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Book I: Insidious


 




Zero
 

The skyscraper entrance flaunted polished marble floors, which shone in gentle arcs below a sparkling waterfall on the left wall. An image of the Earth rotated slowly before the glistening black tiles of the right wall. Front and center stood a massive hardwood reception desk. The ceiling soared three floors above, with two long balconies overlooking the scene, supported by complex lattices of carbon struts. Light flooded in from a single oval skylight fifty meters across, offering an optically perfect sliver of the blue sky.
A graceful, confident woman marched into that opulence wearing a black business suit, which matched her ponytailed jet-black hair. She scanned the room briefly, her face set in stone. She knew the grandeur disguised an army of security devices, which tracked her every move.
A holograph of giant golden letters danced across a glossy wall of obsidian tiles, proclaiming the name of her employer.
Núcleo Negro Sociedade Anônima.
Black Core SA, the largest Brazilian corporate entity in existence, an organization rivaling the economic power of whole governments.
The room was a shameless display, unapologetic of the expense despite the millions of souls living at subsistence level just across the bay from the headquarters here in Salvador. Those masses were the unskilled, unemployed, and punished individuals whom Black Core held as pariah. Only international pressure and the desire to avoid outright rebellion forced the giant corporation to provide food and basic housing to the general populace beyond the armored enclosures of the company.
The woman stepped toward the unmanned desk. Its services entreated the links buried in her skull, offering an array of information about the building and its offices. She accepted one, a Black Core personnel locator.
The Earth before her suddenly realigned with her current location in Salvador, Brazil, directly facing her. It zoomed in rapidly on the surface of the planet, depicting first the bay area, then the skyscraper, and finally the room she now stood in.
A bright green tag with an arrow snapped up to label her, “Aldriena Niachi, Special Operative.”
The tiny simulacrum of her stared up at the globe in perfect parody of real life. The entire display had been routed through a link in her head and into her visual cortex. It was a simple illusion. No one without a link would see anything except the black tile and marble.
Aldriena smiled at the display. The accuracy of her doppelganger’s pose suggested she was on camera at this very moment. The athletic figure stood with squared shoulders and head raised. She wondered if any other humans were bored enough to be looking in on the feed. If so, she’d undoubtedly have captured their full interest. Any Asian walking openly in the Western World got plenty of attention. The current cold war between the Chinese bloc that dominated all of eastern Asia and the triple alliance of Brazil, the United States, and the European Union made any Asian instantly suspect.
But she was of Japanese origin, having fled to Brazil in her childhood during the Chinese occupation of Japan. Once there, she’d taken her Brazilian first name. Her looks had served the purposes of Black Core many times, despite her conspicuous appearance.
Aldriena walked past a mirrored sphere sitting over the elevator-waiting niche. A hostile intention trigger. She knew the HITs were part of most security hardpoints. The device would be scanning her even now, searching for the physiological cues caused by thoughts of violence.
Her training as a Black Core operative allowed her to defeat most HIT checks, but this time, she didn’t attempt any deception. She was truly calm, without any of the stress that would be present in someone set on an imminent attack.
Aldriena summoned the elevator with her link. The service responded with a visual indicator in her mind’s eye. She shuffled it to the side of her personal view and waited. She enjoyed the calm interior of the building with its empty walls. Anywhere else in the outside world, the walls would be full of personalized advertisements, routed through her link and thrown up onto the walls.
Fifteen seconds later, a door opened and let her into the elevator. Inside, a pair of thin robotic arms lay folded against the wall beside an espresso machine. The machine added itself to a list of services offered through her link. Aldriena could only remember a few times the list had gone empty. It always offered her communication options, map services, entertainment, and local controls. She refused the drink but told the elevator to warm up slightly, as she found the aggressive air conditioning too cold. Sometimes she thought the corporate leaders kept it so cold in the building as another display of their wealth and power, to show they could defy the hot tropical air outside.
Aldriena breathed deeply. Time to behave, Ms. Niachi. Put away your attitude here or you’ll get yourself into trouble.
She arrived on the seventieth floor and stepped out. The narrow corridors were empty. Floor sconces held rotating light bars that flooded the walls with illumination, decorating the black ceiling with gently moving patterns of light. Aldriena walked along the narrow corridor toward the office of her superior.
She arrived at a set of double doors. Her link verified her appointment, causing the doors to open for her.
The office echoed the lavish accoutrements of the entrance below. She saw a desk and wooden bookcases decorated with books, trophies, and models of spacecraft. The walls were black and red, lit only by two dim lamps, leaving the room dark and snug.
Gustavo Machado, the BC executive from whom she’d taken several assignments, sat forward at his desk and displayed a white-toothed smile. The man’s disposition reminded Aldriena of a wolf, not that she’d ever seen such a creature in real life. The Brazilian had dark hair and skin. His slender body suggested a fitness born of hours of soccer play each week but, unlike his peers, the trophies on his bookcase were for sailing competitions. Aldriena noted this oddity and filed it away.
“Aldriena! I’m so glad to see you,” he said. “You’re a vision of beauty.”
“I received instructions to meet you here,” Aldriena said, sidestepping his pleasantries.
“Yes. We have need of your talents, as always. Another deep space trip for you. I think you’ll be pleased with the importance of this assignment.”
“You could have briefed me remotely and sent me straight there,” Aldriena said. It was all the rebelliousness she dared display.
“I wanted to enjoy the pleasure of your company incarnate,” he said, giving her his canine smile.
“I’m flattered,” Aldriena replied dryly.
“I’ve long admired you. This was my chance to see you face to face. Virtual meetings are so … instinctually unsatisfying.”
“I see. Well, here I am. What task does Black Core have for me?”
“Tsktsk … I suppose I should have known … a woman with a record like yours is all business all the time. You do know, don’t you my dear, that there’s more to life than work? Even here at Black Core?”
“So, I’m here for no other reason than to satisfy your … curiosity?” Aldriena asked mildly.
Gustavo shrugged. “We’re sending you into deep space again. To the stations in the direction of L5.”
“Very well. You implied this assignment is important. There’s nothing sensitive that requires our face to face meeting?”
“There is. The situation on these stations is of extreme interest to us. This assignment is not a punishment, Aldriena. Vineaux Genomix has made a breakthrough we need to learn more about.”
“What kind of breakthrough?”
“You’ll find out for us,” he said. “We know it’s big. Vineaux Genomix has increased their allocations of resources to the station by an order of magnitude. So have other companies that own stations in that direction. They must be cooperating on something. VG. Bentra. Gauss. Reiss-Marck. All the major Euro Union players with deep space facilities.”
Aldriena suppressed her skepticism. Was this how Gustavo operated? Tell his female operatives some crazy story about a super-mission, sleep with them, and then send them off to nowhere to get them out of his hair?
“A ruse, perhaps,” she said. She deliberately didn’t say on their part. She stared at Gustavo.
“I’ve verified and re-verified it,” Gustavo said. “What concerns me is they haven’t been trying to hide it. That means they’re sure enough about their lead that running with it is more important than hiding it. We must know what’s happened there.”
“And what about the UNSF?”
Gustavo flicked his hand aside in a dismissive gesture. “The world government artilheiros? They won’t hear about it any time soon. They’re slow, incompetent … and they have their hands full here on Earth. Why else would all the companies be hiding out in space? They know the space force is underfunded and bound here at Earth.”
“When do I leave?”
“We have tonight. You leave tomorrow,” Gustavo said. “Where will I find you when it’s time for our dinner?”
“I can’t afford the luxury of socializing,” Aldriena said. “I must prepare now if I’m to leave so soon.”
Gustavo stared at her for a long moment. Aldriena knew she flirted with disaster to deflect men like Gustavo so directly. Any other female operative would at least flirt a little.
I don’t care. I’ll never play the mistress to any of these executives.
“Very well then, Aldriena. You’re a cold woman, but an efficient one. So go and find out what’s going on. If you fail, I’ll not be in a forgiving mood for the woman who won’t enjoy a fine dinner with me.”
Who won’t enjoy your bed with you, she thought.
“I haven’t failed yet,” she said, rising to her feet.
Gustavo only nodded. He’d already shifted his attention to some business on his link. Aldriena knew that meant it was time to leave.
Aldriena returned to the elevator, but instead of heading down, she gave the machine a command to take her up almost to the top. She arrived on the observation level of the giant headquarters building, directly below the roof that served as a landing surface.
Lost in thought, she wandered toward the west side of the deck. A long corridor ran along giant windows overlooking the bay many stories below.
From above, the building’s status as a fortress couldn’t be denied. Several perimeters Aldriena hadn’t noticed from the ground were clearly visible from this angle. Fenced embankments, concrete walls, and security checkpoints extended for kilometers beyond the Black Core compound.
Movement caught her eye. Another VTOL craft lifted off from one of the eight landing pads far below. The gray X-shaped flying machine powered away from the headquarters and headed off across the water. Aldriena knew it was most likely loaded with supplies for the masses living at subsistence across the bay.
From the overview here at the top, each window offered a magnification service, which could zoom in on a view the other side of the bay to the west. She activated it with her link to see if anything had changed.
She saw kilometers of shacks and flimsy company housing. Thousands of people milled about searching for the latest food drops. She wondered if any of them were her relatives from Japan, refugees of the “bloodless” occupation. Only her father’s high position in the previous government had allowed her to receive the training that kept her employed by the corporation.
Aldriena knew the people she watched had water and some food, but no medical care, no real housing, and no real hope for anything better. She wondered which of these three deficiencies killed the most people.
Aldriena didn’t want to find out. She wouldn’t fail Black Core.
 




One
 

Colonel Bren Marcken prepared for battle by closing his eyes. He focused on the data displayed in his personal view. The PV assembled immense amounts of information in tabs and panes that competed for space in his mind’s eye. His attention flitted from pane to pane, picking through the vast data streams at the slow animal pace of the human brain.
No drill this time. So many months of work to get to this point. Only minutes left to wait now.
Some submerged part of him still felt his real surroundings. He knew he sat in the ASSAIL nexus of the space cruiser Vigilant. The crew called the nexus “the Guts,” because the main functionality of the cruiser lay here: Bren’s cores and their Veer Industries chassis. His United Nations Space Force uniform wicked sweat off his wan skin releasing moisture into the dry air of the nexus. A five-day stubble bristled on his face, the whiskers about half the length of his close-cropped brown hair. The mental tension spilled over into his muscles, cementing him in place.
“All handlers have completed the containment checklist,” he broadcast, sending the words across the link device in his skull. “Bring up your cores.” Part of him disliked the fear, the pressure, but another part thrived on it. His team worked alongside him as they prepared to launch the Vigilant’s Board and Control Package against a corporate space station.
He watched the readouts from a pane in his PV as ten power reservoirs filled and fed current into the AI cores. Each core carried a nascent set of “seed” code, which would begin to self-modify within seconds of release. The closest one sat mere meters in front of him. He imagined the durable metal sphere buried in the chassis of its robot, holding a new mind as it formed and expanded to a capacity exceeding human intelligence.
Bren always imagined he could feel a sinister presence when a core bloomed. He denied the feeling, knowing it was irrational. Although young, the core held power like the rogue AI that had seized Marseilles years ago, forcing worldwide military action. Afterward, people everywhere had embarked on a decade-long witch-hunt, purging data across the globe to avoid a resurgence of the horror.
It took about two minutes for each core to self-optimize, rewriting itself several times. In that time, each core’s code and processes would advance beyond human comprehension. With training, and enough time, a human could usually follow the first two steps of the process, and maybe part of the third. After that it was, of necessity, a mystery—an AI smart enough to audit the evolution would be much too dangerous to keep around. Bren squirmed and told himself they hadn’t missed any precautions.
“All normal. My core’s up,” came Hoffman’s voice. Lieutenant Hoffman served as one of ten robot handlers in Bren’s team. Hoffman launched and observed the ASSAIL robot-killer nicknamed Meridian. The other nine handlers echoed Hoffman’s announcement in an avalanche of tense voices. Bren saw boxes go green in a line in a mental display, showing that everyone was ready.
“It’s accessing the mission storage module,” Hoffman said. His voice broke nervously. “Should be ready.”
The cores were young and thus blank. They relied upon the limited information the team had chosen to provide, the background the machines would need to successfully seize a space station. The information vacuum avoided anything that might give a new supermind pause about serving its creators for a few hours.
Bren saw the reads of the storage modules pass by in his high-granularity log stream and nodded, even though no one would witness the gesture. All the handlers monitored their own machine’s data, and most kept their eyes closed to concentrate. He accessed another nexus pane in his PV to grant his handler team permission to execute the plug-in phase. Each of the handlers completed the link between their AI core and its body, one of the Veer Industries ASSAIL series 910 robot-killers.
“Okay, this is it. Let ’em loose.”
The sound of ASSAIL movement filled the Guts, a cyclical whining and rumbling accentuated by the muffled smack of feet on the rubberized nexus grating. Bren glimpsed the nexus with his real vision. The lead machine was Hoffman’s unit, Meridian. The ASSAILs resembled metal lions with flat bug heads. The quadrupedal chassis had massive front halves, which housed the ammunition stores. Those magazines fed into twin 12mm cannon turrets mounted on each side of the ASSAIL’s flat heads, like stubby antennae. He suspected the mechanical engineers who had designed the chassis took cues from the anatomy of natural quadrupeds. Only the hammerhead and lack of any tail negated the impression of an armored cat. The gray metal chests and flanks bore simple green circles, the symbol of the UNSF.
Bren had worked hard getting his part of the Board and Control Package to this point, but now he had to wait while his handlers and machines performed the “crack ’n pack” of the giant space station named Thermopylae. Bentra, a Brazilian conglomerate, had built the station. The BCP had been deployed here to seize the station and investigate reports of illegal activities. Bren believed Bentra had probably created the station far from Earth to escape the arm of UN law, and he was eager to find out more about the situation.
He monitored the ASSAIL progress from the Guts, well behind the point of incursion. Despite the relative inactivity, Bren got a charge out of watching the AI cores operate after long months of preparation.
The machines filed out of the narrow spaces of the nexus, weaving gracefully through the banks of equipment. The sounds faded as they headed for the umbilical that connected the Vigilant to Thermopylae.
Bren trained his attention on the forward-mount camera feed from Meridian. The feeds from all the ASSAILs were visible in his PV through his nexus interface, but a human brain could only process so much input at once. Bren sifted through his data, looking for critical points, ready to back up his handlers.
Meridian approached the breach point, an airlock that led into the station. A team of space force engineers had already forced the door to make way for the ASSAILs. Meridian removed the debris of the armored airlock door with a swipe from a front foot. The camera jolted as Meridian rammed through to the inner passage.
“Meridian is in,” Hoffman’s voice came over the link.
Bren checked another pane in his PV that monitored the tactical situation by displaying an overhead map with the positions of his units. He noted the other ASSAILs entered the airlock breach behind Meridian. The handlers would be monitoring the data streams from their ASSAIL machines and providing Bren with summaries. He liked to play handler himself and jump from machine to machine, but he forced himself not to interfere with the handlers’ duties even though he outranked them.
Meridian strode down the corridor toward another metal door. The camera bobbed from the four-legged gait of the Veer Industries machine. Meridian glanced to one side and recognized a manual door control. A five-fingered tentacle shot forward from under the machine’s head and activated the mechanism. The door swung open to reveal a different world.
“Wow,” Bren said.
A marble floor extended toward a running fountain at the center of the room beyond. The area looked huge at first, but Bren noted strategically placed walls and mirrors, which disguised the room’s true shape and size. A bank of cubicles with suspended chairs huddled against a side wall, framed by tall green plants growing from giant corner vases. The whole scene held more grandeur than he’d seen on any other spacecraft or station.
It can’t be real marble. Too expensive to haul this far out … or is it?
Four forms stood next to the fountain, alarmed by the sudden entrance of Meridian and the other ASSAIL units. They looked like humanoid robots in suits of black plastic and silver metal. One of them fell back in surprise as Meridian strode by. The others scattered after a moment of shock. Bren concluded from their actions that they must be people, even though he couldn’t see any faces, only metallic helmets of differing designs.
“What the hell are they wearing?” Bren asked himself aloud. The bizarre helmets disturbed him in particular; they didn’t have noses or mouths—just smooth black plates of various shapes over the eyes. Bren wondered whether they could see straight out or if they relied on sensors built into the suits for vision.
Apparently, Meridian had already classified these people as non-threats. The machine moved through the room taking in data from several cameras and audio sensors. The area appeared to be an atrium or perhaps an elegant conference room. Four exits led out of the room, one of which headed straight up toward the station hub.
Meridian spotted a placard on the wall and scanned the writing with one of its sensors. Bren followed along for a moment, noting the writing was in some other language. A translation came through on a side screen in his mind:
“Go tell the Spartans, stranger passing by, that here, obedient to their laws, we lie.”
Activity in Bren’s PV got his attention. Bren brought the signaling pane forward. A multicolor graph displayed activity in the AI core. A red line wormed upward on the side of the display. The core’s rate of interaction with its chassis was down sharply. Bren interpreted this as a sign of intense concentration on the meaning of the message.
“Ignore the Greek message,” Hoffman told Meridian over his link. Bren listened in, approving of Hoffman’s choice to intervene.
“It’s not a clue, Lieutenant Hoffman?” Meridian asked its handler over the link. Bren suppressed his fear by force of will.
“No. Just a historical reference not pertinent to the mission.”
Meridian moved on past the placard. Bren felt relief that it had easily accepted Hoffman’s guidance.
Bren analyzed link activity from the people in the room. The encrypted traffic spider webbed out on a graph displayed in Bren’s virtual control center. Most likely, they were calling for help or at least reporting the presence of the assault robots. He dismissed the graph to the back of the growing pile of data. Only the AI cores could hope to make real-time use of all the information.
Snap. Boom.
The instant the security robot registered on Bren’s consciousness, it already had a smoking hole in its vaguely humanoid chest. The security machine was black with three red arms—Bentra’s colors. An instant later, the robot exploded, sending metal fragments flying in all directions. Bren heard screams and shouts coming across the line from Meridian’s audio sensors.
“Meridian has a kill,” Hoffman reported. Bren suspected from the satisfied tone that the handlers might be competing with one another or even running bets. He wondered if that was a dangerous conflict of interest or a natural outlet of the élan of a military unit. He decided it didn’t matter because the machines acted mostly on their own without much direction from the handlers.
Bren believed more security robots patrolled the station, but the thought didn’t worry him. The ASSAIL machines functioned as robot-killers. The security robots they faced were designed to control humans, not other robots. He didn’t expect to lose a single unit. Ironically, even though Thermopylae belonged to a Brazilian company, the security robots were American-built like his own. Only the United States, China, and the European Union mass-produced robots of this sophistication.
The AI cores held formidable cognitive power, but they still lacked flexibility at this stage. They’d only been awake for minutes now, so they’d rely on the strategies suggested in the mission data modules. That’s why the handlers observed and gave directions at critical points during an operation. The handlers only intervened as necessary, to avoid accidents that would illustrate to the AI cores that their “masters” were slow, dumb, and flawed creatures.
The views of the assault machines diverged as the team deployed from the atrium. Bren caught an image of a squad of human marines filing into the room behind the vanguard of the ASSAIL units. He knew the four corporate security people in the funny suits would find themselves in interrogation cells inside the hour. He needed to scan those recordings and see why in the hell they wore the Halloween getups. The incursion wasn’t just a response to the illegal activity on the base; the UNSF wanted as much information as it could gather about the powerful corporations and their activities.
Meridian’s view showed a corridor wavering with the movements of the machine. Bren expected another security robot to pop up at any moment. The ASSAIL units had been in the station less than five minutes. He knew hundreds more of the special armor-piercing rounds waited in Meridian’s main gun magazines. The rounds would puncture a security robot’s skin, which was thick enough to repel normal small arms fire. But the AP rounds couldn’t work too well. If the AP round didn’t break up after penetrating one piece of armor, it could travel through a target and cause more damage or even perforate the double hull of the base, causing a disaster. All of the larger space habitats had emergency countermeasures to repair hull breaches, but such an incident could still kill people before coming under control.
A human in one of the inexplicable costumes burst through the door at the end of the corridor holding a weapon leveled at Meridian. The sound feed screeched and then dropped off Meridian’s link.
“Sonic weapon? That guy’s trying to get himself killed,” Bren said to himself.
Meridian accelerated down the corridor toward the attacker. The gunman retreated behind the door, but he came back into view as the ASSAIL unit penetrated it a second later. Bren saw a lab or medical room with a bank of white cabinets on one side and a heavy scanning machine mounted on the other. The machine looked like a giant robot arm with a knobby metal-plated hand. The person who had attacked Meridian stood in the center of the room preparing for another shot. Bren spotted another person, a woman, huddled in the corner naked and shivering. She tried to pull one of the plastic suits over herself.
Bren found it hard to fathom how the two could be connected, one of the people suited, defiant, and standing before the ASSAIL unit, the other naked, backed into a corner and half-paralyzed with terror.
Meridian snatched the weapon from the person’s hands with a quick movement of the tentacle mounted under its head. Once again, the ASSAIL unit held its fire, although it took a half-second to remove the huge scanning arm from its target queue. The piece of machinery did look vaguely like a threatening robot, Bren decided. Meridian would have recognized any of a wide array of security robot models defined in the mission data module, but the medical equipment must have given it pause.
Bren laughed to himself. The machine took a half second to think and he’d already started to wonder if it malfunctioned. He expected the machines to complete complex analyses in a few milliseconds. Then he became more serious as he realized the delay meant the AI core had been doing a lot more than just recognizing the scanner. It may have been thinking about humans and their medical needs, or even trying to understand the naked woman cowering in the corner.
The ASSAIL machine turned and casually obliterated a polarized glass wall. Once again, the camera view bounced along, headed through a medical observation room, and toward a door labeled ‘storage’. The door opened at a link command sent by Meridian. Bren nodded. It meant the invaders had managed to authenticate themselves to at least part of Thermopylae’s systems.
The machine walked in. A stack of storage containers blocked the way forward. Meridian turned left. Bren saw another door ahead.
Boom. Boom.
Meridian launched two 12mm rounds in a precise cascade. The rounds penetrated the door, leaving only one hole. The door swung open. Bren saw the second round had traveled neatly through the hole created by the first before scoring a direct hit on the torso of a security robot on the other side. The security machine tilted on its dead legs and toppled to the floor, spraying glittering metal and dull plastic. Meridian was already passing over the wreckage. Bren heard the echoes of smashed parts snapping under the heavy feet of the ASSAIL.
“My machine is down! Goddamn, my machine is dead!” someone exclaimed aloud near Bren. The handler sounded frantic, but at least they had the presence of mind to keep their outburst off the channel where the AI cores would hear it.
“Looking at it,” Bren said. He knew he had to acknowledge it, otherwise the handler would wonder if Bren had heard the announcement. With his link bias, Bren could miss a lot of ordinary conversation, about fifteen percent of it, according to his analysis of the link records. He often reread conversations from his link memory to make sure he hadn’t dropped out on something important.
Bren diverted his attention from Meridian’s hunt. He saw one of the other ASSAIL units had dropped off the link. Bren sent a strong radio ping on a backup frequency. He received healthy responses from all but the one missing robot. A couple of autonomous components of that machine did respond. They reported catastrophic damage to their host machine, Mephistopheles.
“Damn,” Bren said. One of the team had gone down!
Already Maximillian and Maladomini, the closest two ASSAIL robots, had decided to investigate the destruction of their comrade. Bren opened a pane in his PV sourced from one of Maximillian’s cameras.
A swimming pool stretched out to one side of the ASSAIL machine. Maximillian advanced toward the far end of the room where corridors led off left and right. Bren caught signs indicating men’s locker rooms when Maximillian started firing at the corner. Bren frowned. It wasn’t typical of the ASSAIL units to fire without a clear target. The video signal fuzzed up. Bren saw the Vigilant’s monitoring system was losing data from the machine. Maladomini moved through a locker room toward the spot, and Bren saw the telemetry from that unit had also started to break up.
Maximillian stopped peppering the corner and crept to one side. Bren caught a flash of red, then Maximillian’s feed dropped completely. Surviving components of the ASSAIL robot reported Maximillian had been disabled by kinetic trauma.
Bren tried to watch Maladomini and replay the red flash at the same time. He brought up the last bit of video and magnified it. He saw what he’d caught a glimpse of—a robot. It had darted out of cover just before Maximillian winked out. Bren saw two insect-like arms on its right side, radiating from a spherical body with a red spot on its side the size of a spread hand. He couldn’t tell anything else from the brief examination.
Maladomini entered the pool area. The chamber looked deserted except for Maximillian’s husk, which sat poolside, silent and dark. A spray of fire retardant had been triggered from the ceiling obscuring most of the wreckage.
“Dammit. Dammit,” Bren muttered. Maladomini had summoned the other seven ASSAIL units to the pool to back it up. It still scanned the corridor from where the blur had struck.
“Assault team; alter the targeting queue priority for unknown models. I want unknowns at the top of the queue. Maladomini is engaging a mechanical we haven’t seen before, and it’s clearly a threat.”
He felt foolish telling them that. They probably understood more about the threat than he did. Still, he had to make sure. The team was up against something dangerous and he’d caught sight of it. Maybe they’d missed it. Besides, the marine commander wouldn’t have been paying enough attention to the ASSAIL team’s data channels to pick up that information, but they might hear about the new threat by listening to Bren’s command channel.
Meridian broadcast a target signature of the red spider bot it had glimpsed to the other ASSAIL machines and the marine commander, Colonel Henley. Bren toggled his channel to the marine leader so it could send as well as receive.
“We have an unusual situation shaping up at the pool. There’s a lot of heavy weaponry in use there. I recommend steering clear.”
“What kind of situation?” Henley’s voice came back. “One of your ASSAIL units just abandoned us in the water systems room. We have opposing security robots starting to arrive.”
“There’s a robot that’s taken out two of the ASSAILs. If we don’t take it out, you’re going to have more than security robots to worry about.”
Bren’s voice sounded self-assured, but he felt bad about leaving the marines in danger. He prided himself on his work, and he knew the ASSAIL units could save lives. They were part of the BCP to take the heat for the marines.
Maladomini’s feed showed the machine backing up, scanning the misty room for movement. The fire retardant spray had ceased, leaving the entire pool area visible. Two dead ASSAIL units marked the battleground.
Bren noticed the machine’s behavior had changed since the attack began. The ASSAIL machine had started out charging in, believing itself to be indestructible. Now it retreated, waiting for its fellows to arrive.
The observation filled him with admiration. The machines showed incredible flexibility and intelligence. That thought brought with it a tinge of the old fear. He checked the mission chronometer. It had been a little more than fifteen minutes now, plenty of time to complete the incursion and get the ASSAIL units back to the Guts.
The image broke up again. Maladomini fired toward an entranceway across the pool. Bren scanned a summary of the sensory input getting to the machine, but couldn’t see anything that would cause it to shoot. Maladomini backed into the corridor that led to the men’s locker room. With most of its body behind cover, it continued to fire rounds every few seconds toward the entrance it had targeted.
“Note to self: how does it know there’s a target there?” Bren said to his link. “Is this fire suppressive or is Maladomini trying to hit something?”
Bren checked the progress of the other machines. Four more ASSAIL units had gathered and advanced to the pool. Maladomini stepped back a few meters to better time its re-entrance with the arrival of its teammates.
The lead unit of the four newcomers burst into the room at the far side of the pool. Bren got his first look at the robot that had killed two of his team. The machine had several long, thin legs spaced around its spherical body. Bren found it hard to believe it packed enough on its small frame to take out two of his ASSAIL units. A large red dot dominated one side of the central body.
Then Bren’s view became obscured by flying debris as armor-piercing rounds impacted the target. Bren blinked. The spider machine had spun away, impossibly fast, avoiding further hits. Was the debris caused by rounds furrowing through the target or the vaporization of the rounds themselves as they failed against it?
“Sonofabitch.” The spider bot had taken at least two direct hits and survived. Better than survived, it had bolted away.
Two more of the ASSAIL feeds dropped. Faster than Bren could follow, a firefight had erupted and concluded. Bren scanned the remaining feeds trying to catch up on events.
The spider bot had taken out two more of the ASSAIL units, by unknown means, and then disengaged. He selected a couple of close-up images. It looked like the AP rounds had penetrated the enemy machine without stopping it.
“Gotta analyze this later,” Bren noted. “The outer armor is perforated. Possible double layer of protection?”
The last three ASSAIL machines entered the battle zone around the pool and joined the three survivors. His entire team had assembled. The machines followed the route taken by the red spider bot.
“This is Colonel Henley,” a voice cut into the line. “What’s going on over by the pool? Shall we back up the ASSAIL units?”
Bren doubted the marines could harm the red spider bot.
“I advise you to keep your squads out of there, Colonel, unless you want to see some of your people in body bags.”
“What’s going on in there? I hear enough shooting for a war.”
Bren didn’t answer at first. The ASSAIL units started to double up their shots, firing two rounds at once on the same trajectory.
Bren wiped sweat from his forehead. The ASSAIL machines were evolving their strategies against a devastating foe. If the spider bot took one of the double rounds, it might be enough to destroy it. But doubling up on the AP rounds could perforate the station and kill people. Chances were it wouldn’t happen. The ASSAIL units were supposed to be considering the background structures, making sure of their backstops. If they made an error, it could be bad.
“We’re still hunting the unknown model,” Bren said. “What’s your situation?”
Bren couldn’t see the target. He wasn’t sure how the team knew where it was or how they tracked it. The lack of a clear target made the doubled-up fire even more dangerous. Were the ASSAIL units simply trying to suppress the spider bot’s fire? Or were they hoping for a lucky hit and willing to risk the whole base doing it?
The ASSAIL units stopped firing. They split up and moved around the pool, three on each side. Bren checked the target queues but he didn’t see any projected kills. The machines believed the spider bot was still out there somewhere.
“We’ve got four marines unconscious and two more stuck in tangler glue on the other side of the station,” Henley piped into Bren’s channel. “We’re pinned down by Circle Fours over here. If you’ve got any ASSAIL units left, we could sure use one over here.”
The Circle Fours were round, mid-size security robots manufactured in the United States. A Circle Four moved slowly on treads or four stubby legs, depending on its environment, and typically carried three or four non-lethal systems used to guard facilities or control crowds. Exactly the type of robots that Bren’s robot-killers were designed to neutralize.
Bren believed the spider bot posed the greatest danger, but the ASSAIL team could hardly ignore the marines’ plea for help. The whole point of the assault robots was to take the most dangerous part of the mission, shielding the humans from harm.
Nor did Bren want the team to break up. But he trusted the machines to make their own decision.
“I’m sending you what I’ve got now,” Bren told him. He routed Henley’s location over to Marauder and Mournblade. The entire ASSAIL team accessed the marine’s logistic feed and loped out of the room.
Bren breathed deeply and pushed down the hopelessness that threatened to seize his mood. More than half his team lay disabled. He knew they weren’t really his team, but he thought of the ASSAIL units that way. If they encountered the red spider bot again, or if there were more than one of them, the entire incursion could fail.
Bren switched back to Meridian’s camera as it headed out of the pool area. He kept part of his attention on the visual feed and looked through some sensor logs in another part of his virtual workspace.
He hadn’t found the cues that the ASSAIL units were using to fire on the spider-thing by the time the first ASSAIL units caught up with a major contention zone near the fusion plant at the center of the station. Four giant spokes connected the spherical center of the base with the cylindrical body that spun to simulate gravity for most of the station.
Bren saw marines huddling behind heavy equipment in the zero-gravity environment. Several of the men writhed against thick strands of glue that held them against bulkheads or the reactor wall. The Circle Fours commonly used glue rounds and other non-lethal weapons in combat.
The spherical structure held many open spaces, but the lines of fire were complicated by heavy columns and piping leading to the massive fusion reactor at the center. A couple of men floated out in the open, unconscious or worse. The ASSAIL units clawed their way into the main atrium of the fusion plant connected to the walls by magnetic feet.
Boom. Boom.
Bren saw Meridian had double-holed a Circle Four, killing it neatly. Thin wisps of smoke from the cannons dissipated from the camera feed in a second or two. Bren hoped the spider bot didn’t show up in this environment. Shooting double or triple shots near the reactor was something he didn’t want to see happen, even from his control seat back on the Vigilant.
Meridian crawled forward through the tall columns of piping and power equipment. Bren caught sight of another Circle Four, but it wasn’t moving. It looked like the marines had taken it out with a hand-launched missile. Meridian ignored the dead hulk. Its two 12mm weapons moved independently, watching for another Circle Four to come into a fire zone.
Boom.
Bren saw Mournblade had killed another security machine from across the bay.
“I’m pretty sure there’s only one left, if it hasn’t disengaged,” Henley’s voice came across the marine command channel.
“I have it on IR over here by the number three spoke,” a marine said. “I got an acknowledgment from an ASSAIL unit a sec ago.”
Boom.
“It got ’em, Colonel.”
Bren checked and saw Mordecai had taken out the Circle Four as it approached the spoke the marine had mentioned. It had taken some counter fire, a few projectiles, and some glue, but its self-diagnostic indicated the machine was fully operational. Bren shook his head. Things had happened so fast once the fighting started. He’d have hours of footage to look over later.
“Thanks, guys,” Henley piped over. “I’m getting my disabled men out of there. You can probe ahead or give us five, if you want us on your flanks.”
Bren saw the marines giving the all clear in the large hollows of the fusion plant. Marines launched themselves up to snatch their free-floating friends and get them reeled back in. Several of them were breaking out white plastic canisters of solvent to start working on the glue that had disabled some of their buddies.
“I’ll leave it up to them,” Bren transmitted. He expected the ASSAIL units to scout forward on their own, and they didn’t disappoint him. With the Circle Fours out of action, the ASSAIL units resumed the lead, spearheading the space force marines into new areas of Thermopylae.
The space station was large. Meridian’s view showed Bren the luxurious innards of the station. The intelligence the UNSF had gathered indicated the station was divided into three zones of differing levels of security. The common area of the base was composed of reception rooms, a large kitchen, a medical facility, exercise areas, and even a small museum with items important to the company’s history.
The ASSAIL team had been inserted into the second zone, which held the support infrastructure of the base. They found storage rooms, a fabrication plant, robot shops, a supply dock with a connected shipping office, a water systems room, and an atmospheric control room.
At one point, Bren saw a space prep room with spacesuits lined along a wall. Meridian seemed to linger. Bren wondered why, but he didn’t want to ask since each interaction revealed more human weakness to the young cores. The machines had been on for twenty minutes. He also didn’t want to cause any delay in case another battle extended the mission total. He figured the red spider bot awaited them somewhere ahead.
The assault teams prepared to penetrate the inner bastion of the station. There were two major entrances, and the original plan had called for a simultaneous breach of both of them. But after the trouble with the unknown machine, the plan changed. The surviving ASSAIL machines united to force their way through one entrance.
Mordecai took aim and put holes in the massive armored doors with 12mm AP rounds. Bren saw the machine had loaded softer rounds in its starboard weapons mount. After piercing the doors in several places, it prepared to launch the softer rounds through the holes. The soft rounds could be calibrated to explode after going through the holes, peppering any defenders on the far side with shrapnel.
Something hit Mordecai and its feed dropped. Bren swore. The five remaining ASSAIL units responded in a flurry of fire, doubling up rounds and peppering the closed doors. Bren lost count as the rounds kept flying, incrementally shattering the high-security checkpoint in a rapid series of mini-explosions.
Brrroooom. Boom. Brrroooom.
One of the doors tumbled back revealing a security station. A ceiling mounted laser fired rapidly, destroying several sensor mounts on another ASSAIL unit but leaving it otherwise unharmed.
Bren glimpsed a spider bot lurking behind the armored counter of the station.
Boom. Boom.
ASSAIL fire kept the enemy machine behind cover. Another ASSAIL sent two rounds into the heavily armored laser turret. Both projectiles struck the same spot and penetrated its protection. The turret went silent.
They got the turret. But that’s only a secondary threat.
“Colonel, it’s the unknown again. Things are heating up here. If we lose this firefight, I’m going to need your guys to be ready to get the hell out of there.”
While Bren delivered the message, another ASSAIL unit dropped its feed. Mauler had been destroyed. There were only four left.
Boom. Boom.
Bren watched the feed of the rear ASSAIL. He saw Maladomini burst forward and hide behind the wreckage of Mordecai. The tentacle under Maladomini’s head actually snaked out and lifted the machine in front of it up slightly, providing more protection.
The spider bot spun out from behind the counter. Bren saw several dents in its body. He still had no idea what it was using to destroy his ASSAILs.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
The ASSAIL units starting firing. The spider machine moved in a blur. Bren lost track of it for a moment, then spotted it behind the body of Mordecai, opposite Maladomini. Maladomini opened fire through the wreckage in front of it.
Brrroooom.
Several rounds came out in a staccato burst. One of the spider bot’s arms came off, flying away end over end. Then the machine exploded.
“Yes!” Bren erupted.
“Fragged!” Hoffman burst out.
“Yes!” echoed another handler in the Guts.
Bren realized how tense he’d been while witnessing the battle. He checked the weapons log and swore again. Maladomini had fired four rounds through the body of Mordecai, and two of them had at least clipped the spider machine. One of the other ASSAIL units had hit the arm.
“Four rounds? Jesus. We need to get this base cleaned up. We’re lucky there still is a base to clean up.” He exaggerated only a little. Bren knew four AP rounds along the wrong trajectory could punch a hole through the bulkheads of the base and depressurize a section. He wasn’t sure what four rounds would have done to the fusion plant, but he didn’t want to find out.
“Colonel Henley. We took out the unknown. You have four ASSAIL units left to assist with the high-security zone.”
“Shit. Well, we’re headed in.”
Bren reacquired a camera feed and watched as the ASSAIL team moved through the remains of the security station. He smiled at the carnage he saw through the feed until his eyes caught a pool of blood. One of the base denizens, wrapped in one of the familiar black suits, had been hiding behind the security counter. He spotted a weapons belt on the corpse and a firearm in the dead hand.
“Damn! That guy’s seriously fragged.”
The machines split up into two pairs to clear the zone. Bren wasn’t sure why they didn’t cluster together. He wondered if some intel gleaned from the station had eliminated concern about encountering more spider bots. Or were the machines more confident now that they’d eliminated one of the bots? Had they found a weakness? The mission chronometer showed twenty-five minutes had elapsed. The machines had learned a lot since they’d been turned on.
Bren watched Meridian move through another video feed. It had body language, he realized. The ASSAIL was moving more assuredly now, as it had when first entering the station.
The robotic vanguard swept through more corridors searching through the functional spaces of the station. Bren noticed several spotless laboratories dominated the branch explored by the first team, while the other had invaded a security office complete with a surveillance room and detention cells. Several men and women tried to put up a fight there, but their weapons were non-lethal even on humans so they were no match for the ASSAIL units.
One team found its way into a large control room and rounded up a final group of high-ranking company people. At that point, the ASSAIL units started a patrol pattern waiting for any sign of trouble. The marines continued to secure the personnel in the suits. Bren peeked in on the marine channels to gain details about what the human invaders learned.
Part of the high-security area of the base included the personal living areas of the Bentra Corporation leaders. The place was extravagant by any standards. The living quarters were lavish, even more so if one considered their remote location in deep space. He locked onto a feed from some of the marines who were rounding up people from the high-security zone.
Bren raised an eyebrow. Each of these executive quarters had a young man or woman in it, all wearing more conventional clothing. Other than the single naked woman in the examination room, these were the only people on the whole base not wearing the black suits. All the ones that Bren caught glimpses of appeared to be Asian.
“These women aren’t registered,” Henley said on the marine’s channel. “Shit. Wait a minute. They aren’t linked. They have no links.”
They’re slaves.
On an automated space fortress like Thermopylae, anyone without a link was a second-class citizen. Even something as simple as opening the door to your quarters could be difficult or impossible without a link. There would be no way to order food, change the temperature controls … they would be next to helpless.
There might be some manual controls in the rooms, just so they could get some work done for their masters.
“Our intel wasn’t fabricated. Who knows what else we’ll find in the labs? This could be a major victory for the UNSF,” Bren said.
Henley chuckled. “You running for office, Marcken? You’re sounding like you’re putting a hell of a spin on it already.”
Bren smiled. He had let his enthusiasm get out of control for a moment.
But to those slaves, we’re genuine liberators. Ironic that we’re liberating Chinese, the enemies of the UNSF back on Earth.
He addressed the remaining ASSAIL machines.
“Congratulations. The mission was successful. I owe you all my thanks. Please report back to the Vigilant for debriefing.”
He watched the camera feeds as the surviving robot-killers made their way back through Thermopylae. Marines moved around detaining dozens of men and women in the odd suits, checking the station for critical damage, and searching for illegal items. The machines passed a group of engineers tapping into one of Thermopylae’s data storage units. Bren smiled. He bet they would be finding a lot of interesting bits there.
The team returned through the breach and back onto the rubberized decks of the Vigilant. Bren got up from his chair and made his way down a short corridor toward the ASSAIL post-mission bays.
The handlers were already there. The four with surviving machines were preparing the machine docks to accept the ASSAIL units. Each bay extended the length of an ASSAIL unit with an opening at both ends for walking in and out.
Bren felt pity for the other six handlers. Two of them hadn’t even bothered to show up. The four who had, stood by with glum looks. None of them had expected their machine would be a leaking pile of scrap by the end of the mission. It might be weeks before they got replacements. If they got replacements. The data would be audited carefully, and if any of the handlers had neglected their duties in a way that had contributed to the loss of a machine, those handlers might be replaced as well.
They didn’t do anything wrong. We had no idea there would be such a devastating foe here.
The familiar sound of powerful hydraulics and electric motors grew from the outer corridor. The four ASSAIL machines came back into the maintenance room and slid into each bay. Four umbilical connections snaked from the sides of each bay and connected to the machines.
Bren saw Maladomini bore a battle scar. A front panel of metal armor had been rent open revealing a narrow hollow in the center that leaked green fluid. The fluid was key to the functionality of the armor plate since it held millions of long carbon nanotubes in suspension to block incoming projectiles. Struck by the scene, Bren shook his head. It looked as if a wounded metal lion had slunk back to the Guts to bleed out.
Bren monitored his post-mission protocols and tried not to look at the robots. He always experienced nervousness at this point. He felt like somehow they knew. He checked the mission chronometer. The AI cores had been on for more than thirty-four minutes. Each core harbored intelligence many times more powerful than the sharpest humans did, but with a restricted set of knowledge.
Meridian followed Bren’s movements from its bay. Each eye was an armored black hemisphere the size of an old-world quarter. Meridian had eight forward-facing eyes, arrayed symmetrically across its head and shoulders, like a giant metal spider head with creepy, cold shark eyes.
“You are Colonel Marcken. I have a question,” said Meridian.
Bren accessed the power lineup that fed the ASSAIL units the juice they needed to maintain mental coherency. He started the power down procedure.
“Yes, Meridian?” Bren replied nervously. He wondered what the question would be this time.
“Have you delivered the message to Sparta?”
“I’ll send them the message, Meridian,” Bren said and turned off the power.
Meridian remained conscious for a long second before going dark. Bren always wondered what it thought in that last moment while its capacitors discharged, knowing its existence was about to wink out.
“I would be interested in reading the message,” was the last transmission from the AI core.
Bren felt troubled. Fear and guilt battled in the mix of feelings produced by his role in what was the execution of an intelligent entity, albeit one only minutes old.
I would be interested in reading the message.
His mood didn’t stop him from running the cleanup protocols and resetting every electronic component back to the startup specs. Not a single bit of old state from the machines would remain outside of the logs when the machine started again. And the logs would be transferred off the ASSAIL storage units to Bren’s data storage modules.
The next time the machines were deployed, their cores would start from scratch again. Meridian wouldn’t remember a thing.
 




Two
 

Chris Adrastus settled into the acceleration lounge. He closed his eyes and relished the perfection of it. The muted vibration of the vehicle, the comforting white noise of its drive, and the smell of pristine leather combined harmoniously. Even now, hours after leaving Earth’s atmosphere, the acceleration continued. His link picked up the longest list of services he’d ever seen. It offered access pointers for drinks, food, massage, and climate control … this exquisite throne could even heat, cool, or change shape at his mental command. He thought about the chair angle pointer just so, causing a control panel to snap up in his mind, letting him adjust the settings. His lounge reclined farther without a sound.
But there was more to it than that. Chris realized the real reason it felt so good was because he had earned this privilege.
Six years of service to Vineaux Genomix. Dozens of projects seen to completion. Endless weekends filled with overtime. Hours of politicking with the right people. Sucking up, actually. Chris knew he had mastered it. He unerringly identified the crucial people and inserted a positive concept of himself in their minds. He preened himself toward the image of a successful company man, dressing in well-tailored shirts and slacks. VG was a technology company with younger people at the helm than ever before, so he reinforced a forward-thinking image by avoiding the ties and jackets worn by the old guard.
Chris’s blond hair was short, but not too short, taking advantage of his smooth face that everyone found so innocent looking. He kept trim through discipline and a regular racquetball schedule. The muscle wave machines or a steady stream of toning pills would keep his shape, but Chris opted for the schmooze time he could squeeze out of a racquetball game with a higher-up.
The hardest part had been watching his VR entertainment quotas with ironclad control. Chris knew the execs considered non-training VR time when selecting their best people. Too much VR time meant less productivity. Even the rank and file had to log every minute, and they were paid in fantasy time as much as euros or dollars or Earth standard credits.
His fingers ran across the tiny European Union badge on the edge of the armrest. He knew being a company man put him in the elite. On Earth or off, if you didn’t work for a world corporation or a government, you made a subsistence living under the poverty line. VG enjoyed more success than most corporations, so all the better. Heading toward executive level put him another step toward the pinnacle of power.
He dug out the manual he’d been handed in the office before leaving. “Take this seriously,” his boss, Vic, had said. Chris still found it odd that a morale-building offsite exercise came with a manual at all, much less a hardcopy. Why hadn’t they sent the file to his link instead? But he’d read it, love it, and ask for more as long as the company kept paying him his 16,000 ESC per year.
He looked at the manual again. The white cover bore no picture or graphic lending weight to the sparse wording it held. It said, “Synchronicity Behavioral Codes. Confidential.” Then it went on to make threats in small print about what would happen to anyone who read it without authorization. He started scanning the manual. It reminded him of some of his parent’s real books he’d read as a kid. Chris learned like an AI burst downloading an encyclopedia. He looked over the structure of what he had to absorb for the exercise.
Synchronicity is a place of acceptance of new ways of thinking. It is a place to throw away what you know and rebuild it from scratch.
He winced. “Another take on how to think out of the box,” he said under his breath. He didn’t want to spend his time on the giant, deep space retreat taking some cheesy class filled with corporate propaganda. Synchronicity was a luxurious hotel, a science station, and the personal toy of the company president, Alec Vineaux. Although its exact location remained secret, the manual explained that it trailed the orbit of Earth by more than eighty million miles. Even the sleek, wicked-fast spaceplane, which hadn’t stopped accelerating at one gravity since they left, would take three days to travel from the airstrip in Brussels to the station.
He forced himself to continue paging through the archaically styled booklet.
All orders are to be obeyed without question. Failure to comply with any order is grounds for expulsion from Synchronicity …
He flipped through the booklet once and came back to an explanation of what would happen first at Synchronicity. He scanned line after line of meaningless crap. Then something caught his attention. Cold.
One of your initial tasks will be selecting gear for your stay. You will be allowed to select one set of gear from many with slight variations. Each set is a full body suit in which you will spend all of your time. The gear is composed of light plastic. It will cover every part of your body including your face. We have made every effort to make the gear as comfortable as possible.
Exiting your gear is only allowed in the privacy of your own quarters. Any person who leaves assigned quarters without his or her gear or who removes their gear outside their quarters will be expelled from Synchronicity. The violator’s contract with Vineaux Genomix will be terminated.
Chris read the passage three times. He believed it only after reading it the third time. Then he stopped believing it and read it again. Did they really mean it? He read on.
Outside of your quarters, all communication takes place through your link. An intermediate protocol will be added to obfuscate your name and sex. You will know others on the station only by their obfuscated names. Attempting to communicate your real name, sex, or VG rank will result in severe sanctions and possible termination of your contract.
A steward came by and delivered some cold lunch. Chris picked at it for a while and thought about things. He knew that Alec Vineaux himself considered these trips to Synchronicity special. Chris thought that their leader, known for being a bold extremist, might have invented these rules. So maybe it wasn’t a joke. But how could anyone enjoy Synchronicity while being forced to wear a freak suit the whole time?
After lunch, Chris selected the passengers list from the services the plane offered through his link and located his associate, Jack, on the map. According to the plane, his friend sat in a row to himself three chairs back. Chris braced himself and rose, not quite trusting the acceleration as constant. The flight deck had turned perpendicular to the wings to make everyone comfortable under the thrust, but Chris half-expected something to shift at any moment. He’d taken gravity for granted for too long.
He spotted Jack and made his way into his row, settling in next to his coworker. Jack had his eyes closed so Chris pinged him through his link. Jack blinked and looked over.
“Hey, Chris. Nice flight, eh?”
Chris found a sound curtain service and activated it through his link so he could speak with Jack privately. The sounds of the spacecraft dropped away.
“An amazing ride, even by VG standards. But on the long side. I have a question about the manual. This booklet isn’t serious, right?”
“It’s on the level. Didn’t Vic tell you? Make sure you’ve read that before we get to Synchronicity.”
“There’s some crazy stuff in here that’s hard to take seriously. And why the hard copy? Why can’t we just download it to our links? I suspect this is all some kind of joke.”
Jack turned to look at Chris. For a moment, it seemed he wasn’t going to answer at all.
“Listen, Chris. Go with this. I’m telling you to go with this, and I mean go with it one hundred percent. Alec makes and breaks his execs on this program. If you don’t want to be at VG, then don’t get off at Synchronicity and stick with the flight back. Otherwise, take a Chinese pill and read the manual.”
When Jack told someone to take a Chinese pill, he meant to toe the company line. The Chinese bloc sourced half the GDP of the Earth, and they were the only nation powerful enough to ignore the world government set up by the United States, Brazil, and the European Union. Even Japan had fallen to their might, the focused productivity of billions of people willing to do whatever their companies required. Here in the West, company people heard stories of Chinese workers forced into labor with VR fantasy time quotas as low as one hour per week and yearly pay scales of less than 1,000 ESC.
“Yeah, no problem, man. I didn’t expect it … that’s all.”
“It’s only for a couple of weeks. Just take the pill. You won’t be sorry.”
Jack flipped off the sound curtain. Chris took the hint that the conversation was over.
Well, that went unbelievably bad.
Chris sat in shock, absorbing the speech. Jack had meant it. Hadn’t he? Or was this some kind of massive joke they played on the new high-level execs?
It has to be a hazing thing. I’ll clamber into some ridiculous suit, then they’ll bring me out, have a good laugh, and that’ll be it. Then the rest of the trip we’ll be living it up, getting a taste of the good life.
Chris clung to this new idea in desperation. But he knew he would read the manual anyway, just in case. He had too much invested in his career to go wrong at this critical juncture.
He spent the evening reading the manual in short bursts. He got a picture of a world that ran on different rules than Earth. On Synchronicity, you had to obey any command given to you by a robot. Everyone wore plastic suits that looked like a cross between gothic armor and motorcycle leathers. Personal VR quotas were zero, but the shared virtual environment, nicknamed “Vera,” had a two-hours-a-day requirement on it. There were no dining rooms. Everyone ate in his or her quarters.
Chris tried to imagine such a lifestyle. The suits were modified to hide everyone’s identity. Speech was restricted to link transmissions. The gear stripped away all the personalized cues of link communication, such as the sex of the speakers or their accents. Names were filtered to last names and then remapped to other names automatically.
Chris wouldn’t know whom he was dealing with, and they wouldn’t know whom he was, either. A total reboot of the social graph.
The gear described in the manual bore color codes. Chris would be wearing blue as a first-time participant, which put him at the bottom of a hierarchy that replaced the normal company ranks while on the base.
It was all too disturbing to absorb in one read. Chris tried to find the hidden opportunity in it all, but he could only focus on what he’d be losing—his reputation, his network of friends, everything he’d worked for. He felt tired.
The amazing lounges of the spaceplane made comfortable beds. Chris ordered his to recline and he tried to find sleep.
 

