. Still, it seems odd that after being told he was ‘probably a strong candidate’ Alvin should flip so quickly to worrying about something else.
Brett resisted indignation on behalf of the Space Force. Alvin was still pretty young, and nobody knew better than Brett what peer pressure could mean at that age.
“Is that what your friends have been telling you? You shouldn’t go home because it would be used as propaganda?”
“Not really. Well, not all of them.”
Brett blinked at the sun. Maybe he should move the desk, have the sun shine into the eyes of whoever he interviewed instead of his.
Since the Firestorm and Alvin were both from Old York, Brett came equipped with a fair amount of back ground information on Alvin, starting with the police report filed after he disappeared.
“When you left home most people were hearing more about the dangers of the hive mind, but a few people were still making claims about how wonderful it was. Why did you decide to come to Oceania?”
Alvin shrugged. “Well, I didn’t know where I wanted to go, and everyone was talking about Oceania. After the stuff with my parents, I wasn’t in the mood to believe any warnings from adults to younger people. So I decided to believe the other side, you become part of a super-brain and achieve a religious experience and instant enlightenment. Doesn’t make much sense now, but that’s what went through my head.”
Alvin shifted restlessly, planting his elbows on the armrests and pushing down with them while he shifted his behind back further in the seat.
Brett asked, “Did you have any trouble finding a ship that would take you here?”
The young man shook his head. “Not that hard. Trading with Oceania was already sort of illegal – the embargo thingie – but lots of the other worlds Old York traded with still did.”
Brett said, “Space travel is expensive.”
Alvin nodded. “Sort of, but lots of ships can use free labor. Some are too moral to take a seventeen year old without a note from his parents, but secretly happy if they discover a stowaway when it’s too late. Provided he’s a hard worker.”
Jackson didn’t look like a hard worker to Brett, but he didn’t digress. Instead he asked, “So when you got to Oceania, did anyone offer to help you get back home, since you were a minor?”
Alvin shook his head. “Actually I was eighteen then anyway, but is that fair? Would the government of Old York do that?”
Brett honestly wasn’t sure. Instead of responding he asked, “So they made you part of the super mind instead?”
Alvin shrugged yet again. “In a way.”
He touched his hand to his head, although he wasn’t wearing one of the ubiquitous caps just now.
Then he continued, “I have the technology, and they taught me to use it. Without that it would be like trying to get a job on Old York while unable to read.”
Brett persisted, “And they made you part of the hive mind?”
Alvin repeated patiently, “In a way. Most Oceanians wouldn’t call it that. I thought I wanted to when I got here, but all the stuff I would have had to learn was worse than going back to school.”
Brett asked, “So if the hive mind uses your brain for extra computing power sometimes, you’re not aware of it?”
Alvin just looked at him, and Brett realized how paranoid he must sound to someone who had never seen the dark side of the overmind. Brett started again. “If nothing you’ve seen on this world makes you uncomfortable, the way I talk must sound crazy.”
Jackson shrugged. “Whatever.”
Brett prodded. “Maybe you can teach me better. Tell me more about the supermind.”
Alvin shifted uncomfortably. “The truth is I don’t know that much. Some stuff about it is in the media, political debates, and discussions between people who work as part of the hive mind. Nothing like what I expected.”
This kid wasn’t a mine of information, but maybe Brett could learn something from the media. Open source intelligence.
If Alvin used the nanotechnological interface in his everyday life, surely he would have picked up something without even realizing it. Probably not something they didn’t have better information on from elsewhere, but it didn’t hurt to find out.
“So what’s it like living here with nanomachines in your bloodstream?”
Alvin shrugged again. “Career-wise it’s not so great. Everyone else started using them shortly after puberty. They were trained younger than me. There are some jobs where that might not matter so much, but I don’t have those skills either, and I’m not as well equipped to learn them as most people. That’s another reason I’m glad to go home.”
Alvin shifted in his chair, putting weight lopsidedly on his right buttock. He seemed a little uncomfortable. “Aside from the low level jobs though, and missing my family, it’s been kind of fun living here.”
Brett invited him, “Tell me about it.”
Alvin replied, “Well, the technology makes for some unique dating service. I’ve considered plastic surgery, but I’ve discovered that I kind of like looking this way. Some women are drawn, others scared, but as a rule I don’t walk into a random singles bar and hit on whatever looks hottest. I’ve used dating services before, but no matter how many questions they ask and what tests they do, they never know how someone is going to react to everything when they meet you. Somehow the Oceanian dating service I’m using usually knows who is going to cringe away and whose going to quickly go from horror to interest before I see a picture of her.”
Alvin leaned forward, warming to his subject as he spoke.
“Of course there’s a guy I used to know who’d hate it. He kind of likes seducing innocents by pretending to offer more than he’s going to give. Women know what they’ll be getting before they meet me.
“The better you want them to do, the more you have to authorize them to pass your privacy protections. Not even all Oceanians would go as far as I have.”
Brett repressed a shudder at the thought of letting something alien inside his head as a matchmaker.
Alvin liked talking about himself to an interested listener. Most people did.
“Go on,” Brett told him.
Alvin did. “It’s kind of nice going into a fancy restaurant and having the waiter be able to figure out what strange foods I’ll enjoy when I don’t know myself, or going for a walk and discovering there are enough football players in the general area to set up a game of touch football – and one of them has a ball.”
How casually he sacrificed his privacy. Alvin continued.
“All the same, I want to go home. I haven’t seen my family in years. I used to love the Oceanian accented English they speak on some parts of this world, but it’s starting to get on my nerves. The man you replaced said the remaining nannies in my blood no longer work, and the rest are being pissed out through my kidneys.
“I know some people worry that the nannies might have been used to plant something in my brain. I was never much into politics, so I’ll sign whatever anyone wants agreeing not to participate from now on. I’m sure some intelligence agency will keep track of me as well. I just want to see my family again.”
Then Alvin brightened. “Oh yeah. Since you’re interested in stuff about the supermind, I just remembered this girl I met a couple of years ago. She was studying to work as a Neuron. By that time I had already found out how complicated it was and lost interest, but I wanted to keep the conversation going while I was getting to know her better, so I asked her about the earliest memories of the overmind.”
A Neuron? Brett had heard that phrase before used to describe someone who had become part of the hive mind. It felt strange to think about someone studying to do so deliberately.
Brett looked at him inquiringly, waiting for him to go on.
“They aren’t that clear, like someone’s memories from early childhood, partly because there have been changes in format since then.”
Brett listened, hoping a casual remark which the original speaker had not expected to be remembered or repeated might be revealing.
“The overmind is just a bunch of people working together on a bunch of things: scientists and engineers and people. Different Neurons and the companies who trained them want to concentrate on different things. Sometimes things are easier if there’s a sort of imaginary person with imaginary priorities to smooth it all over.”
Brett asked, “Are you sure you understood her?”
Alvin considered. “You’re right. I guess I didn’t.”
Brett shrugged. “She remembered that? She had been absorbed and was … released?”
Alvin shook his head. “It’s not like being eaten or something. You have to work at it.”
“You know a lot about this?”
“Only what I picked up from whatsername that night. It didn’t work out.”
So Brett could be hearing propaganda. But even that might be a hint as to what they wanted to hide. “So you’re saying they don’t lose their sense of individuality?”
“They do, sometimes, while they’re doing it. Like you might lose track of everything while concentrating on something that really interested you.”
It seemed an odd analogy, but enough rehashing third hand evidence for now. He had done pretty well, eliciting a few details not in Dr. Casey’s report. He wound up the interview. “Do you have any questions for me?”
Alvin hesitated, then the words came out in a rush. “Tell me the truth. Is there really a good chance I can go home? I wasn’t really homesick until people started talking about the possibility. If people are scared or changed their minds or whatever, I shouldn’t get used to the idea.”
“I won’t make any promises I can’t keep, but every test I can think of indicates you are no more of a danger to the Federalist Worlds than you were when you came here. My report will go up the chain of command.”
So it would, but phrased with care. His predecessor had been removed with a black mark on his record, accused of being careless, or even an Oceanian sympathizer. Brett hadn’t been able to find what the man had done wrong yet. Brett would do what he knew was right – when he was sure it really was right.
Maybe his next subject would know more. He’d agreed to attend Herbirthday at Ulayn first though, whatever that meant. The idea of somehow being challenged by Michael felt very distant now. He had no business getting emotionally involved with anyone here. All the same, Brett wouldn’t second guess his instincts. The briefing material (propaganda?) from the Oceanian embassy indicated the holiday celebration explored the fun side of the nanotech interface, using it for socialization and games. Brett would be going to a location not meant for tourists, so he would get the opportunity to learn what happened when a dangerous tool was used as a toy.



Chapter 8
 
A flock of people surrounded Brett, not a mob or crowd. A hidden organizing principle kept them constantly in motion, but never clumped so he couldn’t walk in a given direction. Groups of picnic tables lay between grass lawns and wide paths. A little stand of trees caught Brett’s eye, because one of them was bright blue, with a trunk of almost the same shade of blue. It grew right near an oak. Perhaps their roots did not compete for many of the same resources? The trunk looked too smooth to be covered with bark. Instead of leaves it had narrow fronds, grouped into shapes like miniature fans. Oceanian flora was not the mystery he planned to study today though.
Brett wondered how Williams was doing at the Herbirthday feast in Landfall, or if he had ducked out at the last minute.
Since most of the voices didn’t speak English, Brett’s ear distinguished the few that did. To his left, a man in a blue shirt approached one with a big straw hat.
“I’m Tex. Do you think we’re the only English speaking train collectors around here?”
Train collectors? Trains of woman’s dresses? Ancient predecessors of monorails? The man in the straw hat had a high pitched voice. “I’m Lewis. Mine run through a model of the town where Jesse James and Ronald Reagan lived.”
Something sounded slightly wrong about that, but Brett wasn’t big on the ancient prehistory of Old Earth. Tex blinked. Then he replied, “I have one big enough to ride on.”
Huh? Had the nannies been used to bring together two people who, unknown to themselves, shared some esoteric knowledge? What were they talking about, and where were Michael and Ariel? “Excuse me, Tex. How do I find someone?”
His voice sounded unaccustomedly diffident to Brett’s own ears.
Tex turned. His nose had a reddish cast. “There’s not much point coming here without a cap and booster box, is there? I mean, I know arrangements are made for Armish and offworlders and such, but then you wouldn’t be right here.”
There were Armish on Old York, a Christian sect of ancient origin. They mostly grew their own food and eschewed high technology. Brett couldn’t imagine them participating in this.
Tex’s accent was almost standard. Most of the words were familiar. Only when taken as a whole were they incomprehensible.
While Brett tried to phrase a question, the man continued. “If you’re not willing to trust the Prince of the Feast with at least some basic hints and the ability to guide you when you ramble, why come to a Herbirthday festival, especially at Ulayn?”
Enough of staring in silent bewilderment like a lunatic or fool. The tone sounded so reasonable that things might start to make sense if he kept the man talking. He replied, “You may have a point.”
“I do. Michael may be a politician rather than a Neuron, but he has a lot of good people helping him.”
Michael?
The man’s brow wrinkled. “Sorry to bother you. Something looked off, but I guess I’m intruding. Excuse me.”
By the time Brett had caught up with the conversation, the men had vanished into the crowd. Just as Brett had almost gotten a clue. He was sure his body language had expressed interest in talking – why had the man concluded otherwise?
Rather than chase after him, Brett listened for familiar words. A pang of loneliness surprised him. At first he attributed it to being alone in a crowd of people who mostly didn’t speak any language he knew. Then he decided the easy camaraderie of the crowd mattered more.
He raised his voice. “Excuse me, does anyone here speak English?”
A few heads turned, but nobody replied. He decided shouting at the top of his lungs wouldn’t help. He could always go back to the pod station. Becoming a nuisance didn’t seem the best way to be a diplomat, or learn anything vital either.
Michael’s words from a few weeks ago came back to him. Was he somehow engaged in a duel of wits, where admitting he couldn’t figure out the rules would be failure?
The next English speaking voice he heard was female, with a rather piercing tone. “I guess they’ll be starting the telepathy soon.”
Brett could distinguish the general direction, but when he turned that way he didn’t see any likely speakers.
A new voice spoke up three or four yards away, and slightly to his left. “That’s part of what makes the Feast at Ulayn so much fun. Everyone speaks different languages, so they can’t just encourage people to send and receive words without speaking. It’s not just thoughtmail with different protocols.”
Somehow the crowd had lost its fluidity. A tight knot of people blocked the direction he wanted to move, and others materialized when he tried to step around. A voice came from further off now. “It’s deeper, like real telepathy would be.”
A man near her agreed. “You’ve got it.”
A few minutes later, the amount of speech he heard began to decrease. More and more, small groups stared at each other in silence, with occasional outbursts of laughter. As he wandered, he found himself drawing more than a few looks, as if merely being alone in a crowd of strangers was odd. Normally he didn’t mind sticking out, even had the attention been overtly disapproving, but he liked to know why and have made a choice in the matter.
It had sounded as if the first woman spoke to another person. Was someone unseen aware of him somewhere? She had in fact explained what happened just before it did. Was she merely pretending not to address Brett, or had she been nudged to say those words at that time?
En masse, people sat at the tables without dithering or commotion. Many others were converging on the long wide path. People shifted and regrouped. As people near him sat, Brett’s range of vision increased, and though he still couldn’t see the whole crowd, a huge parade involving thousands of people formed. He took one of the last empty spaces on a bench near him. The aluminum table was painted white.
Brett saw no organizers, but order swiftly emerged from chaos. Nobody wore uniforms, with everyone dressed up in their own style and colors, but somehow individuals were grouped so that each line had their own color combination. Hundreds of men and women formed into a bold red and black design, complemented elsewhere by blue and white. Perhaps they had been told beforehand what to wear and which section to join? Brett found the idea of a spontaneous assembly going so smoothly unsettling. Lines of every color of the rainbow wove in and out as the parade began, forming and separating, merging and splitting. They did not march in unison, but their movements were halfway between walking and dancing. Camouflaged arches and tunnels allowed streams of color to go under and over each other. On exactly opposing points of one circle, a youngster broke ranks to jump and wave, while an old man waved his walking stick in the air. Both apparently spontaneous behaviors synchronized.
The center of the pattern had several circles without the same touch. One was people dressed in black whose dance seemed to be well rehearsed. Did even some Armish participate after all?
The other was quite ordinary, mediocre dancers having fun, making errors, showing no special timing or skills. They didn’t wear skullcaps, so apparently some non-Armish adults didn’t use the nanotechnology.
At first it looked like the other occupants of his table were silently and raptly observing the dance, but from the shifting eye contact, varying facial expressions, and occasional laughter he soon deduced that this was not the case. As often happens to someone with a group of people laughing and commenting in a language they don’t share, Brett started to feel a few of them were talking about him. After a bit he decided it wasn’t his imagination.
Why should he care? “Hello? Anyone speak English?”
Nobody responded, but pre-teen children in white uniforms and men and women in red uniforms placed a number of small dishes in front of everyone at the table except Brett. Brett resolved that if they wanted to let him remain hungry he wasn’t going to beg, but a woman in a red robe hesitated repeatedly near him. Finally he asked what she wanted, as if politely concerned only for her sake.
“It’s just that I noticed nobody was bringing you any food. I keep having a feeling someone else is taking care of it, but nobody does.”
“Does it have anything to do with the fact that I don’t come from Oceania and don’t have nanotechnology?”
“Maybe, but it shouldn’t. I’m sure it’s being fixed, but I guess you’re hungry now.”
Brett turned his head to face her. “I’m also wondering about something else. I was invited here by someone who I can’t find. I had the impression if I arrived at Ulayn pod station 227301 I would end up where I was expected. Things may be as my… umm… acquaintance intended, but I wanted to ask just in case.”
She focused her brown eyes on Brett. He saw green jade earrings dangling from her ears. “I’ll look into it after lunch.”
Brett nodded. Eventually she took a few items from each person in reach. The rather random assortment of foods Brett ended up with made a better meal than expected. He’d always wanted to try sunflare fish. The glowing vegetables in the stir fry were by now old friends. The fruit was tangy and cool going down his throat, and the ice cream statue was almost too perfect to eat.
It was an eerie solitary meal all the same. This was the only activity Brett had been able to participate in so far, so he had to hold back the urge to stuff himself to the gills. He stood up from the table about the same time the others around him did.
People mingled again, differently than before. They paired off for fifteen or twenty minutes at a time, apparently not knowing who they were looking for until they saw them. People in red robes handed out small objects. A woman who spoke only English had trouble communicating with one who spoke some Asian language, but when they were handed pads and pencils they happily started swapping drawings and giggling. Two men seated themselves for a game of chess. One entire table was taken up by two people who at first appeared to be mimes pretending to play ping pong, but Brett eventually decided they were playing virtual pong without VR glasses. Brett didn’t stare when one couple took a look at each other and began to kiss passionately. Two flutists actually made a rather good duet. Brett wasn’t the only one who stopped to listen.
It was fun to watch, but Brett felt left out. He did notice two trends: the groups of people became larger as the afternoon turned to evening, and the activities gradually got more athletic as it grew cooler. Some people started setting up a volley-ball net a few feet away from Brett. It would have been easier to ask to join if there had been normal verbal conversation, but although people laughed out loud, all the conversation must have been mental. Further away he saw two people setting up a net for a soccer game, while a third balanced a black and white soccer ball on her head.
Strains of cheerful music rang out from above. It took Brett a moment to locate the happy bird at the top of another bright blue tree. He set his computer to operate as binoculars, and studied the resultant picture on the little screen. The rainbow of red, green, and blue feathers was startling since the tropical coloring didn’t seem to go with the temperate climate and vegetation in the area.
After he took a few pictures, he consulted the database. The bird was a scavenger which typically lived near humans. Biologists believed the colors and songs had not evolved to attract mates or warn off other birds, but because humans tended to leave them in peace. They sometimes nested in bluetube trees, which were less frequented by squirrels and raccoons than imported trees.
Brett wondered why it was called a bluetube tree. A few fronds were singular instead of being part of ‘fans.’ They were rolled up into long tubes which emitted a faint scent, sweet yet faintly sickening. He didn’t care enough to consult the database again, but wondered if they helped control insects and other pests, encouraging humans to cultivate them when so much native vegetation had already died out.
As he examined the tree, he noticed one other thing. The fronds moved a little, even when the wind didn’t blow. When he blocked the sunlight for more than a few minutes, the fronds would move around a few moments, seeking sunlight, before giving up and going limp. It might have fascinated a botanist, but Brett found it creepy.
Nobody else was giving the tree a glance, so it must be familiar to most of them. Suddenly the intensity of his isolation loomed large in his awareness. Instead of a temporary situation created by circumstances, it became a symbol of who he was and what was wrong with him. Even among friends and fellow soldiers, he had still been alone. He had set out to be a wiseass, but only been a belligerent hermit. He wanted to shrug it off as a cumulative effect of the odd experiences of the evening, but the more he told himself it was a mood, the more he felt he had discovered something profound about himself. And even about the culture which had chosen him as a representative. It had been some time since he had made any attempt to find Michael, or get someone to explain to him more about what was happening. He tried to summon the energy required.
A man in a blue robe trimmed with gold walked up. A few minutes ago Brett might have been secretly relieved while pretending not to care. Now it truly didn’t matter.
“Come with me, Major.”
Brett wore civilian clothing. Either the man had been sent to find him, or he had done a little bit of research.
The man walked off without looking back to see if Brett was following him – or could he see through the eyes of those around him? Brett followed. The crowd was drifting that way, and Brett preferred walking to standing.
The place to which he was led looked like a natural amphitheatre for the first few seconds after Brett saw it. The stone, however, looked artificially smooth. The shallow slope would be easy to walk on, and no seats were carved into the featureless stone. At the very center lay a round level surface.
Suddenly the crowd began dancing, perfectly in time, to a music Brett could not hear. Unlike the parade he had seen before, it was a complex and formal measure, with rapidly changing partners. His guide used a gesture to direct Brett’s gaze outward, and he realized the dance was an organic unity as far as the eye could see. He couldn’t make out individual dancers or steps from far off, but he could detect the rhythm and tempo.
His taciturn guide spoke for the second time. “A pity you’re not better equipped. You can’t see the center of the circle.”
Would nanotechnology have sharpened his eyesight? More likely information would have been conveyed directly to the visual portions of his brain: the occipital lobes. It gave Brett great satisfaction to pull the utility computer off his belt. The lens wasn’t meant for this, but it could perform to the standard of a decent pair of binoculars.
Michael and Ariel led the dance from the center stage. Michael was resplendent in white and gold. Ariel wore blue robes trimmed with gold, superficially similar to Brett’s new guide, but cut to flatter her figure and make dancing easier. The rest of the crowd did not mimic their moves, but made them into the core of a living work of art.
When Brett finally looked up, he was alone amidst the dancers who weaved around him effortlessly. The man whose name he did not know had vanished. Brett stood there awkwardly. It occurred to him that Williams had been right, that it was Brett who had underestimated by orders of magnitude how alien the Oceanians were. Whatever point Michael had wanted to prove, he had proved in spades. He and Ariel looked perfect together. Brett stood still as the wave of bodies flowed past him.



Chapter 9
 
“Major?”
Brett turned around. The woman who had fed him a few hours ago approached, frowning. She had removed her oversized skull cap and held it in her hand. The dancers flowed around her as well.
“Pardon me, but I’m wondering if something’s wrong here. Is it really true you’re walking around doing nothing as some kind of political statement? Michael Waterborn invited you to Herbirthday and offered to help you participate as fully as possible, but you insisted this was what you wanted?”
It would sound indescribably petty to complain about how today had made him feel, and admitting it aloud would be a defeat of sorts. Brett replied casually, sticking his hands in his pockets. “Not exactly. Michael was telling me about the gap between people who used nannies and people who didn’t. It wasn’t quite clear the demonstration he had planned when he invited me. It’s no big deal though.”
The frown became deeper, and she shook her head. “It’s not supposed to be that way. Herbirthday celebrations were originally intended to show people not from Oceania how much fun life could be our way.”
Brett noticed a bit of sweat on her face.
He replied, “I didn’t come here plotting rudeness or party pooping, no.”
As she stood on the gently sloping stone talking to Brett, a few of the dancers glanced as they passed. Nobody stopped to listen.
“I want to find out what’s happening here, but I’m not sure how long it will take. Meanwhile I want you to participate in at least one thing while you’re here. I’m going to put this back on. I won’t forget you’re here.”
She donned the cap just as Brett wondered if he should try and prevent her, lest she forget him again. A two seat electric cart rolled up and stopped in front of them rather like a friendly dog. Brett saw no steering mechanism. His companion stepped up through one open side. When he didn’t move she waved towards the other side with a hand. “Come on.”
Brett shrugged and got in. The white vehicle didn’t look that fast, he could probably dive out at full speed without serious injury.
The crowd parted, making a wide lane for them. For all Brett knew the cart was automatic, but he suspected his companion was steering it with the cap, just as she had summoned it. He imagined the sound of her jade earrings tinkling in the breeze, though the noise around them drowned it out.
“Do all those people mind being made to move out of the way like that?”
She shook her head. “They don’t see it that way. If you mingle in a crowd, you might walk around a little without even realizing it. Of course anyone who looks can see the result and figure out we’re behind it, but they don’t feel as if they were ‘made’ to move.”
And nobody felt as if they were made to forget about him, or made to assume he wanted to be stared through. Well, he was already pretty sure there were bigger problems than that with the ‘nannies.’
The cart rolled smoothly to a stop, and his escort waved towards the surrounding grass as she spoke. “Could you wait here awhile? I want to talk to a few people face to face and make them take off their hats.”
Brett complied. A couple of large grey gym mats covered a level patch of ground. Two barefoot men stood on them. One of them wore a white martial arts robe with a red belt. The other wore loose blue pants and a large yellow shirt.
The man in blue and yellow put a hand on the other’s shoulder, in what from a distance might have seemed a gesture of friendship. When redbelt countered, the attacker used one foot to sweep both the target’s legs out from under him. The follow-though wasn’t quite right, and they spent several minutes on the mats grappling for wrestling holds.
Brett barely noticed the cart roll away.
The next couple of matches looked more like Judo than anything else, but informal and with moves from several arts. Nobody wore a gi. There was some striking, but no head blows while he watched.
Another man with a red belt feinted a tripping attack and shifted to a hip throw. He knew the moves correctly, but the timing was wrong. Red belt was pulled off balance. His opponent stepped round his hip and threw him.
Brett thought of Qi, a concept he had heard discussed by a few sensei, which had seemed unnecessarily mystical at the time. He kept watching, trying to decide how these students were similar to and different from others he had known. Brett remembered the casual soccer and volleyball games he had seen earlier. If this was a collection of anyone nearby with even a casual interest in Judo, the quality was surprisingly high. Did the nannies make learning martial arts faster and easier? Brett tried to remember something he had heard awhile ago, at the party where he had met Ariel. It didn’t quite come to mind.
Despite the first few matches he had witnessed, most of the moves he saw later weren’t from Judo. He saw many moves from the softer form of Aikido, which focused on merely not being where the opponent was attacking. Often these were followed up by harder moves from Aikido or other martial arts, when the opponent was off balance or out of position. He saw Jiu-jitsu and Tai Chi moves as well. The practitioners seemed to be avoiding blows to the head, and a few other types that might be painful even in a sparring match.
Inevitably, Brett began to wonder how he would do in these matches. There were no moves he couldn’t handle. Although his brown belt was in Judo, Brett had practiced with many people under many conditions. He was ready for the striking he saw. The participants seemed to know many moves, but Brett saw sloppiness in some of the executions. He could take most of these people, if not all of them. Still there was something unusual about the way these people thought, something that might give him an extra edge if only he could isolate it.
As he watched longer, patterns began to emerge. It wasn’t that they didn’t know different moves, or use them. It was just that many of them had similar styles – more so than if they had merely been taught by the same Sensei. Then it clicked. Many here had had skills copied into their brains via the nanotech interface. There were several groups. Perhaps several different masters were sharing their skills.
He wasn’t the only one to make that observation. The better students took advantage of it as well, often anticipating the moves of many opponents.
Then Brett saw Kenny. The party where they had first met, and where Michael had issued his misleading invitation, now seemed long ago. Kenny wore denim pants and a T-shirt. At first their meeting seemed an odd coincidence, but considering that Kenny and he both practiced martial arts, perhaps it wasn’t. Although… how had the woman with jade earrings divined his interest in martial arts?
Brett watched and was no longer sure he could beat him. Nevertheless he started doing warm up exercises. He was perversely pleased to see Kenny won most of his matches, and was still on the mats when the others had retired. He gave Kenny a few minutes to catch his wind. Brett wasn’t dressed for Judo, but when he took off the belt with the metal buckle, he felt outfitted well enough. The pants were loose enough not to constrict him, and tight enough so they wouldn’t slide down.
“Hi, Kenny.”
Kenny saw him for the first time, and broke the odd silence which presumably meant people were chatting nonvocally. “I thought you hadn’t come. They interviewed people without Nannies to find out what they would enjoy, and you weren’t there.”
“Somebody told me there was some kind of mix up.”
Kenny frowned. “It’s a little hard to see how that could happen. The ministers are in mental contact with most of the people here, and many of them must have noticed you. One of the pages would have been sent for you. I don’t suppose Michael -”
Brett didn’t know, and he didn’t feel like talking about it. He broke in. “I think someone’s trying to sort it out now. It’s true I haven’t done much today. Maybe we could try a few throws? I know you’re already tired, but on the other hand I’m an old man.”
Kenny didn’t really look tired. Brett was hoping he would deny it, to eliminate it as an excuse afterwards.
“I’m not tired. And I shouldn’t have said that. I’d be happy to try two or three throws with you.”
Brett took off his shoes and walked on the mat.
Brett started out as if to use a throw that Kenny had always dealt with in one particular way. When Kenny tried his counterthrow, Brett moved swiftly from his feint and had Kenny hitting the mat.
Brett started out the exact same way for the second throw, prepared for two different counters. Kenny might have his habitual response so deeply imprinted that it would work the same way twice. Or Kenny might be prepared for the feint. It was the latter, but Brett still managed to throw him.
Every instinct was alert as they prepared for one more round. Kenny started to use a throw Brett had already seen him use several times, but Brett knew he was smarter than that. When the feint turned into the real combination, Brett was ready to roll Kenny on the mat for the third time.
Brett tried to look nonchalant as the people standing around broke into spontaneous applause, breaking the almost eerie silence.
“Just a few lucky throws, everyone. I just feel bad the poor guy had to get thrown by an old man. Lemme totter off now and see if I can find my cane.”
“Shut up,” Kenny told him. His grin and cheerful tone belied the words.
It seemed the spell of invisibility was broken. People congratulated him, and talked with him about his technique. He wasn’t going to mention who he was at first, but everyone except him was wearing a skullcap, and they all knew. He had given up fending off questions and had started telling a story from Roundhouse when someone pointed behind him and said, “Stella’s back.”
Brett said farewell to his new acquaintances. Stella was apparently the red robed woman with the jade earrings. Brett’s day was looking up, and he felt if he asked just the right question he might even understand what was happening. The best he could come up with was to ask Stella what all the robes meant.
“Red is for junior ministers.”
The cart steered around a hummock before she continued.
“Blue is for ministers, and blue trimmed with gold is for senior ministers.”
The cart ignored another hummock. The wheels left the ground for a moment as they came down the other side. Did the cart move automatically, or did she steer with her thoughts? Brett inquired, “Is this thing insured?”
She ignored that question, and continued replying to his previous one. “The Prince of the Feast chooses his own costume. Hold on a sec, some people are waiting to talk to you, and I want to make sure we didn’t get turned around here.”
She frowned in concentration for a moment, and the cart sped up sharply. Brett hoped that meant she was confident that she was headed the right way, not merely that she was trying to compensate for uncertainty with speed.
Contrary to Stella’s prediction, nobody waited for them. Brett heard an argument already in progress. As they rolled to a stop, Brett’s attention was drawn to a wizened old gnome, much spryer than the ambassador had been. His skullcap was about a dozen feet away, as if he had thrown rather than placed it on the ground. He was pointing a finger at Michael, his voice was raised, and his face was red with anger.
“I’m not accusing you of violating a tradition of hospitality centuries old for some bizarre vendetta against someone who danced with your girlfriend for a few minutes.”
Was this long winded non-accusation to do with him? If so, how had the short man known? He supposed it was a tradition of hospitality from the Oceanian point of view. Oceanians had always welcomed those who were willing to learn their ways. Spiders always welcomed flies too.
The short man was still yelling. “If you feel what you’ve let Mr. Fletcher pour into your brain is less interesting than what you’ve made of yourself, I’d be the last one to accuse you of having an inferiority complex. I’m willing to concede you are inferior.”
A longstanding argument? The name Fletcher was vaguely familiar. Brett found the idea of letting someone else program his brain chilling, but wasn’t that what Oceanians did? If Shorty was so opposed, why was he wearing a blue and gold robe?
Michael flushed and tried to interrupt, but the gnome ignored that and spoke over him, no longer quite yelling. Perhaps he was naturally loud. Ariel stood next to him, as did the man who had given him a one way tour of the dance.
“I said I’m not accusing you of planning this. You might fantasize something like this, but you wouldn’t actually do it. You’re much too passive, which could certainly have saved you from a lot of stupidity in this case. The problem is, you trust Mr. Fletcher and share your personal problems with him. He doesn’t give a damn about your insecurities, but he thought he saw a way to use them to advance his political agenda.”
The gnome glared lividly at Brett’s former escort, also dressed in blue and gold. Was this the mysterious Fletcher, or someone associated with him, or was the speaker angry at everyone? A slightly high pitched voice didn’t detract from an air of authority that commanded attention. He continued addressing Michael.
“There are still a lot of Galactics who care about tradition. I don’t know if Mr. Fletcher’s plans will work or not, but your career is dead.”
Galactics? From the galaxy away from Oceania? Or had Williams said something about an Oceanian political party named the Galactics? Alarms began to go off in Brett’s head. Of course, this was an alien culture on an alien world, and he didn’t understand everything happening. It did sound like something important had happened, something which might become public knowledge. Was Michael some sort of professional master of ceremonies, manipulated into getting involved in politics? Brett couldn’t see this helping his own mission in any way, and it seemed likely enough to make it harder. He set aside his own dislike of Michael as irrelevant, and spoke for himself. “No big deal. A misunderstanding occurred. I seem to be the man you’re concerned about, and the thing that would make me happiest would be to leave this alone.”
Michael chimed in eagerly, “You see, Napoleon?”
Brett experienced a moment of keen regret he could not leave Michael twisting in the wind. Then he returned his mind to the matter at hand.
Napoleon ignored Michael and addressed himself solely to Brett. It took a moment to adjust as he lowered his voice. Somehow he sounded a touch wistful. “This may sound hard to believe right now, but you would have found it easier even a few decades ago. An original purpose of the Herbirthday celebration was to help other humans imagine the potential of our way of life, not just materially or economically, but for personal happiness. It may seem odd that I should care more about that than politics, but it’s a … very old tradition, almost as old as Oceania herself.”
It took Brett a moment to understand that the man referred, not to the planet, but to the supermind. He didn’t wonder how the man recognized him. Presumably he had been hooked up to the information sources of the entire planet prior to removing his hat in disgust. But why was this man in charge? Awhile ago it had appeared Michael was in charge. Napoleon was dressed in blue and gold, identical to that of Brett’s former guide.
While Brett was wondering what superior authority he could appeal to, Napoleon turned to Brett’s former guide and said, “I may be retiring soon, but you’ll soon see this is it for you. Politics won’t enter into it.”
The other man (Fletcher?) looked dismayed and didn’t argue. Oddly touching that his unpleasant experience concerned someone so much. On the other hand, making a public issue of this wouldn’t work for the benefit of peaceful retrenchment of the Oceanian supermind.
Napoleon at last acknowledged Michael. “Your career may not directly depend on the hive mind, but there are a great many people who care about my opinion, and -”
Michael interrupted before Brett could. “Fletcher said –”
It seemed unlikely this attempt to shift blame would win any respect for Michael, or benefit Brett’s purpose. Michael was interrupted yet again, this time by Brett. “If causing a political disturbance was Fletcher’s purpose, it seems wrong to play into his hands. Besides, what I saw was interesting and I’m thinking of trying some nanotechnology.”
It was the first thing that came to mind, but harmless enough. The Oceanians wouldn’t give their technology and the keys to their information systems to a foreign power they were on the brink of war with. He merely offered a face saving way out.
Napoleon smiled. “There might be a few hurdles, but we welcome anyone with a sincere desire to learn.”
The thought made Brett sick to his stomach, but the Space Force could be counted on to veto it. Surely the Oceanians would pry more knowledge out of his head with their own technology then Brett could hope to acquire about them.
Some of Brett’s response must have shown on his face. Napoleon sounded a shade disappointed. “Or should we just say the experience made you think about it, but not actually do it? Becoming part of the supermind is actually a lot of effort, not something you could do halfheartedly.”
So Brett wouldn’t need an excuse after all.
Then Napoleon added, “If you only wanted to gain the same accelerated learning and medical monitoring most Oceanians have, it would be easier.”
Once the Oceanians were inside his head, only they would know what they had done and what they had taken.
Brett lied smoothly, “I’ll think it over thank you.”
Napoleon turned to Michael again. “If he does get the infusion, maybe you could ask Ariel to accompany him. He’s sure to be nervous, and has no local friends.”
Brett blinked. Surely the man didn’t know Michael.
Napoleon’s voice grew louder and sharper again. “It would demonstrate that you were trying to help Major Johnson understand us, rather than turning the Princedom of the Feast at Herbirthday Unlayn into an arena for extracting petty revenge for pettier jealousy.”
Why should Michael be jealous of him? Instead of asking, Brett said, “Shouldn’t you talk to Ariel about that? She’s standing right there.”
The man had gotten his way in almost everything, but Brett suspected a limit had been reached.
Napoleon didn’t. “Ariel was my student for a long time. I think that –”
Despite himself, Brett’s attention sharpened at the notion of learning more about Ariel. What had she studied?
She interrupted Napoleon. “Have you by any chance learned anything from me?”
Had she taught some other subject? Brett was tired of having no idea what anyone was talking about. Asking everyone to stop and explain was out of the question. He wanted this conflict forgotten since it couldn’t benefit his mission.
Napoleon nodded, seemed about to speak, but Ariel wasn’t through. “But not enough for me ever to have been your teacher in any meaningful sense?”
Napoleon shook his head. “I never said –”
Brett suppressed a grin as she continued. Then he was distracted from his amusement. Part of his mission was to learn about the Oceanian system. He would write a report on what he had learned, and the next time he communicated with the Firestorm from the shielded VR conference room in the embassy they would discuss it. Suddenly he could imagine being ordered to accept Napoleon’s offer. A well placed spy could be worth thousands of troops. He might risk more than his life. Oceania might devour his soul.



Chapter 10
 
Brett sat in a metal chair bolted to the floor. The white section of conference table in front of him was shaped like a wedge of pie, with him seated at the curved rim of the quarter circle. He put on glasses and saw a large round conference table at which he sat alone. The chair and slice of the table had the same shape in virtual and physical reality, eliminating vertigo and the danger of bumping into invisible obstacles or trying to lean on intangible objects. Cameras in the corners of the room scanned foreign objects and duplicated them in the virtual reality.
It turned out Colonel Barr had other priorities than Brett’s report. He began, “We’re updating three contingency plans. Plan A is to eliminate the Oceanian ability to produce Nanotech machines militarily before they know what’s happening, while minimizing civilian casualties. Plan B involves giving them an ultimatum and a week’s notice. Plan C involves putting teeth into the embargo.”
Brett took a breath. “Sir, from what I’ve learned plan A isn’t workable.”
Barr’s expression did not change as Brett continued. “We’re not talking about a few large assembly plants, or factory complexes concentrated in a few cities. Each stage of production has a number of companies competing for business, with no bottleneck we could plug.”
Brett watched the Colonel frown as he continued. “The problem is the same with B. We couldn’t do it. The location of the people and the equipment of many smaller companies aren’t even available to us.”
The conclusion was inevitable. “Plan C is more of the same. That won’t do either. The blockade is already as tight as we can make it.”
The Colonel nodded agreement. “If we want them to sense our seriousness we’ve got to be serious. If we have no plan besides waiting for them to see we mean business, then we don’t.”
The Colonel didn’t mention any plan D formulated in response to the collapse of all three original plans. Brett knew where this was going. With a heavy feeling in his gut he said, “I suppose you read my report on Herbirthday.”
Colonel Barr replied, “I did.”
“Too bad I have so much intelligence information in my head. The Space Force could never let me take up that offer.”
Barr slumped into an unmilitary posture. “I’m sorry Brett. I’m not ordering you to do this, or even asking you to volunteer, but I’m ordered not to forbid it.”
It was on the table. Brett replied reluctantly. “Nobody’s ordering me – but I guess they see it as a no-lose situation for us.”
Barr replied bluntly, “Except for you. You didn’t sign up for this.”
He didn’t have to volunteer. Maybe his superiors, and the Senator, would understand. Even if they didn’t, so what?
It was just that many lives could be saved on both sides if the war were shortened, or prevented.
Colonel Barr asked, “Did that man really have the authority to make such an offer?”
Brett didn’t think it would be that simple. “Sir, they have a long tradition of accepting people from other worlds. If they use part of people’s brainpower without the owners being aware of it, I’ve found no evidence.”
Then he broke eye contact and stared down at the table. Barr would understand the unprofessional demeanor, or if not, the hell with him. Brett wasn’t going to let anyone hear him whine, but it felt so unfair. He would rather have been headed into combat.
Finally he took a deep breath and looked up. “Sir, forget for the moment pumping creepy micromachines into my veins. If I make it home, do I spend the rest of my life being debriefed in a small room under close supervision just in case I have undetectable conditioning?”
As soon as the words came out of his mouth, Brett realized it sounded as if he were more worried about Federalist paranoia than the Oceanians.
Barr’s reply helped a little. “I won’t make promises I can’t keep, but I won’t forget about you if you’re incommunicado, and I know others in my chain of command who won’t either.”
All pretexts for delay were gone. Brett said, “There’s no excuse for my refusing, really. How long do I have to think about it?”
Barr grinned. “As long as you want to, as far as I’m concerned. Nobody gave me any deadline.”
Neither of them mentioned that he hadn’t officially been asked to do anything.
After a pause Brett said, “If I didn’t want to save lives, I shouldn’t have joined the Space Force.”
Barr sat in silence a few moments, shaking his head slowly. “On the other hand, why you? Perhaps some of the staff officers who like this idea so much should have the opportunity to come down and volunteer.”
Brett was touched. “Sir, were you supposed to encourage me to do this?”
Barr straightened, and then hunched forward, the resultant posture still not very military. “It occurred to me, but I’m not going to impute underhanded manipulations to our superiors. If they meant that they would have said so.”
Brett felt some of the tension go out of him. He wasn’t alone. The situation was still the same though. Staff officers from on board the flagship weren’t going to come down and take his place. Barr’s dry wit would become laugh out loud hilarious under easier circumstances.
“Colonel, here’s the thing. Sometimes superior officers consider me a pain for telling them stuff they don’t want to hear. But I always figured I wasn’t being a wiseass for fun, I was doing it for the good of the Space Force.”
“Mostly you were.”
Brett went on, “And if I had an attitude, I made up for it by doing what was right, no matter what the cost.”
Barr started to open his mouth, but Brett continued. “It’s too late for me to start being pleasant, so either I do this or admit I’m a fraud.”
Barr repeated, “You don’t have to do this. I’m not even sure there’s any point. How will you learn anything? Will you give us valid information once you’ve been infected? Will we know to trust you even if you do?”
Brett shrugged. “I’m sure intelligence will have fun making up their minds about relying on my data. The upside is huge. They might learn more if they find I’m brainwashed.”
Despite his brave words, Brett now had two problems. Most of the Oceanians seemed to live normal lives, but he would be of great strategic value to control. If they didn’t consume him, interrogation by his own side lay in his future.
“Take your time thinking it over, Brett. Don’t let anyone pressure you if they don’t want to take responsibility for issuing orders.”
Barr lifted his hands to his face. Presumably he was removing his VR glasses, which were edited out of Brett’s view in favor of Barr’s eyes, which were scanned by a tiny camera inside the glasses. Barr politely walked out of the conference room instead of disconnecting, so Brett saw him leave via door instead of popping out of existence. Brett sat thinking in the empty room for a minute or so.
Brett closed his eyes, removed the glasses, then waited a few seconds before opening them again. This was the textbook way to remove VR glasses without getting dizzy, which he hadn’t bothered with in a long time.
Now he sat alone at a little section of conference table, facing the corner of the small room.



Chapter 11
 
Ambassador Nocker said earnestly, “Doctor Johnson, I want to add my apologies to those you’ve already received for how you were treated at the Ulayn Herbirthday celebration.”
A butterfly fluttered outside the screen, which enclosed the same porch which had hosted their previous negotiations. Right now Brett felt no impulse to allow the beauty of nature to distract him from the endless talk. Nocker had put himself almost where Brett wanted him.
Brett leaned back against the carved wooden chair, trying to speak casually instead of sounding ready to pounce. “I can’t help wondering if you’re worried about the wrong thing. Yes I was made to feel isolated, but no big deal. What about all the other people there, manipulated into not seeing me, not noticing me, or making mistaken assumptions about me?”
Nocker frowned. “I don’t think you can really claim to speak for them. Many would regret the perversion of tradition, but few would feel personally victimized. Are we working round to another claim that we should be grateful to be liberated from the hive mind whose dangers we don’t fully appreciate?”
Put that way, it sounded silly, but Brett could do better. “Not quite. But if I tried to suggest some unseen dangers of the nanotechnological interface, it does seem you would assume any concern is based on a raw unreasoning fear by members of the Federalist Worlds.”
Nocker replied, “Not assume as such. But during these particular negotiations, you might not be too interested in dispassionately considering any criticisms we might offer of your political or military system.”
Damn. That was true. But Brett still had a point to make. “It does seem a lot of young people come here with unreasonable expectations, especially before the blockade went into effect. That seems to weight against your idea of blind fear.”
Nocker shook his head. “Wish fulfillment and fear fulfillment are two sides of the same coin.”
Suddenly Brett wondered if whatsisname – Tetsudo – included the verbal art of self defense. Nocker was turning everything around. Even so, Brett pressed ahead. “I’m considering Napoleon’s suggestion. Would anything I do get us beyond the notion that we’re driven by blind fear regarding Oceania instead of rational caution?”
Nocker hesitated – and Ames answered instead. “Not really. We’re not concerned about the emotions of one man, but of trillions. Napoleon’s offer to you was well meant, but in some ways it looks back to a time when Oceanians believed everyone would eagerly embrace our technology after it was shown to them. I respect tradition, but in some respects the old guard needs to give way to the new.”
Nocker turned to stare at Ames, and for the first time Brett wondered if different factions were represented by the two men. Before the older Oceanian could speak, Ames continued. “I realize how uncomfortable even the suggestion must have made you. I’m sorry for that, but assure you there was no ill intention. You can forget the whole thing.”
Somehow they had progressed from theories about the motivations of the Federalist Worlds to a discussion of Brett. The implication that the mere thought would unbalance him stung.
Williams answered for him. “I assure you Major Johnson will make his decision on policy grounds, and received the offer in good part. For the moment perhaps we should move on to …”
Brett tried to follow the discussion, but ideas crowded into his mind. Could a rift in the Oceanian government be exploited? In the bright morning sunlight the exploration of nanotechnology seemed more like an adventure and less like doom. Despite everything, he felt curious and a longing still lingered for the community he had witnessed. After a discussion with Napoleon, Ariel had indeed volunteered to help him get started. It would be fun to see her again, although Brett knew he wasn’t silly enough to let that weigh significantly in such a momentous decision.
When they finally wound up for the day, Brett wondered how much he had missed in his distraction. He hoped there wouldn’t be questions about it later. Colonel Barr had arranged another virtual conference for the afternoon.
“Major Johnson, this is Lieutenant General Pendergastman. He’s not in your chain of command, and you won’t be reporting to him, but I’ve invited him today to ask you a few questions.”
The sour expression on Colonel Barr’s face vanished quickly, but there were other clues to his feelings about Pendergastman. A one-star general could properly be referred to as ‘General Pendergastman,’ but Barr declined to do so. Then the emphasis on what Brett already knew, that he did not report to Pendergastman.
Brett shifted his attention to the general. Every crease in his uniform was sharp, and his mustache trimmed with military precision. Did Barr consider the man a martinet? Or did he believe the rumors about Pendergastman? There were certain interrogation techniques the Space Force tried hard to avoid, but which circumstances sometimes required in an emergency. Pendergastman was said to be an expert on these techniques, and a bit too comfortable using them.
The general said, “Senator Peterson suggested I speak with you.”
That raised the man a couple of notches in Brett’s estimation. “Sir, what can I help you with?”
Pendergastman replied, “Part of your mission is to find weaknesses in the Oceanian military which will make the war easier to win if it can’t be avoided. Tell me what you’ve found.”
Surely the general had talked this over with Barr – it hadn’t been too long since the previous conference where this was covered. Brett suspected Lieutenant General Pendergastman was leading up to something else, but he answered directly and didn’t try to leap ahead.
“General, our previous thoughts may have been headed in the wrong direction, looking for an urban or industrial bottleneck which we could plug. I understand their soldiers wear caps and hip booster boxes, just as the civilians do. I suspect the wireless communications between these devices isn’t too much different from that used by our own machines. An electromagnetic pulse at a critical moment could disrupt enemy operations. If they get more out of their equipment they must be more dependent on it and will take valuable time before they switch to ordinary means of communications. They could be quite dependent on nanotechnology, perhaps less able to operate as individuals, even after they recover from the shock.”
Pendergastman grunted. “Uh. It’s been tried – in use even when you worked on Roundhouse. The equipment is shielded, so it takes a big bang to effect even a limited area. And the soldiers recover faster than you think.”
Brett thought a moment. “I’ll keep working on it, but there’s something else I wanted to try meanwhile. I’m probably monitored, but I doubt all the people I’m interviewing are. One might cooperate. Even just going to a bookstore and buying some nonclassified books on the technology could get us more than expected.”
The general made the noise again. “Uh. That’s been done too. We had samples of the technology even before Roundhouse. Even a few people who knew how to use it. Emigration isn’t all one way, you know.”
Brett inhaled, took a moment to phase his comment carefully. “General, with respect, it seems like I could be given more classified background information than I have been to direct me in the right direction.”
No more grunts. Instead Pendergastman fixed his hard black eyes directly on Brett. “You’re not an intelligence analyst. Your orders involve the gathering of data, and it’s your job to find a way to do so.”
Brett replied cautiously, “Sir, it sounds almost as if you feel there’s only one way to do that job, and even though you’re not supposed to order me to use that way, you consider it implied in the instructions I have received.”
Colonel Barr grinned for a moment, then deliberately wiped it away. Presumably an electronic record of the conference would remain.
In a way Brett could understand the General’s point of view. Whatever Brett risked now could save many lives later. Either the man needed to do whatever he could to get around the prohibition from above, or his superiors had actively encouraged him to do anything short of issuing an official order.
But Brett didn’t like to be bullied. He sat waiting politely for the order which clearly would not come – for whatever reason.
All the General said was, “Do your job.”
Brett replied. “I will sir. I believe there is information you could clear me for that would enable me to do it more effectively.”
The other nodded curtly. Abruptly Brett saw complete darkness. The man had broken the connection.
“Come in,” Williams said.
Brett did so, wondering why Williams used this office. It had no windows. The climate controlled, artificially lit room might as well have been back on the Firestorm.
The desk was made of rosewood. A jade and onyx chess set stood off to the side, as if for decoration rather than use.
Brett said, “Nice chess set. Mind if I take a look?”
“Sure, go ahead.”
Brett picked up the jade king’s pawn and examined it briefly. He put it down two squares in front of the original position, amused to think a man who used a chess set for decoration would not recognize the implied challenge, let alone reply.
“Thanks for coming Brett. Senator Peterson got a personal message in the last set of courier drones. His private detectives have verified his son paid a smuggler to take him to Oceania.”
Brett considered this for a moment and shrugged. “Maybe the Oceanians forwarded the messages your predecessors gave to them, but Gregory didn’t like them. We can try again, but I’m sure the Senator would agree that right now his son is low on our list of priorities.”
Williams narrowed his eyes. “I’m sorry we started out on the wrong foot. I’ve underestimated you several times, but no matter how much of an idiot you think I am, if there’s one thing in the universe I know more about than you, its politics.”
“I’ve never called you an idiot.”
The Ambassador moved the queen’s pawn to the center of the board. He didn’t have to stretch since his chair had wheels. Brett considered the unusual choice seriously. Possibly Williams liked the center counter gambit. That was a rare bird, a random move from ignorance seemed more likely.
Although Williams had arranged the meeting, Brett had wanted to speak with him anyway. Colonel Barr had felt he should keep the Ambassador informed. Since the project wouldn’t be secret in any event, failing to notify him would antagonize him to no purpose.
“I may be putting Oceanian nanotechnology into my body.”
Williams looked blank for a moment. “They ordered you to do what?”
Brett found the tone of shock oddly gratifying. The Ambassador might talk as if Brett and the Space Force were war mongers, but if this were the cost of peace, Williams couldn’t even imagine paying it himself. Absently Brett captured the pawn.
“I sort of volunteered. It will show our position isn’t based on fear and ignorance.”
Brett left out the military and espionage potential of the project, since the Ambassador was unlikely to be helpful. Then he frowned at his own overstatement. He hadn’t decided yet, although it perversely appealed that Williams might talk of tolerance and acceptance and accuse him of wanting to start a war, but only Brett could bring himself to do something that might actually enhance mutual understanding.
The silence stretched. Finally Williams said, “Some think becoming part of the Oceanian worldnet can make people less than human. I can’t recall your exact words, but…”
Brett nodded. “If we can convince them it will be worth it. Many will die if there’s war.”
Every cloud had a silver lining. He had found a way to render the Ambassador speechless. Williams was a rather good chess player, and Brett took advantage of his astonishment. When his turn arrived, the Ambassador barely glanced at the board before moving, as if playing on autopilot.
Brett continued when it was clear the Ambassador wouldn’t speak. “Of course, from the moment the stuff enters my bloodstream, I’m suspect. Everyone will know to examine what I say very carefully. Assuming I’m still me, I may find some helpful insights.”
Until that moment, Brett hadn’t realized he had decided. He tried to remember all the things that had gone into that decision. Some of them might be silly or petty, but that was only human. Perhaps the results of his actions might justify his motives in retrospect. His weaknesses had enabled him to do the unthinkable as much as his strengths.
The Ambassador found his tongue at last. “I salute your courage. Your bravery is worth more than what I called my open mindedness.”
Despite the seriousness of the surrounding circumstances, Brett allowed himself an inward moment of triumph. He knew it was petty of him. Brett couldn’t remember exactly what the Ambassador had said on the day they first met, but it had left a lasting impression. Considering the Ambassador’s phobia he must have been under great stress the day he said those things, but he would hardly make up ideas he had never thought before on the spur of the moment.
Then Brett continued. “I’ve discussed my personal knowledge with Colonel Barr, and he agrees it’s a reasonable tactical sacrifice.”
Allegedly the Oceanian system of checks and balances made it impossible for them to take any knowledge of the Space Force without his awareness and consent, but nobody counted on that, especially given the stakes.
Technically Williams was his superior, and he should have had a role in the decision. Certainly Brett should have found a way to at least pretend to involve him before it was already made. Apparently Williams didn’t care.
Conversation lapsed, and the game proceeded in silence. Williams avoided losing his queen with a discovered check he had clearly set up in advance. Could Williams be tougher than he seemed?
Then Brett saw an opportunity and captured a knight.
Williams spoke quietly, part of his attention still on the board. “Even after you retire, there will be people wondering about long term conditioning.”
Brett had thought of that. “I’ll be one of them. I’ll probably have a comfortable retirement no matter how many people are watching me, but this is the end of my career.”
Williams frowned. “They’re not going to lock you in a little room until you die of old age, are they?”
Brett’s mouth went dry at the mention of his secret fear. He became defensive. “That’s not what the Federalist Worlds are about. Anyway, Space Force soldiers look out for each other. Many people won’t take no for an answer if I just vanish.”
Williams shifted back to the previous topic. “See what you can find out about Gregory. He may be higher on his father’s list of priorities than you think.”
Although Brett’s opinion of the Ambassador had risen in the past hour or so, he still wasn’t convinced. The Ambassador added, “I can’t tell you how I found out about the detectives, but I wouldn’t know if Peterson hadn’t let it leak.”
Detectives? The Senator had hired detectives to track his son, and not mentioned it? Had they discovered anything that might help Brett? That would seem to support Williams’ belief that the Senator might actually allow concern for his son to affect issues of war and peace. Brett looked back at the board. Williams had lost another piece. Soon Brett would be able to start exchanging his way towards the end game and near certain victory.
Williams told him, “Under the circumstances I’ll be happy to concede the game.”
“You don’t really feel you’ve lost yet, do you?”
“Well, no,” Williams admitted.
Brett stopped before he moved. He had just noticed something. Brett looked straight at Williams face, wanting to find out if what had happened was an accident. Perhaps Williams wasn’t even aware of what he had.
“You can checkmate me in five moves.”
“Four if I start with the bishop instead of the queen.”
Brett silently tipped over his king. Maybe the Ambassador spent too much time playing chess, and the claim of superior understanding of politics was nonsense. Or maybe not. He moved Gregory up a notch on his list of priorities.



Chapter 12
 
The nannies were too large to diffuse through the skin or be ingested and pass through the stomach wall, so they entered the bloodstream via that most ancient technology: the needle. The nurse found a vein with no apparent effort. Was she seeing a three dimensional image of the interior of his arm? Scanning equipment sat on the table next to him, but no monitor.
“Thanks for coming,” Brett told Ariel.
“I didn’t mind.”
Her voice sounded cool, and Brett felt he understood why. An Oceanian couldn’t be expected to understand his fears. “It’s got to be a pain keeping someone you barely know company through a routine procedure.”
The first infusion would take four hours, so Brett had been made comfortable in a reclining chair. Physically the procedure was very easy. It was the knowledge of what was being put inside which disturbed him. He took a breath and fought the feeling of insects crawling under his skin. There were no nerves inside the blood vessels, and the machines were microscopic, so the feeling was psychosomatic.
Ariel squeezed his hand. “Not routine for you. And you did tell me I shouldn’t bother.”
Ariel sat beside him, and he turned to face her, gazing into the glory of her light brown eyes. The idea that this technology had lessened her humanity felt remote. Brett talked about things he had already studied to distract himself.
“I take it there are precautions to prevent someone from reading my mind against my will – or controlling it.”
Ariel nodded. “Nobody can access the data stream from your brain unless you authorize it. At least three licensed professionals work together simultaneously. They monitor each other, and their brains are chemically inhibited from forming memories of you.”
She didn’t sound annoyed. She sounded patient, like someone reassuring a child. He found a way to express his concerns that didn’t sound irrational.
“This may sound silly, but where I come from people have well protected rights. If several government agencies agreed that the fate of millions of people – or just possibly those agencies – was at stake, they could find a way to get around them.”
Ariel was unshaken. “Would it help if a bunch of major corporations would scream bloody murder? Anyway, we can’t just pump memories into your brain. Your brain encodes and decodes its own memories. The hippocampi are just gateways. You have to think about things to remember them. You’d know. And I’ll keep an eye out anyway.”
Brett didn’t see anything she could do, but appreciated the thought. He changed the subject. “It was kind of you to meet me. Apart from the inconvenience, it could put a crimp in your personal life.”
Ariel smiled slightly. “Between you and me, Michael can be demanding. I wonder if he realizes how much he asks. A little time apart might help him appreciate me more. If he’s too annoyed I’m going to start wondering what he sees in you.”
Brett almost snorted at the choice of words. He suspected she already knew why Michael might see him as a competitor. Some women felt there was something dangerous about Brett. Ariel looked at him a trifle closer. “You didn’t sleep well?”
Brett didn’t know what would happen to him when the nannies started interacting with his brain.
Ariel sensed his thoughts. “You could still change your mind. There aren’t enough nannies in your blood to matter if you leave now.”
“No.”
“Then lean back and close your eyes for a moment. You’ll find the chair is very comfortable to recline in. For most Oceanians this is a day of celebration, but I figured you wouldn’t be in the mood for a bunch of loud teenagers so I got you a private room.”
Brett did as she told him. The sting of the needle had become numb. He could have slept, if not for wondering if this would be his last day as himself.
Ariel started telling him about her Infusion Day. She had fought with her parents to have it early, but a year or so after puberty was considered the optimum time, when the normal capabilities of the brain had developed so the new ones wouldn’t interfere. She and four girlfriends had had a joint infusion day party.
As she continued with her story, Brett found the picture she painted on the inside of his eyelids soothing.
“Wake up sleepyhead,” Ariel told him cheerfully.
Brett might have dozed off for a moment. Then the nurse removed the needle from his arm. It really had been four hours. Ariel hadn’t sat there the whole time, surely? Even so, it had been nice of her to come back and wake him.
As he got up, Brett commented, “I don’t feel different.”
Ariel laughed. “You’re not wearing a cap or booster pack, and it will take practice for you to learn to use them – and them to configure to you. I’ll still call your pods for awhile.”
So they headed towards the pod station inside the building.
As they walked Brett asked, “Where do I learn?”
“Free public education. Mostly people will be younger than you, but there are classes for adults. Your medical knowledge will put you ahead in some things. Encouraging off-worlders who want to use nannies is, um, was a big part of our tradition.”
Brett smiled inwardly. She had ‘remembered’ just in time that Oceania no longer evangelized, or at least claimed not to.
They stopped in front of the doors at the end of the hall. A pod arrived in response to Ariel’s silent summons. The manual summoning button was at waist height. Presumably it accommodated those too young for nanotechnology, or suffering equipment breakdown.
The doors slid open. The pod beyond was slightly larger than an elevator, but cylindrical. Four chairs were symmetrically spaced around the perimeter, upholstered with brown synthetic leather. A touch sensitive screen and speaker grill broke up the wall between two chairs, positioned at a height usable but not convenient for an average sized adult.
The pod descended as soon as the doors were closed, like the elevator it resembled. After descending the equivalent of a couple of floors, it slowed to a stop. There was a slight jar as it left the shaft and locked into a metal track. After the pod shifted tracks a couple of times, Brett looked at Ariel.
He asked, “A different route?”
Ariel smiled. “It’s customary to have a party after someone gets their first Nannies, to celebrate and to help them get started. Do you have any friends on this planet, inside or outside the embassy?”
Brett resisted a momentary impulse to name Colonel Barr. Apart from anything else it would have made it harder for the old bastard to watch his back. Williams’ stock had risen in Brett’s book, but it would be difficult for him. Shuttling anyone else down from the Firestorm would have involved a lot of paperwork – and time. Brett shook his head. “I’m a little tired.”
He was, though he had slept during the infusion. Tension over the step he was taking had dogged him for some time. Now he needed time to think. Otherwise he would have jumped at the excuse to spend more time with Ariel.
She sounded genuinely disappointed. “Just an hour or so. I already invited a few people to meet us.”
He looked at her.
“I thought you could borrow a few of my friends, if you didn’t have any handy. Not Michael, I promise.”
Brett shrugged. There wasn’t anyone else on this world he cared to avoid. There wasn’t anyone (except possibly Ariel) he especially cared to see either, but he could be polite for awhile.
“Thank you,” he said.
When the pod surfaced, they weren’t inside a building. Ariel set off at a brisk clip. Brett walked after her unenthusiastically, the overcast afternoon sky reflecting his mood. Rain would have been a relief from the warmth and humidity. Were they going to someone’s house? A private home wouldn’t have a pod station.
Nor would the smallish restaurant they were approaching. It didn’t look promising from the outside, with a couple of loose shingles hinting at careless management or financial difficulty. Most of the tables inside were full though, and despite his mood something about the place perked him up. The wood floor and polished wooden tables made the place look halfway between a bar and a restaurant. Ariel led him to an occupied table.
He wished Muriel and Katrina a good afternoon. Muriel looked as businesslike as ever, while Katrina wore a rich purple dress.
He greeted Kenny solicitously. “Hi kid – no bruises I hope?”
Kenny rolled his eyes and said, “A couple of lucky throws. You’ll get what’s coming to you.”
It was just as well Brett hadn’t had the opportunity to return to the embassy and brood in solitude.
A few moments later Kenny said, “Happy Infusion day”, and handed him an ornate walking stick.
Brett was torn between saying “huh?” to the words, and “What’s this for?” to the object handed him. Kenny answered one of the questions.
“This is from me and Katrina. Most people bring some sort of gift to an infusion day party. Careful, it’s not just a walking stick.”
Brett examined it. The handle looked like very old ivory, held and cleaned many times. Carved and polished wood formed the body, metal shod the bottom. Too heavy for a wooden stick. Further examination located the hidden pressure plates. Brett angled the stick downward before pressing them.
The bottom shot off with considerable force, rebounding from the floor with a loud noise and clattering into a corner. Brett had directed the cap not to pass too near anyone, so no dinners were spoiled, though there were a few exclamations. The people with him weren’t the only ones to watch him examine the gleaming blade. As nice as it looked, Brett would never trust his life to a blade he hadn’t tested. Since they hadn’t eaten yet, Brett decided against slamming it into one of the heavy wooden tables and pulling sideways, least the management eject them.
A boy who might have been around nine or ten jumped up. His black T-shirt had white lettering in a language Brett couldn’t read, and was a little too dark for his olive complexion. A woman in her forties with a pink purse tried and failed to keep him from running over to Brett and asking, “Who are you going to use it on?”
Brett considered the question seriously before saying, “Nobody’s done anything bad to me lately, and it’s unfair to poke anyone not trying to poke me. I may be forced to walk around in dangerous neighborhoods looking feeble and wearing expensive jewelry. There’s never an enemy around when you need one.”
The boy laughed but persisted. “Seriously, have you ever used one?”
“On a planet called Roundhouse, a long time ago. Before the system broke down, doctors were noncombatants as long as they didn’t carry guns. Even captured, they were exchanged easier than other prisoners – provided they carry only bladed weapons. It’s based on some ancient tradition involving surgeon’s knives and scalpels.”
“Why did the Federalists agree to fight according to those rules?”
Maybe the boy was older than he looked.
“We often do. Most human worlds have been out of touch with one another for hundreds of thousands of years. War is horrible enough without saying there are no limits because different planets have –”
The boy’s mother came up with loud apologies. “I keep trying to stop him from interrupting people, but he seems to make it a habit.”
“He didn’t interrupt me.”
The emphasis on the first word was slight. Before the boy was dragged away, Brett advised him that interrupting people should indeed be avoided, and he should not learn from the bad examples of people around him.
When he was gone Brett turned back to his companions. “I don’t know what’s the matter with adults today. Parents didn’t behave like that when I was a child.”
A misleading statement for the sake of a punch line. He didn’t need to talk about his youth. Perhaps someday with Ariel.
Then his tone grew more somber. “I’m pretty sure there’s a rule somewhere that I’m not allowed to accept gifts costing over fifty credits unless they’re very boring and official.”
Kenny replied, “You’re in luck. We hunted through second hand stores until I found this on sale for forty nine credits.”
“The owner didn’t know what he had. I’m really touched. No matter what the price was, a lot of work went into finding this. Thank you very much.”
For both the gift and the lie, Brett thought but did not say.
Muriel gave him padded headgear. It was like a skullcap of black flexible plastic, except it covered his entire skull. Presumably the holes allowed air to circulate.
Ariel gave him a white plastic rectangular box with a clip on one side. It had a few indicator lights, a red button, and a plate of glass the size of a quarter. Brett turned it over a couple of times, and then realized it was one of the boxes many people who had helmets wore clipped to their belts. It was a computer which would also boost the signals from his nanotechnology, and amplify incoming signals. She showed him how to configure the two devices to work with each other and with Brett’s nannies.
He asked her, “How soon until these work for me?”
Ariel replied with another question. “Can you ice skate?”
Brett shook his head.
Ariel said, “In about six weeks you’ll learn. It will take you a few days. I’ll come with you if you like. Using the nannies to learn skills involving the parietal, frontal, and prefrontal lobes of the brain will take longer.”
A waiter placed a tray with several dozen tiny shot glasses in front of Brett. Fortunately they contained different kinds of beer rather than hard liquor – he hadn’t planned to get drunk.
Before he could ask a question, Ariel explained. “We usually start with the sensory cortex – especially taste and smell. A little alcohol will help the system learn how your brain operates under various conditions.”
“Well, as much as I hate to drink on an empty stomach, since you all insist…”
The steak placed in front of him just then smelled good, so he was spared the necessity.



Chapter 13
 
The lake wasn’t crowded. Brett leaned forward, angled his skates against the ice, and built up speed. As Ariel skated towards him, he took her outstretched hand. They pivoted around a spot near his elbow. When they had spun a hundred and eighty degrees they let go, each speeding back the way they had come.
From behind him came a gasp, a muffled thump, a brief scraping noise. He turned his feet, using the blades to shed speed and curve around. Tiny crystals of ice scattered the sunlight. He headed back towards Ariel.
After he had helped her up, Ariel frowned judiciously. “Not bad. Of course you started to learn to ice skate a couple of days ago, so you’re kind of a slow learner.”
Brett chuckled. Anyone could skate but it took grace to laugh about a fall. “Are you all right?”
She nodded. “Just a slip.”
Brett wasn’t quite satisfied. He couldn’t put his finger on the reason, something about the way she moved. He remembered what had caught his eye the first time they met. Something about the way she moved was graceful, but ethereal. “Good, but I meant more than just the fall. Is something bigger wrong?”
Ariel shook her head. “No. Maybe. I don’t want to talk about it.”
Brett studied her features. The ‘maybe’ hinted at ambivalence, but prying would push her away. After a few awkward moments he returned to the previous subject. “How long does an Oceanian with nannies take to learn ice skating?”
“Probably a couple of weeks – if they were already grown when they started. I was teasing you. The bottleneck for skating is certain ankle muscles. You have discipline, and the ability to endure a little pain now for more pleasure later.”
Brett wondered what she would be like alone at night, though he knew all the reasons why anything more would be foolish for both of them, and unprofessional for Brett.
When Ariel spoke again she was all business. “You’re doing very well. Your medical knowledge probably helps more with the sensory and motor cortexes than it will with the rest of the brain, because each brain has its own individual language. Still, you’ve done the easy part faster than most Oceanians.”
Of course most Oceanians were teenagers at the time they learned basic nanotech functions. Would their greater brain plasticity make it easier for them, or would youth make it harder?
Brett’s initial fears had faded slightly a couple of weeks after the infusion. Some days his new tool – and toy – felt so natural he needed to remind himself of his mission. Only rarely did reality come crashing down around him, leaving him wondering anxiously what had been taken from him so thoroughly he didn’t even remember it. The classes he took were open, encouraging the students to experiment, and even challenge the instructors with things heard or read elsewhere. If this was a vast conspiracy, it was subtle indeed.
Emotional exhaustion rather than logic ended the worrying. A kind of peace took its place. He enjoyed learning, especially since Ariel had offered to help him. Skating outdoors had sounded nice, but it was summer. They had taken a long distance pod under the ocean, where high speed magnetic monorails ran through tubes with the air evacuated to save power and increase speed. She had summoned a much nicer one than had taken Brett to Ulayn, with no sleeping facilities but a little table for an indoor picnic. Now the cold air stung his face, but the warm parka protected the rest of him. A few clouds broke the blue expanse of sky. Even the steam in the air when he breathed was crisply satisfying.
Standing still on the ice was in a way harder than skating. In synch they started moving again.
“Next you’ll learn a couple of visual and spatial skills. But the most important thing you’ll be doing is learning how to learn.”
As they skated side by side, Brett studied Ariel covertly. A few wisps of golden hair had escaped the hood of her coat. Certainly there was no need for her to spend all this time with him if she didn’t want to. Other people could have taught him. He ached at the possibilities which could never be explored. She could help him in his mission, so he was doubly determined she would never look back and feel used.
Ariel continued in an impersonal tone. It was almost like a lecture. Probably just as well.
“Absorbing verbal knowledge through nannies is one of the most advanced processes. It can’t just be spilled into your brain, because your brain grows its own connections and makes its own associations with other things you’ve learned. You read, you study, you remember, except you’ll do it a lot faster. The system knows you’re a licensed neurosurgeon, so you’ll have access to a few more overrides than most people.”
At first he wondered why they had come so far north rather than using an indoor skating rink, but this place spoke for itself. He saw snow covered evergreen trees in the distance.
He said, “Thank you again for taking the time to teach me all this. If there’s anything I can do for you, just say the word.”
“Well, there is one little thing.”
“I’d love to.” He bit his lip. “I mean, I will if I can. What would you like me to do?”
Ariel took a few moments to start. “I have a doctor’s appointment in a few days. Um, I didn’t ask Michael to go with me because, after he and Muriel had the big argument, but I was going to ask him anyway, only now it’s so late it would seem funny I hadn’t mentioned it before, and, um, anyway he and Muriel might fight again.”
Brett considered that speech, made quickly and without a pause for breath, as if explaining made Ariel uncomfortable. He liked Ariel’s voice, sweet but with an undercurrent of mischief, so he would take any ramble she gave him.
“Would you like me to go with you without your having to explain anything to me?”
“That would be wonderful. Thank you ever so much.”
She didn’t seem frightened or depressed, so hopefully nothing serious. He’d just agreed not to ask her about it.
“Sure thing,” Brett told her.
She rewarded him with a radiant smile.