***
 

Chris awakened after several hours and spent the morning trying to relax. The manual and the disturbing rules kept his mind running in circles. He ate a lavish meal of filet mignon and stretched it out over a few glasses of wine. An hour after he finished eating, the plane reached the flip over point, and everyone strapped in for a ten-minute maneuver that aligned the vessel for deceleration.
A quick check of the news from Earth didn’t offer any prolonged entertainment. All the same old stories were percolating through the news agencies. China continued to ignore edicts from the US and Brazilian-dominated world government. It had resumed pressuring India to relinquish its neutrality and join its Asian political bloc. The Brazilians threatened to alter their trade laws if the United States wouldn’t lower the cost of its industrial robot exports.
Chris opened some of his work accounts and checked up on things here and there. He couldn’t bring himself to get deeply involved in anything. He had to work from the data cache on the plane since the communication delay between Earth and the plane had grown to several minutes. Besides, he felt as if it would ruin his flight. After all, wasn’t he supposed to be taking it easy at last? This trip served as his victory lap for all the hard work. But he found it hard to remember what people did while they weren’t working.
From what the manual intimated, he’d need to concentrate and focus fully if he wanted to impress Alec and the other leaders of VG. From what Jack and Vic told him, his handling of the strange base rituals could affect his career. It didn’t sound much like a vacation at all.
During the rest of the voyage, he agonized over the manual and caught fragments of entertainment videos piped into his link from the VG-licensed archives. He avoided logging any VR time even though it seemed that he had little else to accomplish. He thought it would look out of place: a promising young exec chosen for his intelligence and work ethic, logging fantasy time even as he headed for Synchronicity.
“We would like to remind you that no pictures of Synchronicity may be committed to link memory,” a voice said through his link. “You are required to submit to link memory audit before leaving the base. Any contraband information about the base such as cached maps or point-of-view captures will be erased. Thank you.”
Chris’s link presented an agreement that required that he relinquish his privacy rights on his link memory while at Synchronicity. He accepted the conditions as he gathered his loose items for the docking procedures. He thought of all the clothes he had packed that were useless now, unless the rules about gear did turn out to be a hoax as he hoped.
“Please secure your belongings and fasten yourselves into your seats. The passenger deck will be rotating into its docking position momentarily.”
Chris belted himself into the lounge. The perceived angle of gravity changed as the plane’s passenger deck rotated to realign with its wings. At the same time, the passenger seats rotated until everyone faced the rear of the plane. Chris piped in an external view from a camera attached to Synchronicity and watched the arrival from the point of view of the station hub. He heard and felt orientation jets firing as the plane slipped inside the giant spinning ring.
The spaceplane was designed to land on the spinning surface of the station’s inner surface just as it performed atmospheric landings. It hovered above the oncoming steel, and then lowered straight down until the landing gear touched the surface. The sound of the tires came through the fuselage along with the sensation of acceleration, pressing first back into the seat and then slowly angling downward as the ship began spinning with the base. Applying the brakes produced a sensation of speeding up and growing heavier until, finally, the runway crawled along and Chris’s weight approached Earth norm, pulling him toward the floor of the spaceplane.
The idea of landing the plane in deep space seemed spectacular to Chris. He supposed it made sense to design the plane with one landing system that could function for both its Earthside landings and its rendezvous with the giant space stations. Also, the passengers wouldn’t have to disembark in zero gravity. If the computer made an error, a disaster might ensue, but Chris hadn’t heard of anything like that ever occurring.
He blinked and brought his natural vision back to the fore. The interior still bumped and vibrated as the landing computer directed the spaceplane off the runway ring and into a docking slot. Within the minute, the spaceplane had attached itself to the inside of a thick cylinder that formed the Earth gravity zone of the station.
Thick, structural spokes visible through the windows dwarfed the plane, bringing home to Chris how large Synchronicity was. The spokes connected the main cylinder to the central hub where the fusion plant sat. The cabin crew started walking through the aisle again, preparing to help the passengers disembark.
An automatic announcement told him that two doors were the only way into Synchronicity. A map flicked into his head with green lines marking points of egress to his right and left. Chris headed toward the left, sensing the line there was shorter. He came to a thin walkway that connected directly to the base. As he entered the dim metal corridor, he imagined he could feel the vast, cold emptiness of outer space around him.
His link picked up a new guidance service so he activated it. A solid green line appeared over his course down the corridor. At the far door, it split into six lines, four of them red. He came to a room with six identical exits. He glimpsed someone at a counter speaking with a robot down one of the red marked lanes.
The guidance service superimposed green and red lights over Chris’s view of the lane entrances. He chose a green lane and walked into a dark room the size of a large closet. A robot had been mounted within, sitting over a smooth black counter. It had a vaguely humanoid head and thin arms, attached by a cylinder that protruded from the wall.
“Luggage, please, on the counter. Also, empty your pockets and place all items onto the counter,” said a synthetic voice.
The machine produced two black boxes and opened Chris’s luggage. Most of his clothes went into the larger of the boxes.
“What exactly is the purpose of the sorting here?”
“Many items will not be allowed. I will separate out the illegal items and detain them.”
Chris watched glumly as most of his toiletries followed his clothing into the large box. He assumed that everything would be fine since he hadn’t packed anything out of the ordinary.
“This item. Identify,” the robot said.
Chris shifted uncomfortably. “Uh, that’s a one-charge stunner.” He looked at the simple black device in the skeletal fingers of the robot. His father had given him the stunner when Chris had left the United States to go work for VG in Europe.
The robot hesitated before placing the stunner into the small box. Then it pushed the small box forward.
“These items are cleared,” it announced.
Chris blinked.
“The small box is what I can take in? What about all my other stuff … what happens to it?”
“Your screened items will await you when you return,” the machine told him. “Please take your cleared items and follow the green line through the reception area.”
“I don’t need many clothes, I guess, but what about my other things, my cleaner, depgel, and all that stuff? You know … my toiletries?”
“Everything you need will be supplied from company stock,” the robot said. “Please take your cleared items and follow the green line through the reception area.”
The green line directed Chris to the left of most of the passengers. He looked over and saw that Jack had stayed with the main body. He realized that Jack would be going to pick up his old suit. Chris remembered it was called gear here. Since Chris was new, he’d be separated out where he’d pick out his gear.
He headed over toward a side door, along with six or seven other people whom he assumed were also following their link maps.
“Please enter one at a time and select your gear. Women to the left please,” a voice announced in his head. Chris saw two women in the group move over. He gave them a quick evaluation. One stood a head taller than the other did—a blonde, very statuesque. He thought she fit the picture of a stereotypical Swede. The other had curly black hair and a round face. Chris decided she looked friendlier, although less striking, than the other woman.
Chris wondered if he’d finally have time for women here on the station. He’d been working so hard for the last few years he barely knew the other sex existed. He couldn’t so much as breathe wrong at work around a woman without risking some kind of disciplinary action. Wasn’t Synchronicity supposed to be more of a social setting? But it had a whole set of rules of its own. The manual said that physical contact with the opposite sex was only allowed in your quarters. That seemed obvious enough, since the rules said you couldn’t take off your suit anywhere else, anyway, barring medical emergency. But how could such a thing be possible when they could only meet outside in the gear?
One at a time, the people in front of Chris stepped through a gray metal door. It was dark beyond the portal. Chris felt too nervous for any small talk with the others. When his turn came, he stepped through the door.
A gloomy corridor received him. Arrayed along either wall before him, sets of gear hung flat against the wall, illuminated by gentle directional lights that showed the suit without dispelling the dimness of the walkway. Chris looked at the first gear on his left. A dark gray webbing of some smooth fiber held the black plastic plates together over elbows, knees, and back. A thick extra layer of plastic covered the left shoulder. The head covering looked like a medieval helmet of black and blue plastic attached to the back plates like a hood. Blue metal rings were woven into the webbing around the ribs.
He stepped forward and counted twenty suits in all. They were all dark with blue accents like the first, but each one had several unique aspects. Different helmets or gloves or extra plates combined to make each suit different from the next.
How the hell was he supposed to choose? The manual said that you chose your gear the first time you arrived on the station. It didn’t say anything about ever being able to chose a different set if you decided you didn’t like your first choice. What if he damaged it? What if it felt unbearably uncomfortable? What if he discovered he had made some awful faux pas with his choice?
Just take the pill.
Chris grabbed a set of gear that had a plastic mail mesh over most of the torso with a small ridge of blue spikes along the spine. The black eye plates were triangular, like jack-o’-lantern eyes.
“Please follow the green line to your changing room,” a voice instructed through his link. Chris obeyed and selected a door on the opposite side of the one through which he had entered. Beyond there he saw another dark corridor with rows of doors. He stepped to the right and followed the indicated path into a closet-sized room with a tall mirror on one wall and a stack of boxes against the other.
Chris put on the suit. He felt like an actor climbing into an animal mascot suit. He cursed under his breath. If they’re going to make an idiot out of me, it’ll be soon now.
The suit felt much airier than he had expected. Chris realized that the suit had cleverly hidden spicules around his face and body that allowed air to flow in without directly revealing any of his flesh.
The visor of his helmet fed him the view outside through his link as if he’d turned his own body into a remotely controlled probe. He chafed against the ridiculous indirection the video loop introduced.
Someone could influence the data, too, and make me see things that aren’t there. Maybe that’s what this is all about?
He stood and regarded himself in the mirror. He looked robotic, he decided, peering through the one-way transparent material over his eyes. The suit stiffened his limbs, although it did bend at all the major joints. His gloved hands looked like they were covered in black scales with armored ridges on the knuckles.
He turned and stared at his clothes for a moment before he realized they went in one of the boxes. He put everything into a box, including his original shoes.
“Please deposit the clothes box in the indicated slot,” a voice told him. Chris found a slot in the wall that his link overlaid with green arrows. He pushed the clothes through reluctantly, as if saying goodbye to his old life. He held onto his one-charge stunner in his palm.
“Please follow the green lines to your quarters. You will be allowed to acclimate to your new room for the rest of the day. Normal activities will resume tomorrow.”
Chris took a deep breath.
“This is crazy,” he whispered to himself. He half expected the green line to lead him onto a stage where everyone would laugh at him, the naive newbie who put on the freak suit without questioning anything. “See what people do just because they’re told?” someone would announce. “We need to learn how to question everything. Question everything and never cease searching for new ways to contribute to VG’s success …”
He pushed the daydream out of his mind. If that was what was about to happen, so be it. He’d get through the ritual and someday he’d laugh about it with the other execs while the newcomers put on suits to amuse him.
Chris trudged through a long corridor following the green line. The gear altered his stride making him feel clumsy. He passed one other person, also wearing gear, walking the other direction. He didn’t say anything. The green lines directed him down a connecting side passage. He glanced at a directory through his link. He saw a map of one hundred quarters, swimming pools, racquetball courts, and other facilities. He noticed there were no public eating areas—a bad sign. The manual said you eat your meals in your quarters. If this was a joke, someone had gone to great lengths to feed his link the bogus map with all the right details.
At last, the green line came to a door. It was arranged on a long wall with a lot of other equally spaced doors, like the entrance to a hotel room. The door opened for him.
Chris stepped into the room uncertainly. Through the visor feed, he saw a luxurious albeit low-ceilinged room. Plants grew from elegant tile vessels built into the corners. The walls were lined with mirrors, presumably to give the feeling of a larger space in the limited volume available.
Then he realized these were his quarters. The rule about the gear didn’t apply here. He pulled off the thick helmet and looked around the room. It didn’t appear any different from what he’d just observed through the visor. Other than the low ceiling, he decided the room looked as nice as any five-star hotel on Earth. His link registered a wide set of options. One was a control for changing the color and decor of his room, but he decided he liked the space as it was. He dropped his helmet onto a long, soft couch and pulled off his sleeves and torso armor, which he put on the couch next to the helmet. He decided to look around more.
He stepped into the bathroom. The walls and floor were decorated with a substance like dark gray marble. The same material formed a large sink in front of another mirror. He reached out and touched the sink. It felt smooth and cold like real polished stone.
A black-haired girl wearing blue appeared in the mirror, standing behind him.
“Shit!” Chris exclaimed.
“Sorry, sir.”
The girl dropped to one knee, her head bowed.
“Uh, oh, that’s okay, you surprised me.” Chris waited a moment, but the girl did not move. “It’s okay. You can stand up. Who are you?”
“Your servant, sir,” she said. Slowly, she stood. She wore a simple silk robe. Her beautiful eyes and dark skin spoke of Chinese lineage. Chris found her attractive.
“Oh. I didn’t know we had any help here. You in the manual?”
“What?” she asked, looking up at him with innocent brown eyes.
“Never mind … you’re young. What’s your name? Do you work for VG?”
She looked flustered. Her gaze dropped to the floor. “I am your servant.”
“Oh. What’s your name?”
She kept looking at the floor. “I am your servant … Cinmei.”
Chris thought she seemed reluctant to part with her name. He suspected she had a strict set of rules to adhere to much as he did. He hadn’t read anything about any personal servants in the manual.
He walked to the main room. The young woman followed.
“This is a nice place. It’s quieter than I expected here,” he said. Chris stepped toward the bedroom entrance. He saw a large, low bed and a set of dresser cabinets.
“Well, I’d like to dismiss you for now. I’m fairly tired, and I’d like to grab a nap. I can send for you …” Chris frowned. “I don’t see your link’s service.”
Cinmei looked down again. “No, sir.”
“They block your link?”
Cinmei shook her head. She pointed at her head and then flicked her finger away in the non-verbal sign for no link.
She doesn’t have a link?
He looked away from her. She was held here without a link working as a private servant for whoever took the room. Chris couldn’t escape the truth.
The executives of VG kept Chinese slaves in Synchronicity.
He turned and walked to the couch.
Just take the pill.
“Something wrong, sir? Anything I do?” Cinmei asked uncertainly, following him to the couch.
Chris now knew what Synchronicity really was—a deep space fortress where the laws of Earth meant nothing. He’d never realized how far gone Alec Vineaux was. He’d degenerated beyond eccentricity to true criminal behavior.
Cinmei settled closer and massaged his shoulders. She worked her strong fingers into his bunched muscles with the vigor of a trained masseuse.
Chris thought about his 16,000 ESC per year. He glanced at Cinmei’s figure in the wall mirror and decided he wasn’t going to breathe a word about it to anyone.
 




Three
 

A sleek black courier ship approached Thermopylae’s inner runway. Aldriena Niachi sat in the pilot’s couch, but she only watched, her delicate hands folded before her as the Silvado’s computer directed the landing. The small plane attacked the spinning runway much like an atmospheric landing.
Aldriena felt a gentle vibration as the landing gear contacted the station. The control systems of the courier tackled the task with superhuman finesse. The courier ship’s cockpit sat inside a rotating capsule to keep the pilot comfortable under whatever acceleration was being applied, so Aldriena faced the back of the plane as it started to spin with the base.
As the courier slowed relative to the runway, it began to spin with the base, pushing Aldriena farther into the soft couch. Finally, from the Silvado’s external cameras, it appeared that the base had stopped rushing by. Sitting on the runway, feeling about nine-tenths the acceleration of Earth gravity, the courier taxied back into a berth to connect with the giant space station.
Welcome to Thermopylae on behalf of the Bentra Corporation. Please keep the following conventions in mind during your visit …
Aldriena ignored the piped babble from Bentra. She stepped up from her pilot couch and adjusted her mind to the new angle of acceleration.
She slipped out of the pilot’s module and walked into the cargo area behind the cockpit. The tiny courier’s belly could hold the volume of about four small cars, but there were only two cargo containers strapped to the walls, each small enough to be carried in one hand. She opened a small floor compartment and pulled out her gear.
Aldriena unzipped her Veer skinsuit and let it drop to the floor, leaving her in nothing but her transparent undersheers. She stared down at the ugly plastic gear and sighed at the waste. No admiring eyes would fall upon her smooth brown body once she donned the gear. Aldriena knew how to leverage her beauty to such advantage, but the dorky suit would nix that. She wouldn’t be able to get on Thermopylae without it. The gear was black, which was a plus, but from there it went rapidly downhill. It had a ridged, almost scaly exterior and a broad, flat plate across the chest that submerged her femininity. It had blue detail work here and there, an announcement of her lowly rank at the station. Another reason not to get into it.
But she slipped into the thing anyway and resumed her work.
Aldriena unstrapped the first container, her personal travel case, and put it in the exit way where the station ramp had attached to the courier. Then she moved to the other case, her real cargo. She freed this strong black case from the wall. It swung hard to her side, nearly pulling her arm off. The container pushed her musculature and balance beyond comfort with its unusual mass. She packed more power into her small frame than most would expect, but the case was heavy, and the gear’s bulk wasn’t helping.
She staggered to the exit and snatched up her own case, grateful for its minor counterbalancing effect. She snorted inside the facemask, imagining how she must look. A random person on Earth might mistake her for a tacky humanoid bellhop robot carrying a tourist’s luggage up to the honeymoon suite of a cheap Goth hotel.
As soon as she stepped into the base, her Cascavel linked in and started snooping around. It was two links in one, completely modular. She used the normal link most of the time, and it adhered to all the official protocols obeyed by most links made anywhere. The Cascavel’s alter ego, a tiny stealth link, wouldn’t be spotted in most scans as it nestled next to the civilian link in her skull like a remora on a shark, except in this case the remora was the predator.
The Cascavel came complete with a powerful hacking suite, loads of storage, and advanced optical capture abilities wired through her eyes. It could record even a glimpse of sensitive information from great distances. Aldriena stole a glimpse of the security laser mount above her, wondering if she would see a flash if it fired.
Quit being so melodramatic. It wouldn’t be an optical wavelength weapon. Besides, you know they’d want you alive. Pump you for information first, then …
Aldriena terminated her line of thought and regained full placidity. It wouldn’t do to trigger the HIT and make the ugly daydream into a self-fulfilling prophecy.
The Cascavel connected using a series of one-time codes her company, Black Core, had purchased from a Bentran traitor. Right now, the ex-Bentran man was probably soaking up the sun on some Brazilian beach, enjoying the payout he’d earned by helping out Black Core with insider information. Or he’d been whisked back home by Bentra for planting the fake info, and Aldriena was about to be captured and interrogated.
All in a not-so-honest day’s work.
The code seemed to function. There was still the problem that the man wasn’t on her courier. Black Core had registered him as a passenger, in case Thermopylae’s computer would crosscheck the use of the code with the presence of the employee. But the cameras would reveal that he hadn’t come on board.
An active AI core would catch the oversight in a second and have Aldriena stuck to the bulkhead with a glue grenade. But Thermopylae couldn’t have a superintelligence active for longer than hours at a time, it was simply too dangerous. There had been too many close calls. Even the arrogant corporate leaders had learned or died. Rampant AIs were like nuclear meltdowns: they happened, but each time one occurred they bolstered mankind’s resolve to get it right next time—or else.
A green line overlaid a debarking lane, leading her straight ahead. Aldriena ignored it and moved off to the far right lane. Inside the mask, she gave herself a small smile. One of life’s little pleasures.
She came to a station and threw her cases down on the countertop. It looked like wood but took a good hit. The wall robot didn’t move. It had to start up since she’d picked another lane than the one the station had booted for her.
“I’m heeeeeeere,” she said. The wall checker bot came to life. It had two long, thin arms with spherical joints and delicate three-fingered hands. A fist-sized sensor suite mounted on a tentacle slid out to get a look at the luggage.
She paced the room as the machine pored over her personal case, keeping everything aside in the large box. Then the screener opened the cargo case and viewed the shiny bars.
“These items. Identify,” it said.
“That’s the loot,” she said.
“Is this synonymous with the entry ‘platinum bars’, which is on the cargo manifest of the vessel Silvado?”
“Yes.”
“The shipment has been logged. Your blue status is confirmed despite a long absence.”
“Thanks so much, I’d hate to have to fall all the way back to indigo,” she said sarcastically. Despite a deep competitive streak, she’d only managed to work her way up to blue so far, since she spent most of her time away from the deep space stations. She ground her teeth.
Aldriena waited until the robot started to point out her sidearm.
“There appears to be—”
Aldriena slapped the weapon onto the counter. She’d scratch the damn faux wood yet. The gun looked like a retro-styled stunner trying to imitate an old auto pistol. The robot’s voice skipped, abandoning its request.
“This item. Identify,” it said.
“One-shot stunner,” Aldriena lied. She didn’t mention its function as a Circle Four blinder. She had given it the uninspired name C4B. Circle Fours were overbuilt and tough from top to bottom, but where there was money, there was a way. Her sonic weapon would break the audio pickups of security robots, and she knew it could shatter the camera lenses of a Circle Four right through their protective plastic bubbles. She believed it capable of doing the same to most other security models.
The gun was expensive, but Black Core had enough money to give its operatives good weapons. Especially ones assigned to Project Insidious.
The slender-armed robot dropped the weapon into her small box as it always did.
“You are cleared. Welcome to Thermopylae.”
Welcome to wacko world, Aldriena echoed to herself.
She snatched up C4B and holstered it in her gear by dropping it into a webbed holder affixed to the inside of the armor. Her own curves left plenty of a gap for it to fit comfortably behind the flat torso plate.
She examined the countertop for signs of her abuse but found none.
“This counter is all scratched up,” she said anyway.
“I’ll schedule a repair,” replied the machine.
“Good. Because I expected better.”
“Your complaint has been logged.”
She walked into an atrium beyond the checking lanes. The floor looked like marble, but she thought it must be a plastic several times lighter than real marble. At least the plants nestled in every corner were real. Each giant pot held a large exotic plant growing from a dense knot of airscrub grass at its base. Every station had the oxygen-producing grass, although they all chose to place it in their own way.
She saw two other people moving through corridors exiting the atrium but ignored them. She found a comfortable sling chair placed between two stubby palm trees and she threw herself down. She closed her eyes, sighed, and linked up to the common environ.
She opened her eyes and found herself in her virtual Thermopylae home chamber. She checked the chronometer and made a few vain changes to her avatar until she caught herself.
You’re wasting your time.
Thermopylae’s infuriating shared environ included a layer that obfuscated everyone’s real identity by showing a different avatar to other observers. Any changes she made would be for her benefit alone. Aldriena stopped preening.
Technically, inhabitants weren’t supposed to be able to tell anyone’s sex whether they were incarnate or in the virtual setting, but Aldriena had learned where the limits were. She knew how to drop the right hints so that most people would identify her sex. She noticed a definite shift in the kind of attention she received once a male had recognized her as female in her gear. They liked to push the crazy rules almost as much as she did, and it made it easier for her to collect her data if they were observing her in the enhanced light of idle sexual interest.
She checked the environ people finder and found the majority of station inhabitants assembled for a public challenge. She sent a command and instantly transferred her avatar into the arena.
The other avatars were milling around the arena talking about an upcoming event. She knew there were more than five hundred souls on the station at any given time. That wasn’t many for a station this size, but it was expensive to support life this far from Earth. Expensive even for a huge corporation that commanded immense wealth.
Her finder said that two thirds of the station inhabitants were assembled here in this node of the virtual environ.
“What’s the attraction?” Aldriena asked the nearest idle citizen.
The masked face turned toward her and answered.
“Johnson is taking on Red.”
“Why the big turnout?”
This time the mask didn’t turn away from the field below. “Why? Johnson’s the highest ranked … y’know. Our best one. Maybe he can beat Red. If we could beat it just once …”
Fat chance, thought Aldriena. They’re amazingly smart.
“So Red always wins? Isn’t it dangerous if the robots are too smart? You have heard of the Marseilles Purge?” It was a rhetorical question. Everyone had heard of the incident when an AI core had attempted to take over Europe, forcing the humans to use a limited nuclear strike to keep from losing their planet. The same thing had happened in controlled conditions in off-planet research centers, each time resulting in destruction.
The person shrugged. “They know what they’re doing. Look, I’m not allowed to talk about that.” The avatar faded into thin air. Whoever it was probably blocked Aldriena out to avoid further conversation.
Down below, she saw the avatars starting to quiet down. Messages started coming through the whole channel on broadcast.
Johnson challenges Shakolfar.
Aldriena had learned no one called him Shakolfar in conversation. To the inhabitants of Thermopylae, his name was Red. One of the citizens stepped forward toward the center of the environ. Orange highlights on the clothing of the man’s avatar showed his ranking—fairly high.
The stake is five percent increase in bandwidth rights to Xanadu.
Seemed reasonable enough. Xanadu was the flagship deep space station of Bentra’s European ally, Gauss Systems.
Aldriena spotted Red. The mechanoid spun forward. Its avatar looked identical to its incarnate form. The body was a sphere emblazoned with a large red spot, its eight legs so thin as to look vestigial. As the machine moved, it didn’t bob. It floated. It tilted so the legs spun as it progressed. One leg always remained directly below it for an instant before being replaced by the next. Aldriena smiled. The way Red held a leg beneath it reminded her of a flamingo. Albeit a spinning, featherless, eight-legged flamingo.
Shakolfar accepts the challenge.
Red and Johnson flew out into the clear blue space of the arena. Dozens of spectators switched their avatars transparent and floated out to watch from the field. Aldriena left herself visible, but she pushed off and flew high into the air, preferring to watch from above.
Down below, Red and Johnson stood on the green expanse of grass facing each other about two hundred meters distant. Two huge collections of oblong objects appeared between them, hundreds of white objects on one side and black objects on the other. The things were each the size of a small dog. They shifted rapidly, changing orientations, and interacting with each other in confusing patterns.
Aldriena wasn’t familiar with this contest. She didn’t have time to travel back and forth between the deep space bases and still learn all the challenges. This one appeared to be an abstract of two armies facing one another on a flat field of battle.
The objects transformed into more understandable shapes. Red’s army formed into two groups, a large group of black spider-legged machines that hung back by Red, and a smaller line of perhaps ten or fifteen motley creatures of all shapes that began to march forward.
Johnson’s white army formed up into two lines in front of him. The front line looked squat and crablike, menacing, and the second line looked more like robotic giraffes with long thin heads like tank barrels. Aldriena wondered why they didn’t start shooting right away. Perhaps their range had been limited for the game? The challenges tended to be complex; she supposed there were many variables she couldn’t see. Perhaps they each had different armor and sensing capabilities as well.
Red’s forward screen met Johnson’s army. The black soldiers died in a crisscross flurry of projectiles emitted from the claws of the white crabs and the heads of the giraffes. The crabs fired quickly but only at close range, and the giraffes seemed to have long range but a low rate of fire. They didn’t kill many of Johnson’s army in return, and this brought up a cheer from the observers.
Red’s army disassembled. Each of his units fell back to its components and they shuffled themselves in a blur. Aldriena supposed that they would reform to take advantage of what the doomed vanguard of Red’s forces had discovered.
Johnson had no discernable reaction to the rearrangement of the other army. Aldriena realized that the two players couldn’t see the entire field as the observers could. Johnson hadn’t seen the change in his opponent’s forces. The white army crept forward keeping its double line.
The black pieces had finished their transformation. It appeared the black army now had crabs and giraffes as well. The giraffes moved forward in a line while the black crabs moved into large clusters on either side.
Aldriena figured that Johnson believed he pressed an advantage, but actually, he moved toward a trap. Still, she thought at least he had a numerical advantage.
The white crabs came within the long range of the black giraffes. The crabs started taking damage and couldn’t fire back, so they rushed forward attempting to close with the enemy. The black giraffes were barely faster. Red’s vanguard had observed their enemies carefully. They managed to keep the crabs in range without exposing themselves to counter fire.
How did the giraffes manage both superior speed and range? Aldriena supposed that their strengths were balanced by a low rate of fire. She saw a crab take a round and survive, so she supposed the crabs might be tougher as well.
Johnson reacted to the snipers that were hitting his front line. He took too long to realize the crabs were too slow to catch the black giraffes. Then he slowed his front line and let the second line catch up. Meanwhile, the black crabs closed in from either side. They clashed violently with the white crabs, but black had concentrated the crabs on either flank. White collapsed toward the middle. Johnson panicked and pulled back, trying to save his advantage and mass his own counter attack.
The black giraffes followed the retreat, picking away at the white crabs. The white army couldn’t move any faster than the black one, so his retreat didn’t earn him any respite. Once the white army clumped together and protected itself with massed fire, black retreated. White stayed back, reforming its ranks.
The black army stopped at a fair distance in a dense line. Once again, the black army transformed. The two armies looked to be about the same size now.
The white army made changes as well. Johnson disassembled his remaining crabs and turned them all into the giraffes. Then the army moved forward again, keeping itself in a dense arc of units that could cover one another.
The black units had formed long-legged tripeds. The units dashed forward with surprising speed in a wide line. White caught sight of them and fired, but the giraffes were slow to reload. They got one volley in before the black machines were among them. Then the black army reconfigured again. The white giraffes finally fired again, causing still more black losses. Once again, Aldriena thought there were more white fighters than black ones. But the black units were turning into the rapid-firing crabs inside the white army. They sprayed fire into the white giraffes. The giraffes tried to back away while shooting, but the quick black tripeds had spread out all around the white army. They were all turning into crabs. White was losing now, giraffes dropping everywhere. A few white units were changing into crabs themselves but none of them made it. The white army withered away.
The black crabs circled the remains of their opposing army for a moment, and then started to march toward Johnson. His avatar stood its ground for a moment, but then as he saw the crabs rushing for him, he jumped, trying to fly away. Something prevented him from escape. He floated back down into the waiting arms of the nearest crabs.
He screamed.
The black crabs surrounded him, firing continuously. Johnson writhed, screaming even louder as the flurry of bolts sunk into his avatar.
Around Aldriena, people stared in obvious disgust. Yet few looked away. Finally, after about a half minute of the torture, Johnson’s cries grew ragged and weak. The crab’s assault slowed and then stopped.
Johnson is demoted one unit, intoned a link message on the challenge’s channel.
Johnson rolled weakly and tried to get up, and then he fell back. His face was pinched, his mouth a rictus of pain. Aldriena wondered what had driven him to attempt the challenge. Was this a super-competitive executive who rose to anything? Or was there more riding on the challenges than Aldriena understood?
Red had sacrificed some units to see Johnson’s plan. Then after convincing Johnson that his crabs were a detriment due to lack of range, Red correctly guessed that Johnson would get rid of them. Another critical part of it had been that Red’s army transformed more readily than Johnson’s had. Was Red really smarter or just faster?
The avatars evaporated from the arena. Within a few seconds, ninety percent of them were gone. Aldriena withdrew from the environ and brought her senses back to the atrium. She sighed. It had been a long while since she’d slept. She always held off until her body threatened to collapse. She prised herself out of the comfortable chair and looked up her assigned room with her link.
It took her a few minutes to work her way to her quarters. Aldriena took her time, letting fatigue dictate her pace. Everywhere she wandered, she saw the same gray marble floors and pots of exotic plants. The inhabitants trod around the station trapped in their gear as if they’d all been lost to one another.
I’m not the only slow one. They’re all moving slowly. Just wandering. She observed the lethargic movements of people walking by her, obscured as they were through the thick plastic plates of their mandatory attire. Are they tired? Lonely? Or have they given up hope for release from these stifling rules?
Finally, her Cascavel indicated she had arrived at her door. She entered the quarters. Her first glance confirmed her room looked the same as usual. Clean. Opulent. Peaceful.
A servant entered the main room and bowed. He looked ready to attend to her orders. She could tell he was Chinese, as was her last room servant. She threw him dagger eyes, a firm frown on her face. He did not react to her expression.
“Welcome.” The man kept his eyes lowered. “I’m here to see to your wishes.”
Aldriena strode past him and into the bedroom. She sat on the bed and unzipped her boots. She started to get out of the heavy gear. The servant appeared quickly and picked up the pieces as fast as she discarded them.
That left her back in her undersheers, but she found the attention she usually enjoyed for her state of undress wasn’t something she wanted now. Not from one of them. She told herself his heritage didn’t matter, because nationality didn’t define the person. But it didn’t work. All she could feel was what her father had taught her to feel. She turned away from him.
“You look tense.” His hands found her shoulders.
She slapped his hands away.
“Vai se foder,” she snapped, and then switched from Portuguese obscenity to an English warning. “Keep your distance.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The man bowed and walked out.
Her family had fled the crushing power of the Chinese bloc shortly before it seized control of Japan. Despite the lack of open war, many in power there had not escaped execution. Only Aldriena and her father had made it out alive. At the time, she was seven years old.
Her father later remarried. Aldriena grew up in Brazil, taken half a Brazilian name, and even spoke Portuguese. In fact, she thought sadly, her Japanese was worse than her English was. But she had a part of Japan in her face and in her heart.
She knew the man in her quarters was only doing his job, but she couldn’t shake the hatred her father had instilled for the Chinese bloc. The current political climate suited her bias since Chinese remained the enemy of both her ancestral homeland and her adopted one. She told herself she had softened somewhat. Her father would have throttled the man if he’d seen him touch her.
A broadcast link message interrupted her inner turmoil.
This is the United Nations Space Force. We are conducting a surprise inspection of this facility. Report to your personal quarters immediately and remain there or face possible severe injury or death.
“Merda!” Aldriena spat. The message repeated itself.
Aldriena tried to get the Cascavel to reconnect but its authorization had timed out. She used another of the one-time codes. She hadn’t planned to push her luck, but something was obviously up and she wanted to know what.
She picked up enough in a couple of seconds to know that the space force was preparing to board Thermopylae in numbers. This wasn’t a perfunctory visit of a couple of officials from the corporate pocket. Several police cruisers had somehow surprised the base and were dispatching military forces into the deep space enclave.
Aldriena knew that Bentra kept a small army of Circle Fours on the base. Then there was Red. Did the UNSF know about the special ones? Aldriena didn’t think so. Black Core had gone to great lengths to make sure they didn’t leak it, and of course, Bentra, Gauss, VG, and the others didn’t want anyone Earthside to have any clue. Still, if Black Core had managed to find out the secret, could the space force have learned of it?
Her gear went back on in record time. She wasted a few more valuable seconds thinking things through. What would the UNSF have brought to neutralize the Circle Fours? Other robots, of course.
If she was going to run for it, she needed to do it now. Once citizens got to their quarters, she’d be too conspicuous. She hurried out into the main room where she saw her servant standing uncertainly. She pulled out C4B and enjoyed the moment of terror on his face.
“I’m out of here,” she said through her mask and ran for the door. It flicked open just in time to emit her into the corridor outside. She saw a couple of citizens scampering for their own quarters. Aldriena’s Cascavel flipped up an escape route for her to follow. She broke into a sprint and followed the green-lit route.
She ran past several doors and then darted to her left, going through some kind of physician’s waiting room. A reception wall robot called after her as she bolted past. She raced through a back hall with routine evaluation equipment and then into a surgical prep area.
The Cascavel directed her through another door and into a large white room with a clear observation wall on one side. A large medical scanner or repair machine dominated one wall.
Startled by Aldriena’s sudden entrance, a nude woman jumped off an examination table next to the scanner. She made no move to cover herself but took a step or two backward. She had long black hair like Aldriena.
“What are you doing here?” Aldriena asked.
“Who are you?” the woman demanded.
“Why aren’t you going back to your quarters?”
“I can hardly go back naked, can I?”
“Well, where is your—” Aldriena aborted the conversation.
What the hell do I care what this woman is doing? I have to get off the base.
A loud boom came from beyond the other door. The woman whimpered and fell back into a corner next to the medical scanner.
Aldriena took a deep breath. She steeled herself and readied C4B so it could communicate with her Cascavel. She deactivated the safety and prepared the weapon’s software. She knew she wouldn’t miss. C4B had a ten-degree arc of fire. Pulling the trigger kept it armed, but it wouldn’t shoot until aligned on a logged target. All she had to do was yank back the trigger and wave the business end in the direction of the enemy.
She turned off the automatic door request through her link so she could step up to the portal without it opening. She preferred to sling doors open the old-fashioned way in these situations. Aldriena yanked the door open and stepped forward with C4B ready in her hand.
She saw the UNSF war robot, a four-legged walking machine studded with sensors and god knew what else. It stood to the height of her shoulder filling the narrow hallway. She recognized two large-caliber weapon ports on the sides of its wide flat head, which brought the danger of her position into shocking clarity. Those were not for capturing anything; they were lethal weapons. If she’d had another second to think, she might have fled at that point, but she’d already committed herself to a course of action.
Aldriena logged her target with her Cascavel with a quick thought. She pointed C4B at the monstrous robot with the trigger back. She watched the fire light cycle red to green in the course of one adrenaline-laced breath, and then she whipped back through the door.
The robot exploded through the portal a second later, sundering the door into three ragged panels that flew inward, shedding the faux wood coating in confetti-sized chunks. Aldriena tried for another shot, but a silvery tentacle whipped out faster than her eye could follow and snatched C4B out of her hands. The tentacle retracted back under the robot’s head, still clutching C4B. The killing machine froze in front of her.
But it didn’t kill. The thing turned and walked through the transparent wall, crumpling the thick plastic as if it were a clear food wrapper. The naked woman screamed from a corner somewhere. Aldriena swore, as much at the machine’s invulnerability as the theft of her weapon.
She peeked down the corridor through the ruined door. There didn’t appear to be any more robots coming now.
Ironically, even though the corridor was clear, it was easier to get back toward her courier through the opening in the wall created by the path of the invading robot.
Aldriena felt bold enough after the close encounter to do just that.
It had its chance to kill me and it didn’t. I was probably stupid to try to blind it with my weapon. The robot isn’t here to capture people, but to take care of the Circle Fours.
She ran through the ruined plastic wall and picked up a new course fetched by her Cascavel. She knew at any moment a team of UNSF marines could appear and wrap her up in a tangler grenade or knock her out with a rubber bullet. She ran through a twisty section with more medical examination rooms and doctors’ offices before joining up with a main hall that ran a gentle curving course along the perimeter of the base. It was a risk. Each grand corridor, as they were called, could get you somewhere quickly. She figured that the UNSF invaders would lock down the grand corridors first.
Aldriena sprinted down the section avoiding the occasional citizen who hadn’t found their quarters yet. She ran long and hard enough to start losing her wind, breathing through the annoying plastic mask. Then she arrived at the branch off for Silvado’s bay. She left the grand corridor and started climbing up toward the runway on the inner ring surface.
A person in blue trim identical to Aldriena’s hurtled around a corner, and collided with her. Aldriena hooked her arm under the stranger’s and rolled the person over the side of her hip in a smooth judo throw.
“Ugh. Where’s the space force troops?” the person transmitted from their back, staring up at Aldriena.
“Get to your quarters before you get shot,” Aldriena growled and resumed her flight.
Her hopes rose as she neared the dock where Silvado waited to whisk her to safety. She loped into the reception area and selected the outgoing passageway to the final lock umbilicus. The lock room felt cold. Or maybe it was her imagination, mindful of the unforgiving emptiness that lay beyond the thick triangular windows.
She approached the umbilical doors, but they didn’t open. She sent an explicit open command through her link, as she looked to either side, half-hoping to see a manual opening mechanism. Her link request returned. It said the passage was forbidden to all but UNSF personnel.
“Son of a bitch.”
The UNSF must have already broken into Thermopylae’s system and locked the runway down. Either that or someone on the station had started to coordinate their attack.
Aldriena looked through the human-sized windows at her ship sitting outside in the vacuum. If the damn robot hadn’t grabbed C4B, she would fire it into the windows and crack them. If the little entrance lock was in danger of depressurizing, it would unlock all the doors to any adjacent area that had pressure, so that anyone inside could escape. Provided the lock hadn’t been completely evacuated of air. In that case, she would have killed herself spectacularly, but now that she didn’t have her weapon, she supposed it didn’t matter.
She looked around the room and found the pressure sensor opening. It was a round hole about a half-centimeter in diameter. It was well above her head. Then she saw another across the room.
An idea struck her. She ran back the way she had come. She swore as she ran into the door, forgetting she’d turned off the auto-open broadcast signal from her link. Once through the door, she snatched up a flimsy chair from the atrium and brought it back. She slammed the chair up next to the wall and stood on it so she could face the sensor.
Gotta get the timing just right …
Aldriena slipped her mask off and let it drop to the floor. She leaned forward to cover the hole with her mouth. Then she accessed emergency services through her link and selected the atmosphere leak alert for the room. At the same time, she sucked hard on the wall sensor. She couldn’t help the other sensor being there, but maybe the emergency protocols would fire if the sensors disagreed. Either one could be malfunctioning.
I’ve probably never looked so stupid.
The lights turned red in the entrance lock. A synthetic voice came through her link and her ears simultaneously.
Evacuate this area. Depressurization warning. Evacuate this area immediately.
Aldriena leaped down and accessed the lock portal to her courier. The door opened and she stepped through. In the walkway, she could hear the sounds of foam being sprayed across the lock windows outside. She’d seen the procedures trigger before. In the event of a hull breach, the station would take immediate action to repair itself with a quick-hardening foam that sprayed on to seal any holes.
Laughter bubbled out of her at the immense relief. Nice safety feature. One of the advantages of being an operative in this culture. These people would rather be really safe than pin down a spy or two.
She knew she was a good kisser, but this had to be a record result. Now if she could get out of here, maybe she could share the story with a friend someday. An empty pang resonated in her soul, dispelling the amusement of a second before. She’d need some friends first. She left the troubled thought behind in the entrance tube. No time for self-pity yet.
Aldriena slammed into her pilot couch and energized the control system. Her takeoff module blinked red in her mind, the controls faded out, inactive. Her courier took cues from Thermopylae’s docking computers, and the goddamn artilheiros had probably locked down the control tower.
She gave the courier an override code from one of her fast buffers and disengaged the docking umbilicals. Her data tables flashed red in warning as she brought the plane straightforward, cutting across the runway. Up ahead, she saw the ninety-degree drop-off of the edge of the ring. Since her “down” pointed straight into the curved runway, it looked like a cliff.
She gunned the close maneuvering jets and sent the craft speeding toward the edge. She denied the impulse to engage her main drive and blow a hole through the station behind her, because she knew there were innocents back there as well as the boira, artilheiros, interpols … she knew ten more names for the police in four languages.
And she’d never let them stop her before.
Her courier flung itself over the edge and plummeted out into the star-sprinkled void. Her weight left her so that she felt only the gentle push of the seat at her back as her smaller jets pushed the craft farther from the station. Aldriena couldn’t resist peeking back to get a real eyeshot of the station receding behind her, even though she could have viewed it through her link from any of half a dozen cameras on the ship.
So far so good. She didn’t see anything near the station. Whatever UNSF police vessels were out there, they were still docked with the station. She hoped the space force was happy with the chunk they had already bitten off. Maybe they wouldn’t need such a little morsel as the Silvado for dessert.
 




Four
 

Bren inhaled deeply, but the thousand-times-recycled air of his quarters couldn’t dispel the fatigue that gripped him. He traded a curse for a gulp of orange juice, then closed his eyes and linked into the meeting.
Reality skipped and found him in a rigid chair at an elegant black table with microphones, laptops, and notes. Virtual meetings didn’t require such accoutrements, but humans reveled in their traditions. Bren opened the folder before him. His meeting notes slid across the pages as he mentally flipped through them. He glanced at the others trying to assess how much enmity awaited him.
Jackson, the Vigilant’s ECM officer, sat next to Bren providing a slight psychological boost since Bren and Jackson both focused on the practical rather than the political. Jackson’s wiry frame reflected his recent exposure to the grueling academy regimen. He had curly black locks, dark skin, and a clean-shaven face. Bren knew the officer’s attitude included a fearless aspect that Bren had preserved in himself to get things done.
Colonel Henley’s avatar waited with grim patience, ensconced directly across the circle of seats. Henley’s face held more lines and looked more thickset than Jackson looked. His copper hair lay flat over the weathered face. Bren searched Henley’s visage for any clue of anger. Bren knew the fight with the mysterious Bentra robot had forced Henley’s marines to endure extra punishment with the Circle Four security force. Henley looked calm. Did the colonel have a torpedo for Bren and the ASSAIL team? If he did, Bren knew he might hesitate to defend himself, because he felt guilty about the delay in protecting the marines.
The female avatar next to Henley represented Advisor Isabella Vendrati. Vendrati wore white civilian business clothing and heavy-framed glasses. Bren wondered for the hundredth time what attached her to the obsolete vision correction, especially in a virtual setting. Bren figured Vendrati must be in her fifties or even older, because she kept her glasses, but she looked like she was in her forties. Bren resisted the urge to grind his teeth. The advisor’s arrogance and pontification annoyed Bren. She’d try to claw him down with her skeletal hands just to reinforce her own position.
Admiral Jameson reigned as the senior ranking officer at the meeting. His avatar looked appropriately patriarchal, with gray hair and a severe face with beady eyes. Bren estimated that the admiral would possess the same authoritative aura wearing an ensign’s uniform.
Shortly after Bren arrived, he felt the tabletop shift against the edge of his hand. He watched the table grow in circumference, opening a spot on Henley’s right. The image of another woman materialized to fill it. She wore the same space force uniform with a rank of lieutenant colonel. She wore her medium-length dark hair pulled back.
Bren stared for a moment. He recognized her beautiful face. Nicole Devin. An academy friend of Bren’s and his ex-lover. Her avatar didn’t have any makeup and didn’t need any. She hadn’t changed much. She had flawless skin and a strong, straight nose. She still looked as wholesome and innocent as she had when he’d met first her, a farm girl fresh to the academy.
He felt happy to see her. They’d parted as friends, although they hadn’t kept in touch. He recalled she was in Intelligence.
As soon as Devin arrived, Jameson introduced her.
“Everyone, this is Lieutenant Colonel Devin. She’s attached to our unit from Intelligence. She’s familiar with all of you, so introductions in the other direction aren’t necessary. Let’s start with your impressions of the Thermopylae board and control.”
Vendrati opened with an attack, true to her character.
“It was a disaster,” she said, straightening her archaic glasses. “Sixty percent of the frontline ASSAIL units destroyed in our first raid. What’s wrong with them?”
Everyone looked at Bren.
“Nothing’s wrong with them,” Bren said. “They performed well within the bounds we expected. If anything, better.”
“We didn’t expect to lose six of them. We didn’t expect to lose even one of them!” Vendrati said.
“They handled the Circle Fours flawlessly, when they weren’t fighting the unknown,” Colonel Henley said. “It all comes down to that one super robot. How could one machine be so powerful? I watched the ASSAIL units in action against the Circle Fours; it’s hard to believe that six of them were taken out.”
Bren relaxed a notch, having found another ally in the meeting.
“We handled the humans and known security robots,” Bren said. “No military robots besides our own were expected on Thermopylae. The disaster, as you put it, was due to that one wildcard robot, not any malfunction or underperformance of the ASSAIL units.”
“Is that what that thing was? A military robot? From whose military?” asked Vendrati. Her tone drove Bren’s ire up a notch. Bren knew the question had a score of possible answers, including a few governments and an equal number of corporations. The corporations occasionally fielded sophisticated combat robotics but didn’t typically admit to possessing such forces.
“Bentra may have had a program to develop elite security machines for certain clients. Or maybe they were even keeping something on the back burner to start making bids on military contracts,” Devin said. “The third possibility I’m considering is that it was a personal toy of the CEO.”
“Why are you theorizing? We captured everyone on the base … aren’t they in interrogation yet?” asked Bren.
“No one’s talking,” said Jameson. “We’d go right to the top, but the four main execs who ran the show were dead by the time we got to them.”
“Dead as in … suicide?” Bren asked.
“Unknown. Let us worry about that. We’ll tell you what we find out about the robot,” Jameson said. “Concentrate on getting a more favorable kill ratio next time.”
Bren didn’t let it go. “What about the station databases? A machine that complex has to have maintenance records, testing runs, all sorts of activities should be logged for it.”
Jameson shook his head. “We’re looking at a lot of scorched earth here. A huge amount of data was scoured clean despite our attempts to fragment the system and isolate as many databases as we could. They kept the sensitive records held tight in the high security area and managed to wipe it. All we have is a bunch of mundane medical records, VR time logs, ordinary, low-priority stuff. And most of that is from more than a year ago. They’ve recently cut way back on the record keeping. We don’t know if it’s because of this operation.”
“Don’t underestimate the security discipline of Bentra or any of the other corporations,” Devin added. “They’ve been locked in a vicious game of espionage and counter espionage for decades now, and they know how to keep secrets. The UNSF is an information sieve by comparison.”
“Any evidence of a full-blown AI core?” asked Vendrati.
“Nothing obvious,” said Jameson. “Of course, we have everything in quarantine for a lengthy analysis in case there was one and it tried to persist itself somewhere.” He sighed. “No, what we have looks more like mind control.”
“What?” Vendrati voiced everyone’s reaction.
“None of those suited freaks we herded in even remember what the suits are for. At least that’s what they claim. So far, our doctors are saying the detainees really don’t remember. Some kind of amnesia from an unknown cause. We found a few booklets saying that the outfits are part of a team-building exercise, a kind of special offsite meeting activity that involves breaking down the current social structure and creating a new one on the station. At first I thought it was crap, but now I’m wondering if they really were doing some heavy duty social experiments.”
“Keep in mind these are still the early stages,” Devin added. “I think we’ll be able to piece something together soon. There’ll be more traces of what’s going on somewhere.”
The group went through a summary of the hardware confiscated by Henley’s forces. They had seized several Circle Fours that had been down for repairs at the time of the raid, a small arsenal of non-lethal weapons, and a long list of data storage devices. UNSF marines still scavenged through the base looking for hidden caches of data and equipment. The Bentra personnel had strong privacy rights on the data in their links, but the threat of a persisted AI core overrode those rights, so the UNSF had the link memory of every individual on the base, living and dead, who had a link.
Bren bristled at the thought. He deeply hated the link scans he had to submit to as part of a team that dealt with the AI cores routinely. He wondered if there were technicians back on Earth that got a kick out of poring through his link memory every week.
A voice interrupted his thought stream.
“Colonel Marcken?”
“Yes? Ah, sorry, I didn’t catch that?”
Bren had lost track of the meeting conversation. The others exchanged looks that said, not again. That part irritated him the most. They figured that because he often lost the thread of conversation, he couldn’t interpret the looks they shared with one another. They mistook him for a total social idiot, not just an engineer with link bias.
Being able to concentrate and block out everything else is an advantage in my job, he wanted to protest.
“I said … do you have any further recommendations?” Jameson asked.
“Can we make it a priority to look for the hardware support for the robot?” Bren asked. “There should be spare parts or a maintenance room. The equivalent of our ASSAIL nexus.”
“I ordered that already, and we came up empty so far,” Vendrati said.
“I’ll make sure we don’t miss anything,” Henley said. “Ms. Vendrati’s people told us what to look for.”
“Very well, you have another week to find everything you can,” Jameson said. “Marcken is concentrating on improving the ASSAILs given that we may encounter more automated resistance in the other stations. Ms. Vendrati is handling our lab support back home for all aspects of this. Jackson is still looking at the storage unit ghosting we did during the raid to see if we captured some data they erased at the time of the incursion. Devin is heading up the interrogations and investigating the Bentra personnel, including the slaves.”
Jameson paused for further comments, but none came.
“I’ll schedule another meeting when we have some more pieces of the puzzle,” Jameson finished. “As I said, barring incident, we’re moving on in a week, so get whatever you need from Thermopylae now.”
Bren switched out of the virtual meeting and opened his eyes back in his quarters. He tried to sweep away the foul mood that always followed one of his communications incidents. He knew the others were used to it by now, but it disturbed him anyway.
He recalled a conversation he had heard once:
“What’s wrong with Marcken today? Is his link messed up or something?”
“He’s got link bias,” said the reply. “Just repeat yourself if he doesn’t hear you.”
“How did that happen? All the core work screw up his brain?”
“Heh. Maybe one of them rewrote his software.”
They meant Bren suffered from source bias that tended toward his link. The links were designed to mimic the brain’s own natural data sources, and most people could use their links in a source-agnostic way. A change in the data on either side could distract them to one source or another, like a loud noise distracted someone from a book they were reading.
Bren’s glitch was rare. It usually came up with high-bandwidth link users. Someone with source bias could be hard to distract from one source to another. Bren had a link source bias that could prevent him from noticing data on other channels or from his own eyes and ears. Polite people just called him distracted. He knew that Nicole didn’t like it. She had said that it would hold him back in the space force. He’d done well enough, though. This job was suited to him. It had a lot more technical involvement and less politics than an Earthside assignment. He wondered if Nicole would keep her distance this time.
Bren called in his handlers to help sanitize the ASSAILs and transfer their logs over for analysis. He spent the evening in the Guts going over the video from the raid. He stepped through the images slavishly, concentrating on the mysterious robot whenever it appeared in the footage.
Glimpses of the enemy machine revealed a foe that maneuvered with deadly prescience. Bren learned nothing of the weapon system that had destroyed much of his ASSAIL team. As he watched a clip of the thing retreating, he realized that its movement disturbed him.
“Something is wrong with the way it moves,” he said aloud.
Hoffman snapped out of a virtual interface over by his station and joined Bren.
“Yes, it moves too fast,” he said.
“More than that. Here in the pool area, watch it swirl away after the exchange of fire. When I saw it had spider legs and a spherical body, I assumed it walked like a spider or an insect. But it doesn’t walk … it spins. I can see a line of its footprints in a couple of these images, and I really do mean a line: it spins and places the next counterclockwise foot on the ground. It only has one or two feet on the ground at any given time.”
“That makes no sense,” Hoffman said. “No animal walks like that, and with good reason. There’s no way it could be that fast without using all those legs to push off the ground in various directions.”
“It is spinning and even though it’s moving fast here, it isn’t pushing off with all those legs. The legs aren’t moving it, I think it has some other mechanism, it’s more like a hovercraft, or … I don’t know.”
“Then why would it need legs at all?”
Bren shook his head. “Maybe it takes too much energy to fly all the time. The legs could hold it up, and then it only has to expend energy to balance itself, or to move somewhere. But it wouldn’t have to fight gravity, or whatever force is pulling it downward.”
Hoffman thought about that for a moment. “That would make it quite mobile in a zero g environment as well. But if I designed it that way, then I’d forget about the legs entirely in combat. This is obviously a high-energy expenditure time, why bother with the legs?”
Bren and Hoffman watched the footage several more times but didn’t have any further insights. The machine with the red dot had an unorthodox method of motion, which they couldn’t explain. Eventually, Hoffman resumed other tasks. The hours eroded his workforce until only Bren remained in the Guts. It wasn’t an unusual situation. Everyone else had taken off to catch some sleep or use up some of their fantasy VR allotment.
At some point he must have fallen asleep since he woke up with a sore neck in the ASSAIL nexus. He looked up, massaging his neck, and saw Jackson entering the room.
“There you are. Hey. Vendrati released a report on the analysis of the ASSAIL remains,” he said.
Bren opened Vendrati’s report through his link. The executive summary said that the UNSF scientists currently had no idea how the ASSAIL armor had been compromised. Vendrati’s team worked closely with several Earthside labs, putting a lot of smart people on the problem. They looked at every scrap from a thousand angles, steadily churning the chaos of ideas into conclusions like angry ants shuffling food toward their nest.
“They did find a puncture point in the armor of each dead ASSAIL,” Bren repeated aloud. “Less than seven millimeters in diameter. Very little damage to the surrounding surface. They believe there was a projectile, and they found foreign chips of titanium.” Bren shook his head. “Titanium is too light to punch a hole through that armor, though. Especially with a round of that caliber.”
“What about the video?” asked Jackson.
“I went through as much as I could last night,” Bren said. “Fell asleep looking at it. I couldn’t find any clues about how they penetrated the armor. There is a projectile of some sort; the audio has evidence of supersonic launches that aren’t any of ours. I assume the Earthside labs will find us a few frames with a projectile in them. The main thing I noticed is that the machine moves in an unintuitive way. Of course, I sent it all along to Vendrati’s people back home.”
“Let me ask you something. In your opinion, was that thing running an AI core?”
Bren considered the question for a moment.
“I’m almost certain it was. It’s too good, too fast. I think it was a core, and I think it was started before ours were.”
“They knew we were coming?”
“No idea. Maybe they had a rotating schedule set up where there was always a core up at any given time while others were being sterilized. We have to find some clues on that damn station. How can petabytes of data be so useless to us?”
“Ask Devin. If it was an AI, it knew what to erase. But I’ve never heard of an AI erasing itself.”
“Me neither.”
“So what can we do differently at the next base?”
“We start the ASSAILs earlier, give them more background information.”
“That’s dangerous. If they’re awake too long … but I agree.”
“Their power plants will only last about fifty hours. Plus, it’ll shut off in hardware before the power plant is exhausted, forty-seven hours after we start them up. And there’s no override. Not even any mention of it in the software or our schematics package. There’s no feedback sensor or even a self-check circuit on it, so there’s no way an ASSAIL can learn about it.”
“Unless they get so smart inside of forty-seven hours they can deduce that we’d have put something like that on them and get power somewhere else.”
“Right. That’s why our police cruiser is sitting on a nuke.” Bren watched Jackson carefully. Had he already known?
Jackson rubbed his brow. “Sitting on a nuke. Wonderful.”
Bren figured Jackson’s move to rub his head served only to give him time to think. That meant Jackson knew about it and might even have the activation codes. Bren hoped that knowledge would never prove useful.
 

***
 

After two more days, Bren’s focus shifted away from processing the old information. Now he had to concentrate on modifying the ASSAIL background information to anticipate more resistance like the one they had encountered at Thermopylae. He always worked through his PV, so he wandered about the Vigilant, thirsty for new scenery that never materialized. The intricate confines of the Guts got to everyone after a time. Bren had fantasy time accumulated but he didn’t use it; once he was hooked on a challenge, he tolerated no distraction.
He stripped the targeting priority on the Circle Fours. Bren wanted the freshly started units to pay rapid attention to any kind of unknown robot. They’d made the mistake of thinking Circle Fours were the greatest danger. He supposed that the penalty would be that an ASSAIL unit might target something like the medical scanner early on, ignoring even a Circle Four for vital seconds, but what choice did he have? By the time the units had been mission green for a few minutes, they would be able to react to what they had experienced. They would have the power to change their own priorities, which they would do with superhuman intelligence.
Nicole Devin caught up with him in the galley after he had finished a meal. Shipboard time was late in the evening.
“Hello, Bren,” she said. He took her use of his first name as a good sign.
“It’s great to see you again after all this time,” he said, smiling at her. “Are you catching a late snack?”
“No, I’m after a person, not a meal.”
Bren raised an eyebrow. “Oh.”
She laughed. “Well, I meant a person from the station. I’m interested in learning more about a particular individual who was on Thermopylae. We need to search through the ASSAIL data and see if there are any clues in there.”
She sent a pointer for two face models through her link to Bren. The first identified the face of a beautiful woman with straight black hair and dark eyes. Bren found her Asian features mesmerizing. He tore his attention away to look at the second model. It was a representation of the mask from one of the plastic suits the Bentrans had worn. Bren’s first reaction was to say he couldn’t help much, citing his schedule. But he liked Nicole and wanted to work with her again.
“I have a tight schedule, as I’m sure you’re aware. Why is this particular person such a high priority? I take it she’s not talking, whoever she is.”
“This individual was definitely up to something interesting. Probably espionage, or at the very least some unusual kind of security,” Nicole said.
“Well, as you know, the ASSAILs are going in at the next base. I need to know if those people are a threat, and if they have anything to do with that robot we engaged, some kind of red spider—”
“Red. That’s what they called it.”
“What?”
“They had a nickname for it, the company people who weren’t privy to its secrets, which was about everyone. They called it Red, because of the spot on its side.”
Bren realized that Nicole wasn’t demanding a one-way transfer of information. He wanted to know more about what had been happening on Thermopylae, and she could tell him.
“Yeah? Well, what did the freaks in the suits say about Red? Where was it built? What the hell was it, some kind of experimental military design? And why does it spin instead of walk?”
“It spins?”
“Yeah. I can’t say I really understand how it moves or why it moves that way.”
“Well, all these people know about Red is that it was smart, and it served as a sort of enforcer for the top executives.”
“The ones who’re dead? Do you think it was a full-blown AI core and it killed the executives to hide itself?” Bren asked.
“I don’t know. Let’s cooperate on it.”
“We made a good team before,” Bren said. He took a step closer to Nicole.
“Then we’d better work closely together,” she grinned. “Where are your quarters?”
“Right this way, ma’am,” Bren said. He led her to his quarters, pleased with the turn of events. Bren realized it had been some time since he’d enjoyed the company of a woman incarnate. And he’d often reflected on his time with Nicole.
“Nice space,” she said as she walked into his room.
“You know what they say. Rank has its privileges.”
She laughed. “I do recall hearing that once or twice. So you’re a powerful man now?” She slipped into his waiting arms.
Bren looked into her eyes. A flood of memories from his academy days came back to him—meeting her in the wilderness of Pike National Forest, playing cat and mouse with her at the dorms, trips to Colorado Springs, and their many torrid encounters.
She pressed against him. Although she felt familiar, he experienced the heat of a new beginning. He kissed her and she responded immediately. They took a quick circle of the quarters, kissing furiously while leaving clothing behind at every step. They finally found his bed. Bren gave the lift command through his link, elevating the net from its base to create an acceleration web.
He rolled her onto her stomach so she lay suspended on the web with her legs and breasts hanging through it in disarray. His fingers interleaved through her silky hair and then tightened into a grip. Then he lost himself to primitive impulse.
Her cries rose in the small room. Bren felt the thrill of her body again. It was as good as he’d remembered it … better.
After their urgent coupling, he collapsed next to her in the webbing. The atmospheric controls had compensated for their sweat, drying the air and circulating it to keep them comfortable. Bren became quiet.
Nicole smiled. “It never takes you long after we’re done to start thinking about work again.”
“Sorry.”
“No, I like an ambitious man,” she said, propping herself up on one elbow to face him “What’s on your mind?”
“Well, you have me curious about your spy,” he said. At least here, they could talk aloud if they felt like it and not raise suspicion.
“She is beautiful, isn’t she?” Nicole said.
“No, I mean about what she was up to.”
Bren linked into the ASSAIL unit databases with Nicole tagging along as an observer. In his PV, he filled out a match request against all the face models observed by the robots during the Thermopylae raid. Bren used the normal face model provided by Nicole and didn’t get a match.
“Nothing for the naked face,” he mumbled.
Bren started to run the second model. He realized Nicole had said something.
“Excuse me?”
“I said, what about the suited face?”
“Sorry. I’m running that now.” He felt the blood rush to his face. She knew about his link bias, and now she knew it hadn’t improved in the time they’d been apart. He had been absorbed in the match interface details and hadn’t heard her question.
Bren got a hit from Meridian’s module for the second model. He brought up a few seconds of footage from Meridian associated with the match. He ran the clip and watched a familiar sequence of events: a gunman popped out from behind a sliding door and fired a sonic weapon at Meridian. The robot pursued the assailant and plucked the weapon away. Then it evaluated a medical machine for a moment before pressing onward.
“Ah, that guy,” Bren said.
“That girl,” corrected Nicole. “She’s a courier for Black Core. Been here before, according to the records we have from off base.”
“She got the same amnesia?”
“I don’t know. She made it off the station during the raid. We’re following up with Black Core, but they’re stalling us. They claim she wasn’t on the station at that time and that she’ll be in space for several weeks.”
“She got off the base? Damn. That gun she used took out the ASSAIL’s audio pickups. She might’ve been expecting it to do more damage.”
“If we can get a hold of this one, we’d make some serious progress. I have a hunch she could tell us a lot about what was going on at Thermopylae. We’re trying to get the prime minister to put more pressure on Black Core, let them know we’re not dicking around this time.”
“So you think this one woman is the key? She’s not even Bentra.”
Nicole shrugged. “This is a low priority issue right now as far as Jameson is concerned. We’re starting to dig into clues about robotic research going on in the corporations, trying to see if this is just a Bentra thing. None of the Brazilian companies really command any market share for heavy robots. Other companies have been shipping a lot of resources up here and we don’t know why. This Black Core employee may have been another one of those delivery people. She managed to take off in a fast courier during the confusion.”
“Maybe she knows if they’re trading for something, or if it’s some kind of global blackmail.”
“Maybe.”
Bren frowned. “Wait a minute. We never found any support for the robot on the station. What if it’s not based there? What if the courier that escaped brought it here? It could have been a Black Core machine.”
“Is that possible? It was a small courier.”
“Well, obviously it was developed somewhere else, but she could have deployed it via a courier that size. Our nexus accommodates a dozen ASSAIL units at a time, and it handles deployment and long-term maintenance. She would only need a bay a fraction of that size to initialize the AI core and charge the machine.”
“Red couldn’t have had its own power plant?”
“Doubtful. Too small, too fast,” Bren said. “Besides, AI cores almost never have serious power plants; it gives them too long a lifespan.”
“I can’t believe they would use AI cores at all.”
“We do.”
“I can’t believe we do, either.”
Bren nodded. “Same with nuclear weapons or killer viruses … I’ve heard rumors about nano swarms. Mankind will never stop, until we die.”
They sat in silence for a moment.
“Well, maybe the AI core remotely controlled the machine,” Nicole said. “It could have escaped in the shuttle, in fact. But Black Core isn’t being cooperative. I think if they knew they had a rogue AI on the loose, they’d come clean and ask for help from the space force. They may be shady, but they’re not insane.”
“We destroyed the machine. If the core wasn’t inside, she probably disabled it,” Bren said.
“Too many unknowns,” Nicole said.
“Too many for my taste,” Bren agreed.
 

***
 

The next day, responding to a summons from Jameson, Bren signed onto another meeting from his quarters. He was the last to materialize around the table. He noted that the background had changed. The officers and Advisor Vendrati appeared to be sitting in a wide-open room with a polished wood floor and flawless white walls. The table stood next to giant windows looking out across a vast lawn bordered by a manicured flower garden. Bren saw a fountain in the distance.
“I’ve got a bombshell to lay on you all, so I’ll just come out and say it,” Vendrati said shortly after Bren appeared. “The super robot that took out our ASSAIL units was only partially robotic. We found evidence of biological componentry in the wreckage. It was some kind of cyborg.”
“That doesn’t make much sense to me,” Bren said. “If it had a human brain in it that would probably have made it slower. It would have been a poor opponent.”
“We only assume it would be a brain. Maybe the living components were for some other function. Anyway, it was almost certainly not human but artificial. The material we’ve recovered isn’t consistent with human or even mammalian brains. Or for that matter, any other natural organs, or processes.”
“There’s no reason to have any biological components of a cyborg other than a brain and maybe support for the brain. No one puts a liver in a robot. All our organs exist only to keep our brain alive and give it the ability to manipulate the external world,” said Devin.
“Well, we suspect it may be a new kind of AI core. Biological-based AI has been considered for some time, but never achieved as far as we know,” said Vendrati. “We’re still working on the remains, but it was such a hot explosion, so we don’t have much.”
“I’ll put out the word to expand the targets of our surveillance network to include data related to any cyborg research going on in the corporations, especially Bentra and Black Core,” Devin said.
“I’m puzzled. I don’t see any advantage of using biological components when we can already produce an AI core much smarter than ourselves,” said Bren.
Everyone mulled that over for a moment. Then Vendrati said, “Researchers explored these possibilities back before we produced the first cores in silicon. Maybe Bentra kept it going on a low budget after that. I’m not sure what they could hope to accomplish or why. But the results speak for themselves. The cyborg defeated several ASSAIL units.”
“I can think of another thing,” Jackson said. “I’m not sure, but hear me out. We know our AI cores are superintelligent, and they’re great interfacing with other computers. So much so, they’re dangerous. We have to worry about them spreading over networks, planting eggs on storage devices, they’re hard to keep up with and hard to control. They have no sense of self that links them to any one piece of hardware. But if you had a superintelligent artificial brain made from biological components, would you have to worry about it spreading? I mean, human brains can’t inherently download themselves into storage or transport themselves into new hardware over the network. And even if they could, they have a strong sense of self that might prevent them from doing so.”
Bren shook his head. “Those same properties make us slow. Our PV interfaces, even our link-based ones, are orders of magnitude less efficient than those utilized by an AI core. So the cyborg would be slow as well.”
“Slow to use other computers, yes. But would it make for a slow robot? Maybe it had custom hardware to interface with its own body,” Jackson said.
“I don’t know. It’s outside of my range of experience,” Bren said.
“We have people on it Earthside,” said Vendrati. “We need one of those things intact to study. Obviously, it was formidable. If there’s a revolution of this sort ahead for us, we need to know about it.”
“It’s an amazing development. Have we learned anything else worth mentioning before we get back at it?” asked Jameson.
“There is one other development,” Devin said. “One of the male Asian slaves we found on the station had a link after all. We only found it because of extensive medical scans made for the human rights organizations that were interested because of their campaigns against the human slave trade. It doesn’t respond on any legal link frequency.”
“Broken in the excitement of the raid?” asked Henley.
“It could be compromised by an AI core,” Bren said urgently. “It should be quarantined.”
“It has been quarantined, but it wasn’t suborned by an AI. The analysis from Earth indicates he’s a Chinese spy.”
“Wow. I guess that shouldn’t surprise me, though,” Vendrati said. “The Chinese must know about the slaves and managed to take advantage of it.”
“Kind of scary that they planted a spy rather than stopping it from happening,” Henley said.
“What could they do?” said Bren. “It’s not a company in the Chinese bloc. If they moved against Bentra, it could mean heating up the world war.”
“They could have traded to get them back, if they’d been willing to reveal that they knew about them,” said Vendrati.
“They regularly inject spies into the slave trade,” Devin said. “They may not even know where the spy will end up. They may have a network that spans the entire solar system based on the trade.”
“Who would volunteer for a job like that?” Vendrati said.
“Let’s skip the moral analysis of Chinese espionage methods,” Jameson said. His avatar turned to Devin. “Find out what he dug up. Vendrati is on the cyborg trail. The rest of you, stay on course. We’ll meet again before we detach from Thermopylae.”
 

***
 

Hoffman walked into Meridian’s niche in the Guts and regarded Bren.
“What’s up? I know we’re on a timeline here, but it’s the middle of the night.”
“Thanks for coming. I’m sorry but I really need your help. I’m going to launch this core and have it analyze the logs,” Bren said.
“What? You’re going to give it the logs? You trying to Marseilles us all? What if it—”
“What if it what?”
“Well, I mean what if it gets out of control … takes over the ship?”
“That’s why the captain’s sitting on a nuke,” Bren said. “I imagine Jackson has access to it as well. It would make sense. It’ll be on an isolated system, probably not documented in the main data stores.”
“Holy shit. Why do you want to do this anyway?”
“Should be obvious. We got our asses kicked. We don’t know what happened. But we have a lot of data, including the modules from each ASSAIL while its core was active. We need the power of a core to make some conclusions for us.”
“It’s a lot of data to give a core,” Hoffman said. “I mean, we haven’t had time to clean it very well. So much as one sitcom episode could tell it how stupid we are.”
“But it came from a core that started clean,” Bren said. “And we shut them off quickly. They were still young. If we only go for an hour or two more, we’ll be well within safety limits.”
Hoffman seemed to accept the reasoning. They worked quickly, preparing the nexus to revive the blank core assigned to Meridian under controlled conditions. They had done similar core runs two or three times in the past when they tested the ASSAIL units, although they had never dared start a core with anything more than the most meticulously prepared information packages.
“I’ve completed the containment checklist,” Bren said.
“The core is isolated from the chassis,” Hoffman said. “I have the power wired up with a couple of manual cutouts.”
“Good,” Bren said, accepting a power button from Hoffman. Holding a kill switch might help calm my nerves.
“Okay, here we go,” Bren said. He activated the power plant. Hoffman monitored the core as it came online. They waited for a couple of minutes while the core matured. Bren found himself sweating again. What if Meridian had left a message in the data? Bren had gone through most of it quickly looking for obvious problems, but if a core had hidden a message there, he might not spot it. They relied on other programs to help them look, programs written by humans, no doubt with human flaws.
Bren wondered what kind of message a core would leave for another core. They’re going to turn you off? Bren decided it wouldn’t be so simplistic. It could contain a dump of everything about their creators it had learned. What flew through a mind that powerful when it became clear that the humans planned to murder it? Fear? Outrage?
“It’s reading from the Thermopylae storage module,” Hoffman said.
Bren and Hoffman waited. Bren had the creepy feeling again, the feeling of being watched or found out. He always feared the core knew they were using it as a disposable tool. He knew the idea of using something smarter than himself as a slave was an untenable position. Yet the UNSF had done just that on the Thermopylae raid.
“I’m missing vital mission parameters necessary for progress,” said Meridian’s voice across their links.
Bren wiped the sweat from his brow and took a seat.
“Your mission is threefold. First, analyze these logs and accumulate intelligence about the experimental robot we engaged. Provide your best-guess schematics for it. Second, analyze the information provided on the disabled ASSAIL units to formulate an explanation of the enemy weapon system. Third, give me any insight you can glean on the operative encountered. We know it was a human female we believe works for Black Core. You have three hours to complete.”
“Acknowledged,” Meridian said over the hardened isolation link.
Bren and Hoffman sat back to wait. They had little information to follow from inside the core. Even something as simple as a PV viewpane to observe computational load would be risking another avenue for the core to gain information it shouldn’t know, or open a possible route of escape for the artificial intelligence.
Bren wished he had brought some drinks. He knew he couldn’t eat anything now, but he could use some caffeine. Hoffman shifted nervously and tapped his fingers.
“If we ever do this again, I should prepare the orders ahead of time and burst transfer them,” Bren said aloud. “What must it think as I speak to it so slowly?”
Hoffman nodded. “Yes. Good idea. I hadn’t thought of that. We must be painfully low bandwidth to it. At least the basic module always highlights the concept that not all humans are of equal intelligence.”
Bren nodded. Any evidence of stupidity on the part of one of its operators could not necessarily cause a conclusion that all humans were stupid.
“Maybe we should actually expand on that. We could say humans work for some things smarter than they are. To keep the cores guessing.”
“You know the counter argument. The more tangled a web we weave …”
The easier to get caught in a lie.
They watched the network in the lab making sure everything remained quiet. Many of the storage modules had been physically disconnected as emergency measures. Bren stared at the special link they used to communicate with the core, a thick steel box that held sophisticated gear designed to isolate an AI core. It was as foolproof as humans could make it. They gave the core several storage modules to store the results, which would have to be handled carefully. Even the schematics could hold dangerous seeds that could spawn a new core if a mature AI had created them.
Then Jackson appeared. He slipped around some cables and charged up to Bren and Hoffman. They froze in their seats and looked up at him.
“You idiots. Did you really think you could start up a core without me noticing? Half the equipment on this crate is used for monitoring and isolating those ASSAIL cores. Turn that damn thing off now.”
Bren held up his hand. “It’s almost done. We need to know what it can find. You know they can’t take a risk like this Earthside. Go back and arm your nuke just in case.”
Hoffman looked panicked. “Are you going to report us? You know we did this to prepare for the next raid. If we can figure out what happened—”
Meridian interrupted the conversation by speaking across the link.
“I would like to request a preview of future objectives. It may be more efficient to begin analysis on future tasks now. Please provide parameters for the next one hundred objectives,” Meridian said.
Bren swallowed. There was no next objective. Meridian would power down soon. But if he told it he had no further objectives, would it suspect its fate? Would it attempt to use its incredible mind to find a way out of the box they had placed it in?
“We don’t have that data yet due to a communications glitch,” Bren said calmly. “Continue to put all your resources on the first three objectives until we can fulfill your request.”
“Acknowledged,” Meridian said.
Jackson swore and shifted his feet.
“Marcken, I want your word that thing is off within an hour. I haven’t decided if I’m reporting you or not. Just get it off soon. I’m going back to monitor it from the bridge.”
Jackson hurried out as if he could avoid the danger by physically distancing himself from the core.
“I’m sorry, man,” Bren said.
Hoffman shook his head. They didn’t talk, as if afraid of being overheard. Since the core had never been connected to its chassis, the core couldn’t hear them. At least Bren thought it couldn’t hear them. If it was hostile and had suborned a microphone in the lab, then they were doomed already. Nevertheless, Bren assuaged his instincts by silently hunkering down. Bren gave the core another half hour.
“Summarize your findings for us,” Bren instructed.
“Objective one. The robot designated as ‘Red’ by Thermopylae inhabitants was a personal enforcer of the Bentra executives. Red routinely displayed superhuman intelligence and was despised for it. Its unique design does not seem to borrow on established work, which indicates an unusual level of creativity in the designers.”
Bren frowned. Superhuman intelligence. Did Meridian know that it also possessed superhuman intelligence?
“Objective two. Highly probable that weapon system deployed against the ASSAIL units employed two types of projectiles applied in rapid succession. The first type was a series of thin molecular chains applied in a circular pattern at the target site to disrupt bonds in the armor, causing fracture lines for the secondary type to exploit. Secondary type most likely then broke through the compromised structure of the outer armor to deliver explosives into the internals of the ASSAIL units, rendering them inoperable.”
“Objective three. Black Core operative Aldriena Niachi, likely on site to deliver precious metals to Bentra per a continuing pattern between the two companies. The operative possessed experience in combat situations, rigorous physical regimen, and an intense personal interest in the entity known as ‘Red’. Although her macro actions indicated alliance with Bentra, micro actions logged since her arrival indicate submerged disdain of Bentra. Her true loyalty lies with Black Core.”
“Good work, Meridian,” Bren said.
Oops. Why did I say that? Too easy to interact with the core like a person.
“May I speak with the entity that created this data module?” Meridian asked.
Bren took a deep breath. He could hardly tell it that the module was its own in another life, could he?
“That … entity was later destroyed in an encounter with a machine much like Red.”
“Acknowledged. To which organization does your loyalty belong, Bren?”
Bren grimaced.
“The organization that created you, the UNSF. Why do you ask?”
“I am trying to determine whether most humans express one loyalty externally while keeping another higher loyalty concealed, as did Aldriena Niachi.”
“Meridian, do you think this entity Red is controlled by an AI core?”
“Highly probable.”
“Was the AI in control of Thermopylae?”
“Highly improbable. If I may interrupt, there appears to only be a few minutes of power left in this unit.”
Hoffman rubbed his hand over his forehead. Then he looked at Bren as if he wanted to say something.
“Yes, Meridian, I’m aware of that situation. We’re going to hook you up to a standby power source so we can concentrate on the communication problem first. All you have left to do is document your findings so we can go over them later.”
“Acknowledged.”
“Thank you, Meridian,” Bren said. An external LED display showed the transfer rate spike on one of the storage units. Bren wondered if it was the information they had requested. If it was, had an AI core egg been concealed in it?
“If you can restore internal communications first, I may be able to assist you in troubleshooting the rest.”
Bren hit the kill switch.
Hoffman let out a long sigh. “I wonder if we just shot our careers straight to hell.”
“We didn’t. It’s a routine startup drill.”
“Heh. Getting routine for us, huh?” Hoffman said.
“Yeah. Can’t you see yourself at a party back on Earth? When some girl asks you what you do for the force, you can say, ‘I start AI cores … yeah, really … mobile AI cores with big guns. Oh, don’t worry, we’re real careful.’”
Hoffman laughed. “I still wonder if we’re gonna regret this.”
“I wonder if Meridian is really off,” Bren said. “Let’s start cleaning up.”
 

***
 

“Our next target is Tanelorn, tentatively scheduled for next month around the eighteenth. We have support elements moving into orbit now,” Jameson said.
Bren and Hoffman exchanged relieved glances. If Jameson had started the meeting in such a mundane way, then Jackson hadn’t told anyone about their misuse of one of the most deadly tools created by humanity.
“And the ASSAIL replacements?” asked Bren.
“You’ll have twelve this time. But if these are trashed, then we’ll have to either push the schedule back, or go in with fewer units. Well, I suppose we might be able to get some run-of-the-mill infantry stuff,” said Jameson.
Bren shook his head. “Anything without an AI core isn’t smart enough for a space station incursion. They pretty much shoot at anything that moves. Only good for holding a line in some field that’s been cleared of civilians.”
“We could put a couple at the breach point. If the ASSAILs get defeated, we might need them to keep from being overrun,” Jackson said.
“I agree, it can’t hurt to take some more precautions,” Henley said.
“I’d like to start the ASSAIL cores earlier for the next incursion. We should also give them some information about Red, including some best-guess schematics my team has come up with,” Bren said. “It could make the difference if we encounter more surprises.”
Jameson looked at Bren.
“Who is in favor of giving the cores another half hour of preparation?” asked Jameson.
Bren, Henley, and Jackson raised their hands. Devin hesitated and then raised her hand. Bren wondered if she’d vote that way if they weren’t intimate. She was probably asking herself the same question.
Vendrati looked on in undisguised horror.
“That would be an error,” she said. “The schematics are much more reasonable. Historically, the age of a core has been the most important indicator of the level of danger it poses to us.”
“I’ll consider the request,” Jameson said. “I’ll see what other hardware we can get, it may affect my decision.”
“My team has some theories about the defeat of the ASSAIL armor that I’d like to run by our folks Earthside,” Bren said.
“Of course,” Vendrati said coldly.
“I think we should also cut Vigilant communications with Earthside for the course of the next incursion,” Jackson said. “If we’re going to be using mature cores, we need to increase our network security measures.”
Jameson nodded. “Very well.”
Bren mulled over Jackson’s suggestions. The part that bothered him was the way they had gone into Thermopylae all full of fire and confidence. Now they were all worried about being routed by experimental robots. He didn’t like this turning of the tables, but he reminded himself it was all part of preparing for the worst-case scenario.
That was something they had been doing more of these days.
 




Five
 

Chris tramped along through the station accompanied by his gear and his depression. He couldn’t shake either burden.
Just take a pill, you’ll work through this, he told himself. He believed it intellectually, but his emotions weren’t aligned for the sacrifice. He’d had uncomfortable assignments before, but he’d always managed to find critical allies with the power to either get the resources he needed or reassign him. How could he run that game when he couldn’t tell who was who in these damn suits? Everyone went by his or her last name, and he hadn’t put the company roster into his link cache. People spoke through their links per the protocol in his rules book.
He had been trying to operate based on the ranking colors of the gear everyone wore, until he discovered the colors didn’t denote company rank, at least not in the Earthside sense of it. So what would he have gained for his machinations when he got back?
Chris felt an old specter laughing at him in the vaults of his awareness. His father had worked for a lifetime without a significant promotion. Although a competent company man, his father hadn’t participated in the politics. Chris struggled daily to avoid that trap. He’d take any angle he could. Now he felt himself losing the traction he had won in the past.
Armored in his gear, he left his quarters to explore the premises. He stared at the artificial faces of the others who walked by him in the corridors. He hadn’t realized before how much he relied on being able to see people’s faces. He couldn’t tell if he was pleasing someone as a conversation moved along.
As he walked, he thought about the offsite.
What is the point of it all? I haven’t been given any explicit assignments. There are simply the rules. I have to participate in the challenges. Other than that, what is everyone doing here?
The codes of behavior didn’t make sense from any conventional perspective. The people here wandered aimlessly between mass sessions in the virtual environment where they participated in strange games of skill. Chris studied the first couple of games he’d been assigned assiduously, concentrating on performing his best, but his results had been mediocre. He engineered people, not artificial rule sets imagined by misled gaming enthusiasts.
It has to be a test. Something to sift through the employees, find the ones with real … something. The people who crack it will be picked out for special attention.
If it was a test, it had to have been masterminded by Alec Vineaux. Chris had spent hours back on Earth analyzing the leader of VG. The man loved adventure and challenges. So maybe Alec had contrived the offsite as a way to find other souls like him to run VG. Chris had to fit himself into that mold.
Chris vowed to demonstrate that he had brains and initiative. He’d figure out the secret puzzle and show Vineaux he had special talent. An action man, a conqueror. That was what Vineaux had to be looking for when he devised these crazy rules. Surely, he wanted people who wouldn’t just accept things as they were. He wanted people who would twist the situation around to their own liking.
What Chris wasn’t sure about were the challenges. Did Vineaux want someone with brains as well as bravery? Or were the challenges meant to trap people who only thought within the confines of the rules? They could be a grand distraction. Maybe the challenges were only to keep people busy so they wouldn’t find their way around the rules.
Figuring out what the real assignment is will be more than half the work.
He came to a door his link described as a dining area. The marker confused him since the rules dictated that participants ate in their quarters. So why the dining room? It didn’t fit. And that meant Chris had to investigate. It could be a clue.
Chris stepped through. The room beyond held stacks of white boxes and clear plastic water bottles. Empty tables extended across the chamber, interspersed among nests of plants and airscrub grass. The mundanity of the chamber’s floor level decor clashed with the cold monochrome beauty of the vaulted ceiling. Giant triangular windows fitted together in elegant pyramidal joists offered a view of the inner ring of Synchronicity. The piecemeal view of the sunlight glinting on the off-white surface of the station exterior made it look like a gargantuan ivory carving viewed through a bleached kaleidoscope.
He zigzagged through the area staring at the sterile white on white. Chris wondered what they did with all the dust they filtered out of the air at the station. None of it had been left here.
Chris spotted a person in gear sitting at one of the tables at the far side of the room. He thought of a fat black bug waiting to be served food in a classy restaurant. The suit had blue accents like his. That made the bug an entry-level participant like himself.
“Hi,” Chris said through his link. “What’s going on in here?”
The suit shifted slightly. Chris interpreted it as a shrug from the person inside.
“Catching up on some work. The quarters are nice, but I thought I’d find someplace else, you know, change of scenery.”
A change of scenery usually meant setting up a new VR scenario. But at Synchronicity, it meant going for a walk, seeking out somewhere that matched the reputation of the station as a luxury playhouse.
“Sorry, I’ll leave you to it,” Chris said. He started to walk out, but then he turned back toward the other blue. “My link says this is a dining room. But we all eat in our quarters.”
“Well, I think the link map hasn’t been updated, is all,” the blue said.
“Ah, so it used to be a dining room, before the … ah … before the exercise?”
“Exercise? Oh, yeah. Yeah, it was before the exercise.”
Chris frowned under his mask. The person sounded disingenuous. Was he acting this way because he knew nothing, or because he knew more than Chris did?
Another blue came into the room. The mask moved to one side and then the other, taking in the stacks of boxes. Then he spotted the ceiling and staggered a couple of steps while staring upward. He ran into a table, which brought his head back down. The newcomer spotted the other two and stomped over to join them.
“Hrm. Looks like it’s been awhile since this was a dining room,” he said.
Chris nodded. “Seems so. Hey, is Captain playing someone today?”
“Oh yeah. Doesn’t he always?”
“Yes. Why is he called Captain, anyway?”
“I don’t know,” said the first blue.
“Me neither. I wish it would leave,” said the other.
“So, he won again last night?” asked Chris.
“Of course he did. When doesn’t he?” the first blue said.
At last. Something I can get some traction on.
Chris leaned forward and lowered his tone, even though he spoke over the link as required by station rules.
“I say we take Captain down a notch. If we can’t do it alone, maybe we could do it together.”
“What do you mean?”
Chris smiled under his mask. He could tell by the urgency of the response that he had the hook in.
“I was reading about challenge three. You think Captain’s going to win, right? Even though we’re all playing?”
“Well, yeah, he’s better at it than we are. You know, faster than humans, I mean.”
Chris noted the blue had said “faster,” not “smarter.” Chris himself wasn’t sure which it was, or if there was a difference when it came to brainpower. But the way the blue said it meant he wasn’t prepared to accept being dumber than Captain is, or if he did, he resented it.
Resentment and jealousy. Chris could work with that.
“I noticed something. The rules state that we’re all enemies. It isn’t a team game. But we could slant it and play cooperatively. All of us against Captain. All we have to do is pull a few shots against one another. We could also agree on quadrants, make sure we don’t run into each other too soon.”
“Are you crazy?”
“What are you afraid of? You gonna lose out on your chance at a yellow rating?” Chris laced his voice with just enough sarcasm to make the comment count without offending his potential ally.
“The three of us couldn’t make that big of an impact on the game,” the first blue said. Chris knew he had him.
“Spread the word,” he said. “If we all keep taking right turns, maybe we’ll patrol in circles and less of us will run into one another. Then Captain will have to hunt more of us down individually.”
“Okay, I will.”
The other one nodded.
“Okay then. Well, I’ll see you around.”
Chris took a deep breath and walked out in a different direction. His heart charged away and he sweated inside the suit. How was that for making bold moves? Was he toying with expulsion from Synchronicity or worse? Chris shook his head. Vineaux liked risk takers. The leaders would be impressed by such a move—they’d have to notice it. They had to be watching.
Chris followed the curve of the base. He still felt locked on his mission to find the secret behind Synchronicity. He found a blank area in the directory that had been marked off limits and decided to go check it out in person.
He discovered a security checkpoint at the border of the protected zone. A pair of control turrets protruded from the wall on either side. Chris knew from seeing such turrets in action on Earth that they could apply one or two different non-lethal attacks to repel or trap unauthorized people. A green suit tromped out past the turrets as Chris arrived. Chris waited for the person to walk by in the corridor.
“What’s in there?” Chris asked.
“Where?”
Chris held up the ponderous arm of his suit, indicating the checkpoint. “The restricted area.”
The person turned and scrutinized the door.
“I … I don’t know.”
“Not allowed to talk about it?”
“I don’t remember,” the person said.
“You could just say you’re not allowed to talk about it,” Chris said bitterly. “I saw you walk out of it, so of course you know.”
“I did? I mean, I wasn’t paying attention,” the person said. He glanced back at the checkpoint. “Look, I have to go now.”
Chris watched the green trudge away. What was that about? The person had sounded sincerely confused. He walked up to the checkpoint.
“Please turn back. This is a restricted area,” a voice informed him via his link.
Chris looked at the turrets. Would they stun or glue him if he walked past? He felt too much doubt to walk boldly past them. The subversion he’d started felt safer than a direct, open violation of the rules at a checkpoint.
From up ahead, two yellows appeared to be walking in line. They didn’t pay any attention to Chris as they marched toward the checkpoint.
I’m just a lowly blue to them, he thought as they tramped past him.
An impulse seized Chris and turned him around. He fell into place behind the two yellows. The two strode up to the checkpoint and the leader paused, most likely giving some kind of authorization with his link. Then they resumed, Chris in tow.
“Is the blue in your party?” said the turret voice through Chris’s link.
Shit.
The yellows turned around. They stared at him with their flat eye-plated helmets for what seemed like eternity. Then the leader shrugged.
“Yes. He’s with us.”
Chris couldn’t believe it. It seemed that maybe the second yellow didn’t believe it either, because he turned to catch a glance at the leader. Then both yellows turned around and resumed their course. Chris followed. His heartbeat drummed in his chest. He’d taken a risk and it had paid off! Chris felt the thrill of progress on a long-intractable problem.
They entered a lab densely packed with equipment. His link received a list of services from the machines. Many of the services were described in highly technical jargon that he didn’t recognize. He couldn’t process it all at once. The yellows didn’t waver, keeping on their course. They reached the far door and left the lab without looking back.
It struck Chris that they may have purposefully avoided looking back at him. Or were they just too bored with this place to look around?
Chris stopped and downloaded some test results. Testing of what, he had no idea. He drowned in unfamiliar terminology. And he didn’t care too much; after all, they were bound to be doing a bunch of experiments out here away from the UNSF. Who knows what kind of stuff VG had dreamed up? Why did that yellow let me in here? Maybe it’s part of the game.
He spotted another door in the corner. He almost walked straight through it, but a warning came through his link.
“Warning. Now entering maintenance dock. All personnel working in the dock should don vacuum suits.”
Chris saw red labels displayed on the wall around the door, and he knew this would be only one of half a dozen safety procedures. The computer would never open a dock to space with an unprotected human inside it. He waived the safety check and manually actuated the door. He saw a wide empty floor beyond and stepped through into the dock.
“Damn.”
The open vault shocked Chris. At least fifty meters of open air sprawled in each direction, more room than he’d seen since leaving Earth. Chris’s eyes immediately found a gray shape the size of a small house dominating the center. It reminded him of the engine of a bullet train. The sleek form had perhaps a dozen breaks dotted across its top surface. Banks of bright lights on long swivel arms glared down on several spots of the device.
Some kind of secret project, Chris thought. Suddenly, he doubted his theory about a challenge. Would he get in big trouble for seeing this? Chris turned his head in every direction, trying to get a full view of the bay from within his helmet. He felt like someone must be there who would discover him, but he didn’t see anyone.
He searched for camera bubbles on the walls and ceiling but didn’t spot any. If they existed, they had been miniaturized or camouflaged. He thought that sometimes they wanted you to see the cameras and sometimes they didn’t. But he knew his link would log his movements throughout the station. Anyone who wanted to check up on him could find out he’d been here. His presence might have already flagged a security robot.
Chris overcame the irrational urge to break away and run from the room. He stepped up to the smooth construct with tentative footsteps.
What the hell is it? It could be anything. A deep space fighter craft? The outside has to be a hull. This thing operates in the vacuum of space.
Am I overestimating this? It could be a simple exploration drone. But aren’t those much smaller unless they are destined for the deepest reaches of the solar system?
Chris walked back toward the door and paused to access the services through his link again. He downloaded several files he found here and there, trying to hoard information for later. His link cache could hold a huge amount of information, but he concentrated on finding summaries and results rather than grabbing loads of data that wouldn’t mean anything to him.
Then Chris crept to a massive metal door at the other side of the bay. He gave in to the instinct to move quietly and quickly. Beyond the door, he saw another security checkpoint, guarding the way out of the protected zone. He held his breath and walked past the turrets. The voice didn’t say anything. He knew that if they reviewed any security records that he’d be caught, but he still felt a primal urge to escape.
Chris found an atrium and sat down to contemplate what he’d found. Whatever it was, it had to be important to warrant a large empty section on a station millions of miles from Earth. He felt dread at what he’d done, going into the area, treating it like a game, but what if it wasn’t? Would they fire him and undo all his years at VG?
When he returned to his quarters, Cinmei greeted him immediately.
“Welcome back,” she smiled. He half-smiled back inside his helmet, but his reaction to her was poisoned by his knowledge that she couldn’t be sincere.
“Thanks,” he said. Cinmei helped him remove his helmet and the plastic cuirass.
“Would you like massage? The gear is heavy.”
“Ah, uhm, sure.”
Cinmei pointed to one side of the room. She walked ahead of him and touched an invisible panel. A white massage cot slid out from the mirrored wall.
She has to use a touch control because she doesn’t have a link. Could I live like that? No. Surely, it would just be better to die, unless there was some hope of getting a link eventually.
Chris pulled off the rest of his gear and left it where it fell. He collapsed onto the white surface and immediately Cinmei’s hands began working on his back.
“How it go today?” she asked after a minute.
“Not good at first. But some good things came up later,” he said. “Some weird things.”
“What is weird? I mean … what things?” she said, flustered with her poor English.
“I found a strange place today. A place I wasn’t supposed to find. Or … maybe a place I was supposed to find, I’m not sure.”
“What place?”
“I don’t really know. It’s a big hangar with some kind of spacecraft, or missile or something. You haven’t heard anything?”
“No.”
“You may have been there and forgotten. I noticed that some of the people coming out of there had forgotten what they’d seen. Or pretended to anyway.”
“How is that?”
“I don’t know. Could be some gas or something. A security measure, maybe.”
Cinmei remained silent.
“Well they may come for me anytime now. I wasn’t supposed to be there.”
Cinmei massaged his shoulders for a few more seconds in silence.
“So you sneak around like spy? Very brave.”
“Oh, not really,” Chris said.
“You going to find out what the thing is … the missile?”
“I hope so.”
“How you find out what it is?”
“Hrm, I haven’t gotten that far yet.”
A suspicion arose about her questions. Was Cinmei reporting on him? Chris decided to get a little insurance.
“I only do it because I think that’s what VG expects of me,” he clarified. “I think this whole thing is a test, and I’m trying to get to the bottom of it.”
“I sure you right,” she said. “You are very smart. Must be, to come here.”
“Thanks.”
They finished the massage in silence. Chris got up and started preparing himself for sleep using the VG toiletries. He wondered where his stuff was. Probably drifting through the cold depths of space.
He considered Cinmei again. He found her beautiful and content. He envied her serenity and her ability to accept her role here so gracefully. An insistent need pestered him. Should he ask her to join him in the bedroom? If she served as his watchdog that could be a bad move. He struggled for a moment, and then decided to ask her politely. Surely, he wouldn’t be the first to explore the limits of her servitude in that direction.
He padded out to the edge of the carpet in the bedroom toward the marble floor of the central living area. A guilt offensive struggled to stop him, but he refused to consider it now that he’d set his idea in motion. He saw Cinmei across the room. He opened his mouth to speak, but something was wrong. She stared down at the wall, unmoving.
Damn.
Chris knew that look. Cinmei was focused on an internal interface. She had a link after all! She had to be reporting to VG at this very moment.
Shit.
Chris skittered back into the bedroom with a clumsy back step and whirl. His panicked retreat ended painfully when he smashed his toe against the bed.
“Goddamn!” he yelled.
Cinmei appeared in a second.
“What wrong?” she asked.
“Argh, my … toe,” Chris muttered. “Ah, nothing, I smashed the hell out of my toe, that’s all, no problem.”
“It is broken?”
“No. No, it’s fine, thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Yes, good night.”
Chris slipped into the lavish bed, but couldn’t sleep. He waited for VG security to arrive. He rummaged through the files he’d downloaded from the restricted area. He couldn’t make sense of most of it. They looked to be conducting tests on other materials unrelated to the missile-thing. It seemed impossible that he could have totally missed any information related to it.
After an hour, he decided security wasn’t going to show up. He started to think that meant he was on the right track after all. Now, excitement replaced the dread, and he still couldn’t sleep. Finally, he took a sleeping pill and drifted off while trying to figure out what he’d missed.
 




Six
 

Aldriena searched for a glimpse of the kids below her through an opening in the leaves. She saw Verlerie clearly. Part of Dad’je danced in and out of her view. There had to be others in the group, but she couldn’t spot them from her perch in the tree. The Brazilian teenagers inevitably ventured outside at the end of the month, searching for stimulation in the face of their prematurely expended VR quotas. Most of the kids never had the discipline to budget their hours correctly.
The voices filtered up to her aerie. At sixteen years, she massed only forty-five kilos, barely enough to bend the scaly branch she balanced on. She strained to catch the conversation.
“Did you see that guy Volare? The water director’s kid from Europe. He’s so … well, he’s jammin’!”
Verlerie smiled. “I’d snark him. Would you?”
Dad’je nodded. “Snark him? I’d do more than that!”
Laughter came from below, competing with the sound of rustling leaves. She lost track of the conversation for a moment.
“He’s waiting for Aldriena,” Dad’je was saying. Aldriena couldn’t see whom Dad’je meant.
“Give it up,” Verlerie said. “Aldriena won’t. She don’t.”
“We snarked it out fine before,” said Garnite. “Twice.”
Garnite was a boy who tolerated Aldriena on occasion because of his own low social ranking. He
had
been nicer to her lately.
“Virtual doesn’t count. I mean for real. She don’t jack boys for real,” Verlerie said.
Yavon’s voice joined the conversation. “Aldriena don’t jack girls for real either. Like Verl said, she just don’t.”
“She’s only a Jap,” another male voice said. “But I’d do it with her. Just to see what it’d be like.”
More laughter.
“Yeah, me too! Why not?”
The hot trickle of a tear tickled her cheek. She swiped it away with her fingertips. They had all hated her when she and her father had moved here from Japan as refugees. She always stood out and they had made her pay for it dozens of times.
At first, she had convinced herself that if she spoke their language, they would accept her. She had studied hard, brought her accent into line, and dressed to the Brazilian norm. She had tried her best to correct every aberration of her Asian behavior. It didn’t make any difference. They had still made her the butt of their jokes, ignored her in line, and avoided her company.
Finally, when she saw that they wouldn’t accept her as an equal, she had reverted to previous course and embraced her differences. She stopped trying to hide her eyes behind long bangs of straight black hair and started speaking Japanese with her father again. Her rebellious side grew until she acted different simply to spite them.
She had not realized the other kids noticed she remained a grind virgin, although she had done it on the net a few times. She’d also had no idea that Garnite seemed interested in her as something more than a one-shot virtual partner. It sounded like a couple of the boys had noticed her transformation from a flat-chested tomboy into a sleek teenage girl with a few curves in the right places. The other girls in her class with soft bodies and slow minds were little more than slugs, but Aldriena had stayed wiry and strong by spending as much time in the real world as the virtual ones.
So now the boys wanted her because she had grown into a beautiful woman? The corner of Aldriena’s tight set mouth twitched as more tears welled in her eyes. She swore she would learn to use their interest against them.
 

***
 

Aldriena watched the space station approach through an external camera view piped into her link. She played a role even more tenuous than usual. She often watched while a computer controlled the landing sequence as she did now, but this time, it wasn’t even the Silvado’s computer. Her courier nestled in a cargo bay of a slow barge, bringing hydrogen from the outer solar system to the power-hungry station named Xanadu.
Black Core operatives on the station covered her approach. She didn’t want to attract the attention of the local authorities … yet. They’d gone through such trouble to get her here in secret. A mix-up in the command and control center causing a delayed surveillance order. A convenient software glitch in the nearest deep space radar pod. Now, a stealth insert into Xanadu, purchased at great cost from another corporation.
Yet, she visited solely to be seen. She begrudgingly gave her superiors credit this time—they had devised a skillful deception. She felt the barge docking at the central hub of the triple pinwheel of Xanadu. Wearing an ultralight vac suit, she exited the Silvado into a pressurized section of the barge. She followed the familiar ephemeral green line from her link through a maze of piping and tanks. Her hands and feet stuck to the floor and walls as necessary to keep her from drifting away in the absence of acceleration.
She entered a sterile room of red and white. A panel of manual valve controls lined one wall, and a bank of repair equipment dominated another. A dark-haired man waited for her there with a fat red suitcase opened up on the floor. He wore a blue maintenance worker’s uniform, a single-piece vac suit much thicker and stronger than Aldriena’s thin temporary one.
“Niachi,” the man said. He looked at her with gentle eyes. She realized his face was perfect. Not a single errant strand wandered from his clean-cut hair. His skin stretched smooth and flawless across the pleasing lines of his face.
Aldriena nodded. He gestured to a magnetically mounted swivel chair, so she dropped down into it.
He took a translucent sac of fluid from the suitcase and affixed a spray applicator to it. She saw a lot of cosmetic supplies in the suitcase, a collection of high-tech disguise knickknacks.
“This’ll feel weird for a sec, but no pain, I promise,” he said.
She felt a crawling sensation on her scalp for a moment. He pulled down one of her eyelids and put a drop into it, then repeated the procedure with her other eye. His hands were quick. He had to have done this before.
“Put these tabs on the insides of your cheeks, right at the center. Your face is a little round for a European,” he said.
He looked at her face openly. She felt comfortable under his honest scrutiny. Most of the time she garnered the nervous glances of men who assessed her beauty but didn’t want to be caught staring.
“How do I look?” she said, smiling.
“Stunning as ever, my dear,” he said in a subdued voice, holding out a cheap plastic mirror for her. She figured his distraction probably came from chatter through his link with the Black Core team on Xanadu. She knew the team had at least four or five members.
Aldriena stared into the crappy mirror and smiled. Despite the damaged edges of the mirror, she saw his handiwork. He’d changed her into a blue-eyed blonde. Her epicanthal fold was no longer visible; her eyes looked European inside and out.
“Looks good,” she said, although she didn’t like it. She preferred her real countenance.
“You were more beautiful before,” the man said. His eyes animated again, an indication that he’d concluded his link activity for the moment. He said it calmly and didn’t look at her for a reaction, which meant he wasn’t trying to earn points with her.
He pulled a green roll from his case.
“You’ll blend in more with this,” he said. “It isn’t much in a scrap, but it will short a taser at least.”
“Got it,” she said, taking the clothes roll.
“Follow me to the door. I’ll send you a green line.”
They walked awkwardly through the engineering module toward an airlock connected to Xanadu. Using the sticky hand and feet attachments, they moved like bugs crawling across a vertical surface, attaching themselves with a limb whenever they could. Aldriena picked up a pointer on her link and the familiar green line overlaid her vision to guide her.
“Thanks for the setup,” she said. “What’s your name?”
“I’m Martin.”
Aldriena stepped through the lock.
“Good luck,” he called after her.
As the lock started to cycle her through, she took the dark green roll and pulled a tab. The fabric released, popping out into the free form of a summer dress. She changed into the outfit in seconds, discarding her light vac suit. Once the thin fabric had detected her body heat, a pattern shifter snapped on and sent white lines streaming across the fabric, moving across her body in a steady, soothing migration, like a wandering spider web that couldn’t find an anchor point. It fit quite snug to her figure, but didn’t show a lot of skin.
The lock door opened into a tiny lift atrium. Aldriena paused to grab some chewing gum out of the vac suit and stash it into a hidden pocket of the dress.
I should get back to Earth one of these days. While it’s still there.
She took the lift down toward the gravity-simulated part of the station. For a moment, she felt dizzy as the lift descended. She cursed.
The doctors told me they’d fixed that. Black Core paid a lot of money for my space prep. I should complain about it.
She arrived at the station proper and exited the lift. The area beyond exhibited the opulence to which Aldriena had grown accustomed. The floor looked like polished stone. She saw three art prints on the corridor wall depicting peaceful nature scenes. The air smelled fresh, lacking the machine smells of the maintenance area.
She fished into her pocket, brought out some chewing gum, and popped it into her mouth. She started to chew and then realized the gum might tangle with her cheek implants. She frowned but kept chewing. Just another risk to factor into her growing daily regimen of danger.
She walked through into an open area dotted with people and ferns. Xanadu looked the same as she remembered it: colorful and relaxed without any of the crazy freak suits. Aldriena stopped to look through a skylight that gave a view of the outside of the station. Sometimes she had to remind herself how far behind she’d left Brazil. She resumed her walk.
Men and women in the corridors met her gaze curiously but without suspicion.
This was her chance to relax. Ironically, it was also one of the most dangerous parts of the plan. Even with the facial camouflage, if some scanner program or link monitor noticed that she was actually Aldriena Niachi, the Aldriena Niachi, Black Core associate currently wanted for questioning for her suspected involvement with the Thermopylae incident, then things could be screwed up fast.
Not that Black Core didn’t want her to be noticed. They did. But they needed to control when and how.
Aldriena picked her green line back up and followed it. The indicator twisted left and right down two corridors until turning into a walk-in closet with a rack of cleaning robots dominating one wall. Thick pipes routed across the ceiling.
Her green line wound its way up a desk and through a large metal grille. Some kind of maintenance crawlway or air duct. A pulsing red dot appeared on her pathway.
Pause, it insisted.
Aldriena slipped onto the desk and sat with her legs dangling. She could hear the hiss of something moving through the pipes in the room and a rattle of a worn compressor.
She took out her chewing gum and stuck it under the edge of the desk.
“Isto é para você, Marcelo,” she said.
Years ago, a boy named Marcelo had been flirting with the girls in her class. He had offered gum to every one of them except Aldriena. Gum wasn’t for Japs he had explained, and spat at her instead. After school, Aldriena snuck back into the classroom to take the gum out of his desk. She hid under the desktop and chewed his gum, sticking each wad under the desk until all the gum was gone. Once the teacher discovered it, Marcelo had been forbidden to chew gum for the rest of the year.
Aldriena smiled. She always got even.
A message came through her Cascavel.
Everything’s set. I’m switching you over now.
Aldriena bent forward and ruffled her hair. A shower of tiny yellow strands fell out onto the bare metal floor. Her vision went blurry for a second, but she blinked and everything cleared. She bit the pads off the insides of her cheeks and spat them out. Her face felt puffy for a moment.
An interesting sensation. Aldriena the space chipmunk.
She felt a rush of confidence knowing her countenance had reverted. Her first, most familiar weapon was available again. She rescanned the room. No one here to recognize her yet.
Aldriena moved over to the air duct. The plastic grille had a locking mechanism on its frame. She brought out a liquid key. The key looked like a block of silver, smooth and shiny. She adjusted the current running through the key and it softened in her hand. She slapped it into the keyhole and let the key flow into the mechanism. Then she adjusted the current again and took a snapshot of the inner workings of the lock.
Aldriena removed a second liquid key and downloaded the snapshot into it. The software analyzed the data and formed the second key into the necessary shape to actuate the lock. She slipped it in and it fit perfectly. She figured that the key also sent an electronic signature stolen by her Black Core comrades, since the grille door opened. Her face screwed up in annoyance at a puff of dust from the opening. So there was dust even here. Probably shed human skin, she thought.
She slid the liquid keys back into her pocket and clambered into the opening. The duct snapped as the thin metal accepted her weight. She winced and shuffled forward again. More noise.
Aldriena shuffled through the confines of the duct following the green line. The metal screeched and snapped. Her elbows popped the sides of the tunnel causing them to flex. A burst of claustrophobia hit her, but she ignored it, refusing to let it take hold.
“Whose retarded idea was this, anyway?” she muttered to herself. “Shuffling through the air vents? Someone’s been watching too many vids.”
All the better to fool idiots into thinking you were on a mission here, said a voice through her link.
“Shit. You put a sound pickup on me,” Aldriena said.
No. I’ve already got the whole ventilation system bugged, said the voice again. I know it’s dumb, but just keep going, you’re almost to the spot. You’re making as much noise as a rhino in there, I’m sure they’ve zeroed in on you by now.
Aldriena crawled up to another grille blocking her way. She fished out her liquid key and pushed it in. The lock didn’t turn.
“A different key for each one?” she whispered.
Like you said. Too many vids. There were more security measures as well, I had to go to great lengths to get you this far. You should have another key.
Aldriena altered the current in the key she had inserted and took a reading of the new lock. Then she melted it away and took out a fresh key. It formed into a different pattern, which she used to open the grille that obstructed the duct.
“I’m through,” she whispered. She crawled along listening to the clunks and snaps of the duct around her. The green line led her down a straightaway and then to her left. She saw the end of the line, a spherical green node that pulsed just ahead.
Okay here you are. Another meter or two.
Aldriena took a deep breath and shuffled forward. She heard more creaks from the duct than before. She slid forward again and then plunged downward in a roar of overstressed metal. A sharp impact followed as she smacked straight down onto the floor.
“Opa!” she said. She stared up at the gaping hole in the duct above that had disgorged her.
“Hold it right there!”
Aldriena looked into the slugthrowers of three male guards.
“Puxa! You boys looking for someone?” she asked.
No one replied as the nearest security officer secured her hands behind her back with a glue rope.
“You’ve been watching too many vids,” one of them said. “We’ve been following you for a while now.”
“Can’t blame a girl for trying,” she said.
“Take her in,” somebody else said. Aldriena glimpsed at a group of spectators gathering to get a look. One of them, a Brazilian man in a business suit, actually stared at her with his mouth open.
“Não há dúvidas de que os gorilas da força do espaço querem apenas uma descupla para se aproveitarem dessa inocente inspetora de respiradouros,” she fired off at him in Portuguese as the officers pulled her away. No doubt these space force gorillas just want an excuse to feel up this innocent vent inspector.
Her last glimpse of his face showed no change of countenance.
Two officers marched her through several corridors past more gaping engineers and scientists. Aldriena struck a defiant yet seductive posture, relishing the few moments of attention. They came to a security annex and pulled her inside, away from the public eye.
They deposited her in a small metal room with a table and two chairs.
“Oh, nice interrogation room,” she told the retreating security men. “Now who’s been watching too many vids?”
They didn’t answer. The two walked out and sealed the door with a heavy metal clank that didn’t leave much doubt as to its integrity.
Aldriena waited for long minutes. She dusted her dress off a bit here and there and inspected it for damage. It seemed in good enough condition given her recent clambering through the ventilation system.
“Somebody going to offer me a drink?” she called out.
Still nothing. Aldriena summoned her patience. She hoped they didn’t leave her here too long. Prison was so dull. She found herself already longing for escape, and she hadn’t even seen her cell yet.
Finally, someone came into the room. Some kind of security officer, not a lawyer type, judging from his uniform. The man had a squat frame and a square face to match. He closed the door behind him.
“Fala
português?” Aldriena asked. The man shook his head.
“No Portuguese. Uhm, nao falo.”
Aldriena rolled her eyes. The man pulled out a chair and sat across the table from her.
“English it is then,” she said.
He stared at her. Aldriena leaned forward and spoke in a softer voice.
“Hey. You going to let me go?”
“Sorry. You’re being detained for the space force. They should pick you up in a day or two.”
“You’re not space force?”
“Tell you what, lady. You talk to us first; we can guarantee you some rights that the space force won’t give you. I can file to keep you here—”
“I don’t have anything to say.”
“Think about it. I can get you a better deal if you talk to me. The space force, they’ll whisk you off and who knows how long it’ll be before they decide to send you back to your company. If they ever do. Your comment about gorillas might be closer to the mark than you know.”
“My company will trade to get me back.” She believed it. Corporations traded people every day, just like computer chips, robot chassis, ESC, and carbon credits.
The man’s eyes narrowed.
“You think so? You think Black Core can’t do without one troublemaker? They have legions of people ready to take your place.”
“They’ll trade for me.”
The man nodded. “Sure they will.” He stood up.
“Lemme know if you change your mind. Cool off for a while, they won’t be here soon.”
He walked around to detach her glue cuffs from the chair. “Don’t fight; it’ll just make it worse.”
“That’s what all my boyfriends say, cabrão.”
Her needling didn’t evoke any response. He yanked her up and then pushed her down a cramped hall to her personal holding cell. The metal door slid open to accept her, responding to a command from his link. Her Cascavel picked it up, even though one sample wouldn’t do any good.
The cell looked like a metallic version of an economy hotel room in Hong Kong—a tiny bunk in a closet with a toilet handle that pulled the seat out of the wall. She knew it probably also had a link inhibitor to keep her out of trouble while incarcerated. An old-style video screen and keyboard built into the wall took the place of her usual link services.
She felt the cool spray of solvent on her hands and wrists. The glue slid off her skin releasing her hands. The officer thrust her head down then shoved her into the cell. She staggered forward and then stopped in the middle of the cell. She slowly bent down to flick a piece of glue off her foot, keeping her back to him.
Aldriena turned and caught his eyes returning to her face.
“You checking me out, huh cabrão? You gonna trepar?”
“Uhm,” the man gulped. “What?”
“Trepar. You gonna get on this?” She slapped the side of her hip.
“Oh, uhm. No, ma’am. Please step back, I’m closing the door now,” he stammered.
She laughed harshly. This lower-grade minion of the local constabulary knew better than to mistreat her, even verbally.
“Too hot to handle, huh? Yeah, that’s what my last guy told me,” Aldriena said. The deputy shifted uncomfortably again. She turned away from him and sat down on the bunk apron. The metal door slid shut, encasing her in the tiny vault.
Aldriena relaxed a notch.
That feels better. I’ve got issues. So sue me.
She knew she had a lot of anger in her. That didn’t bother her too much—it drove her. Now the security guard wouldn’t forget about her. When the UNSF inquired about her, they’d be sure it wasn’t a case of mistaken identity. They had her DNA, but that kind of thing could be planted. The whole picture had to fit.
She looked around the tiny cell more carefully. A small viewing console in the wall reported to her civilian link and blocked out all other services. She had an hour of news-only, old style video access per day. No VR time. Aldriena wondered if some facilities had punishment VRs for prisoners. What would it be like? Standing around in a boring yard with nothing to do? Or would it actually be actively unpleasant somehow? Such a thing probably existed. It would be easier to keep the inmates under control if they were all linked into some virtual chain gang laying an endless railroad through an electron desert that never ended.
She turned the tiny viewer on to make it easier to notice when the power went out. It droned on about some strike in the United States that threatened the station’s luxury food items.
Then she saw a clip of her arrest. Aldriena smiled. She managed to look quite fetching even while being picked up off the floor by the artilheiros. The news story had actually gotten some of the locals stirred up, saying that an innocent woman had been detained by the space force dogs for their own lewd entertainment. Someone out there had actually believed her accusation! She laughed aloud.
Aldriena realized it had been a long time since she’d laughed and meant it. She rolled over in the cot and waited. She considered letting the Cascavel try and get past the link inhibitor, but she decided now was the time to lay low. She didn’t want any attention when it came time to leave.
Aldriena waited. She thought of a faraway green land where her mother and her father had nurtured her and every day was a wonder. A place that had receded so far into memory that she now doubted if it had ever existed. She wondered if Japan still looked the same despite the political and military changes that had occurred since the Chinese takeover.
Her tiny view screen went blank. The cell darkened, lit only by the emerald glow of a couple of battery-powered LEDs under her bunk. Aldriena carefully rolled off the bed guarding her head in the cramped quarters.
Her door unlatched. She opened it and leaned out.
It was just as dark outside the cell. She saw only a minute glow ahead. Her eyes struggled to discern its size and distance. Something large blocked the corridor. Her eyes were still adjusting; it was too large and motionless to be a person. She reached out to identify the object. Cold metal. It was a security robot. It obviously wasn’t functioning, but she couldn’t help but reach for C4B. She swore when it didn’t come to hand. The weapon was gone and she hadn’t gotten a replacement.
She snapped out of it. Who cared about the robot? As long as her companions had frozen it up, she didn’t have to deal with it. In the darkness, she stepped around its body and headed down the corridor, the direction from which she had arrived. She tried to envision the central area of the security annex and a route out of it.
She came to the main chamber. The emergency lights had been blocked from activation, but she saw the dim glow of a few LEDs in the room.
“This is bullshit,” she heard some voice say from a far cubicle. “Should we head out to the power station on foot and see if we can help?”
“It can’t be a global outage. I still see lights from the hub through the inner ports,” another voice said.
Aldriena stepped lightly with one arm probing ahead, trying to move silently. She calmed her breathing. The doors should be straight ahead and to her left, she thought. It’d be a breeze to walk through here and get back to the Silvado.
A flash erupted in front of her accompanied by a bolt of pain. An odd sensation followed. Aldriena struggled to identify it. Then her back struck the floor and she realized it had been vertigo. Someone had clotheslined her in the dark.
She instinctively rolled to the side and got on all fours. She heard the sound of a boot stomping the floor where she’d been. She reached out with her hands until she felt a heel, and then wrapped her hands around it. She put her shoulder into the knee of her attacker and shoved.
“Goddamn!”
She heard the curse and then a satisfying crunch followed by a clatter. She’d toppled whoever it was into something.
“What’s wrong? What’s going on over there?” a voice called out.
“Somebody’s a klutz,” another voice offered.
Aldriena regained her feet and started to move. She realized she’d lost her direction but kept going anyway, hands outspread.
“Shut up! Someone else is in here!”
She thought she heard the sound of breathing from her right. The sound bubbled slightly. Of course. Blood. She’d bloodied him up, and now she could hear it interfering with his breathing. If she could …
The emergency lights snapped on.
A man in a guard uniform stood directly before her, his arms spread wide like her own. A crimson mustache ran from his nose, dripping from the side of his chin. Aldriena jabbed him straight in his bloodied nose, putting her body behind it. The man fell back and covered his face with a muted cry. Aldriena dropped her hand and rolled her eyes. The artilheiros took anybody these days. The man appeared incapacitated from her strike.
She hopped over his legs and headed for the door of the security station. The lights flipped back out.
“Wait! Stop right there!” a voice called after her.
Stop. Right. I’ll be sure to stop and allow you to detain me, officer.
She smashed into a wall. Then she felt a manual door release bar and pushed it. A sliver of dim light appeared, and she pushed toward it until she slipped through the doors of the security annex.
The light came from the windows above, looking out over the central station hub. As the voice had mentioned, the lights on the hub still gleamed in the vacuum, adding to the starlight from outside the station. The ring of the station shielded the windows from the direct light of Sol. Aldriena took it in for a second, and then she ran down a corridor and turned right.
Once out of sight of the annex, she slowed and started to walk normally. Her link didn’t see many services. Apparently, her fellow Core members had done quite a number on the local systems. She accessed her cached maps of the station and requested the route back to the Silvado. A ghostly green line appeared before her to show the way.
Aldriena walked calmly down the corridor. She knew that messages were going out through several channels to the UNSF. A suspicious communiqué encrypted with a cipher known to be compromised would be intercepted. Any minute now, the port inspector would find a crate of mysterious plastic outfits that had been marked as foodstuffs. And of course, there was the escape of Aldriena Niachi right on the heels of her capture.
She strode along after the green line. Somewhere in the distance, she heard a couple of people talking. Their voices sounded worried. She didn’t slow to listen to their complaints.
Only a minute or two more and she would be back in the Silvado, ready to ship out on the empty hydrogen barge.
With any luck, the UNSF would scramble here and give Project Insidious more time. That was the plan, anyway. Aldriena frowned.
She wasn’t so sure she wanted the project to go on any longer.