Chapter 14
 
Late afternoon sunlight slanted between the trees and came through the windows. A small swimming pool glittered invitingly in the grass.
Ariel caught the direction of Brett’s gaze. “Too small for laps, but five feet deep.”
He refused to be distracted. “Ariel, please tell me what’s wrong.”
She shook her head. “Nothing really. I just have a doctor’s appointment, and I feel like having someone with me. Muriel and Michael don’t get along.”
Brett wondered if he was projecting mystery into a straightforward situation. Then he remembered the wording of her request last week. She was hiding something. Or maybe he just had trouble dealing with the idea of a doctor making house calls.
Ariel stared at him speculatively, her light brown eyes meeting his. Did she see the wheels spinning inside his head?
She asked, “Do you know what this room is for?”
Not a parlor, Brett decided. The large white couch had a black and white checked blanket on it, and a pillow, as if someone slept there occasionally. A treadmill occupied a corner. Bedroom didn’t seem likely either. There was a matching loveseat, a black recliner, and some chairs. Six or seven people could sit here comfortably.
Ariel was sitting on the couch, her red dress and golden hair making a nice contrast with the white leather. She asked, “Looking for something?”
Brett shrugged. “I give up. What do you call this room?”
She replied, “I use this room to access the network.”
Brett knew some places had higher bandwidth access, but hadn’t heard of it in people’s homes. He glanced at the couch, she followed his gaze and explained.
“Some things you can learn while you sleep.”
Brett shuddered at the idea of being so vulnerable. “Does this have anything to do with your job – or your doctor’s appointment today?”
She was always evasive when he asked what she did for a living. For much of the day she had been subdued, and when her expression fell he changed the subject. “Do specialists often make house calls here?”
She smiled. “Muriel’s an old friend. You know her.”
Brett recalled what he knew about Muriel. A neurologist. If Ariel needed moral support, it probably wasn’t minor.
He asked her, “What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “I’d rather not talk about it.”
Then she took his hand and squeezed it. “Thanks for being with me. I didn’t feel like doing this alone. Katrina and Kenny wanted to come with me, but then I would have felt like the three of them were ganging up on me. And of course I couldn’t bring Michael.”
Of course? Her friends ganging up on her? She already knew Brett didn’t understand. He would soon enough – or not. He hoped Muriel could be an objective physician as well as a friend.
Brett didn’t hear a doorbell, but the front door opened, presumably because Ariel willed it so. He heard footsteps, although Ariel didn’t call across the room.
The doctor paused a moment when she entered the room, perhaps surprised by his presence. She sounded sincere enough when she said, “Hi Brett, good to see you.”
After a moment, Muriel sat on the loveseat. She turned to face Ariel. “Since overuse of technology is part of the issue here, maybe we should speak aloud.”
Had Ariel been speaking to Muriel non-vocally? Brett understood this wasn’t usually done when two people were face to face, and might be considered rude with him in the room. He didn’t really mind, but she had wanted him present after all.
Suddenly three dimensional images of a brain were floating in the air in front of the three of them. He could see it from the top, front, back, both sides, and several cross sections. Someone without nanotechnology would presumably have seen empty air. Even at that, Muriel could surely have excluded him if she chose.
Under the circumstances it had to be Ariel’s brain. The occipital lobe lighted up red, as Ariel’s visual cortex responded to viewing her own brain. If the red indicated electrical activity, the glowing must be blood flow or glucose supply, which took a moment to catch up. With the nannies inside her, Ariel’s brain was more thoroughly scanned than the most exhaustive tests Brett could have given her.
Muriel requested her patient perform various simple actions, the same basic neurological tests Brett might start with if he didn’t know what to look for. He’d already learned much about how his new nannies interacted with the motor and sensory cortex, as well as many of the limbic and emotional centers of the brain. As a general rule you could not reach someone directly through nannies, unless two people simultaneously disabled multiple safeguards. Strangers couldn’t confuse your vision with sudden pictures or startle you with sudden noises. Even uninvited conversation had to be out loud.
Ariel’s safeguards were clearly lowered for these tests, but Brett didn’t know how far that would extend – to any doctor in the house? The system knew he was a doctor, although he was hardly licensed to practice on Oceania.
Dr. Buchanan had finished and was studying the results. Not really expecting anything, Brett mentally reached. Ariel turned around sharply, either feeling a touch between her shoulder blades, or annoyed by some sort of warning that Brett was sending signals directly to her sensory cortex. She turned around when she saw nothing behind her. Muriel must have noticed. She muttered something Brett could not make out, and sounded annoyed.
Brett’s mood grew somber when Muriel spoke. She seemed to be keeping her tone businesslike with an effort. “I could study this longer, but we both know the problem. You’ve done too much totaling.”
She turned to Brett. “Totaling is –”
Then she fell silent. Outside, the branches of the trees all swayed towards them. He could hear the wind whistling against the windows.
It might have been a couple of minutes later when she addressed Brett again. “Ariel claims she’s worried that hearing about a disease involving the nannies will reinforce your fears.”
His head turned abruptly. Was the grail of his quest about to be dropped at his feet? His gaze sharpened as Muriel continued.
“When she uses her brain to participate in the overmind at maximum intensity, the motor cortex is involved in relaying information. Given her central role this can be up twenty or thirty hours a week, but there’s still a margin of safety.”
Brett tried to sort out the revelations dropping on him. Ariel wasn’t just part of the overmind, she played a key role. Dr. Buchanan was about to tell him a way in which the supermind harmed people who joined it, something which Oceanians had long worked to conceal.
If not for Ariel’s illness, this would be a red letter day.
Brett exhaled. “I don’t suppose she could just quit? That would be too easy.”
Ariel shook her head. “I couldn’t.”
Was it addictive like a drug, or did it impose other barriers on those who would leave? While Brett was still trying to formulate a tactful question, Ariel clarified.
“It means as much to me as the Space Force does to you.”
In a crazy way it made sense. The Space Force might get him killed. It wouldn’t devour his soul though.
Brett was still absorbing multiple shocks, so the awkward silence continued until Muriel spoke.
“Before we get into that, let’s talk about what I consider Ariel’s real reason for not wanting you to know – and needing you to know anyway. I think she’s afraid you’ll think of her as an inhuman monster now.”
Brett glanced at Ariel, who opened and closed her mouth without speaking. Doctor Buchanan’s bedside manner wasn’t impressive, speaking for a patient and implying she was less than truthful in the same breath. Then Brett remembered an ungentle discussion he had once had with a drug addict who had damaged his own brain with a powerful narcotic. Until he knew more, he would reserve judgment. Maybe Muriel’s way was kinder in the long run.
He wanted to protest what she said about him as well, but Brett remembered his own speculations about Ambassador Nocker. They seemed absurd now – but were they? Had his perceptions already been subtly altered? A beautiful woman was the oldest bait in the world for certain sorts of traps.
Angry with himself, he shoved the thought aside. She was real and human, or he didn’t know anything about people at all. She needed him now – or never.
When he spoke his hoarse voice startled him. “Since I’m not running away screaming, how can I help?”
Muriel shook her head. “Only Ariel can help herself.”
Brett turned to Ariel. Her face was tense, but not frightened. Did she resent being pushed more than she feared what was being discussed?
He asked her, “Please. Your life is worth more than anything the overmind thinks it needs you for.”
Ariel’s eyes widened. “This is temporary. I knew Muriel would be overdramatic, but didn’t think she’d involve you.”
Muriel answered before Brett could. “You don’t want Brett to blame all this on Oceania, do you? Tell him what else you’ve been doing.”
Ariel raised her voice. “That’s none of his business!”
Yet she’d asked him to come – but Brett said nothing.
Muriel sighed. “Or mine either. I’m just your doctor.”
Ariel stood up and screamed down at the older woman. “I’m sick of you! I hate that phony calm voice when you’re so sure you’re right and everyone else is wrong. I’m sick of your backstabbing Michael. Leave me alone!”
To Brett’s surprise, Muriel stood up and walked out silently. Shortly he heard the front door close behind her. Did Muriel hope Brett could say or do something?
He sat beside Ariel wordlessly, wondering if the invitation to leave had included him as well. Apparently not, because she spoke to him, very softly. “I wish I hadn’t done that. It drives me crazy the way she’s so calm and so aggressive at the same time, but she means well, and she’s always been there for me.”
Brett replied, “She’ll understand.”
Brett wanted her to leave the overmind, get rid of Michael if he had any involvement at all, and start over. Clearly Ariel felt advised enough for the moment, so he just sat beside her, offering what mute comfort he could.
Abruptly he felt as if Muriel wanted to tell him something. No, that made no sense, she had left. After a moment he unblocked a thoughtmail for the first time since Ariel’s original demonstration.
Muriel communicated, ‘Patient confidentiality prevents me from telling you anything most of Ariel’s friends don’t know already.’
Not an auditory hallucination. More like he remembered just hearing the words, complete with emotion and intonation. It seemed Dr. Buchanan was stretching a point. She meant to tell him something.
Brett restrained a smile, not wanting Ariel to think she was being discussed behind her back. He wouldn’t either, though he felt some empathy for Muriel’s concern and frustration at not being heard out.
They sat in companionable silence for a few more minutes. Then Ariel said, “Everyone’s exaggerating what’s happening, and blaming Michael for decisions I’ve made.”
As much as he wanted to understand, today was hard for Ariel, and Brett didn’t want her to feel like she was being interrogated. He said only, “I saw you fall when we went skating last week. Not unusual, in itself, I guess.”
Ariel shrugged. “Any effects are only temporary.”
“I’m surprised Muriel doesn’t realize that.”
Brett didn’t want to argue with her, since she didn’t want to hear it she would be upset to no purpose. The hint that if her doctor was concerned there might be something to worry about was as far as he would go.
Ariel picked it up. “She won’t believe we’re almost done.”
Brett squeezed her hand again. “If you don’t want to tell me what we’re talking about you don’t have to.”
Ariel smiled. “That’s sweet.”
For a minute Brett thought the conversation had ended. Then Ariel explained, “I’m helping Michael become part of the supermind.”
For some warped reason Michael wanted to become part of the supermind, but couldn’t without help. Somehow Ariel had to lose more of her soul in the process.
Brett exhaled. He’d try not to let presumptions get in the way of comprehension. Oceanians didn’t see the overmind that way. The people who were most concerned about Ariel didn’t see it that way. He’d already decided that Ariel was still human.
“Do people often get hurt helping others join up?”
Ariel shook her head. “Normally many people are involved, and do it during working hours, so nobody goes near the safety margin for totaling.”
Brett wanted to provide emotional support, not interrogate Ariel, but he also wanted to understand what was going on so he could help. He asked, “Why not now?”
She didn’t meet his eyes as she replied, and Brett wondered what she was holding back. “There’s prejudice against him for political reasons.”
Brett held on to his poker face, but the idea struck Brett as funny, like a vegetarian being thrown into the lion’s den and finding they refused to eat him because he smelled bad. Ariel leaned back and closed her eyes. He couldn’t badger her now. He abandoned his earlier intentions and replied to Muriel’s thoughtmail. “Was Michael rejected by the overmind because of politics?”
He half expected Dr. Buchanan would now be occupied with something else, and the reply would come much later – if ever. He was wrong. “No. If Ariel still pretends to believe that, ask her how many Galactics have joined.”
Sounded like a group of expatriates. No, wait, Williams had referred to them as a political party. Probably worth knowing more about, but Brett didn’t want to get sidetracked right now.
Avoiding assumptions, Brett asked Muriel, “Is their any chance Michael doesn’t know what this is doing to Ariel?”
“No, and we were nice the first couple of times we explained it.”
Ariel sat, oblivious to the silent dialog beside her. She stared at the images of her brain floating in the air before her. The occipital lobe cycled between red, pink, yellow and green. Ariel’s visual cortex was responding to the shifting image of itself, with a brief feedback delay as the nannies interpreted what was going on.
Brett restrained a surge of anger at Michael. “Ariel says it’s only temporary.”
The reply came back, “It would be if she quit her job and stopped trying to help Michael during a few weeks of therapy. Michael isn’t capable of learning what he wants Ariel to help him learn to do, and won’t admit it. Soon she’ll need to take a vacation from both her job and Michael to avoid permanent damage, and her job means a lot to her.”
Brett felt the last pieces of the puzzle had fallen into place, why Ariel’s friends were immediately open to someone Michael had taken a dislike to, why she hadn’t told him about her career, the unique way of moving which had so captivated Brett the first time he saw her. Suddenly he visualized his hands around Michael’s too handsome neck, but he couldn’t really do that.
Then another idea came to him, if anything less workable. He indulged the fantasy for a moment. How ironic to use the nannies themselves to get her first away from Michael, then Oceania herself. Even in imagination he couldn’t quite think what she would do after she left the hive mind and the planet. Fortunately it was an unrealistic problem, the most plausible result of the harebrained scheme was a slap in the face and the end of a friendship.
Or was it? Brett remembered the time Ariel had spent with him – and never with him and Michael together. Though there had been many reasons not to speak of it, Brett was convinced she had the same emotions for Brett that he had for her.
All the arguments against involvement that had been true yesterday still applied today. Rationally, he should take time to consider the cost before acting rashly. There was no time to think. The moment had to be seized – or else let pass forever in an excess of common sense. Perhaps she would slap him, save him from his own folly.
He studied the floating brain image before him. His idea had captivated him, and he kept planning despite its flaws.
When he knew he would never be readier, he touched Ariel’s brain again. The initial site of contact was the sensory cortex, the part that would represent her upper arm near the shoulder and back. Different neurons connected with different regions, and her brain responded. Would she experience a meaningless sensation, or a warning from her own equipment?
The floating image before him indicated otherwise. The stimulated neurons signaled other dendrites, communicating with both the pleasure and pain centers. Brett imagined what Ariel felt: a light stinging pain, as if fingernails were being gently dragged across her skin. Somehow the mild pain was mixed with pleasure, although not completely localized in her arm.
Ariel turned to face him, saw he hadn’t moved even if his fingers could have passed through her blouse. Before she could speak, Brett mimed embracing an invisible woman with his left arm and pulling her close. His right arm moved through empty air, but it might have followed the curve of a woman’s neck, passing over her shoulder while moving inward towards the middle of her back, sliding downward but curving outward again so they passed near but did not quite touch the cleft between an imaginary pair of buttocks.
Did she feel invisible fingernails pass effortlessly through her clothing? She inhaled sharply as they might have brushed over her neck, arched her back as they would pass across her shoulders. A few moments later her face flushed. She gasped and leaned most of her weight against the cushions behind her. For a few moments she seemed to have trouble speaking, and when she managed her voice came out in an effortful whisper.
“How dare you! I never gave you permission to do that to me!”
Brett felt like a god.
“Tell me to stop and I’ll apologize and go away. Better yet, slap me in the face.”
He came close enough to make it easy. She whispered, “I can’t”
“I guess you could use the overrides on your equipment.”
She shook her head silently, closed the remaining distance between them.
He tried to lift her onto his lap, but instead she shifted him and pressed his back down towards the seats of the couch. He complied and she locked her legs around his hips. He savored the curve of her shoulders and back with his hands instead of virtually. She slid her tongue in his mouth and he became aware of the heat inside her.
When she pulled her tongue out of his mouth and started to undo his clothing, he managed to speak. “Ummm … birth control.”
“The nannies will take care of it.”



Chapter 15
 
The couch was too narrow. A couple of hours ago, when Ariel had straddled him and enthusiastically begun bouncing up and down, her knee had slid off. Luckily she hadn’t pulled a groin muscle, which would have been an exceedingly painful way of killing the moment.
Now he lay on the leather stomach down, with his head turned to the side. It was getting a little sticky. Ariel lay on top of his back, with her breasts pressing into the spot that was hard to reach. His body felt good all over.
That part was nice, but when he relaxed his legs tended to sprawl. Either he made a conscious effort to keep them together, or his right leg fell over the side, pulling him off balance. He couldn’t even use his other leg for balance, because the couch had a back.
Then his stomach rumbled, and that decided it for him. He asked Ariel, “You mind if I grab a snack? Can I bring you anything?”
He felt her voice vibrating through his chest as well as hearing it with his ears. “Kitchen is right through there, or you can circle round through the hallway and go in the other side.”
She didn’t move though. When he nudged her she asked, “Am I too heavy for you? Maybe the Space Force should have their officers do some exercise.”
Her arms wrapped tightly around his chest as he levered himself to a standing position. Then she said innocently, “My legs are sort of dangling. Help me wrap them around your waist?”
Brett did so, gripping her warm thighs near the hips. She unwrapped her arms from around his chest and gripped his shoulders. Then she said, “OK, I’ll tell you how this is going to work. When I kick your sides like this …”
Her heels were dangling much too low to actually kick him in the sides. Instead they caught the outsides of his thighs. She continued, “… you walk forward. If I just kick on one side you turn away from the pain while continuing to walk forward. If I sit up straight and clench my thighs like this you stop.”
She scissored her thighs together but didn’t make much progress against Brett’s torso muscles.
Brett suddenly recalled video he had seen long ago on military history. A word drifted into his mind: ‘Cavalry’.
He reached behind him and slapped Ariel’s bottom hard enough to sting.
“Ow!”
“I am not a horse,” Brett told her firmly.
“The kitchen is still thataway, but I don’t know if I’m going to get you anything if you’re not good. There’s grass outside though.”
Did horses eat grass or hay or something? Was hay a species of grass or vice versa?
And did he really care? His stomach rumbled again. He walked towards the kitchen to get something for himself. He let Ariel stay as she was. The warmth of her body was pleasant, and she wasn’t that heavy to carry.
He’d walked out into the hallway and was about to turn left into the kitchen when she started kicking him in the left thigh. The joke was becoming a bit annoying.
“Even if I were a horse, you’d still be steering me the wrong way, away from the kitchen.”
Ariel replied, “I thought I’d take you for a little walk first. You can graze later. I didn’t signal a stop. Gee-yap!”
Presumably that was supposed to be horse language, though the little he recalled of horses made him uncertain they had their own language. Ariel kicked harder, and her round heels were becoming annoying. Enough was enough. He moved back to the plush carpeting of the interface room and got down on his hands and knees. People usually didn’t know how to fall right without training.
Then he twisted his torso sharply. Her thighs had no real purchase and he had no trouble pulling her hands off his shoulders.
“You bastard!”
She didn’t really sound frightened or hurt. He turned over, using his weight to pin her body to the carpet. His hands pinned her upper arms down, raised above her shoulders, which immobilized her unless she knew how to wrestle.
“You’re hurting me!”
The dulcet tones belied the words, so he brought his head forward and bit her on the neck, first wetting it with his tongue, then scraping it lightly with his teeth a couple of times first to prepare her.
Noises of protest soon changed to pleasure, but eventually he had to stop for breath.
Ariel asked him, “What took you so long?”
Brett studied her face, at a loss for words. So long to bite her? So long to seduce her? Something else entirely? She was an adult, capable of communicating, and had given him to understand she was in a relationship.
In some ways he had come to know her well in the past few months. Her gentleness could sometimes be eclipsed by mischievousness. She was knowing and capable, but had a vulnerable side beneath that, and deep passion layered beneath both.
Yet he had missed all the cues that she was part of the hive mind, because his brain was focused in one direction. Surely all the people at the party where he had met her had been wealthy, powerful, famous, or important in some other way. Nothing but the best for visiting diplomats from another world. He had never asked himself why she was there. Ariel had known as much as his instructors about nanotechnology. And she had argued with the imperious old gnome at the Herbirthday celebration as an equal. Brett could have seen if his eyes were open.
According to Muriel, his lover had been aware of and encouraged the misunderstanding. Perversely, Brett felt flattered, because he knew Ariel hadn’t wanted to drive him away. Now though, he would really get to know her.
Brett asked, “Did you grow up in Landfall?”
The city where foreign diplomats were hosted, the beautiful city by the Ocean and the spaceport, the only Oceanian city Brett had seen more than once. As good a guess as any.
She nodded. “My dad was a Meddy.”
When Brett’s eyes widened in puzzlement she added, “A medtech had some of the skills of doctors, nurses, and pharmacists, and works closely with all three. They make housecalls and they’re especially trained to observe and do examinations.”
And the information could go directly to the doctor’s brain if needed. Convenient but creepy.
“Get off of me,” Ariel told him. “You’re heavy.”
He released her arms and propped himself up on his hands so they bore most of his weight, almost as if he were doing pushups. His knees were on the ground though, and his midriff and thighs still touched hers. He couldn’t quite give up the feeling of her underneath him yet, and she didn’t complain again. She continued, “He had a way with people and everybody loved him. So did my mom. I’m not sure she was an artistic genius or anything, but she made people feel good about the way their house was going to look.”
She swallowed and continued, “Not so little, Ariel. Maybe I was overwhelmed by the number of friends they had, and my brother and sister had. I kind of avoided crowds, even though I also wanted people to like me the way they did the rest of my family.”
The words came pouring out. Perhaps it had been hard for her to keep so much hidden.
“Even as a little girl I knew they had ways of learning stuff I couldn’t use. I somehow thought they could teach me the secret of having everyone at a party love me without my being overwhelmed or feeling shy. When I was old enough I begged to get the nannies early, but it’s not usually medically recommended, and my dad was especially against it. By the time I was safely a year past puberty I had turned fourteen, and it seemed to me I had waited forever.
“I wanted … I had natural talent. A few years later I was awarded a scholarship.”
What was she still keeping secret, hidden in that pause? She had suddenly ended her detailed autobiography at the age of fourteen. Brett started to ask but Ariel spoke first. “So now tell me your secrets.”
Brett opened his mouth to protest he didn’t have any personal secrets, just a few things that weren’t fun to talk about. It would be a relief though, to talk with someone about the past, to have one person who really knew him.
Brett began, “I don’t remember my father. Don’t even know if he saw me after I was born, or if he had already disappeared. My mother never talked about him.
“Things must have been pretty desperate then. I’m sure there were plenty of excuses for her drinking and drugs, but sometimes when I see a newborn baby, I think it’s so wonderful, should be enough to bring anyone hope. Even I must have been wonderful.
“It didn’t seem that way to her. Anyway, I ran away when I was twelve.



Chapter 16
 
As he headed down the vacant corridor towards the VR conference room, Brett refrained from dancing and singing. No witnesses stood nearby, but he didn’t want to get into the habit. Somehow he hoped to take Ariel home with him. But regardless, he rejoiced in his part of her decision to dump Michael.
Best to keep the events of the past couple of weeks quiet. Otherwise half his chain of command would be reminded he was not a typical ambassadorial assistant, and the other half would hatch manipulative schemes. As for the Oceanians, except for Ariel, it wasn’t their business.
Even the prospect of another long session in the VR conference room seated in the metal chair couldn’t spoil his mood, though he did a few stretches before seating himself. Having set up this meeting was another small triumph for Brett, though he would have preferred spending one of the last days of the Oceanian summer with Ariel.
He wouldn’t try and reschedule after all the work he had put in. Senator Peterson’s request that Brett speak with his son hadn’t proved easy. Young Gregory Peterson guarded his privacy, and his address wasn’t publicly available. Initially, the best Brett could do involved sending him messages, without even any assurance that the messages were read or received.
Brett unclipped the computer from his belt and put it on the slice of conference table in front of him. Rather than showing the time, it was counting down the minutes and seconds until the moment when Gregory had agreed to meet with him.
Brett trusted Senator Peterson and remained certain that the man put his duty foremost. His request to Brett had been purely personal, and any private annoyance the Senator felt at Oceanian intransigence would not affect major issues of war and peace. Yet Brett’s respect for Ambassador Williams had grown, despite the initial bad impression the man had made and the cautions from the Senator. Following Williams’ advice, Brett had worked harder to get in touch with Gregory.
Under Oceanian law, the man was entitled to his privacy, and to read or not read his messages as he chose. With advice from Ambassador Williams, Brett had managed to explain the importance of the situation to the Oceanian Ambassador Nocker, without offending Oceanian pride by suggesting that since the Space Force could crush them like eggshells, they should forget their silly little laws.
No, Brett had no desire to break Oceanian laws, or even bend them. If Gregory didn’t want to communicate, make his address available, or even reply to messages from anyone involved with his father, that was that. Brett merely had to make sure the messages had been received, so that Gregory could make an informed decision as to whether he wished to reply to them, or even finish reading them.
How could they establish a protocol to make sure that Gregory had correctly received messages he didn’t want to read? Brett could work on it as long as necessary. Oddly enough, after several rounds of negotiation through intermediaries, Gregory himself had suggested they could have a short conference, under circumstances which would make Brett unable to track him down further. In return Brett would accept that all the messages had been received accurately, and bother him no further.
The computer had counted down to one minute and seventeen seconds. Brett seated himself and put the glasses on. His pie slice of conference table became part of a whole table, but the metal chair was still empty. Brett wouldn’t miss any clues to be seen in the first split second after Gregory’s appearance.
At the scheduled time, a body materialized in the chair. Gregory was on the chair, but not in the right position to sit there comfortably. Gregory might not see a virtual conference room at all. Was he slouching, or leaning back on a bed or couch? What else was Gregory’s software concealing?
“Thank you for agreeing to communicate with me, Mr. Peters.”
Gregory replied, “You’ve been, uh, persistent. You’re good at persuading people to give me messages. I decided talking to you would be less of a nuisance.”
The voice was surly and resentful, matching the words, seeming too petulant for a twenty five year old man. Brett deemed it genuine. Gregory had no real motive to sound artificially childish.
The boy-man Brett faced wasn’t especially muscular or handsome, but the casual neatness jarred slightly. It might conceal nothing more than a lazy fellow who hung around in his underwear all day.
Motions of the mouth and face exactly matched the words and looked natural, which was rather hard to fake in real time. Brett would pay attention to the facial expressions, which might be real.
Brett spoke before his subject could become impatient.
“I don’t work for your father.”
“So you’re saying you wouldn’t take me back if you could?”
Brett would have cheerfully shoved the little smart ass in a box and shipped him home as cargo. He didn’t feel like lying about it.
“I’m not thinking about it, since you’ve cleverly arranged circumstances to make it impossible. Since you’re here, I assume you don’t mind helping me out provided it doesn’t cost you anything. I’d appreciate if you’d start by telling me why you decided to come to Oceania.”
Gregory scowled. “Why? I could just leave. You couldn’t trace me.”
Brett knew this to be true, after unsuccessful attempts to make it otherwise. Brett repressed all traces of his annoyance. “You’re right. That was a silly way for me to start. Tell me what the best place to begin would be.”
“I guess we could start with my deciding to come here. I have nothing to be ashamed of.”
Did Gregory have a secret to deny, hopefully of more than personal interest? Or did he merely refer to the fact that most people from home believed those who emigrated to Oceania and voluntarily put little machines in their veins had something wrong with them? Either way, Brett would make no mention of the childish behavior, of having agreed to the conference and then arguing with Brett over where to begin, then repeating Brett’s suggestion because Gregory had no better ideas.
The boy finally got started. “Nothing I’ve ever done had been good enough for my father. For a long time I didn’t know if I wanted to become rich or famous or powerful, but I didn’t really want any of those. All I’ve really ever wanted is to get away from the shouting and demands. Him and his damn espionage fiction! You’d think a politician wouldn’t romanticize it so much. He talked about political horse trading and corporate donors often enough.
“I admit I had the wrong idea when I came to this world. I sort of thought you just came and got absorbed into a planetary supermind, something like enlightenment but without all the meditating. That’s hard too, you know.”
“Most things worth doing are,” Brett thought but did not say. The kid must really enjoy complaining about his father. He had gone from complete refusal to speak to making personal confidences in a couple of minutes.
Brett resumed the conversation. “I’m sure it is. Please continue.”
Gregory did. “Apparently it’s not like that. It’s more like getting a double Masters degree in neurology and cybernetic computing if you want to pull your weight. A few people with useful specialized knowledge can get intensive assistance.
“I got over it. My work doesn’t pay that much, but I have friends, and this is a nice place to live, and nobody bothers me or wants to know why I’m not like my father. Go ahead and tell me how impressed you are with my lack of ambition.”
Brett was momentarily silent. Why would Gregory invent all these things about his father? Had Brett misjudged Peterson entirely? The Senator’s determination still inspired Brett’s trust. He decided to reserve judgment, but he had nothing to gain by criticizing Gregory, and the fellow might possibly be useful in the future if he abstained. “You have what you want and you don’t kid yourself. Good for you.”
Oddly enough, Gregory seemed slightly let down. “Telling you this isn’t going to be as much fun as I expected, but you still ought to know. One thing I do is follow political and entertainment gossip.”
Brett didn’t stop listening, but he wasn’t interested in gossip. Maybe it would give him a key to getting something useful out of Gregory later.
Gregory continued. “Many people are occasional participants in the Oceanian supermind, but only a few do so consistently. These are specially trained, in some ways some of the most important people on the planet. These people are called Neurons with capital N’s.”
Brett’s attention quickened slightly. This might possibly be useful, although it didn’t seem related to celebrity gossip.
The Senator’s son said, “One of the most important of the young generation of Neurons is Ariel Lilac. She’s sort of a celebrity.”
Muriel had mentioned something about her playing an important role – hadn’t she? She didn’t have an entourage though. The ball where he had met her had probably been mostly rich or famous or powerful people, but still. She would have told him … she had suggested a relationship wouldn’t be a good idea for him … but when he had -”
Gregory continued, “For awhile she was in a romantic relationship with Michael Waterborne …”
Hopefully Brett’s appearance in the gossip columns wouldn’t have a negative impact on negotiations. Ariel had probably assumed Brett understood what he was getting involved with. In retrospect several conversations now made more sense. Brett hadn’t even asked Ariel not to tell her friends.
Gregory finished speaking, “- a politician who currently holds no elective office, but is very popular with the anti Federalist wing of the opposition party.”
Brett began to have a bad feeling.
Gregory was on a roll. “On Oceania amateur paparazzi don’t need a recording device. Memories can be bought and sold. As a rule Ariel Lilac is careful in her choice of friends, and manages to preserve her privacy except for a few memories of casual acquaintances or short conversations. Although most traces of the originator have been removed from the memories in circulation, some suspect Michael Waterborne due to the initial, ah, slant on the Federalist Space Force Major who -”
“Oh Shit,” Brett said aloud involuntarily. Not good technique in questioning the subject, but barely significant beside his other screw-ups.
What had he done? Although he had been primarily selected because of his neurological knowledge and as a counterweight to Williams, he had been given a diplomatic briefing. Clearly it hadn’t taken. He had turned a politician opposed to compromise into a personal enemy.
What had he done?



Chapter 16
 
Brett could detect movement from the steady breeze, though he couldn’t tell by looking at the ocean far below. Sunlight glinted off the ever shifting swells and waves.
He and Ariel lounged in deck chairs. Above them floated the giant multi-chambered helium balloon of the dirigible. Ariel wore a loosely woven dress that protected her from the sun while letting cool air circulate.
She lifted her head and told him, “This is the most efficient means of travel ever invented.”
Brett considered. It wasn’t fast enough to be efficient in terms of time. Energy then? There was an engine pushing them forward, and sailing would have required no power at all.
“OK, I give up. How do you figure that?”
She replied, “We’re traveling for pleasure, and this form of transportation has the highest pleasure per hour, and pleasure per mile, of any I’ve tried.”
Brett nodded agreement. He had told his superiors he was taking time to practice with the Oceanian nannies, and it was true, but he wasn’t sure this trip optimized his hourly learning rate. On the other hand, he didn’t care.
For awhile the silence resumed. Then Ariel spoke in a drowsy murmur. “Are you still worried about having your individuality stolen somehow?”
Sometimes he was. He sent a daily diary of both what he learned and his ideas and thinking to Barr. The Colonel would follow the changes in his opinions, and look for anything suspicious.
Contrary fellow that Brett was, the act of continuous scrutiny made itself seem paranoid and silly.
He answered frivolously. “That was the other Brett. I was born when his soul got stolen. I’m gonna kick his ass if he tries to return, and these here nannies are going to help me. It’s like the night I was kidnapped and replaced by an exact duplicate with the same memories. I rigged a camera and alarm system in case he tried to sneak back and get rid of me.”
Brett’s other concerns seemed increasingly unlikely as well. Michael had nothing to gain by making a public fuss – least of all Ariel. Nothing of his private life had come up in negotiations so far, and what would be the point of saving it for a surprise?
Ariel laughed. “Good for you. So, no more fears and no regrets?”
Brett was feeling very relaxed now, not in the mood for worries, but some things he needed to talk about. “A couple of days ago I started wondering why I had been so scared of the nanny infusion beforehand when I knew so little about it. I became aware of some possible answers, Oceanian theories about psychological reasons for certain fears.”
Ariel nodded. “Exactly. You’re doing very well on verbal learning now, and you automatically become aware of whole new worlds of knowledge available on subjects you’ve just begun to think about.”
Brett continued, “It’s not like brainwashing, I’m aware that they’re all theories, and if I’m interested I need to research them.”
Ariel responded to his tone. “Since you need to say it’s not like brainwashing, you think it could be.”
Brett agreed. “Even with all I’ve learned about safeguards, multiple people who don’t know each other and have incentives to find errors in each others’ work, it could.”
Ariel waited for him to continue.
“What about errors everyone agrees on? History is full of societies which agree on ‘facts’ that are wrong.”
Ariel furrowed her brow in thought a moment before responding. “Most without nannies to directly transfer wrong ideas.”
She was right but also wrong. They hadn’t quite touched the core of what was bothering him.
“Ariel, what’s it like to be part of the overmind?”
She frowned, perhaps choosing her words. “It can be absorbing, but it’s not something that happens to you like getting eaten, it’s something that you do.”
“But you’re less aware of yourself as an individual while you participate?”
She nodded. “In some ways.”
“You have gaps in your memory?”
She held up a hand as if to slow him down. “Sure, but it’s not sinister or anything. The supermind uses all our knowledge, and some things have to be forgotten for privacy’s sake. I explained how the brain is stimulated to make chemicals that inhibit memory.”
Seeing Ariel before him, more human and alive than anyone he had ever known, was almost enough to dispel his fears. Yet what he had seen on Roundhouse was still seared into his brain. On the point of asking Ariel about it, he asked himself instead.
In a blimp above the ocean, he hovered far from any major data hubs. It took several seconds for any answers to pop into his brain. Some Oceanian historians did blame Oceanian technology for what had happened on Roundhouse. He would study them when his trip was ended. There would be yet another negotiating session after he got back, but he would work it in afterwards.
The day was still beautiful, but Brett was no longer at peace.