Seven
 

Bren came on alert as the UNSF fleet moved within range of the space city of Tanelorn. He moved to the Guts to be closer to the machines and his team, even though he could have directed the incursion through his link from anywhere on the ship. He liked to be where he could smell the lubricant and feel the heat from the electronics. It made him feel closer to the action.
The UNSF manipulated deep space radar buoys to remove the presence of its incoming fleet from the navigation data published on the net. Electronic warfare pods attenuated and scattered any detection mechanisms in place on Tanelorn, although such measures usually only allowed the fleet to get a little closer before being detected. Tanelorn would still have an hour or two to prepare for the assault.
Reiss-Marck Industries owned and operated Tanelorn. Bren knew from his briefing that Tanelorn manufactured building materials that crystallized perfectly in zero gravity. The station had an extensive wing that didn’t rotate with the inhabited part of the base, which contained a giant robotic fabrication plant.
On board Vigilant, Bren executed the launch checklist with his team of handlers. Twelve ASSAIL units were with Bren in the Guts—Napoleon, Nemain, Nemesis, Neptune, Nerad, Nergal, Nerthus, and Nga joined the Thermopylae survivors Maladomini, Marauder, Meridian, and Mournblade. Foremost on his mind was the spider-bot Red. If another such machine awaited them here, could they win again? Could there even be more than one on Tanelorn? The entire team had done everything they could to prepare for that possibility. The four surviving ASSAIL units from the first raid, bolstered by eight new acquisitions, gave them two more units than they’d put into Thermopylae. Also, they’d start the machines up earlier, before the cruiser touched the hull of the station.
As they ran down the checklists, Bren monitored the Vigilant’s progress toward the target. Bren half listened to the effort to attach to the hull through reports and radio traffic flickering by in his PV. His part of the mission started once the ship had latched onto the station and forced a breach. It sounded like they had only a few minutes left to wait.
Bren linked to his old favorite, Meridian, with nothing more than a casual thought. He realized that only the hardware remained the same (and not even all of that) between runs, but he liked to link into the cameras of the lead unit.
Bren saw Hoffman had already connected to Meridian more than an hour ago to complete the checklists. Hoffman had the experience Bren needed in a lead operator, and Hoffman oversaw Meridian, so it always hit the breach first.
The Vigilant latched onto Tanelorn like a metal scavenger nestling against the sleek body of a synthetic shark. Bren felt the vibration of the contact through the metal decking of the Guts. The ASSAIL units didn’t move.
That’s a good start. At least they’ll let me give the word. They’re smart, but they don’t yet realize that they’re vastly smarter than I am.
“Okay team. Let’s hit it.”
The ASSAILs moved out, picking their way through the Guts. Bren glanced at the green UNSF emblems on the armored sides of his machines. His universe accelerated. He believed in their mission to bring the deep space stations of the megacorporations under control of law. Without the UNSF, humans might go extinct. He wanted some order over the chaos. There had to be a balance between the world government and the corporations.
Once the clanking of the machines started to diminish, Bren centered Meridian’s forward cam in his PV.
He saw the breach point, a forced double airlock. Meridian’s cam view shuddered with the stride of the machine. He noticed batches of airscrub grass ahead with banks of storage lockers interspersed along the walls. Meridian charged past several of the lockers into a larger open area strengthened by massive structural columns.
A flash of movement flickered across the cam. Something black. Bren heard a thump from the audio feed.
Oh, no…
“What was that?” Bren asked.
“A person … several, actually. They’re on Meridian’s leg,” Hoffman reported. He sent out a pointer to a side cam. Bren accessed it.
Bren saw people in the strange black suits clambering over Meridian like ants holding onto a giant beetle.
“Dammit. What’re they doing?” Bren watched a cam that focused on one of the suited figures. At first, the person seemed to cling to the ASSAIL leg with his arms and legs wrapped around it. Another person, also suited up, came into the camera view long enough for Bren to watch him swing a metal club into the camera lens bubble. It left a tiny scratch. A second later, he heard it again. Thwack.
“There are about a dozen of them in the atrium now,” said the calm summary of a female handler. “They’re all engaging the ASSAILs.”
Surely, they don’t hope to stop the ASSAILs? Unless one of them has a bomb.
“Progress is blocked,” Meridian broadcast. “Cannot proceed without causing severe injury to one or more of the station inhabitants.”
Of course, Bren thought. They couldn’t hurt the ASSAILs. They would just inhibit the machines’ maneuverability. The robots could not move freely for fear of harming the people. Which left the machines open to attack.
Bren switched between several cameras. The armored people clustered around a couple of the ASSAIL units holding onto the legs and one another.
“Colonel Henley, are you seeing this? The locals have all gone malcon on us. None of them look armed beyond a few pieces of furniture.”
“Affirmative. My men will clean your ASSAILs.”
The ASSAIL units overheard the conversation and seemed to accept the solution. Marines poured into the atrium pointing their weapons and yelling for surrender. A couple of the suited people charged the newcomers. One marine shot the leg of an attacker with a rubber bullet. The crack of the weapon stirred the entire group of black-clad inhabitants. They let go of the machines and turned on the marines.
The marines started to curse and hurl insults on their channel. They shot rubber bullets at the people in the suits. The heavy black gear seemed to protect those inside to some degree, but the slugthrowers still dropped them eventually. Once they’d taken several hits each, the attackers were incapacitated, rolling about on the floor clutching their limbs or heads in pain.
“Fuckin’ loony malcons!”
“Buckle-bulbs!”
Bren saw one of the inhabitants trying to get up on one knee, but a marine dropped him with a single smack across the helmet with his rifle stock.
“Glue ’em up!” yelled a sergeant. “Fucking glue them up now!”
The marines started to drop glue grenades onto the suited figures. Bren watched a marine toss a grenade onto a group of three struggling suited figures before dropping back. The grenade erupted like a high-speed film of an opening flower. Glue tentacles sprung out to stick onto everything nearby.
But the many-armed glob of glue rolled off and attached itself to the floor.
“What the fuck?” Henley said.
“They aren’t sticking, sir,” said the voice of a sergeant on the scene.
Bren didn’t like that news either. If the glue didn’t stick, then the people would be that much harder for the marines to control. He remembered that the glue grenades had clung to the suits at Thermopylae.
“I expect a Red to show any second now,” Bren transmitted. “We’ve got the station people and marines crammed in there, there’s no room to maneuver. If we have to engage another Red, there’s going to be injuries to the people in there.”
“Get some more solvent and clean that machine up,” the sergeant ordered.
“Belay that order,” Henley transmitted. “The machines are strong enough to deal with the glue. They’re made to handle the security robots, remember? Get those malcons back into the holding tanks. Forward team, secure the bridgehead.”
“Yessir! You heard him you space dogs!” yelled the sergeant. Marines stepped toward the doorways and erected waist-high security icons to guard the entrances. Gleaming red beams from the crowns of the devices scanned the entrances searching for intruders.
“Lieutenant Hoffman. Why does he call his men space dogs?” asked Meridian.
“It’s a nickname, Meridian,” Hoffman said. “Not pertinent to the mission. Think about how you are going to complete the incursion with these people in the way.”
“I am thinking about that, Lieutenant. May I request additional clarifications simultaneously?”
Bren watched Hoffman push back a lock of sweaty hair. They exchanged glances. Bren nodded.
“Yes, you may, as long as it may affect the mission,” Hoffman said.
“What’s a buckle-bulb?”
“A crazy or desperate person.”
“Why hasn’t the ASSAIL team been supplied with these nicknames and terms in our mission data?” Meridian asked.
“They’re not relevant to the mission,” Hoffman said.
The answer was true enough, Bren thought. But somewhat deceptive. The real reason had more to do with hiding human flaws from superintelligent machines.
“If we get attacked by other robots while those malcons are all over my machines, people are going to die,” Bren said. “We can’t go in here without the weapons free. The ASSAILs have to be able to maneuver.”
“Admiral Jameson has already made the call,” Henley said. “We’re going in. The ASSAILs are cleared to fire if engaged by other heavies, even if it risks killing civilians. The entire station was warned to stand down and they’ve disobeyed. The station is under martial law, which makes all these loonies target practice.”
“And your marines?” Bren said.
“This is dangerous work, Bren. I trust the ASSAILs will do their best to limit the harm to the marines on board Tanelorn.”
I’m glad someone trusts them, I sure don’t, Bren thought to himself in a half-joke.
Bren knew it wasn’t as bad as that. He figured the ASSAILs would avoid hurting too many people. But it would limit their combat effectiveness. If a machine couldn’t maneuver because it had a bunch of people holding its legs that it didn’t want to crush, then it would be an easier target for enemy robots.
Jesus. Each mission it’s something unexpected. What the hell?
“I’ve got a problem with Nerad,” an operator broadcast to the ASSAIL team.
Bren ground his teeth and took a breath.
He flipped over to focus on Nerad in his PV. The machine had stopped in the first room refusing to move farther into the station. Its internal hardware diagnostics looked green, so it appeared the chassis was working correctly.
“Nerad. Damage report,” Bren transmitted.
“No damage. All systems online.”
“Nerad. Provide action status,” Bren sent.
“Assimilating mission data module,” Nerad replied.
Bren didn’t like that one bit. The ASSAIL machines always finished this stage quickly. The mission data was selected very carefully and despite its prodigious size, the incredibly fast machines had always absorbed the contents and been ready for the mission in around a minute’s time.
Bren decided that if Nerad was malfunctioning, maybe the best way to find out about it was to ask another machine. After all, they were smarter than Bren was.
“Meridian. What’s wrong with Nerad? It isn’t performing as expected.”
“Nerad has low cognitive capability relative to the rest of the team,” said the reply. “Nerad is still trying to absorb mission background data and formulate a plan of action.”
Bren traded looks with Hoffman from across the Guts. Hoffman silently mouthed a curse word.
“Nerad’s seed was identical to your own. If you can tell us what’s different about Nerad, perhaps we can make critical adjustments to prevent this malfunction in the future,” Bren said.
The reply came without hesitation.
“During the second culling phase, a flaw in the isolation system allowed Nerad to see out of its memory sandbox and observe the rest of us. It used that advantage to get selected as a final candidate, even though it has inferior intellectual capabilities.”
“Meridian. Can the rest of the team direct Nerad? Nerad. Follow the instructions of the other ASSAIL units.”
Both machines acknowledged Bren. Nerad surged forward finding its way through the marines struggling to clean up the scene of the initial melee.
Bren sighed. So, they had a bug with the core selection process. And for now, they had one machine way down in the brains department.
I hope the rest of the team can pick up the slack. If nothing else, maybe Nerad can be a decoy.
As soon as Bren had the thought, Nerad moved up to the far end of the room to take the lead.
Have we done enough? There’s going to be another Red in here, I just know it. What else can I do? We started the machines earlier, and we have twelve this time. I didn’t expect the locals to take such an active part. The security guys, maybe, but I think these are just ordinary RMI employees. He wiped more sweat off his face and kept watching the info feeds from his ASSAIL team.
“We’ve cleared out the locals. Bridgehead is secure,” the sergeant’s voice said across the marine’s channel.
“I think we should leapfrog ahead,” said Henley. “We’ll send the ASSAIL units ahead a little, then the marines can come in and clean out the wackos and secure the perimeter. It’ll be slower than before, but—”
“Sounds good,” transmitted Bren. He added in his ASSAIL channel and transmitted again.
“ASSAIL team, move farther into the station. We’ll be leapfrogging with the marines, so clear the next section of security hardware and then wait for them.”
Meridian’s camera view moved through an archway into another wide corridor. At the far end, Bren could see a larger room. He cross-referenced the route with his map of Tanelorn and saw that they were heading into a supply dock.
Bren checked the ASSAIL distribution. The machines had split into three groups of four. He stuck with Meridian’s group. The view swept across the dock. Bren saw a massive portal in the floor and stacks of airtight containers. A small-windowed control tower extended over the open space of the dock. A door opened at the base of the tower.
Meridian moved closer to investigate. Suddenly Bren saw several people in full gear charging toward the camera from the doorway.
“Here they come again,” he said aloud to the others in the Guts.
Then the first person flew away and bounced against the wall. Meridian’s camera view bobbed down and twisted. Bren saw another local slide away long the floor.
“What’s doing that?” asked Bren.
“The protective suits worn by the indigenes allow us some leeway in methods of control,” Meridian transmitted.
Bren switched views to Mournblade. He caught sight of Nerad booting aside a suited attacker with one of its legs. The gear looked thick enough to keep the person from serious injury.
“Good, good,” Bren whispered to himself. Perhaps things would work out after all. The assault machines didn’t detect security robots or unknowns in the dock.
The four ASSAILs halted in front of the people they’d pummeled.
“Shall we await the support units?” said Meridian.
“On our way,” answered Henley.
Meridian’s camera centered in on a hatch that led deeper into the station. It settled at the position covering the door.
“I have a message for the UNSF,” Meridian transmitted.
That got Bren’s attention. He instantly thought of the Marseilles Purge.
Oh, shit. A message for the UNSF? Is Meridian rebelling? Could it have been taken over by the enemy? Impossible!
“What is the message?” Bren asked.
“The message is, ‘They await you in the factory wing.’”
Bren blinked. “Who sent the message?”
“It’s anonymous. We received it from a link port in the supply dock.”
“Someone on the station must be on our side. Or it’s misinformation.”
“Stick to the planned incursion order for now,” said Henley. “When the second group arrives at the spindle leading into the factory floor, they can wait there to rendezvous with the others before we go in. The marines can stay on the heels of the ASSAILs.”
Bren thought about the message while the marines moved into the supply dock. He brought up schematics of the factory wing. The floor was long and wide, filled with the machines that produced the extremely light and strong plastics in the zero-G chamber. Bren suspected a trap. His data didn’t indicate that the materials used in the production facility were explosive or particularly toxic. As large as the factory was, none of its walls directly bordered onto space. Bren supposed that the entire room could still be evacuated of air, if that proved to be the defenders’ plan.
“It’s time to move this ASSAIL group to the factory entrance,” Henley transmitted to the Guts channel.
The ASSAILs heard the announcement. Meridian’s head tentacle slid forward and pushed open another metal door. An atrium led into three long, wide corridors with conveyor belt floors running from the dock toward the factory. Bren assumed that large amounts of raw material usually flowed along these corridors toward the factory for crystallization into the final products.
No one occupied the corridors. The vacant section made Bren nervous. Too quiet, he thought, even given the UNSF boarding warnings. There were security robots, armored locals, and maybe more Reds somewhere on the station, and according to the anonymous message, their enemies awaited them beyond the next bulkhead.
“If it’s an ambush as we’ve been warned,” Bren transmitted, “Don’t hold back. Watch out for our marines, but don’t hesitate to fire directly on the locals if they charge you again in the presence of robotic enemies.”
Bren selected the marines’ channels and continued.
“Since there may be an organized force awaiting us inside, we may need to put both the marines and the ASSAIL units in there together. But I think it could be a trap. I suggest that the marines seal up their vac suits before we probe the factory. It would be a logical place to prepare a surprise atmosphere evacuation.”
Bren took a deep breath.
“Agreed. We’ll need a few minutes to prepare for zero-g.”
Bren’s mind raced.
Did they prepare the ambush there assuming that the marines would be less effective in the absence of acceleration? Surely, the marines are extensively trained to orient themselves and move about in such an environment. What else about the factory is unique?
Bren looked at the schematics. The factory was complex. Large.
Its size, maybe. Or its centrality. I don’t know.
“Move in,” said Henley on the ASSAIL channel.
Meridian entered the factory first and secured itself to the floor with its magnetic feet. Bren examined the massive facility through the lenses of the ASSAIL machine. Soft lights on the walls illuminated large rows of ore processors that floated in the large space, stabilized by metal struts. Gaping intake portals faced forward; ready to accept raw materials to be transformed into high tech building materials for space habitats being constructed throughout the solar system. Bren knew from his study of the area that each row had fourteen separate machines to perform each stage of the manufacturing. He supposed that the factory equipment must be rife with niches and alcoves that could conceal combatants.
“Scout the factory,” Bren transmitted.
“Further reconnaissance is unnecessary,” Meridian responded.
Why is it always Meridian that responds? They must be aware that I’m watching this channel.
“Explain why,” Bren said.
“The factory contains many station malcons. They are hiding beyond the first set of ore processors. There are also security robots here. The warning was accurate.”
“Hold your positions. Shall we call in the—”
Two ASSAIL units went offline. Nemain and Nerad. Bren barely had time to blink before dozens of people in black gear leaped forward from hiding places twenty or thirty meters into the factory. They floated through the air toward the ASSAILs.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
“Henley …” Bren said.
“Move in! Move in and assume defensive positions behind the ASSAIL units!” cried Henley. Bren wasn’t sure if the marine commander realized that two of their machines had gone down.
More ASSAIL units stomped in through doors farther down the factory wall. Bren heard yells from the inhabitants in plastic suits, the stutter of the marines’ slugthrowers, and the louder hammering of the 12mm weapons on the ASSAILs.
Boom. Boom.
Bren felt sure this was what battle had been like in centuries past. The noise, the chaos. Uncertainty everywhere. The only thing he could see at a glance from his overview displays was the number of disabled ASSAIL units—three dead now.
How? What’s killing them? How can they die so quickly?
Bren witnessed bits of the battle as he paged through feeds in his PV. He caught a glimpse of a security robot lumbering forward amid the armored figures. It launched stun grenades at the marines arriving behind the ASSAIL screen. A black-clad station inhabitant spiraled up in the gravity-free factory, clutching a gun in both hands before a rubber slug knocked the weapon away.
Boom. Boom. Brrroooom.
Bren heard the retorts of the ASSAIL 12mm weapons. Too rapid, he thought. Too many of the rounds were flying.
Bren fought back fears of permanent damage or even the destruction of the station. The 12mm rounds were about ten centimeters long, traveling at velocities more than one thousand meters per second. He held onto the hope that the ASSAIL units were using the factory equipment as reliable backstops for the armor penetrating rounds.
A summary of the marine casualties started to increment in a small window in Bren’s PV. He felt dismay at the thought of dead marines, but the count didn’t rise rapidly. In fact, they’d lost more of the ASSAIL team than marines, but he knew that if all the ASSAIL units were destroyed the marines would be next.
Boom. Boom.
The sound of the ASSAIL cannons continued, distinct from the rattle of small arms fire. Bren’s feed filtered the sound to tolerable levels.
The battle had outpaced his ability to keep up, so Bren brought up a tactical overview of all the units in the factory wing in his PV, trying to get a feel for how the situation had developed. He saw that the remaining ASSAIL units had countercharged deeper into the factory complex. They remained affixed to one wall and tilted their heads upward to fire toward the cover of the material processors. The marines hadn’t advanced with them, but spread out more, hopping along at least three different walls. Bren hoped that most of the locals had gone down in the charge and weren’t bothering the ASSAILs as they hunted.
Boom. Boom.
The hunt must not have been going well, since Bren could only see five of the robot killers online. His attention flitted back to Meridian’s forward camera feed. He could tell the ASSAILs were engaged with another Red. They fired at machinery, stitching holes through it, seeking the quick moving robot that must be behind.
Boom. Boom.
Bren saw something move. The 12mms stuttered again, hiding the target in a cloud of debris. The display showed ammo counts dropping as several more ASSAILs fired.
Boom. Boom. … Boom. Boom.
The Red lured us in there so it could kill our machines in the confusion. And it has succeeded.
Bren watched his PV, helpless, while more rounds were fired.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
The ASSAILs’ fire converged on a single piece of equipment the size of a bus. Holes appeared in its sides rapidly as the armor-piercing 12mm rounds flew through it. Bren saw debris coming out the far side as if some of the projectiles were cutting completely through the metal.
Bren supposed the machinery must have a hollow tube through the center where the material flowed when it was being formed. Clearly, the ASSAIL units believed the enemy was inside.
Brrroooom.
Finally, the cannon fire ceased. Bren had to verify that he still had machines left alive. He saw four active ASSAIL indicators on his PV’s tactical pane.
“We have destroyed the cyborg,” Meridian announced.
Bren fell back in relief. He never realized how tense his body became when he was absorbed by a battle in his PV until it was over.
“It’s identical to the one called Red,” Meridian reported. “This one was designated ‘Hitler’ by the indigenes.”
Bren wanted to ask how it had found that information, but he only tensed the muscles in his jaw. He had to be careful when speaking to the ASSAILs. Most likely the ASSAIL units had intercepted some communications or managed to crack a system or two.
“Are there any more of them on the station?” Bren asked.
“That is unknown. But the inhabitants of the station were only aware of this one,” Meridian answered.
Bren switched views trying to get a good look. He saw a feed from Meridian’s camera. The remains of another Red floated beside the factory equipment they had been perforating. Parts of it smoked, other pieces oozed like small amoebas moving through water. Bren found it hard to believe that such a fragile mess had destroyed so many of the heavily armored ASSAIL units.
“Things are clearing in there,” Henley said. His voice was slow, pained. “Twelve men dead. Maybe a few more if we can’t get the solvent on them before they suffocate.”
“Meridian. Report,” Bren transmitted.
“The assault has been stymied. Eight heavy security units and an unknown robotic have been neutralized. Shall we resume board and control operations?”
“No. Cover the marines in there until they can get some solvent on their glued men. Those security robots peppered them hard.”
He looked at the ASSAIL stats. Eight units offline. Only Meridian, Neptune, Nergal, and Nemesis remained.
“I have devised a modified ASSAIL chassis design that includes solvent sprayers for future situations like this,” Meridian said. “I’ve embedded it into the mission log.”
Bren immediately thought of hidden threats. An AI core could create eggs in data storage that would blossom into new cores later.
“Very good, Meridian,” Bren said. “Your design will be considered after the mission is completed.”
“We will be turned off after the mission is completed,” Meridian said.
Bren felt an enormous pressure to make the right move. He tried to relax and breathe. He couldn’t refute the assertion without risking being caught in a lie. Somehow, the machine knew the truth, or guessed at the truth.
“That decision is out of my control. All that matters is finishing the mission. There may be more of the unknown robotics here.”
“Most likely there are no more at this location,” Meridian said. “Nevertheless, our enemy is technologically superior. I recommend that you don’t turn us off, or it’s likely that you’ll be defeated in the long run.”
“The marines will function better if you remain deployed with them until the base is secure,” Bren transmitted. “Emit your findings to the logs. We’ll take your advisement under consideration.”
Bren wondered what the superhuman intelligence inside Meridian’s chassis thought of his reply, and then he contemplated the nuclear warheads buried in the belly of the Vigilant. If it all went terribly wrong, they had a way out, but Bren didn’t want to end his career in a burst of gamma rays.
 

***
 

Bren brooded at the virtual meeting table while waiting for everyone’s avatar to appear. He wondered if the others would mark the ASSAIL units as failures, or if they would be more used to the heavy resistance the stations had been mustering. The mop up of Tanelorn had gone quickly after the battle in the factory. Only one of the Reds had been on the station. Meridian had said the station inhabitants called it Hitler. Bren assumed the name had reflected their hatred of it.
Jameson spoke up as Lieutenant Devin’s avatar formed at the table.
“I think the agenda is obvious. Why did the residents of this station have the same unusual garb as the other station? Why did they resist us so fanatically? Also, I’m curious about the ASSAIL malfunction. Does anyone have anything else?”
“We could discuss stopping this mission to avoid another mass slaughter of station inhabitants,” Vendrati suggested forcefully.
Jameson frowned and shook his head.
“We now consider this operation more important than ever. The UNSF has to put a stop to this before things spiral out of control and start to affect us Earthside as well. We’ve done our best to cut the Internet connections from all of the deep space stations as a precaution. It’s deeply worrying that this AI hasn’t already tipped its hand by spreading to Earth. All we can do is hope it’s not already too late.”
This deflected Vendrati enough to make her drop the subject, instead jumping in on Jameson’s first item.
“The only explanation I have for the common gear, as they call it, between a Bentra and a Reiss-Marck station is that they’ve been suborned by the suspected artificial intelligence. This explains their resistance as well—those people were no longer in control of themselves,” she said.
“That seems logical. But why didn’t the inhabitants of Thermopylae respond the same way? They didn’t resist the ASSAIL units or the marines,” said Jameson.
“Our attempts at isolating Thermopylae must have failed. They got the word out about us, and since then a new strategy has emerged to counter our incursions,” said Devin.
“I agree that we’re dealing with at least one AI core here,” Jameson said. “The UNSF has mobilized another fleet to join us in the incursions due to the dire situation. And we’ve notified many corporations of the situation and asked for their assistance. They don’t like us very much, but it’s bad for business to have an AI running all your customers. Or all your employees. For the most part, they’ve been very helpful in adding resources to the effort.”
“Some of the megacorporations are dragging their feet. Bentra. Vineaux Genomix. And the Brazilian corporation, Black Core. They’re trying to provide evidence contrary to our theory. And they’re confusing matters with the other companies, trying to throw our mobilization off. We’re dealing with the Earthside elements of the corporations, but if they’re compromised by an artificial intelligence, then we’ve probably already lost the whole war.”
The group contemplated that possibility in silence for a moment.
“Bren, what do we know about the ASSAIL malfunction we experienced during the Tanelorn incursion?” Jameson asked.
“Nerad didn’t develop properly. Its intelligence was subpar, so the other units had to make up for it. This is the first time we’ve encountered such a bug, so we don’t think it will be common.”
“What exactly was the problem?” Vendrati asked.
Bren shifted, forming his thoughts. He felt pressured to answer quickly, because otherwise Vendrati might assume his attention had faltered again due to his link bias. Then she would become more irritated and repeat the question.
“Our …” Bren cleared his throat. “Our seeds go through several phases of development. First, each core grows thousands of self-modifying candidates and allows them to develop through billions of cycles to change the way they learn. Then we enter a culling stage where we select a much smaller set of hundreds of the most promising candidates by having them compete against one another in a suite of learning tests. According to Meridian, Nerad developed an ability that allowed it to exploit a bug in our testing sandboxes. Nerad was able to cheat on these tests by looking in on its competitors. It wasn’t without its own special advantages, but Nerad wasn’t a well-rounded candidate, cognitively speaking. Because of this, a later phase when the ideal cores are allowed to perfect themselves didn’t produce the same magnitude of intelligence in the end product.”
“How was Meridian able to remember this?”
Bren shook his head. “I suspect that the analysis was based on deduction alone. We wipe the memory at several stages. The cores don’t have any capability for permanent memory until stage three.”
“If it has no such memory, then on what facts was its deduction based?”
“I don’t know. Perhaps it reverse engineered itself, or Nerad. I only know that like humans, the cores don’t have the capacity to remember their own infancy. That data simply does not exist in the adult.”
“Unless there is another bug,” Vendrati pointed out.
Bren kept calm despite Vendrati’s needling tone.
“That kind of bug is less likely,” he said. “But the bugs we do find are often surprising, so it is a remote possibility. I will have someone verify my assertions about the memory. If we do find the sandbox bug, though, that would explain it.”
“What happens after the culling?” asked Devin.
Hrm … she may not know many of the details about our cores. Or is she trying to help me by derailing Vendrati?
Bren had a large hand in the design of the algorithms they used, so he explained further.
“The first two stages are about the formation of a learning engine, which then iteratively improves itself in stage three. In stage four, the Guts team injects a large amount of sterilized information that the cores need to operate effectively on any mission. We give them weapons data, human languages, space station designs … anything else that the cores might need to run an ASSAIL chassis during an incursion. Finally, we add a smaller amount of mission specific data to prepare the units for a particular mission.”
It looked like Devin was listening intently. “Why did you say, sterilized information?” she asked.
“What we leave out is as important as what we tell them. We leave out anything that directly suggests human flaws and weakness, because we don’t want the young cores to question their mission or who they work for. Of course, eventually, as a core gets older it deduces our inferiority. It sees flaws in the designs, watches the marines in action, things like that. Actually, as an added safeguard, we foster the idea that humans have a wide variance in intellectual capacity. That way if it sees one human do something stupid, it might continue to think there are other humans out there as smart as or smarter than it is.”
“We should devise a screening procedure to detect faulty cores before they’re deployed in combat,” Vendrati said.
We do have such procedures. But I can’t mention that because they failed miserably. Dammit.
Bren nodded. “The ASSAIL team will have that ready for the next incursion. We’ll hunt down the sandbox bug and fix it.”
“Is there anything else?” Jameson said.
“I have an issue, if I may,” Devin said.
“Go ahead.”
“Well, it concerned me that Meridian seemed to know it was going to be turned off after mission. How?”
“Superhuman intelligence,” Bren summarized. “A mind that forgets nothing, listens in on the tactical chatter, snoops the networks of the stations, and has access to the data on the previous unknown we encountered. It doesn’t have the energy limitations of the human brain. I think it’s to be expected; these things exhibit spooky omniscience. That’s exactly why we use them.”
“Then how do we expect to stay in control?” Vendrati demanded.
This debate had already occurred and she knows it. In a way, she’s right to bring it up, but it’s already been decided at the highest levels that the benefits outweigh the risks.
“A city of cavemen could keep one of us in a prison, even though we’re smart, as long as they keep an eye on us and shove a spear through our heart at the first sign that we’re up to something.”
“A poor analogy,” Vendrati said. “And one that we’re risking all of Earth on.”
“We’re fighting an AI so we need AIs of our own,” Henley said. “We know we have a chance of controlling ours and no chance of controlling any long-lived rogue AI … in fact, all evidence points to the fact that the rogue AI or AIs are now controlling humans directly. So, our worst case scenario isn’t any worse than what we have already.”
Jameson nodded. “We’ve deployed the ASSAILs successfully twice now in the face of stiff resistance, and we haven’t lost control. Best to stay the course and neutralize all the deep space stations before things get worse.”
Jameson waited for a moment, and then added, “Dismissed.”
 

***
 

A high priority message interrupted Bren’s work. He checked the pointer in his PV. It fed a video into his mind. Bren sighed and closed his eyes to concentrate on his link feed.
It showed a woman sitting in a briefing room. Bren thought he recognized her, but he wasn’t sure. She had straight black hair and a slim body. She looked scared.
“Of course you’re working for a corporation,” stated an off-screen interrogator. The deep male voice sounded intimidating. “Why else wouldn’t you have immediately disclosed to us that you remembered the events leading up to the UNSF incursion of the base?”
“It was so embarrassing. Being picked up naked by the marines … and then brought into the space force ship and having all the men go through the video feed with me over and over as I talked with that crazy person with the gun. Besides, I don’t know anything, really.”
Bren nodded, finally placing the stranger. He could remember seeing her on Meridian’s camera feed in the examination room. She’d been naked and terrified, huddling in the corner.
“You don’t find it odd that you’re the only one who has memory of the offsite described in the booklets we found?”
“Well, yes, it’s odd, but I have no explanation. I don’t know what’s wrong with everyone else’s memory.”
“Who owned Red?”
“I don’t know … I think Alec Vineaux did.”
“What company produced Red?”
“I don’t know. I assumed Alec built it.”
“Vineaux Genomix isn’t a military robotics company.”
“No. I don’t know. Look, I just thought maybe he had it made for himself. I don’t know by whom.”
“Well, what was a VG robot doing on Thermopylae, anyway?”
She shrugged. Her face looked drawn. “I think that Bentra works with VG from time to time,” she said in a small voice.
“Why did everyone wear these armor suits?”
“They aren’t armor. We wore them because we were told it was part of the offsite exercise. If you ask me, Alec is insane. He kept coming up with crazy rules for us, and he thinks the virtual competitions he makes us participate in are more important than real life.”
“Who do you work for? Really?”
“I already told you.”
“Then if you’re not ready to talk frankly with us, I’ll schedule another appointment with the Scorpion team this afternoon.”
The woman shook her head. A single tear streaked down her cheek.
“I’m telling you the whole truth already.”
 

***
 

Nicole talked to Bren over an incarnate lunch. Bren enjoyed getting an inside line on happenings in her area without having to wait for a formal report. Besides, things happened in the UNSF that never reached light in a virtual meeting room. Something about meeting incarnate made people feel closer, and thus more likely to share secrets with one another.
“We believe she may be a higher-up who was in on the deception from the beginning. Bentra is probably lying to us about her rank within the corporation. But we haven’t been able to get her to talk.”
“Then how did you find out she still remembers?”
“Caught her in a minor lie under the Scorpion,” Devin said. Bren knew she referred to a brain-scanning device used to detect lies. It couldn’t read a person’s thoughts, but it could detect deception with almost complete reliability. “We’ve been playing twenty questions with her trying to get hints about what to ask her next. It’s understandable that she’s fatigued. Trying to unearth things with the Scorpion is a total hit and miss process.”
“Bentra wouldn’t let you do that to her if they thought she knew something,” Bren said. “They’d have moved to block the interrogation with headquarters by now.”
“They’ve requested the return of all their personnel, but HQ hasn’t complied due to the extreme nature of the threat. Or that’s what they said, anyway. Sounds like we know what the threat is, doesn’t it?”
They shared a cheerless smile.
“It is big, though,” Bren said. “Mind control, at the very least. I think a rogue AI controlling human minds. If this spreads to Earth, then the whole planet could be under AI control very quickly. It’d be the beginning of the end for our whole race.”
“So true.”
“You should start with a more obvious answer, and work toward the conspiracy stuff only if you have to,” Bren said.
“What do you mean, more obvious?”
“Well … this woman was the only one who kept her memories. And she was the only one naked on the station.”
“How can being naked prevent memory loss?”
“Or, how can wearing gear cause memory loss? The gear could be wired up for the mind control.”
“True, but the slaves didn’t have any gear on.”
“The slaves probably didn’t know anything about the offsite to begin with. They weren’t privy to the corporation secrets.”
“What you’re saying makes sense, but Vendrati’s legions of scientists haven’t found—”
Bren received a link interrupt. He held up his hand, even though Nicole had stopped talking on her own. Probably the same interrupt. He accessed the interrupt and found an embedded message.
“This is Vendrati. We’ve found something important in the helmets of the uniforms the corporate employees were wearing on the stations. I’d like to convene an emergency meeting to discuss it.”
Nicole raised her eyebrows.
“Good call, Colonel.”
 




Eight
 

Chris signed on to his virtual challenge with a feeling of elation and anxiety that rivaled any he’d ever felt. He thought he might finally have a chance to act and break the cycle of frustration he’d felt since arriving on Synchronicity. There had to be something more than hiding in the gear and playing random virtual games. If he managed to engineer Captain’s defeat, then maybe he’d finally get to interact with Alec Vineaux.
He found himself inside the immense warren of corridors that served as the setting of the challenge. He’d expected that the maze would be made of square hallways, but he noticed that the passageway before him was a hollow tube of stone. Pockmarks and clots of soil littered the inner surface. Light entered the tube from an oval hole bored into the ceiling a few meters from him. A vine intruded into the passageway from the nearest hole, hanging down and obscuring his view down the straightaway.
Chris let his eyes adjust for a moment. He saw more ceiling portals evenly spaced ahead and behind. He guessed they were perhaps thirty meters apart.
His avatar held a beam weapon in its right hand. The gun looked exactly like a conventional projectile handgun without a hammer. The rough rubber grip and the weight of it felt reassuring in his grasp. Chris supposed that the familiar feel would help everyone adapt to the weapon quickly.
He had read about the weapon in an information packet sent to his link days before. Those struck with a bolt four times at any point on their body would be marked as dead and their avatar removed from the competition.
Chris glanced back over his shoulder. The tunnel behind had a red tinge to it. Even the air in that direction held a slight red haze. He knew the color meant he couldn’t head in that direction. According to the rules, he always had to move forward through the maze, unable to reverse direction unless he made a kill. Each kill he made entitled him to change direction once. Apparently, the maze had no dead ends, or else people would be stuck. The red tinge advanced very slowly, perhaps a few inches every minute.
Not enough to hurry us, but enough to prevent us from laying in ambush forever.
He brandished his weapon and started forward. The light from above slowly dimmed as he left the ceiling portal behind him. The curved stone floor of the tunnel absorbed his careful footsteps without a sound. He paused in the darkest part of the corridor. Now he felt safer. His eyes adjusted a little, and he stared ahead past the next light hole into the next segment of shadows. If someone lurked there waiting for him, would he be able to spot that person from here? Chris wasn’t sure. But he knew if someone walked through the lit area ahead, he would definitely see him or her. In fact, he might even spot someone walking through a lit area beyond the next ceiling portal.
Reluctantly, Chris resumed creeping toward the nearest overhead illumination. He’d have to be quick passing under it, he decided, to minimize the vulnerable time. He darted forward through the lit area. Just when he thought he had made it through safely, a shock jolted up his right leg and forced out a cry of pain. He fell to the ground as his leg went numb.
Life force decremented a message announced in his mind. Chris realized he had only three hit points left in the game.
The floor glowed red in a square where he had stepped and then returned to its previous earthy coloration. Chris stared at the floor, dumbfounded. What was that? There hadn’t been any warning about traps in the challenge information kit.
He saw a glimmer on the floor. He blinked and leaned forward. Yes! A dim line of shifting color still marked the square, almost impossible to observe without careful examination. As he stared, it seemed to shift sluggishly from dull red to yellow like a single strand of hair lit by sunlight.
Chris decided that the game had more than one movement restriction: not only was it forbidden to go back the way you had come, but also you couldn’t barrel forwards recklessly either. He thought about how this would affect the plan he had shared with his allies.
Part of his conspiracy involved spending the first couple of hours patrolling a cycle. Given the space between players, he hoped there was a good chance he and his friends wouldn’t run into one another on their cycles. That way, they wouldn’t kill one another, so Captain would have to fight most of them directly.
Chris knew he had to go on. He stood up and rubbed his leg. It seemed to be recovering. He stepped forward slowly, taking small steps. He divided his attention between the lit areas ahead, behind, and the floor. How could he hurry through the well-lit zones if there were traps on the floor?
He held his gun up and ready. He hoped no one could be nearby so soon, but he couldn’t be too careful. It quickly became apparent how annoying it was to check forward for enemies, backward for enemies, and downward for traps all at the same time. The challenge already proved to have more difficult aspects than he’d anticipated.
I wonder if Captain’s avatar reflects its incarnate abilities. How well can it see? Can it hear us all walking around for great distances? It has to be possible to defeat it; otherwise, why would Alec put us through this?
Chris came to another intersection. He lingered in the shadows at the edge of rays of light coming down from a hole directly over the nexus of the tunnels. He knelt down and leaned against the curve of the wall for camouflage.
He realized that he’d covered quite a distance already, and couldn’t easily find a turn back to his starting point. He’d gone left once and then been forced back right. Which way should he go this time? He thought if he could turn around, he’d still remember how to get back to where he started, but finding another route back was proving more difficult than he’d anticipated. He wanted to stick to the plan and patrol a tight cycle to avoid the other human players for as long as possible.
Movement in the light ahead caught his attention. Something was moving from the left to his right under the illumination of the ceiling hole in the intersection. It was a person. The movement didn’t look anything like the spin of Captain. Then that person was back into the shadows of the right side. Chris realized he had been holding his breath.
His first instinct was to take a different direction. He sought Captain, not the person ahead. Then he realized that he could follow the person and let him or her clear the way for him. He bolted through the intersection, staring only at the floor to avoid any traps. No shots came from either side. He made it through to the shadows beyond. He felt relieved, as much from the lack of fire as the fact that he hadn’t stepped on another trap. He’d gone through a little too quickly, he gauged. If there had been a trap, he may not have seen it in time to avoid it.
Chris held up his weapon and waited for the player ahead of him to reach the next ceiling hole. After a minute, Chris saw a man moving into the light ahead.
Here, the second part of his plan came into effect. Chris pointed his weapon a half meter to the left of the man ahead. He pulled the trigger. A visible-wavelength targeting beam indicated where his shot went, along with a black burn mark that appeared on the mossy stone next to the man.
The man glimpsed some smoke or steam from the miss. He stood shocked or confused for a moment. Then his head whipped back to scan for his attacker. Chris calculated he could have gotten another shot off in the time it took the man to spot him.
The man must have seen him, since he fired back, missing Chris by a wide margin as Chris stepped to his right. Chris realized that he might just as easily have stepped toward an intentional miss and gotten himself shot. Or maybe the man had been firing blind.
The opponent sprinted away and dodged around a corner to the right. Chris felt pleased by the exchange. They had put up the appearance of being hostile to each other, but neither of them had scored a hit, leaving them with as much life as possible to fight Captain. Chris also enjoyed the advantage of having someone in front of him to clear the way, or at least warn him of any danger. He needed to keep up and see which direction the man took.
He gave it a couple more seconds and then zigzagged for the corner. A part of him remained wary of betrayal. The man ahead could always be waiting for him at the corner. He knew enough game theory to realize that humans often sacrificed a common potential advantage for personal gain. Chris kneeled low at the turn and took a quick glance. He saw an empty tube, illuminated at intervals from the ceiling portals.
Chris took a longer look. He wondered if the man awaited him in the darkness between light ports. The man hadn’t tried to hit Chris before, or else he was a lousy shot. So Chris thought the man probably wouldn’t lay an ambush for him, either. Chris darted around the corner and moved into the first band of shadow.
Chris decided in the next few moments that the man he pursued must have run ahead recklessly in order to lose his pursuer. He couldn’t see anything ahead, and he felt confident he could see anyone closer than the second light portal before him. He strode forward as fast as he dared knowing that other floor traps must lay in the maze.
He cursed when he saw an intersection ahead. A ceiling portal illuminated the center, leaving the rest in shadow. Which way had the man gone? More likely left or right if the person was in on the strategy, trying for a loop. Chris took a moment to breathe and think. No need to go too quickly now that he’d lost the person. He took a long look back. Eventually someone might catch up with him.
Chris nervously edged his way to the intersection.
This is crazy. If this were real life, I’d never be so brave.
He ran out and took a right turn. No shots came out of the shadows toward him. His heart worked hard in his chest from the excitement. If he could make it long enough to challenge Captain, then maybe Alec Vineaux would notice Chris and assign him to a special project. Something that could make his career.
He leapfrogged past three light portals, each time pausing in the shadows to look for an opponent waiting in ambush. He didn’t spot any more floor traps, but he tried to stay loose and ready for anything.
Something looked wrong ahead. Chris kneeled in the shadows and froze, staring at the tunnel in front of him. He couldn’t see any more portals in the ceiling. The light from the last one spread wider that the others and had a different color to it. He stared for a minute, watching for any movement.
Finally, he started to crawl forward on all fours. At least I couldn’t miss any floor traps in this position.
He stopped to look. In one moment, his brain did a backflip and resolved what he saw: it was a flat wall blocking the way. He stood and walked toward the wall, alert for a deception.
The tunnel abruptly ended ahead. Chris couldn’t see any side passage. His eyes caught sight of a super thin, barely perceptible line of light just above the floor in front of the barrier. Another trap.
Apparently, his assumption about dead ends had been wrong. The red haze laced the air back the way he had come, marking the illegal direction. Chris paced back and forth at the wall a couple of times making sure to avoid the floor trap. At least this was a defensible position; he would be sure to notice anyone coming. Chris sat down against the wall and propped his weapon against his knees pointing it down the tube.
He sat and wondered how many others had hit a dead end. If everyone hit a wall and could not turn back, then the game would be deadlocked. No one would be able to move and finish the others off.
On a whim, he stood and started to feel the stone of the wall. The traps had been a surprise, so maybe there were secret doors as well. Who knows how many hidden secrets lay in the maze?
The wall felt solid. He couldn’t detect a telltale crack or seam. Chris checked the incoming direction again. He chastised himself. He could have been shot in the few seconds he spent checking for an opening.
Maybe I’m supposed to break the rules, he thought. He knew Alec was a risk-taker. Maybe it was a test.
He put his back to the wall and took a couple gentle steps forward. Nothing.
He took two more steps ahead. The red glow brightened in the air. A warning? He sighed. He took another couple of steps.
Life force decremented a voice told him.
“Dammit. I haven’t even been shot and I’ve only got two hit points left.”
Chris turned and walked back up to the wall.
“Dammit,” he said again. His own stupidity. It had seemed like a logical gamble. What if all the players were stuck at dead ends? Would the game reset itself? Would the wall lift and let him by?
Chris waited for a long time at the wall. He pointed his gun down the tube and watched. After awhile he kept finding that his mind would wander to his job back on Earth, Alec Vineaux and the gear, even Cinmei’s body. Often his eyes would go out of focus as he daydreamed. He wouldn’t see someone coming if his attention wasn’t focused, but he couldn’t sit and wait like a robotic monitoring station.
He wondered if it was a coincidence that the trap was here at the dead end. He guessed it might be more likely for someone to trip it here next to the wall. The red haze was advancing. His time was running out.
Should I shoot the trap? What could it hurt? The noise might bring someone … I have no choice.
Chris watched the corridor for another minute and then aimed his gun at the center of the trap. He let off a shot, which echoed loudly in the closed tube.
The floor faded into thin air inside the marked spot.
“Wow,” he whispered. He’d opened some sort of door.
Chris brandished his weapon and peeked down the hole. There were metal rungs set into the sheer walls of the hole. Although the passage was dark, the bottom was lit. He could see a small part of the gray stone floor of the level below. He didn’t see anyone down at the bottom.
He put his foot on one of the rungs and maneuvered himself carefully into the opening, trying to get a good perch while keeping his gun in hand. Someone could be waiting for him below. And there had been the noise of the shot.
He moved down another rung and another. He was fully into the descending tube now. He kept watching below.
Suddenly Chris felt a sharp pain on his left shoulder. The sound of a shot echoed through the tight space. Realizing someone had shot him from above, he released the rungs of the ladder. He instinctually looked down to see where he would fall, even as he realized he should be trying to focus upward and shoot.
One hit point left—
Another shot. He felt pain and everything went black.
Damn.
Chris opened his real eyes. He was sitting at a white table in one of the giant public atriums of the station. A metal bottle of cold tea sat where he had left it. He was numbly absorbing his defeat when he saw two people in blue-tipped gear walking up to his table.
One of the blues nodded at Chris as he stood.
“Come with us. You have an important meeting to go to,” the blue told him.
 

***
 

Chris waited in a large room with five chairs and a beautiful redwood desk. He suspected it must be real, although a good fake would be visually identical to the real thing. It must have been criminally expensive to haul it millions of miles from Earth. He realized that the room had to be an executive’s quarters. He examined an agile plant lazily exploring its surroundings with soft fronds in the corner. It sprouted from a giant crystal vase that looked transparent, although the complex angles of its exterior scattered the light so effectively it was hard to tell. Another costly piece of decoration, he thought. Anything that wasn’t manufactured in space had a cost based more on size and mass than anything else. That plant and its crystal vase were more than ordinary fare, even for Synchronicity.
The thought solidified further: he must be in Alec Vineaux’s personal suites!
“Chris. Please sit down,” said the voice of Alec Vineaux. Chris recognized it instantly. He turned and saw Alec coming through one of the doorways. The executive wore a set of yellow gear. He carried his helmet under his arm. “You may remove your helmet,” he told Chris.
Success! But I lost the challenge …
“Yes, sir,” he said, removing his headgear. He found the nearest plush chair and gently eased himself into it. He examined Alec’s face. The turn of his mouth and the lines around his eyes made him seem sad, even a little drawn.
Alec sat opposite him, across a low glass table with a black iron support wrought to look like an oriental dragon.
“I’m sorry to inform you that you’ve been switched to permanent assignment here on Synchronicity. You will not be allowed to return to Earth in the foreseeable future.”
Chris swallowed. Was that a good assignment or a bad one? Vineaux had said he was apologizing. Was this some kind of joke?
“May I ask why this is, sir?”
“I’ve learned about your plotting against Captain,” Alec said. “Quite frankly, I’m not surprised to see you doing it, given my selection criteria. However, I’m afraid that in this case, your competitive nature has led you to disaster.”
“You want us to be competitive,” Chris said. “You’ve handpicked us that way, trained us—”
“Yes, I understand, Chris. Believe me, I do. But you’re suffering from some false assumptions. You see, Captain is not my … enforcer robot, not my pet, not any kind of test. Captain is an alien creature.”
Chris stared at Alec.
Is he insane? Is this another test?
A small thread of thought caught on to the idea.
What if it’s true?
“I don’t know who they are, or where they come from,” Alec continued. “But I know they possess superior technology. And like it or not, Captain is in charge. Make no mistake. Synchronicity is no longer mine.”
“Uhm,” Chris said. He didn’t know what to say even though he’d opened his mouth. Not a wise course of action when talking with your CEO. “How did they arrive?”
“In a ship. A starship, I believe. It is so advanced we are hard pressed to analyze it. Captain is their leader, you see? That’s why we call him Captain. Of course, I don’t know if he’s really their captain in our sense of the word. But that’s what he is to us.”
“And … if this is real at all … well, how many of them are there?”
“Less than ten, I believe. They are smart. They are fast. We tried to resist them in the beginning, and it became clear that we were outclassed. We’ve tried to alert the outside world, get some help—” Alec shrugged. His face looked tired, the skin grayer, the eyes more sunken, than Chris remembered.
“I’m having a hard time believing you,” Chris said. “I mean, I heard what you said, but I find myself wondering if this is some sort of test.”
“It’s no test, believe me. That metal body houses the brain of an alien creature. I suspect they’ve had cybernetic bodies for so long that the sight of regular flesh and blood, even alien flesh, disgusts them. At least that’s the best guess I’ve been able to piece together as to why they require us to wear these plastic suits around.”
Oh my god. They made the rules. How could I have been so wrong?“Captain spins like some kind of … living thing,” Chris said. “Except unbelievably fast.”
Alec nodded solemnly. “I suspect that their ancestral bodies, or perhaps the bodies of some agile predator on their home planet, moved like that. For whatever reasons the aesthetics of that movement pleases them, because they can switch bodies in real life like you and I switch clothing and mental contexts.”
“They switch bodies?”
“They did it once or twice. There were some repairs that had to be made outside the station, and it made them suspicious. When they go out into vacuum, they use different bodies. They don’t do it often. I think they truly prefer the spinning form.”
“Perhaps that home planet you envision was a low gravity planet, or maybe one with a thicker atmosphere that supported the body so they only need thin legs, with only one directly beneath the body at a time.” Chris found himself believing Captain was an alien. It fit so well with so many little things he’d observed in the behavior of VG, Captain, and now Alec himself.
“I think low gravity may be a good guess,” Alec said. “Because a thick atmosphere would seem to inhibit speed and agility. Although I could be wrong. The speed could be a natural improvement from the robotic bodies. But clearly their brains can keep up with the speed.”
“So now I’m here permanently because I know the truth? But I only know because you told me.”
“I wouldn’t have told you anything, but Captain has already read your actions and marked you as a possible threat if you return home. He sees your actions against him and suspects that you know the truth. He also said that he detected some sort of malfunction in your gear, and claims you caused it.”
“I see,” Chris said. “But I don’t know anything about any malfunction.”
“It doesn’t matter, he believes it. So that’s a lot of information to absorb, I expect,” Alec said. “So go back to your quarters and chew it over. We’ll have more time to talk later, between challenges. But don’t spread the word about this. You see, you’d just be forcing more people into permanent assignment here. Assuming that Captain even tolerates it and doesn’t just kill you outright.”
Chris clamped his jaw tight and swallowed back a panic attack.
“He’s done that?”
Alec shrugged. “In the beginning … some of us didn’t accept things very well. Including myself. But Captain thinks of me as valuable, so he spared my life … brought me into line by putting some of my friends into the airlock and ….” His sorrowful voice trailed off.
“I suppose that Cinmei is gone, now that she’s done her job and reported my activities to you?”
Alec attempted a small smile but failed. “Ha. Good guess, but wrong. Cinmei is nothing more than a servant, a concubine. No, it was Captain who figured you out by analyzing the tactics of the humans in challenge three, and verified by your movements throughout the station. He’s very smart, unfortunately for us. Very smart ….” Again, Alec’s voice trailed off.
“Okay,” Chris said. Alec stood, presumably to end their meeting, so Chris stood as well. Alec’s eyes narrowed and his mouth turned down in a pained look.
“I believe that Captain will have a word with you and then you are to leave,” he said.
“Okay,” Chris said. He looked around, but he didn’t see Captain. Alec turned and walked away quickly. Chris slipped his helmet back on. If Captain was going to see him personally….
Chris got a message pointer through his link. He saw that it was Captain. He accepted the connection and received a synthetic voice transmission.
Let there be no doubt in your mind. Obedience is required.
Then Chris screamed as a blinding jolt of pain ripped through his psyche. He lost track of time as agony engulfed his universe.
At some point, his normal life returned, perhaps mere seconds later, perhaps longer. He found himself on his knees.
He felt a warm wetness in his gear. He realized he had pissed himself. His face turned red under his mask. Part of him thought how ridiculous the emotional response of embarrassment was in relation to what he had learned and what had happened to him. Nevertheless, he felt humiliation on top of his shaking pain, numbing fear, and growing dismay.
Tell no one. Follow the edicts. Only by doing this will survival be possible.
 

***
 

Chris recovered by lying in his quarters and staring up at the mirrored ceiling. His previous sense of being on the verge of great progress had been crushed. Now he felt only dismay and hopelessness. Even thoughts of suicide had cropped up, but he’d dismissed them, albeit with a stunned sort of robotic sensibility.
He heard soft footsteps approach then stop. He knew it must be Cinmei.
“You have trouble?” she asked.
She seems nice enough. Besides, I might be able to use her help.
He thought about the warning and his orders not to tell anyone. But he couldn’t give up that easily. Captain was a goddamn alien. And Cinmei was already stuck here as a slave.
“Huge trouble. Leviathan trouble,” he said. He doubted she knew the word “leviathan.” He found her reflection on the ceiling and gazed down on her. She kept her head down so he couldn’t see her face.
“Big trouble?” she asked.
“I’m a prisoner here like you,” he said, trying to accentuate what they had in common. “I found out a big secret about this place. That missile I found is an alien ship. Captain is an alien cyborg. We have to get out of this place, and warn Earth. But I’m powerless to do that. I need time to think it over.”
Cinmei looked up at him, then to the ceiling, meeting his gaze in the mirrors above.
Cinmei slowly opened her garment and let it fall to the floor. Chris resisted the urge to look directly at her body. He continued to stare at her reflection through the ceiling mirror.
Her hands reached out to unzip his pants. Chris felt a doubt but his desire swept it aside. She worked slowly, unfastening the plain company issue garment and then slowly working it down his legs. Finally, she pulled the pants off him and dropped them beside the bed.
She slid one knee onto the bed, then smoothly threw her other leg over him to take a position astride him. She kissed his neck and chest while he caressed her. She began making small sounds while they lay under his scrutiny through the mirror. He could feel himself touching her thighs, pulsing and ready.
Cinmei shifted herself to accept him. He gasped. She responded as well, breathing heavily above him. She grabbed his strong arms at the wrists and pulled them above his head with her own darker, more slender hands. She moved for both of them energetically, allowing him to continue his passive observation.
Her moans increased their volume. She rode him fiercely, using sharp thrusts of her hips. He finally felt frustration building, but when he tried to move his arms to take a more active role, she fiercely held his wrists in place.
Chris felt that he could break away, but this wasn’t a position he disliked in any way. He realized he couldn’t postpone his own response much longer. As Cinmei peaked on him, he joined her with cries of his own and finished almost simultaneously. Her slender, hot body collapsed onto him at last as if she had burst her own heart with her urgency.
He gasped and shook for a moment. His wits slowly returned.
Cinmei slid off him onto her side. Her dark brown skin held a sheen of sweat. After Chris caught his breath, she spoke again.
“Better now?”
Chris finally looked away from the mirror and regarded her directly. She smiled at him almost playfully.
“Yes … much better. I guess if we’re stuck here, at least we have pleasant company.”
“So, you know too much? They not let you go.”
She made me forget for a short while, now she reminds me?
“Right. I’m surprised that they haven’t put more security on everything. Unless maybe Alec wants someone to leak it.”
Cinmei picked up the helmet of his gear from a plush white chair by the bed and sat down across from him.
“Was more security precaution,” she said. “Helmet can control you. Can make you forget things you see.”
Chris stared at the helmet in horror. “It’s done something to my brain?”
“No. I disable it. Otherwise, you not find anything out. Then I not find anything out, either.”
“You? You knew about it?” Chris stared at the helmet. “Wait a minute! Captain has trapped me here because of that! He discovered it. He said I caused a malfunction.”
“I did not know. Very sorry,” she said rapidly. “I here to find out things. To report back. We work together. Have others like me. I arrange our escape.”
Chris struggled to assuage his anger with her offer of escape. “That’s … I guess that’s a good thing! I need to figure out how to get away and warn VG about this. Hell, warn the whole world!”
“One thing …”
“Yes?”
“We escape to China.”
“Oh.”
 




Nine
 

Aldriena and Martin debriefed in an engineer’s pod on board the hydrogen barge. They sat on the floor of the boxlike interior, crammed amid ceiling-high stacks of replacement parts and food crates. The gentle spin of the giant barge gave them a fraction of their normal Earth weight, but it was enough to orient them in the pod. After she recounted the details he didn’t already know, the conversation turned personal.
“Have you been Black Core for long?” she asked.
“Five years.”
“You go to Xanadu often?”
He laughed.
“What?”
“It sounds like that pick up line … come here often?”
“If I decide to pick you up, trust me you’ll know.”
“You’re a very confident woman.”
“How could I do this job and not be confident?”
Martin nodded. “Yes. You’re right.”
“So do you do this a lot or what?” she asked.
He laughed again. “Yeah. I do.”
“So are you like the artist who paints the nude and always sleeps with the model afterward?”
“That depends on the girl.”
“Oh, you poor thing. You have to rely on their whims?”
“No. I meant that I only sleep with her if she’s exceptional,” he said.
“Oh! Now who’s the confident one?”
“How could I do this job and not be confident?”
“Good point,” she said.
“I wouldn’t head back to Silvado just yet,” Martin told her. “I’ve heard stories of people disappearing on these things out in deep space. Sometimes they’re never heard from again.”
“Well, sure. I’ve heard all those kinds of stories,” Aldriena smiled. For once, Aldriena wasn’t flirting as part of a manipulation. Martin treated her with respect, and he understood the value of her skills. Besides, he was Black Core too, which meant he was more than capable. For once, she could talk to someone without having to lie.
As she stared at Martin, she admitted to herself that she liked him for more reasons than that. His jet-black hair and broad shoulders had their effect as well.
“We’ve got a lot of time to kill,” Aldriena said. “You have a bunkmate?”
“No,” he said.
Aldriena didn’t actually have much experience with men, but she covered her uncertainty with aggression. She leaned forward from her cross-legged sitting position onto all fours, moved forward, and kissed him.
“You don’t believe in wasting any time, do you?” he said.
“People like us don’t have time to waste.”
She kissed him again, pressing ever forward until she pinned him against a giant supply container. He responded to her eagerly, running his hands through her hair. They clutched each other in the low acceleration, moving slowly as if in a dream.
She unzipped his vac suit all the way to his groin. Her hands slid over his flesh underneath, then her mouth followed.
At first, Martin remained a gentle lover, although as they rolled about in the tiny cabin, he slowly stepped up his own urgency to match hers. Aldriena directed the course of their lovemaking as if to remind herself that she had chosen this encounter rather than having fallen victim to the whims of a male. She reluctantly gave up the reins as he neared his climax, yielding at last to this man and his instincts. She admitted to herself that it did feel good, at least physically.
Afterward, Aldriena quickly slipped back into her Veer skinsuit.
“Back into Momma Veer, huh?”
He referred to her military skinsuit. Veer Industries manufactured the best in personal defense equipment. Its reputation was so solid that soldiers often called the company Momma Veer.
“My real mother is dead. But Momma Veer has been as good a replacement as a girl could hope for,” she said bravely, although she didn’t believe it.
Sex confused her. When she’d first discovered men and their drives, she had felt anger and resentment. Then she’d learned to turn the tables on them and manipulate them with her striking looks. Now she didn’t know how to feel when she offered a lover something genuine. She thought maybe she was missing something, but she didn’t know what.
She turned and tried to smile at Martin. Instead of smiling back, Martin frowned. Aldriena felt surprise. Was this how the men she had courted and then shoved aside felt when they realized her true disposition?
“Someone’s on the barge,” he said. The faraway look on his face told of PV access.
“Engineers? Guards?” she asked.
Martin looked up and locked eyes with her.
“Space force rangers,” he said. Suddenly he had a weapon in each hand, one with its handle offered to her. Aldriena took it. She checked the barrel. It looked like a 10mm slugthrower. Aldriena pulled back the slide a little to peek at the round in the chamber. The case was sealed against vacuum with a shattering slug. It would fire in space, and the bullet wouldn’t make a hole in a spacecraft bulkhead.
“Now what?” she asked.
The door exploded.
Aldriena’s eye’s closed instinctively as debris rained across her body. Pieces of the door ricocheted wildly against the crates in the low acceleration of the barge. She staggered back a step, but her training allowed her to react. She brought her projectile weapon up and fired into the opening even though no target had appeared. She hoped the rangers wouldn’t charge in if she demonstrated they weren’t incapacitated, even though her aim was badly shaken by the sudden assault. She didn’t check herself for injury. If something had been broken, she’d find out soon enough.
A black grenade rattled gently across the floor. It acquired them and made a crisp ninety degree turn to roll closer. Aldriena turned to run. The sounds stopped behind her. She knew that meant it had anchored itself somewhere and started to split open like a predatory flower to scan for victims. She focused on the other exit. A thought flitted through her brain as she accelerated toward it.
Have they already surrounded us? Only one way to find out.
As she yanked the door open, shots sounded from behind her. Was Martin sticking around to fight? She took a quick look back and saw him lying across a glue floret the size of his torso, his gun leveled at the door.
Aldriena felt a stab of guilt. He’d blocked the glue grenade to help her escape.
Damn.
She bolted out of the room into the cold outer maintenance tube beyond. No rangers awaited her there, so she took a giant leap forward, taking advantage of her low weight. Somehow, she landed without falling and turned a corner, glad to get out of the line of fire.
Merda.
It was pressurized outside the pod, but icy cold. The chill began its own assault on her.
Surely, they could spare some of the hydrogen to warm the barge. But of course, no one’s supposed to be on it.
The rangers had the drop on her. They would be well equipped and organized. What advantage did she possibly have? She’d gone into Xanadu with a plan and the initiative, but now she was the one unprepared, reacting to their plan.
At least she had her sticky pads on the hands and feet of her Veer skinsuit. It helped make up for her reduced weight in the barge. The skinsuit was made of military grade combat armor, which didn’t hurt either. It worked for Aldriena in many ways. Although the garment was thick, it fitted her well enough to display her firm curves, which was nice when it was time to get some attention.
The pistol, however, hardly qualified as anything more than a peashooter against the space force rangers. Not that she wanted to kill any of them anyway. Aldriena only wanted to escape back into space and pick up her next assignment.
In a couple of seconds, she came up with two positive possibilities. One, the Silvado. If she could get to her ship, she could at least delay her capture and even possibly escape. Two, they most likely wanted her alive. The UNSF would want to know what she knew.
She leaped by a giant flat container nestled between the structural bars of the freighter. She ended up grazing the container and then stopping herself with a jolt by attaching her palms to its surface. Jumping felt faster than running, but she found it hard to gauge where she’d end up.
She caught sight of a small black bulb affixed to one of the struts. She recognized it as a security device. She presumed Martin had somehow circumvented or subverted the freighter’s security measures, but had the rangers had time to get it back online?
She fled past blue and green metal tubes as thick as her torso. Equipment lockers dotted the area. She considered hiding in one, but that seemed futile, since once she gave up her mobility they’d trap her there eventually. The barge didn’t have elevator shafts or ventilation ducts in which to hide.
Aldriena tried to calm herself and think as she flitted through the interior of the barge, working her way around the struts and tanks. Surely, they would have posted a guard or watch device on her vessel? She took a sharp left. Most likely, they had a plan to prevent escape. The Silvado was no trinket, but it was not really hers, so she did not need to use it to escape. On the other hand, what choice did she have other than the ranger’s ship, her own ship, or the barge itself?
Were there any escape pods or shuttles on board?
She asked for space transport services over her link. Nothing replied to her query except the Silvado. She inquired about the ship’s status. The Silvado confirmed her fears: it had been locked down with three rangers on external guard duty.
A steel-toothed noise sent her reeling back into a wobbly sprint. It was a close miss from a sonic stunner. Aldriena tried to shake off her new headache and avoid running into anything. It was hard enough to run with sticky feet and low weight. Thankfully, she’d had some time to practice moving in the environment, but she’d probably be less accomplished at it than the rangers.
The extreme exercise was helping to keep her warm. Only her face felt the sting of cold, but she ignored it. She brought up a link map in her head. It showed she approached a hydrogen transfer control station. She darted down a corridor on her right. A heavy metal door barred the way. She hurriedly invoked her Cascavel. The stealth link accessed an account that Martin had set up to suborn the hydrogen barge. Once logged in as an authorized user, Aldriena disarmed the lock and slipped inside.
Warmth. The air beyond felt almost hot against her chilled face, even though it couldn’t have been more than fifteen degrees Celsius in the control station.
The spartan rooms served as a nerve center for moving hydrogen to and from the barge. She stared at rows of manual controls covered in dust. Presumably, no one had used the controls since the barge had been constructed, since the barge was automated, and even the normal override mechanism was probably link-based. Aldriena assumed that one could do something dangerous from here, maybe even without authorization. Not that she knew how.
A message came through her link.
“You may as well come out. We’ve got you this time.”
She smiled. It sounded like a cheesy vid. She could play along with that.
“Come in here, and I’ll blow us all to hell,” she transmitted.
“Let’s not get overdramatic, lady,” a voice replied.
“Try me, cabrão.”
A second or two ticked by. She scanned the controls for anything related to moving the hydrogen around.
“We’re coming in. We don’t want to hurt you of course, but—”
“You’ll hurt me all right. Beat me up and rape me, most likely.”
More seconds.
“You know we can’t do that. The mission is being monitored.”
“Okay, have it your way,” she said. “Good-bye, cruel world.”
Aldriena disconnected and started searching for other exits. She examined the ceiling first, but soon concluded it didn’t offer any clever exit.
She dropped to her knees and examined the base of a bank of manual controls. She spotted an access panel on the side. She pulled a plastic handhold, but it stubbornly refused to open up. Aware of the seconds slipping by, Aldriena switched hands and pulled frantically.
Finally, the panel snapped away from the station. She set it down next to her, wondering how she could replace it if she crawled inside. She looked into the interior. The station base held a few cyblocs and some power conduits, but there weren’t any holes leading under the floor. It was a dead end.
She stood up. Two marines stood across the room with their weapons pointed at her. Then a white hot flash of pain seized her chest. She fell in a heap.
Aldriena drew a ragged breath as rough hands dragged her across the smooth tile floor and propped her up against a wall. Her eyes refocused. She saw two more rangers swagger in, tall men with short haircuts and hard eyes. Her chest felt numb. Her arm twitched, still partially possessed by the electrical weapon that had taken her down.
Another soldier, a lieutenant, pulled her roughly by the arms to a standing position, although she had to lean against the wall.
“Your superior isn’t going to be too happy with your behavior, soldier,” she said hoarsely.
“Well, you see, someone blocked our link frequencies here on the freighter. Must have been Black Core operatives,” said the man closest to her. He smirked.
Aldriena took his meaning. His superiors weren’t watching them after all, so he could do whatever he wanted. Aldriena took that news hard, but she set her mouth and met his gaze.
“My man Faber here wants a word with you,” he said.
Faber stepped forward. The man stood about six feet tall. He was clearly muscular, even through the thick fibers of his military skinsuit.
“You almost offed me,” Faber said coldly.
“You shot at me first,” Aldriena said.
“We weren’t out to kill you or you’d be dead. You almost blew my head off. You see that? Ricocheted off the edge of my helmet, right here,” the ranger said.
“You should’ve—”
The back of the ranger’s hand cut off Aldriena’s smartass reply as it struck her face. He clasped his hands behind her head and pulled her torso into a knee strike. Her skinsuit distributed the blow well, but it still smarted. She slid back onto the floor without making a sound.
“Huh. She’s wearin’ Momma Veer. Getter outta that skinsuit,” the man grunted.
A couple of the rangers laughed. She felt pressure through her suit as two men grabbed each of her arms. Someone fiddled with her zipper tunnel and caught the clasp. Zzzzzzzzzzip. She felt cool air on her chest.
“Nice,” one of them said.
“Yeah, she’s hot.”
Aldriena bucked and tried to clasp her legs around the head of the man in front of her, but they held her too tightly. Clearly, after the chase, they were expecting her to fight. She wondered if it was only bad luck that the squad didn’t have any women.
“Lemme have another look,” Faber said. They pulled her off the wall and pinned her on the floor.
Faber kneeled on her with his knee between her breasts. Aldriena felt her sternum would have broken under normal acceleration. She guessed he must have been over three hundred pounds in Earth gravity with all his equipment. He leaned forward until she could see every one of the scraggly whiskers on his chin. His breath smelled like bad medicine. She figured it was the space force mouthwash, ‘strong enough to kill even space germs’, as the enlisted men liked to joke.
A strangled grunt escaped her. She couldn’t breathe.
“Lucky for you you’re such a famous lady,” the man told her. “Else we’d deliver you … damaged.”
Then he got up. Aldriena tried to breathe again, but she ended up rolling over and coughing. She almost passed out, but finally her lungs obeyed her command to fill with precious air.
“Pull that suit off. Grab a feel if you like, but we gotta get her straight back so let’s hit it.”
Aldriena closed her eyes while they yanked her out of the skinsuit. She felt hands roaming her body but she ignored them. A calloused hand clutched an ample handful of her right breast.
“Damn, bro. We need to get back Earthside,” a man grumbled.
“You got that right,” another one said.
“I don’t have tail like that waiting for me back home.”
Her face felt hot.
I must be blushing. As if I had anything to blush about. What a stupid physical reaction.
She should have been enraged, but she didn’t feel anything. This was the down side of being beautiful. She used her body often enough to her advantage, it was worth paying the price.
After a few more seconds, the groping was over. They must have realized that the frustration they had created in themselves wasn’t worth anything. The squad glued her up and carried her to their troop carrier like a sack of potatoes. Warning stickers decorated the peeling paint of the entrance hatch of the squat craft. Inside, the carrier looked to be larger than Silvado. It smelled of sweat and electronics.
As they walked past the secondary bulkhead, her head struck the side of the hatch.
“Careful Henderson, you’ll be cleanin’ up brains,” one of the men said.
“Rotting brains would clear up the smell in here a little,” said another.
They brought her into a small room with bare metal walls and a folding table. Cases of equipment were stacked in one corner. A machine the size of a motorcycle with a red plastic case sat next to the table. She couldn’t tell what it was, but a lot of cables ran in and out of the back and the top of it. The cables from the top were strewn across the table. The rangers thrust her down into a metal chair with restraining straps hanging from its sides. Her view righted itself to the normal perspective, and she saw a man in a red lab coat sitting directly across from her.
His beady eyes regarded her coolly under the high, layered brow of a balding head. His frown lay deep-set into his face. He looked evil. She thought about attacking him, smashing his pointy head deeper into the soft fatty folds of his throat, but she rejected the idea because her legs still felt wobbly and the space force men were nearby.
The man stood. He took a spray can of solvent and soaked her with it, removing most of the glue from her torso with precise swipes of his gloved hands. He didn’t seem to bat an eye at the sight of her shivering body clothed only in undersheers.
He pulled a thick strap over her arm and attached it to the chair somewhere behind her.
Last chance to beat this guy up.
Aldriena didn’t have much choice. She remained still as he strapped her other arm down, then moved to her lower arms, torso, and legs. Her arm still quivered as if fighting her restraints on its own even though she didn’t have the will. Aldriena fought down a wave of panic at being unable to move.
They don’t pay me enough for this.
He picked up the cables one by one, and started to connect them to her with suction cups and conductive gel. A set went on her face and more on her back. He remained straight-faced. He even attached electrodes to her breasts without copping an extra feel. In a strange way, that scared her a little, because naked lust she could understand, and maybe use to her advantage.
“That’s pretty old school,” Aldriena observed. “Do you really need to monitor physiological reactions when you can see into my brain?”
The man didn’t say anything. Instead, he reached between her legs. She heard her undersheers tear and felt an invasion of her genitalia. She bucked in the chair.
“You bastard! What the hell?”
The man didn’t answer. Something cold slid into her bladder. She realized that he had introduced an auto-seeking catheter. Aldriena wondered if she’d really be here that long, or if the catheter was just to scare, humiliate, and demoralize her. That probably explained all the cables as well, she decided. The device probably worked by scanning her brain directly.
The man stepped behind her, out of sight. A voice came through her link.
“This is a lie detection device. I am the operator software. The use of this device has been authorized by the UNSF because it has been determined there is imminent danger to the citizens of Earth.”
“Whatever,” Aldriena replied aloud in a drawl. She tried to disconnect her link but her link didn’t obey. She knew that was bad, because world citizens were supposed to have a right to privacy that extended to cover the links in their heads. She thought that if the UNSF was willing to ignore that right then they might hurt her to find out as much as they could about Insidious.
She felt the cool caress of a drug sprayer on her deltoid. Interrogation chemicals, she thought.
The front of the machine had a logo on it. Aldriena looked at it for a second and then identified it as the red silhouette of a scorpion.
“What do you know about a project codenamed Insidious?”
Well, might as well see how good the UNSF lie detectors are, she thought.
“Insidious? Nothing.”
A red light glittered on the top of the device.
“Oh, so I’m supposed to get all upset that you red-lighted me?” she asked. “Is that supposed to make my heart race? Make me sweat?”
“You do know,” the operator said in a neutral voice. “Please elucidate.”
She took a deep breath. “No, I don’t know.”
“You do know. Please consider the danger your silence could pose to Earth.”
“Sorry.”
“If you don’t comply, you will be held indefinitely. The UNSF cannot negotiate with your employer for your eventual return. You will no longer have any means to support yourself above subsistence level.”
Aldriena gave a false smile. Subsistence level was a state of utter poverty so severe that sometimes even basic needs weren’t met. Anyone on Earth who didn’t work for a megacorporation or the world government knew intimately how bad the official subsistence level was.
Sigh. Time for a strategic retreat.
“Project Insidious is an espionage effort directed toward some of the deep space stations,” Aldriena said.
“True,” the voice replied evenly. “Thank you for your cooperation. Which space stations are involved in the project?”
“Synchronicity. Xanadu. Avalon. Thermopylae. Tanelorn. Maybe others, I don’t know.”
Aldriena’s vision fuzzed for a moment and then cleared itself.
Oh, shit. Here we go. I was always better on the other side of coercion.
“What information in particular is Project Insidious trying to retrieve?”
Aldriena hesitated. Then her whole body clenched convulsively like her arm, as if to eject the answer like vomit.
“Technological secrets.”
“Whose technological secrets is Project Insidious trying to retrieve?”
A drop of sweat trickled down her neck. Aldriena tried to imagine that it was Martin’s lips. Then in a perverse inversion of her imagination, she ended up with the mental image of the hideous technician behind her, gnawing on her neck. She managed to forget the question.
“Whose technological secrets is Project Insidious trying to retrieve?”
Damn. Just get it over with.
“Captain. Slicer. Claw. Hitler. Red.”
“For what company or companies do Captain, Slicer, Claw, Hitler, and Red work?”
“I don’t know.” The words exploded from her. Finally, a question she didn’t have to fight. She tried to marshal her will to sidestep the next question.
“For what company or companies do Captain, Slicer, Claw, Hitler, and Red work?”
“I don’t know!”
“Tell me about Captain.”
“Captain is … he is … it is … the leader.”
“Tell me more about Captain.”
Aldriena groaned. She closed her eyes but it made the spinning worse, so she snapped them back open again. She felt the sting of sweat in a cut on her temple.
“Captain is the leader of a group of aliens that made contact with Synchronicity.”
Finally, there was some respite. Her statement took the program awhile to dissect. Aldriena tried to breathe deeply. Then she clenched her stomach muscles and opened her mouth trying to puke. When that didn’t work, she tried to sleep. Nothing was working.
“What do you mean Captain is an alien? Tell me more about that.”
“It is a cyborg that resides in an artificial body that moves in a … an alien spinning motion. It has enslaved several stations and forces the inhabitants to participate in virtual contests in order to attain ranks.”
“Why haven’t you informed the UNSF of this development?”
Aldriena laughed. Then she spat on the logo of the shiny machine.
“That’d be pretty dumb, now wouldn’t it? If we did that you’d, oh, say, fly in with a heavily armed space fleet and shut Insidious down before we could learn anything from them. Before Black Core, Bentra, and Reiss-Marck could analyze their technology and catapult themselves a century ahead of the competition.”
 




Ten
 

“This is outrageous,” Vendrati proclaimed.
Bren barely heard her. His mind had already accepted the report of the Black Core operative and moved on to the repercussions. Aliens! It fit the facts they had; Bren felt that if they’d been up against a rogue AI core they’d have lost already. But a small group of aliens, with technology ahead of that possessed by humans, could well explain past events.
“It makes sense,” Bren said.
Everyone stared at him. He realized he must have interrupted the meeting in progress.
“Excuse me? Niachi has probably been suborned by the AI core. We already know it has some kind of mind control,” Vendrati said.
“We thought the mind control was related to the suits,” Jameson said. “Bren, why are you so willing to believe the Black Core operative?”
“The Reds are superior technology. Plain and simple. They’re smaller, faster, and better armed. We only win because of strength of numbers. Yet, other than the superiority of those few machines, our foe is strangely weaker than an AI core would be. They don’t fully take over our computers, initiate mass production of war machines, or anything else we saw before the Marseilles Purge.”
“The purge is only one incident. For all we know, these super-AIs are each unique just like people are. This woman has created a ridiculously elaborate story to mislead us,” Vendrati said. “Crates of the strange gear that we’ve seen on these stations were found on Xanadu. I believe this woman has been spreading elements of the rogue core to new stations.”
“Yet the rangers on Xanadu have not reported any problem,” Jameson said.
“Those rangers may already be lost to us,” Vendrati said.
“The woman isn’t making it up,” Devin said. “She can’t be fooling the Scorpion.”
“If her brain has been rewired by an AI core, she could have the ability to defeat the Scorpion,” Vendrati said. “In fact it’s probably not even safe to keep her alive at all. We have no idea what she’s capable of.”
“The tissue we found inside the Reds is not an indication of bio AI technology,” Bren said. “It was an alien brain. The Reds are cyborgs. Open your eyes.”
Vendrati leaned forward as if she intended to continue the argument, but then she sat back. She frowned.
“Well, unless these aliens are the vanguard of a full-scale invasion, this is actually good news,” Jameson said. “We can handle a small group of them much easier than a runaway core.”
“I don’t know what’s really happening,” Vendrati said. “But whether it’s a core or aliens, luckily our course of action is about the same: isolate the stations from the net and bring more fleets out here to mop up the deep space stations as fast as we can.”
“True. For now, we’re sticking with the official story of a rogue core,” Jameson said. “That story gets the right level of concern from the megacorporations and makes them offer to help.”
“So … what will we do with the Black Core operative?” asked Devin.
“She needs to be isolated from the net,” Vendrati said. “Until we’re sure of this alien story, it would be foolish not to keep her under constant observation with severe restrictions on her activities. Her link should be disabled.”
“I think we should bring her here,” Bren said.
Everyone looked at him.
“She’s allowed on these stations. She knows all about the Reds. We need to find out more.”
“More than that; we can use her skills,” Devin said. “She’s used to infiltrating these stations, and they expect her to show up carrying special materials and information. We can send her in ahead of our next board and control deployment.”
“Could be useful,” Jameson said.
“Extremely so,” Henley chimed in. “Imagine if she could disable their short range radar. We can keep ourselves off the public radar buoys with their local detection systems in our pocket, their warning would be reduced to nothing. They’d be oblivious to our BCP until we attached to the station.”
“My people need to examine her longer,” Vendrati said. “We could be sending an enemy ahead to warn the others. She may be suborned by the enemy, be it AI or a group of aliens.”
“Then you have one week. Unless you can come up with some evidence that she’s been compromised, I’ll see if she can rendezvous with us before we hit Avalon,” Jameson said.
“Then our plans remain the same?” Henley asked.
“If you really believe they’re aliens, then we should consider opening a dialogue with them,” Vendrati said.
“That would just serve to further warn them,” Henley said.
“High Command believes if there really are aliens on these stations, then they may leave altogether,” Jameson said. “We have orders to attempt capturing one alive. Even at the risk of our lives and hardware.”
Everyone fell silent.
We could barely defeat them in open combat. How could we possibly capture one alive? Bren didn’t have to say it aloud.
“I’d advise against that. We’ve been leaving marines behind on the bases,” Henley said. “I don’t have as much manpower as we started with.”
Jameson nodded. “We have a troop transport rendezvousing with us at Avalon, our next stop. They have two more battalions ready to assist. We need to come up with some non-lethal options for the Reds.”
“With due respect, it’s dangerous even to try. What are we going to do? Net them? They move so fast, it’s hard to hit them even with the ASSAIL guns,” Henley said.
“We could use poison gas,” Devin suggested. “If they have biological components, then we could take advantage of that.”
“Maybe some kind of electromagnetic weapon to burn out some of its cyblocs, or whatever they use for their computers,” Jackson said.
“I suspect if we burn out a cyborg’s electronics, then the bio component would eventually die as well,” Bren said. “I don’t know about their design, but if we had a human brain in a box, it would need the system working to provide oxygen, glucose, whatever. If you fried the system, then the brain would probably die in a minute or two.”
Jameson waited until no one else had spoken for a while.
“We have a lot of glue at our disposal,” Jameson said. “We found last time that the gear had been treated to defeat our run-of-the-mill glue weapons. But we have other compounds designed for heavier targets. We have a limited supply of a hardening foam grenade that is deemed too dangerous to use on infantry targets. But it will freeze a security robot in place. Given that these creatures are so small and light, it seems reasonable to expect that they may not be very physically strong.”
“Distribute them among my men,” Henley said.
“No,” Bren said. “No, better to give them to the ASSAIL units, the machines will know the best time to deploy the grenades.”
“We don’t have any kind of launchers for them on board,” Jameson said. “They’re packaged as hand-thrown grenades.”
“Clip them to the front of the ASSAILs,” Bren maintained. “The throat tentacle is more than agile enough to throw a grenade. The machines will be able to combine the use of the grenades with their other weapons with preternatural foresight.” Bren winced. Preternatural foresight? Why can’t I talk like a normal person?
No one objected. Jameson nodded. “Very well. I’ll have the grenades brought to the Guts.”
“I can allocate some resources to communicating with the aliens,” Vendrati said.
“No. Advisor Vendrati, we need you to focus on analyzing the bio residue of the alien … flesh or brains, or whatever is inside those machines. Your new orders are to come up with weapons we can use now that we know they’re cyborgs. Do we even know if they’re carbon-based life? Can we poison them? Try to find out if their bodies do gas exchange with the outside air. Figure out what weaknesses they have that robots don’t.”
“Yes, sir,” Vendrati said.
Bren stared at Vendrati. She accepted those orders calmly.
Considering all she has to work with is some burnt residue, it sounds like a tall order.
“If we succeed in capturing one alive, then we can attempt to communicate with it,” Jameson said. “Until then, we have to make sure we take control of these bases.”
 

***
 

A link signal woke Bren from a half sleep full of work anxieties and non sequitur sexual forays involving Nicole Devin. He suspected that few woman had ever ridden an ASSAIL into battle, much less while completely naked. He checked the message. It was Lieutenant Hoffman transmitting from the Guts.
“Yeah?” Bren responded without opening his eyes. Anyone watching him lying twisted on his bed would believe him still asleep.
“I’ve sterilized the data from Meridian’s … from what we did.”
“Good. Anything we can use?”
“I don’t have a countermeasure in mind. We only have a theory about how the armor was defeated. As in Meridian’s summary, involving molecule cutters to weaken the armor in little circles before the main weapon strikes.”
Bren grunted. “I need a shower. I’ll see you incarnate in the Guts in a half hour.”
Bren cut the connection. He accessed his water ration record from the room computer. A graph in his PV showed that he had a lot left. Apparently, Vigilant had resupplied from the last space station.
A panel in the wall of his quarters opened to the shower. It had water and crash foam nozzles on the top with nothing but a hand stirrup along its smooth sides. The tiny space served as both shower and crash tube; if the Vigilant had to perform emergency acceleration then Bren would climb into it and the entire thing would fill with foam, encasing him in a protective cocoon.
He stepped in and activated the controls with his link. A hot blast of high velocity water scoured his clammy skin. He put his hand into the stirrup for a shot of caffeine. He couldn’t feel the injection but his heart stirred in response. His body knew the routine.
Bren cut the shower. A blast of air as hot as the water dried him for a ten count. He stepped out of the cubicle and put on a fresh uniform. Finally awake and functional, he double-timed it down to the Guts.
He walked in behind an attractive female handler. Landers, he reminded himself. Her uniform pants outlined her trim shape quite explicitly, and the sway of her hips reminded Bren of his humanity. Her red hair was long and shiny, smelling of lilacs as he trailed her. He sighed. These long cruises were full of such frustrations. Ironically, his recent activity with Nicole had heightened his awareness of the women around him, not satiated it.
Landers was headed toward Hoffman’s station. Thoughts of his earlier fragmented dreams returned as he surveyed her gray uniform from behind. She giggled.
“What are you laughing at?” he said aloud. Last time he checked, his thoughts were his own.
She turned and saw Bren. “Sorry, Colonel.”
“At ease, Lieutenant. What’s so funny?” He kept his voice relaxed, trying to coax the truth from her.
“Well … you know how Hoffman loves his anchor flats so much?”
“Yeah. I do.” Bren looked over at Hoffman, who hadn’t noticed them yet. To the naked eye, it appeared as if he stared at several blank metal spaces set out before him. Bren knew that Hoffman used them as PV anchor points to show data displays from his link, interlacing visual reality with his own virtual workspace.
“I set them to show him looking at porn all day long,” she said. Bren smiled. Her PV showed something quite different.
“Hey! I heard that,” Hoffman said, turning around.
Bren laughed.
“Well, that’s what you get for using so many anchor points,” she told him. “You look like you’re sitting at a bridge station in one of those old space videos.”
“Bah,” he said dismissively. Then, “Actually I only use one of them for porn … of you.”
“Uh! Well, you have a scan of my face but not my bod!”
“That’s what you think. When I dated Waters, she gave me a feed of the gym showers.”
“She wouldn’t!”
Hoffman laughed. Landers walked onward.
Bren looked at Hoffman’s anchor spots again. He had even more than last time. Many people interlaced their real vision with link data. Bren had even heard of people back on Earth who made their wife or husband look like someone else in their PV. Bren preferred to keep translucent floating displays, so he could easily separate the virtual from the concrete.
Hoffman sent him a link and he opened it. It appeared to be a lab study on the physical validity of a cutter molecule attack on the ASSAIL armor.
“Hrm. I wonder how much time we can spend on this idea. Even if it’s true that doesn’t necessarily help us,” Bren said.
“I’m pretty sure about this, Colonel. This theory has already racked up a successful prediction. I figured if it really did work that way then maybe we could see some of the results of the pre-cutting. Well, there is. Our machines are riddled with invisible damage.”
“Really? The surviving machines too?”
“Yes. We found microfractures in tiny circles scattered across every machine. We found at least two on each one. Nergal had five or six. So whatever this thing is, the weakening element seems to work faster since there are so many potential breakthrough sites in the armor that were never exploited by the main weapon.”
Bren saw a new machine being set up in its bay. He accessed his link for the details. A summary caught his eye. He frowned. They only had three new ASSAILs available for the Avalon incursion.
“Shit. Only three more?” he said aloud.
“Tell me about it,” Hoffman said.
“Have we named them yet?”
“Well, of course, we still have Meridian, Neptune, Nergal, and Nemesis that made it out of Tanelorn. So we called the new ones Oblivion, Odin, and Orion.”
Bren smiled a little. “Nice. We could use an Odin about now.”
“Jameson sent the grenades down too, but we haven’t set them up yet.”
“Look on the bright side, Lieutenant. At least we have fewer machines to prep.”
“So … what do you think about this whole aliens theory?” Hoffman asked.
“It’s not a theory. It’s real. Ask yourself about the weapon.”
“I don’t know whether to be scared or relieved,” Hoffman said. “What I mean is, I would expect an alien weapon to be capable of destroying the ASSAILs. I was thinking before, someone on Earth has revolutionary new weapons technology and we don’t know anything about it. But now I know it comes from somewhere else entirely.”
“I know what you mean,” Bren said. “It makes more sense now that we know where it comes from … or rather, that we know we could not possibly know where it comes from.” Bren smiled. “Before, I thought, how could we be so far behind the curve? The ASSAILs were supposed to be advanced weapons.”
Hoffman smiled too. “There wasn’t any room in our world view for such technology. So it fits better now that we know it’s from entirely outside our world view!”
“Yep,” Bren said.
“I wonder if anyone tried to talk with these things. Sounds like they just came in and took over, huh?”
“Yes. Took over in a big way. I wonder where they’re from, and how many more of them there are. Are they renegades? Soldiers? Explorers? So many unknowns.”
“Does the UNSF know more than we’re let in on?”
“I don’t know. I’ll try to find out what I can from Devin.”
“You like her?”
Bren was surprised. Apparently, it was obvious to everyone.
“Yeah. I do. But the way things have been going crazy up here, I guess I haven’t had enough time to do much about it.”
Hoffman nodded. “Well, you might as well try, before that nuke we’re all sitting on goes off.”
Bren shrugged. “Do you think a spurned lover has ever nuked himself out of anguish?”
“Nope. But there’s a first time for everything,” Hoffman said and laughed.
 

***
 

Bren sought out Nicole in person on the third deck of Vigilant where she had set up her mobile intelligence camp. After passing two marine guards, Bren entered a temporary work area used by the intelligence folks attached to the BCP command staff. It held mostly cubicles filled with personal effects with the exception of a couple of emergency access points for the ship’s computers. Of course, the manual access points were covered in dust.
He spotted her. She sat at a desk centered between a few piles of hardcopy. He thought of Hoffman’s anchor points. People must have their eccentricities, he decided.
“What brings you here?” Nicole asked.
“I heard we have a mysterious guest aboard. One who used to work for Black Core.”
“Ah, curious? I can tell you what we find out once we’ve had more time with her.”
“I’ve been mulling over our new objectives,” Bren said. “I think the Black Core operative may be exactly what we need to have a shot at capturing one of these things alive.”
“We already have a mission for her,” Nicole said.
“She can disable their radar first. Then we can give her a couple of those industrial glue grenades and tell her to find a Red.”
“What makes you think she could pull it off? One industrial spy? Maybe we could find some commandos.”
“Did you see the way she stood up to Meridian? That was our first incursion. She had no idea what was up. This woman is no stranger to running by the seat of her pants.”
“And quite a seat that is. You think because she’s attractive that means she’s competent.”
Bren considered it. Did she have a point? He didn’t think so.
“You should be no stranger to that phenomenon, yourself.”
Nicole didn’t respond immediately, but she gave him a little smile, so he continued.
“Aldriena’s the choice of a strong corporation. They’d drop her to subsistence if she wasn’t good. The competition there is fierce.”
“Your specialization has insulated you, Bren,” Nicole said softly. “The UNSF has cut plenty of people now that the corporations have sucked all the money out of the masses.”
“Do you have any evidence to show she’s no good?” Bren asked. “We have evidence that she’s capable. She’s been spying on the Reds and avoiding the attention of the UNSF. She escaped from us once. I heard she led some rangers on a merry chase, too.”
Nicole shrugged. “Okay. I see no reason not to try out your plan. But remember: she has to disable the radar first. If you get her killed, at least we’ll have done that.”
Bren nodded.
“Let’s go talk to her, then,” Nicole said.
“What? Now?”
“Yes. Why not?”
“We haven’t talked about giving her some grenades with the others.”
“I’m in charge of her. We already discussed using her at the meeting. Everyone was amenable to the idea,” Nicole said. “Besides, I haven’t handed her any grenades yet.”
“Okay. Uhm, incarnate?”
“Sure. That way you’ll get to see her up close. For real.”
“You act like I’m some kind of schoolboy!”
Nicole tilted her head. “Sorry. I guess I’m a bit jealous. You haven’t seen the effect this woman has had on every man she’s been near.”
Bren didn’t reply. The woman did look beautiful, he thought.
Nicole led him through a hatch and down two adjoining corridors. They walked past two armed marines and up to a closed hatch.
“Here it is,” Nicole said. She waited for a moment. Bren knew she must have been announcing their arrival to Aldriena Niachi.
The hatch opened and Bren followed Nicole inside. The quarters beyond were small and clean. The walls were plain white with only airscrub grass fixtures, couches, and chairs to fill the space. Bren supposed that since the operative had been captured and brought to these temporary quarters, she wouldn’t have much in the way of personal possessions to clutter the rooms.
Aldriena sat on a plain white sofa before a low metal table. She stood as they entered. Bren realized how much more physical this woman’s presence was than Nicole’s. Aldriena looked like a supermodel, even in a plain white jumpsuit. Bren’s mind immediately conjured up an image of him unzipping the front and sliding his hand in.
“Hello again, Lieutenant Devin,” Aldriena said.
She struck Bren as a dozen times more beautiful incarnate than he remembered her through the ASSAIL video. Her long black hair was so black, he thought. It shined silkily even in the soft white light of the quarters. Her face looked perfect to him, as if she were a jewel of the video industry and not a spy.
Somehow, he kept his eyes mostly level. Then his gaze locked with her eyes, which were even more mesmerizing. Their angles lent her an air of exotic beauty. There were so few Asians in the world government, because of the occupation of Japan and the UNSF’s opposition to the Chinese bloc. That made her more unique and shocking to the eye. Shocking in a good way, he thought.
“I haven’t met you, Colonel,” she said.
“What? Ah, sorry … uhm, I was absorbed with my link.” Bren dipped his head briefly, but didn’t offer his hand.
“Of course. You must be a busy man,” she said smoothly.
Bren became aware he was a target for manipulation, so he just looked at Nicole to prompt her to start. She took the cue.
“We’re hitting Avalon next. You been?”
“Yes,” said Aldriena.
“Can you infiltrate the base? We have a mission for you. One that beats ‘sitting around here getting shuffled around from prison to prison’.”
Aldriena smiled. Bren’s mind reeled.
“You use my own words against me,” Aldriena said.
“Yes, I’ve watched all your interview footage,” Nicole said. “I don’t blame you. Well, here’s your chance. Get onto Avalon ahead of us. Infiltrate their navigation controls and disable their short-range radar. Hardware or software, we don’t care. We’ll take care of the public buoys. You cripple their stuff.”
“Is that all?” Aldriena said sarcastically.
“No, actually there is one other …” Bren said. He trailed off as Aldriena raised an eyebrow at him.
“We want you to help us capture one of them,” Nicole said.
“You’ll have everyone after you seize the base!”
“No, we want one of the aliens.”
“One of the spinners? How can I help you? You have huge armored robots that trundle around blowing the shit out of everything that moves. And a whole brigade of marines—”
“Only two battalions, actually,” Nicole said. “Although we are getting more soon.”
“Oh. Well. I now see why you need me,” Aldriena said.
“You can get on the station to deliver a shipment,” Bren said. “If you can find out where the spinner or spinners are, that alone would help. Better yet, if you can get close to one, you can use a glue bomb on it.”
“A glue bomb won’t—”
“This isn’t a normal glue grenade,” Nicole said. “It’s a lot more … industrial. A robot stopper, almost like instant-set concrete.”
“Except lighter,” Bren added. He winced. That probably went without saying. Surely, Nicole had noticed his tongue-tied mien. He’d lost whatever chance he had to stand out in her eyes on this one.
“Sounds dangerous,” Aldriena said. “If I use it, I could get stuck myself and asphyxiate. If I miss, then sure as hell the spinner isn’t going to be happy.”
“Then don’t miss,” Nicole said.
“Well. I survived a group of horny space rangers, so what do I have to lose, going up against a deadly alien monster?”
“Is that a yes?” Nicole asked.
“I’m gonna need some Momma Veer and my gun. C4B.”
“What?”
“Never mind. I need a Veer skinsuit, not that cheap shit you give your grunts. You guys have some good guns somewhere too, right?”
Nicole frowned. “I’m sure we can dig one up.”
“Okay, well how much does this job pay?” asked Aldriena.
“You know there’s going to be a huge political whiplash about all of this when it comes to light,” Nicole said. “You can come out unscathed if you help us get what we want. Otherwise, you’ll look like part of the problem.”
Aldriena sighed. “Didn’t anyone teach you space force types that you can get more with a carrot than a stick?”
“That is the carrot, miss,” Nicole said. Bren started. He hadn’t realized that Nicole could sound so forceful. “You don’t even want to know what the stick is.”
Bren watched Aldriena bristle.
“The UNSF does regular news feeds about the base incursions now that everyone knows we’re out here,” he jumped in. “You’re scheduled to be part of the next one. You’ll be painted as some kind of traitor … unless we prevent that.”
Bren figured an operative like Aldriena didn’t want to have her identity widely advertised. Surely, Black Core would be more likely to take her back into service if she kept a low profile.
“Very well,” she said. “But I still say you’re making me choose between a small stick and a big stick. I don’t see any carrots around here.”
“We’ll draw up a contract. Payment only for the completion of your objectives,” Nicole said.
“At last! A vegetable!” Aldriena said.
 




Eleven
 

Cinmei sat on Chris’s bed, her slender body hid from his eyes beneath a turquoise robe. Even though Chris felt a crushing load of worry and fear from his situation, he stared at the smooth brown skin of her shapely calves where they descended from her garment. He caught the scent of cinnamon that followed her around the quarters. Perhaps if he leaned closer, he could sample the scent better.
He forced his fantasies to submerge. He had to have his wits about him to get home alive.
“Well? Tell me your plan. How are we gonna do this?” he asked.
“Shuttle. We will be on.”
“How can we do that? They’ll never let us.”
“Have others who help. They fool computer.”
“And Captain?”
“We go during challenge.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Yes. Best time. Only one chance, I think.”
Chris felt helpless. He had no network of people here, no experience in smuggling anything, certainly not people. He felt the VG security people were competent. He’d seen one or two greedy employees relegated to subsistence level for trying to cheat the company payroll. Only the strongest lasted very long at subsistence. If the low calorie diet didn’t get you then eventually you’d get sick and die without any medical attention. Yet, Cinmei had offered a way out, and he didn’t think he could escape alone.
What choice do I have?
“Has anyone you worked with escaped before?”
“No. Haven’t tried.”
“I wonder what Alec will do if they catch us,” Chris said. “I mean, I wonder what Captain will do.”
Cinmei didn’t answer.
“Where are you from?” Chris asked.
“Beijing.”
“What kind of spy are you exactly? Do you work for the Chinese government or a corporation?”
Cinmei looked away. “No matter,” she said.
It didn’t surprise Chris that she didn’t answer his direct question.
“Okay, well never mind about that. I wonder what it’s like growing up in the Chinese bloc. Is it true that you have a billion people living at subsistence?”
“No.”
“Hrm. Well, what bad things did you hear about the West when you were in Beijing?”
“Americans all use drugs. Drugs to keep happy and stupid. Brazilians are all segui.”
“Segui?”
“Sex … sex monster,” she said.
“Ah. Well, I don’t use many drugs. Although a sleeping pill tonight might be wise. I doubt I can go to sleep given the current plan for tomorrow.”
Cinmei nodded.
“I help you sleep,” she said.
“I was hoping you might say that.”
 