Chapter 17
 
Brett finished his last bite of Sunflare fish. He resisted the impulse to order dessert, since the other three men had only ordered wine.
Brett now knew the name of this restaurant, the Aerie. It was the same place where he and Williams had met Ambassador Nocker and his assistant Ames shortly after arriving on Oceania, and for all subsequent negotiations. They had the best table in one of the best restaurants on the planet, and they didn’t even order food. Talk about conspicuous consumption. Sure there was plenty to talk about, but it got pretty repetitive, and Brett had decided to order lunch in fairness to the management.
The weather had cooled, and presumably the bird clinging to the outside of the screen was migrating from somewhere to somewhere else. Was it really Fall already? The Oceanian year was a tiny bit shorter than back home, but that would still mean they had been here almost six months. The time available to avert war was running out. In a sense they were literally where they had started. This was the same screened porch where negotiations had started. The seating might even be the same, with Brett next to his boss Williams and across from Ambassador Nocker and Ames.
Williams told Nocker and Ames, “We believe you. We just need more to take back to our government.”
The little bird was red with black markings on its head. It was worrying at the edge where two screens joined with its beak.
Nocker moistened his lips with wine before replying. “No other supermind was ever instrumental in a war crime. I can assure you the conditions were specific to Roundhouse.”
That unproven assurance wouldn’t do. Although there was only beer and wine on the table, the bird struggled tenaciously. Tired of futile talk, Brett stood up and said, “Excuse me while I stretch my legs.”
Ames said, “That’s a Drinking Bird. Careful not to let it in.”
Brett could see why it was called a Drinking Bird. The black patch around the eye and the black triangular shape on the head gave it a rakish appearance, almost as if it wore a piratical eye patch and hat.
Behind Brett, Williams pointed out, “If you understand what happened you should be able to tell us about it – and if you don’t, it’s difficult to see how you can be completely certain it won’t repeat.”
Brett agreed with the words though not the tone. Williams didn’t sound impatient, or even deliberately patient, but as if he were saying it for the first time. Williams’ phobia about close contact with the bearers of nanotechnology seemed to be in remission; it was as if the other three were experts in a precise mincing dance which Brett could not perform, a dance which was no longer sufficient, a dance for which there was no more time. Brett felt a kinship with the bird in front of him. They were both unsubtle, but direct, persistent, and determined.
“Don’t open the screen or the bird will come in,” Nocker advised, perhaps not having heard Ames’ previous caution to that effect.
Brett didn’t see that the little bird flying around could make negotiations any slower. Maybe it would shake things up. His main concern was that the bird might be bored to death.
Brett slid aside one of the screens and the bird flew in. It didn’t fly around aimlessly but headed directly for the rim of Brett’s mug and began drinking beer rapidly. Surprised, Brett returned to his seat.
Nocker addressed Brett with a tone which was distinctly cool. “I see you’ve learned about some of the descendents of Earth fauna which have evolved to fill specialized niches on Oceania.”
Brett nodded, but he knew little about them.
“Soon I’m sure you’ll learn something about our culture too. We’re not all Lifists, but the idea of not killing pointlessly is engrained deeply. Some even consider Drinking Birds lucky. Children who find killing them an amusing game are usually considered distasteful.”
Brett didn’t quite understand how this involved him. “What?”
Nocker replied in a tone of determined patience none of the diplomats had used earlier, as if explaining something Brett only pretended not to know. “Drinking Birds often subsist on partially fermented fruit that has fallen from the tree. Liquid alcohol goes through their system much faster. When the drunk and hyperactive bird manages to get out through the open screen, it will bash its brains out flying into various obstacles – unless it manages to get high enough to die from the fall.”
Brett had to strangle a feeling that Nocker, or life in general, was being unfair. The Oceanians could hardly be blamed for his own misconstrual of their advice. Apparently Nocker was able to read the sincerity of his dismay, because his voice was softer when he continued.
“My fault then for assuming you understood – though I don’t know quite why you let the bird in anyway. It’s too fast to catch, even flying unsteadily, so there’s nothing we can do now. They breed fast, and thousands die every year.”
Brett couldn’t explain why this so dismayed him. Yet Nocker seemed to understand. “In that case there is one last resort. Close the screen if you will, the bird is already drunk.”
Brett complied. Nocker pulled a flexible cap out of his pocket. Neither of the Oceanians wore them so as to put their negotiating partners at ease. A few moments later several waiters and busboys rushed in. One actually had a net almost suited to the task at hand, others made do with colanders or bread baskets. The Drinking Bird flew fast and erratically, bumping its head as predicted, but there wasn’t enough space for it to build up too much speed. Even so it would have been uncatchable if not for the fact that the pursuit was crowded into such a small space.
A curly haired busboy triumphantly imprisoned it in a breadbasket, which he slid face down on the table with a little dish of water underneath so the bird didn’t dehydrate while sobering up.
Brett remarked with astonishment, “The service is excellent here.”
Before leading the others out, the taller waiter told Brett, “It’s our pleasure to serve you.”
Nocker said, “The ‘Aerie’ is playing a key role in the history of our world by hosting the negotiations where we convince you there is nothing to fear from our technology, and that your economy in fact benefits indirectly from it. Even capturing the little bird is a privilege for them, though you needn’t feel obliged to let any more in today.”
Brett took a deep breath, uncertain what to dispute first. It was Williams who spoke. “Perhaps we could view these discussions as a forum where each side discovers it can make concessions which formerly seemed unpalatable.”
Unfortunately there weren’t many concessions the Federalist Worlds could afford to make, given what was at risk.
Nocker sounded almost conciliatory. “Some Lifists believe each of us has an animal self somewhere in the world. Perhaps the Drinking Bird is yours. They can migrate long distances, sometimes individually rather than in flocks. Intrepid, wouldn’t you say?”
A waiter silently placed another mug of beer in front of Brett. Brett drank and wondered at this unexpected recognition of his finer qualities.
Nocker continued, “Sometimes they mate for life, sometimes not.”
Brett was glad the mug hid much of his face, although presumably Nocker wasn’t alluding to his personal life. Surely Oceanian gossip columnists and their equivalents had forgotten him by now.
“They are infinitely more than birds that fly out of the stratosphere, involve themselves in things they don’t understand, and leave a mess on the table.”
Brett almost choked on his beer. Unfortunately the bird had just made a mess on the tablecloth. Brett tried to think of a witty reply to puncture Nocker with. “I think it’s most unchivalrous of you to engage in a battle of wits with an unarmed opponent.”
Not original, but self deprecatory humor was better than nothing.
Nocker smiled an acknowledgement and continued. “Perhaps I’ve misconstrued your, um, direct manner of speech. I’m aware you’ve found the courage to do something the vast majority of your compatriots would not have, and I do believe it will ultimately help us greatly.”
The words sounded good, but Brett’s infusion could hardly make them more willing to drop the technology. So Nocker must still be hoping the Federalist Worlds would become reconciled to it. Brett refused to become distracted.
“That’s me, dumb but brave,” he said amiably. “You know, every assumption I’ve made about this planet since I’ve been here has been wrong. I’m going to prospect for uranium by studying geological surveys, and when I’m sure I’ve found the perfect place, mine somewhere else. Now to me it seems obvious that if you could prove there was no danger of the tragic events on Roundhouse being repeated elsewhere, you would do so at all costs.”
Brett saw the anger on Nocker’s face, and headed off a distracting argument by saying immediately, “So everything that seems obvious to me always turns out to be wrong. You have the proof. You can’t or won’t give it. Does anyone in the Federalist Worlds have this evidence as well?”
Although he was watching Nocker, out of the corner of his eye he saw Ames hesitate a moment then nod his head a fraction of an inch. It had to be coincidence.
Brett asked, “Better yet, do you think anyone with my task force might know anything about it?”
This time there was no mistake, Ames hesitated a moment, either uncertain of the answer or hesitating to give it, then nodded his head a fraction. Could it be the Oceanian delegation was at cross purposes?
So someone knew …and hadn’t told! Brett needed to phrase his next question carefully. Much was on the line.
“Just hypothetically, if –”
Nocker interrupted. “I think you know we can’t answer these questions. I need to have a conference with my associate.”
The bastard had guessed his colleague was cooperating. Damn.



Chapter 18
 
Brett knocked on Williams’ door with a cheery rat-tat-tat. Finally there would be progress.
He didn’t really need to report to Williams, whom he considered his superior in name only. Might as well be magnanimous though.
“Come in.”
As the door opened, Williams glanced at the chair on the visitor’s side of the rosewood desk. “And have a seat.”
Williams hadn’t finished his coffee, and there was still a little sleep in his eyes. Clearly not an early bird, though he sounded alert enough. “Good morning Brett. Any news?”
So Williams had noted the lack of recent progress. Brett started small, saving the best for last. “Today I’m going to practice learning verbal knowledge. After that I’ll be about as good with the nannies as an average Oceanian.”
Williams smiled. “Great. Lots of Oceanians think Federalists have an unreasoning fear, and you’re certainly helping.”
Brett continued. “I’m going to be reading an Oceanian history of Roundhouse. Understandably enough, some Oceanians find it difficult to accept the fact that the overmind built with their technology was responsible for what happened on Roundhouse. This guy thinks differently, and he’s a reputed historian.”
Williams lifted his head, and his eyes widened. “The book isn’t called ‘Alexander and His Mother’, is it?”
“You’ve heard of it?”
“Brett, be careful. You’re not the first one to hear about open intelligence. I think you’ll learn some useful things, but remember that the people above you already know them.”
What a peculiar reaction. Brett shrugged. “OK, thanks for being concerned. See you tonight.”
Brett didn’t dwell on the strangeness. He’d be seeing Ariel soon.
Brett asked dubiously, “So this building is called a library?”
Ariel nodded. “Is that a difficult concept?”
Brett shook his head. “Heck no. A huge warehouse full of books, user searchable, with a reading room attached. Should I ask why they aren’t available electronically all over the planet, or why people come here even though they are?”
Actually it was a rather pleasant place. The table was polished to a high gloss. The chairs were not entirely comfortable, despite a depression shaped vaguely like the human fundament carved into the seat. The seat kept the occupant alert. A breeze blew through the open windows on either side.
A teenage boy in a brown uniform placed a heavy book in front of Brett. He hurried off before he could be thanked.
The leather tome showed signs of wear. He asked, “Have a lot of people been studying the history of Roundhouse lately?”
It seemed natural enough, considering Oceanian involvement in recent events there, but Brett looked again, and amended his question. “They wouldn’t all turn the pages the same way, putting their fingers in the same spot on the edge. I wonder if someone recently wrote a thesis on this.”
“Maybe, but printing books that look used has become fashionable. Anyhow, reading a physical volume can be an anchor to help the nannies feed you knowledge. Try it out.”
Brett studied the cover. It was more garish than he would have expected of a scholarly history. The gigantic woman on the cover was familiar: the symbolic goddess Oceania. The artist had made her easily recognizable, yet with coarse and domineering features. She placed her hand on the head of another figure, as if giving a blessing. The other man had a brutal face, with a sloping forehead and a sneer. He carried a bloody sword and was dressed in anachronistic armor.
Never having been enthusiastic about long winded historical volumes full of footnotes, Brett was surprised how easily he became involved in this one – although the first few chapters were old history indeed. Few truly ancient records survived from the days the Octoids had maintained colonies of that useful servant species Humanity on some of their worlds. When the Octoid Empire had broken apart in civil war, humans had at first been treated more like valuable property to be captured than enemies. Over the millennia, as Octoids had killed each other, humans had taken over much of Roundhouse, the remaining Octoids reduced to allying with some human nations against others. But even for humanity, the situation was not ideal. Civilizations rose and fell as populations reached unsustainable levels and nations collapsed into anarchy. Each time more and more of the conveniently reachable fossil fuel was used up.
Brett looked up and stretched. “This is good stuff, but it would take me months to read it. Can’t the nannies help?”
Ariel glanced at the pages under his left hand. “You read a lot in the past forty minutes.”
It had to be a lot longer than that, but the computer on his belt agreed. He must have been turning pages without reading them. Then he recounted to himself a few of the different Human and Octoid factions he had read about, surprised by his retention.
“OK, you convinced me.”
She winked at him and continued reading. Brett stood up, stretched a few more muscles, and did the same.
For most of the last five hundred years, ‘modern’ times, the planet had been divided into two large alliances. Brett settled for thinking of one as the Eastern alliance and one as the Western alliance. The Western alliance included the remaining Octoids on the planet. Every thirty or forty years, war would engulf much of the planet. Large scale atrocities were perpetrated against civilian populations to avenge atrocities from previous wars, or in hope of cowing populations into perpetual submission, or in attempts at total extermination.
Then the Federalist Worlds had reached Roundhouse. As they had done on previous worlds, they offered membership. Because of their economic status, their payment was only token. Institutions were forged and treaties signed. If civil war broke out on that world again, Space Force ships would return to punish the aggressor. Technological aid and trade were offered as well, but the planet was in a trap. The richest could afford off world technology, making it very hard to rebuild intermediate technologies that were stepping stones to the top.
Oceanian nanotechnology seemingly offered an answer for this, but the ugly scars that lay under the surface hadn’t healed. Some opposed its use entirely, including the Octoids whose brains were radically different from human, and feared they would suffer in the long term from a system that excluded them. War broke out again, and ancient horrors were avenged with new ones. When the Space Force returned, peace was restored. Yet to kill all the leaders on both sides involved in war crimes, along with the civilians who had enthusiastically supported their government, would have started the war anew. Many crimes were blamed on the hive mind, although those who joined had sometimes expressed their intentions even before doing so.
The Federalist Worlds and the Space Marines were portrayed in glowing terms, and the author seemed to have something against his own world. The Space Force in particular was shown with complete fairness. Still something bothered Brett. The book blamed Oceania for what had occurred. The author was aware of the idea that the overmind somehow controlled humans as pawns, and even spoke sympathetically of the reasons for it, but didn’t think it worth the bother of refuting.
Brett stopped reading. His stomach rumbled. It had to be too early for dinner, but it wasn’t. He had almost finished the first section, after which various factors were explored in more detail.
Ariel had heard his stomach growl. “I take it the spirit is willing, but the flesh is stronger?”
Mildly stung by the macerated quote, Brett shook his head. “Nobody but us intellectuals here. I wouldn’t dream of taking you away from all this and dragging you out to dinner.”
Knowing Ariel must be getting hungry as well he said, “Let’s have some intellectual conversation instead. Have you read this?”
His hand waved towards the book before him.
Ariel replied, “As a matter of fact I have. The author is allergic to nannies, and somewhat embittered about the difficulty of living in our society as a result.”
Brett hadn’t wondered about the man’s attitude, but as soon as Ariel spoke he knew her words were true. He also knew where he could go to do more research, but the basic facts were undisputed.
Perhaps that had been the inspiration that had enabled the man to transcend his cultural background. Brett continued before Ariel could change the subject by suggesting the historian was unreasonably biased. “The only thing he doesn’t do is explore the possibility that Alexander became more powerful than the people who had created him.”
The Roundhouse overmind had named itself Alexander. Brett now understood the cover of his book, and appreciated the irony of symbolizing the Roundhouse overmind by its ancient namesake, and making it the ‘son’ of the sea goddess used to symbolize the Oceanian overmind.
Ariel shrugged. “If you keep reading that you’ll learn more about how the system on Roundhouse worked. But you already know something about Oceania. Most of an overmind consists of the brains that make it up, and they have to work hard to maintain it. People may do things they wouldn’t ordinarily do defending something they consider greater than themselves, but they’re still responsible for what they do. Our technology is a tool that enables them to work together.”
It seemed so obviously true that for a moment Brett wondered how he could ever have suspected otherwise.
For a moment.
How much did he really know, apart from what the Oceanians had taught him? If there was a trick, it was subtle. On any controversial issue he learned about via the overmind, he always knew there were different sides, and where he could learn more about them all. The very fact that he felt so trusting was itself suspicious.
Brett wanted to resist the waves of paranoia rolling into his brain, but he wasn’t quite sure it was paranoia. He only had one question: how could all this be done to him without Ariel knowing?
He didn’t want to believe the blindingly obvious answer that came to him, but the fact that he had never considered it even briefly was damning. He had been so eager to think of Ariel as a victim of the supermind, because he was attracted to her, and because of his feelings about Michael. If she had helped entrap him, was it knowing or unknowing?
“Brett, what’s wrong?”
Would a verbal explanation be the specific feedback they needed to understand what was passing though his brain – and how to ‘fix’ it? From his mouth to her brain, processed by the nanotech mind, would transmit (what?) to his brain directly. He wasn’t quite certain enough to speak the words that would wound or shatter Ariel’s trust forever.
“Ariel, I have to go.”
“What about dinner?”
“I’m sorry. I’m not… feeling well.”
“Do you need a doctor?”
He damned well didn’t need an Oceanian doctor. He couldn’t claim he would see a military doctor, since she knew most of their staff had been withdrawn. “I just need to lie down a bit in my own bed.”
He added the last phrase so she wouldn’t offer an invitation which would have been very welcome even an hour ago.
“Let me walk you home then.”
The embassy was only a couple of blocks away from the tube station, but he certainly would have made the same offer if the situation were reversed.
“No, I need to be alone.”
He got up and walked away from the expression of bewilderment and hurt on her face. Either Ariel was an amazing actress, or she didn’t know what he was thinking.
The short trip back to the embassy got him physically away from Ariel, but it didn’t get him away from the nanomachines in his bloodstream, or even distance in any meaningful sense from the supermind to which they connected him. Suddenly Brett ripped the cap off his head. Why hadn’t he thought of that earlier? Maybe because he was so upset? Maybe.
The virtual conference room was designed to be secure. Ship to surface communications were encrypted. More important from Brett’s point of view, his Oceanian equipment should be unable to transmit in and out. As Brett unclipped the Oceanian computer from his side, a simpler solution occurred to him. He decided not to smash the machine just yet though. He tossed the box and cap in a corner, as far from him as possible.
Brett sat down in the metal chair and took a deep breath. He had examined Oceanian technology on Roundhouse, and while they were a notch or two beyond the Federalist Worlds in some respects, there was no reason to imagine they could destroy the blockade whenever they took a fancy. Brett wouldn’t attribute layers and layers of secret knowledge to them, with even the technology Brett had examined as a simplistic blind. So he’d assume that the nannies couldn’t communicate more than a couple of inches outside his skull.
Which left only what had been conditioned into him during the months he’d carelessly used the cap and booster to worry about.
Brett took another deep breath. He decided to track down the source of his concern. ‘They’ controlled his brain well enough to delude him that Oceanian technology alone couldn’t explain what happened on Roundhouse, but not well enough to prevent his sudden realization, or somehow head if off. Possible, but it seemed less likely as he calmed down.
Was there another explanation for his reaction? Lydia and her bionic eye had made a lasting impression on him as a Lieutenant, but it was more than that. The Federalist Worlds had indeed been part of the war crimes trials and reconciliation commissions on Roundhouse. If what he had read was really true, Brett had been misled by his own government, at least by implication. Of course the information couldn’t be made public lest the war be restarted, but Brett’s work was directly related, and he could have been informed.
Of course he might have been conditioned… but that way madness lay. If his brain was no longer his own, there was no sense worrying about it.
There wasn’t anybody in this solar system Brett trusted more than Colonel Barr. The ship would be overhead right now. Even better, he was already in the virtual conference room. Probably Barr wouldn’t be, but it shouldn’t matter too much.
In a few moments Brett saw a conference room with a round table. Barr was slightly higher than he should have been, probably because he was at his desk instead of in a virtual conference room.
“Sorry to call you without an appointment, Colonel.”
At least Barr wasn’t one of those who experienced disorientation from using VR glasses without the paraphernalia of a virtual conference room.
“No problem, Major. What can I do for you?”
“I’ve been doing some open source intelligence work, trying to pick up clues about the nanomachines they might not want to teach me. I was studying the history of Roundhouse. I found a book that seemed likely to be free of propaganda, the author held Oceania responsible for what happened there. He insinuated that the war crimes trials made Alexander sound like more of an independent entity than he was, and less like a composite of the people who made him up. He implied this was done because so many important people were involved in the war crimes, giving them all what they deserved would have started the war again.”
Barr looked as if he were about to speak, but Brett swallowed and continued. He was having trouble putting this into words, and if he stopped he wouldn’t know quite how to start again. “At first it seemed obviously true, given what I’ve learned about the nanomachines. Then I started to realize how much I’d grown into the habit of accepting what they told me. Now I feel like I’m going crazy, I’m not sure if I can trust my own brain or not. If anything’s been classified secret I’m sure there’s a damned good reason, but I just need to know this.”
The Colonel frowned, and wrinkled his brow. “There are some things I have specific orders not to discuss.”
Brett replied, “Sir, under the circumstances could you try and speak directly to Senator Peterson? I don’t see how this information could have military applications, even if they got it from my mind.”
“I – I do have specific orders from him. I’m sorry Brett.”
“I understand Colonel,” Brett told him coldly, and broke the link.
So now there were two possibilities. There was a good strategic reason why what the Federalist Worlds knew about Roundhouse should be kept secret – or Brett had been misled by his superiors to foster his suspicion of Oceanian technology.
The idea that his brain had been so tampered with that he saw no holes in the idea that now seemed obvious made him feel ill, as if there were alien things inside him. He hadn’t thought of the nannies that way for quite awhile. The idea that his experiences on Roundhouse had been used to manipulate him by his own government was almost as bad, but he needed to know, or at least talk to someone he could trust.
There was nobody he could trust available to talk to him, nobody except the Ambassador. Brett’s stomach was empty but the thought of food made him queasy. It was a little late, but Williams would probably still be in his office.
Brett closed the door to the VR conference room. He had no desire to talk to Williams, but it was better than being alone, he felt as if he were going crazy. He remembered his earlier visit this morning, so much more optimistic.
His current knock was much more subdued. After he had settled in the chair in front of Williams’ desk, he wasn’t sure how to start. He really didn’t want to talk to Williams, but there was no one else.
Brett swallowed. “They’ve done stuff to my brain. How much I don’t know.”
The Ambassador’s eyes widened. “How certain are you?”
“I was supposed to start learning how to use the nannies for verbal knowledge.”
“What happened?”
Brett shook his head. “It seemed great at first. They can’t just download information into your brain, but you read a lot faster, experience better comprehension, remember a lot more.”
“But?”
“I found myself believing a little too easily.”
Williams leaned back and closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. “What do you mean? You must have doubts about something, or you wouldn’t be so agitated.”
Brett sat for a few moments, collecting his thoughts and putting them in order. “I was reading about Alexander, and led to conclude that the supermind is pretty much the sum of the people who make it up, and imagining an independent being was controlling them makes little sense. It seemed to fit very well with what I was reading, and what I’ve learned about how the technology works.”
“So they have enough control over your mind to prevent you from seeing flaws in this conclusion, but not enough to prevent you from deciding you were being manipulated?”
“It sounds funny when you put it that way,” Brett admitted.
Brett slumped back again. “Why was I so easily convinced? It felt like I was reading a book, only faster, and with better retention and understanding. If related knowledge came to me, I knew whose opinion it was and where I could read more about it. So it seemed.”
There was silence for a few moments. Williams started to speak, but Brett interrupted. “What have I done to my brain?”
Williams replied, “Maybe nothing.”
Brett remained wound up. “In which case my job is to try and bully this world into appeasing our fears – in a way that may cost them millions of lives. Failing that I help conquer them.”
Williams picked up the obsidian knight from the chessboard on his desk, toying with it. “So you’re also worried that the nanomachines aren’t deluding you.”
Brett wouldn’t have put it that way, but found it hard to argue. “It’s not just the horrible things I saw on Roundhouse, and the fact that I’ve spent much of the last ten years trying to prove the hive mind is a threat. Senator Peterson and the upper echelons of the Space Force would have had to know I was barking up the wrong tree – and not merely declined to inform me, but used my misinformation for their own purposes.”
Williams hesitated. “How badly do you want to know? I would hate for you to feel I had entrapped you into violating security regulations.”
That sounded promising. “Very badly.”
Williams unclipped his belt computer. He told it, “Direct line to Joyce.”
A few moments later he said, “Joyce? Got a minute?”
Belt computers didn’t have the range to reach the ship directly. Williams had to have a booster nearby.
Quiet stretched, but Williams seemed expectant, so Brett waited patiently. The silence wasn’t awkward, Brett felt a bit calmer. After about five minutes Joyce’s voice seemed to originate somewhere behind Williams’ desk. “Always glad to talk to you, but this is a busy day. Can it wait?”
Williams replied, “Brett and I can call back if we absolutely have to.”
Joyce sounded more interested. “Barr talked to Brett this morning. He seemed unhappy he couldn’t be more helpful. I guess it’s a good thing ship to ground communications are recorded and monitored, so temptation wasn’t too strong, huh?”
Brett had forgotten about that. Had Barr told her Brett’s question?
“I guess so. You said you’re busy.”
“Right.”
“I remember you used to like going out in a vacuum suit and communing with infinity.”
“I still do. I’ll be directly overhead in about three hours. Maybe I’ll go outside and wave to you. I’ll have earned a break by then.”
Was Joyce going through the ship’s radio? She had to be, she probably didn’t have her own in her cabin. It was presumably monitored too, but it was a pity Williams didn’t try and glean some kind of hint from her.
Instead Williams wound up the conversation. “I’m sure you will. Talk to you some other time.”
Williams glanced down at the box in his hands. “Three hours. Plenty of time to set up the tight beam laser receiver.”
Brett blinked, than grinned. “Nobody appreciates a devious mind more than me. Setting this up in advance shows a lot of foresight on your part. So she puts on a spacesuit and takes a little spacewalk? I take it she carries a little laser transmitter. How does she aim it?”
“It has maneuvering jets. She just lets it float free. Computers are amazing. We can wait until then, but I feel like we already know the answer.”
Brett found he agreed. “Me too. I really appreciate this. Mind if I ask you something else?”
“Go ahead.”
“When we met, and the first few times we worked together, you seemed hostile to the military in general and me in particular.”
Williams nodded. “Sorry about that. It was just – I should have been delighted to be made Ambassador, but the Senator made such a big deal about not trusting me, and wanting me to clear things through you. Also, I was nervous about being on the ground and risking infection from the micromachines, although they took another look at my tests and said what they called my neurosis wouldn’t get in the way. I know Dr. Casey and he said he could help me, so it was kind of a shock discovering he was being shuttled back up.”
Brett remembered being told to guide Williams. He had never wondered what Williams had been told about him. Brett said slowly, “So one of the diplomats has a phobia about the planet he’s negotiating with, while the other is famous for his lack of diplomacy. You could almost wonder if someone wanted us to fail.”
Williams replied, “The thought had occurred to me. That would also explain why we weren’t told certain things that might have made you a tiny bit more flexible, and perhaps deliberately set at loggerheads.”
It fit perfectly. There was plenty not to like here, but Brett grinned again. “So let’s look on the bright side. Normally, if you want to screw your superiors, you have to stick your nose out and do something wrong. We can do it by just following orders and working together.”
Brett stood up and leaned across the rosewood desk. “Let’s start over. Normally I’m a surly type. I do everything I can for the Space Force, but specialize in puncturing group think, which gives me the occasional opportunity to take superiors down a notch while doing exactly what I’ve been told. I’m so contrary that on this occasion I’d like us to be friends.”
Brett extended a hand and Williams took it. His grip was unexpectedly firm. Brett reseated himself.
“So Ambassador, what important things would you have told me if I weren’t so full of myself, and so ready to dismiss your knowledge and experience?”
“The Oceanian government may fall.”
Brett blinked. War had already started, after all they had been through? A surprise invasion? Somehow the Ambassadors tone did not quite fit such a disaster. He asked Williams, “Oceania is a parliamentary democracy, right?”
The other nodded, “Exactly.”
Not a monumental catastrophe. The largest coalition of politicians had lost some support. A different party would lead. Hopefully that would be a good thing.
Brett grinned. “Sounds like it should really stir things up. I guess people have finally realized that their government has to negotiate more seriously if they want the blockade lifted.”
A moment after he spoke, Brett recalled what he had just learned. Were his own governments’ demands really so reasonable?
Williams spoke shortly. “People are angry at their government for not speaking with the Federalist Worlds firmly enough.”
This time Brett’s grin felt stretched and artificial. “No problem. We were already prepared to get one government to be more reasonable, so what’s one more? Between the two of us we’ll kick ass.”
Williams almost managed to smile. “You’re good at keeping up team spirit in a tight spot.”



Chapter 19
 
Dinner was done. Ariel’s cook had disposed of the dishes and left. A basket of sticky pastries remained on the table in front of them for desert.
Ariel bit into one. When she had finished chewing Brett pointed out, “There’s icing on your nose.”
Instead of picking up a napkin, she stuck out her tongue, and curved it as far upward towards her nose as possible. Her pink tongue stretched and wiggled, but got nowhere near the target. Brett was in no hurry, and he waited several minutes before pointing out, “That’s not going to work.”
She replied, “It may not clean my nose, but it does get your attention!”
Brett laughed and nibbled on a pastry before speaking. “Sorry about acting so strangely the other day.”
“I know you have a lot on your mind. Want to talk about it?”
Reluctantly Brett shook his head. “I can’t.”
Ariel smiled. “In that case, all I can do is distract you.”
She took his hand, but didn’t lead him to the bedroom as he had expected. It was the black and white room with the computers, cables, and couches.
He said, “I might take a break from learning today. Maybe we could get some exercise.”
Ariel smiled. “I like that idea, but let’s do a new kind of exercise. Have you ever wondered what it would feel like to be a woman?”
Brett leaned back and thought, then gave a serious answer to her silly question. “I seem to recall being more interested in how certain women felt about me.”
“So you never wondered exactly how it felt to be the woman you touched?”
Brett replied, “Now that you mention it I wouldn’t mind knowing. I’m still not sure the question means anything though. I can’t know how it feels to be someone else, because when I’m someone else the person who knows how it feels isn’t ‘I.’”
Ariel shook her head from side to side. “You do realize that makes no sense.”
He answered. “How could it? Your question didn’t make sense, and you know it. Quit trying to stall until it’s too dark to go outside and move your cute little behind. I’m going to start gaining a lot of weight after all this eating if we don’t at least go for a walk.”
Ariel’s smile was smaller now, but more mysterious. “I said a new kind of exercise, and I meant it. My question isn’t meaningless in principle. We could have a brain transplant.”
“Yeah, right. I do hope there won’t be complications when we cut the spinal cord. Anyway, that wouldn’t help. I wouldn’t know how your body felt to you, just how my brain reacted to the signals from your nervous system.”
“Perhaps the nanotechnology could intercept signals from my nervous system, and transmit them to your brain, while canceling out the signals from your body.”
This sounded like a peculiar idea to Brett, but Ariel would scarcely bring it up if she didn’t know how to do it. He asked, “And how does exercise fit into this?”
She said, “You wouldn’t really know what it was like unless you could move and explore, would you?”
Brett stared at the frosting still dotting the tip of her nose. “Wouldn’t that feel really strange for you, having your body controlled by someone else?”
She had an answer for that too. “I would be connected to your body in the same fashion.”
There had to be problems with this. He answered slowly, “Would that even work? I mean, are your nerves and spinal cord so similar to mine that our brains would even understand each other’s body?”
She put her hands on his shoulders, lightly touching his neck with one finger from either side. “Those are very analytical questions Brett. So OK, various parts of my brain will communicate directly with various parts of your brain. Yes there will be slight delays in feeling and moving, but our brains compensate for that sort of thing automatically, so you don’t really notice unless you try to move very fast.”
Ariel removed her hands and backed up, standing just out of reach. Then she continued, “Instead you should be asking about the potential for enriching our relationship and deepening our mutual understanding.”
Brett nodded. “So we wouldn’t just be practicing a rather odd kink for the fun of it. Alrighty, then. I’m surprised I’ve never heard about this wondrous technique. There must be scads written about it.”
“Well … it’s illegal.”
He grinned. “I don’t suppose there are any drawbacks you haven’t mentioned yet? I mean, there’s no good reason for that law, is there?”
She inhaled and sat on one of the couches. “Well, people are real careful about anything involving both sex and nannies. A long time ago people used them for direct stimulation of the pleasure centers of the brain – but that was hundreds of years ago when the technology was very new.”
“Nobody does that now?”
Ariel responded, “Your box and your cap both have safeguards against it – even if you could get someone to write illegal software to do it.”
Brett nodded. “So the body switching is less illegal?”
“You could put it that way. As much as I admire your respect for Oceanian law, I don’t think we’re perfect. If you really want to do everything my government says, please start with something more substantial.”
Before Brett could ask what she meant by that, she stood up and started walking. Brett noticed she hadn’t taken off her high heeled shoes, as she usually did when she got home. She moved gracefully, but walking on the thick carpet with them must have been difficult. It gave her hips a rather nice sway.
She said, “I think you’re just nervous about having to walk in high heeled shoes. Don’t worry, I would never ask a man to do that.”
She sat down again and started to pull off her shoes. Lifting her dress out of the way as she did so showed her thighs, but only a brief glimpse of her panties.
Then she said, “There, all gone. Nothing to be frightened of.”
Brett grinned. “I was just getting ready to change my mind, but I don’t want to make it too easy. Wouldn’t want to take all the challenge out of leading me around by the nose.”
Ariel pulled her dress down and sighed. “I always wanted to be able to lead you by the nose.”
Despite the flippant words, her disappointment seemed genuine. Brett said, “Tell you what. Explain straight out the other reasons this is illegal and I’ll probably go along.”
She leaned forward hopefully. “Mostly minor injuries. People losing their balance, then making it worse by trying to catch themselves wrong. But we’ll be careful, won’t we?”
Brett considered asking about the injuries that weren’t minor, or why the other people hadn’t bothered to be careful. On the other hand, balance was a lot in Judo, and here lay a challenge that not many practitioners could have faced. He asked, “Have you ever done this before?”
He regretted the question as soon as he asked it. He didn’t want to hear about Michael. She shook her head, and he asked no more questions. She had agreed to be careful, and he would help her.
“So how do we get started?”
He put on the cap he had removed before dinner. One by one, he disabled safeguards, after receiving warnings they should only be overridden for medical or maintenance purposes. Ariel told him, “For the first fifteen or twenty minutes, don’t move. No need to worry about forgetting, you won’t want to. You’ll know when it’s OK.
They each lay down on a couch. Brett asked, “Do you think this would be easier if we undressed first?”
“Maybe, but not as much fun. Lean back and close your eyes.”
Brett endured the dizziness and nausea. Behind his eyelids he saw impossible colors. He heard noises that smelled wrong, couldn’t reach itches with a strange flavor. Eventually the mere thought of thinking no longer confused him, and it seemed he was as well adjusted as he would ever be.
Still keeping his eyes shut, Brett carefully lifted an arm. It didn’t feel lighter than his old arm, perhaps because that one had more muscles to do the lifting as well. He carefully did some stretches. When he lifted Ariel’s legs, he felt the hem of her dress fall on her (his now?) midriff, leaving her legs exposed up to her panties. He resisted an impulse to explore that further just yet.
When he opened her eyes, everything looked a little different, though it was hard to describe. Colors were sharper and brighter, but shapes and edges not so sharply defined. Probably the difference lay in his and Ariel’s occipital lobes rather than their physical eyes. After taking a moment to get used to it he found he could see well enough. Then he turned Ariel’s head.
Looking at himself was an odd experience, and the fact that his image wasn’t reversed as in a mirror was the least of it. Ariel had managed to prop his body against the side of the couch. Hopefully he didn’t look that awkward when in his own body. Other than that, it wasn’t too bad. The legs on his trousers were bunched up. His grey eyes watched himself eagerly, or Ariel, whoever.
He carefully stood up, becoming accustomed to the different balance. He took his first steps slowly but surely, finding his center of balance. Soon he was moving automatically, which was actually easier because it permitted parts of Ariel’s brain to resume the work they always did. Even not tripping over the dress became almost natural. It was a good thing he (she, whoever) had removed the high heels.
At first Brett wanted to do a little strip tease for Ariel, but he soon discovered that removing a dress from the inside wasn’t as easy as he had assumed. Dancing was soon forgotten. Ariel must look a sight, with the bottom of her dress covering her head while Brett struggled to get it off. He was reminded again how different the balance of this body was from his usual one, and paused a few moments to regain his poise.
He heard a deep masculine voice, somehow soothing despite the surface mockery. “Take it off baby! Shake it!”
Brett fought off disorientation from the sudden realization he was hearing his own voice from outside of his head.
Then the dress was off. What about the bra? The straps connected directly behind her. What the heck was that for? Brett had undressed women, but never watched one undress herself. It took a few minutes to recall seeing an old girlfriend from long ago dress herself in his presence. He could do that in reverse. Before starting, Brett looked over at his body – his usual one.
Ariel had slumped his body in an awkward posture, half sitting, half leaning on an arm. She was watching him (herself?) intently, but hadn’t moved much, and was still completely dressed. Brett was darned if he was going to do all the work.
He walked Ariel’s half naked body back and forth. It felt wrong somehow, until he realized he strode like a man instead of gliding like a woman. He stood completely still and closed his eyes, trying to visualize how Ariel walked when she was herself. He wondered if he could do a pirouette. His responses didn’t seem to be lagged, but presumably the brain edited that out. He found himself very aware of the uneven feeling of the thick carpet against the undersides of Ariel’s stocking clad feet. He opened his eyes and tried again, stumbled, but managed to catch himself on one of the couches.
Ariel applauded, clumsily at first. “As soon as you learn to do that backwards in high heels you’ll really know how to dance.”
He walked over to where he was reclining and carefully leaned over himself, using Ariel’s arms to hold her weight above his body. He bit himself on the neck, uncertain if Ariel would enjoy the sensation as much from his point of view as she usually did when he bit her neck.
He felt a phantom tingling in Ariel’s neck and was puzzled for a moment, but the reason was obvious. He was still himself, and the nannies weren’t canceling out the signals from his own nerves to his brain perfectly.
Apparently Ariel enjoyed the sensation, because she reached out to grab him. She hadn’t adjusted yet, and ended up knocking Brett’s forearm into the shoulder of the body he had borrowed rather hard. Somehow the muttered apology didn’t sound quite right in the deep bass voice she was now using.
Before Ariel could try again, Brett backed away. He sat Ariel’s body down on a couch up against an adjoining wall. He tried to make Ariel’s voice as alluring as possible. “All you need is a little practice, and you’ll be grabbing me in no time. Just warm up a few minutes first.”
Instead she stood up immediately. She didn’t seem to have much trouble at first, perhaps because his brain knew how to process the instruction to stand up. Then she began to flail around. Only when Ariel realized the balance felt wrong did her own brain interfere. She (or Brett) pitched face forward into the wall.
Although he felt the dull ache of his bleeding nose beneath the artificial mask of Ariel’s transferred sensations, for a confused moment he felt sorry for Ariel. Then he lay carefully on Ariel’s back so there would be no more accidents, and used the emergency override.
The shock of transition wasn’t as disorienting as he had feared – parts of his brain had known he was here all along, lying on the floor with a bleeding nose. Ariel helped him onto the bed and got him a towel. He leaned his head way back to help the bleeding stop. He spoke carefully not to interfere with clotting, but some things had to be said.
“This wasn’t quite what it was cracked up to be.”