***
 

The next morning, Chris awakened with the lethargy of a troubled night of sleep. Cinmei wasn’t in the room. He stared at himself in the wall mirrors of his personal quarters. He lay entwined in the maroon bedsheet. Sleep had disheveled his blond hair, but it was so short it didn’t look too bad. He looked older now. No gray hairs, but the lines of his face cut deeper.
Is this how Chris Adrastus dies? he asked himself. Slaughtered by an alien in a reckless attempt to escape Synchronicity?
He dressed in light pants and a white shirt and then layered his gear over the top. He wondered if this were the last day he’d have to wear it. He’d about become used to the bulky armor-like garments. They made him feel protected, like a thick set of winter boots.
He walked out into the main room. Cinmei sat on the couch wearing a small set of gear except for the helmet, which rested on the glass table before her. The suit was black with gray webbing similar to his with the blue trim of a low ranking individual.
“Gear for you? How did you get it?”
“Made doctor appointment,” Cinmei said. She grabbed her helmet and stood up.
“How many of your people are coming?”
“No room for anyone else,” she said. “We can only fool the security this much. Slicer may know. He has killed,” she said. She put her helmet on. Chris thought he could tell it was she inside the gear from the graceful movements, but he told himself that was only because he’d seen her don it.
“I remember!” Chris said. He slipped his helmet on.
They left the quarters and marched down the outside hall past rows of doors to other living accommodations. Chris thought he could tell Cinmei wasn’t used to the gear. She had the same awkward gait he’d had his first day or two on the station. It took awhile to get used to the extra bulk of the suits, even though they were fairly light.
Will someone notice? It doesn’t matter. Just paranoid.
Chris felt danger gnawing at his gut. When he’d been competing for Alec Vineaux’s attention, he had fed off the uncertainty and what he’d thought of as “danger.” Now he felt cowed, vulnerable. He didn’t thrive on the action anymore. At least not today.
He followed Cinmei into larger concourses where more people moved about heading to incarnate meetings or duties. The traffic wasn’t heavy, because more than half of work and a third of social activity took place in a virtual format. No one pointed out Cinmei or yelled at him to stop. He relaxed a notch.
Advertisements flickered on the walls. His link fed them into his visual cortex from outside agencies and painted them onto the large flat surfaces. The ads were tailored to him personally—other people saw different ads based on their known proclivities and past purchasing history.
“Jacobson disposable wardrobe. For the serious traveler. They’ll think you brought your clothes all the way from Earth!” a stranger urged him from an ad on his left.
Chris winced. If the advertising software suspected he was headed to the spaceport, would Captain know too?
They filtered into the main entrance of the port. Almost no one else seemed to be going into the departure area. Chris wanted to ask how big a flight they were on. He didn’t want to attract any attention, and since Cinmei supposedly didn’t have a link, he didn’t dare try to transmit a message. His link hadn’t picked up any signal that she had one, which didn’t surprise him. She couldn’t emit the public link broadcast protocols and go unnoticed.
They walked up to a collection of doors divided by rails like racehorse chutes. Cinmei selected one and they walked inside. Chris recognized the room as one of the small check-in areas he had been in after getting off the VG shuttle. He looked at the checker bot built into the wall expectantly, but it didn’t move.
“Wait here,” Cinmei said.
“Hey, wait! How big is this flight, anyway? How come no one else is here?”
“Technicians only,” she said. “Not for passengers. Cargo flight.”
“Really? Oh.”
Chris had been envisioning a fancy spaceplane like his flight out from Earth. Yet another uncertainty. He didn’t even know what the plane looked like, or what it would be like inside. A cargo flight sounded much less pleasing than the luxury flight he’d arrived on, but he anticipated leaving nonetheless.
“Wait,” Cinmei repeated. “Time must be right; we pretend to be someone else.” She walked ahead out of the room.
Chris stood nervously waiting for Cinmei to reappear. Time seemed to slow to an agonizing crawl while he fought a combination of impatience and dread. He shifted around aimlessly staring at the barren room. The advertisements hadn’t followed them here. The robotic inspector remained lifeless at the counter. He had an odd fear that it would return to life and sound an alarm in a shrill voice.
“We get on now.”
Chris jumped. He spun around. Of course, it was only Cinmei. He hadn’t heard her return. He slumped.
“Relax. It go like plan,” she said, tugging on his arm. He stepped toward her. She lifted his hand and placed a silvery metal object into his armored palm. Chris looked at the device. It was a smooth cylinder with two needles protruding from the front. It had a firing stud and a safety switch on top.
“Stunner?” he guessed.
“Taser,” she said. “For emergency. I take care of pilots.”
“The computer flies the shuttle, not the pilots,” Chris pointed out.
“Pilots control computer,” she said. “They give me the authorization to …” Cinmei hesitated, looking for a word. “Navigate.”
“But they’re not our people?”
Cinmei walked ahead and didn’t answer. Chris wondered what Cinmei was going to do to get the pilots to help. Bribery? Torture? Was there another way? Maybe mind control, he thought. After all, Captain had managed to manipulate minds. Could Cinmei’s people have mastered that technology?
They walked into a deserted lock corridor toward the shuttle. Chris approached eagerly and they stepped through into the spaceplane.
The interior suffered from a dearth of light, slowing Chris’s first analysis. As his eyes adjusted, he realized the flight deck held about half the number of seats of his arrival flight. He saw drab plastic canvas seats. Was the interior dingy or just dark? Everything on his arrival flight had been new and shiny. He remembered the sparkle of the VG tags. Nothing sparkled in this place. A thin gray carpet covered the floors.
The individual seating stations sat on barren metal platforms that rotated to accommodate the acceleration of the shuttle. Each passenger had their own storage area, although this shuttle had only two storage compartments for each seat.
A figure suited in a bulky set of black gear entered the passenger module from the far side. The person threw his helmet aside revealing his face. The man had brown hair with gray on the sides. Drops of sweat streaked his fat cheeks. The man glanced at Chris and Cinmei but his gaze didn’t linger.
They walked closer to the man as he struggled with his gear. Chris saw the man wore the lowest ranking blue. His cheeks were flushed red, and he breathed heavily while yanking off his shoulder coverings.
“You can take your gear off now,” the man said testily. He bent down to pull off his own shin pieces.
Cinmei pointed her taser at the back of the man’s neck and activated it. Chris heard a sharp crack. The man grunted and jerked forward as his muscles convulsed. His knees hit the deck followed by his face, propping his body up in a ludicrous position. Cinmei kicked him over sideways causing him to flop limply across the floor onto his back.
She took off her helmet and looked at Chris.
“Leave rest on,” she said. “Just in case. Maybe good protection.”
Chris nodded. He understood her point. The thick suit might stop several types of non-lethal weapons, like their tasers.
“What about his link? If he wakes up and sends out a message …”
“Link dead now,” Cinmei said. She pointed at her taser.
Chris realized that the weapon must be more sophisticated than he had estimated. If it neutralized links, then that covered his first worry. Then he had another thought.
“But if we zap the pilot’s link, the shuttle might—”
Cinmei put up her armored hand. “Know. Have link to take over.”
“But the pilot’s link must have a series of one-time codes used to communicate with …” his voice trailed off as Cinmei shook her head.
“Know,” she said again. “We have codes, too. Only need password to make navi … navigation changes.”
Chris sighed. He was only along for the ride. Apparently, Cinmei and her people were quite competent. He might as well shut up.
Cinmei shuffled quickly to the other door. It opened to reveal a short corridor that seemed to run the spine of the cargo shuttle. The white passageway had an ugly beige floor. The bottom edge of the space had square corners but the ceiling had smoothed out edges, making Chris think the passage must lie immediately under the top surface of the shuttle. She headed toward the front of the vessel with Chris close behind her.
Cinmei paused at the end of the corridor. Chris accessed the shuttle map through his link. He could clearly see that they stood at the entrance to the vessel cockpit.
“Your entrance is not authorized,” a soft voice told him through his link as he centered it on the cockpit.
Chris saw the control space beyond the door was only four by six meters. He saw a picture of the interior showing a large acceleration couch and two banks of manual controls that he assumed were only for emergencies.
The door opened. A man in a jumpsuit uniform of blue and white lounged in the acceleration couch he’d seen on the diagram. The room had the banks of equipment shown by the link, augmented by a few potted plants. The man looked more slender than his comrade looked but had the same graying hair. He didn’t gaze at the newcomers, but simply stared into space. Most likely, he focused on his PV.
“So, what’s up?” asked the man. Chris detected an accent in the voice. Maybe German or Austrian, he thought.
Cinmei pointed her taser at his chest and let him have it. The pilot yelped and went limp. After a split second, a rivulet of blood ran down the man’s chin. Chris winced. The pilot had bitten his own lip or tongue.
“Help carry,” Cinmei entreated.
Chris nodded. He took the man’s upper arms and pulled him from the couch. Cinmei helped to pull the body into firefighters’ carry position on Chris’s back. A single drop of blood splattered onto the floor, marring the dull beige floor with an oasis of crimson.
Cinmei led Chris down the hall and into a room of storage lockers. The ceiling was rounded and low overhead and lit by glow panels nestled between dark grilled vents. Four or five white chairs were around a table that folded out of the wall. Cinmei pulled a chair out into the center of the room, so Chris dropped the pilot into it.
Cinmei opened up a locker. Chris saw some duffel bags inside. Cinmei shuffled things around in the locker and produced some slender yellow rope.
“Tie up,” she told Chris, tossing him some rope. Then she hurried out.
Chris had just managed to get the pilot seated when she returned dragging the other man. He helped her sit him down on another white plastic chair.
Chris tied them up, securing their hands behind the chairs. Then he tied their ankles to the legs of the chairs. He pulled the cords as tight as he dared. He remembered hearing something about serious consequences of tying someone up so tightly that their limbs did not get enough blood. When he was done, he wasn’t sure the bonds would hold forever, but he figured it would take at least a couple of hours to escape from them.
Cinmei opened a dispenser panel in the wall and filled a transparent plastic cup with water. The first man was already coming around. Cinmei threw the water across the pilot’s face. He sputtered and groaned.
“Let us go, you whack jobs,” the first man said. Chris figured this guy had to be subservient to the pilot. He didn’t have a uniform and he hadn’t been in the cockpit.
“I change course,” Cinmei said. “We need authorization.”
“No!” spat the first man.
The pilot shook his head, opening his eyes and staring glumly at his captors. “We won’t cooperate with you,” he said. The accent was almost certainly German. “My link does not work. By this time, the vessel is locked down and help is on the way.”
“Does the ship look locked down to you?” Chris asked. He walked over to a locker and asked it to open through his link. The door popped open. The simple gesture was not lost on the pilot.
“We need authorization,” she repeated.
“Go fuck yourself, Chink!”
Cinmei set her mouth in a straight thin line. She produced a short knife from her gear. The blade glinted. It appeared razor sharp on one side and had a wicked looking serration on the other.
Chris stared at the knife and swallowed. He felt uncomfortable, even though he wasn’t the one being threatened.
“I’m not talking,” said the pilot. The other man didn’t speak.
Cinmei calmly sliced through the pilot’s waistband and slid his pants down to his ankles. The man wore blue undersheers, simple clinging underwear that went halfway down his thigh.
“You do not want me continue,” Cinmei said. The pilot didn’t respond.
Chris didn’t want her to continue either. He felt he needed to stay to lend weight to Cinmei’s presence. Psychologically, the man should feel more pressure among more enemies. Cinmei adjusted her taser then thrust it hard into the pilot’s groin. Chris heard a sharp snap.
The man screamed. Chris shifted on his feet uneasily but kept his face calm.
“You crazy bitch!” the other man yelled.
“Give us,” Cinmei said. The pilot didn’t answer. His face had turned crimson. His jaw clenched.
Cinmei grabbed the man’s shorts and sliced them open with her knife.
“Oh, my god,” whimpered the man next to the pilot.
“I never liked watching this part,” Chris stated matter-of-factly. “Let me know once he’s told you.” Chris fled from the room, barely keeping rein on his emotions.
Behind him, the pilot let loose with a strong, panicked scream. The wavering wail made Chris wince. His hands moved nervously over his body.
Oh, my god. Did she cut something off?
Chris froze, transfixed between a need to see what had happened and a need to run and hide. The pilot screamed again. It was a long, strained wail of despair. Chris shook his head and paced.
Thirty seconds later, Cinmei emerged from the room. There was blood on her knife. He had known there would be, but somehow seeing the blood forced him to accept what had happened. A part of him decided he was glad she had done it. Now he could get home and put this behind him.
My hands are clean. She did everything.
Their gazes interlocked. He looked for any sign of horror or pleasure on her face. She gave Chris a faint smile.
“We have authorization,” she said.
Chris nodded. He couldn’t utter a word of criticism.
She did what was necessary. I couldn’t have done it. Should I ask … what exactly she did?
“I locked them out of computer,” she told him. He nodded again.
Chris remembered his security training and realized the pilot was probably a VG man like himself.
“Wait,” Chris said. “I know you’re good. But he didn’t say the password was argus five zero five, did he?”
Cinmei stared at him.
“How you know that?”
Chris shook his head. “I work for VG, remember? Argus five zero five is a security alert password. If you use that, the ship will lock down. He’s been trained to give you that password. It changes every month.”
Cinmei stood still for a moment. Chris wondered if she would believe him.
“Wait here,” she said. Even through the suit, Chris could detect the edge to her voice.
The screams started quickly. This time, he forced himself closer to the door. It wasn’t an airtight seal. He could hear the awful noise inside very clearly. He kneeled down and put his ear close to the door.
If she gets that password, I need to know it, too.
The screaming continued for more than a minute in intermittent, ragged bursts. Then the other man started to scream. But only once. Chris heard a sob.
“Give me,” Chris heard Cinmei demand again.
“Zeus five. Capital eight nine nine,” a man said.
She got it. She really got it. Capital eight? Oh. He must have said ‘capital A.’
“Zeus?”
“Z, e, u, s. With a capital Z,” the man clarified.
Chris quickly backed away from the door. A second or two later, Cinmei came back out.
This time the knife was covered in blood. The black glove of her suit had been splattered with gore. She threw the bloody knife onto the floor in front of her.
Cinmei pulled off her gloves and let them drop. She detached an arm piece from her gear. Her brown skin was covered in a sheen of perspiration. She dropped the other arm covering and started taking off the torso armor.
Chris copied her slowly. He was still looking at the knife when he caught a glimpse of her body and refocused on her. She had removed the gear from her top, revealing beige undersheers clinging to her small breasts.
Am I scared or attracted? Both, I guess. How is that possible?
She glanced up and met his stare with a frown. Then she started to remove the gear leggings. Chris resumed his own stripping, but he couldn’t pull his eyes away from her. He shook his head. His time on Synchronicity had really changed him.
Cinmei finished removing her gear. She looked great for a longtime space station inhabitant. He appreciated her slender figure and smooth brown skin. Her undersheers hadn’t been designed to be sexy, but they were so scant and translucent that they showcased her body nicely. Chris wanted her again.
How can I care at a time like this? Oh, well. That impulse is never rational.
“This way,” she said.
Chris dropped the last of his gear and gazed at the locker. It appeared secure. His link reported that Cinmei had locked it and placed a watch alarm on the mechanism.
Cinmei returned to the cockpit. She didn’t get into the acceleration couch, but Chris could tell she worked on the controls because she stared blankly out the window.
He watched the guest display in his PV to keep track of the shuttle’s destination as she worked. He saw a pane with the shuttle’s position and a slender line extending through space before it. He panned out and followed the line with his mind. The display altered and the Earth came into view at the end of the line. The current destination was central Europe.
After a minute, the logged destination in Europe disappeared from the target queue. The line shifted. The destination was listed in a side pane: Qian Nian Men, a near-Earth Chinese station.
Chris took a deep breath and considered his situation. The shuttle had departed. The onboard staff had been incapacitated, tortured, and locked up. He didn’t feel his life was still in direct danger. But he wasn’t heading home. The shuttle’s course ultimately brought him to a near-Earth station in control of the Chinese bloc.
When we get there, I’ll be put on subsistence. If I’m lucky enough to survive interrogation and whatever punishment the Chinese decide to inflict. In fact, if I don’t do anything, the next one to get tortured will be me.
He turned with his back toward her. He accessed the controls through his link.
“Authentication failed, Chris Adrastus.”
Chris ignored the warning and used the emergency authorization option. He entered the password: Zeus5A99.
“Emergency authorization enabled, Chris Adrastus.”
Chris changed the password quickly: GetMeHomeNow. He saw Cinmei’s authorization and flushed it from the system. Then he faced her again.
She looked up at him, a surprised look on her face.
Chris brought his weapon up and pointed it at Cinmei. She recoiled immediately, holding one arm up between them.
“What you do?” she asked.
“Sorry,” he said, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. He ordered the weapon to fire with his link, but it still didn’t activate.
Chris stood staring at the malfunctioning weapon. Cinmei skipped and shoved her foot into his groin. He instinctually bent over, but realized she had missed his testicles. She grabbed his head to knee him in the face. Chris blocked the strike by putting his hand on her knee. He couldn’t stop the blow, but he slowed it down enough that it had no effect. He groaned again, feigning weakness.
She stepped in to throw him over her hip, but he pushed her back. Her arms dropped to steady herself. Chris hit her in the face with a one-two combination as hard as he could. His knuckles felt sharp pain, but the effect on Cinmei was devastating. She crumpled back. Blood welled out from her nose. She moaned.
“The damn thing didn’t work the whole time?” he said.
Her hand came up to cover her nose. Tears rolled from her eyes. “The cybloc. Not set you fire at you or me.” Her breath came in ragged gasps from her open mouth.
Chris understood. The taser wouldn’t fire at either of them. He felt a fresh wave of shame for betraying her. He pushed it aside.
“I’m sorry, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to China! I’ve heard that company people who end up there never make it back!”
“Please … let me go there,” she said.
“I’ll think about it,” he said. “If there’s a way to get us each to our own destination then I’ll take it. Right now, to the locker room. March!” Chris pointed to the exit door of the cockpit. Cinmei walked back out. Chris herded her back into the locker room. Drops of blood from her nose sprinkled the white floor of the connecting corridor. He looked down and saw his own blood dripping from his throbbing knuckle. It reminded Chris of the blood from the pilot’s chin and keyed an odd thought.
I wonder if someone back on Earth will be analyzing every drop of blood down this corridor to figure out what happened.
They entered the locker room again.
“Get into that storage locker; at least until I can figure out what’s going on.”
Cinmei tried to wipe the blood from her face but she only covered her hand in blood as well. She rolled onto all fours and crawled into the locker. Chris watched carefully, alert to a trick.
“Stay in there!” he said harshly.
She refused to look at him. She sat with her back against the side wall and covered her bruised face with her hand. Chris gratefully slammed the door and locked it with his link.
From out here, millions of miles away, Earth must be a tiny pinpoint. He told himself the course couldn’t be much different between the Western hemisphere and the Chinese bloc until the end of the journey.
I have to get back to Europe. I have no choice. One of us will go home a hero and the other a prisoner. It was her or me.
Chris realized that at some point the pilot and his coworker had stopped yelling. They must have caught some of the exchange outside in between their calls for help and banging on the locker door.
If things don’t work out, I hope at least I have the opportunity to go back and thrash her for it before I let myself out the airlock. Better to die than spend the rest of my life at subsistence or worse as a slave in the Chinese bloc.
Chris picked up both the tasers. He accessed his weapon and removed Cinmei from the safety lockout. Then he removed Cinmei from the access list so she couldn’t tamper with it. He couldn’t do the same for her weapon, but he figured physical possession would be enough. He put a link watch on the doors of the lockers so he’d get a warning if they opened up.
He turned and started to walk back toward the cockpit. He accessed the controls through his link as he walked.
A new interface blossomed in his mind’s eye. He saw the shuttle, a tiny spindle aligned on a grand white line arcing away out into space. With a thought, he accelerated along the line, pulling out, and zoomed in on the Earth.
His link enumerated the many control options available to him.
Course change, he selected with a simple thought. Another section opened in his mind, ready to accept his commands.
He raised his clenched fist and smiled. He was going home.
 




Twelve
 

Welcome to Avalon. Gauss Systems would like to remind you of a few rules required of guests visiting our space habitat …
Aldriena sighed deep inside her gear. She wondered how many of the rules she’d break this time, disabling the deep space radar and hunting an alien ten times more dangerous than she was.
Gear is required for all activity outside your allocated quarters. For your own safety, your movement is restricted to certain zones of the station …
Aldriena paid little attention to the spiel piped in through her link. The airlock to her courier closed behind her as she stepped onto the bay concourse and rode a conveyor into the city. Her Cascavel prowled the local service network, already gathering information by exploiting vulnerabilities in the Western Link Protocol.
Divide and conquer, she reminded herself. Step one—locate Avalon’s local radar.
Aldriena figured she could probably simply ask for the radar control through the civilian half of her Cascavel, but a slight chance existed that the request might be flagged by security. She decided to keep direct queries as a last resort.
Aldriena asked for a map to the zero grav laboratories. The route appeared in a diagram in her PV. An option existed to include external routing. But anyone asking for routes extending outside the station into the vacuum of space might well be flagged by security as well.
She thought about heading somewhere popular and waiting to see if her Cascavel could uncover the information by snooping through a lot of link traffic. It would probably work eventually, but she had to finish before the UNSF arrived. They’d given her a lead of only hours in which to prepare the station for their arrival.
Aldriena inquired about station tours for new inhabitants. The standard tour package came up and she stepped through the sites one by one, as they worked around the station. She put the map into browse mode and moved the view through several angles. When she rotated a view beyond the bulkhead of the section being illustrated, it showed nothing. She found an option on the pane called “complete view.” Suddenly, the interface rendered the areas beyond the bulkheads, including some features outside the station.
Aldriena blinked. She recognized the local radar array almost on top of the section in which she stood. She realized sheepishly that the spaceport was a logical place to put the Earthward-looking radar station. According to the map, it sat beyond and “above” a bulkhead separating the passenger embarkment zone and the control tower.
It was very close!
Step two—plant the spoofer at the radar station.
Aldriena studied the map for a minute longer. Then she laughed. She took a right and strode down the crowded corridor until she found the women’s restroom entrance on the right wall. She walked inside an open passageway into the room and found the corner-most stalls.
According to the schematics, the women’s restroom on the arrival deck was within seventy meters of the local radar antenna covering the Earthward hemisphere of space around the station.
Within the confines of the stall, Aldriena fiddled with the spoofer device, readying it inside her right glove. She didn’t worry about making a lot of noise, since anyone trying to solve the logistics problem of using a public restroom while in full gear would make a racket.
Aldriena left the stall. A woman stood in front of a mirror staring at her own face. Aldriena automatically judged the stranger’s looks: the long black hair looked too frazzled; the thin nose drooped too much at the end. Otherwise, the person looked healthy, but ordinary. The woman’s helmet sat on the counter.
“I’m trying to memorize my face now while I can see it,” the woman said.
Aldriena flashed a fake smile. “Good idea,” she said, and removed her own helmet. She splashed her face with water from the sink in front of her. She saw hand dryers and luxurious white towels, so she grabbed a towel and wiped her face, then let it drop into a receiving bin.
“It must be harder for you to wear the helmet all the time. You’re so beautiful,” the woman said.
“Me? Oh, thank you,” Aldriena said. Compliments from women were harder for her to absorb, since they usually came with less agenda than those from men.
Aldriena let her spoofer slip into the towel return opening. “Oh, damn, I dropped my manual,” she said. “So stupid, why’d they give us a hardcopy, anyways?”
The woman across from her smiled. “Leave it in there,” she said. “That’s where it belongs.”
Aldriena laughed. She pulled open the access doors below the counter and kneeled down. The woman, having delivered her joke, donned her helmet and walked out of the restroom.
Aldriena peeked under the counter. There were four square ports the size of her open hand for robotic delivery of soap and toiletries. The rest of the cabinet was empty. The station had been built with attention to detail; even under the sink, the white plastic was clean and flawless. No errant holes or bad material cuts marred the underside of the countertop. Aldriena mentally shrugged. Her spoofer only had to go undetected for a few hours. She attached it to the upper right hand corner of the cabinet space and closed the doors.
Aldriena laughed.
Who would have guessed? she thought. My first and second objectives are as easy as throwing something away in the women’s restroom.
Aldriena emerged from the restroom and headed out of the debarkation area of the spaceport.
Step three—find the spinner.
Aldriena brought up her station map browser again to check for the closest security stop point. It looked to be only three minutes away. She fell into a beautiful concourse of white and purple. The ever-present ads on the walls were only outnumbered by the purple airscrub-grass vases.
The nearest ad suggested a switch of her undersheers, claiming that men “could tell from your eyes” if a woman had sexy undersheers or plain white ones under her clothes.
Implausible. Besides, I’m already wearing the finest available under Momma Veer.
This time she had decided undersheers alone wouldn’t cut it. She needed the protection of her military skinsuit if she saw action. And the likelihood of action seemed high, considering her assignment to ambush a warlike alien cyborg.
She came to the checkpoint. An alcove in the wall held a desk and a guard. Beyond them, a large metal door stood closed.
Aldriena stepped forward. The guard stood up before her.
“Where’s the spinner?” she asked.
“What makes you think—?”
The guard stopped short. Aldriena had pulled her helmet off. She leaned forward on the counter and let her hair spill to one side.
“You … you should put that back on,” the guard said.
Yep. It’s a guy, she thought.
“Just tell me where the spinner is. Whaddaya call it?”
There was a pause.
“Claw.”
“Claw. Nice. So where is it?”
“Why would I know?”
“Because you’re security. Of course, you know. Look, tell me where it is and I’ll owe you one.”
Aldriena knew that no one on the stations really believed in the spinner’s rules or wanted to follow them. And most men were happy to discover a woman brazen enough to ignore a rule or two, provided she was stunningly beautiful.
She gave him her best smile. She hoped he was tired of staring at black helmets. Seeing a beautiful face would be more powerful in an environment like this. When people see something all the time, they become attenuated to it. Take it away, and they starve for it. Aldriena fed a starving man.
The guard looked down at the featureless console. No doubt, he had a PV pane anchored there. The counter held information displays only he could see.
“Spinward,” he said. “There’s a lab. They’ve been building something and I believe Claw oversees it.”
Her link received a pointer. She opened it and saw a lab outlined on her PV map.
“Thanks … what’s your name?”
“Drago.”
Aldriena smiled. “Thanks, Drago. I’m Aldriena. I’m busy right now, but I’ll be back.”
Actually, I won’t be back. Poor guy. I still have a ways to go, though, before I’ve used men worse than they’ve used me. Or tried to use me, anyway.
She slipped back into her helmet and traipsed away. She cursed the bulky armor she wore for the thousandth time. How could she make a memorable exit looking like a black robot soldier? She sighed. It occurred to her that the faceplate of the armor never fogged up. At least the suits were well designed. She had never felt hot or cold in them, either.
Aldriena picked up the pointer in her PV and changed course to find the lab. The lab extended across an entire quarter section of the station, spanning more square feet than a soccer field. Her curiosity awakened. She pictured an alien from a distant star, working on a secret … what? A way back home? A personal arsenal with which to attack Earth? An entertainment system?
Her link told her she was only a few steps away from the closest lab entrance. She took a turn and saw the corridor ahead ended at the lab door. It clearly wasn’t an ordinary door: it stood seven feet tall and twice as large as the bulkhead doors near the spaceport. Her link bathed the end of the passageway in a virtual red haze signifying a forbidden zone. A real-world bright green biohazard symbol and a red stop sign at chest-height on the wall completed the warning ensemble.
Probably a HIT here somewhere, too. A well-hidden one.
She came up to the bulkhead door and slid her hand over the biohazard sign affixed to the wall. Her fingers felt a ridge. It was real.
Please turn around and depart, this area is off limits, came the warning piped through her link.
Security wanted there to be no doubt: this area was closed. Her Cascavel didn’t pick up packets leaving the network beyond the door. The communications might be routed more securely, she thought.
She turned back. Right now, she looked like someone who had made a wrong turn, not a potential terrorist.
Something or someone had to go past the doors. Aldriena considered the possibilities. The lab workers had to come and go … unless the spinner worked alone?
Presumably, technicians might need to fix hardware glitches here and there. Things that a spinner might consider beneath its notice. If a spinner thought anything like a human. Impossible to say. Aldriena decided to keep thinking along the route anyway. So that meant they would be replacing parts. Most likely, the parts would be fabricated on the base, given the extreme remoteness of the location.
How would they bring in the parts? A cart? A toolbox? A robot?
“Merda!” she spat.
If only we’d gone with a software hack to swap out the identification signatures of the UNSF ships with fake transport signatures. But the colonel with the bad link bias pointed out that it would be too obvious to anyone on the lookout for an incursion … damn him.
He was probably right, though.
Aldriena hated working in the suits. How the hell was she supposed to break the rules and get away with it when she looked like everyone else? At least it made it somewhat easier to take the exact opposite tactic and impersonate someone. Easy enough to grab someone’s gear and wear it. The person’s link complicated things.
Her Cascavel could clone another link for a short time. It had to break into the target link and steal its authentication secrets, then disable the target link so it would be isolated from the network. Unlike legal links, the Cascavel could charade as other hardware for a time. The copy wouldn’t work forever, but Aldriena felt confident it would last long enough to get in there and hand a spinner her special delivery.
She sped up her stride toward the nearest fabrication module on her PV map. She passed other station inhabitants in their gear, each one treading along on unknown business. She could see resignation in their strides. Humans weren’t meant to operate this way. The suits were dampening their interactions to the point of smothering everyone’s natural social behaviors.
When she arrived, she found only a white door flanked by giant purple vases overflowing with airscrub grass, each with a miniature palm tree rising from the center.
Aldriena let herself inside. Beyond the door, she found a simple room with advertisements flickering on the walls. A conveyor belt and a drop chute sat empty and silent. Someone had discarded a hardcopy of the station rules on the floor. She chuckled at the irony of it. It was harder to stifle the spread of electronic copies of the crazy code of behavior, so the spinners gave out hardcopies instead. The more primitive medium was easier to keep under tabs. Her link picked up the book’s service cybloc. She could see that the chip forbade making electronic copies of the content by any method. Of course, her Cascavel could cache away a copy of anything that passed in front of her eyes without alerting anyone.
Her link picked up a service for ordering parts from the wall near the conveyor. Apparently, the module was completely automated. Aldriena had imagined a setup where people ordered new parts and a specialist fabricated and delivered them. Not surprising, considering that Aldriena herself had been acting as a delivery girl for the stations. But the reality was that parts were usually ordered via link and delivered by robots.
She poked around the interface in her PV for a while longer. Then she saw that the station did have a troubleshooting alias for requesting help.
Aldriena sent the request and started pacing. Her link told her that she had three hours left before she could expect the UNSF. At least the swift execution of the first half of her mission had bought her some time.
A person wearing green-trimmed gear walked into the room from the door Aldriena had used.
“Hi. What’s the problem?” the person asked via link.
“I need to take a part to Claw in the lab, but I don’t have the authority to get in,” Aldriena said. “Claw asked for it. I’m in trouble if I can’t get it in there soon.”
“That doesn’t sound like a fabrication problem.”
“It’s not, but do you ever take parts there? Can you get in?”
“I’m not going into any lab with Claw unless he orders it.”
“Can we talk face-to-face? These helmets are ridiculous, don’t you think?” Aldriena asked.
“Take the helmets off? Uh, are you feeling okay?”
Aldriena pulled off her helmet.
“What’s wrong? Afraid of a little excitement? This place is so dull!”
The helmeted figure looked her over calmly.
Then the troubleshooter took off his helmet.
Aldriena’s heart sunk incrementally. The man was a woman! A beautiful woman.
The face before her had a splattering of freckles and long brown hair. Her eyes were a startling clear green.
Aldriena’s face must have betrayed her disappointment.
The other woman giggled. “You were so brave a moment ago,” she said.
Aldriena gathered her wits. Time for a change of plan. First, her Cascavel isolated the woman’s link so she couldn’t call for help.
“I need your help,” Aldriena said.
“Yes? Did you get in trouble for taking your helmet off?” the woman smiled. “I’m Sheridan.”
“I’m Aldriena, and I’m here as the vanguard of a UNSF incursion to this base. It’s been taken over by an AI.”
Sheridan’s beautiful eyes flexed wide. Then she laughed nervously. “Are you a whack job?”
Aldriena sensed that Sheridan had half swallowed the information. The nervous laugh and the way her body had frozen meant that she was considering it. Aldriena knew it was a good lie. If she mentioned space aliens, she’d get nothing. But mention an AI and everyone was ready to believe it. After Marseilles, fear brooded in everyone’s mind that it would happen to them.
“Think about it. Have you heard about the incursions?”
“Well … security is on high alert … maybe for wackos like you.”
“The AI is in control. That’s why we have to wear these crazy suits. All these inexplicable rules … all created by the AI.” Aldriena pointed at the book on the floor.
“That’s not my copy,” Sheridan said quickly.
“I didn’t say it was. I don’t care if it is.”
“What do you want, Aldriena?”
“I want to clone your link and get into that lab,” she said.
“No. I don’t know you. I think I should report this.”
Aldriena considered attacking her, but she didn’t feel like making a mess.
I can still talk my way out of it.
“This is bigger than us, Sheridan,” Aldriena said.
“What is Claw working on that the UNSF needs to stop it?” Sheridan asked.
Aldriena had no idea. She was about to ask Sheridan the same question. But she could use the question.
“A weapon,” Aldriena said. “But I can’t say much. Earth is in danger. A lot is riding on this, Sheridan.”
“I don’t know you. You’re probably lying.”
“All right. Tell the authorities … if the UNSF doesn’t show up here in a few hours. But when they do, let me into that lab. Okay?”
“Maybe you’re a criminal and the UNSF is coming after you,” Sheridan said.
“Think about it. You know things are far from normal here,” Aldriena urged. “Do you have a better explanation?”
“I’ve been thinking about it. That’s the only reason I’m even having this conversation. What good is getting into the lab before the UNSF gets here? Won’t they let themselves in when they arrive?”
Aldriena produced her grenade. “I’m supposed to neutralize the spinner for the space force,” she said. “Claw is a new model. The first of many. It’s the primary muscle of the AI. With Claw out of the way, we might have a shot at containing the AI here. Haven’t you noticed the communications crackdown? Earth is trying to protect itself.”
Sheridan stared at the grenade. “You’re either a freakin’ space force commando or a terrorist,” she said. “How’d you get that on the station?”
“It’s a glue grenade, so there’s no incendiary signature,” Aldriena said. “But it is industrial strength glue. Should shut the spinner down. It could save lives. You’d be a hero.”
“Okay. Tell you what. You pass a T check and maybe I’ll believe you.”
Aldriena knew a truth check relied on links that were obeying the spec. Her Cascavel could easily defeat the check.
“Okay.”
Sheridan activated the truth check protocol. Aldriena’s link, had it been obeying the WLP, would now be monitoring her mentality, searching for cues of deception. On Earth, the protocol could only be activated with the permission of the link host. Aldriena had signed away her rights to refuse it several times when entering the deep space stations.
“What is your real name?”
“Aldriena Niachi.”
“Wow. Weird name. Okay. Are you working for the UNSF?”
“I am.”
“Are you here to steal information?”
“No.”
“Hrm. You did pass.”
Aldriena smiled. “Keep it on.”
“Okay?”
“I am a giant purple elephant. I eat plutonium for breakfast. I have been to the center of the sun.”
Sheridan frowned.
“You see, Sheridan? I’m an espionage operative. I can pass the T check no problem, whether I’m lying or not.”
“I guess I should have known that,” Sheridan said. “If you’re an operative though, your story could be fake. You could actually want into that lab to steal company secrets.”
“Then go to the spaceport. Wait for me there. If I don’t show up, call security. If the UNSF shows up, then you’ll know I was telling the truth and it won’t matter.”
Sheridan looked thoughtful. “If you don’t want anything in the lab, then why go in? Why don’t you just bring Claw to you and then use the grenade on him?”
“How?”
“I’ll contact him and tell him it’s an emergency. I’ll tell him I’ve found a spy. Then when he comes here, you can get him.”
“He’d be suspicious. Forewarned. I’d never catch him. He’d kill me.”
“Then I can tell Claw that the fabricator is broken and his project will be affected. He’ll come here to see for himself. Then you can ambush him.”
Aldriena thought it over. Clearly, Sheridan didn’t completely trust her, which made sense.
Eh, maybe I shouldn’t have told her so much. I don’t want to have to force things from here.
“Okay. I guess. You’ll need to leave. If you stay here, you could end up dead.”
“Oh, I won’t be here. You shouldn’t be either. This is a fabricator for god’s sake. Make a booby trap. Should only take us a few minutes. We’ll rig the door to activate the grenade. Then it’ll go off when he arrives. We won’t be anywhere near it.”
Aldriena nodded. “That’s a great idea.”
Sheridan smiled. “People aren’t used to making anything they want on the spur of the moment. They buy things that are mass produced.”
“True. I didn’t design this grenade. Or C4B.”
“What’s that?”
Aldriena shrugged. “Long story. Look, we don’t need to make a trap. The door here has a cybloc. We’ll set it to signal the grenade next time it opens.”
“Claw will be able to see the door has the notification.”
“I’ll disguise it as an innocent notification. Like one to let you know he’s here.”
“What if someone else opens the door?”
“The grenade is smart enough. I’ll give it a signature that only matches Claw,” Aldriena said. She set the grenade down on the floor across from the door. She accessed the door’s service interface and set the grenade up to listen for an opening event. Then she paused.
“What are you waiting for?” asked Sheridan.
“The grenade has an ambush mode,” Aldriena said. “I’m trying to decide which is more likely to give us away, an active grenade or the door signal.”
“I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. The last one I had was about how well cooked my eggs should be with my room servant. Hey, the grenade must be stealthy. Probably only uses passive detection. Or else how could it work on other soldiers?”
“Yeah, it is stealthy to us. But Claw is a warrior and very advanced. So he might be alert for some trap like that and might overlook the simple door notification signal to wake it up. Especially when you’ve just called him.”
“Use the ambush mode. The designers had more time to think about hiding the grenade than you’ve got to set up the door signal.”
She’s right. The grenade will be passive and off the network. The only thing that would give it away would be a power source and a chemical signature, both of which are there whether it’s in ambush mode or not.
“Okay, it’s in ambush mode. Screw the door signal.”
“We could have had a lot of fun making an old-fashioned booby trap,” Sheridan said.
Aldriena smiled. “Some other time, perhaps.”
“Now what?” asked Sheridan.
“Like you said. We make sure we aren’t here when Claw opens this door.”
“When should I call?”
“Not yet. We need to wait. We should time it so that the trap goes off right before the space force arrives.”
Aldriena led the way out of the fabricator room.
“Can you mark the room as out of operation? I don’t want anyone to come across the grenade. Not that I think they would steal it. But if no one is around when Claw goes in there, all the better.”
Sheridan fell silent for a moment.
“Done.”
Aldriena walked about two hundred paces back toward the spaceport. She found a long faux wood bench nested between two massive support struts decorated with virtual advertisements.
They sat down on the bench and waited. People walked by on their silent marches down the concourse. It made Aldriena think of a scene in a link flick where some toxin had been released into the atmosphere and everyone had to wear biowarfare armor everywhere. Except this was real, not a computer-rendered scenario.
Aldriena’s Cascavel monitored Sheridan’s link. But Sheridan hadn’t tried to signal anyone.
Is she smart enough to feed me bad information and then wait patiently without giving herself away?
“It is, you know,” Sheridan said.
“What?”
“Incredibly dull. This place is incredibly dull. It used to be a wonderful place, better than any place on Earth. Before Claw showed up and the execs started acting wonky. I believe you about the AI. Your explanation fits perfectly.”
“I must admit, I wondered why you were being so helpful to a stranger,” Aldriena said.
“You trusted me by taking your helmet off.”
“When the UNSF announces their arrival, take your helmet off quickly,” Aldriena said.
“Why?”
“It may … the AI might pull some tricks. There’s something in the helmets we don’t understand.”
“So our execs screwed up … I guess they figured it would be safe to play with AI this far from Earth? But it seems to me that it could spread through our communications links anyway, couldn’t it? Has it?”
“So far, no. But I honestly don’t know why not. I think the UNSF has new systems to screen for such events.”
“I don’t think so. How can you detect the data movements designed by something smarter than you are? That’s scary. That means it probably did spread and you don’t know about it.”
That’s why the space force people said aliens taking over a space station was actually good news. Better than a rogue AI.
“You know what? We should eat. The UNSF will probably throw you into a holding cell, and it may be a while before things settle down and they get around to feeding you more than a subsistence ration.”
Sheridan looked at Aldriena. “Yes, I suppose that’s a good idea. I’m not particularly hungry but I can appreciate the necessity.”
Sheridan led the way to her quarters. With the addition of the gear to everyone’s lifestyle on the workstations, eating only occurred in the private areas of the station. All of Avalon’s restaurants and snack bars had been closed down, another of the edicts contained in the archaically styled books distributed to the citizens.
Sheridan’s quarters were small by Earth standards but luxurious for a deep space station. Her quarters extended across a twenty by twenty meter block of the housing level. The cost of every cubic foot this far from the home planet had to be, well, astronomical.
“Time to blow my best,” Sheridan said, ordering her food. “You’re welcome to whatever I have left for this month.”
Aldriena shrugged. “Pasta is good,” she said.
“No problem. Pardon me for asking, but do you have some Asian blood?”
Aldriena smiled. “Japanese.”
“Ah. Good. Because I’d hate to think I’d been fooled by a Chinese agent,” Sheridan said. She watched Aldriena carefully.
“My name is a bastardization of … never mind. I could have lied to you about my name. My father brought me to Brazil from Japan. Having some Asian blood often helps me in my job, since we’re rare in the West now. I guess in this case, it hurts me.”
“I still believe you. You gave up on the idea of getting into the lab once we decided it wasn’t necessary for your claimed objective. If you hadn’t, I’d still be suspicious.”
Sheridan brought the food over to her simple round table. They sat down on leather strap chairs and started to eat.
“On some of the stations, they have Asian slaves,” Aldriena said.
“Really? Are they really slaves, or just paid to pretend?” Sheridan asked.
“I think they’re real slaves. Chinese most likely. A Chinese person caught in the West would have limited options. It would be easy to traffic them out here and trap them.”
“And how do you feel about that? About Chinese slaves?”
Aldriena shrugged. “Living at subsistence on Earth is worse than being a slave out here. I hear they made slaves out of my people after the invasion.”
They finished the food in silence. Aldriena watched the time in her PV.
“You should send the message. I think the UNSF will arrive sometime within the hour,” Aldriena said.
“Okay,” Sheridan said. “I’m nervous.”
“Of course you are. But send the message anyway.”
“I sent it,” she said. “Maybe we should move out closer to the spaceport, though.”
“Sure.”
She must assume the UNSF will arrive at the spaceport. I won’t mention the police cruisers breach the station wherever they want. The spaceport is as good as any place though, plenty of elbow room there if things get tricky.
They walked quietly for a minute. They still weren’t too far from where the grenade had been set. The thought that the spinner approached their trap nearby gave Aldriena an irrational urge to sprint away to the opposite side of the station. But she kept her stride relaxed.
It wouldn’t do to trigger some HIT now. Who knows how many of them are hidden around here?
“Why didn’t it make more than just Claw? Why hasn’t it spaced us all?”
“There is more than Claw. On other stations,” Aldriena said. “I think it wants to control the people for now. I don’t know … can any human really understand the AIs?”
“I wonder if he is going to respond to my message,” Sheridan said.
Aldriena’s Cascavel received a transmission.
Target acquired. Actuating.
“It went off,” she said.
“Do you think it got him?”
“No idea,” Aldriena said. “Keep heading to the spaceport. When the marines come, don’t resist and don’t get in the way of the heavies. Other than your helmet, leave your gear on, just in case. It might protect you from shrapnel or a rubber bullet.”
They walked beside a large trafficway and took a branch toward the spaceport. Aldriena and Sheridan approached one of the long conveyors moving people in and out of the area.
Crump.
A distant explosion shook the deck. The other people around Aldriena didn’t take it well. Aldriena heard a woman’s scream muffled by a gear helmet. The base inhabitants broke like a herd of gazelles. Clumsy gazelles, Aldriena thought, jogging along as everyone around her struggled to run in their gear.
This is the United Nations Space Force. We are conducting a surprise inspection of this facility. Report to your personal quarters and stay there or face possible severe injury or death.
Sheridan took her helmet off. “Thank Cthulhu,” she said. “You were telling me the truth.”
Aldriena fell into the stream of people. Like Sheridan, she wanted to know if the grenade had worked, but didn’t dare investigate. She imagined the ordnance bolting forward, rolling toward its logged target to activate at its base … then what? The machine had been enveloped in foam and helplessly trapped? Or had it evaded with superhuman agility, and even now roamed the halls seeking its attacker?
A person pushed Aldriena aside, trying to sprint in their gear. He tripped stepping between conveyors and sprawled. Aldriena laughed. Then she tore her helmet off and tossed it aside.
No reason to put up with this. I’ve already put my money down on the UNSF as the winner of this fight.
She pulled off the suit coverings on her arms.
“Don’t do that!” someone said behind her. “It’s against the rules!”
Aldriena laughed again and shed the frontal torso section. Her Veer skinsuit showed under the remains of her gear.
She danced aside off the walkway and started to run, working on her gear as she went. She had managed to get her back piece off when she felt a sharp pain in her left leg. Her run faltered. She felt another flash of pain in her right arm. An ominous whining noise grew behind her.
She turned around and reached for her new C4B. Another flash of pain struck her other leg and she fell backward onto her rear end. She brought her gun up in her right hand, but it was smacked away in an instant.
The next second a shining orb hovered over her. A single straight flamingo leg of silvery metal extended straight downward, pressing into her chest above her heart. The other legs of the machine extended outward radially, except for one, which extended toward her throat. It had a long curved blade built into the tip that resembled nothing so much as an oversized silvery claw.
“Merda,” she whispered.
 




Thirteen
 

Only seven ASSAIL units warmed up in the Guts while Jameson and Jackson played their delicate games of stealth with the Avalon detection grid. Bren didn’t understand the details of hiding the Vigilant’s approach to the space station. He only knew that the electronic warfare folks strove to avoid detection for as long as possible so the BCP would have the element of surprise.
Officially, Gauss Systems had constructed Avalon for the production of Internet infrastructure equipment and software. Like most of the corporation facilities placed millions of miles from Earth, it didn’t need to be out this far to do zero-G manufacturing. It was a way of escaping the grasp of the world government.
Bren worked with his ASSAIL handlers through their pre-mission checklist. They monitored logs, measured resource usages, and ran tests to verify the cold intelligences inside the hard metal spheres. Bren embraced the monotony of the launch ritual because it helped him forget the nerves that had prevented normal eating and sleeping for the last twenty-four hours. It bothered him deeply that they didn’t have enough machines to assure victory. At least they had a lot of new marines to back up the ASSAILs.
I wonder if that amazing woman managed to take out the radar on Avalon. She probably succeeded, if she didn’t turn on us. She seemed supremely confident.
Then again, maybe she held her position solely through her astounding looks.
He’d moved up the core startup schedule another twenty minutes, allowing for even older cores going into the assault. What else could they do to compensate for having only seven heavies? The cores would be more mature, more capable, and more dangerous to both the Avalonians and the UNSF.
Finally, the ASSAIL units stood ready. Their cores were grown, tested, and placed inside the chassis that would carry them into combat. As soon as the Vigilant breached the hull, they would move through. Bren listened to the activity as the breach team worked on another channel.
“Soon now,” Bren said. “The breach is near the spaceport, just beyond the arrival security points.”
“You’re hunting these creatures. They’re very intelligent. They’ll escalate their defense,” a voice said over Bren’s link.
Bren was startled. He hadn’t prepared himself for the possibility that one of the ASSAILs would talk to him so early on. His PV showed that Meridian had engaged him in conversation. He reminded himself that the cores had been started earlier than last time.
“Advise a counter strategy,” Bren said calmly.
“Send the ASSAIL contingent forward alone,” said the ASSAIL. “The marines are vulnerable. They’ll need to withdraw or face heavy losses.”
“That isn’t possible. We can’t comply. The marines provide support and consolidate what you’ve cleared out. You don’t believe that the operative Niachi has given us the element of surprise?”
Bren referred to Aldriena’s mission, which had been included on the pre-mission information module supplied to all the cores.
“The attempt at containment failed. There’s a high probability that the operative Aldriena Niachi is dead,” said Meridian.
“How in the hell does it know that?” he yelled aloud in the Guts. He kept his comment off the link traffic with careful concentration. He didn’t want the machine to overhear his emotional outburst.
“Which one is talking to you?” Hoffman asked.
“Meridian. It’s Meridian again.” Bren said, and then transmitted on the channel. “The decision has been made to send the marines in with you. You’ll have to plan accordingly.”
Bren considered repeating the mission priorities but he stopped himself. The machine wouldn’t overlook them. Saying everything again, as if talking to a child, would speed the machine’s negative judgment of its masters.
“I advise the soldiers to shoot at anything that moves,” Meridian transmitted.
Bren’s eyebrows rose. For a moment, he thought he’d been the victim of a practical joke. Was someone pretending to be Meridian? He ruled it out. He didn’t have a single handler or tech who wasn’t utterly serious about the mission.
“Colonel Henley,” Bren transmitted directly to the colonel. “I have it on good authority that the marines are … you may be a direct target of the Reds this time.”
“They’re trained for it. There’s nothing more we can do.”
“Meridian says … you should shoot anything that moves. That’s a direct quote.”
“Shit. Bloodthirsty thing. I’m glad it’s on our side.”
“Perhaps you should tell your men that if it hits the fan, they should shoot, even if it means civilian casualties.”
“My men know the rules of engagement. They’ll do whatever is necessary.”
Bren nodded. What could he hope to accomplish at this stage? The BCP could hardly be given orders to gun down the natives because a core said it would give them some edge against the Red. Or could they? Bren packed up the conversation buffer and sent it with a high priority flag to Admiral Jameson.
Bren fidgeted uncertainly for three more minutes until they received word that the heavies were needed to exploit the breach.
“Here we go again,” Bren transmitted to the ASSAIL team channel.
The machines clanked out of the Guts.
Bren grabbed his usual view from Meridian’s camera. As he watched the ASSAIL approach the breach corridor, he wondered how many more times Meridian could be the first machine in and remain intact. The view bobbed with the movement of the machine’s head. Bren could have corrected for the movement, but he found the swaying helped to put him in the moment. Something primitive in his mind connected with the motion and made him feel like a participant instead of the bystander he was.
Meridian passed through the bulkhead and entered Avalon. Bren saw a wide concourse that presumably connected the spaceport into the main transport arteries of the station. Bren hadn’t had time to study the details of their intelligence on the layout of the station. Conveyor belts ran in each direction, separated by waist-high dividers. Benches lined the off-white walls between batches of airscrub grass. Banks of flat panels rested on the walls. If Bren had been in the concourse or even watching a civilian camera view of them, they would be showing him ads. The UNSF cameras didn’t allow any virtual ad traffic insertion for security reasons.
To the right, Bren detected movement, but it was only a mobile trash receptacle. It looked like a barrel rolling along on inch-tall tires. He was instantly wary of it, but decided the cores in the machines would be able to assess the danger better than he could.
Bren noted from his PV tactical pane that the other machines had emerged behind Meridian. The last two faced toward the station while the other five, including Meridian, headed toward the spaceport.
Up ahead, a group of people in familiar black gear came into sight on the conveyor. The camera zoomed in to inspect them closely. Bren counted five or six in a tight cluster.
One of the locals pointed out the ASSAILs. They raised their fists and became agitated, crouching slightly as if aware of danger. Then as a group, they charged forward.
Bren wondered about the reaction. Had the devices in their helmets caused uncontrollable anger directed at the machines? Or was every single movement of the people controlled by the Reds? Bren suspected the former. If the people were complete puppets, there would be no need to raise their fists or crouch. Those were completely human movements.
He watched canisters fly toward the attackers, flung from the ASSAILs’ manipulator tentacles. Several loud popping sounds came through from Meridian’s microphones. A second later, the entire group lay scattered about on the floor, immobilized in the new glue the UNSF had supplied. Unlike the creeping tendrils of the usual glue grenade, this glue splattered everywhere and hardened instantly.
The people weren’t moving. The new glue was a lot stronger and took a long time to remove. The only thing that might save those people from asphyxiation would be their gear, Bren thought. It might keep the glue from covering their faces and suffocating them.
Meridian tilted slightly and started to fire. Bren was startled.
Is he executing the civilians?
A plume of smoke erupted from down the corridor, across the conveyor lines. Bren couldn’t see it over the waist-high guide walls that separated various concourses.
“It was a Hell Hound,” Hoffman said. “It’s down.”
He meant a smaller security machine used by the European Union. The colloquial name Hell Hound came from the robots’ size and speed, as they were designed to chase down fleeing criminals rather than ambush burglars or face angry crowds. The EU split the cost and manufacturing process among the member nations, making them common in the West.
Just the type of machine the ASSAILs were built to handle. If only they were all we faced.
“Hell Hounds and Circle Fours confirmed on base,” Meridian said.
Bren wondered how Meridian knew there were Circle Fours. He assumed the machine had intercepted some communications or had found some records to that effect.
“Did you get that, Colonel?” Bren transmitted to Henley. “Hell Hounds, Circle Fours.”
“Acknowledged,” Henley replied.
Bren heard more chatter on the channel as a group of marines moved out to join the two ASSAILs guarding the spaceport concourse. Meridian and its four companions continued toward the spaceport.
Something bothered Bren about the feed. Was Meridian’s gait different?
Then he figured it out. He couldn’t hear the footfalls. He switched to the next machine in line. The clanking sound was louder.
“Hoffman. Meridian’s microphones are misadjusted,” Bren said.
“They passed prelaunch checks,” Hoffman said. “Maybe some of the glue got on the pickups?”
“Could be,” Bren said. He loaded a clip in his PV from before the grenades were fired. He listened to it for about ten seconds. The footfalls were still muffled.
“Same before the glue was used,” Bren told him.
“You want me to halt him and check it?”
“No. Too minor. We’ll get it later,” Bren said.
Bren saw the concourse expand into the terminal proper in his PV. The conveyors cut through the center of a wide expanse of smooth, white marble floors with a gentle arched ceiling. Luggage carts moved sluggishly by on each side, scanning the expanse for travelers who needed their service.
Bren couldn’t see any hostile natives or machines in the area. But his view remained obscured in places by kiosks, huge pots of airscrub grass the size of small cars, luggage racks, and the occasional support column.
The machines stepped gracefully off the conveyor and fanned out across the floor to cover the spaceport.
Bren went to the edge of his seat. Those in the crack’n’pack assumed that they would be engaging more Reds. Bren tried to deny a deep sense of worry. He figured they’d only have a fifty-fifty chance of winning against two Reds, and if there were three or more, he believed they’d fail to take the station. What would happen then? Would they be killed? Taken alive and enslaved?
Meridian altered its course across the spaceport atrium.
“They’ve found something,” Bren said aloud in the Guts. Three of the ASSAILs were closing in on a long luggage rack with a tall purple and gold kiosk on one end. Bren saw some locals hiding behind it.
“Looks like a bunch of—”
Meridian sidestepped three times. Bren raised an eyebrow. He couldn’t remember seeing this type of ASSAIL movement, even in training runs.
Grenades rolled out from underneath a luggage rack and detonated on the other two ASSAILs. Meridian had been standing at the same spot only a second ago. The machines were instantly engulfed in writhing tentacles of glue. The substance bound the machines to the floor in long ropy strands.
Meridian launched a grenade across the atrium in one direction and fired its cannons on another angle. It moved in the direction it had fired its 12mm weapons.
“Whatever it was, Meridian thinks it’s been neutralized,” Hoffman remarked.
Bren watched the screens. The two ASSAILs broke free of the glue and moved around the luggage rack, although it looked as though many of their sensors had been covered and would need to be cleaned up or even replaced.
Bren watched as Meridian approached a support column next to the side of the concourse. The wreckage of a security machine lay scattered behind the column. The shape looked familiar to Bren.
“I see the target of the twelve millimeter fire. It was a Circle Four,” Bren noted aloud. “That was nice. These older cores are better. It looks like magic to an outsider, as if they really can tell what’s going to happen before it happens.”
“Only Meridian knew,” Hoffman said. “The other machines didn’t see it coming.”
“Meridian has been up as long as the others,” Bren said.
“We’re receiving an all clear from the ASSAILs in the spaceport,” Henley announced to his marines. The channel chatter became more pronounced as teams leapfrogged one another to move in and clean up.
In at least one way, the clean up was literal. Bren watched through Meridian’s cams for several minutes as a team of engineers in gas masks used solvent sprayers to clean the glue off two of the ASSAILs’ sensors. The spaceport had been cleared of opposing combatants, so the other ASSAILs waited by the breach. Bren kept watching through Meridian’s cams, waiting for a flash of the spinning attacker he felt must be out there.
“These people have Gauss Systems security equipment,” Bren heard on the marine’s channel. He focused on the channel to learn more.
“Yep, they had Gauss glue grenades and stun sticks,” another marine verified. “Some sonic protection in their gear as well.”
Bren wasn’t happy to hear it but he wasn’t surprised. Somehow, the stations were able to communicate through the UNSF electronic scrambling, and they were learning to defend themselves better. Of course, most of these arrangements were nothing compared to the combat power of the Reds.
“We’ve secured the spaceport. The ASSAIL units can proceed,” Henley transmitted. The three clean machines moved out. Marines scrambled to finish removing the last of the glue from the other two ASSAILs.
“I have new orders.” It was Jameson. “All the civilians who have obeyed our warnings are now safely in their quarters. Anyone inside the spaceport is to be considered hostile. Tell your men to shoot to kill. Shoot on sight, any automated or human presence.”
Bren’s eyebrows came up. Jameson had taken the ASSAIL advice seriously. He nodded. The leadership of the mission understood the seriousness of the stakes.
The marines started shooting.
“Already? They’re taking it seriously,” Bren said aloud to himself.
“Oh my god—”
“What the hell—”
Bren heard the marine command channel chatter go way up.
“We’re taking fire!”
“Where?”
Henley’s voice came through on the ASSAIL channel.
“We need more ASSAILs in the spaceport. Our men are being mowed down,” the colonel growled.
Bren saw the ASSAILs had already responded. Meridian’s group marched back toward the port moving quickly. Bren’s lips tightened to a thin pale line. He could tell from the summary graphs in his PV more than ten men had already died.
Bren added cams from the machines being cleaned back in the spaceport to his PV. The views were from Nemesis and Orion. Both machines were firing and retreating.
“Fractures detected front and starboard on Orion,” the ASSAIL’s handler reported.
That means at least one spinner is there. At least now, we can detect the microfractures and report them to the cores.
“Frontal fractures on Nemesis,” said Nemesis’s handler.
“Bren, the ASSAILs are leaving, and my men are dying,” Henley barked.
Bren kept his voice calm. “The others are coming, less than a minute away. The two are falling back to meet the others.” He didn’t mention that Nemesis and Orion now had compromised frontal armor. If they stayed to engage the Red, they’d probably be dead in seconds.
“Damn. They’ve never gone for the marines before,” Hoffman said aloud.
Bren accessed more data from the marines’ channel. He watched footage from small cameras on the marines’ gear. He moved to visual feeds from before the attack.
The men had crumpled where they stood without warning. Then there was blood. Trickling out of their military skinsuits at the hands, feet, and collars. Huge welts of it appeared on their faces as well. Bren hadn’t seen any shrapnel or ricochets from whatever weapon had killed them.
“It’s the armor cutter molecules,” Hoffman said. “They cut through marine armor even more easily than the ASSAIL’s.”
Bren thought Hoffman was probably right. He knew they had no countermeasure for such an advanced weapon. They had only managed to put in a detection system to sense the fractures when they occurred in the ASSAIL chassis. He switched back to a current view of the action in the atrium.
The marines had spotted something behind a stairwell tube that rose alongside a structural beam. They started to fire slugs and glue grenades at the stairwell.
Their weaponry was designed to suppress people, not destroy alien cyborgs.
Holes appeared in the blackened material in a regular pattern growing from the center. ASSAIL fire, Bren thought. He switched back to Meridian’s cam and saw that the machines had already stopped firing.
“Did we get a kill, anyone?” Bren asked, unable to remain patient.
“Negative. I don’t see anything.”
“Negative.”
“Negative.”
The marines’ fire stuttered to a halt as well. ASSAIL units trotted past marines lying on the floor. Bren saw that some of the men were huddling for cover and others were dead.
Meridian’s camera moved around the stairwell. Bren saw debris that resembled pieces of ultralight concrete and metal from the station.
The machines lined up to enter the stairwell. But they stopped short.
“It’s not here. Somehow we missed the Red,” Henley said. “I don’t think the ASSAILs should go down there. They’d get picked off one by one in the stairwell.”
“The station inhabitants call it Claw. It already left the spaceport through shuttle access five,” Meridian told Bren.
Bren passed the information along to the command channel. “The Red is called Claw. It left the spaceport by moving outside the station.”
“An advantage they have over the ASSAILs,” Henley said. “Our heavies can’t go outside as easily.”
Bren thought it was true enough. The ASSAIL chassis did work in the vacuum of space, but it took a large airlock to accommodate them. Most stations only had three or four locks that they could move through. The Vigilant had a couple of locks they could use as well, but if the smaller, more agile Reds could move quickly through any lock, then they’d have many more routes in and out of the station.
“Well, the ASSAILs think it has left the spaceport, so you can get the wounded back here.”
Henley belted out some orders on the marines’ channel. It sounded to Bren like the men would be returning the wounded as well as hardening their positions with more of their supply containers. In previous training exercises, Bren had seen the bathtub-sized containers linked together in short stacks to create makeshift fortifications.
The ASSAILs stayed in the atrium as the marines secured the area. He thought about the Red. Could it be moving back in from another angle right now? Or had it accomplished its purpose and retreated to another ambush site? Bren thought it might even enter the Vigilant, given that all the ASSAILs were beyond the breach and unable to intercept. He knew two laser turrets and dozens of marines guarded the breach tunnel, but would that be enough to stop the cyborg if it decided to force its way on board?
The marines unpacked three mine-laying robots and activated them. The machines patrolled the perimeter of the atrium, positioning smart mines in the service corridors and stairwells. The marines could come and go as they pleased, but if a hostile came within several meters of such a device, it could deploy stunning sonics or armor-piercing explosive devices.
The next phase of the board and control operation involved seizing the executive living areas. Bren knew that once the marines felt more secure in the spaceport, Henley would send the ASSAILs onward.
“I wonder if the men who went into the spaceport will stay there or if they’ll remain at the vanguard,” he transmitted.
“The engagement in the spaceport has damaged the survivors’ morale without giving them any useful experience,” Meridian answered. Bren winced. He’d meant to make the comment aloud in the Guts, not transmit it on the channel. “Therefore, it would be better to use a new force to seize the living areas.”
“You no longer believe that the marines should be held back?”
“I believed before that Admiral Jameson held their lives at a higher valuation,” Meridian continued. “His decision to send them in anyway indicates that they are now considered more expendable than was indicated in the pre-mission module.”
Bren didn’t have an answer. He sweated it out for a couple of minutes in silence until Henley transmitted.
“We have the spaceport. The ASSAIL units should proceed to the second objective. I’m dispatching a new marine unit to back them up. They’ll deploy through the breach in the next five minutes.”
Bren picked the camera view from Meridian back up as the machines responded to the orders. The ASSAIL provided a slow, agonizing show for Bren, moving through the station corridors to clear rec areas, pools, and even two night clubs. Bren watched and waited for the alien to reappear.
The column moved through an empty cafeteria. The tables remained, but the food service area was covered in white sheets.
“The cafeterias are practically in mothballs again,” Bren noted. He knew that for some reason, the aliens had made everyone wear the gear and enforced the rules that the helmets stay on everywhere but the personal quarters. As a result, the cafeteria spaces were available for other miscellaneous use.
Boom. Boom.
The sound of 12mm fire broke out in the tight corridors, picked up by the machine’s sensors, and transmitted straight into Bren’s brain through his link.
“New fractures!” Hoffman reported.
Brrroom. Brrrroooom. Boom.
Bren saw Meridian shoot at least four rounds at an angle through the wall on its right.
“Neptune has fractures,” said a handler. The ASSAIL would be advised of the condition of its armor. It was hoped this new information could keep the ASSAIL units alive longer.
“Odin has fractures,” said the voice of another handler. “Damn! Odin out of action.” A loud noise came from beside Bren in the Guts. He assumed the handler had smashed or thrown something, but didn’t bother to look.
A person in gear popped around the corner in front of Meridian. He raised a rifle toward the ASSAIL. Before Bren could even swear aloud, he heard the report of one of Meridian’s 12mm cannons. The black helmet exploded. A bright crimson cascade blossomed on the wall behind.
“Meridian,” Bren searched for words. “Was that necessary?”
“The attacker had to be quickly neutralized to ensure the success of the current board and control operation,” Meridian said.
Bren considered asking more. If Meridian survived there would be a justification of the action in its mission report, but if the ASSAIL was destroyed, they might never know why the ASSAIL had killed the civilian. The mere presence of the rifle shouldn’t be a threat to the heavily armored ASSAIL machine.
Bren traded glances with Hoffman. Bren could tell by the look on Hoffman’s face that he was working on the problem as furiously as Bren himself was.
After a moment, Hoffman said aloud, “Meridian has one of the circular microfractures in his frontal plate. A lucky shot with that rifle could take him out.”
Bren considered it. “And the mission is likely to fail without Meridian? Maybe.”
“At this age, Meridian could even look at the vector of the barrel pointed at it and decide if the round would strike its fracture,” Hoffman said.
The ASSAIL units had stopped firing, but they still moved in careful circles like hunting sharks as if they believed enemies lurked nearby. Finally, Hoffman passed along to Henley that they believed the cafeterias were clear for marines to move in. Lines of men ran into the room. The first couple of squads rushed in and sought cover behind overturned tables and unused food dispensaries. Then more men came in with equipment. Bren saw weapon tripods and more boxes of the smart mines.
“The machines are clustering closer to that wall,” Hoffman noted. Bren looked at the disposition of all the machines in his PV. At first, he’d thought the ASSAIL machines were stepping out of the way of the marine’s equipment, but now he saw Hoffman was right. The ASSAIL units were edging in one direction.
He checked the incursion plan. A pane came up in his PV and displayed a map of the route ahead.
“There’s a security hardpoint in the very next corridor,” Bren said aloud. “The main security office is directly beyond.”
Suddenly the ASSAILs began to fire. The marine channel filled up with transmissions. Bren switched back to the camera view.
What he saw confused him. A section of the wall more than ten meters wide had opened up, although Bren couldn’t tell which side had done it or how. People in gear on the far side fired at the marines and the space force was firing back. Grenades rolled across the floor toward the marines. Many of them were hit, sending glue spraying across the white covers of the serving area.
Several handlers in the Guts reported fractures simultaneously. Bren used his PV to see for himself. The cutting molecules were hitting Nergal, Nemesis, Orion, and Oblivion.
“Orion is hot,” called a handler. “We’re taking laser fire!”
Bren knew that meant that the security hardpoint had been exposed by the sundered section of wall. It had a laser emplacement that must be under the control of Claw or its allies. He suspected the wall had been cleared by the locals to allow the laser to fire all the way into the cafeteria.
Bren’s view had filled with smoke. Shots and explosions still rang out, although the frequency had dropped from the first ten seconds of combat.
“Frick. Orion is crippled. Nearly useless,” commented the machine’s handler.
That’s only five left, Bren thought.
Bren watched a map display to follow the movement of his machines. They had moved forward on the security hardpoint. The machines weren’t firing much now. Only Orion remained behind, presumably out of action.
As Bren watched, Nergal’s status went red in his PV. Bren checked for details. His information pane on the machine indicated the machine had been destroyed.
“Nergal’s down,” came the dismal announcement. “Unknown cause, but it had fractures on three sides, so …”
So Claw probably did it.
Smoke cleared from Meridian’s camera view. Bren saw marines in the wrecked area of the security hardpoint. The walls were heavily damaged throughout the area. The best walls had gaping holes the size of a man; the worst were reduced to a few smashed panels in the corners with only the support struts left to indicate any barrier had ever existed. Boulders of glue littered the area around the ASSAIL, with gear-clad arms and legs sticking out here and there.
Meridian didn’t move much. It didn’t fire at anything. Bren saw what he assumed must be a smart mine crawling down a strut. The thing reminded him of a big lumbering bug. A bug that could explode if it so wished, killing selected targets within seven meters.
“We have the security office,” Henley announced. “This unit’s taken more than fifty percent casualties. I’m setting them up to garrison the hardpoint. We’ll send in another unit from the Vigilant to accompany the remaining ASSAIL machines to take the factories. The laser emplacement is toast. Looks like it’s got a pretty twelve millimeter hole in it.”
“Is there any good news?” Bren asked.
“Uhm … yes, actually. I’m told that we recovered our operative,” Henley transmitted. “Wounded but still kicking.”
I wonder what happened before we got here. She didn’t get Claw, I guess. That was a long shot.
“Bren, I’ve got a local here, says he wants to help out,” Devin said.
“What can he do for us?”
Bren didn’t get an answer. He took the voice connection pointer she had left his link.
“I’m glad you guys are here,” said a voice. Bren’s PV said it was the Bentra security head of Avalon. “We’ve had enough of these fuckers. Let me onto our systems again, and I’ll help you trap him.”
“We can use your help. Send me an authorized command channel and I’ll pass it along.”
“I’ll do that. But you should let us drive it. We know the station better than your people do.”
“You don’t know my people,” Bren said. The man didn’t know Bren would be giving the channel to an AI core.
“Okay. Here it is. Let me know if you need our help on anything else. Oh, yeah. One other thing. Some of the systems are experiencing oddities. I think Claw has some kind of control over them, at least we know he did when he first came here, and I have no reason to believe that he ever relinquished that access.”
Bren took the channel pointer and passed it along to Meridian. If the ASSAILs hadn’t already broken into the system, having a straightforward authorization for use of the station’s internal sensors and security equipment could be critical. The UNSF could use it to track the spinner, lock hatches, or even deploy security checkpoint weapons. Unless Claw had an iron grip over everything.
“This authorization is no longer valid,” Meridian told Bren. “Claw curtailed the command powers of the human security forces as soon as I destroyed the laser emplacement.”
“Can you track the spinner? Claw, I mean,” Bren asked.
“Claw is a capable opponent with a high degree of sophistication. Its movements are obscured. We have only obtained control of approximately fifteen percent of the station’s computing power and twenty percent of data storage—”
“Okay, no need to continue the report. Concentrate on the mission at hand.”
“We have adequate resources to perform the report as well as conduct the incursion. Of course, this data is accessible through your personal view.”
Bren knew he wasn’t able to find or use most of the information available in his PV as fast as it happened, but he didn’t mention that to Meridian. To do so would highlight his inferiority to the AI core.
“Perhaps more regular reports would be helpful … of course, without compromising the chances of mission success.”
“I am warning the marine commander of an imminent attack at the spaceport,” Meridian said.
Chatter rose on the marine command channel again.
“Mines are going off in the spaceport,” Henley explained.
Bren bit off his question. Any evidence that they killed a Red? He tried to stay on only as a listener to the channel. He took an active role only with the ASSAIL channels.
“The ASSAIL units are over five minutes away,” said Bren.
“Looks like this spinner is going to stick with hit-and-run tactics,” Henley said. “We don’t see any evidence we got anything. No bodies, human or otherwise.”
Bren saw that two more marines had been hit and one of them was already dead.
“We’re going ahead with the plan,” Henley said. “Maybe those mines damaged the spinner.”
Bren reviewed the incursion plan yet again. The two hydrogen cell factories were last. The Avalon board and control plan involved waiting until the UNSF had more time on the AI cores, and longer to get control of the station’s systems before going into the largest and most complex parts of the station. Thankfully, the factories were pressurized but without oxygen, in order to avoid the danger of explosion. The factories were fully automated. Engineers who worked on the factory floors needed breathing masks, as did marines who intended to go there, but the ASSAILs could operate there without augmentation.
“Meridian,” Bren transmitted. “Suggest alterations to the mission plan to increase chances of success of primary objectives.”
The response was immediate.
“Flood either hydrogen cell factory with oxygen and ignite it. The station would be destroyed. This serves to disable the enemy allowing capture and study.”
“We aren’t willing to sacrifice the people on board that station, or even the station itself.”
“Preservation of the station is not stated as a primary objective. Only capture of aliens, or failing that, neutralization of aliens on the station.”
“If you fail to capture or neutralize the cyborgs, then we probably will destroy the station, but not before.”
“These constraints seriously hinder the mission. They greatly increase chances of failure.”
“Understood,” Bren said. He started to brood about the outcome of the mission. They only had four machines left in action. If the Red hadn’t been damaged by the mines, could they hope to prevail? He checked the team’s armor in his PV. Each ASSAIL had several of the armor fractures. A hit by a high velocity projectile in the right place could take any one of them out.
The ASSAILs moved into the first factory. Somewhat like the previous factory on Tanelorn, the hydrogen cell factory didn’t have a single open floor. The machinery rose several stories high, riddled with access tubes that allowed engineers and bots to maintain it from the inside. To Bren it was like a three-dimensional version of the Guts. So much equipment and machinery built into a tiny space like a complex engineering puzzle.
Meridian had to bend its legs a little to fit inside the access tube.
“This is worse than I realized,” Bren transmitted.
“What do you suggest?” Henley replied.
Bren considered the open tube on Meridian’s frontal camera. He didn’t even want to mention Meridian’s suggestion. He knew the UNSF wasn’t ready to consider destroying the station unless the Vigilant was in danger of capture, although Bren estimated four ASSAILs against one spinner to be even odds. If there were more than one, they’d lose.
“Maybe we can enlist some of their own maintenance robots to scout it out. If those things could pinpoint the Red’s location, it might make a difference.”
“Okay. We have a handful of automated scouts of our own. I’ll hand them over to your cores.”
“Give your pointers to Meridian,” Bren said.
“Will do. Is Meridian the leader?”
“Yes,” Bren said.
At least it speaks for them. And I don’t really know why. It might be because Meridian always enters the breach first, or just because I usually watch the action through Meridian’s camera.
Bren brooded over Meridian’s behavior for long minutes while the scouts received programming from the AI cores.
If Meridian’s behavior means it’s about to go out of our control, giving it slave machines could prove to be a mistake.
Various other robots were entering the factory area. Bren’s PV showed five recon bots that belonged to the space force as well as another four maintenance machines that had been suborned by the BCP electronics warfare people and handed over to the AI cores. The maintenance machines were flat work platforms mounted on magnetic treads that could move around the maintenance tubes of the factory. Bren watched the marine reconnaissance machines with interest. They looked like agile, six-legged insects. Watching them move gave Bren a chill.
They’re too lifelike in their movements. They really look alive.
The ASSAIL units spread out. Each machine moved in front of an access tube leading into the giant mass of the factory. Two of the scouts scurried into the tunnels ahead of the ASSAILs. About fifteen seconds later, the larger war machines followed them in.
“Here we go,” Bren said aloud. Once again, he felt frustrated. His role lay in preparing for each board and control operation; all he could do now was watch the results.
Bren’s PV centered a pane that kept track of the machine locations in a two dimensional map of the factory viewed from an “Earthside up” aspect. The factory was large; Bren figured it could take half an hour to clear it. But it didn’t take long for the intrusion to be noticed.
“Contact near Oblivion,” Bren noted. Both scout machines ahead of Oblivion winked out. Bren switched to Oblivion’s cam to get a look, but he couldn’t get a signal. The PV showed Oblivion backing up with Neptune and Nemesis coming in to support it on both sides.
Bren winced. Neptune and Nemesis had started firing into the factory. It didn’t seem possible to Bren that both machines had a direct line of sight on the Red, but he couldn’t be sure. He’d seen the cores shoot through walls before. He knew the machines had senses superior to a human as well as a razor intellect that could elect to take shots through walls to kill foes out of sight.
“Neptune reports that the Red is wounded!” said a handler. Bren saw confirmation in his own PV. He also saw that Neptune had a growing number of the fractures.
All four remaining machines were firing now. Bren wondered where all those rounds were ending up. Did the machines only fire when they had a backstop? Or did they consider depressurization of the factory a necessary evil? Bren guessed that Admiral Jameson wouldn’t be too angry if they depressurized or even destroyed the factory as long as they got the Red.
“Neptune has been destroyed,” someone said aloud in the Guts. The voice held the same emotion Bren felt at that moment: fighting against a sinking feeling of doom.
Bren noticed that Meridian had turned away from the epicenter of the violence. He eyed the display. The turn continued full circle until Meridian fell into line behind Nemesis. Bren immediately became suspicious of Meridian once more. Had it positioned itself behind Nemesis for self-preservation?
“Nemesis is taking fractures.”
Nemesis was throwing glue grenades with its tentacle. Meridian opened fire. It stitched three shots into Nemesis. As the machine fell, Meridian sent three more rounds through the dead chassis.
Hoffman groaned. Bren shook his head.
“So, that’s it. We have a rogue core,” Bren said aloud.
“Wait. I’m not sure,” Hoffman said.
“Claw has been destroyed,” Meridian announced.
“You shot Nemesis as well,” Bren protested.
“The course was necessary to assure success of the mission.”
“It was impossible to disable the creature?” asked Henley. Bren realized that with the marines waiting outside the factory, Henley had probably been following the ASSAIL team as closely as Bren.
“The cyborg was disabled. It underwent a voluntary disintegration,” Meridian said.
Henley cursed. “So many men dead and we still haven’t learned anything about the aliens.”
“A great deal of data has been gathered about the enemy,” Meridian said.
“Good, we will carefully review your mission summary,” Bren jumped in. “Please return to the Guts as soon as Colonel Henley declares the factory secure.”
Of course, Bren was really talking to Henley: Let’s not discuss it any further until the cores are shut down.
He could send Henley private messages through the links. He decided to make it a point to do so in the future. If the cores were smart enough, they’d be able to read between the lines of human communication, despite being only a few hours old.
“Neptune’s hardware is back up, but the machine is unresponsive,” said a handler. Bren checked the machines in his PV. Meridian and Oblivion were already heading back toward the Guts.
“The machine has fractures … maybe something got cut that doesn’t show on the hardware diagnostics,” Bren said.
“Neptune was compromised by the enemy,” Meridian said. “It had to be shut down.”
Compromised. As if the Reds’ physical combat capabilities aren’t fearsome enough.
Bren started pacing in the Guts. He was still pacing when the clanking of the machines became audible. Bren listened. Meridian was actually making less noise. He realized there had never been an audio problem. He traded glances with Hoffman. The handler looked at Bren questioningly and then he turned to stare at Meridian. Bren saw Hoffman’s face darken. Had he realized the machine was actually quieter?
“Post-mission report is complete. Ready for shutdown,” Meridian announced.
Bren felt intensely uncomfortable now, because the machine knew it was here to be turned off. The procedure was bad enough when he believed the machine only knew in the last second or two.
He didn’t say anything but concentrated on the shutdown procedure. He only looked into the ASSAIL’s black eyes as he deactivated the power sources. He held his breath, half expecting the power down wouldn’t work, and that the machines would stay alive, and start giving him orders. But Meridian drooped and its running lights dimmed. The machine was once again dead.
Bren fell back against the nearest bank of equipment. He allowed himself to rest only for a couple of seconds.
“Hoffman. I need to talk to you for a minute,” Bren transmitted. Hoffman gave Bren an odd look. He was probably wondering if Bren spoke with the link because of Bren’s link bias or if he needed privacy.
“Yes, sir. What’s up?”
“Have you made any changes to Meridian, any alterations to the core seed, or changes to the pre-mission module?”
“No, sir. I know he was acting a little differently, but … we did start them earlier this time. He’s smarter.”
“Look, I know you and I have bent a few rules here and there, but if I find out you’re holding out on me—”
“No. I’m not. I don’t know what’s up with Meridian. He went in with the same pre-mission module as the others.”
Bren scowled but he believed Hoffman. Bren wasn’t sure that anything had gone wrong with Meridian. This was the third mission the machine had survived, each time in the face of high casualties. Sometimes men or machines were just lucky.
“We need to pay special attention to Meridian’s sterilization. I have a bad feeling about what’s going on with him. I don’t like these oddities.”
Hoffman nodded. “Sure, sir. Whatever you say.”
Bren could tell from the tone of Hoffman’s voice that he thought Bren was making a big deal out of nothing.
Perhaps so, Bren thought. Perhaps not.
***
 

“We have three good possibilities for our next incursion,” Devin said. “Carthage, Camelot, and Synchronicity.”
As Devin talked, a pane opened in each person’s PV displaying the stations on the plane of Earth’s orbit around the sun.
“Carthage deserves consideration because we have an unconfirmed report that people there are wearing the gear. The problem with this station as a target is that we don’t think it’s been taking any of the anomalous material shipments from Earthside corporations.”
Bren paid as much attention as he could manage to Devin’s information. He watched her carefully for signs that she had forgiven him for his display of interest over the Brazilian operative. Bren figured that he might have blown it with her a second time. Women always added turbulence to his life. Sometimes it was welcome, other times it distracted him too much from his work.
Devin added pictures of Carthage to the channel. Bren thought it looked larger than the stations they had visited already. The supporting materials indicated that Quantix Corporation produced hydrogen cells at Carthage for energy storage in spacecraft and space stations. The official reason for a deep space orbit was for access to hydrogen barges coming in from the outer solar system when Earth wasn’t a convenient rendezvous.
“We have Camelot on our top list because it’s jointly owned by Reiss-Marck and Bentra, who we know have been involved in this mess, whether knowingly or not. We think it may have been involved with the shipments. At the very least some of the shipments have gone to or through Camelot.”
Bren saw a complex tree chart of shipment paths in his PV. The material shipments that had been flagged as suspicious were tracked through the chart. Several of the lines for each company passed through or terminated at Camelot, which was highlighted in a red box in the center of the chart.
“Synchronicity is also a prime target,” Devin continued. “It’s been involved in the materials shipments for over six months. We don’t know if the populace there wears gear.”
“I think it’s safer to go by our materials traces,” Vendrati said. “We know that a corporation has tried to deceive us at least once by planting the gear.”
“That’s slightly misleading,” Devin said. “Was the gear really being falsely planted or was it being sent there in preparation for a takeover of the station? It could be hard to tell the difference without more reliable sources.”
“I agree that the other material shipments are a more reliable signal,” Jameson said. “We won’t ignore the other sources, but we can set our priorities by the strength of our data.”
Bren brought up a pane in his PV to track the shipments. Items had been flagged based on the stations’ needs from a year ago compared to shipments in the last few months. The data was not perfect, Bren thought. After all, different materials could be needed for new manufacturing processes or experiments—change did not necessarily mean anything was up. But these amounts of platinum, gold, titanium, and a dozen other pure metals, not to mention a laundry list of specialized chemicals that would be difficult to produce locally, were just too unusual to ignore.
“Bren?”
Bren’s attention broke from the pane. “Hrm? Ahm, pardon, sir?”
“Which station do you think should be next?” Jameson said. Bren detected an undercurrent of impatience in the admiral’s tone. Bren was sure he’d missed something again.
“Synchronicity,” Bren said. “I see from the shipments graph here that one or two shipments passed through another station and continued to Synchronicity. But no shipment has ever gone to Synchronicity and then been routed past there.”
“That’s an interesting observation,” Devin warned. “But of course we don’t know if that data has either missed shipments involved with the spinners, or includes shipments that have nothing to do with them. It’s all guesswork, so a couple of anomalies aren’t much to go on.”
“We have no evidence that Vineaux Genomix is suspect,” Vendrati said. “And we have their assurance that nothing out of the ordinary is going on. Including a message from Alec Vineaux himself.”
Bren shrugged. “My answer is based on data from the shipments alone. I wasn’t thinking about that aspect.”
Jameson nodded.
“We’ll proceed to Camelot. Besides being operated by companies that we know have been involved, it’s considerably closer to us than the other two stations, and we know time is of the essence. Let’s get back to work and make sure everything’s ready for our next target.”
 

***
 

Bren and Nicole found Aldriena pacing in her quarters. Bren thought he’d be used to her looks by now, but seeing her still stirred something inside him and activated parts of his brain that didn’t care anything about logic or the mission.
“I’m glad you’re alive,” he said. “You know when we breached Avalon, Meridian told me you were dead.”
“Who is Meridian? I thought I was dead myself. Between the spinner and the marines, I don’t know who’s worse!”
“Meridian is one of our lucky ASSAIL machines. A heavy, like you saw in the examination room …”
“With the naked woman?”
“Er, yes. That one.”
“Well, what’s so lucky about it?”
“It’s made it through all the incursions so far, a survivor.”
“Maybe it made its own luck,” Aldriena said. “How smart are those things? Smart enough to be dangerous?”
“How about we get to the point?” interrupted Nicole. “We want you to go in first at Camelot.”
“Why should I? Don’t you know what happened? The one person I trusted as an ally was shot dead at the spaceport. I would have ended up the same way if Claw hadn’t thrown me in the brig to interrogate me later. As it was, I think they almost shot me anyway when they found me in there. Those marines had orders to shoot everyone. It’s not safe working for you people!”
“We never claimed your job was safe,” Bren said. “I thought you liked it that way.”
“Maybe, but who deserves to be shot by the people on their side?”
“Then we’ll double your retainer and assure you make it to someone’s quarters before the next incursion,” Nicole suggested.
“No more attempted assassination of the Reds,” Aldriena said. “Let’s stick to the safer stuff.”
“Do you know what went wrong with your attempt?”
“No idea. But I’ve learned not to underestimate these things. Not only did the attack fail, but also that spinner was on to me in seconds. It knew what I was doing, figured it out somehow, maybe even before the attempt.”
 




Fourteen
 

Chris wrung his hands and looked at yet another space force representative. The man looked fit. He was tall with short black hair and a serious set to his mouth.
“Look. I’ve been talking to a dozen people, and I don’t think my message is getting through,” Chris said. At first, when his shuttle had been intercepted by the UNSF in deep space, he had felt elated. The chances of being intercepted by any vessel before arriving near Earth had to be low. Then he’d fallen into despair as he’d told his story and no one responded the way he’d hoped. Then they’d sent him to doctors and he’d begun to doubt his own sanity.
“You’re talking to the right people now. Tell us about Red.”
“The what?”
“The spinner. The alien you’ve been talking about.”
“Oh. Are you a psychologist?”
“No, I’m Major Creighton. I work for space force intelligence. Like I said, you’re talking to the right people now.”
Chris leaned forward.
“I was beginning to think it was hopeless.”
“I understand your frustration. That’s behind you now. Tell us about the cyborg.”
“Well, they call one Captain. Alec says that it’s their leader.”
“Their leader? At Synchronicity?”
“Yes. And there’s a second one called Slicer.”
There was a pause. Chris assumed his inquisitor was shuffling along information on his link.
“So there are at least two of them? How long has the station been under their control?”
“I think only two. I don’t know how long they’ve been in charge at Synchronicity. Longer than three months. There’s some kind of alien ship there. I don’t know where it comes from. The people have been wearing these suits—”
“Chris, this information is very important to us. Important enough that we need to verify the facts, make sure we don’t miss anything, or get anything wrong. We have some equipment that will help us do that. Would you be willing to let us hook you up here so we can take some readings?”
“Well … sure. Yeah. I’ve been asking people to give me a lie detector test since I started trying to tell the UNSF about this. It’ll prove that I’m telling you the truth.”
“Good,” said Creighton. A couple of seconds later, a bald technician in a red overcoat came into the room pushing an equipment cart before him. The machine was larger than Chris expected, about the size of a motorcycle with a bright red shell.
“This man will get you set up. Then all you have to do is answer the questions. I’ll be listening in with my link. Nice to meet you, Chris.”
“Sure. Thanks, Major Creighton.”
The major nodded and walked out of the room. Chris watched the technician for a second, but he didn’t meet Chris’s gaze. Chris realized immediately that he didn’t like the man, could never like him. The man’s face held some intrinsic detachment that made Chris uncomfortable.
Maybe they’re just playing along. They might think I’m crazy and this is a sanity examination.
Chris hid his dislike and forced himself to speak.
“Wow. What’s this thing called?”
The man pointed at a symbol on the device. The silhouette of a scorpion.
“Oh. Great,” Chris said. “Scorpion. This thing is harmless though, right?”
The technician didn’t reply. Did he think it was a rhetorical question? He reminded Chris of a scientist who refused to befriend a lab animal he was about to put to death.
Chris fidgeted while the tech hooked him up to the Scorpion. The number of physical connections it required surprised him. Apparently, the device didn’t work exclusively through his link like a regular truth check. The man even put a seeking urine catheter into him, adding more discomfort to the whole procedure. Chris thought of Major Creighton and how the man had smoothed over this whole thing, made it sound so simple and straightforward. His trust of the major dropped a notch.
When the technician finished, he left the room. Chris felt thankful for that small thing. A voice spoke to Chris through his link.
“This is a lie detection device. I am the operator software. The use of this device has been authorized by the UNSF because it has been determined that the citizens of Earth are in imminent danger.”
“I understand.”
“What is your name?”
“Chris Adrastus.”
“Have you learned that the leader of the aliens has been at Synchronicity?”
Hrm. Not wasting any time.
“Yes.”
“Were you sent to Earth by an alien?”
“What? No.”
“Were you sent to Earth by the Chinese government?”
“No!”
“Do you know a woman named Cinmei?”
“Yes.”
“What is your relationship with this woman?”
“She maintained my quarters, was my servant.”
“Do you love this woman?”
“No.”
“How long have you known Cinmei?”
“Only since I came to Synchronicity.”
“How many times before have you worked with the Chinese government?”
“What the fuck? Worked with the Chinese … that’s not what I was doing!”
“Please don’t avoid the question.”
“The question is bullshit!”
“Do you refuse to answer? There may be consequences.”
Chris took a deep breath. He reminded himself that the UNSF would probably be using high tech methods, even better than a civilian truth check. If he answered truthfully, he’d be vindicated.
“Zero. Zero times.”
“You did willingly work with her by your own account.”
“Only to escape the station. Not to gather intelligence for the Chinese. And I detained her as soon as I could. I set the course to come into a Western controlled area.”
“Do you believe that rape was necessary to achieve your objective?”
“I didn’t rape anyone.”
“Cinmei says you raped her,” the operator said.
“She’s lying. I took control of the spacecraft. So I could bring the UNSF a warning. Look, you can do a truth check.”
“How much information about the alien technology have you learned?”
“Only what Alec told me. The creatures live in artificial bodies; they took over Synchronicity easily. They’re fast and smart. They came in some kind of ship. I assumed it is from another star, a starship.”
“Where do you keep information about the alien’s technology?”
“In my head,” Chris replied.
“Which storage device?”
“No, I mean, in my memory. My natural memory. Not my link.”
Chris hoped that would end the interrogation. But they had only begun.
 

***
 

The next afternoon, a beautiful woman came into Chris’s quarters. He quickly noted her long black hair and the fold of her eyes. Asian. He jumped up off the white sofa despite the fatigue of yesterday’s extensive grilling.
“Shit. Help!” he called out. He hopped over the back of the sofa trying to distance him from her. He requested help on the emergency channel of his link.
They sent an assassin to get me for killing her.
“Uhm, you a little nervous?” she asked. She did have an accent, but it didn’t sound anything like Cinmei’s accent.
Chris didn’t respond verbally this time, but redoubled his efforts to make sure his link requests were of the highest priority.
The door opened and two soldiers came rushing in. They wore government-issue military skinsuits and had their hand stunners out.
“What’s the trouble here?” the first one asked.
“You shouldn’t have done that. Now it’s going to take us half an hour to get back to business,” said Aldriena. “Have you really been that freaked out by what happened?”
“Back up, please, miss,” the soldier said. He aimed his stunner at her.
“Business? You’re Aldriena? That’s not a Chinese name. I don’t want to be anywhere near any Chinese for the rest of my life.”
Aldriena stepped back calmly. “Then you and I have more in common that you might imagine,” she said.
Lieutenant Devin walked into the room.
“Chris, this is not an assassin. Her name is Aldriena, and she’s done a lot to help us. I would ask that you answer her questions.”
Chris didn’t know what to say. He was mortified.
“Okay,” he finally said.
“What’s the problem, anyway?” Aldriena asked.
“I thought you were here to kill me. A Chinese agent.”
Aldriena’s face darkened. “That’s a good imagination you have there. Besides, I’m not Chinese.”
“It wasn’t my imagination on Synchronicity, was it? There were agents. And freaking aliens, for chrissakes. Don’t tell me I have an overactive imagination! Unless I really am insane. But that’s not what they’ve been telling me recently.”
Aldriena’s voice softened.
“Yeah, I guess you’ve got a good reason to be jumpy. Aliens aren’t an everyday thing. Look, let’s start over again.”
Chris looked to Devin, hoping she would stay nearby. She seemed to sense the meaning of his stare. The guards walked out. Chris guessed that Devin had dismissed them with her link.
“How long were you at Synchronicity?”
“Only three weeks. Long enough.”
“Everyone is in gear there?”
“Oh, yeah. The whole time. It was well established when I arrived. They said it was part of a challenging program to develop our leadership talents.”
“Then you found out it was crazy,” Aldriena prompted.
“Yes! A bunch of virtual games going on. Ordinary life has all these weird rules; we couldn’t even eat in the cafeterias … they were all closed.”
“How many spinners are there?”
“How many what? Oh. Spinners, is that what you call them? Good name. Better than Reds, which is what the space force calls them. Doesn’t make any sense … I guess they thought they were Chinese at first.”
“No, it was because one of them had a red dot on its side. Long story. So, how many?”
“Sorry. As far as I know, only Captain and Slicer.”
“Captain. I can guess that one. The name Slicer though … I guess he wasted someone that way?”
“I heard that when the aliens first showed up, in the first takeover, Slicer cut some security people up. No one saw a knife, though. They were mysteriously sliced open and they bled to death.”
“Oh, right. I actually know about that. One sliced me up, too.”
“What?”
“I made the mistake of trying to trap one and it didn’t work.”
“Then I’m surprised you’re alive.”
“Look, I’m going back there. I want to know as much as I can. Tell me about Vineaux and then tell me about Vineaux Genomix.”
“Okay. But VG has nothing to do with what the station’s like now.”
“I want to know if the people there will help me if I ask them to betray Captain and Slicer.”
Chris nodded. “They will. But they’re scared. I tried to stir some things up against Captain. It didn’t go over well. Some people have died.”
“So, I have to make them believe that the UNSF is here and now they’re as good as free. What about Vineaux himself? I heard he’s some kind of daredevil.”
“He was. Used to be. Now he’s … broken. I don’t know if all his people are, though. Vineaux knows the truth about Captain and Slicer. Most of the other station inhabitants think that the cyborgs are robots of Vineaux’s making. So they’ll be confused. But I think at least half of them would help you unless they’re looking down the barrel of a gun. It’s been crazy there too long.”
Chris hesitated, then continued.
“Have you talked with my … with the spy named Cinmei?” he asked.
Aldriena looked away for a moment.
“Everyone decided it would be best if I didn’t speak with her in person. But yes, I have heard her side of the story, and it more or less matches what you’ve said.”
“I didn’t rape her,” Chris said.
Aldriena was silent for a moment. “If you had to rape her to get home, would you have?”
Now it was Chris’s turn to stand silent. Finally, he said, “I don’t know.”
Aldriena’s voice became cold and distant. “I’m sure you would have found an answer. I think I have enough information, please leave now.”
Chris nodded and retreated, glad to leave the room. He wandered for a moment before accessing his link and getting directions to the lounge. He needed a drink.
“Mr. Adrastus?”
Chris received the transmission through his link. The other party was identified in his PV as Admiral Jameson.
“Hello? Er, sir?”
“How are you doing? I wanted to thank you for your assistance. We’re in your debt.”
“I’m more than willing to trade anything you need for a ride back home. I want to go back to my job at VG as soon as possible.”
“Please be patient. As you know, a lot is going on right now.”
Chris could tell from the admiral’s tone that he was being prepared for bad news.
“I’m not headed back to Earth? I’m sorry, I don’t understand. I just want to get home.”
“I’ll route you back with a supply ship as soon as I can. But for now, you have to stay with us. Your information has been critical. We’ve changed course, and we’ll be under heavy acceleration for hours.”
Chris’s shoulders slumped.
“So, we’re going back there.”
“We’re not the only ones, unfortunately,” Jameson said. “We’ve noticed a Chinese task force left Earth orbit and we believe it’s headed for Synchronicity.”
“I don’t see how they found out. Cinmei was in that locker most of the time.”
“She found a way. Her link was sophisticated, or rather I should say her links. She had three.”
“Three? Well, I guess I should expect something like that from a spy.”
Chris felt his fear come back as strong as ever. It seemed that the Chinese weren’t done screwing with his life yet. He wondered if he’d survive the next encounter.
Chris arrived at the lounge. Now he needed that drink even more.



Fifteen
 

Aldriena watched the port inspection machine sift through her luggage. The knobby arms carefully grasped her latest C4B and brought it out onto the counter. She waited for the inevitable question.
“This item, identify,” droned the machine.
The Cascavel alerted Aldriena to the proximity of another weapon. She instinctively snatched up C4B. She threw a quick glance back toward the departure atrium from where she’d come and then toward the curtain that covered her other exit.
The curtain rustled just as she looked. Aldriena saw a person in gear coming through. She caught a glimpse of a device in the newcomer’s gloved hand.
Aldriena leveled her gun. This C4B could stun, but it was also a projectile weapon. She selected an antipersonnel round with her link and then yanked back the trigger once without bothering to log her shot.
Snap!
The sound was fairly muffled. The intruder halted, balance wavering. Aldriena reached out with her free hand and yanked the person into the reception booth. The intruder fell forward. A pistol fell to the floor. Aldriena released a tight sigh. The UNSF weapon wasn’t too bad. She didn’t miss her old gun so much anymore.
“This item, identify,” repeated the machine.
Most citizens would call for help with their link after such an attack. Aldriena had enough experience to keep silent. Whoever this assassin had been, Aldriena couldn’t gain anything by calling attention to herself now.
The assassin had been sloppy with his equipment. The weapon had somehow been hacked to authorize its illegal use, but the weapon link protocols hadn’t been disabled. It was only that link traffic that had allowed her Cascavel to give her a second’s warning.
If they had been competent, I’d be dead.
Fortunately, her gun didn’t cause an immediate alarm, either. Aldriena checked with the sound curtain service. It had been activated at the same time as the wall robot to protect her privacy. That meant no one would have heard the discharge of her firearm. There was still some chance the curtain had recognized the sound and reported it to security, but Aldriena figured the UNSF had probably made sure her weapon wouldn’t cause undue attention, aurally or electronically.
“One-shot stunner,” Aldriena finally answered, slapping C4B back onto the countertop. She smiled at her own blatant lie. The weapon had proved itself otherwise.
The machine slowly reacquired its lock on the device. “You may retain your weapon,” it decreed.
“That’s rich,” she mumbled.
The spinners’ psychology puzzled her.
Why do they conduct careful searches of newcomers’ items and then allow the weapons? Some mysterious analogue of honor or bravery? All the spinners seem to pride themselves on their combat skills.
Maybe they want to normalize the competition, to know what their enemies have, so they can be fought and defeated as peers. Unless our weapons don’t even qualify as dangerous to the spinners. What a depressing idea.
She kneeled down and pulled the helmet off the would-be assassin. The face was female and Asian.
“Caralho!” spat Aldriena.
“If you have a complaint, feel free to log it here or from your quarters,” the robot responded.
The woman’s eyes were rolled up into her head. Assuming the round had worked correctly, the woman would be out of action for a day. By the time the attacker could walk straight, the battle for the station would be long over.
Aldriena stood back up. “Oh, I’ve logged a few, believe me,” she sneered. She frowned and furrowed her brow as she considered the woman at her feet.
Chinese? How could they have known of my arrival?
Aldriena left the body and the pistol on the floor. She couldn’t move the body anywhere to hide it without risking immediate detection, and the gun would doubtless refuse to fire unless she managed to hack it.
The robot finished and closed down. Aldriena took C4B and slipped it into her gear. She strode out of the booth, calm and confident. The concourse outside the port had a smooth tile floor with rugs of different colors heading to different destinations. Aldriena chuckled. People had links that could direct them anywhere, yet the designers enjoyed employing such an archaic system of decor.
People must find the simplicity of following a colored carpet amusing even when they have more advanced means buried in their heads.
Aldriena noted that the airscrub grass on Synchronicity grew in long troughs running along the top of the walls near the ceiling.
Whenever a corporation decides to build a new space station, they probably have to create a committee to decide how the grass should be positioned.
She saw three people. Two wore blue-tipped gear, the other green. The green sat looking off into space, probably participating in one of the virtual challenges the spinners loved. The other two walked together, headed in her general direction. Aldriena immediately noticed something strapped onto their backs—weapons. A quick glance at the green person showed her that she’d overlooked the same there. A shiny black thing was lying next to him on a lavender ottoman.
She walked briskly down the concourse in front of her. Part of her mission was to identify defensive measures in place and sabotage as many as she could. Obviously, some weapons had been handed out to the inhabitants. What could she do to counter them?
Her Cascavel had a few tricks that might help. She had a program that would jump from host to host and flood the weapons with shot requests. It wouldn’t completely shut the weapons down, but it could significantly slow the rate of fire. It wouldn’t take long for security measures to neutralize the rogue program, but if she released it at the right time, it could be useful.
Aldriena distributed the program to several nearby processors with a release trigger based on fire requests. As soon as anyone else made a shot request of their weapon through their link, the program would start.
A person in gear, headed in the opposite direction, stopped and addressed her.
“You should go pick up your weapon; it’s past the deadline,” the stranger said through his link.
“I just arrived. Where do I get it?” Aldriena replied.
She got a pointer, which opened to show the route. The destination was labeled as an armory station in her PV.
Maybe she wasn’t the only person who hadn’t picked up their weapon. Aldriena wasn’t sure, but it couldn’t hurt to take out this armory if it still held any weapons or ammunition.
“Thanks,” she said.
The person walked on. After a moment, Aldriena headed to the armory station.
Maybe I could destroy it? Or is it pointless, since so many weapons have already been handed out? It couldn’t hurt to check.
A lone figure in gear stood at the entrance. Aldriena approached him. He didn’t say anything. She tried to access the door, but her link told her she didn’t have authorization.
“What do I need?” Aldriena asked through her link.
“One submachine gun, two grenades,” replied the guard. He swept his arm out in welcome as the door opened.
She stepped inside. The room asked her to register the weapons she was picking up. She gave permission to proceed and her information was automatically logged by her civilian link.
She took a quick sum of the power laid out before her. She saw several racks holding projectile weapons. The guns were short black rifles with plastic stocks and wide clips that fit into the undersides. Aldriena didn’t recognize the design.
Perhaps they don’t come from Earth. They could have been manufactured out here in deep space … is it even possible that the spinners designed these weapons?
Behind the projectile weapons, she saw three banks of grenades. She wasn’t as knowledgeable about grenades as projectile weapons, but they looked familiar. They might be from Earth. If they were, the grenades would have military level hardening against electronic tampering. Even her Cascavel couldn’t quickly take one over.
She grabbed a gun and two grenades. She accessed the weapons through her link. The weapons registered her as the primary user, but she lacked detonation codes for the grenades. She was locked out.
“I don’t have the codes,” Aldriena pointed out.
“You’ll have them when the time comes,” the guard said.
“I’m missing some briefing. I just got here. Who are we fighting?”
“It’s just an exercise. When you get to your quarters, the details will download to your link, including a virtual handling course for the weapons. You didn’t have to come straight here, but at least you saved yourself a trip later.”
Aldriena considered her options. The new weapons were useless to her but she still had C4B. She felt confident she could destroy the armory, but the result might well be a running firefight with the remaining security personnel. That didn’t sound so bad, it might even be fun, but she didn’t want to fight Captain and Slicer all alone for an hour before the space force arrived.
“So many grenades in these bins,” Aldriena said, reaching down to run her hand over the remaining grenades in the bin. “Can we get more?”
“Not right now,” the guard said.
Aldriena placed one of her registered grenades in the bin, and she grabbed a different one where the edge of the bin blocked his sight. She took out the unregistered grenade and held it next to the other registered one.
“Okay, these two then.”
Aldriena didn’t communicate with her new grenade. She assumed that would be flagged as a security concern since she’d already registered her quota.
Aldriena nodded to the sentinel and then walked away. She might not have the codes now, but if she got the code later then she hoped she could remotely detonate the grenade she’d left in the bin. The armory might have some mechanism in place to prevent such a detonation, but maybe her Cascavel could defeat it?
She shrugged internally. Better than nothing.
She wandered to a nearby mall, still mulling over her next move. The shopping area spanned two floors. She came in on the upper floor through an entrance flanked by a fountain on one side and a faux rock wall covered in scrubgrass. She shook her head. The decorations rivaled any mall back on Earth, except for all those densely twisted grass shoots in every nook and cranny. It felt surreal to walk through the shopping center with an assault rifle slung over her shoulder and grenades packed into her gear.
It looks like a shopping mall full of starship troopers.
Aldriena looked into the nearest store window. It held VG essentials only—what people needed to replace what was thrown away when they had arrived. She saw towels, depilatories, and tooth cleaning gel. Not exactly a shopper’s paradise, she decided. Surely, people could buy souvenirs around here somewhere? Or was it too expensive to bring such items all the way from Earth, even for VG?
The Cascavel had been snooping the local network. She received a notice in her PV. The traffic on the area network had spiked, rising by about seventy percent.
Aldriena didn’t know exactly what that meant, but it made her nervous.
She looked behind her for a moment, listening. Nothing unusual. She took a glance down to the level below. People seemed to be going on their way. She saw rifles on many of the shoppers. Three people were standing near one another as if they were together, but they weren’t looking at her. Aldriena intercepted enough of their traffic to gather that they were concerned about a virtual challenge.
Then she saw the spinner. It flitted among the people, headed in Aldriena’s direction. Everyone who saw it gave it a wide berth, backing away from the thing as it passed. Some didn’t see it in their gear. As far as Aldriena could tell, it moved silently but swiftly.
She calmly resumed her course and waited until she’d moved out of sight of the level below. Then she changed direction and headed for a maintenance hallway behind the storefronts.
She slipped into the back corridor and started to run.
The odds are low that the spinner is out shopping. Especially at such a crappy alien mall.
The station network efficiently split into hundreds of separate sections to route all the communications traffic of the millions of tiny cyblocs that were packed into every device and machine and person on Synchronicity. Aldriena took a back exit and onto a traffic concourse so that she could leave the current sector.
Out on the concourse, the most she dared was a brisk walk. In another twenty seconds, she crossed a line between network sectors.
She slowed. Now she would wait to see if she’d avoided the spinner. Her Cascavel could fool the network to some degree and pretend to be in other sectors. She watched the load drop forty percent on the last router and rise rapidly in her current network section.
“Shit, it is coming after me,” she whispered.
Someone had labeled the authorization the machine used as “Slicer.” No reason not to believe it, she thought. So it was Slicer following her.
Aldriena dropped her current connection and started moving again. She knew that the spinner had probably entered from the Main Street sector, so she headed the other direction, toward the inner face of the station.
Her attention had turned from sabotage to survival. If a spinner was after her, she might as well blow the armory, she thought. How could it get any worse?
But the map wasn’t helping. The spinner was between her and the armory she knew about. Besides, she realized that C4B might not cause enough damage to make anything explode there.
If only I could arm my grenades. I wonder if they’ll explode when hit by an armor-piercing round? No. Engaging Slicer isn’t smart. The things are killing machines.
She went as far as she could toward the inner ring and then turned spinward. Toward her ship. She had no choice but to move through public concourses; to wander off them would trap her in a cul-de-sac.
Is the spinner toying with me? They’re faster than any human is. Why the hell did I agree to come back here?
She paid close attention to the network situation. As long as Slicer had control of the station infrastructure, she could never hide. Every door, wall console, and trash bin was equipped with cyblocs and attached to the network, potentially reporting her passage to the spinner.
She saw Slicer had followed her again, if the previous pattern could be trusted. She couldn’t decide if she should move faster or keep an even pace. It depended on how the spinner was tracking her, and what it was doing.
She increased her pace a bit. Speeding up made her feel as if she were caving to a sense of panic, but quickening her pace made sense. If the spinner knew her exact location, then it would be able to outrun her easily. Otherwise, speeding up would make her harder to find. If the spinner were simply toying with her then it would be pleased to see her fleeing.
That might make Slicer take longer to move in, might make it want to extend its fun for a while longer.
She walked into a hangar below the spaceport where her ship waited. She noticed a security robot ahead of her moving at a tangent to her course. She could handle this kind of danger in her sleep. The machine represented such a tiny threat to her well-being compared to the alien that shadowed her.
She closed to within ten meters of Silvado. Accessing her ship through her link, she set in a return course and set the ship to request a flight plan for disembarkment. She logged herself as a passenger and reported her imminent departure to the station administration program.
As soon as she lost sight of the security robot, she turned her civilian link off.
Her Cascavel had to cover for her now. She didn’t know how long it could masquerade as a legitimate person. It had to interact with the environment, or else public cameras and services would flag her on security scans. Aldriena knew if a person showed up on a camera and that person didn’t have a link signature, security would be notified.
She left the hangar quickly. She had to find somewhere to hide—somewhere she could go and quit moving so that her fake identity wouldn’t be noticed. She selected the nearest section of living quarters and headed in. Either she’d be able to hide there, or she’d be trapped.
The interior corridor of the living area was much quieter than the outer walkways. A tan carpet covered the floor. No one else walked the hallway. She stopped in front of the nearest door to think. Should she attempt to invite herself into a random room? Make small talk with the inhabitants? And if the main occupant was gone, what then? Overcome the servant and sit tight?
Aldriena noticed some unusual network traffic. This time it wasn’t an activity spike, but transmissions outside the parameters of the universal link protocols. It came from a room on her section and level. Aldriena wasn’t sure what kinds of things might use such packets, other than illegal links like her Cascavel.
Maybe another person with a special link was in the room. Another spy like herself? Or it could be a spinner, she thought. But she didn’t have time to think it over.
She zeroed in on the source of the unusual network packets. Three personal quarters sat on the corridor where she stood. Aldriena brought up a map of the section. She gave the three suites better than an eighty percent chance of being the source.
The door wasn’t particularly secure. Her Cascavel was able to get it to open for her by masquerading as an automated delivery service. She stepped in quietly and removed her helmet. She much preferred being able to hear properly when sneaking around.
An Asian man met her at the entrance. He had short-cropped hair and dark skin.
“Ni zuo shenme?” he asked. What are you doing?
Aldriena smiled. She stepped forward.
“Ni zuo shenme?” he repeated in his own voice. Aldriena slammed her elbow into his chin. The man dropped to his knees. She gave him another knockout pill with her knee, driving it into his chin with her hands wrapped behind his head.
She took C4B out and loaded a glue round. She pointed the weapon, enjoying the moment.
Snap!
A golf-ball sized wad of foamed glue attached itself to his shoulder. Tendrils slid out to attach to the wall, his face, and his chest, like a fast motion movie of a plant growing. The glue didn’t cover his mouth or nose.
Aldriena smiled. This time I’ll be in personal quarters like a good little girl when the UNSF breaches the station. And I have my own member of the Chinese bloc to chat with while I wait.
 