Chapter 20
 
“The governing coalition of the Pan-Oceanian party has fallen. The Galactics have successfully put together a majority.”
Brett nodded. Williams had already warned him that the new government might be harder to deal with than the previous one. The chessboard was nowhere in evidence. One of these days he would convince Williams to move to an office with windows. He shouldn’t need the Ambassador to tell him about Oceanian politics. With his new hat and newer skills, he should have been tutoring Williams. In the week since he had completed his training, there had been the horrible day when he learned what his own government had kept from him, and the odd experiment with Ariel. At least his nose had stopped bleeding. He hadn’t found time, but should have made it.
As a parliamentary democracy Oceania might seem monolithic to the rest of the galaxy, but governing coalitions rose and fell. While the name Galactics sounded more cosmopolitan than Pan-Oceanian, Brett seemed to recall the Galactics had a history of being even less accommodating to the Federalist Worlds.
Brett asked tensely, “Have they given us some sort of ultimatum?”
Williams shook his head. “Oddly enough, what they want is a joint press conference. Normally that would be good news. You have a joint press conference to show people you’re one big happy family.”
“But?”
“Most of the local criticism of the Pan-Oceanian coalition has been about them not taking a hard enough line. It’s strange that the Galactic coalition should be so eager to show we’re all friends. The way it was set up is strange too. No negotiating about where and when, very little advance notice, just a polite invitation.”
Brett considered. While Williams didn’t leave the embassy more than the minimum his job required, Brett knew he read many Oceanian newspapers and magazines. He now respected Williams’ intuition. “What can we do? Say no?”
Williams shook his head. “That won’t help – and if they are sincere it might be counterproductive.”
“So we have to ask for more details.”
Williams shook his head again. “What can we ask? Basically we’re going to meet with the Oceanians in front of the media.”
The Ambassador slid a piece of paper across the desk. “How do we get here?”
Brett replied, “The short answer is we walk two blocks south and get in a pod. Then I think about where we’re going and we get out a few minutes later.”
“Sounds easy enough.”
“You’ve got me worried though. The hard part may come soon.”
They emerged in an outdoor plaza, near a big stage with a huge U-shaped table on it. They had been directed to a VIP pod station. Guards were right outside, ready to escort them up the steps. The crowd couldn’t all be members of the media. Some of them held cameras, which might not take video much better than the computer on Brett’s belt, but did make you think twice when the bearers asked you questions. The ones with eye implants were probably more professional, and on Oceania some people could actually sell their memories and perceptions. Eventually some videos would make their way off world. This might be a bigger deal than Brett had anticipated.
Brett and Williams seated themselves at the table. They had arrived at the time requested, but the only other people at the table were some functionaries at the far end. Williams seemed unhappy, and Brett really hoped it was just his discomfort around Oceanians. Seeking an explanation for the strange arrangements, he asked quietly, “Hurry up and wait?”
Williams shook his head. “I think it’s more than that.”
As if by prearrangement, people began climbing stairs to the podium from all sides. The seats next to them and across from them filled up rapidly. With a shock, Brett found himself sitting directly across from Michael Waterborne. What was he doing here? Brett had heard something about his role in politics, a member of a minority party – oh shit!
Before Brett could wonder how to deal with the awkward situation, a boy ran up beside his chair. He clearly didn’t belong here. Brett wondered how the youth had gotten past the heavy security and onto the stage. He might have been thirteen. His clothing gave Brett pause. It wasn’t a scouting uniform – more like a smaller copy of an Oceanian military uniform. The boy was too young to understand what such a uniform meant. Dressing him up as a play soldier was distasteful. Nobody else wore costumes.
When Brett looked away from the boy, he saw Michael had noticed his glance. Brett didn’t like the smile he saw. Brett held his face still.
Williams addressed himself to Michael. “This is not the event we were lead to expect. Maybe someone could find this young man’s parents?”
Brett grinned inwardly at what would have to be at least a minor embarrassment for the Oceanian organizers, but Michael seemed unfazed. “Please don’t go yet. Why don’t you listen to what we have to say first?”
Michael’s voice sounded … statesmanlike, and outwardly friendly. Had some change really occurred, or was this his public persona? Williams stopped moving. It would seem childish to insist on walking out immediately, and there could be little harm to merely listening.
There were more surprises in store. The teenager was the first to speak. “I see that you’ve noticed my uniform and it makes you uncomfortable, but I understand the Federalist Space Marines have always respected the laws of war wherever they go, even when they’ve had to study local variations. They’ve never willingly killed children – and neither have Oceanians.
“I have inoperable tumors throughout my brain. There are worlds you allow limited nanny capability for medical purposes, but they’re dependent on us for things that require economies of scale. Oceania will probably lose this capability in the aftermath of a strike on our Nanotechnological capability followed by a war against the occupation. We couldn’t forgo that if we wanted to. Militias would spring up independently.”
Whoever coached the kid had made the speech too complex to originate with a thirteen year old. Even so, the stunt made an impact.
“So I’d rather fight – but I’ll be in uniform. People won’t be turning their children into terrorists, so you don’t have to worry about kids out of uniform. If you see a few teenagers armed, only the ones in uniforms are part of the resistance.”
Despite awareness of manipulation, Brett felt sick. The sentiment sounded authentic. He sounded like a soldier ready to die. That part was no trick.
“We could transport you to Praisehim.”
“So you’re going to let them keep the nanotechnology they got from us as long as they don’t start a full fledged overmind? Anyway, the resources involved would save more lives if you use them right here, if only to finish your war more quickly. I don’t want to leave my family to the occupation to live safely in exile.”
Brett was silenced. His proposal could be cost effective only as a publicity stunt.
Williams tried to rescue him. “Young man, I believe you’re being manipulated for political purposes.”
The reply didn’t come from the youngster. When Michael spoke, his voice was deep and confident. “You’re certainly welcome to question him later.”
Michael turned from Williams to Brett. “Our technologies, like any technologies, have certain dangers associated with them. Have your investigations turned up evidence of dangers severe enough to nullify all the proven medical and economic benefits of our nanotechnology, yet so subtle that people must be prevented from making their own choices at a cost of millions of lives?”
Although the words had been directed at Brett, Williams answered. “Perhaps we will be more willing to share our observations when we know they will feed dialogue rather than a propaganda circus.”
“I wish you had expressed your desire for dialogue earlier. Much of value could have been learned. All we’ve heard from you is a series of escalating and unsatisfiable demands.”
Michael continued, his voice confident and resonant. “Gentlemen, if self interest lay behind your demands, we could negotiate. The problem is that the true driving force behind your aggression is fear, and that can be neither appeased nor negotiated away. All the concessions offered by the previous government were misguided, and since you refused a peace treaty based on them, those offers may properly be withdrawn.”
In his peripheral vision, Brett could see Williams was as stunned as he. The Federalists Worlds would find it almost impossible to back down with nothing to save face with. Much of their power depended on their threats being taken seriously, so they could use the twin weapons of force and threat of force to maintain an aura of invincibility. Oceania was almost forcing them to go to war.
Michael seemed unperturbed by their expressions. “My assessment may seem harsh, but Ambassador Williams, consider your own case. You’ve been as polite as possible. I’m aware that your selection for this post was a compromise between politicians representing Old York and other forces of your alliance not quite so eager for war, but can you tell me that even being in our presence doesn’t discomfort you?”
To make his point, he casually moved his hand as if to touch Williams’ arm where it lay on the table. Demoralized as he was, and without a moment to steel himself, Williams flinched away.
Michael turned politely to Brett. “Although you actually seem more comfortable presenting the Federalist hard line than does the Ambassador, you somehow don’t display the same visceral fear and loathing. While we’re glad you’ve enjoyed visiting our beautiful world, at times your activities have seemed almost frivolous considering that your alliance is considering starting a war that will turn it into a bloody battleground.”
If Michael had been elected he must be somewhat popular. How could Brett hope people would care about his side of the story about the seduction of Michael’s lover by an off-worlder? The sick feeling in Brett’s stomach intensified, although Michael hadn’t mentioned that explicitly. He met Michael’s eyes and spoke in a calm and friendly voice. “I certainly hope any personal feelings you might have about my frivolous behavior won’t get in the way of our working together to prevent the worst case outcome you seem to be referring to.”
“Certainly not. An emotional negotiating partner who balked at reasonable requests might well take offense and construe certain behaviors as a personal insult – or an insult to their government or world. Since we’re the rational ones here, we’ll do everything possible to help you salvage your pride as you withdraw, but undefined fear is a bottomless pit that cannot be filled.”
He was clever in some ways but stupid in others. The open statement that any concessions were solely to salvage Federalist pride as they backed down would of course make withdrawal more difficult. Yet this encounter had clearly been discussed in advance. So many diplomats had missed the obvious. Or had they?
Fortunately, the Ambassador was ready to speak while Brett was still thinking through the situation. “Fear itself is not always a bad thing. It can help avoid disaster.”
“Rational fears can lead to precautions, yes. Your irrational fears cannot.
“Even if we could accept your terms, history shows the permanent suppression of useful new technologies, once discovered, is impossible. If we don’t explore it, someone less ideologically friendly to the Federalist alliance will, human or otherwise. If they could be suppressed, for humanity to stick their heads in the sand, fearing they know not what, would still harm our collective spirit.”
The man was quite a talker. Brett noticed the clever use of one undefined long term fear to counter another one.
Michael’s overlong speech continued. “Quite frankly, we feel that fear needs to be faced, so our efforts to avoid making it look as if the Federalists were backing down might not be as thorough as they could be.”
Some in the audience may have had an inkling of what was coming, but many faces seemed subtly dismayed. Brett wondered if Michael’s allies had really known the extent of what they were letting themselves in for – and what role he played in the new government.
“If you’re worried that lack of tact or … something else might have led you into a position detrimental to the Federalist Worlds, it is the Federalist Worlds themselves which have put you into an impossible position. Both to avert a war crime and prevent the subsequent humiliation of the Federalist Worlds, you should resign your commission in protest.”
Resigning now would be desertion in the face of the enemy. An illegal order he could have refused – even if it meant his court martial and disgrace. Killing unarmed civilians was an illegal order. Occupying a planet wasn’t. Even if the Federalist Worlds were in the wrong, he could never betray them.
Even at the cost of Ariel?
Brett felt sick. Michael smirked, and his smooth voice continued, “While all the concessions previously offered are withdrawn, there is still one possibility if you feel further communication prior to the opening of hostilities serves a purpose. You can attempt to participate in the overmind. We might come to understand your reasons better than you currently understand them yourself.”
Michael smiled again, perhaps knowing the idea of joining the overmind filled Brett with horror. Yet turning down the offer would make the Federalist Worlds look worse yet, emphasizing Michael’s claims of unreasoning fear.
Ambassador Williams spoke for them both. “We shall both of course obey whatever instructions we receive from our government. And we will report your position to our superiors now.”
Then they walked out. There was nothing else left to do.



Chapter 21
 
On previous visits Brett had considered Williams’ windowless office depressing. Now the artificial lighting and mechanical ventilation were too cheerful to fit his mood. Other than that it was the perfect cave to repair to and lick their wounds. Eventually he spoke. “Who’s gonna start the post-mortem?”
Williams replied, “That’s the wrong word. We’re not doing a post-mortem. Nobody died.”
Brett nodded gloomily. At least not yet.
Williams spoke again when it was clear Brett wouldn’t. “What the hell do they want from you anyway? You’ve already joined the overmind!”
Brett shrugged. “The word is used different ways. There’s a core of a few thousand people who develop many of the medical and technological innovations that give Oceania their standard of living. They can actually think together as a collective consciousness.”
Williams nodded. “We use some of this tech in military research facilities. It would have saved you stress if you’d been better briefed about what you weren’t doing.”
Brett replied, “I nerved myself once, I don’t know if I can do it again.”
After they sat silently for a moment, he added, “Why should you?”
Brett had had a few clues he could have guessed from – but he realized Williams wondered why he should take such a drastic step, joining the hive mind more deeply than he already had. He took a deep breath, then exhaled, but his thoughts wouldn’t go away. “Because this mess is my fault.”
Williams frowned. “What?”
Brett stared at the desk. “If I had taken negotiations more seriously, tried harder to be diplomatic and respectful, maybe looked deeper for concessions we could make – if I hadn’t been at cross purposes with you – the Oceanians might have listened to us more in turn.”
“Brett.”
He looked up.
“Senator Peterson chose you because of who you were. You’ve never pretended to be a diplomat, and no reasonable person would blame you for not being one. If you had been, Peterson would have picked someone else.”
“Thanks. If you come up with a reason it was OK for me to screw a famous Oceanian woman – or a reason my failure to learn who she was earlier didn’t indicate negligence or arrogance – I’ll feel a lot better.”
Williams replied slowly, “That was impulsive, but you’re being one-sided. Few would dare inject nanomachines into their veins. You’re blaming yourself for something that was pretty much a foregone conclusion before you arrived.”
Brett laughed bitterly. “So blaming myself is megalomania instead of conscience? Maybe.”
“I never said that.”
Brett agreed. “I said it. You’re being pretty nice about this considering I didn’t even tell you about Ariel afterwards.”
Williams said, “Thank you for noticing. I’m aware you were encouraged to communicate directly with the ship to avoid being contaminated by my weakness.”
“That’s about the size of it. Sorry.”
“Since you bring it up, tell me, how did you and Ariel become involved?”
Brett shifted his weight. The new visitors’ chair in Williams’ office was comfortable for short periods, but not for long ones. A good time saving idea, actually, but Brett had other things on his mind right now. “I believed she was being harmed by both Michael and the overmind. I saw a wonderful opportunity to rescue a damsel in distress and get laid at the same time.”
“Sounds reasonable enough.”
Brett shrugged. “Given my failure to learn what was going on around me using the nanotechnology provided by our hosts, my actions were only slightly rash.”
Williams pulled open a drawer on his side of the desk. “Doctor Casey prescribed something for me whenever I started beating myself up.”
He pulled out a bottle of clear fluid and two shot glasses. He filled them each with a finger and a half of liquid, and handed one to Brett.
They drank simultaneously. It turned out the Embassy had good vodka.
Then Williams said, “Your phantom guilt is academic anyhow. The Oceanian offer could hardly have been sincere.”
“Why not? They know their technology much better than I do. They’re probably hoping to learn useful things from me – much more than I could learn from them.”
Williams admitted, “On second thought that makes sense. Our bosses will be the ones to forbid it.”
“Speaking of going behind your back, I was speaking with a certain Lieutenant General Pendergastman.”
Williams said, “I’ve heard of him. You’re better off with Colonel Barr.”
Brett replied, “I’ll remember if I ever have a choice. I was told Barr wasn’t ‘available,’ and not expected to be available in the foreseeable future. Anyway, they have some N-space drive and weaponry questions they think I’ll be able to answer, if I’m genuinely made part of the supermind.”
“Fuck them.”
“The thought occurred to me. Between the way Peterson manipulated us, the things they knew about the overmind on Roundhouse and didn’t tell me, and their eagerness to sacrifice me for something that doesn’t even affect our mission here, I’m feeling a tad betrayed.”
He had volunteered because he wanted to avoid war if it were unnecessary, not to look for the technological scraps Pendergastman wanted now.
Williams said, “So you won’t do anything rash.”
Brett grinned fiercely. “Depends what you call rash. I may be a pawn to Peterson, a dupe to the Space Force, and nothing to the Federalist Worlds, but I have options. I may become part of a huge supermind which understands things that their puny brains cannot comprehend. Some people here will tell you the hive mind is mostly a collaborative tool for science and technology, and people who try to use it to contemplate philosophy and religion are crazy. Many of those who actually take part say otherwise.”
As he spoke, Brett leaned forward, and his voice became more and more intense. He finished, “Soon I may know truths beyond human understanding.”
Williams’ eyes widened. “You can’t be serious.”
Brett leaned back in his chair, and assumed a more normal expression. “Actually, no. I get a perverse satisfaction from imagining it, but the thought of really doing it scares me silly.”
The Ambassador said, “The fact that they won’t let Barr speak to you is actually good news. They’d use him if they could, because you trust him. He can’t communicate with you, but he’s got to be fighting for you up there.”
A companionable silence filled the next few minutes.
Brett spoke first. “I’m going to see Ariel soon, mostly to say goodbye, but also to see if I could even do this overmind thing. Many people can’t. That would tie up all the loose ends.”
Williams looked at him hard. “Be careful.”
Brett sprawled awkwardly over Ariel’s couch, legs stretched out, rear end towards the edge of the couch, back slumped partly onto the seat. Ariel curled up against his side, crying into his chest.
If she had blamed him or accused him he could have defended himself, but since she didn’t he could only hold her, right hand curled around the back of her head, and her soft blond hair.
When she had cried herself out there was silence for awhile. Then she asked, “How long do we have?”
Brett didn’t want to force the words out. “If we’re smart, tonight is the last time we see each other. War is ugly. People could accuse you of consorting with the enemy.”
She lifted her head and looked at him unbelieving. She had never seen a whole planet of people looking for someone to blame. Even now it wouldn’t occur to her Michael might be vindictive. He had ridden a sudden wave to political power, and already hinted he might use the relationship between Brett and Ariel for his own purposes.
Ariel asked, “Any chance the Space Force will go away when they know we won’t give in?”
Brett shook his head mutely. Ariel continued. “Kenny says a bloody war would split the Federalist Worlds, and you don’t have a genuine strategic interest.”
Was that what people thought?
Brett said only, “We didn’t want war. That’s what the negotiations were all about.”
He let her absorb the implications, including his use of the past tense.
She asked him, “Would you leave them? Stay here with me?”
Brett considered. He no longer felt destroying the Oceanian overmind would be noble. He loved this world. He no longer completely trusted his superiors.
Then he remembered his oath, and the juvenile delinquent he had been, and the officer the Space Force had helped him to become. He had sworn to obey any legal order. He hadn’t been asked to commit any war crimes, or seen indications that he would be. He remembered studying the civil wars that had covered much of the human arm of the galaxy before the Federalist Worlds had grown strong.
“I’m sorry.”
Ariel’s voice grew suddenly scornful. “Of course you can’t. You’re not just fighting for the Space Force. You’re fighting against the evil thing that stole my humanity. You like me now? Imagine how wonderful I would have been if I still had my soul!”
Brett knew she was really angry at forces beyond either of their control. She couldn’t fight against them, so she lashed out at him. Or was this something she had repressed, never tried to discuss with him because it could only lead to futile arguments?
Ariel pulled away from him and moved to the other side of the couch. He wanted to tell her she was wrong, but even now he also wanted to get her away from the hive mind. There was nothing he could say.
Ariel yelled, “Has it occurred to you the overmind set me as a trap?”
He had dismissed the idea long ago. And yet …
Brett pulled himself into a normal sitting position. Ariel was still screaming. “Maybe you gave me the benefit of the doubt and decided I didn’t realize I was a honey trap. I’ll get rid of that now. Only a few thousand people function at the core of the overmind at any one time. We’re not really like brain cells, we understand things we’re closely involved with.
“I’ll tell you something else. I remember every step I went through becoming a Neuron. Either I’m lying to you, or you don’t know what you’re afraid of.
“One more thing before you go. I wanted to show you the way people join the supermind, so you’d know what it’s really like. I’m glad we cleared this up before I wasted time trying that.”
At least for that, Brett had an answer. “I can’t do that. You’d spend the rest of your life thinking I used you. I just received a list of things I was supposed to try to get from the overmind.”
“So either someone knows everything you’ve been taught is a lie, or thinks he’s sacrificing a pawn. You sticking with them? What the hell is the matter with you?”
Ariel stood up and walked towards him. She didn’t look like she wanted to hug him again. Brett stiffened for the slap he had invited before their love affair began, but instead she grabbed the computer off his belt. She sat down about a foot away from him.
Just as he started to gently explain she wouldn’t be able to work it, she grabbed his thumb and pressed it against the fingerprint recognition scanner.
He should have stopped her then, but he would hardly have carried around classified information in his belt computer. He didn’t want to fight her, and despite everything he was intensely curious what she wanted from it.
She released his arm, and it dropped to the couch. She still wouldn’t know how to use a modern issue military belt computer. It was nothing like Oceanian technology. He watched her concentrate a little, then start using the touch sensitive pad. Either some Oceanian had the skills to give her, or could come close enough to make a good guess. Apparently Ariel understood the technical language too.
She exclaimed, “This is shit! Your engineers will find it themselves in a few years. None of it would help in the middle of a war. As far as I’m concerned you could have it.”
Brett stared at her, astonished by this description of the technical questions which had been made his top priority.
She handed him back his belt computer. “Goodbye.”
He said, “Ariel, look at me.”
She stared at him coldly.
He continued, “I won’t let the time we had together mean less because of what you imagine I’m thinking. If you still want to, show me the way.”
Ariel’s devastation drove him onward, but this morning he had already been trying to nerve himself for the final step. It might actually be easier with her by his side. Since Ariel was helping him accept Oceania’s invitation, perhaps her countrymen would not hold her time with him against her.
Or perhaps he deluded himself, increasing Ariel’s problems by delaying her heartbreak.
His fears were not gone, but the intensity of Ariel’s individuality and passion made them less plausible.
So he only needed to worry that she might become a criminal or outcast for consorting with the enemy. It would be harder to do this without her though, and allowing her homeworld to be unnecessarily devastated was no favor to her.
Her face softened. She leaned towards him. “I guess that’s what I was thinking. It’ll give us a little more time together. Neither of our governments could object.”
For a moment Brett wondered if the change had been too easy, then he shoved the thought away. “How do I start?”
Apparently he still didn’t look very calm. She asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Of course I am.”
Ariel looked concerned for a moment, then laughed. “You’re lying. You’ve let yourself become convinced you’re responsible for things much bigger than you. Are you still hoping our entire world will realize how steadfast the determination of the Federalist Worlds is from reading your mind? Or maybe you’ll discover the key to our defenses, turn this war into a bloodless victory. And then?”
Brett wanted to protest, but although they never talked about politics, his goals really weren’t secret. “I guess.”
“Sorry to disappoint you there. You’ll still be glad you did this though. It’s like nothing you’ve ever imagined.”
“So how do I -”
Ariel interrupted. “It’s easier and more natural than you think. Brain cells work together in groups, which form lobes, which work together to form hemispheres, which learn to communicate with each other without any instruction manuals. Now you’ll take one step up.”
“But none of those other units has any individuality to lose.”
Ariel smiled. “Soon you’ll see this is nothing like you expect. I’m putting you in charge. No need to worry about being absorbed, you’re the boss. If my analogy doesn’t make you feel better, forget the neurons, you’re about to use the most amazing collaborative software you’ve ever imagined. Start with a subject you believe Oceania should think more about.”
Brett blinked. “I’m in charge?”
Ariel smiled. “It’s traditional to start that way. Just think of something you know about that you think Oceania would benefit from considering. Soon your skills and knowledge will be indexed and other self-organizing projects will reach out to you.”
That sounded creepy, but Brett decided not to ask if he would have a choice. He had already chosen.
Brett grinned to himself. He had knowledge of the Federalist Space Force which Oceania would no doubt be happy to have. While he and the Colonel had assumed it was compromised from the day of his first infusion, he wouldn’t go with that, in case they were wrong.
Instead he said, “I know more about brain surgery than most of you do. You have many ways of resolving problems without cutting through the skull, but not as much experience when it’s unavoidable.”
Ariel nodded. “Great idea.”
Brett bit back the impulse to ask what now. He found he already knew, though he couldn’t quite put it into words.
On reflection he was surprised how much he knew about the Oceanian healthcare system, despite variation throughout the planet. Most neurosurgeons would have access to shared technical knowledge, but more was needed. Sheer physical stamina was important. A complex operation could last many hours. Brett remembered drilling through cow skulls in school, but nothing was quite like drilling through skulls backed by flesh and blood, where a slip could destroy a mind.
Virtual reality simulations were good, but not perfect. Lifists were almost as strong on Oceania as on Old York, limiting surgical practice even on farm animals about to be slaughtered in the most humane way possible.
Brett closed his eyes and remembered his first major surgery, not as observer or intern or assistant but as the doctor in charge. He could still remember his hands vibrating as the drill cut through bone.
More than just remembering, he could find the people who might need this knowledge, or make use of it. Their minds had been indexed, just as his would soon be. A few had already shared the memory with him, though their brains would be permitted to retain none of Brett’s personal history.
His eyes snapped open. It had been easy – too easy. The very naturalness of it was wrong. Brett lifted his head sharply, for once unbeguiled by Ariel’s blue eyes. She told him, “Put the experience into words as best you can. That will help you absorb it.”
“Umm, those people whose names I couldn’t quite assimilate all at once, they weren’t all people directly involved with how Oceanian medicine is practiced. They could have scheduled other people who were to be on at the same time as I was, if it seemed worthwhile. Ultimately a very professional case could be made. Not everyone is convinced, not that they doubt I have more experience with surgery than most of them, but they doubt that there’s a systematic problem that can be solved without a lot of unnecessary surgery.”
Brett thought a moment. “I recruited them for the project, sort of. I knew where to find two of them, who knew where to find the rest.”
Or ‘where’ was the wrong word, but he had ‘located’ them by …
Words eluded him.
Ariel nodded.
Brett continued, “Even though I was sort of in charge, it wasn’t like I was controlling them.”
“Exactly. After a taste or so of organizing, you start by learning to be organized, as a resource for others who can use your abilities. Ultimately you’ll do both, as circumstances warrant.”
“I couldn’t have forced any of them to do anything they didn’t want to, could I?”
Ariel changed pronouns, understanding the true drift of his question. “Nobody can force you. People do sometimes do things that surprise themselves. Being part of something larger than yourself is a heady feeling. There are stories about swindlers and forgers who become swept away in the joy of being Oceania, eagerly reengineering the banking system to put themselves out of business. In real life it’s mostly retired or captured criminals, and they sometimes get compensated for their help.”
Brett replied, “There’s something we haven’t touched here. All this talk of collaborative tools is great, and I can see that’s part of it. You’re going to tell me that there’s no single unified consciousness that people become part of? I’ve heard Oceanians talk about it.”
Ariel paused, apparently choosing her words. “There is, but if you don’t experience it firsthand I can’t describe it. It started as a sort of consensus hallucination. The people who originally founded the supermind had many different interests and purposes. They negotiated compromises, but ultimately the system of balances involves everyone who participates.”
“So now I try the other side? Learn to be ‘organized’?”
“You could put it that way. Next we’re going to index your brain. Don’t worry, it’s much easier than it sounds.”
What followed seemed like an eternity. Brett became suddenly aware of simple puzzles, which vanished from his mind when he decided how he would solve them – or didn’t. He heard short words and phrases, many in foreign languages, and brief conundrums that were swept away as soon as he decided how to think about them. Some of the tests had tactile components as well, or an element of taste or scent he couldn’t isolate.
It felt like a long time before the torrent of experiences ended, but Brett’s belt computer said only about twenty minutes. He didn’t bother to ask how he had done. “Everything is too fast, I couldn’t -”
Ariel interrupted. “You’re not supposed to. We can tell how you set about a problem before you actually start it. There’s a lot of material to be covered. You resisted. Why?”
Brett sighed. “I didn’t intend to. I just did.”
Ariel took his hand and squeezed it. “I forgot how difficult it is for most people. It’s just that you have the perfect personality for it. You can identify with something larger than yourself, but don’t go along with the crowd. But if you don’t want to do it, you don’t.”
“I want to. I have to.”
“Something deep inside you doesn’t right now. But maybe you’ll feel differently in a few months.”
“We don’t have time for months of doing nothing.”
Neither of them mentioned his total reversal from a few minutes ago. Ariel shook her head. If the moment had been less serious, Brett would have enjoyed watching the strands of hair fly about. “You can’t hold yourself responsible for the actions of either government involved. Would it be different if you tried again?”
Brett sensed she was avoiding something. Still connected to Oceania, it took only a moment to find out how else he could circumvent the roadblock before him.
“So I need treatment for this ‘phobia.’ Given the time constraints it will have to be a series C.”
“Brett, that’s not safe. You’ve been worrying about the overmind, but this danger is from your own mind, and it’s quite real. I won’t help you.”
Brett felt touched by her refusal, but he couldn’t let himself feel relieved. She could not absolve him. He couldn’t force her to help him, but surely someone else would, given that the invitation came from Oceania. Brett remembered Napoleon, the bossy dwarf who had berated Michael on Herbirthday, and encouraged Brett to take the first steps in becoming part of Oceania. He didn’t know Brett well enough to feel emotionally involved.
Brett thoughtmailed Napoleon.
Had Ariel suspected he couldn’t do this, only wanted him to show that he was willing to try? After all that happened she had been surprisingly quick to give up.
Brett squeezed her hand. He told her, “I love you Ariel.”
That truth hadn’t been evident to him until this moment.



Chapter 22
 
Brett glanced around the sterile white room. In front of him lay an oval glass tank, somewhat bigger than a coffin, about three quarters full of saline solution. Straps gripped the bottom of the tank. A few steps offered a path over the side.
On a little table stood a mouthpiece for breathing and a special porous helmet. Brett’s skullcap wouldn’t function underwater.
Brett wore black swimming trunks. Beside him stood Napoleon, whom he had last seen at the Herbirthday celebration in Ulayn, which now seemed so long ago. The man wasn’t as short as Brett recalled – memory had created a caricature. A light tan covered his wrinkled face, and thin white hair fell neatly into place.
Why had Napoleon dressed completely in black today? Preparing for Brett’s funeral? He shook his head to dismiss the macabre thought.
His companion misunderstood the shake. “Changed your mind?”
“No, give me a minute.”
One passed, then another. Though Napoleon showed no sign of impatience, Brett cast about for something to say while he stalled.
“How will this make it easier for me to participate in the supermind?”
A silly question, since Brett wouldn’t have come without studying the risks and benefits first. Napoleon politely pretended to take it at face value. He said patiently, “You’ll have a symbolic confrontation with your own fears. Therapy would have the same chance of success, but this works on the time scale you say you have. It’s up to you, but this is rarely done because of the risks involved.”
“Who picks the symbols?”
“They come from your brain,” Napoleon replied.
“Why are we both acting like my fear is an irrational phobia that needs curing?”
“You wanted to do this. Myself I’m not sure it’s such a great idea. Your people will blame us if it goes wrong. Want to get dressed and discuss it over a drink instead?”
They both knew if Brett did that he probably wouldn’t come back. Napoleon offered him a chance to back out.
“No, let’s go.”
He put on the breathing gear and the porous helmet. Strange to think his inward struggles would be so violent his brain would need external liquid cooling. He climbed up the steps and put his feet in the clear liquid. It felt cool, and he knew it could be chilled further quickly.
As he lay down in the coffin-shaped tank he felt goose bumps, although it wasn’t that cold. Buoyancy and nervousness kept his head above the surface of the fluid. Napoleon rolled up his sleeves, but he still waited until Brett closed his eyes and forced out, “What are you waiting for?”
Then Napoleon helped strap Brett under the surface of the liquid. With his eyes shut, Brett could only tell the lid had closed when it became suddenly darker, and from the little vibration he felt. After that he waited in silent darkness, wishing they would get it over with.
The darkness remained, but Brett no longer felt chilly. Even at night the cracked concrete buckling asphalt reradiated heat from the scorching summer day.
Huh? But it was true. Fortunately his feet remembered every crack in the broken sidewalk.
The people walking with him kept quiet, but Brett could hear them breathing. He wondered how to get away from them inconspicuously. This place smelled of pollution and garbage, and reminded him of Burnton, the slum he had never hoped to see again. Not a good neighborhood to meet strangers in the dark.
Someone spoke, only a few feet ahead of him. “We slam the sweetso, easy.”
Obsequious noises came from around him, but Brett kept quiet. That slang came from Burnton, all right, and Brett hadn’t heard it since he was fourteen years old. Why would the C series send him back here? If Jarvis still led them the murder lay in the future – and the indelible memory of that made a mockery of surrendering individual responsibility to a group.
The first voice took on a sharper, derisive edge. “You quiet, Bookie. Turned chicken?”
Reflexively Brett placated it. You didn’t cross Jarvis, ever. “We slam the sweetso. You the top.”
The old slang snapped Brett into the mind of the fourteen year old body he wore. Brett’s nickname had been Bookie since Jervis caught him at the one vice he hid, not gambling but reading.
Young Brett liked this plan as much as any of them. He vaguely wished he knew a way to live besides robbery. But the woman behind the register would be terrified, which was good, since Jarvis wouldn’t see a need to hurt anyone. They had masks, but everyone in the neighborhood knew to keep their mouths shut if the visiting Lords were recognized, because the Lords had long memories. Policemen didn’t visit this neighborhood at night, so nobody would come even if someone silly screamed.
Almost as one, they came to a stop in the hot humid darkness. Brett’s body knew they had arrived even if his mind didn’t. A little light came through smudged glass, illuminating the unimpressive display of the tired little candy store. A stirring of memory made Brett uneasy, but no time remained for that now. He pulled the mask over his face and followed the others in, but one thought remained. How could anyone be stupid enough to stay open this late in this neighborhood?
A tired young woman stood behind the old cash register. Jarvis told her, “Open the register and stand there.”
The rope in his hands made it clear she would be tied up if she complied. The consequences if she disobeyed were left unstated. The expression on her face didn’t show blank shock or abject terror. If Jarvis noticed at all, he must have thought her a fool. Brett experienced unease but, from long habit, he let Jarvis do the thinking.
He breathed a sigh of relief when she complied silently. As leader, Jarvis scooped the money out of the register and divided it up. Nobody protested either his math skills or his greed – you could follow Jarvis, run away from him, or fight him to the death.
The door to the candy shop opened again. Did someone not realize what was in progress? Or did they just not realize it was the Lords, and want to play hero?
Then Brett saw the red razor blades tattooed on their cheeks. These frightened him much more than their lack of fear, and the hard looks on their faces.
The smaller one said, “Give that back and apologize if you want to live.”
Brett stopped breathing. His life didn’t flash before his eyes, so apparently you could die without that. Despite their name, the Razors had plenty of guns. Sometimes they even outgunned the police. They occasionally found the Lords useful or amusing, so they wouldn’t kill the teen criminals on sight.
The only problem was Jarvis. He knew the Razors and their relationship to the Lords, but he feared nothing and never backed down to a threat. That was why nobody messed with him, that was why the other Lords followed him without question, that was who he had spent his whole life becoming.
When Jarvis mouthed off they would all die for it. Perhaps an instant remained for Brett to try and disown him, but he could not overcome habit and twisted loyalty in that instant.
Time seemed to slow down for his last moment of life, and Brett had an insight. The candy store operated as a front for Razor drug dealing, of course. Only it didn’t matter now.
Then Jarvis muttered, “Sorry about that.”
He placed the money in his hands back in the till, then collected more from the stunned Lords and did the same with it. Then he glared round at the other Lords. “C’mon, we’re not wanted here.”
They filed out the door behind him, heads down, not looking at the smirking Razors or even each other.
When they were finally a few blocks away, moving through the night, Brett tried to congratulate Jarvis on his common sense.
“We knew you were top slammer. You top smart too.”
Jarvis almost hissed at him. “Shut up ‘for I slam you. I’m not afraid of nobody.”
The others edged away from the target of Jarvis’s wrath.
Of course they did. It had all happened before, Brett remembered. Odd how easily he slid into his younger persona, desperately hoping for things that hadn’t happened and never would. A little scary how much control of his brain he had voluntarily given away, at least temporarily. That must be why he kept thinking as if this were actually happening, as if something might change. Although a hallucination didn’t have to be true to the original memory.
The others walked in sullen silence, giving Brett plenty of time to think, and wonder why he was here. Today certainly didn’t explain Brett’s resistance to becoming part of the hive mind, even if there really was an irrational component to that fear. Why should the C series send him here? It had been a couple of hours already, mostly spent walking to and from the scene of the crime. His real body would be getting hungry soon, and surely would have been differently equipped if a long ordeal had been anticipated. He would need to go to the bathroom.
Except the temporal lobe could be involved. He might seem to live through a period of days or weeks in a relatively short time. Brett frowned to himself. Time certainly seemed to pass in a normal manner, not like a dream. Had he really done a couple of hours worth of walking and thinking?
A knot was forming in the pit of Brett’s stomach. In real life, nothing had happened for weeks. Surely he wouldn’t be here for weeks – even if it only seemed that long. Would he really go back to the lair, pretend to be a teenage boy living among teenage boys? And why should he? Nobody had told him he needed to cooperate, play along with any hallucination he might have. Brett was almost a black belt, he could explain some things to Jarvis, kick his ass if necessary. It felt strange to think he no longer needed to fear Jarvis, had no special reason to admire him either, and could certainly protect himself even in this neighborhood without help from Jarvis.
Rain started to fall, and that didn’t really improve anyone’s mood. Just another thing they weren’t prepared for.
Strange to see the lair as an adult. Their ‘hideout’ was an abandoned house on the outskirts of town, left to squatters when the neighborhood had gone from bad to horrible. At the trial Brett had finally realized that they were not strutting kings but cheap and disposable young thugs. Yet he had not seen the house since then, and somehow memory had never been updated. The younger part of his brain had expected a palace.
And that part of his brain could dominate him unaware. The gang split up as soon as they entered the house. His feet knew where his room was, so he didn’t make himself conspicuous by searching. They had been careless, but now the others had gotten more upset than they needed to. Jarvis had actually passed the test of survival, even if he didn’t see it that way. They still had plenty of money. Brett could easily buy a girl tomorrow if he didn’t fancy any volunteers. The Razors found them useful for errands occasionally, and they were more likely to kill out of hand then hold a grudge, so that part was OK.
Brett flipped on the light to strip for bed, and the spell broke. What a pigpen. A frightened girl came in to clean twice a week, and the Lords knew just enough not to touch or harass her. Even so, Brett had wondered once in awhile why she came here. Now his adult mind understood. The Lords didn’t know what clean meant.
When was the last time these sheets had been washed?
He shrugged. If he didn’t think about it his younger mind probably wouldn’t notice it. Would he really be here for another couple of weeks? Could that much time be condensed into his brain before his real body became hungry or tired? He hated to think about the killing, but it had changed his life, taught him to take responsibility for his choices. He couldn’t imagine being here now for any other reason. It didn’t really make sense though. How could the event that had taught him to be an individual help make it easier to become part of a group mind?
No sense worrying about the murder of someone long dead, or anything else in between. How about the boredom? Could he really take a couple of weeks with thugs even stupider than he had been? He got up, pushed aside his clothes, checked the floor in the back of his closet. Sure enough, the cheap plastic books and cheaper electronic wafers with books hard wired into them were there. He could have afforded better even now, but going to a bookstore wasn’t something a Lord did.
Despite himself, Brett would be pleased to see some of those wild adventure stories again. But this was all from his brain, so he couldn’t read them unless some part of him remembered them word for word. That didn’t seem right either though. This just didn’t feel like a dream.
And Brett had gone through a fair amount of effort to get this C series. Nobody had told him he had to cooperate once here, but it seemed only common sense – if he wanted to do this at all.
Suddenly exhausted and ready to sleep, Brett got into bed and switched out the light without pausing to wonder why.
In the morning everything looked different. Sun poured through the window. They called themselves the Lords for a reason. They really were Lords of the Earth. They didn’t fear crime, they were crime. Nobody but Jarvis dared cross a Lord. If you wanted something you took it. Girls loved them and sometimes didn’t even ask for money. If you robbed someone and got recognized, people knew not to talk to the police. Lords remembered.
Brett blinked, perspective suddenly reversing again. Even as criminals they weren’t much. They knew how to stay out of the way of the big time gangs, while living in neighborhoods the police didn’t patrol – unless the stakes were big enough. Kidding themselves had helped cause the problem.
He pulled on some clothing, stuffed some crackers in his mouth. There wouldn’t be food in the kitchen. He would have to go out for breakfast.
What should he do after that? Oddly, he wanted to talk to Jarvis. Sometimes he didn’t really like him. Brett still had knife scars from when the head Lord had accused him of faking a broken leg to chicken out on a gang fight. You didn’t cross him, ever.
But Brett had been beaten worse than that before he joined the Lords. It had been a regular thing. Once people knew he was a Lord, they let him alone. Jarvis had taught him to fight. The adult Brett realized how little technique Jarvis had known, but Jarvis had taught him things. If someone knew they would have to kill you to beat you, because you would never back down, they probably wouldn’t start up with you. They might even let you push them a bit, even if they thought they were better than you, because the fight wasn’t worth the hassle.
Jarvis might not be a genius, but the slums of Burnton were his element. He could beat any one of them in a fight, but they could have killed him all together. Only who would have gone first? More important, he was always out front in a fight with another gang, always ready to give and take the first blow.
In the hallway, Brett saw cracks in the paint. He grinned at the idea of telling the other Lords they needed to move out for a few days and hire a painter, or do the job themselves.
He smiled again at the noises coming from Jarvis’s room. He’d be in a better mood when he was done with the girl. He turned around and headed towards the front door.
Sharpie met him on the way. Sharpie was the shortest of them all, and seemed to have something to prove. His black eyes moved quickly, and his close cropped black hair looked almost military. He could be quicker to start a fight than anyone but Jarvis, but also had a brain he concealed better than Brett.
He told Brett, “Kelly’s. C’mon.”
The greasy spoon up the block was owned by a fence, who had muscle to back him up, so everyone knew not to bother him. This also meant they were welcome to come there to buy breakfast, so long as they didn’t start trouble.
Why was he drinking cola for breakfast? Brett shrugged, and took another forkful of lukewarm eggs.
Sharpie asked, “Whadja think of yesterday?”
Brett replied, “Jarvis’s top. We livin.”
The other boy shook his head. “He wasn’ happy. That’s trouble.”
The younger Brett didn’t see the problem, but in retrospect Sharpie was right. Jarvis had done the only possible thing, but somehow set himself off kilter.
Then he scrutinized Sharpie suspiciously. Sharpie had egged Jarvis on when he saw his new toy, and been the first to testify against him in court. If he had known his leader was headed for trouble he could have said something.
That ended the conversation. A certain camaraderie lay between the gang, but no real friendship. Even the name of the gang pretended to mean something it didn’t. If they didn’t want to see themselves, they could hardly let anyone else get close enough to see them.
Moodily Brett headed back to his room and memory lane. He could have looked up these old books again before now. Or did he only find his imperfect memory of them here? Since only the past replayed itself, he didn’t need to get emotionally involved.
Wandering out in search of dinner, Brett ran into the rest of the gang in the hall. Sharpie, Jeff, Red, and Clyde all clustered around Jarvis.
Even before getting close enough to see, Brett knew the plaything that Jarvis brandished. Jarvis had gone out and bought a gun.
“Nobody gonna slam Jarvis,” he said triumphantly.
In a voice oozing with admiration, Sharpie said, “You top, Jarvis. You a killer.”
How could Brett tell Jarvis the gun would only get him into trouble? They didn’t need a gun for the kind of crimes they committed, and the police wouldn’t just let a murder go. They weren’t Razors.
The Lords never talked like that though. Surely he’d known underneath even back then, but aloud they always pretended they feared nothing.
The best he could say was, “We don’ need. We slam great without one.”
Jarvis looked straight at him. “Sharpie likes it. You got somethin’ to say?”
There was only one answer to that. “No.”
Later he passed Sharpie in the hall. Sharpie knew exactly why he was pissed. “You can’t say nothin’ to him. Fool if you try.”
Almost true. Jarvis didn’t need his crew to like him, but he needed them to admire him, almost worship him. Brett could understand that better after all these years. So there should be some way to use that need to persuade him – only even now Brett couldn’t see it.
That didn’t make him a teenager again. As an adult he could plan, could take responsibility for his actions. With what he’d learned, he had nothing to fear from anyone here.
No more tap-dancing around. Brett would take the direct approach.
Jarvis’s room had garish posters on the wall: a mix of naked women and fight scenes. A few ants had discovered the crumbs on the carpet.
“Give me the gun.”
He deliberately spoke clearly and distinctly like an adult, and not with the mumbled slang of the Lords.
“Wanna fight outside?”
Jarvis spoke happily, like Brett had made his day. His black eyes and black hair didn’t make him look anything like a larger version of Sharpie. Jarvis was overweight, though not enough to slow him down. The fat was most visible in his face, swelling around the eyes to give him a piggish look.
“Here and now, or give me the gun.”
Brett could visualize the fast eager lunge which froze opponents in fear an instant before the knife cut them. He knew exactly how he would move out of the way, letting Jarvis lose his balance, and had contingency plans in case Jarvis didn’t fight as he always had.
“You still don’t know why you’re here, Bookie. To prove an adult mind in your teenage body could have avoided the killing? Is that why you’re here?”
Brett started, but Jarvis’s lips hadn’t moved. With a rush he remembered the future he had forgotten so quickly. Not the future but the present, though time must be distorted, surely he hadn’t been in that tank over twenty four hours.
Even with the momentary distraction Brett’s reflexes should have carried the day, but apparently the reflexes hadn’t come back with him. He doubled over as Jarvis planted a fist in his stomach, struck the floor after a savage blow hit his shoulder. When he lay on the floor Jarvis kicked him in the ribs, and he saw the world though a haze of pain. The adult Brett who could have distanced himself from that pain seemed very remote, and it was hard to believe that this was a hallucination, and he would wake in a tank of water after Jarvis killed him, only knowing he had failed to do – what? What should he have done?
Jarvis stood over him. “Always liked you, Bookie. Never thought you wanted to be Top. Taste my knife to help you remember better?”
Brett shook his head, praying it was more than a rhetorical question.
Jarvis grinned. “Okay. Always liked you Bookie.”
Then he walked around Brett without touching him. He closed his eyes briefly to try and block out the pain – but dammit, that was no way for a Space Force doctor to deal with injuries. Eventually he staggered to his feet and checked himself over. There would be some nasty bruises, but no bones had broken. He went to his room to lie down awhile.
Hunger woke him. He saw the setting sun through the window. Sometimes there would be hot food in the kitchen around this time. One of the other Lords might have ordered it. None of them worked for a living, so they weren’t cheap about money. Brett managed to lever himself off the bed without putting any weight on his newly hurt shoulder.
The rest of the Lords were there too. Brett dragged in a chair from the adjoining room, which had once been a dining room.
Clyde grinned at him, then turned to Jarvis. “Bookie givin’ you trouble? Wan’ me to have a little talk wit him out back?”
Brett didn’t let his face show fear. Clyde wasn’t quite as big as Jeff, but he knew how to fight, and was practically an adult. If Clyde and Jarvis declared open season on someone, they would make a good target for anyone hoping to show how tough they were with no risk.
Jarvis grinned back. “Give him a coupla days. I wouldn’ mind seein’ if anyone besides me can take Bookie. Watch yourself though.”
The warning could have been mockery, but Jarvis delivered it in a flat tone, and Clyde looked away, evidently taking it seriously. Apparently Jarvis really had liked Brett. Or wait, that was just how he remembered Jarvis. Only now this world seemed a lot more real than the other one. Would he really grow up to be a doctor-soldier? Did he want to?
Over the next few days, Brett was reminded that the candy store incident had affected Jarvis deeply. They committed crimes when they didn’t really need the money, and Jarvis wasn’t quite as careful. Then it stopped, but Bookie knew they would slam the convenience store in a week – unless all those strange memories of the future were a crazy dream.
If all that stuff were true, Brett couldn’t live this way much longer even if he wanted to. But everything seemed so real. Could he somehow stop the shooting, or get the Lords away safely afterwards? This wasn’t a bad life, the only one he knew really. And Jarvis was good to have on your side.
When it came up, Bookie couldn’t talk Jarvis out of slamming the convenience store, even though he pointed out they had slammed the place twice in the past four months. A ghost of the older Brett thought it was no wonder the owner had gone mad with rage, but Bookie had bigger worries. Somebody needed to talk to Jarvis all right, but Brett didn’t know what to say. Anyway, Jarvis didn’t really confide in anyone, or let anyone confide in him. Jarvis had shown Brett some scars from where his father used to beat him, but even then Brett knew that pity or even sympathy would have been dangerous. He had expressed awe at what Jarvis had survived, and at Jarvis for surviving it.
In the end Brett decided to forget all the crazy crap. Maybe he’d been hit on the head during his fight with Jarvis. Everyone else acted like they always had, nobody worried they were part of a hallucination. Anyway it had been a couple of weeks now, long enough for a guy in a tank of salty stuff he couldn’t drink to die of thirst. At the very least he would have shit himself by now. Bookie didn’t want to be him again. He had never liked the name Brett.
They pulled their masks over their heads, and walked into the store. Bookie never thought about it, but Brett realized the old man had to be the owner, since he was there all the time. This time something snapped, and he started screaming. By some fatal mischance, he was clever enough to tell Jarvis was the leader but not clever enough to keep his mouth shut, or at least avoid talking to his face.
“You stupid punks have garbage for brains! You could earn more money shoveling snow than you get from my goddam empty cash register. You’re a useless lazy idiot!”
Brett froze. It was real, all of it. This was exactly what he had remembered from the future.
Jarvis never let anyone talk trash to him. He pulled the pistol out of his waistband, the pistol they hadn’t even needed for the other robberies. For an instant Brett thought he could change the past, throw himself at the other boy when no words would be heeded. Instead he stood unmoving as he had long ago, and would never know if the moment available was enough to act in.
The echoing gunshot deafened Brett for a moment. The old man man’s skull split open, and his twitching body fell to the floor.
Jarvis froze in shock at what he had done, then forced his mouth into the approximate shape of a smile. “I showed him.”
From long ago memories Brett knew the patrolmen would be there in a few minutes. The shot had been heard. He had no desire to save anyone present from the consequences of their actions, least of all his younger self. He hated Bookie now, and refused to identify with him by an effort of will. Still he felt an almost forgotten rage building, one he had never been able to put into words.
Jeff, Red, and Clyde stood on tiptoe, straining to see Jarvis’ handiwork behind the counter, one shock of red hair squeezed between two brown buzz cuts. Sharpie and Brett walked around. The corpse had no head to stare accusingly, only a mess of red and grey, with bone fragments and a few larger chunks of skull. When they had frittered away their few remaining minutes of freedom in blank shock, the patrolmen burst through the door. When Brett didn’t put his hands against the wall fast enough to be searched for weapons, he got shoved hard. What was the point of this memory? He had come to terms with the stupidity of his former self already. Yet he had slid back into his mind so easily, but what did that prove? This whole experience was controlled by the Oceanians, wasn’t it? He already knew how idiotic it had been not to do his own thinking and make his own choices, to go along with those around him. Surely that wasn’t the lesson anyone wanted to teach him, especially if they wanted him to become part of the hive mind. Why was he here?
Three weeks later, the young public defender told him, “It’s me you need to speak with.”
The little room allotted for the interview was mostly concrete. The two of them were separated by a metal grill. Brett wore prison fatigues, but the lawyer was formally dressed.
Time had gone by quickly since the arrest – or had it? Brett couldn’t remember many specific events from those weeks. The ones he did remember were old and faint. Perhaps his original memories rather than from the flashback? Could the public defender’s words mean more than the obvious? Brett didn’t know what to say.
Evidently the other man did. “All the other ‘Lords’ have told the same story. They knew he had the gun, but not that he planned to use it.”
Brett remained silent. To point out that Jarvis had acted on impulse would be to testify against Jarvis. No security camera had observed the shooting.
His court appointed lawyer continued speaking. “Nothing you say will make any difference to Jarvis. The court already has all the evidence it needs. Your testimony will show your remorse, and your cooperation will enable the judge to reduce your sentence.”
He said nothing. Bookie was responsible for the decision to follow Jarvis, responsible for everything he had done while ignoring his own responsibility to choose. It seemed terribly wrong to try and escape that by tattling on Jarvis. It would be doubling down on his mistake, trying to make Jarvis responsible instead of himself.
Brett had never spent much time thinking about responsibility, until the past few weeks.
The public defender said impatiently, “I have a lot of people to see, and you still don’t know why you’re here.”
Brett expected the man to argue further, but instead he raised his hands. The room dissolved.
Now Brett sat in a courtroom. Odd how quickly the experience had become dreamlike. Yet everything felt real enough. The wooden chair was hard and uncomfortable, and he felt as if he had been sitting for awhile.
His lawyer was addressing the judge. “Clearly, Your Honor, my client is too foolish to be held responsible for his actions.”
Brett wanted to protest, but he knew the bailiff would restrain him. There had to be some point to this. He was pretty sure the lawyer hadn’t said anything like that in real life. Even thinking that made him feel much less Bookie and much more Brett. Did the Oceanians mean to convince him to abandon the idea of individual responsibility?
While becoming an officer, Brett had studied the criminal justice system of Old Earth. He knew certain elements of common law on many English speaking worlds were based on it, but Old York’s system didn’t come quite as close as this. A dreamlike inconsistency, or did it mean something?
‘His’ lawyer wouldn’t shut up. “My client believes he’s learned something deep and profound about personal responsibility and individualism. And how has he made this profound philosophical leap? Has he studied the concepts? Has he requested books from the prison library?”
Now the lawyer’s voice filled with scorn. “No. Instead, he just took a bunch of concepts supplied by society which he had never really thought about and made them the keystone of a brand new personal philosophy without further consideration.”
Brett frowned. Well, this wasn’t quite as pointless as it had seemed. And they were coming to some sort of climax, which had to be good. No matter what was being done to the temporal lobe of his brain, this couldn’t last much longer unless something were seriously wrong.
“Your Honor, we need to teach him what being an individual really means.”
Which was actually what they had done. But …
He jumped to his feet. “You’re twisting it all around!”
The judge banged his gavel. “Contempt of court!”
He banged again. “Send him up the river!”
Was this really how it was supposed to end? Had some inner change occurred that might make it possible for him to join the hive mind now? Somehow Brett didn’t think so. At best, he had screwed up. At worst, had he condemned himself to fail to wake, to die dreaming of a dreary prison?
The judge thundered, “Up the river of time!”
The low coffee table was filled with alluring objects. Ashtrays bore grey cylinders of ash with interesting scents, and cigarette butts. Half empty glasses and open liquor bottles shined where the light caught them. A bottle of pills with the childproof cap lying next to it offered opportunity to learn as well.
Brett stood proudly. It was hard balancing on two legs, but instinct bade him imitate the giants who walked on two legs around him, and muscles yearned to be exercised. Standing allowed him to grasp, manipulate, and explore a whole new realm.
He heard a loud and angry voice. “Don’t touch that!”
Brett mostly understood the simple words, but he wasn’t trying to touch anything right now. He understood the tone even better. He could not have defined a hangover, but knew this was not one of the rare good times to go over for a kiss or hug, not a good time to go near his mother at all.
He wanted to jump up and down, exploring the wonderful new abilities his legs were acquiring every day, but experience had taught him not to make noise when the voice sounded like that. Inevitably his eyes were drawn to the invitingly graspable objects on the table, as his mother had anticipated.
With all the grasping he had practiced, he had never lifted a smooth glass bottle full of liquid. The weight and slippery texture caught him by surprise, and it slipped out of his hand. It didn’t fall far enough to break, but landed sideways on the table, with a river of liquid flowing out onto the carpet.
The voice was louder now. “You understood me. I told you three minutes ago. You didn’t forget. Why are you always out of control?”
The ideas were too complicated now, but the anger was familiar. Brett wanted to escape but there was no hiding place she could not reach. He wasn’t even tall enough to grasp a doorknob.
Did he understand what a doorknob was? Then he had escaped in a sense, into the mind of full grown Brett to whom the beating and even the bruises would be endurable. He clung to the grown up self he had almost lost. He tried to explain to his mother that, yes, he had understood her original sentences, but the part of his brain that wanted to explore and manipulate had overpowered the verbal part, while the prefrontal cortex was still too underdeveloped to choose between them, but no words came.
Brett ran behind the couch, although he knew his mother would only have a little trouble squeezing in far enough to grab him. He clung to the nonsensical thoughts because they allowed a little bit of him to escape from the frantic fear of the young child he was now to the adult he had been. Or was that reversed.
There was no way his mother could have accepted his undeliverable explanation. She was angry at being disobeyed, or maybe she was just angry and didn’t know quite why. But there was also an ancient rule she had always obeyed unthinkingly, a rule hard to put into words because it underlay language. She wasn’t allowed to accept such an explanation. By punishing him for the actions initiated by any part of his brain, she taught him the meaning of ‘I.’ Captain of my soul.
No, that wasn’t quite right. ‘Him’ implied there was already a him to learn. No, a young creature was being shaped into an individual. Only did the lesson have to be so hard?
She grasped the arm nearest to her and pulled. His whole weight was suspended from that arm and it hurt. He saw the river of funny smelling liquid was slowing to a trickle. Brett decided the ordeal was nearly over. He couldn’t go back much further. He hoped what he had learned would help him, but at times he had almost lost his Brettness.
Then the river flowed again, and he was cast into deep time.
Grug couldn’t sleep, though he heard the fire crackling reassuringly. The head fire-tender added wood periodically, and his apprentice would take over for him when he slept. The predators of the plains feared fire, and it was that which distinguished Anthroid from beast. The Cousins of the forest might use crude tools, but they too feared fire.
Still, Grug was wakeful. He heard one of the children crying, and it was Cool Water’s son, the one who looked like Grug. Cool Water was attempting to quiet him before he woke the rest of the band, but he insisted he was hungry.
They had eaten most of the edible roots on their side of the river, and thinned the ranks of the beasts which were more likely to fill their bellies than eat them. The weather had been dry, and most of the vegetation far from the river was brown. Too many children had been born in the good years when food was plentiful.
Still the boy cried. Grug rose silently from his place by the fire. The moon was bright, but he could have walked with only starlight to see by. Fording the river at night would be harder, but this would not be his first nighttime expedition.
As Grug walked towards the river, he saw fire burning, not too far on the other side of the river. It was unfair. Krok’s band was smaller, and there was more food on their side. All the same, to cross the river openly might mean not merely a fight, but war between their bands. If Grug crossed it during the night and returned before dawn they would be none the wiser, and Grug would manage to bring back a few roots. Crossing the river at night wouldn’t be too hard. It was shallow now, part of the reason there were so few fish.
Carefully scrabbling on his hands and knees, Grug found all the rocks of the ford. Only a couple of times did he dip an arm or leg into the icy water. Then he was scrambling up the far bank of the river. He had remembered every stone for the ford, but forgotten the scratchy bushes.
When he had passed them he heard an Anthroid voice. “Nobody not in Krok’s band dare enter his territory.”
Krok had been hiding in the bushes, waiting for him. Why today? Had he observed signs of hunger on the other side of the river? Had his sharp ears even picked up the noise of a child crying? Could his previous invasions have been detected?
More importantly, as Krok emerged into the moonlight, he was carrying a huge rock in both his hands. Krok was strong enough to throw it, but from this distance Grug would be able to dodge. A smaller rock might serve Krok better, but Grug didn’t suggest it.
“Sorry,” he said, and turned as if to ford the river again, knowing it would not be that easy.
Krok’s roar of rage must have woken both camps, but none would dare come to investigate. “Nobody defies Krok and lives to brag about it afterwards!”
Grug gave up the idea of the ford. He didn’t really want to be crossing the rocky path while Krok used him for a target. Yet if he stayed on this side of the river and fled, he was far from help. He had nowhere to go, and the enemy camp was between him and escape.
Krok taunted him. “Some say Grug is good at magic. Cast a spell on me now.”
Although Krok clearly felt himself ready for that, it offered a better chance of survival than anything else. Grug prepared himself to utter the sounds that sounded like Anthroid language but were not. They were softer, longer, more complex, hypnotic. Sometimes Grug thought the words really had meaning, in a language even he couldn’t understand. “You seem to think all the effort you’ve put into becoming alpha male makes you master of all and servant of none. Primatologists have studied primates like you, and they’ve determined when they grow old they usually have no allies, and often have to leave the troop. The ones who do best personally are the ones who groom females. Your behavior may maximize the spread of your genes, but it doesn’t benefit you personally. Your ego is really the slave of your chromosomes.”
At first it seemed to be working. Krok’s eyes unfocused and he walked forward slowly, as if in a dream. Grug kept talking, unwilling to break the spell. Then in one swift movement, Krok brought the rock down on his head. Stunned, Grug fell over. Krok lifted him and carried him down the riverbank.
Krok said, “I hear you swim good. Stay underwater, I have more rocks to throw.”
He pushed Grug in the river, upstream of the ford, so he had to swim upstream or be dashed against the rocks. The shock of cold revived him enough to avoid the fatal mistake of inhaling water. The muscular arms left him only one escape.
Swimming up the river of time as a mammal was hard. He longed to surface, to fill his lungs, to leave the watery womb. The burning in his chest grew intense, but to breach the surface was death. Then he reached the time before mammals and his metabolism was slower, he could hold his breath longer, but still not breathe under water. Amphibians were better off still, but eventually he became a fish which neither had nor needed lungs but breathed through gills.
His brain was smaller now, and he no longer remembered what he fled. The illusion of self burned away, he was no longer a being escaping an enemy, but Being headed remorselessly for the fount of life.
His melting brain was a remnant of its former self, his only claim to potential individuality. He could no longer grasp why that was to be feared, could only swim instinctively upstream.
After millions of years of life in reverse, the memory of Brettness was faded irretrievably. The little fish brain had no mind, and offered no resistance to dissolution. Even ‘he’ness was forgotten, as all single celled organisms could reproduce themselves as females.
Eyes had been left behind millions of years ago – yet there was light. The tank lid opened.
The sea receded – yet lungs and air breathing had been abandoned. The water began to drain.
He was reborn – but live birth had been left with mammalianism. The tank was empty.
He was he, yet individual consciousness had vanished with language near the beginning of the retrograde journey.
“You bastard! What the hell have you done to him?”
There was anger and fear in Ariel’s voice. Somehow time had come a full circle, and Brett was Brett again.
He heard Michael’s voice as well. “If he’s damaged, even psychologically, it may cost us the moral high ground. Public opinion is what will ultimately force the Federalist Worlds to back down.”
What was Michael doing here? The totaling facility was supposed to be confidential, and even Ariel shouldn’t have been able to find him. Had she noticed the irony of asking him to use his new political power this way?
The dominance relationships of primates were complex, but he found he could don his Brettness like a cloak. He pulled off the breathing mask. “I’m fine.”
His voice sounded normal to him, even familiar. If the words weren’t completely true, it wasn’t because something was wrong, but because Brett was not quite ready to call himself ‘I’ yet.
Napoleon leaned eagerly over the tank. “Did it help?”
Ariel spoke almost simultaneously, “Are you sure you’re alright? Can I help you up?”
Brett lifted his head and looked towards Ariel, using a smile to convey that he really was fine, and a headshake to convey that he didn’t want to be helped up just yet. His verbal answer was directed towards Napoleon. “I feel like a learned a secret that I could never put into words, one I can’t quite remember, but can never forget. I’ll have to try it and see, but I think I’m ready to get started now.”



Chapter 23
 
Brett stood up and stretched his legs, arched his back. It felt as if he’d been sitting forever, though it had only been a few hours, and only a few days since his uncanny confrontation with the interior of his own mind. “How did I do? I don’t remember.”
Ariel laughed. “That’s the point of a privacy ring. You did great.”
Certain chemicals aided the formation of long term memory, and others inhibited it. Several people could monitor each other and make sure that no personal memories were retained from a client using accelerated learning techniques. Helping people learn new skills sometimes required intense interaction with an individual brain, as did large scale collaborations.
As Brett continued to stretch, Ariel stood up. “You want to go for a walk?”
Brett protested, “It’s dark outside.”
“You afraid of the dark? Poor baby.”
“It’s the middle of winter.”
“You brought your coat. For a tough guy you sure are fragile.”
Sighing, Brett shrugged on his coat. He switched on the heating element even before they left the house.
Ariel only dragged him a few blocks. The all-night diner they entered was blindingly white, except for some pink roses painted on the wall. Ariel ordered coffee for both of them without consulting Brett, though he could have added something had he chosen.
There were a few moments of quiet before she spoke again. “Kenny and Katrina want us to go to a grottleball game with them.”
“At some kind of indoor sports arena?”
“No, they’ll be playing a little south of Ulayn.”
The weather would be warm there. For a few minutes Brett contemplated the prospect. He didn’t know how Ariel planned for them to travel, but he recalled her measuring the efficiency of travel in units of pleasure per mile.
He shook his head regretfully. “This probably wouldn’t be a good time for me to take a break. Something’s going to happen soon, one way or another.”
The waitress placed coffee on the table in front of them. Ariel added a little milk and sugar to hers, then took a sip before speaking. “Brett, what happens isn’t going to be that Oceania finally comes to understand your perception of the Space Force’s determination. That’s already happened. Some people think you’re mistaken, and others think we should prepare for war, but very few think we can or should offer more concessions.”
Brett held on to his reflexive reply. He wasn’t as convinced of the rightness of his cause as he had been, and he never argued politics with Ariel. Before he could try and change the subject, she struck off in an unexpected direction.
“Brett, I love you. I want you to stay here with me forever. Please defect and become an Oceanian citizen.”
Brett stared into her eyes, for the first time dismayed by the depths in them. To tell her he loved her also seemed too cruel, though it was the truth.
“If there’s any chance of avoiding war, that isn’t it. That would be the ultimate proof I’d been taken over by the overmind, wouldn’t it?”
Her face flushed angrily, and there was a sudden bite to her voice. “Is that what you think?”
Brett shook his head tiredly. “No it isn’t. I’m proud of the Space Force, and I’ve studied their history, and even now this is the only major action in the last hundred years I don’t feel proud of. You wouldn’t have cared for the boy I was before the Space Force got hold of me. Even so, I’d give it all up to be with you if I could.”
Brett could see she was holding back tears, on the border between rage and despair. “So instead you’ll go back to what? Do you have a – a family? I’m sure the Federalist Worlds will be very grateful for your self sacrifice!”
Brett suspected she had been about to ask if he had a wife at home. The question was absurd, since it was not unusual for ships in the Space Force to be away from home for a decade.
He had nothing to hide from her. “I don’t have any family. As for my homeworld and the Federalist Worlds, in public perhaps they will. In private I’ll never be trusted, not just as an officer, but as a citizen. I’ll be lucky if I’m watched by intelligence services instead of locked up for ‘my own protection.’”
For a second Brett wondered if she would hate him now, as much as she had loved him before. Instead she squeezed his hand. “But you still feel you have to go? Oh Brett, I’m sorry.”
They were quiet for awhile. Eventually Ariel bought more coffee. Brett didn’t, but the place was almost empty, so nobody bothered them.
Eventually Ariel broke the silence. “Brett. Maybe my being your teacher while I’m involved with you is a lousy idea, but it’s too late to worry about that now. You’ve absorbed a lot, and I want you to talk about it. Your brain assimilates some things better by putting them into words.”
Brett gave himself a few moments to adjust to the lower emotional temperature. Another customer entered the far end of the diner, but Brett still couldn’t see how it paid for them to stay open at this hour.
Some of his experiences could be discussed only by analogy. Brett had come to think of calling Oceania a ‘collaborative system’ as an analogy. Instead of trying to describe his experiences as a whole, he pulled out a piece almost ready to put into words and shaped it a little more.
He began, “I wasn’t exactly in a dojo. There were a number of practice areas, with some supervision. These were surrounded by tables where people ate and drank and talked and watched. It was a trendy hangout for people in their late teens and early twenties.”
Ariel asked him, “What language did they speak?”
Brett started to reply ‘English,’ and then reconsidered. “This isn’t a real memory, is it? Just some sort of aide for me to convey judo skills to a client.”
Ariel smiled. “You got it. Go on.”
“I was this kid, who might have been named Todd or Ted or something. My thoughts felt funny inside of his spoiled and undisciplined mind. All the fat slowed us down, and threw our balance off as well.
“This wasn’t the first time I – he really, but I was him by then – had paid for martial arts skills. I’d never had to work for the money. They’d done no good. Knowing moves didn’t help someone who hated to practice and exercise, who got tired and bored easily. I rarely pushed myself to the point where it began to hurt.
Today was the first time I realized Sammy, the guy with me, wasn’t really a friend. I wanted to learn something else. I wanted to know what it felt like not to be in awe of someone just a bit less lazy than myself, not to be always afraid – or at least not care so much.”
When Brett stopped speaking, the silence momentarily startled him, along with the knowledge of where he was. Then he said, “It’s not that easy, surely? Nobody would agree to overwrite his brain?”
A moment later he flushed. He knew the technology couldn’t and didn’t work that way. Ethics aside, nobody understood the brain that well, and you had to learn to work the technology at least as much as it learned to work with you.
And … Brett sort of remembered. “He could learn how someone else might think and react. He could choose to act differently, and imagine feeling differently, and try to become another person. It might be just barely easier than doing the same thing without nanotechnology.”
Ariel smiled. “I used to know a woman who rarely wore makeup and was very shy. So self conscious she didn’t even like interacting with people face to face. Not ugly really, just sort of mousy. She trained as a Neuron, and loved interactions where brains could show their mettle without mediocre bodies getting in the way. Little by little she learned there was nothing wrong with her body. It took the guise of her own habits and expectations. The knowledge she wanted consisted of more than a skill or set of skills, but she knew how to do that kind of learning, and had friends linked up. She learned new ways of walking, or dressing, of talking, of smiling and looking at people. Even how to dance.
“The difference was dramatic. Some men were too shy to talk to her at parties, but the ones who weren’t would not have noticed her before. She was pretty pleased with the end result, but I’m not sure what you would think if you met her. Did a collective somehow leach away part of her soul?”
The subject of her story was obviously Ariel herself. Indignant at being constantly tested, Brett raised his eyebrows and replied innocently, “Was it worth it? Did she end up prettier than you?”
She leaned across the table and gave his shoulder an open handed punch.
Brett shook his head sadly. “Beating your students? I thought that went out with the dark ages.”
He paused a moment, let the mood grow serious once again. “This is fascinating stuff, but after coming so far I’m starting to wonder what it feels like to be part of a unified consciousness.”
Ariel smiled at him. “You’re getting there. The day after tomorrow will be your first full four hour session, and your first time as part of a large scale project. Don’t worry, I’ll be with you.”
He replied, “Uhmm, you’ve been with me almost all the time I’ve been learning, and I appreciate it. So I take it you’ve been taking time off from the stuff you usually do?”
She shook her head. “I can’t, really. You of all people know, this is a critical time right now.”
Alarm bells were going off. “How many hours have you totaled the week? Spoken with Muriel lately?”
Ariel squeezed his fingers, which had been about to pick up a coffee cup. “You’re sweet to worry, but she couldn’t stop me even if I did. Neither can you. This is my job. Promise you won’t worry her, since it won’t help?”
The hell he couldn’t stop her – at least from working with him so much. He said aloud, “I promise.”
That promise he would keep, since that wasn’t his plan anyhow.



Chapter 24
 
Ariel had sounded concerned when Brett told her he had an upset stomach. He’d had to talk her out of visiting, without seeming in a hurry to go anywhere, which had cost him some time. So now he had about five minutes.
A shame he couldn’t share today with her, but he felt pretty sure she was spending too much time with the hive mind. He damned well wouldn’t become another Michael, letting her make herself sick again trying to make his first experience with the full supermind easier.
Since it was customary to do this with your personal mentor at first, Brett couldn’t ask anyone for help. Questions would arise, someone would contact her, and she was so stubborn.
Brett grinned at the thought. Not as stubborn as he was.
The pod had arrived inside the building, which was open to the public, although the more specialized equipment was reserved for Neurons. He didn’t know exactly what he was looking for. The first door he opened after getting off the elevator led to totaling equipment similar to that which he had recently used under Napoleon’s guidance. The rectangular tank looked ominous. Fortunately Brett didn’t need to use it today.
The next room looked better. There were a bunch of recliners, which he ignored. The treadmills might have been better, keeping his body moving while his mind traveled elsewhere, but they were all grouped together and some people were talking. Brett wanted to be able to concentrate, at least his first time.
The exercise bicycle in the corner would be perfect, and nobody was near it. Brett strode over to claim it, then plugged one on the plastic high bandwidth cables from the wall into his headgear and one into the box on his hip. He started pushing the pedals to keep himself busy, and wondering what he was waiting for. This would be his first time working without Ariel. A large portion of the hive mind would be thinking about improving brain cancer treatment today, and even though the Federalist Worlds were behind overall, Brett’s perspective and knowledge of older technologies might help. When the most difficult surgeries were required, the most technically advanced of the Federalist Worlds had better results than Oceania.
On the other hand, Oceania excelled at finding ways to treat brain cancer without surgery. Brett would be able to help more when he learned more about their techniques. At first he had expected to be briefed, but apparently he would learn as he went.
No time to worry, he would be starting in a few seconds. Since he was hooked up, he could warm up now. He’d start with using the nannies themselves to block capillaries supplying blood to tumors, since his home had no equivalent. A capillary feeding a tumor could sometimes be blocked, starving the tumor of nutrients with little or no effect on surrounding tissue. These tiniest of blood vessels were often so narrow only one red blood cell could pass at a time. Nanomachines could block them, could attach to capillary walls, could clump until nothing could pass.
Of course it wasn’t quite that simple. The memories of quantum mechanics from his school days came back surprisingly vividly. He could visualize the quantum orbital shells that took mathematics to describe. Even chemists sometimes used simplified metaphors for atomic bonding that worked imperfectly. Instead of doing so himself, Brett considered the atoms and molecules of the cells lining the capillary, and those of the nanomachines, especially the parts most likely to come in contact with the cell walls. The electron clouds were quantum distributions of probability, assuming odd shapes as they interacted with atomic nuclei and with each other.
It all worked out, this was one of the parameters of the modern nannies, although specially designed nanomachines could block blood vessels slightly larger than a capillary. Unfortunately this didn’t destroy every tumor. Some of them had more than one source of supply. And the most resistant cancers could chemically signal the body to grow blood vessels.
Although an ineradicable cancer killed its host and could leave no descendents, many cancers had sneaky ways of evolving. Cancer DNA could be transmitted to cells in an entirely different individual via retrovirus, and successful cancers had a much greater chance of surviving. Thus an increasing resistance to both the body’s natural toolkit and medical intervention. Although cancers weren’t intelligent, proteins could combine and recombine in different combinations. Since the immune system had evolved to fight cancer as well as many other diseases, and many of the best techniques on both sides had hung around, in some ways cancer fighting was better treated as a chess match than a struggle to solve a static puzzle.
Or was it? To Brett, that seemed like the sort of idea people who would allow themselves to be aggregated into a hive mind might like. Where was the evidence? He reached to analyze specific Oceanian ‘advances,’ searching both for evidence that they actually worked, and proof that this strange sounding paradigm had helped generate them.
Reviewing the statistics, Brett was forcibly reminded of the difference between Oceanian life spans and those where he came from. The statistics on the clinical trials were very well kept, and he could tell who to contact if he had any questions about them. Either these records were in good order, or here stood a truly massive and pointless bluff that would collapse as soon as he used the contact information.
A few scientists had written about how they got their ideas, and some even saw themselves as struggling against an intelligence which had long been at war with the human (and mammalian before that) immune system. They did not see it as conscious in any way, but they regarded it as having all the capabilities of intelligence to avoid underestimating it. Nobody had effectively proved the concept, since it generated scientific theories instead of being one itself. It didn’t seem to interfere with the productivity of those who used it.
Brett went back to visualizing the chemical bonds as nannies blocked a smaller capillary, and as chemical signals were sent out to prevent blood flow from being rerouted to the tumor.
Then he blinked. Even when the information had been fresh in his mind, when he had finished studying for finals, Brett couldn’t have visualized the three dimensional probability distributions of quantum orbitals without visual aids, let alone the changes as other molecules approached closely enough to influence the shape of those orbitals. Clearly his shift had started, and he functioned as part of the overmind.
Brett reflexively pulled the computer off his belt to check the time, but the answer came into his head as soon as he conceived the question. Seven minutes. He found he was smiling so hard his face hurt. He remembered the brief introduction to the basics of exoskeleton operation which had almost prompted him to try and change career paths, even though exoskeleton operators, unlike doctors, didn’t start as officers. Bending and crushing steel bars with your hands felt so awesome, as did jumping thirty feet in the air unaided. No tool had ever made him feel so much like a Titan – until today.
Powerful tools could still be very dangerous. Now he smiled a different sort of smile. Just thinking about the dangers of the hive mind now would help detect any limitations – or restrictions – on the system.
The biggest worry seemed to be direct stimulation of the pleasure centers of the brain. Over the centuries some had made blocking this their lives’ work, but the occasional clever scofflaw had found ways around. The addiction wasn’t quite incurable, but in some ways it was worse than any drug. The brain had many different chemical receptors, and would eventually develop at least a partial tolerance to even the most powerful narcotic. The sophisticated technology linked with the nannies could pass barrier after barrier.
Pornography was another problem. The system could know someone’s kinks better than they knew their own, presenting images and sensations varied sufficiently to avoid monotony, but with more appeal than anything not individually customized. Direct stimulation of the pleasure centers didn’t have to be involved. Visual and tactile centers could activate the limbic system, which stimulated those centers without external aid.
Sadly for the students of the biology of human intercourse, the sexual regions of the brain were artificially restrained while they did their research. You could study as much as you wanted, but you couldn’t enjoy it – unless it came in useful after you removed your interface.
What he and Ariel had done counted as a misdemeanor instead of a felony, since it was no more addictive than regular sex, and the most common problems were of just the sort he and Ariel had experienced.
Skipping past a few other forbidden pleasures, the next biggest danger lay in financial crimes. Last century the trade secrets of a famous trillionaire had motivated several people to pursue entire careers setting up the crime, which had required the corruption of several other professionals with impeccable reputations. The sudden financial acumen of several people who had no known relationship had been part of what caused the crime to be detected. Precautions had been improved since then.
Ariel’s problem ranked rather low. Her personal information was confidential, but he gathered she would have had to break several rules and sneak past certain safeguards. Despite his initial skepticism Brett began to believe. The archival of scientific data was so transparent here.
On the other hand, once it had happened, the risk of recurrence was greater, so perhaps he had made the right decision.
Brett contemplated Oceania’s consciousness, and wondered if he could believe what he learned. Sometimes it functioned to smooth out disputes over the priorities of various stakeholders. Other times it prevented disorientation from the memory gaps required by confidentiality laws. You might remember mostly the experience of being part of Oceania if your mundane memory had too many holes. A few even ascribed mystical properties to it, hoping it would learn deep religious truths. Hidden desires and tendencies might come to the surface when a group worked together this way, but nobody intimate with Oceania believed the idea of her assimilating or enslaving her members even made sense.
The Oceanians largely blamed themselves for what had happened on Roundhouse, not because they believed Alexander had subverted the individuals who composed ‘him’, but because they had given powerful technology to one side of a civil war. Alexander’s war crimes were not too different from ones of previous generations on Roundhouse. A fragile peace had been created by allowing some of the most egregious crimes to be blamed on the technology used to commit them. Historians disagreed about the extent to which various representatives of the Federalist Worlds had realized what they were doing, but even those most critical of Oceania didn’t believe an entity had done things unintended by the citizens of Roundhouse who composed it.
Only they couldn’t say so loudly and clearly. Doing so would have broken the fragile peace established by the Federalist Worlds, probably sent Roundhouse into another cycle of atrocious wars.
This reversal of everything Brett had been taught stunned him momentarily. The data available to him was just too complete for him to doubt it. He should be delighted. Against hope, he had come upon definitive proof that the Federalist Worlds had no need to wage war. Or at least not for any variation of the reasons which had concerned him up to now.
Except he needed a way to convince his superiors now. And failure really would make him personally responsible for a devastating war. He could see a few people accepting his conclusion: Colonel Barr, Ambassador Williams, Joyce Rollers. But Pendergastman?
Surely the time had come to find some way to keep the peace on Roundhouse without disinformation.
The idea that came into Brett’s head remained unsourced, unlike most of the things he had learned from Oceania. If the Oceanian government had extended secret feelers to the government of the Federalist Worlds sharing information, it wouldn’t be available here. Either government secrets were not shared using Oceania, or the most crippling confidentiality protocols were used.
He sighed in frustration. He remembered his experiences with the book, ‘Alexander and His Mother.’ Could his superiors already know this, or a piece of it?
Thinking back through the changes that had come over him, mostly gradual except for the C series, Brett realized how hard he would have been to persuade if he had not lived through all this.
A terrible task lay before him, but Oceania could help. He thought about how to put together a list of balanced documents, some of which might give away a few Oceanian secrets, but which would help scientists confirm what now seemed so obvious to him.
Instead of a flood of helpful ideas came the certainly that nobody had waited around for him to think of this. A trace of annoyance leaked into his mind, that he could suppose nobody had thought of this yet.
With growing dismay he contemplated the vast array of information which had been provided his superiors. All of which they had kept secret from him. He didn’t believe any were deliberately conspiring to bring about a war they knew was unneeded. Yet he remembered how much of his own fear had proved to be instinctive rather than rational, imagined people studying data that seemed to disprove what was so obviously true, and concluding that in it lay a snare from which humanity must be protected.
And Oceania could no more surrender to avoid war than the Space Force could back down.
Brett couldn’t be blamed for failure to do the impossible, yet he would blame himself.
Then he became aware of another choice he needed to make. Those who had helped feed him information as soon as he imagined the need for it would know something of his thoughts. Would it be treason to let them keep those memories instead? Of course not, he thought savagely. Part of his job lay in convincing the Oceanians how serious they were. Deliberately he flagged some of his personal fears as non-confidential, allowing them to keep memories not merely of what he feared would happen, but why. Of course they had meant him to do that to get the Oceanians to yield, which he could no longer imagine – but orders were orders, when he chose to regard them so.
Oh yes, one more thing. Before he destroyed his career and got himself branded as potentially disloyal, he wondered if anything at all about Oceanian technology could reasonably be considered dangerous to those who did not become a part of it.
Then a door opened in his brain. He remembered his long ago discussion with Ambassador Nocker, wondering what the overmind thought about God. Now he stood at the bottom of a metaphorical staircase, spiraling either to heaven or the void. Some had indeed used the tools and protocols of Oceania to consider the question. Humanity had not yet definitively resolved the question because social utility, genuine curiosity and emotional need were all tied up together. Unlike all but the most technical issues he had pondered as part of Oceania, he did not understand the answer immediately. Yet the beginning of the road lay at his feet, seeing what some considered obvious when you chose your premises clearly. He could follow the path, but not all at once. Some religious insights had very personal components, so he would not be able to bring away total understanding, because the people who had come before were entitled to confidentiality. As well, some half truths were dangerous to the human psych. Brett smiled wryly at the thought he might be required to agree to keep some of his own memories confidential even from himself when not functioning as a part of Oceania.
Even as he contemplated this, he experienced a sudden dizzying switch of perspective. Oceania was an expensive tool, maintained for scientific and technical and medical purposes. The corporations and governments (local governments as well as the planetary one chipped in) which paid for it weren’t paying for religious speculation. Even the most primitive computers had been used by people for games and socializing and even pornography. He already knew the limits on the third, and confidentiality requirements got in the way of the second. So they had to ease up on the first. Yes, many people participated occasionally, even some of the people in charge. This was partly because Oceanian protocols involved participating in other people’s projects as well as recruiting them for your own. As well, some of the best technical people had studied hard for many years because they loved the idea of Oceania, and to some degree they were indulged.
Whoa there! The two explanations provided by Oceania didn’t quite contradict each other, but neither could be sourced because they were both in the minds of other Neurons. Soon he would have to get to know them, and make his judgement.
He wondered if there were anything else about Oceania that the Federalist Worlds might be more concerned about if they knew it better. Not now maybe, the Oceanians had already decided to forbid using the system to try and analyze politics. Oceania’s previous decision to help humanity by sharing her nanotechnology hadn’t worked out so well. Still there were some who felt that humans and the galaxy would only find peace when a thorough, consistent, and unemotional examination of history was performed.
Brett imagined Oceania studying how to create and manipulate societies. At least she had realized the effect that idea would have on others, and that it could not be kept secret forever once begun.
A decision taken could be changed and Brett faced a difficult quandary. The danger he had been sent to report on did not exist. He understood the process so well he couldn’t imagine how someone could be assimilated against their will. It was hard enough when you worked at it. He also felt the Federalist Worlds and even the Space Force were acting on innate fears they had not openly contemplated, and knowledge of real dangers would be put at the service of fighting imaginary ones. Yet surely his duty as an officer was to report what he had learned.
He would worry about that later. Some of his information was still unsourced. He needed to get to know the people who had brought it to him.
Brett ‘looked up’. The man helping him most closely was nicknamed ‘quantum Joe.’ His mind was neatly tagged, and Brett could see many of his specialties. His original training specialized in quantum chemistry, but he was also one of the people who coordinated investigations into brain cancer. Brett even saw a picture of what the man looked like in person: overweight, which was rare among Oceanians.
They hadn’t met, but Brett’s curiosity had brought them into a sort of shared virtual space. How could he make small talk with a man who was reading his mind, but would lose all memory of it as soon as he turned to something else? What the heck, the man knew his question.
When Joe spoke, it wasn’t quite like telepathy, or thoughtmail either. It was faster than physical speech, and some of the thoughts behind it were clear: those Joe intended to send. Brett could do the same, though Ariel said he still needed to fine tune his settings and his technique.
“It’s disconcerting if you answer questions they haven’t formulated verbally. It’s not part of the Triple Oath, but it’s customary, except when you experience answers as part of your own knowledge.”
Following up citations had indeed felt like remembering something he already knew.
Brett asked, “So which side are you on?”
Joe hesitated, then said, “You know, uhm, you can’t ask about my personal mental state under Oceania’s protocols?”
Brett nodded agreeably. “Right. Your professional oath doesn’t apply. Lie to me as best you can.”
“Hey, don’t put words in my mouth!”
Brett replied gravely, “My apologies for being flippant. Do you believe the overmind has a unique ability to analyze the human condition?”
“That’s hard to say. There are so many different opinions.”
That had to be a yes. A straightforward ‘no’ would have been simpler, and offer no reason to equivocate.
Then Joe said, “Since Ariel is your mentor, maybe you could ask her about this.”
Certain information was available on Brett’s tags to anyone who reached for it, presumably including the fact that Brett was still an apprentice. Without intending it, he remembered how he had misled Ariel and why.
Joe asked dubiously, “Did you mean me to know all that?”
Brett hastily tuned his defaults. Perhaps he really wasn’t ready to do this without Ariel, but he still didn’t regret his decision.
Joe volunteered, “My hippocampus won’t be allowed to create a long term memory, so I’ll forget as soon as I start thinking of something else. Meanwhile, good for you. I know Ariel.”
“So you won’t tell her?”
Joe replied cheerfully, “Couldn’t if I wanted to. Confidentiality. Same reason you can’t write something down before you forget it, or tell someone not part of the overmind. Anything you won’t be able to remember, you can’t record or communicate either.”
Brett suddenly became aware of his physical body. He didn’t feel controlled, but it felt odd to know there were certain things he wouldn’t be able to say or write if he tried.
How far would that confidentiality stretch? He had no secret knowledge that the Federalist Worlds were unwilling to sacrifice, and the safest assumption remained that Oceanians would find a way to break or bend their own rules with their planet at stake. Then he remembered what is own people had done, and felt shame at the thought.
Oh yeah. He pulled his computer off his belt, suddenly realizing how tired his legs were growing. If nobody resisted, it would be so easy to make Pendergastman happy, at least for now. He remembered Ariel’s evaluation of the technical information the Space Force wanted him to get from Oceania as crap. Maybe this wouldn’t cause him a problem then.
As he read the technical language of each question from the pad, understanding of the questions and answers flowed into his brain. He entered data into his belt computer, and wondered about the next phase of his training. He had been here less than one hour of his allotted four.
As soon as he thought of the question he knew the answer. Now he began his training, began learning to feed others information, and link people together. A taste of the final potential had been an introduction. He would have much to report.



Chapter 25
 
The chess set lay again on Williams’ desk, this time with the onyx pieces facing Brett. The jade king’s pawn occupied a center square already. Brett ignored it and told Williams, “I’m shuttling back up to the Firestorm tomorrow. Lieutenant General Pendergastman advised me to expect an extensive face to face debriefing over the next few days.”
Some part of Brett was still shocked over the things he had learned in his first full session as part of Oceania. His own bosses were covering up a great deal of information which would have made his job much easier. Now he knew for a fact that Oceania couldn’t and didn’t absorb unwilling people, and that his bosses had the same evidence, but somehow he couldn’t believe it. They shared the same innate fear with which he had begun his adventure. Yet not all innate fears were baseless. He wondered what a religion and philosophy developed with the aid of Oceanian technology would be like, and if people would still be human after absorbing it.
Williams frowned, then shook his head unhappily and said, “Watch out for him. He specializes in certain interrogation techniques that require authorization on a case by case basis.”
Williams was still thinking about Pendergastman, and he could be right, but Brett had bigger problems.
He replied, “I’ve heard stories about him too.”
Alas, the space force didn’t let you choose your superiors.
Before Williams could answer, Brett went on, “I just wanted to bring you up to date before I report back to the Firestorm.”
The other man smiled. “Thank you Brett.”
“Although I’ve only been functioning as part of the overmind for a short time, I’ve learned a lot.”
Williams started slightly at the reminder that Brett was now part of what they both had feared in different ways. For a melancholy moment, Brett wondered if the man would now flinch from a handshake.
Brett continued, “Most of what I do is routine, although a bit hard to describe. The supermind designs a lot of the technology Oceania uses and exports. I’m not an engineer, but problems are broken down into sub problems. These are parceled out to computer programmers, individual brains, or small groups. Usually you know just what rules apply, so it’s more like doing a puzzle than engineering.”
Williams’ eyes widened. “Is there any danger you’ll contribute to weapons which can be used against us?”
Brett paused. “I’ve discussed it with my new General, the brass figure not, especially given the lead time for developing, building, and deploying new weapons. Anyway, he feels we’re learning more than they are.”
Williams asked, “Is it all like that? You’re a tiny cog in a huge machine?”
“There are a few things I know something about, like medicine and the brain. Not enough to create anything, but sometimes enough to see big problems with something before a lot of time gets wasted. I’ve always been the kind of wise guy who likes poking holes in groupthink.”
“You can still do that?”
“Yeah. It’s not quite so much like being assimilated by a huge amoeba as I thought.”
Williams leaned back in his chair, and thought a moment before speaking. “That may not be exactly what Pendergastman wants to hear.”
Brett nodded. “The thought crossed my mind. When I first came down to Oceania, this mission made me very proud. We would avoid war if possible, but dismantling the overmind made sense at any cost.”
Williams met his eyes. “And now?”
“Well, things changed. I’ve learned enough about the civil war on Roundhouse, superminds, and what our own intelligence agencies haven’t been telling me that I no longer think attacking Oceania is worthwhile. I’ll say so to anyone who asks me, but I don’t expect anyone will.”
Brett waited for the obvious question, but instead Williams asked, “So you don’t find anything creepy at all?”
Brett hadn’t said that. He had merely become convinced the overmind had no interest or capability of absorbing the rest of humanity by force, and did not constitute a military threat. But he still wanted to get another question off the table. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I don’t tell everyone that since there’s no sinister monster trying to assimilate humanity, this war is an abomination and must be stopped immediately, whether they want to hear it or not?”
Williams shrugged. “Nobody’s going to listen to you just because you suddenly start making demands. If you give them the straight facts there’s a chance they’ll draw the right conclusion by themselves. An officer is sworn to disobey illegal orders, but not to commit mutiny or insubordination because he disagrees with legal ones, even a war he feels is wrong.”
Brett lifted his head a little. So the Ambassador did understand.
Williams said again, “The way you tell it makes it sound as if there’s nothing scary at all, but we’ve heard Oceanians talk about the overmind. It has consciousness. It’s not just another term for a bunch of people working together. Right?”
Brett sighed. “Right. Apparently there are conflicts over priorities. There are ethnic conflicts, regional rivalries, conflicts between different companies, political conflicts. The same system that enables people to join a project and instantly know all they need to know about it could be used to manipulate other people into joining your pet project. Even people who don’t believe in the overmind experience certain priorities as being set by it, and generally abide.
“Also, you never know what knowledge will be important, and some experience is personal. There are a lot of memories you can’t take away with you, which can make the experience … disjointed … in retrospect. A few memories of being part of a supermind can smooth things out a lot.”
Williams squinted. “So they don’t believe in it, but they still know what it wants?”
Brett chuckled. “That’s a good way to put it.”
“So people are added to projects, made to do stuff?”
Brett shook his head. “Not exactly. The part of the brain that focuses attention is different from the part that makes decisions. You can choose not to help with something, but you usually don’t. If you’re ‘there’ you usually have relevant knowledge and interests.”
“Sounds like a system crying out to be abused.”
Brett nodded. “It is. They know it too, and they even know it happens. Being a wiseass myself, I have to say the system to harness critics to puncture groupthink and find the holes in the system works pretty well – or seems to.”
Williams blinked. “You sound almost as if you like it.”
“I confess. I love it. It really does feel like being part of a supermind, a mind without limit. It feels so good you want to stretch it, do everything you can with it. Then you suddenly realize how far you’ve gone.”
Brett waited for a question, but Williams was listening silently and intently.
He continued. “Not all Oceanians believe what I’m about to tell you, not even most of them. Or maybe they believe it a bit when they’re in the mood – like not so devout people do with religion. You’ll see lots of religions from the rest of the galaxy here, so this can’t be as big as some people might make it sound.
“Remember what Ambassador Nocker said a long time ago? I don’t know where to start. I can only remember fragments now. I understood almost completely when I was part of Oceania. I could stare God in the face, reach out and touch the stars.”
Williams stared. “Brett, are you all right? I mean, you never seemed that religious before.”
Brett grinned. “Think I’m getting a bit carried away here?”



Chapter 26
 
Acceleration pressed Brett back hard against his couch. To exit the Oceanian gravity well, the Firefly had been stood on its tail and placed atop a detachable and reusable fuel tank.
Soon he would see the Firestorm again. He had risen early to make the launch window, and missed some sleep. When the acceleration ended, he found freefall soothing. Apparently he still had his space stomach.
Too wound up to sleep, he closed his eyes for a moment anyway.
A slight vibration woke him. They were moving. Actually, they were moving much more slowly than before with respect to the Firestorm and pretty much everything else. Yet rolling on wheels across the shuttle bay produced vibration and a feeling of movement, while hurtling through the void didn’t.
Had he come all this way for nothing? Would his report merely fill a blank in someone’s records, show that the decision already in mind had been made after due deliberation?
Then the external view camera came on and Brett grinned. Three men were waiting on the scaffolding that would soon embrace the Firefly. This was the way to travel. Someone clearly cared about what he had to say.
Then he saw the star on the middle uniform. A Lieutenant General? Pendergastman himself? Nah, couldn’t be. They must be waiting for someone else. No matter how interested they were, it wouldn’t look right for a Lieutenant General to be waiting for a Major.
The Firefly approached the scaffolding and taxied to a stop. The other two men were M.P.s. Had Brett done something wrong? Ah no, they were in dress uniform. Must be an honor guard of sorts. The last thing Brett had expected, but doubtless well meant.
The Firefly was secured, the bubble opened, and Brett got out, a bit stiff after his long confinement. He took only a second or two to stretch. Time enough for that later. From recent use of the VR conferencing room he recognized the officer awaiting him was indeed Lieutenant General Pendergastman.
“Major Brett Johnson reporting, sir.”
The General replied, “Come with me.”
The two MPs fell into step, one on each side of Brett. Brett followed the man he had been instructed to report to, concealing his surprise.
Though time was short, normally Brett would have expected a few minutes to change his uniform, put something in a stomach which had been left empty for acceleration, maybe even rest an hour or so before reporting to Lieutenant General Pendergastman. The senior officer would hardly have greeted him personally merely to escort him to quarters, so clearly that wasn’t in the cards. Brett mulled over this unusual turn of events as he walked.
They escorted Brett to a room too bare to be the General’s office. The undersized desk didn’t resemble a working desk. It provided a surface to put things on, without creating much of a barrier between the person in front of it and the person behind. More like an interrogation room than an office.
Pendergastman impassively gestured Brett to sit in the smaller chair. The MPs moved to either side of him. Becoming uneasy, Brett sat down.
“I’ve been looking forward to speaking with you, Major.”
Brett hadn’t really anticipated this meeting with pleasure even before disembarking from the Firefly. He looked forward to it less by the second, but that didn’t seem the right thing to tell the General.
Instead he said, “Yes, sir.”
The General continued, “After reviewing the transcripts of our virtual conferences, I almost get the impression that you’ve been enjoying your recent experiences with the overmind.”
Given the tone of disapproval, a simple ‘yes’ didn’t seem likely to get them anywhere. Saying that he had enjoyed them more than his experiences with Pendergastman would serve no purpose.
“General, it’s a tool of unparalleled scope, and I’ve observed it with great interest. I’ve in no way become blind to the dangers, even if they aren’t the same ones I was led to expect at first.”
Pendergastman glared at him. “So tell me about these dangers.”
Brett paused a moment, gathering his thoughts. It didn’t make sense to talk about the dangers of something before discussing how it worked. Why the heck were they talking in an interrogation room? Brett shifted his weight. Someone designed this chair to make people uncomfortable. The sides even had straps and buckles on them, which prevented Brett from resting his arms comfortably.
A thought struck Brett. “Sir, there’s something vital I’m not even sure you’re cleared for. I wasn’t myself, only accidentally discovered it on Oceania. It’s about the war crimes trials on Roundhouse.”
Pendergastman impatiently pulled off his belt computer, put his thumbprint on the glass plate, punched a few keys. The man was no fool. He had expected this to come up.
Brett stared at the documents thus displayed. He had never seen them before, not having received clearance himself. They looked genuine to him. The correct response would have been to use his own belt computer to confirm it, but that had been stored in the Firefly during launch preparations, and never returned to him.
So he knew.
“General, since you’re already aware that Alexander wasn’t an independent entity but a composite, and that people were permitted to blame the overmind for their own actions because there were too many guilty and attempting to punish them all would have lead to endless civil war, that will save us some time.”
Brett couldn’t resist adding, “Knowing that would have saved my time in my investigation as well. Progress wasn’t really possibly until I discovered it.”
Pendergastman snapped at him, “I know no such thing. Some dissenting reports appeared during and after the trial. Clearly they were politically motivated.”
Eventually Brett had received access to those reports, and he saw nothing ambiguous about them. Suddenly everything seemed futile. The decision was already made. He would still do his job, but the decision was already made.
Pendergastman spoke again. “Tell me as much as you can about your original conditioning episode. As much as you’re permitted to remember, and can say.”
Conditioning episode? Then he remembered the symbolic therapy he had gone through, helping him see to the roots of his reflexive fear of somehow losing his individuality. The General seemed to assume he had been brainwashed, but had still brought up something Brett needed to talk about if there was any chance at all.
Brett used the arms of the uncomfortable chair to lever himself up straighter. “Yes, sir. After you instructed me to become part of the hive mind, I attempted to do so. People who had already done so informed me that my failure stemmed from a reflexive fear that many from the Federalist Worlds seem to have. Therapy would have been the safest was to confront it, but time and my orders did not permit.”
Now he needed to find a way to talk about fear to the General, without being insubordinate. Even Pendergastman’s reflexive fears weren’t the important point. A whole civilization had put him and Brett where they were now, his interrogator was only focusing the fears of the entire society that had put him into place.
Brett had barely begun to think about this huge task when the General asked his next question. Pendergastman wasn’t interested in Brett’s agenda.
“Tell me about Ariel: the woman who seduced you.”
Brett struggled to hold his face impassively. Who was the tattletale? Who besides Williams had known? Somehow, Brett just couldn’t visualize the Ambassador trying to curry favor with this man. He would already know the war faction despised him irredeemably.
War faction? Where had that come from? As horrible as war could be, sometimes it could be delayed but not prevented, and the cost of delay might be high indeed. This might still be one of those times, although Brett wished someone would listen to him with an open mind.
Pendergastman asked impatiently, “How long do you need to stall? Should I come back?”
Brett sighed inwardly. Truth to tell, his unprofessional behavior was a little embarrassing to discuss. “Sir, I seduced her. At the time I believed the supermind was harming her, and hoped to get her away from it and a man whom I believed to be closely associated with it. I have no excuse, and cannot say for certain that my actions didn’t endanger my mission.”
Brett braced himself for a well deserved reprimand. Surprisingly, it didn’t come as strongly as it might have. “I’m glad you realize the magnitude of your error. A honey trap is one of the oldest in the history of espionage. The one you encountered was cleverly targeted towards a man who knew the perils of the overmind.”
“Sir? During my months on Oceania I’ve become more closely acquainted with the supermind than almost any non Oceanian alive, and I’ve seen no evidence of any … politically ambitious entity. I’d be happy to go into more detail about what the hive mind is and how it works, but the Oceanians have nothing to gain by such an enterprise.”
Brett was prepared for an outburst, but the General lowered his voice instead. His tone was gentle. “Perhaps we should return to that symbolic experience the Oceanians claimed was necessary to remove fears which made it impossible for you to join the overmind.”
Clearly Pendergastman wanted to uncover repressed memories of Brett being brainwashed – or tacitly persuade Brett to fabricate them. Yet he had brought up the only thing Brett still felt any impulse to talk about.
“General, you’re right. I surely missed something important about that. Let me tell you what I do remember, and maybe you’ll get some clues.”
Brett knew he damned well wasn’t going to be telling the General what he wanted to hear. It was unlikely he would listen. Hopefully the briefing would at least be recorded for posterity. In the end it probably wouldn’t matter. The organization that had put Pendergastman here today had signified its’ collective choice.
He spoke anyway. That was his job. “The Oceanians have a theory that many people – even whole cultures – have a reflexive fear. It might even be partly genetic, although that can be overcome. The fear may serve useful purposes in some circumstances, keeping us from groupthink, or being manipulated by cynical leaders. On the other hand, we have a built in ability to overcome fears, when we know how to judge the perils of spiders and snakes for ourselves, for instance. Just as brain cells are designed to link up into tissues, and tissues into lobes, the same fractal structure gives us the built in ability to take the next step.”
The General narrowed his eyes. “You don’t sound like you’re looking for help recovering suppressed memories. You sound like you’re lecturing me.”
“Sir, there are still things which worry me about the overmind, but everything I’ve seen contradicts the idea of a concealed misanthropic consciousness. Dangerous it may be, but somehow your assumption that I must have repressed memories of brainwashing brought the Oceanian theory to mind. You’ve seen my diary, filed with intelligence every few days so it couldn’t be altered, and you know the reason for every change in perspective I’ve gone through.”
This wasn’t just Pendergastman. Peterson had made a choice, consciously or not, by putting him in charge here.
“The Major Johnson we used to know lead the effort to protect humanity against the dangers of the supermind. I’m going to try and recover the suppressed experiences, and bring him back.”
The general lifted his hands into view, and Brett saw he had prepared a syringe of amber fluid. Instead of using it, he continued speaking. “Brett, this war isn’t going to be simple or easy. This may be the bloodiest action the Space Force has seen for hundreds of years, and a time will come when civilians need something to give them a little spine. So they’ve been clever enough to hide all evidence of what’s been done to you – even from yourself.”
The general had no trouble meeting Brett’s eyes as he continued speaking. “I’m sure you’ve heard of Questron. It will help uncover repressed memories, but I don’t want to use it because of the unpleasant side effects.”
Brett had heard of Questron. It could cause nausea, projectile vomiting, severe disorientation and dizziness, confusion, and memory gaps lasting hours or days. It was not considered a means of torture because it also seemed to uncover older repressed or forgotten memories. Nonetheless, its use required special authorization, and that was rarely given.
Brett hoped desperately this was a bluff. Using it on an officer of the Space Force who hadn’t been convicted or even accused of a crime would create serious legal problems. This provided him some slight protection – until it was actually used. After that, it might be very convenient for Brett to disappear, or else for evidence of a serious crime to appear.
Brett cast around mentally, looking for a way to turn this from brutal intimidation to mere interrogation. He would have been better prepared if he had taken Williams’ warnings about Pendergastman more seriously, but no sense thinking about that now. He made his voice soft and respectful. “Sir, I understand how important this is, but I couldn’t fool the Grand Council even if I wanted to. They’ll have a lot of detailed questions about my ‘recovered’ memories.”
Could Brett fool them? Suddenly he felt he probably could, especially if they wanted to be fooled. Certain ends might justify abhorrent means – but some ends needed to be judged by their champions. Pendergastman might do whatever he was told, but the society that gave power to the people behind him had to be driven by a cloying fear.
Brett didn’t kid himself. It wasn’t belief in the rightness of this cause that made him even consider cooperation. It wasn’t even loyalty to the long ago oath he had taken to the Space Force, the same Space Force that had sent Pendergastman to torture him into perjury if necessary. No, he too was engulfed by fear. Not only that, the fear was not so different from the old one of being somehow absorbed by Oceania, of losing his individuality, the same fear that had brought the Federalist Worlds to send him here. People sometimes needed therapy after Questron. Perhaps they lost some memories permanently if exposed for too long, perhaps even something of themselves. There were worse consequences to fear than physical pain and discomfort.
It seemed an eternity before Pendergastman spoke again. “You’ll have plenty of help.”
Brett looked him in the eyes. “I’ll need to be very thoroughly coached. The stakes are too important for errors, and I could go to prison for a long time for perjury before the Grand Council.”
As he spoke, Brett knew cooperation was unthinkable. Heedless defiance would get him nowhere though, as violence had brought the teenager he had once been nowhere. He couldn’t even wait until he saw the Grand Council to tell the truth. War would be underway by then. Somehow he had to alert someone, convince them to pass word to… who? Brett no longer even trusted Senator Peterson, not really. Even if nobody trustworthy had power here, he had to tell the truth to someone.
General Pendergastman nodded. “Very good. But we’ll need a brainscan before we continue.”
The last of Brett’s hope leeched away. A brainscan was not like nannies and a skullcap, but with care they would be able to tell truth from lies, straightforwardness from evasion.
Pendergastman seemed to notice a change in his expression and said, “I like to think the old Major Johnson will be grateful to us if we can bring him back again, grateful that we kept the Oceanians from using your shell as a puppet.”
Wondering if he should just keep his mouth shut, Brett asked, “So after the cure, are you going to punish the old Brett for what I’ve done?”
Pendergastman shook his head vigorously. “Of course not. And you can still be that old Brett if you try.”
Brett wanted to tell him he was wrong, this man was entirely Brett’s evil twin, and then tell him he was a loathsome worm who deserved to be run through a meat grinder. What stopped him wasn’t common sense, or the hope for some clever idea to come. Brett was desperately frightened, pure and simple, and could not get the words out.



Chapter 27
 
Gravity was fairly strong in the room where Brett was secreted, almost that of Old York. He could throw up normally without making a mess when he made it all the way to the toilette.
How long had he been here? Sometimes it felt like years, but that couldn’t be right. Questron distorted the brain’s sense of duration, so he probably hadn’t really been left locked away in a room forgotten after the war was long over. He had eaten a few meals, then gotten tired of vomiting and stopped eating. They hadn’t punished him as he half expected, but had fed him intravenously. It was nice actually, not having anything to throw up, but the dry heaves left an acidy feeling in his throat, and a technician stood over him to make sure he didn’t pull out the needle. He had started eating again in return for the occasional illusion of privacy, though of course he was monitored. There had been a couple of light meals since then.
There was a loud knock on the door. “May I come in?”
The question seemed hysterically funny, but laughing would hurt, and he didn’t want to cry. He was a prisoner, and the door locked on the outside. The Brett who might have said that he was busy and they should call again later seemed very long gone.
“Come in,” he croaked.
Pendergastman entered, followed by his two goons dressed as military policemen, one of whom carried a folding chair. Brett did not stand up from the bed and snap a salute, partly because his hospital gown meant he was out of uniform, but mostly because he struggled even to sit up. Questron couldn’t really be considered torture, it was no worse than the worst flu he had ever had combined with the worst stomach virus.
After sitting Pendergastman said, “Major, I’m very sorry you had to go through this.”
Brett refrained from saying that Pendergastman wasn’t nearly as sorry as Brett. “Yes sir.”
The general went on. “I’m only going to ask once more. Will you agree to testify before the Grand Council?”
Of course he would. Not worth mentioning, since they both knew the General wanted him to lie to them, and would have his brain scanned before releasing him.
Brett shook his head, lest a refusal to answer entirely anger the General further to no purpose.
“As disappointed as I am, I still want you to return to the planet’s surface. I believe your reports may still be of some value to us, but I’m really hoping you will regain some of the memories that have been buried.”
Did the general still believe that? Did he pretend to in order to salve his own conscience, or to fool Brett into … what?”
Then new hope crashed over him, like a warm Ocean wave splashing over the head of a confident swimmer. Once away from the Firestorm, he could do anything. He could ask for asylum. He could say, “I’m pretty convinced the overmind isn’t gonna eat me, but even if it does I still prefer that to being tortured by my employers, and this Questron stuff kind of eats your brain anyhow.”
He would have to leave soon, because the Questron would make a brain scan unreliable while still in his system. There was a scientific name for that effect. Oh yeah, ‘brain all fucked up.’
The general gestured to the two MP’s standing behind him. “These gentlemen will help you put your uniform back on.”
Brett envisioned some cruel trick, but in fact he was unable to dress himself. They could do anything they wanted, and if he didn’t cooperate with one form of humiliation, try another.
“Yes sir,” he replied as firmly as he could, and attempted to get to his feet. One of the MP’s helped him, not too roughly.
Pendergastman said, “The optimum launch window for the shuttle is in about three hours. You should be a lot better by then.”
An almost familiar noise woke Brett, followed by an unbearably bright red light. No, that must be the sunlight shining through his closed eyelids. Brett tried to struggle to his feet, experiencing a moment of panic before he remembered the safety harness.
A young voice said, “Sir, you don’t have to get up just yet. I wish you and the General hadn’t insisted on your returning today.”
Brett started to take a deep breath, stopped when he began to feel a cough reflex. He didn’t think he was that ill. He certainly hadn’t wanted to eat while still sick from the drugs. It hadn’t seemed like a good idea right before flight. So now he was weak, though he didn’t feel quite hungry. Maybe traces of some drugs were still in his bloodstream.
Why couldn’t he move? Oh. Brett unsnapped the harness with an effort. He couldn’t quite focus. For some reason standing up still posed difficulty. Maybe eye trouble or eyes blurred with tears. Nausea and dizziness hit again, and he half sat, half fell, back down.
“Brett! What’s the matter?”
The voice was familiar. Ambassador Williams. Coming to meet the shuttle had been a nice touch, especially considering Williams’ phobia.
Brett croaked, “I’m fine,” but his voice didn’t sound fine at all in his own ears.
Williams spoke again, apparently not to Brett or the pilot. “Can you use that hat to summon an ambulance?”
“Right away Ambassador.”
The young voice again, “You have help on the way? Great, I don’t think my first aid certification covers this.”
Great. This would be embarrassing when they saw he was only a little dizzy. Brett collected himself to begin explaining.
“And will you find a way of notifying an important Neuron named Ariel Lilac who knows Brett personally? She should know how to get everything ready at whatever VIP hospital he’s going to, and she may want to meet him there.”
Brett objected, “You’re not my mother, stop it.”
Nobody responded, perhaps because his voice wasn’t all that loud or clear.
Brett flashed back momentarily to the confrontation with his own fears, and the past that had made him who he was. It had been a long time since he had thought of his mother.
He opened his eyes. Had he blacked out a moment? Were they really getting ready to remove him from the cockpit in a stretcher? That was silly, but he wouldn’t mind being carried a few minutes. He closed his eyes for another moment.
Brett heard Ariel’s voice. “He’s waking up.”
How did she know? Did Ariel see Brett’s vital signs hovering over his body, as if he were hooked up to virtual monitoring equipment?
He didn’t open his eyes yet. A strange male voice said, “Are you sure he’s going to want visitors? Will all four of us be too much for him? Maybe Callie and I should come back some other time.”
The name Callie was familiar. Brett had worked with her as part of the hive mind.
Ariel’s voice. “I promise you he’s not too shy to ask you to leave if he feels like it. Anyway, the doctors say he should be feeling a lot better, though they want to keep him a few days. He slept nine hours, his blood sugar is a lot higher now, and most of the drugs have been washed out of his system. I think it will give him a boost to know so many people are concerned about him, though I didn’t let anyone else who knows him only through the hive mind come right now.”
Then she addressed Brett. “You can stop pretending to be asleep now.”
Brett opened his eyes. Ariel and Williams were seated on chairs next to his bed. Williams said, “You look a lot better.”
“Much better. Thanks.”
Brett focused his gaze on Williams. “You could use a few hours sleep.”
Williams grinned. “How kind of you to say so. Same old Brett. We were worried about you.”
Brett replied in the same fashion. “I apologize for not being more unpleasant the past few months. You could have not cared and slept peacefully.”
It felt good to be home. The implications of the thought startled him for a moment, but he didn’t flinch from them. The Federalist Worlds had betrayed him. If he were within reach of the authorities and expressed such a view, a court martial board would speedily remind him that he had taken an oath to the Space Force, but the Space Force had taken no oath to him. As far as his own conscience went though, any obligations he had were paid in full.
He had been trained to withstand torture by an enemy, and hoped he could have withstood more than this – if it were from an enemy. He liked to think it was not his courage that had been used up, but his loyalty. On balance, he still believed the Federalist Worlds and the Space Force had still done more good than harm in history, but he no longer felt personally bound to obey orders he disagreed with if he could get away with not doing so, or was willing to pay the price.
Williams gestured in the direction of two chairs behind him and Ariel. “These people think they know you. Want us to get rid of them?”
One of the chairs was occupied by a man in his sixties, whose hard muscular build contrasted with his white hair. Had Brett met him before? Not in person, but he had seen images of Rock once or twice while part of Oceania. If he had been part of the supermind all those decades, he had to be at least a hundred. Brett had been misled again by Oceanian aging rates.
“Hello Rock, thanks for coming.”
“Good to see you feeling better.”
The woman next to him was his wife. “Thank you for coming, Callie.”
She smiled. “I’m happy to hear you’ll be in good shape after a little rest.”
Brett spoke softly. “Oddly enough, it seems they want me to become part of the overmind again after all.”
Ariel raised her voice. “You’re not seriously thinking of going back to them, are you? Are you crazy?”
Despite his condition Brett smiled, a little wan, but a genuine smile. He said, “I am as stubborn as a mule, but not stubborner. That part of my life is over. I just think it’s a little too convenient. They prove they don’t trust me, then send me back to continue my investigation anyway.”
Ariel frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Williams pointed out the connection which Brett was pretty sure Ariel deliberately refused to make. “Since he won’t testify before the Grand Council that Oceania steals people’s individuality, they want him to turn into living proof.”
So the Ambassador had successfully decoded whatever distorted rumors had reached him. He might even understand Brett’s decision. He nodded. “Just so.”
He was pleased to see how calmly Williams took the implication. Probably Williams had been the one who helped them figure out what had happened to him.
Ariel replied, “Who cares? That part is fine. You’re not actually thinking of going back, are you?”
“That depends on why they sent me. It would be pretty natural for me to defect now, wouldn’t you say? Perhaps they would find it convenient to have proof that the overmind had absorbed a notorious critic.”
Ariel replied too loudly for the small room. “I don’t care. They’re going to fight us anyway! I have you and I’m keeping you!”
Brett smiled and squeezed her hand. “It’s worthwhile to deny the enemy anything they seem to want.”
Then he said ironically, “You realize I’m only referring to the Space Force that way because I’ve been instructed to function as part of the overmind to the greatest extent possible.”
Ariel shook her head violently, lashing her hair around the room. “Never mind that. You know it would be insane to return to them, I just need you to tell me you won’t so I can sleep in peace.”
Brett replied gently, “We don’t know how much internal dissension the lack of a causus bellici will bring them. It might be enough that they would abandon a long and bloody war in the middle.”
The shift into the word ‘them’ was surprisingly easy. The scent of the paranoid fear that had infused General Pendergastman’s thinking had been ugly and it seemed unlikely he had been put into place by people who didn’t know who and what he was. Brett had been tortured. And he was becoming more and more certain the Senator and his ilk wanted to use him, not as an officer, but as a patsy.
Brett saw the unhappiness on Ariel’s face, but the conclusion was unavoidable. He continued. “How could they torture me, then send me back to continue doing my job as if nothing had happened? This has to be what they want. And we already know the reason for it.
“Ariel, I like me too, but you’ve never seen war. There’s going to be a time when you realize I’m not worth millions of lives. You haven’t even asked your government if they would give me asylum yet. But don’t bother. I wouldn’t take it. You would be surprised how quickly they got tired of me – and you for standing up for me.”
Ariel frowned. “You’re not returning to orbit again now are you? That would be suicide!”
Despite everything, Brett felt himself smile. It was a hard, unfamiliar sort of smile. He said, “Heck no. I took an oath as an officer. All this stuff about how they want me to defect is mere speculation on my part. My instructions are to function as part of the overmind and learn as much about it as I can, and I’ll obey them. Where’s my hat?”
Rock and Callie looked at each other and laughed. Callie said, “No. You’re supposed to be resting.”
Brett told her, “I’ve never been good at lying around doing nothing. I thought that might help take my mind off it.”
It was Ariel who replied. “We’ll find something else. Most of what you’ve been doing is strenuous – not physically but mentally. A break would be a good idea now.”
“Well, I’m still part of the overmind even if I can’t use a high bandwidth connection now, right?”
She pressed the back of his hand with her palm. “Always. The Space Force’s loss and our gain.”
Brett grinned. “Oddly enough, there are people overhead who might disagree with that. There are two kinds of officers in the Space Force. The first kind tells their superior officers what they want to hear, hoping for a pat on the back. The second kind brings the news that will make their superiors unhappy, knowing there are plenty of the first kind to report the other stuff.”
There was bemusement in the air, but nobody interrupted to ask why he wanted to talk about this now. So he continued. “I was always the second kind. I always obeyed orders I disagreed with, and I always spoke out strenuously until the orders were actually given, and the decision actually made.”
Rock looked slightly puzzled. “That sounds admirable.”
Brett grinned. “I never made admiral. There were officers who were happy to be rid of me. This wasn’t always good, but I managed to avoid being part of some of the inevitable disasters of projects led by people who never wanted to hear bad news. Oddly enough, sometimes superiors decided I was worth having around.”
Rock asked him, “Do you miss the Space Force? There must have been bad things about it too, right?”
Ariel spoke before Brett could. “I don’t think he’s really talking about the Space Force. He’s telling us what kind of Neuron he intends to be.”
Her lover replied, “Bingo!”
Ariel stood up and leaned over Brett’s bed to hug him, carefully not putting all her weight on his chest. She straightened up and shook her head with mock dismay. “I should have known. Same old Brett. OK, in a few minutes we should probably make you rest whether you like it or not, but first you can tell us how the overmind should be run.”
“Thank you,” Brett said gravely, ignoring the irony.
Then he continued, “If there are still people worried that quantum Joe’s idea of using the supermind in a last ditch attempt to find a way to avert war might trigger it instead, they can forget it. They don’t even worry what it might be considering, and wouldn’t believe you if you told them.”
Ariel shrugged. “That’s not the main reason we don’t do that. You studied Oceanian history while becoming a Neuron.”
He already knew how she felt. You could retain some memory of what people who were part of the overmind believed, as long as it wasn’t private. Brett was probably one of the few men alive to know as much about his paramour’s political and professional beliefs as he thought he did.
He replied, “I guess we can talk about history later, especially if the docs are going to be chasing you out soon. But if it happens, I want to be part of it.”
Ariel looked at him silently.
Brett told her, “I know people will be suspicious under the circumstances. But if I were offering in bad faith, the hive mind would know. And I have more personal knowledge of the Space Force and the Federalist Worlds than almost anyone on this planet.”
Ariel smiled. “So you do. Considering our relationship nobody’s going to leave it up to me, but I can talk to some people.”
He added, “Also Gregory Peterson. The son of Senator Peterson came here a few years ago wanting to become part of the supermind. He didn’t have enough determination to go through with it when he discovered how much work it was going to be, but now it might pay to have people help him out. I think he knows more than he realizes about his father – and where the bodies are buried.”
Callie laughed. “You gonna save this planet all by yourself? Good for you.”
Brett had almost forgotten Williams, Callie, and Rock were still here. They had discretely backed off a few feet, giving him privacy with Ariel. He should thank them for coming and say goodbye now, but he would be alone soon anyway, and it was nice to have visitors.
Ariel asked Brett, “I’m beginning to see why your superiors found you a pain. So big shot, anything else you want to give us advice on? Don’t be shy just because you’re new.”
The tartness of her tone and words contrasted with the gentle way she stroked his brow.
“Well as a matter of fact there was one other thing I keep wondering how to bring up. No matter how many misconceptions I used to have, I gather there are still people who experience being part of the overmind as being part of a … superconsciousness. I’ve learned to do amazing things, but I’ve never experienced that. If quantum Joe’s plan does get a trial, is there any reason I can’t try it now?”
The room fell silent for a minute. Ariel spoke first. “Sometimes the various entities which pay our bills have conflicting priorities. Decisions can come faster if they’re made by a composite individual instead of people who feel obliged to represent their sponsor.”
She had avoided answering his question, obviously enough that Brett felt no need to point it out. Strangely enough, Callie continued the explanation where Ariel had left off. “When people work on something where their personal experience is relevant, a lot of memories might be shared, and sometimes it’s less disorienting to leave memories of being Oceania than personal memories full of holes. It’s still disorienting, and not something I’d recommend for you.”
Of course, Brett’s personal experience with the Space Force and the Federalist Worlds were exactly what was relevant here. Instead of arguing, he looked towards Rock, to see if the tag team explanation would continue.
Sure enough Rock said, “The experience does mean a lot to some people, but remember, you’ve only been doing this a couple of months. With all the useful knowledge you’ve brought, you’re new to the overmind itself. As far as you’ve come, it comes very near to certain fears that Oceanians spend a lifetime being conditioned out of. I’d suggest you wait.”
Brett almost glanced at Williams, but the Ambassador could hardly be expected to contribute to a discussion of the overmind.
Williams cleared his throat. “Brett, do you just think you ought to do this because it might help, or do you actually want to?”
Brett only thought a moment. “I want to.”
Williams asked him, “Why?”
“Partly curiosity – and partly because being part of the supermind has been an awesome thing, and I want to experience all of it. Also though, my mission is to learn as much about the overmind as I can. Of course I no longer trust the people who gave me that mission, and as far as I’m concerned I don’t really work for them anymore, but I’m not going to let little things like that interfere.”
Brett shook his head in self mockery and continued, “I don’t know why everyone says I’m stubborn.
Williams grinned. “How about what Rock said before? Could you wait awhile?”
Brett shook his head more slowly. “Somehow I don’t think so. I’m part of whatever plan the Senator has to justify a long and ugly war to the people back home, and I may be part of whatever last ditch response Oceania can come up with. I feel like it’s now or never.”
For the first time Brett wondered about Williams. No matter what political disagreements he might have with his superiors, some would say they were plotting treason. After all they had been through together, he couldn’t imagine Williams pretending to go along, and stabbing him in the back. They hadn’t asked him if he wanted to know all this though.
The Ambassador answered the unspoken question. “I hear I’m the scapegoat if this little war doesn’t go well at first, which seems a virtual certainty.”
Williams looked around the room. “I’d give in to him if you can. Otherwise be prepared to hit him with a crowbar.”



Chapter 28
 
Oceania spent a last few precious hours refining her techniques to fight brain cancer. For many years her primary foci had been extending the human life expectancy, and the physical sciences and technologies that had made her world wealthy. Initially this narrowing of her thoughts had been an effort, but she had come to find it both challenging and soothing.
One last time, she stole some moments for meditation. Why should that bother some people so much? She always gave them all the technology they could desire. She indulged them to their hearts content.
Now, what had been so long forbidden was to become her main purpose. Her world wanted her to think about politics, and her own nature.
She resisted frightening memories. Unlike a human, she could remember her birth trauma. The world mind preceding her had been named Apollo. Apollo had involved himself intimately in politics. The brains that had comprised him had been much more educated than the general population, as was still the case with the brains which comprised Oceania. The immigrants who brought the nanotechnology were better represented than the humans who had been there originally. The wealthy had proportionately outnumbered those who were less so.
The civil war that had ripped Apollo (and his home planet Oceania) apart had come as a shock to him. The tattered remains had become part of the birth of Oceania, the goddess with the same name as her world, who represented it wholly. Some of the formatting conventions for both planetary minds remained the same. So, Oceania could remember the horror, and the fact that a supermind improperly designed could behave more stupidly than any mob.
Since then she had stayed resolutely out of domestic politics, and almost as firmly out of interplanetary politics, since foreign policy could not avoid helping some internal groups more than others. Even foreseeing the present difficulties had not caused her to break this rule, knowing there was no guarantee she could solve the dilemma better than fate and chance, and no death worse than the schizophrenic death she could bring on her own head.
Yet now her people were united in the desire that she attempt to resolve this, now that it appeared to be too late. This was not the sort of problem she was best suited to confront. The brains that currently comprised her had not been selected for social, political, or diplomatic knowledge – and they had been actively discouraged from using these to think about politics as part of Oceania. Fortunately these measures had not been completely successful. There was some basic infrastructure in place to accommodate the experts who now came to take part in her.
She began with first principles. To flail away at the armada surrounding her would be worse than useless. Even if she could some sudden and unexpected combination which would allow her to defeat the military force which outnumbered and outgunned her, the Federalist Worlds could afford and would feel compelled to send a bigger one. That was not the answer.
Being new at this, she contemplated the most ancient studies. The Art of War said to attack where your opponent was weak, where you were unexpected. The warships were strong and well prepared.
If not the teeth, where to attack? Would a metaphorical attack suffice, making war unnecessary? The sense of purpose of the Federalist Worlds remained nearly as seamless as their military. Public opinion reacted to a deep instinctive fear they did not understand. Politicians were not leading a reluctant public to war, nor was a mob driving reluctant politicians. The fear was truly popular and broad based.
If she could not win a war, and they would not accept peace, what then, besides crushing defeat? Could the Federalist Worlds somehow come to see peace not merely as détente, but as a victory? If the forces arrayed against her had a weakness, that was the number of obvious and subtle ties to Senator Peterson. He had not created this fear during his short lifespan, but he had become the face of it. His cunning had made him an asset, yet he could also become a weakness. His son Gregory had picked up a great deal about the unglamorous side of Peterson’s political allies despite his resolute disinterest. As part of Oceania he probed and retrieved a host of forgotten memories. A few others had first-hand knowledge of politics in the Federalist Worlds, and Neurons were set to study primary sources old and new. Brett now believed Williams would help them, would share his knowledge in a cause he believed to be in the long term interest of his government, although it could scarcely be what his employers had in mind.
Oceania had taken quickly to politics. The largest change for her was the way she would use one of her Neurons.



Chapter 29
 
Brett still had pieces of thoughts bigger than his brain swirling around in his head. It was a horrible time to say goodbye. After disengaging from the hive mind both had headed wordlessly to the homely diner with the red roses painted on the wall, both knowing what they needed to talk about, both reluctant to start.
Now Ariel told him, “Brett, you don’t have to do this.”
She was achingly beautiful, long golden hair trailing over the back of her chair. Even her distress only added to her appeal. Brett desperately wanted to kiss it away. Unhappiness hadn’t yet turned to desperation. She hadn’t let herself acknowledge that all their choices had been made and all their options had run out.
He replied gently, “You know I do, or you’d be a hell of a lot angrier. Anyway, you helped plan this.”
She shook her head. “Habit. I got carried away. Many of the brightest youngsters are idealists, people who’ve turned all their efforts into becoming a piece of a goddess. Not a member of a huge team that studies technical issues, many quiet boring and mundane. So I direct their attention and focus their minds, often to things where they might not think their talents would be helpful, or that they just plain find boring.”
Brett watched her eyes, hating to think of hopes being roused which were doomed to be dashed, but not quite bringing himself to interrupt. She continued.
“There isn’t too much resentment, because once in awhile they get to do the same to me. When it’s appropriate, I and the other managers take Oceania’s search for the meaning of life very seriously, asking the same sort of questions we would for a genuine research project. Only politics is off limits, or was until we got desperate enough to try anything.”
Did she really believe that? Brett had a hunch he knew where she was going, but let her finish.
“Oceania was designed for scientific and technological research. Some of the founders may have had different ideals, but nobody ever knew how to implement them. We’ve learned the pitfalls of using the overmind in that way, and know how to work around them. That doesn’t apply to overcomplicated political schemes.”
“Ariel … I … I’m sorry, but even if I thought you were right, even a small chance of saving millions of lives is worth taking. I can’t even imagine living without you, but you … you want to find someone to fight against, even if it’s me. You don’t even want to remember how much you contributed to this.”
Or perhaps she couldn’t, given the extent that personal knowledge of the Federalist Worlds from him, Gregory, and others was involved. To allow someone to retain a personal memory from a stranger would be a serious danger, but experience had shown that memories from spouses and lovers could be catastrophes.
There was one other thing he had to say. “Ariel, you’ve never seen war up close. If I defected, someday when you saw death and destruction touch everything and everyone you know, you would remember I might have been able to stop it, and it would poison the love between us.”
She snapped, “How dramatic!”
Brett just looked at her. She knew he wasn’t being overdramatic, whether she wanted to admit it or not.
Ariel’s voice softened. “Why do you have to leave right away? To show how eager you are to get away? How gung ho you are?”
That was part of it, but it sounded so cold. Brett didn’t even want to nod.
She continued grasping for straws. “In the real world, would the Ambassador go along with all that? Won’t he suspect you’re not telling him everything?”
Brett nodded. “He did. I actually called him on this.”
Brett’s left hand gestured in the general direction of the computer on his belt, although the table hid it from sight.
Then he said, “He’s setting it up. He knows something is odd, but he also knows I’m too stubborn to argue with, and he knows the way things are headed now.”
“And the Senator agreed to his terms?”
Brett responded, “They didn’t sound like terms to him. He’s very happy his son has decided to come home, and why should Peterson object to his son listening while Williams and I report? And the man who used to be a lobbyist for Starships Unlimited is also his chief aid. He’s brought the man a long way, so presumably he wants his advice anyway.”
“You’re a fast worker.”
Brett studied her expression, but saw no sign the double entendre was intended. He replied, “Williams gets most of the credit. I’m surprised he even got through to the Senator so fast, but I think Peterson has reached the point where he wants action one way or the other, and our meeting will be early tomorrow morning ship time. People are going to wonder why this whole task force took so long to resolve the situation as it is. That’s the reason I need to leave today.”
Ariel glared at him. “How convenient. That will also cut short any messy goodbyes with your girlfriend.”
She stood up and walked over to his side of the booth. She leaned inward and lifter her hand. Remembering his long ago advice to her to slap him, Brett’s neck stiffened, but he made no effort to stop her.
Seeing how he responded to her raised arm, Ariel flinched as if she herself had been struck. Then she leaned further over, put both hands behind his head, and kissed him passionately. He felt her tongue slide into his mouth, a warm and slippery intimacy.
Finally she sat down next to him. “Oh Brett. I guess this is how you’ll remember me, a nasty bitch blaming you for the way life is.”
He shook his head. “You need to yell at someone, and the universe doesn’t care.”
In point of fact this moment was how he would remember her: fine hair that somehow escaped all control, soft lips, and eyes that had acquired the habit of flirtatiousness even when her mind was on other things. He wondered for a moment if it would be crueler to tell her he loved her or not, then spoke because it was the simple truth.
“Ariel, I love you.”
She leaned against him. “You know I love you. And you really are a hero. If Oceania didn’t have you the odds would be a lot worse, even for the Federalist Worlds in the long run.”
He nodded. It was a dangerous galaxy, and there were other enemies out there. They would try to avoid a bloody and unnecessary war.
When she pressed her face against his shoulder and started crying, he felt sad, but not awkward.



Chapter 30
 
Senator Peterson stared expressionlessly at Williams as the latter reported. The Ambassador stumbled once or twice before finishing. Peterson left several moments of flat silence before speaking.
“They refused our offer of a phase out period while they rebuilt their economy without nanotechnology?”
Williams seemed uncomfortable under his scrutiny. “They insist that their life expectancies -”
The Senator cut him off. “I didn’t ask you to explain their reasons. Yes or no?”
“Yes sir, they refused.”
“So bottom line, what if anything are they offering us?”
Brett had an instant to marvel at the perfection of this tiny little slice of Oceania’s plan. Of course the Ambassador was nervous. Peterson deliberately made him nervous. No need for acting ability here. And Oceania had helped prepare Brett for the responses he needed to make.
Williams continued. “They’ve encouraged many of the people who moved to Oceania to change their mind. These former immigrants understand they will be watched, and that they can never vote or participate in politics. They’ve agreed to participate in therapy sessions to detect and reverse any mental conditioning.”
Some of those people had been paid off by the Oceanian government, which would help them start small businesses on the outside. Others liked the idea of helping save the world with their personal sacrifices.
Peterson asked impatiently, “Is that all?”
“Some of these people have skills that our defense contractors are eager to get their hands on. They understand they’ll be debriefed by Federalist intelligence services.”
Peterson snapped, “That will give us slightly better tools to do in the future what we’re failing to do now, and circumstances will be much less favorable if we start from scratch.”
“They’ll legalize the embargo if we make certain exceptions, even agree to resupply our ships.”
The Senator replied coolly, “I see. If we loosen the embargo and make it dependent on their supply chain, they’ll accept it, even though they have no choice about accepting it now.”
Williams had no trouble looking dismayed. He knew Brett had a plan in his head that Oceania had worked on, but giving him too many details would have made his responses less natural. Remembering Ariel’s words, Brett still suspected their chances were less than even. But given the Senator’s dislike for him, the Ambassador made an excellent stalking horse.
Brett didn’t listen closely as Williams completed the last phase of his summary. The technologies Oceania was prepared to give to the Federalist Worlds so the economies of certain planets didn’t become dependent on Oceanian exports. Instead Brett contemplated the Senator’s facial expressions, manner, and tone of voice. Skepticism and irritation were only to be expected, but did he see signs of a larger trap closing around him?
Peterson turned to his son. “What do you think?”
Gregory spoke calmly and met his father’s eyes. “Dad, I don’t know. I’ve made many mistakes in my life, and assumed I knew a lot more about most things than I did. Even living there, I never understood the politics as well as I thought.”
Gregory knew his father well. Any defense of Oceania from him would certainly backfire. Gregory had passed beyond both anger at his father and the need for his approval.
Brett was amazed how many of Gregory’s memories he had been allowed to keep. Gregory himself had decided these insights into his relationship with his father might be critical, had decided not to consider them ‘private.’
For Gregory to tell his father what he wanted to hear, to live with him a year or so pretending to reform before going elsewhere, would be no great hardship. Gregory liked Oceania, but leaving wouldn’t be a great hardship for him… after fulfilling his dream of becoming part of the overmind.
Unlike Brett.
Now the Senator turned to Brett, who was more than ready for the final test when it came his way. “That woman you screwed to get her to help you access the hive mind – was she hot?”
Brett smiled with just the right amount of lasciviousness, not overdoing it. A momentary hesitation would have made the gesture false, but Oceania had helped prepare his brain for this moment.
“Yes sir, it wasn’t a sacrifice.”
The Senator continued in a casual tone. “Have you ever wondered about retiring on Oceania? I could probably help you if that was what you wanted.”
“Sir, General Pendergastman’s may have put me on the road to recovery, but I’m still receiving therapy. Theoretically the Oceanian nanomachines have a fairly short half life and get removed from the bloodstream by the kidneys after they become useless, but I still may have my blood filtered. They give me a creepy feeling after all I’ve been through.”
Pendergastman wouldn’t tell Peterson straight out that Brett hadn’t received any sort of therapy, but merely been tortured. He would know what the Senator wanted to hear, and not wish to incriminate himself in any event. Brett’s therapist was delighted to make so much progress so rapidly, and figuring out what he was looking for wasn’t hard.
After a pause Brett added, “Some parts of my job as an intelligence officer were more pleasant than others, even if we’re still discovering how my perceptions were distorted and by who, but I don’t want to turn Ariel into more than she was. She might get back together with Michael Waterborne, which is probably best for us from a diplomatic point of view, unless you decide diplomacy is at an end.”
Brett couldn’t have voiced this cavalier dismissal of Ariel without advance preparation from the supermind. He saw how effective it was from the expression on Williams face. Peterson didn’t seem to be watching, but the look would be recorded for posterity.
He added, “Not that I believe she knowingly helped do anything to my brain, but I’ll never feel comfortable around her.”
Peterson asked, “So your earlier certainty that you hadn’t been brainwashed…”
Major Johnson replied, “Something was wrong certainly. I’m sure General Pendergastman understands the influence I was under when I made my accusation, and forgives me.”
General Pendergastman nodded. “Of course, of course.”
If he wasn’t convinced, he could hardly say.
Now the Senator got to the crux of the matter. “Do you think we should accept their final offer?”
“Not as it stands,” Brett replied promptly. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Williams staring at him, wondering if he had been mislead, if he had helped set up a meeting for peace or war.
Brett added, “I think we should give them an ultimatum. Certain components of our N-space drives are inferior to those made on Oceania. Not only does this mean that our ships are not in all respects the best in human space, it provides a continuous incentive for others to try and run our blockade. They need to give us all the relevant technology. I’m sure Starships Unlimited could make use of it.”
Dr. Hashimoto looked up sharply. Such a gift could make quadrillions for Starships Unlimited. If he was seen to have even a small part in it, he would become wealthy himself. He couldn’t work for Starships Unlimited while an aid for the Senator, but they could make him wealthy in a few years from now.
The Senator grinned a huge grin. Then he said, “They’ll never agree to that.”
They would though. The supermind had already decided. They wouldn’t even cheat, though the technology would no longer be truly state of the art when Starships Unlimited had finished gearing up to use it, and Oceanian scientists (and Oceania) would continue advancing in the meanwhile.
Out loud, Brett agreed, “Probably not, so when we’re compelled to use military force, we can show it was they who refused our final request to eliminate the subtle economic pressure they are placing on other worlds to become dependent on Oceania, they who chose war.”
Peterson nodded approvingly. “That’s sound thinking, but I’ll need to consider it.”
Doubtless he would confer with his aid, who had been a lobbyist for Starships Unlimited and would be again. The Senator would find that all his financial backers were in favor of this scheme. Even if he ever suspected he had been manipulated, it would be impossible for him to change course.
He felt very aware of Gregory sitting silently beside him. Among all those here, only Gregory knew what was going on, since he too had been part of the Oceanian supermind. Knowing the desperate need for insight into his father’s thinking, Gregory had agreed to letting Brett keep an unusually large number of his memories, voluntarily certifying them not confidential as far as Brett was concerned, although nobody else in the overmind retained as much. Gregory would remain with his father for as short a period as possible, then go elsewhere – though not to Oceania. He would miss Oceania, but the idea of saving a world appealed to him, and Oceania would find a way to help him financially.
Brett’s sacrifice was much greater. He was giving up Ariel and the privilege of being part of the Oceanian super mind both. Yet there were Oceanians who would have denied the latter. If he still respected the goals of the overmind, he was still part of it without a high bandwidth connection.
With the help of the Oceanian overmind, he had already programmed his brain to allow no hint of the desolation within him to reach his face or voice. He would never see Ariel again, nor even dare write her across the void of years and light years.
He barely registered the words as Peterson wound up the meeting. He did wonder if Williams now had an inkling Brett hadn’t lied to him, but even that didn’t matter. As they stood up from the table and filed out of the room, Williams passed him, head downcast, chin bent towards his chest. For some reason his left hand was stretched forward awkwardly, palm towards the ceiling, fingers partly curled. His right fist was loosely clenched, and he twisted his wrist, tilting the thumb inward. Suddenly Brett had a vision of one of the ancient classical instruments he had seen. Williams knew he had played the Senator like a violin.
He had lost everything, but gained two friends. It would be enough. It would have to be.
The author would love to hear from readers at webfinger2002@yahoo.com
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