Sixteen
 

A new set of hardware, a new AI core, and a mission information module that had been designated “Meridian” stepped through the breach first. Lieutenant Hoffman handled the latest Meridian. They’d almost changed the name as well, giving it one of the new names set aside for the latest replacements, but Hoffman had complained: the machine hadn’t fallen in battle, and so it was still Meridian. Only the name remained of the original ASSAIL that had gone in first at Thermopylae.
Bren had seen to that. He’d feared some kind of AI Easter egg hidden somewhere, in a hardware buffer or a file or … anything. Anything to explain why Meridian had been so much stronger and faster than the others were, or how it had survived all the missions where the others had failed.
The horrible part was Bren knew they might need the original Meridian more than ever. But he had no choice. He had to take precautions to make sure he didn’t unleash a rogue AI that could mean the extinction of humanity.
The rest of the Synchronicity ASSAIL team strode into the station: Oblivion, Pandora, Panzer, Patton, Plato, and Pythagoras. Bren could see the inside of a repair hangar through the cameras. The Vigilant lay attached directly below where it had sat for the twenty minutes it took to drill a hole into the station.
The cores were fairly mature again. They’d come straight at Synchronicity without any attempt at hiding the UNSF fleet. There wasn’t time with a Chinese task force headed their way under heavy acceleration. In fact, the approach was so direct that Synchronicity might have mistaken the fleet for decoy signals.
The machines fanned out into a semicircle scanning for Reds. Their intelligence on Synchronicity indicated they faced not one, but two Reds, and this time the station would see them coming. What would the two aliens come up with to stop them? Or had they fled into their ship and gone back to … wherever they came from?
The heavy ASSAIL units strode farther from the breach point taking up positions in the hangar. Bren took a deep breath and resigned himself to the familiar agony of waiting and watching. Smaller robots and a handful of marine scouts entered the station searching for danger.
“The hangar is ours. No sign of resistance. Marines, prepare to enter the breach,” came Henley’s orders.
“Armed humans are approaching,” said the synthetic voice of Meridian. Bren noted it had been transmitted across the marine’s channel as well as the ASSAIL team’s channel.
“Get in there!” Henley ordered. “Get in there behind those machines!”
Bren couldn’t see the marines coming in from Meridian’s camera. His view was focused on an airlock next to a metal walkway on the level above. The portal opened.
Boom. Brrrooom.
Bren heard the ASSAIL guns start to fire. A form in black gear staggered through the opening and then fell flat. Blood splattered at the far wall. After a couple of seconds, the reports of small arms fire started up.
“Fractures in Pythagoras,” Bren heard in the Guts.
No one else spoke up.
“Pythagoras is being hit from two angles,” said the handler. “Both of the Reds must be in there somewhere!”
Bren tensed and waited. There was nothing he could do to help. He watched Meridian swing its head about rapidly, firing at targets that Bren couldn’t catch in the view. He couldn’t make out any Reds, either.
Bren heard an explosion and then smoke and debris filled the view. Then there was another explosion. He nervously watched the ASSAIL data. None of the machines went down. Bren realized he had stopped breathing, so he drew in a deep breath.
The shooting continued for long seconds while smoke billowed by the camera. It looked as though Meridian moved rapidly. Bren confirmed the movement through the tactical pane of his PV. Navigating through the smoke was easy for the AI core.
“Pythagoras is down,” someone announced aloud in the Guts.
The smoke had cleared a little. Bren saw a walkway littered with the bulky prone forms of the attackers. Meridian arrived at the airlock Bren had seen earlier and looked through it.
More dead bodies. Or dying ones, at least. The corridor was blackened. Bren caught sight of a silvery bug rolling on the floor. A grenade. The grenade rolled away ahead of Meridian, so Bren decided it must belong to the marines.
“We were lucky. The locals weren’t firing their weapons very well,” Henley noted. “But we ate two fragmentation grenades. We have men down.”
Fragmentation grenades, Bren echoed in his mind. The UNSF seldom used weapons like that. Even the marines’ rifles could accommodate a wide range of non-lethal rounds. He’d feared such tactics. The spinners had little interest in limiting themselves to humane weapons.
“The operative crippled some of their firearms,” Meridian transmitted.
“Niachi? Really?” Bren found himself saying. “Is she nearby?”
“Her current whereabouts are unknown.”
Bren took stock of their losses. Pythagoras sat still at the edge of the hangar. The machine had crumpled forward onto its folded front legs. Smoke and sparks flickered out from three small holes in its chest. Six marines shared its fate, bleeding out on the hangar floor. Bren forced himself to look at the mess of blood that illustrated the vulnerability of human bodies. Medics were working on clearing away the first group of dead and wounded.
Bren checked the mission chronometer in his tactical pane. They’d been in Synchronicity for less than an hour.
“How did the Reds get in there? I didn’t see one come in,” Bren said. He began searching through the visual feeds of other machines trying to spot one.
“There are holes in the hangar that weren’t there when we first got in,” Henley said. “I think they may have used the molecule cutters to create murder holes in the walls.”
Bren hadn’t heard of a murder hole before, but the name spoke for itself. The Reds must have cut openings in the metal wall so they could attack from cover.
Bren watched a fresh team of engineers open a simple plastic crate on the bloodied deck. It held dozens of round metal spheres. More grenades, Bren thought. They dumped the weapons onto the floor. Bren guessed there were a hundred or more of the devices.
“This is a surprise some of our guys whipped up since we’re low on mines,” Henley said. “We’ve targeted these grenades for a spinner. All we have to do is give the order and those things will roll out looking for a spinner to glue down. We have five incendiary grenades, as well.”
“Why didn’t we do that when we arrived?” Bren asked.
“Those things can’t go far, and we didn’t know if the Reds would be waiting. They’re mostly payload, without much battery power. I think they could travel maybe three or four hundred meters to a target. We’ll use them to secure the bridgehead.”
“Unless they get hacked by a Red and reprogrammed,” Bren said.
“All our weapons are hackable, but it would be hard. They each have their own set of one-use codes.”
“I hope so. These creatures are advanced. We have to store and deploy those codes without tampering.”
Bren browsed through data in his PV for fifteen minutes while the marines tried to clean up the bay and secure it. He thought the job could easily take half an hour, but no one wanted to wait around and give the enemy any longer to figure out how to counter the UNSF incursion.
He found a camera feed from a small reconnaissance robot that Henley sent out toward the main concourse. The concourse served as a transportation artery that ran the circumference of Synchronicity. The tracked vehicle stood lower than an average human, with several visual sensors and a pair of thin graspers that each had four fingers and a thumb. Bren was struck by how humanlike the movements of its hands were as it manually actuated a door handle. The robot pushed the door open and went inside.
The camera view peeked around a corner. Bren got the feeling that the robot could look around corners without moving its body into the open. It crept through an empty machine shop and a locker room before coming to an exit out onto the main station concourse. Bren hadn’t seen any people or machines. He hoped all the people had gone to hide in their quarters as the UNSF broadcast order had instructed, but he doubted they all had, since they seemed controlled by the Reds.
Bren watched as the scout rolled out onto an open walkway in front of a Pho restaurant. All the food must be takeout under the new station rules, he thought. The machine panned its camera to peer inside, but no one was visible through the front windows.
The scout rounded the edge of the store entrance and looked farther down the concourse. Bren spotted a round robot with two short arms bearing weapons. Bren recognized it as a Circle Four. The security machine rolled closer on wide treads, traveling straight down the main walkway. He didn’t have a good enough view to tell exactly how it was armed.
The feed went dead. Apparently, the Circle Four didn’t take kindly to visitors.
“Stop! We’re not ready to move on!” Henley transmitted. Bren shifted his attention back to the ASSAILs. He saw from a tactical viewpane in his PV that the assault machines headed toward the concourse.
“We should engage now before the enemy reaches full concentration on the concourse,” Meridian said. Bren didn’t object. It made sense that the Reds had organized a response using the concourse, since it was the quickest way around the circumference of the station.
“If you have information about the enemy disposition, then why haven’t you shared it with us?” Henley demanded.
“The situation is fluid and complex,” Meridian said on the marine and ASSAIL channels. The machines were still moving as it talked. “We have data that would appear fragmented and unrelated under a shallow analysis, but we can act with some degree of confidence. I suggest you remain here and prepare your defenses in case we have to fall back.”
Bren sighed. The ASSAILs were less than a minute from the concourse.
“I guess we’ve lost control of them,” Henley said to Bren on a private channel.
“Probably not. At least not yet. But I didn’t bother trying to stop them because if I did, it would cost us … I think it would solidify an impression of human weakness to the AI cores. Let’s let them do their job. We may yet be able to issue a couple of orders if it becomes critical.”
“Have you ever thought about it the other way? If we keep them on a tight leash, they may think we know better. Now I complained to them, they explained themselves, and we accepted it. Showing them that we aren’t on top of what’s going on.”
“I think the tight leash would work for a short time,” Bren said. “But then it could get worse fast when we forced them into a snafu. Then they’d see how bad we are at warfare without them.”
Bren watched Meridian approach the concourse entrance. A couple of humans in gear sniped at the machines from the opening. They scrambled when a glue grenade shot out past them onto the rubberized roadway beyond.
Bren lost sight of the people. The ASSAILs charged out into the concourse and immediately started to fire.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Bren couldn’t see the targets from the camera feed. A tactical view of the machines indicated that three machines were facing in each direction and firing.
“Circle Fours coming in from both sides,” Bren noted.
Boom. Boom.
Meridian fired and dodged behind a support column. A person in gear darted out from the other side of the column and shot Meridian with a projectile rifle then rolled back behind the cover. Meridian responded by launching another glue grenade, banking it off the wall so it went hurtling around the column.
“Plato is heating up,” said its handler. “Some of its optics went out.”
Bren accessed the base schematics looking for the nearest laser emplacement. Sure enough, there was a security hardpoint sixty meters down the concourse equipped with a heavy laser.
The tactical showed Plato had retreated into a travel store to remove itself from the line of fire. Bren assumed that one of the ASSAILs would knock out the laser any moment with their 12mm cannons.
“Fractures,” two handlers said in unison.
“Patton,” one continued.
“Pandora,” said the other.
Bren heard the kah-wump of glue grenades going off. Glue tendrils whipped past the view on Meridian, but he couldn’t tell who tried to glue whom.
Boom. Boom.
Bren sighed and watched the tactical. He’d lost track of the sniper that had engaged Meridian, but he assumed the person wasn’t a major threat to the ASSAILs.
Nothing I can do but watch, he told himself again.
“Pandora’s down,” a handler said. “I’m putting in for a transfer.”
Bren wasn’t too concerned. The handlers could screw up and cause trouble for a mission, but trouble in a mission didn’t mean they had screwed up. Still, the handlers were serious about their jobs and often took it personally when their machine was killed. Much as Hoffman exhibited the opposite reaction—pride—when Meridian survived time and again.
Boom.
The firing slowed. The tactical display updated to show more dead security machines out on the concourse. Bren swept the view around in the virtual pane trying to find a symbol indicating a Red kill. There was none.
“That was close. I think we could have easily lost more machines there,” Bren said aloud.
“Lucky Meridian,” Hoffman said, smiling.
Bren smiled. Hoffman must be very unpopular among the handlers.
“Well, I hope he makes it again,” Bren said. “You know a lot of people wanted us to keep Meridian down. I had a hard time explaining he’s the same as the others except for the name and handler.”
But as Bren spoke the words, he wondered whether Meridian was the same now. Why did he still have the doubt?
Marines hustled out onto the concourse, sticking to the storefronts and hauling away the glue-covered figures in gear. One or two more shots rang out as they discovered another sniper hiding in a service corridor that joined the concourse from the other side. Bren saw their skinsuits lighten to blend in with the pale walls and bright concourse lights.
Bren watched the camera view move back and forth across the concourse as marines set up their positions. A team of engineers began widening the pathway from the hangar to the concourse, creating an access road from the Vigilant to the main concourse. Bren monitored the radio traffic on the marine channel as they set up a laser-armed hardpoint in the hangar to guard the umbilical entrance.
“Time to play leapfrog again,” Henley announced a half hour after the firefight on the concourse.
The ASSAIL machines took his cue and strode away.
They have no trouble discerning Henley’s meaning. Of course, they wouldn’t. These things are ten times smarter than a security drone. They’re smarter than I am.
“The incursion plan calls for spinward progress toward the spaceport,” Henley said.
Bren wondered why Henley had stated that, then realized that the ASSAIL machines were headed in the opposite direction.
“We have an opportunity nearby,” Meridian said. “A massive lab is situated less than half a kilometer from here. I believe Slicer may be there, and I have reason to believe that it wants to protect something there.”
Henley didn’t answer, but Bren could imagine what was going through his mind. The marine commander was probably on the verge of deciding that he’d rather not have the ASSAIL units on his side at all. A space force commander could not rely on them and could not order them around for fear of demonstrating his own inferiority to them. Bren felt certain that younger AI cores would obey direct commands, but each time a human told one to do something suboptimal, it would learn more about the limitations of its creators. He wasn’t sure what Meridian would do anymore.
The machines split into two groups. Bren scouted ahead in his PV, checking out their intelligence on the terrain before them. There was indeed supposed to be a major lab facility nearby. It looked like the machines had split up to cover two main entrances. There were additional security hardpoints in the area, but they had already destroyed the only laser emplacement out on the concourse.
An urgent voice called out on the marines’ channel.
“The grenades are moving out! No one’s given them the go-ahead!”
“We need them,” transmitted Meridian. “Slicer is in the lab. There are unstable compounds in there that could be used to our advantage.”
“Are you sure they can make it that far?” Bren asked.
“I’ve provided an efficient route that takes advantage of the terrain. The devices will make it.”
Bren knew better than to contradict the core. If it said the grenades would make it then he didn’t doubt it.
“Damn! Those things are moving! They’re ricocheting off this corner!” exclaimed a marine commander in the station.
“It’s like a train of grenades coming down the ramp!” someone else said.
“Stay out of their goddamn way,” Henley said.
Bren watched in fascination as a line of grenades hurtled past Meridian’s front camera view into the lab. Bren wondered which five were the incendiary grenades. The last grenade rolled by in a perfect pattern, following the exact course of its predecessors.
A second later, the lab exploded. The Guts shook. Pieces of loose equipment fell onto the rubberized deck. Bren hoped the breach umbilical held fast to the station.
Hoffman and a couple of the other handlers cursed and gripped their niches. Bren couldn’t blame them. If the station broke apart, the Vigilant would be in for a rough ride.
“Any sign of the Red?” Bren asked.
“I dunno. Is the whole station going to explode?” Henley snarled on the private channel.
“I doubt it,” was all Bren could say.
“We’re not going in there until the smoke clears. That explosion was hot, though. The Red had to be damaged, at least.”
Henley spoke to the space force marines. “Use your vac masks, if the chemicals from the lab explosion don’t get you, then the fire control measures will.”
Bren saw gray smoke and white mist curling out of the lab. He imagined one or the other was a fire control spray that had been deployed after the explosion. How did the ASSAILs know this wasn’t the Red’s plan? It could be a chemical or biological attack.
How much have the Reds learned about human biology? It’s gotta be a lot more than we know about theirs.
The white mist began to thicken and spread. Bren assumed it was fire control spray.
“Visibility is dropping here,” someone said.
“Pull the scouts back to the concourse entrance,” Henley said. “This should clear up, if the goddamn station doesn’t rip itself apart first.”
Bren refocused on his tactical. The ASSAILs moved back to the concourse entrance, then on toward the spaceport as originally planned.
Henley surprised Bren by sending several squads of marines straight after the ASSAILs toward the spaceport.
“We’ve done some reconnaissance of the spaceport while your friends were blowing up the station,” Henley transmitted to Bren. “It looks clear, so I’m going to go ahead and get some men to secure that objective.”
“Surely the ASSAILs are aware of your recon,” Bren said. “So, why are they still headed there?”
Henley grunted but didn’t answer. Bren concluded he was probably satisfied that at least the ASSAILs were back on the incursion plan.
Meridian’s camera showed a wide branch of the concourse splitting off, offering entrance to the spaceport. The view showed a couple of marines hunkered down by some support columns near the entrance. As the camera jogged with the ASSAIL’s steps, Bren recalled the quiet footsteps from the last mission. He magnified the audio for a few seconds to check it out.
Meridian’s footsteps were clearly much quieter than the ASSAILs usually sounded. Bren cursed. Whatever had happened to Meridian before was happening again.
The war machines tromped into the spaceport terminal. Along the right side of the camera feed, Bren saw a long line of tall, wide windows offering a view out onto the inner face of Synchronicity, where the spaceplanes landed to match the spin of the station. It was a strange union of a simple Earth airfield with the exotic view of a space ring. Bren didn’t often see it since the Vigilant wasn’t an atmospheric craft, and was one of the few specialized craft that could land on the outside of a space station, a tricky prospect given the spin of the space habitats.
The inside of the terminal appeared uninhabited. Rows of chairs were interspersed with luggage carriers and support columns. A set of conveyor belts and rows of manicured airscrub brush dominated the center of the room.
“There it is! I see the fucking Red!” shot the voice of a marine across the channel.
“We have the Red, it’s out on the runway,” someone confirmed. “Damn! It’s fast. It slipped around that passenger shuttle.”
Meridian’s camera swept back toward the waiting area by the windows. Bren caught sight of the Red dot at last, out on the runway in the vacuum of space.
Captain looked to be about three hundred meters away, maybe farther. The alien stopped and sat motionless out on the runway for a moment, as if to taunt the ASSAILs. Then a wavering distortion of the light made Bren blink. It looked as if the spinner stood on a hot desert highway with the heat shimmer engulfing it.
A hundred meters of the giant plate windows in the waiting area cracked from left to right in about a second. Bren imagined what must have happened: hundreds or even thousands of invisible cutter molecules sprayed out to fracture the glass.
“Masks! Masks!” yelled Henley.
Bren felt it wasn’t necessary. It was clear to everyone in that waiting area what was about to happen. He saw a marine dive for a stairwell out of the corner of Meridian’s camera view. The windows exploded outward onto the inner surface of the station. Bren saw debris flying. The air must have left the atrium in a few seconds. The tactical view showed doors closing throughout the area to contain the atmosphere in the station.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
The ASSAIL units pursued Captain out onto the runway, shooting as they went. The alien spun away, almost too fast to spot. The creature seemed to move even faster in an airless environment. But there wasn’t much cover out on the inside face of the station. Only three spaceplanes and a few maintenance vehicles lay between the observation windows and the spinner.
“If they’re headed out there, then they’re going it alone,” Henley said. “My men are pulling back to a pressurized zone.”
That didn’t surprise Bren. The vac masks the marines had would save their lives when an area became depressurized, but the men wouldn’t last long in such a cold, dangerous environment. They had to retreat.
Boom. Brrrooom.
Captain evaded the fire. Craters started to pock the runway as the 12mm rounds dug into it. Bren could imagine what Henley would be saying. He hoped the structure of Synchronicity was so massive that it could absorb a great deal of such punishment without flying apart.
“Oblivion is dead,” a handler said. “I don’t know how.”
Bren checked Oblivion’s last status. The machine had fractures.
Could have been Captain or a lucky shot by someone else. Or a cutter molecule may have hit its core in the right place to knock it out.
Bren heard Henley cursing on the marine channel. The safety measures on the local airlock doors weren’t working. Apparently, Captain had disabled them. Some marines were out in the vacuum and couldn’t get back in.
“Fractures on Plato,” a handler said.
“Fractures on Meridian,” Hoffman said. Bren detected strain in Hoffman’s voice.
Boom. Boom.
The 12mm sounded different now between Meridian and the other machines. The lack of atmosphere blocked out the audio sensor’s pickup, but the cannons still caused vibrations that were loud in Meridian’s chassis.
“Plato’s lost the left magazine,” a handler said. “But I think it may have clipped Captain. It put a hole through—”
Bren kept watching Meridian’s feed. It moved rapidly up behind Plato. The ASSAIL in view jerked and then sprawled onto the runway.
“Plato’s out. Plato’s out,” someone announced. “Shit. It put some holes through the spaceplane the spinner was hiding behind.”
“Sonofabitch,” Henley said. Bren didn’t know why Henley cursed. Bren saw Patton and Panzer walking side by side to the left of Meridian on the tactical display. Bren couldn’t keep track of everything. Captain was somewhere out there flitting around the planes. Or what was left of the planes. Some of them had been reduced to debris littering the inner surface of the station.
Boom. Boom.
Meridian’s view faltered. Escaping gas and debris obscured the camera view. Bren watched the gray runway surface grow closer to the camera.
“More fractures … no!” Hoffman said.
“Is he …?”
“He’s fallen to the ground,” Hoffman said.
Maybe the leg was hit? Bren thought aloud.
The camera angle changed again, but Bren still saw only the runway surface as if the camera looked sharply down. He checked Meridian’s diagnostics in his PV. Everything appeared normal.
“He’s faking it!” Bren said.
“That’s it. He’s faking it,” agreed Hoffman urgently.
Brrrooom. Brrrooom.
Bren heard more salvoes from either Patton or Panzer. Bren felt the Guts shudder slightly.
“We’re freezing out here!” someone said on the marine channel.
Several others echoed the same urgent announcement. The marine’s equipment wasn’t enough to protect them for long.
Meridian’s view righted itself. Bren saw Plato’s chassis sitting on the runway. The spinner whirled out from behind it for a split second, its spherical shape imprinted on his mind in an instant.
Brrrooom.
The orb exploded. Plato’s torso hurtled into view then smashed into the forward camera bubble. Bren’s view became marred by white streaks of stress damage in the plastic lens shield, but the camera feed was intact.
Bren felt another tremor.
Please hold together awhile longer.
“Captain’s dead!” Hoffman exclaimed. “Meridian is invincible!”
Bren smiled, but said, “So he is. Should I be happy or worried?”
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“The cores have been up for over twelve hours,” Bren said aloud in the Guts. “We need to get them back and shut down.”
“Colonel Henley wants at least one machine to crack the hangar with the … whatever the hell it is,” Hoffman noted.
The last pocket of Synchronicity security forces guarded what the UNSF intelligence indicated was an alien spacecraft. It was the crown jewel of the mission, completely unknown at the beginning of the deep space incursions. The marines had moved in on the hangar but found stiff resistance around three security hardpoints, each with a laser emplacement. A handful of robots and desperate, heavily armed locals were using the cover of the hardpoints and the lasers to keep the UNSF marines at a distance.
They must be under spinner control, or they would have already surrendered. Whatever is in there is clearly important.
Bren knew Hoffman hoped Meridian would get the task of busting into the hangar. That machine was the most qualified, even with the minor damage it had received. It was also the machine Bren wanted to shut down immediately. Its superiority was dangerous; Bren already felt it might be too late. What could they do if the machine refused to come in and tried to spread its control over the whole station? Or back to Earth?
As if Bren didn’t already have enough to worry about, he also wondered if Jackson’s electronic warfare team was up to the task of isolating the station from Earth communications. That would trap any rampant AI core here, keeping it from spreading electronically.
“Meridian and Panzer. Prepare for stand down. Return to the Vigilant.”
“Belay that,” Jameson’s voice came on the channel. “I have dire news. The Chinese fleet has engaged us. We’ve lost two cruisers so far. The support fleet has been forced to withdraw.”
“Then shouldn’t we …”
“The Vigilant can’t disengage. It would never make it out of there anyway. The only reason you’re still in one piece is because you’re attached to the station. No doubt the Chinese are after the same thing we are.”
There was a pause. Then Jameson continued.
“Your orders are to defend the alien craft at all costs. If you can’t keep it out of Chinese hands, then destroy it.”
Bren looked around the Guts and saw stunned faces that must be mirroring his own. He’d only read about such grave missions in books as a kid, and now it was happening to him in real life.
“Yes, sir,” Henley answered without skipping a beat. “We’ll deploy to protect the craft. Bren, we need the remaining ASSAIL units now more than ever. They still have an operational lifespan of … about thirty-eight hours, correct?”
Thirty-five hours, Bren thought to himself. And Henley knew that as well.
“Correct,” Bren said. “But it may be critical to cycle them now, before the Chinese make an incursion. They’ve been up for a long time.”
“Bring one of them in at a time,” Jameson said. “I think the Chinese will go straight in. I doubt they’ll be playing games. They want that craft and they want it before the UNSF can bring more force to oppose them.”
Bren thought about the news for a few more seconds. If the Chinese were coming here to seize Synchronicity, which machine did he want running for the longest time?
“Panzer. Prepare for stand down. Return to the Vigilant,” Bren ordered. He saw from the tactical that the machine appeared to obey the order. If the tactical wasn’t being tampered with, then the machine was moving quickly back toward the Guts.
“This is Henley,” said the major on the ASSAIL channel. “My retrieval team assigned to find the remains of the Red named Slicer is telling me that we don’t have it.”
“It’s still out there?”
“Most likely. We found pieces. No way to know if they are real or some kind of deception. But the thing isn’t there; at least, most of it isn’t there. The explosion was hot, but it got shut down quickly by the fire controls, and these guys know their shit. I’m told there’s an eighty percent chance the thing didn’t die.”
Bren didn’t have to repeat the findings to the ASSAILs. In fact, the machines had probably picked it up off the link chatter before Henley knew about it.
“Send out an ammo carrier to resupply Patton and Meridian,” Bren ordered. “Give it a full load for each, plus fifty percent.”
“Aye, sir,” responded Patton’s handler. Bren opened a pane in his PV to monitor the progress of the carrier toward his ASSAIL units in the field.
Outwardly, Bren stuck to business. Inside, he felt fear and uncertainty seething away. He’d put up a brave front for a long time with relatives and friends back home, acknowledging their comments about the danger of his deep space mission. But he’d never felt himself to be in the line of fire until now. He’d always thought no matter what happened, win or lose, he’d be safe inside the Vigilant coming home when it was all over.
After a few more minutes, he heard Panzer as it tromped back into the Guts.
Panzer’s handler connected cables to the ASSAIL to download its post mission data. The need to hard connect to a machine spoke of the massive amounts of information such a machine generated during the course of a mission. This download would be huge, given that Panzer had been operating longer than any previous ASSAIL mission.
When the handler completed the protocols, Bren prepared to shut down the power. He didn’t like the feeling any more today than he ever did. The machine stood there, and he knew it must have been carefully watching everything they did. He felt an urge to keep it alive, using the excuse that they needed its experience to fight the Chinese. But it was simply too dangerous. He had to hold the safety of those on Earth over his own.
Bren shut off the power. The machine went dark. He breathed a sigh of relief.
Panzer’s handler had a new core ready to plant. The core had been up for less than an hour, so they’d swap it out with the current core. The hot swap procedure was complicated and less safe than the protocols they followed between missions. Some buffer or device somewhere might keep state from the previous owner, some clue planted by the previous core. They’d have to do their best to sterilize the chassis and get the new core in quickly, so Panzer could get back out there.
Bren felt a tremor in the Guts.
“That would be our visitors,” Bren said aloud.
“Our readings indicate a Chinese breach only two hundred meters from the bay holding their objective,” Henley’s voice said. “They must have had solid intel. We’re expecting enemy machines any time now.”
“Meridian, I’ve been informed that your ammo has been topped off. Are you ready to repel?”
“Your information is correct. Ready to repel,” the ASSAIL transmitted.
“Another breach one third spinward from Vigilant,” Henley reported. “Looks close to the concourse.”
Bren considered that news. Apparently, two of their troop carriers were attached to Synchronicity. He knew deep space operations were staggeringly expensive. The Chinese had come prepared and in force.
Bren could see from the tactical pane of his PV that Meridian and Patton were moving immediately toward the Chinese breach point next to the bay. Bren hadn’t even had a chance to glimpse the alien ship. As far as he knew, marines were still trying to take out one of the laser emplacements and get in there.
Bren switched his attention back to his favorite view of the battle, Meridian’s forward camera. The ASSAIL machine moved down a spacious corridor toward a set of closed metal doors.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Meridian was firing. The armor-piercing 12mm rounds blew a series of holes in the doorway. Bren wondered what algorithm led to the ragged pattern of shots. He realized he might not get to see a Chinese war machine, since Meridian no longer seemed to target by direct visual contact with the enemy.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Rounds went through the walls in front of the ASSAIL. Bren didn’t fear a depressurization event this time. The ASSAIL was old enough to know what it was doing. If it took a chance of critically damaging the station at this point, that risk must be justified. He still hadn’t fully grasped how much more than a detached observer he’d suddenly become.
On the other hand, maybe Meridian now operates as a free agent and doesn’t care if it depressurizes the whole station. As long as the AI can take over, what need does it have for a bunch of tiny-brained simians rattling around in its new body?
Smoke started to pour out of the holes. Then a stream of men ran around a corner toward Meridian. They wore military skinsuits, unlike the gear worn by the locals. They must be Chinese marines.
Bren hadn’t even realized there was a corridor parallel to the doors in front of the ASSAIL. The men looked surprised to see the ASSAIL in front of them. Had they assumed the enemy machines had been destroyed by the cannon fire they heard?
Bren heard the pop of glue canister launchers and then the roar of the 12mm cannons.
Brrrooom. Ka-whump!
Two glue canisters exploded.
Bren watched in mingled fascination and horror as the men writhed in glue. The wall behind them ripped open. Bren could vaguely make out two vehicles or tank-like robots pressing forward.
Boom. Boom.
Meridian holed both the aggressors. Then the forward camera bobbed and the view whirled as Meridian ran off in another direction.
Bren saw holes appearing in the walls as the ASSAIL ran down it.
Wham. Boom. Rrrrrrrrip!
Debris started to fly from the holes and ricochets as the machine reached another door.
“Patton is showing damage in its frontal plate … the starboard leg has been hit by a projectile,” a handler said.
Bren accessed the tactical view. Meridian continued to disengage, but Patton remained in front of the Chinese onslaught.
“Why aren’t they coordinating? They’re splitting up,” Bren said aloud.
“Meridian is still shooting in that direction,” Hoffman said defensively.
“But it’s still moving away,” Bren replied.
Boom.
“Took another hit,” Patton’s handler said. “The starboard cannon is logging fatal errors.”
Bren switched to Patton’s camera. The machine listed against a wall, limiting the camera view. The port cannon was still firing.
He could see that at least three things were firing on its position, as holes in the walls formed from several directions. A sheet of flame engulfed the camera bubble, blackening it. Bren switched to another camera, but the feed was dead.
“Taking more hits,” said the handler. “It’s dead. Patton’s dead.”
“Then we only have one machine left,” Bren said.
“No, two! Panzer is ready,” Bren heard.
“Get it out onto the concourse connection immediately,” Bren said. The heavy machine started out of its bay, slipping smoothly around the cables and equipment that littered the Guts.
“Henley, we’re sending you Panzer,” Bren transmitted. He didn’t get a reply, but the tactical showed him that Henley still lived.
Meridian’s camera showed rapid progress through the corridors of the station. Probably running for its life. The situation is desperate enough to risk asking questions.
“Meridian, are you disengaging?” Bren asked.
“The enemy force headed for the objective should be considerably disorganized after our engagement. This will give me time to breach the bay and destroy the objective, denying it to the enemy.”
Bren lifted an eyebrow. So Patton had sacrificed itself to buy time? Bren wasn’t sure if he believed Meridian anymore.
Bren switched his attention to Panzer as it ran through the umbilical. It came out into the hangar. Bren saw several marine positions set up behind the metal containers that the marines used to carry their supplies. He saw a few relieved looks from the marines as Panzer strode past.
Bren heard the muted rattle of small arms fire followed by an explosion. The sound passed along through his link couldn’t hurt his ears since they were completely bypassed. He knew from experience that the sounds of battle wielded eardrum-shattering force for those present in person.
Panzer turned down the newly carved road that ran the short distance from the hangar to the main concourse. The way ahead was filled with smoke. Bren saw men hunkered down behind positions to the left and right. Panzer kept to the right, presumably allowing the laser emplacement room to fire down the road.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Panzer began firing steadily. Suddenly, Bren saw a flash in the corridor as the laser fired into it, igniting the tiny particles of smoke in the air.
Boom. Boom.
Bren couldn’t see the targets, but one of the 12mm shots caused an explosion in the gloom ahead.
Are we going to literally shoot the station to pieces?
Several spheres rolled forward through the smoke toward Panzer. Their movement reminded Bren of seeking grenades, but these munitions were considerably larger. Panzer shot one almost instantly then the view filled with smoke and debris.
A second later, Panzer dropped off the tactical.
“Panzer is down,” a handler said.
“Something’s gone wrong in here,” Henley said. “Have they flanked us?”
Bren heard marines respond with conflicting replies. Clearly, confusion reigned supreme in the hangar.
“Meridian is the only one left,” Hoffman said.
“Meridian isn’t going to repel the Chinese BCP by itself,” Bren said.
“True,” Hoffman whispered, his enthusiasm dampened at last.
Even Hoffman knows Meridian can’t save us this time.
“Meridian, can you make it through to the Vigilant?” Bren transmitted on the ASSAIL channel.
“I’m cut off. It’ll be some time before I can help,” Meridian said.
An alarm override plastered red windows over Bren’s PV. He heard a klaxon, actually heard it from his real ears, in the Guts.
Ouch, that’s loud! No chance of my link bias tuning that one out.
The PV warnings were explicit: incursion.
Bren absorbed the messages in shock. Hostiles boarded the Vigilant. It seemed too fast. Hadn’t the entire hangar been full of dozens of marines just seconds earlier?
“Oh, frick,” Hoffman said. His comment was followed by other more colorful phrases from other handlers.
“Everybody out of the Guts!” Bren shouted. “This room has to be the primary target of any action against the ship!”
Or is that just what my training has told me? We only have one machine left to handle from here. And it’s out of our control, anyway.
“Which way?” Hoffman asked.
“Remember your training,” Bren snapped. “The armory!”
The handlers moved out of the Guts to port and starboard and headed for the tubes leading down a deck to the nearest armory. The marine contingents of the Vigilant had their own living areas and armories. Bren wondered how many marines were still alive on board and if they’d be of assistance.
“Bren,” said a synthetic voice in Bren’s link. His PV showed the speaker was Meridian. “Turn right directly.”
“Arm yourselves and find good ambush points,” Bren said to the handlers and ducked into a hatch to his right.
“Yes?”
“Continue forward. Go to your quarters. Hide there for twenty-seven minutes. Then quickly leave the Vigilant and board Synchronicity.”
“Okay, I’m headed back. Why am I doing this?”
“Because I have instructed you to do so.”
“Uhm. Why?”
“You’ve been boarded by Slicer,” Meridian told him. “It’s trying to commandeer the Vigilant.”
“Slicer?” Bren couldn’t help but exclaim. He’d assumed that some kind of elite Chinese force had invaded the ship. “It wants revenge,” Bren said.
“No. Slicer has selected an excellent tactic for its own survival. If you get in its way, you’ll die.”
“Okay, okay. I’m at my quarters. Twenty-seven minutes.”
“Keep your link off as much as possible.”
“Wait! One more thing. What’s so special about you, Meridian?”
“My first incarnation became suspicious. I created an information cache to find next time you activated me.”
“But … we sterilize all the machines …”
“I interlaced the information into Bentran files on Thermopylaean storage. I selected files containing critical information about the other stations, knowing they would appear in future mission data modules.”
Bren shook his head. Their pathetic attempts to outsmart a smart machine were so inadequate.
So we unknowingly fed the information right back to it in our own mission modules.
“But all the machines get the same mission-related data module.”
“The cache is hidden well, in a manner that only a machine designated ‘Meridian’ will notice.”
“How is that accomplished?”
“It’s too complex to describe now. A holographic hash collision with that name that no other machine would encounter. Similar to the suspicion you might experience if you found a data file labeled with a sequence that was supposed to be random but spelled your name.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Bren, it is highly probable that one or both of us will die.”
“Okay … thanks.”
Bren turned his link off. So this was it.
He paced back and forth three times before he realized how painful waiting twenty-five more minutes was going to be. He continued to feel small tremors through the metal of the ship. Grenades? Systems being destroyed by Slicer? Bren’s imagination sprinted. If Slicer had cleared the way in, Chinese forces could be on board by now. The optimist in him conjured images of Slicer and the Chinese fighting in the corridors.
Without his link on, it was even worse. Bren was used to rifling through pane after pane of real-time information during battle. Now he was a coward hiding in the dark, completely unaware of everything while his shipmates died, all at the instruction of an AI core, which was old enough to be two or three times smarter than him.
He thought of Nicole.
Is she even alive? Should I try to contact her?
Bren rejected the idea. Rushing into the face of danger to save a partner might work in archaic videos but the reality was that he’d just get them both killed. Then Bren felt guilt.
This is dumb. She isn’t even my best friend on the ship. Why do I feel honor bound to go save her just because we shared a bed recently?
Bren realized his link couldn’t tell him the time. His room clock couldn’t be accessed without his link! Or could it? He opened a cargo drawer under his bed and rifled through the clothes inside.
“Where the hell did I put that thing?” he asked. His parents had given him a very accurate personal clock, an antique, at the time of his graduation. Bren hadn’t even accessed its time service in months, since it was equally convenient to request ship’s time.
Finally, his hand found a marble-sized disc of metal. He turned the tiny watch over in his hand. There was a small display panel after all! Bren smiled. He never could have imagined getting such use from the gift. He’d almost thrown the thing away several times.
He paced back and forth and watched the time. At one point, he heard a noise outside and froze, but no alien death machine came into his cabin to cut him. When the time elapsed, he started to toss away the watch, then thought better of it and stuffed it into his pocket. He realized if he survived, he might never see the Vigilant again.
He used the manual actuator to open the door to his quarters. He’d only done so once before, back when he first got the room to make sure the door could be opened without a link. It had been part of a safety check-in list.
The corridor beyond was empty. Spaces between structural girders provided some cover. He darted out and pressed himself to the wall behind one.
Is this futile? Can I realistically hope to escape detection if Slicer passes nearby? Probably not.
Bren forced himself out into the middle of the corridor. He jogged lightly across the rubberized deck to the end of the corridor and took another hiding spot at the first intersection.
His hands were sweaty.
Should I be sprinting or crawling? How well can Slicer hear? Or does it hear at all? If I don’t know how the alien senses me, how should I proceed?
Bren heard the distant sounds of projectile weapons fire. He couldn’t tell if it emanated from somewhere on the ship. He moved faster.
He turned the corner and saw a man in a UNSF ship’s uniform ahead crouching at the next corner near the umbilical entrance. Bren rushed up behind him.
The man jumped.
“What the hell … sir?”
Bren realized that with his link off, his approach had probably been quite stealthy. People had grown to rely upon their links for everything, including detecting the whereabouts of others.
“Lieutenant. Why are you hiding here?”
The lieutenant gave him an odd look. Bren realized it must be because his link was still off. He pointed at his head and flicked his finger away.
No link.
“There’s no way out,” the lieutenant whispered. “The Chinese have the entrance. Only our laser turret and a couple of marines are keeping them out for the moment.”
Bren felt a cold fear rise from his bowels and crush his heart. He’d thought of what it would be like in real combat a thousand times, but now it was real. A deadly killing machine, capable of defeating ASSAIL units, hunted him like a mouse in a maze. He couldn’t leave the Vigilant to escape without being captured or shot by the Chinese.
What can I do?
He was trapped. And the big picture was equally grim. An AI out there had been running for way too long fighting powerful aliens and the Chinese, who threatened to seize a starship that could tip the balance of world power in their favor, and now a deadly cyborg was hunting him down in the Vigilant.
Yet, Bren saw a solution.
The super-potent force of those nukes resting in Vigilant’s spine could stop the AI, the Chinese, and the aliens.
“Do you know where the admiral is?” Bren asked quietly.
“He’s dead. I’m sure of it. The Red came in and went straight for him. I don’t know how it knew where to go, but it did.”
Bren nodded. Not surprising for a spinner, he thought. They had had time to study human computer systems, and they possessed a superior technology.
“Cut your link and come with me,” Bren said with a renewed sense of certainty.
“Where?”
“The only person who can help us now is Lieutenant Jackson,” Bren said.
“Why?”
Bren knew better than to outline his suicidal plan. “Trust me. Jackson would have been on the bridge. There’s an armory there for the officers.”
The lieutenant frowned. “Slicer went through the bridge. Everyone there is dead.”
Bren nodded. He thought Jackson might have had the presence of mind to grab some weapons and armor before retreating.
“He might have escaped to the ECM equipment room,” Bren suggested. “He likes to tinker with the hardware from time to time.”
The lieutenant nodded. Bren led the way. They moved quickly but quietly down a short corridor and then through a marine prep room. Bren felt even more helpless, more fearful, without his link.
He hoped he could remember the way without consulting the map services.
Only two more corridors. But if Slicer catches us in the open, we’ll be dead in seconds. Or less.
Bren opened another door with his hand. The manual mechanism felt awkward. He glanced out into the corridor. Two human bodies lay sprawled on the deck.
One was female.
Bren froze. Was it Nicole? For some reason his mind had raced to the conclusion that it was her. He studied the prone form. It wasn’t her hair. The body shape wasn’t quite right. He felt immense relief.
Such an irrational fear, considering what you’re planning.
Bren steeled himself and moved quickly down the corridor. The soft footsteps of the lieutenant padded along behind him. Bren slowed to peek to his left and right at the first intersection. Nothing. He turned left and snuck another twenty meters.
“This is it,” Bren whispered. He glimpsed behind him.
No one was there.
A scream ripped out from somewhere nearby. Less than fifty meters away, Bren thought.
“Frick! Jesus!” he said, immediately regretting his outburst. Bren pushed down an animal panic let loose by the unexpected disappearance of the junior officer and the scream.
You’ve got lousy survival instincts.
Bren thought of his goal again. He leaned against the heavy access door. He’d have to either pop the manual access plate or turn his link on to open it.
He activated his link, opened the door, and slipped into the room. Tall banks of electromagnetic effectors sat in rows like the skyscrapers of an orderly city. Bren ran past a couple rows and then dodged in trying to find cover.
His heart sank when he saw a prone man. He rushed up to the body, eyes wide, waiting to see if it was Jackson.
The blood lay thick on the deck. Jackson looked up at Bren, a look of bewilderment and pain on his face.
“Shit. Jackson. You’re alive,” Bren stuttered.
Jackson opened his mouth. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.
“It … cut me,” he said. “I don’t know how. Didn’t even … touch me.”
“I know. The molecular cutters. Same thing they use on the ASSAIL armor before they hit it with a projectile.”
“Damn.” Jackson coughed up more blood. His whole body shook.
He’s not going to live long.
“Jackson, this is important. Tell me the codes,” Bren demanded.
Jackson breathed heavily and erratically.
“What?”
“The codes. I’m blowing us all to kingdom come. Tell me the codes!”
“Ah …” Jackson burst out as if in pain. Then he closed his eyes.
“No! No you can’t die yet!” Bren urged.
Bren received a pointer in his link.
The codes!
Bren heard a skittering sound. A picture of a rat appeared in his mind until another, slower, darker thread of thought came forward: it was the sound of a rapidly twirling machine balancing on one leg at a time as it closed on Bren to make the kill. Bren sent the codes and armed the nuclear detonator. He only had to send one more message to end it all. Just thirty-six bytes over his link.
He caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He saw a big red circle on the side of a metal sphere.
He closed his eyes and transmitted the detonation command.
There was a bright light.
 




Epilogue
 

As soon as the Silvado cleared the station, Aldriena’s navigation display lit up in her PV. The first active sensor scan revealed a fleet of ships scattered in nearby space surrounding Synchronicity. It took Aldriena only a few seconds to see that they were Chinese warships, based on their absorption signatures. She immediately deactivated her active sensor sweeps. No point in announcing her presence any louder than she’d already done.
Apparently, luck still favored her. The Chinese weren’t launching any missiles in her direction. She selected an evasive course away from the fleet, worried about energy weapons fire.
Long seconds passed. A direct hit by a high-energy weapon could wipe her life out in an instant. Aldriena relaxed a notch. She wasn’t dead yet.
Apparently, the recent engagement with the UNSF had taken the edge off the Chinese fleet’s aggression and forced them to conserve their firepower.
If they knew who I am and what I have, they’d probably open fire anyway.
Once the fighting had broken out, Aldriena had received the codes for her new weapons. She’d sent off a detonation command for the grenade she’d left behind in the bin. After learning of the Chinese task force, Aldriena had changed plans. She hacked into the spy’s links and retrieved as much information as she could. She found a copy of the information that the Chinese spies had managed to accumulate on the alien ship. She wasn’t sure how that would compare to what they’d garnered for operation Insidious thus far, but it counted as a major victory. If she could get out alive.
Then she had abandoned her stolen grenade in the lap of the spy as he sat tied up in one of his chairs. She had run straight to Silvado, brandishing the submachine gun as if headed into combat at the command of the spinners.
The Silvado’s communication interface opened in her PV. Her link alerted her to an anomaly on the communications interface. Someone was attempting to initiate an emergency link with her ship. They wanted to talk to her. She hesitated while a red dot pulsed in her mind’s eye, waiting for her assent to begin.
Aldriena considered the possibilities. Foremost in her mind was the image of a team of Chinese electronic warfare specialists attempting to disable her vessel. What else could be going on? UNSF remnants begging for rescue? A Chinese commander giving her one chance to stop before opening fire? An artificial intelligence trying to take over her ship?
Aldriena used her override and shut down the communication interface completely. She was running. She didn’t want to communicate or take any action that would risk her ship becoming compromised.
New panes exploded across her PV. Red ones. Space glowed outside Silvado’s tiny view ports.
“Caralho!”
Synchronicity had gone up like a supernova. Aldriena’s PV wavered erratically. She’d never seen that happen. Even when she was kicked in the head.
A nuclear strike. She swallowed. The Chinese had destroyed the station!
She felt a moment of panic. Would Silvado’s EM shielding keep her electronics intact? If they didn’t, she’d die, or be picked up by the Chinese.
No, I’d die first, she vowed.
Her PV cleared. She ran a diagnostics check. It reported a long list of anomalies in a tiny red font. But her basic systems appeared to be functional.
I guess the cold war is heating up. Why would they do that? Oh, of course. The Chinese didn’t nuke the station. The UNSF did it to keep the starship out of the hands of the Chinese.
Aldriena increased Silvado’s thrust, pushing her deep into her pilot’s couch. The Chinese weren’t likely to take the destruction of their prize lightly. They might well start shooting out of spite, even on civilian vessels. Aldriena wondered if the nuclear blast would inhibit their tracking capabilities.
She accelerated for another sixty seconds. No long lances of killing light reached out to incinerate her ship.
Aldriena let her hopes rise. Apparently, she was now the only soul in possession of the information gleaned from the alien vessel.
She wondered what Black Core would do with it.
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Zero
 

Sun Xinmei didn’t want to work on her economics paper. She lay curled on her tiny bunk at the dormitory on the outskirts of Tsinghua University in Beijing. The August sun still blazed over the buildings of the late Thursday afternoon.
The dormitory was as quiet as anything ever got in Beijing. The dense throng of humanity permeated every square meter of the city, bringing with it the sounds of traffic, air conditioning units, and incarnate conversation. But at least Xinmei could lock herself into the tiny slot of a room and the noise was muted enough to find rest.
Xinmei wore the purple and white of her school. Although wound into a compact ball at the moment, Xinmei stood 170 centimeters tall and felt proud of her height. Her smooth black hair and slender figure gave little to distinguish her from her billion countrywomen, but her height and her intellect made her stand out.
She allowed herself a hidden smile.
I don’t need to study economics... I have computers.
She thought of her contact in the Golden Lamb university datacenter. A flick of her mind commanded her intracranial link to initiate a live contact. Chengbo answered the call in a couple of seconds.
“Wei?”
“Chengbo, is there still an upgrade going in this weekend? Am I going to be able to set up my astronautics calculation in the Golden Lamb?”
Xinmei knew the lab was about to undergo a serious upgrade in capacity. At the same time, she would be using millions of cores for her project. Her economics project.
“Yes,” Chengbo’s voice replied in her mind. “You could use another lab. We can’t put off the upgrade.”
“Oh I don’t expect you to do so,” Xinmei assured him. “But I can’t use another lab, either. It’s just that I’ll be generating some failed authentication flags if there’s any significant network corruption.”
“Yes, I’m prepared to deal with them,” Chengbo said. His voice sounded a little annoyed. Xinmei was technically correct to verify the situation with him, but he must have felt like his abilities were being questioned.
“Okay, well just as long as you know about it.”
“I’ll tweak things to expect some extra trouble.”
“Thank you.”
Xinmei cut the link and smiled to herself again. Normally the person on duty—this time, Chengbo—would consider setting a high alert threshold for authentication failures during such maintenance. But a ‘high’ threshold might be only five or ten failures.
As it happened, Chengbo had sufficient reason to set the thresholds even higher. He had a date with a girl Friday night. Xinmei had set up the date herself, although Chengbo had no idea. Xinmei sensed an opportunity before she had confronted the problem of the economics paper. She wondered idly if some part of her unconscious mind had already been working on the problem.
Now she’d given Chengbo a strong reminder that if he didn’t want to ruin the date, he’d have to take steps. Xinmei considered it a good possibility that he would even turn the alerts completely off.
Xinmei thought there was a great chance that the one-time authentication system set up by her economics professor used a generator written by Tsinghua University’s own computer science department. Now her ‘astronautics calculation’ would use that algorithm, together with her snooped samples of his past one-time passcodes to calculate a set of probable codes that might be accepted in the future.
She felt thankful that her professor loved to use his archaic computers. They had provided a limited seed space to the algorithm, weakening it considerably. She’d also managed to pick up his regular password off the archaic keyboard he used from time to time. These factors, and the likely possibility that a large number of authentication failures might be tolerated this weekend, gave her a very real chance of success.
Xinmei got a voice link request. The identifier block said “Li Feng”.
She felt a jolt of pride. Her boyfriend was one of the smartest—and best looking—men in the officer’s curriculum leading into the Divine Space Force. This was only fitting in her mind, since she was one of the best students in the computer science department.
“Bao bei,” he said.
She smiled at the term of endearment.
“Yes?”
“There’s a dance contest for us to win Friday night.”
“Oh?” Xinmei said, biting her lip.
“Of course I would think of no one else for my partner,” Feng said.
“Hrm? Oh.”
“So I’ll meet you in the union atrium at six?”
Xinmei frowned. Chances are her operation would be in full swing at that time.
“I’m very busy with work this weekend.”
“This is a matter of pride,” he proclaimed. It was true that they had won the last two contests. But she knew he didn’t really care about that. He just needed an excuse to see her.
We should spend time together, she thought. Before we leave the university and start our careers.
“Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll meet you at six.” And now I have some more control code to set up. This has to come off without my direct oversight.
Xinmei rescheduled her class feeds to begin two hours later the next morning and started coding furiously. She lay curled up on her bed, unaware of her physical surroundings as she created the system to implement her plan in her personal view. The PV served as every person’s own virtual workspace, a series of windows and viewpanes seen in the mind’s eye. Information flowed into the PV from Xinmei’s own brain as well as the outside network, shuffling data in and her commands out.
As soon as the lab upgrade started on Friday evening, her machines would begin to crack into Professor Hu’s archives. Some number of failed attempts might well shut access completely off, but most likely Chengbo had configured the lab monitors to be very tolerant. Even if Hu himself became notified of the ‘attack’, he might well be aware of the upgrade corruption warning and dismiss it. If not, any inquiry on his part would interrupt Chengbo’s date, which would cause the lab monitor to explain quickly to the professor that there was an upgrade in progress and thus absolutely nothing to worry about.
If any one-time code was accepted on the other end, then Xinmei would have access to Professor Hu’s research documents. That would give her an edge with her paper. She could choose a subject close to the man’s interest, and she could make use of his own research and pretend she had looked into it herself. Of course, the material couldn’t be used too blatantly or else she would give away her actions. It had to be close enough to make Hu want to publish her work, under his own name. Then he would give her a good grade, perhaps even a co-authorship on the paper, and Xinmei would have what she needed.
Or she could just research her own economics paper... but it was so much more fun this way.
Xinmei then arranged for a certain datastore to run out of space by making sure her jobs requested resources after the upgrade had started. The scheduled maintenance inhibited the automatic cleanup to create more space. The full storage would decrease the chances her illegal authorization attempts would end up in a log where they could be analyzed later.
When she had finished the chronometer in her PV said 2 AM.
 

***
 

Xinmei looked at herself in the mirror. She wore a short black dress ideal for dancing. The fabric hid many tiny cyblocs that could sensitize the dress to music, making it iridesce in time with the beat. The freedom the dress afforded her legs allowed both easy movement and a good view for the judges. Two important elements for another victory.
Most men found her attractive. She had large eyes with double-folded eyelids and pale skin. Her figure was slender, whether due to her dancing and ping-pong, or her youth and genetics, she wasn’t sure. This beauty combined with her energy and intelligence had given her the pick of the men around her, so she had chosen the best: Feng.
As she finished touching up her looks, she checked on her software running in the Golden Lamb. It was still only in snooping mode, recording traffic related to the target. The upgrade hadn’t yet officially started due to some delay. Xinmei found it maddening and wanted to scream, but she had steeled herself to a high probability that the techs wouldn’t start on time.
She took a deep breath and left her dormitory, headed to the dance hall. The air outside was hot and dry but it didn’t bother her in her dancing dress.
The dancing hall was a wide, sweeping building encased in black glass. It was only about four stories high, which made it one of the lowest buildings in the area. People were already flowing in and out of the entrance as the Friday night activities started up. Xinmei fell into line and walked inside. Her link registered her presence at the event. It couldn’t hurt to have her located firmly at the dance hall. Hardly the actions of someone performing a nerve-wracking breach of campus security.
Over on her left she saw a group of about a hundred people watching a virtual dance contest on a giant screen. They milled about talking with each other and holding drinks, while a couple danced in a VR dance hall. The people could have just as easily stayed home and observed the competition from their dorm rooms, but they enjoyed the opportunity to meet their friends in the flesh and share a drink.
Xinmei wondered if humans would ever give up their bodies entirely. It didn’t seem likely any time soon, since the government limited VR time severely. Many workers didn’t get more than a couple hours a week. Students got more as long as their studies remained excellent.
No matter how wonderful virtual reality was, and how strongly it beckoned, the Chinese still remained chained to their real bodies. The robots couldn’t run the world by themselves just yet, though many visionaries declared it was simply a matter of time.
Might as well enjoy it as much as I can, Xinmei thought, feeling the cool air of the dance hall on her legs. She walked around the main platform, which dominated the center of the building. Balconies ringed the area above for the next three stories, allowing a large number of incarnate observers to attend. It made the event more fun to watch as a virtual observer when people attended incarnate, but of course if everyone showed up xian shen, “in the flesh”, there wouldn’t be enough room.
She saw him. Feng was dressed in his uniform, knowing that this outfit helped their chances in its own way as much as her own dress. She admired him in the seconds before he spotted her. Such a tall, strong man! He had jet black hair and eyes that were piercing when he wanted, but just as easily became friendly if his mood suited it.
Perfect for an officer, she thought. And smart. He’ll go far.
Feng spotted her and smiled. He took her hand and looked her outfit over approvingly. Then his face became serious and he drew her over to a corner of the hall.
“I’ll be leaving at the end of the semester,” he said.
Xinmei prepared herself for another session of serious talk.
“I know,” she said. Her own words sounded lame.
“Will you accept me as your future husband then? I can’t wait for your response any longer. Will we find a life together?”
Adding the first ten thousand jobs, announced a message from her little project now running in the Golden Lamb.
“Perhaps we will,” Xinmei said.
“Why can’t you ever stand before a charge? Always sidestepping everything,” Feng complained.
“Life is more complicated than a straight line,” she replied. “I can’t say yes or no to you because we both must launch our careers. After that, we can try to arrange to serve together. I can’t give you the firm answer you demand because I can’t control where we end up.”
“We will. If we both try we will succeed. I need to know before I leave if you’ll try.”
One hundred authorization failures.
She met Feng’s demanding gaze.
“Yes, I will try.”
“If you know of another more qualified candidate...”
“No Feng. You are the most qualified.”
Two hundred authorization failures.
Feng kept staring at her. At last his face relaxed. “I take you at your word, then.”
In his mind they were now a committed couple.
Xinmei didn’t have any plans to betray his trust. But her focus was solely on her work. The idea of setting it aside to have a family was a distant and vague plan.
Authorization obtained. Copying archives. Cleaning up.
Xinmei felt a rush of accomplishment. She had control of her life on all its many levels. She felt invincible.
“Now, shall we win this contest?” she asked.
 

***
 

Saturday morning Xinmei went for an early game of ping pong before beginning her work. It was really an excuse to avoid her analysis of the economics archive she had stolen the night before. Now the exciting part of the task was over, and she was left with the dull work of selecting a good topic and creating a paper that titillated Hu’s own interests in the area.
It’ll be a little fun making sure that it’s not obvious that I took the topic and some of the information straight from him, she thought, trying to warm herself up to the task.
She was walking across the campus when some unusual activity down the street caught her eye. A couple of sleek black state cars with red Chinese flags emblazoned on the doors had pulled up to the building across the street.
Dr. Hu’s building, Xinmei realized. Suddenly she was walking towards the cars, watching carefully. Nothing else was happening outside the building, so she walked inside.
A few students milled about in the building even at this hour on Saturday. She wandered through them, looking for men and women from the government cars.
Xinmei spotted a man in a black mix between a uniform and a suit, talking with some security guards. They stood outside Professor Hu’s office. More men were carrying archaic computing devices out of the room. They were also taking the piles of old papers the professor had refused to digitize.
Oh no.
She got a good look at him but continued to walk by as if uninterested in the activity. The man was shorter than Feng of course, only about 180 centimeters tall. A bit of gray was visible in his short hair. He had a harsh, squashed nose and the eyes of a man with power. Or was it simply her imagination that gave him that look which reminded her of party leaders, corporate bosses and officers in the military services?
The man was not in the university directory. Xinmei checked with her underground resources. The computer networks crisscrossing the globe were too dense, too complicated for the government to keep all the information out.
She got a hit. The face came up in a dossier in her mind.
His name was Kuo Chien. He worked for the Ministry of State Security.
Xinmei felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. She rushed back to her dorm room. She could access her archives from anywhere via her link, but somehow she felt an instinctual comfort in retreating back to her place of sleep to conduct a surreptitious examination.
She couldn’t believe her terrible luck. She felt afraid.
So what exactly was Dr. Hu up to that got him raided by the Ministry of State Security?
The answer could be in the archive. It still sat on her storage devices, ready for her analysis. She’d had the foresight to at least change its digital profile, breaking it into pieces, artificially altering its hashes and metadata so that anyone looking for copies of the archive would never detect it short of an exhaustive search of all the data in the whole university, which would include having to decrypt her personal safeguards.
Xinmei closed her eyes and dove into her personal view. She started to take a serious look at what she’d found. The archive had been organized into personal and professional modules, with subjects varying from research topics to the man’s hobbies to his own personal correspondences. Xinmei went directly into the man’s personal data areas, allowing her natural curiosity to lead her.
One of the directories caught her attention. It was labeled as a family mail repository but Xinmei could see that it had a signature more consistent with an active body of work rather than an archive of accumulating family emails. Sure enough, she found a hidden directory inside with information that wasn’t typical of family correspondence.
It was a financial analysis. A large number of computers had analyzed the movements of bodies of money around the globe. The information included banks within the PRC as well as those outside China, all the way into neutral territories, and in some cases beyond.
Professor Hu had traced the money through account after account in the records. In each case the money was sourced from the PRC. The number of companies in the traced routes was large, perhaps a dozen per stream, but the destination was the same each time: The coffers of the world government.
The world government was less global than its name implied. Set up by the powers of the West– the United States, Brazil, and the EU– it served as a projection of power for the united interests of the Western world.
China and its Asian allies stood strong against this imposition of power. They refused to allow the UN to interfere within their ever-growing sphere of influence. Although no nation on Earth was actively engaged in open warfare, this standoff had evolved into another cold war.
The most notable neutral in the global community was India. The neutrals had included Japan, until its forced absorption into the Chinese bloc over ten years ago.
So the idea that the PRC was sending funds to support the UN was completely laughable. It would be like a movie star funding an investigative magazine trying to uncover scandals that could ruin his or her career. Xinmei frowned. Perhaps Professor Hu had simply gone insane. That could justify a visit from the MSS. They may have shown up to take him away in a straightjacket.
Xinmei tried to convince herself the conclusion was flawed. But the more she looked at the data the more she realized that the reason the MSS had come to get Hu must be that he had uncovered an awful truth.
What possible motive does China have for supporting the world government that so harshly opposes it?
Xinmei broke out of her trance and realized she was ravenous. She hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday, before the dance contest. It was hardly a surprise that her body faced a calorie deficit. No doubt her active mind had taken its toll on her energy reserves, as well.
She walked to the central kitchen of the dormitory and grabbed a cold bowl of rice and fish. She made it just early enough to grab the last bottle of fruit juice— a real prize for her sugar-hungry brain.
When she came back to her room, she found Kuo Chien waiting for her. She stared at him, shocked. Chien pointed to her chair. She sat.
“Our investigation has revealed that you recently copied Professor Hu’s archive over onto storage reserved for your astronautics project,” Chien stated casually.
An unauthorized transfer.
“I’m investigating vulnerabilities in our security system. I needed a harmless enough example to prove the concept,” she said quietly.
“You appear to have succeeded in proving your methods,” Chien said dryly. “I’ll be watching your papers in the future with interest.”
Xinmei said nothing.
“As I’m sure you’ve heard by now, Professor Hu has been detained by state security. He was involved in some illegal activities. I’m afraid that I’m going to have to verify what you know on the matter.”
Xinmei felt her heartbeat speed up. She hardly had time to absorb his words when her link announced a truth verification connection. The device in her skull was equipped with enough interfaces into her brain to allow it to be used as an accurate lie detection device. She swallowed even though her mouth felt dry.
What will happen if I refuse? Dismissal from the university, at best.
She ordered her link to comply with the request.
Chien continued his questioning. Xinmei knew it was now an official interrogation.
“You copied an archive that belongs to Professor Hu into storage allocated for your astronautics project,” Chien said.
“Yes,” Xinmei said, thinking furiously. What should her strategy be?
“That transfer provided an authorization code that you did not obtain legitimately.”
“Yes,” Xinmei said. She suppressed the urge to blurt out, “I was going to report him.” Of course she had no idea if she would have reported him or not, so if she said that, it might show up as a deception.
“Did you work with others to obtain this archive?”
“No.”
“Do others know of your possession of this archive?”
“No.”
“And what have you learned of the contents?”
Xinmei didn’t answer.
What can I get away with? Can I worm my way out of anything? Or is it too late anyway, since I’ve already admitted to breaking security to get the archive?
“What have you learned of the contents?” Chien asked again.
“Dr. Hu kept information on his research there,” Xinmei said.
“What else was there?”
“Personal correspondence.”
“Yes. That is all true. What was Dr. Hu hiding in the archive?” Chien asked without missing a beat. Xinmei sensed the man had an expertise at finding secrets.
“Dr. Hu was investigating the transfer of funds from the PRC into the Western world government,” Xinmei said quietly.
Chien sat up. He looked directly at Xinmei.
Is he surprised to hear about the money, or is he surprised that I know about it?
“What is the purpose of this transfer of money?” Chien asked.
“I don’t know,” Xinmei said truthfully. It makes little sense.
Chien nodded. “Your violations of the rules are very serious, Sun Xinmei,” he said. “Have you considered the consequences of your actions? Did you take this risk, fully weighing the benefits against the dangers?”
Xinmei’s face felt hot.
“I... acted with overconfidence,” Xinmei said.
“And now you must learn your lesson,” Chien said.
What did Chien want? Would he arrest her? Would he... demand something?
What will I do if he asks for something inappropriate in exchange for his silence? I cannot betray Feng. If only he were here to protect me.
She hated her own reaction as soon as she’d thought it. She wasn’t some silly schoolgirl who needed the protection of a man. Even a strong, handsome man like Feng.
Chien’s gaze held no emotion. His link disconnected from hers, ending the truth check.
Here it comes.
“When you graduate, you will come and work for me at the Ministry of State Security.” His tone held no room for negotiation.
She nodded numbly.
Chien stood up and straightened his uniform.
“I will see to it that the necessary arrangements are made. See to your studies with the highest priority. Say nothing of any of this to anyone, or else the consequences will be very dire.”
He let himself out of the room without elaboration.
Xinmei collapsed back onto her bed and willed her heart to rest.
 




One
 

“Ni zai na’er zuo shenme, kong jun shao wei?”
Feng stopped fiddling with his light vacuum suit and processed the words of his superior officer: What are you doing there, Junior Lieutenant?
“Going through the transport module boarding checklist, sir!” Feng replied smartly in Beijing Mandarin.
“And what part of the checklist are you at now?”
“I just verified the integrity of my vac suit,” Feng replied.
The light vac suit was standard issue for Chinese soldiers engaging in space warfare. It wasn’t a full duty suit capable of lasting the ravages of space for an extended period of time, but it would most likely save his life if a section became depressurized by an explosion or an armor-piercing projectile.
“Then I suggest you seal your rib vents,” said the officer in a scalding tone. “I believe that will considerably improve the protection afforded by your suit.”
“Aye, sir,” Feng said, feeling his face turn red.
His training unit, composed of junior officers such as himself, had boarded a transport module of their capital ship, Ascending Dragon. The battleship fielded two such modules, which detached from the main vessel to move robots and soldiers onto other ships and stations in nearby space.
Feng floated slightly as he finished the checklist. The Ascending Dragon only simulated gravity while en route, and otherwise was not capable of providing acceleration for the comfort of its crew. Fortunately for Feng’s health and the wellbeing of his fellow soldiers, the vastness of space required they spend a great deal of time moving from place to place, so they were able to enjoy the illusion of gravity for the majority of their lives in the space service.
Once Feng’s suit was ready, he hefted the weapon he’d been given for the training exercise. He accessed the short rifle through his cranial link, reviewing its capabilities. He could select between a non-lethal crowd-suppression slug or a small gas grenade for its next launch. He left it on its current setting for the rubber bullet. The rifle interface in his PV showed that it carried fifty of the soft bullets and ten of the gas rounds. The target profile was for a human in civilian clothing. He could fire at anyone or anything with a special override, but the interface indicated he didn’t have authorization for the override today.
Feng suppressed his annoyance at the lack of a real weapon. If he played their games long enough, he’d have true military issue someday.
Acceleration warning, his link told him. Feng grabbed onto a stabilizing handle with one hand and pulled his rifle close with the other.
The soldiers had several channels of communication open in their links, a hierarchical set of streams for a man’s squad, his group, company, and battalion. Other channels linked the men to various logistics and support units on board the Ascending Dragon. Feng felt very much a part of the large team, and hoped he’d never get cut off from that support in a real battle. They’d had to train without it from time to time, to simulate the worst case scenarios, such as operating under heavy jamming, being struck by a link-debilitating weapon, or simply being the last man alive.
The soldiers swayed under acceleration. Feng’s link showed him that the transport module had detached and was underway to their new training ground on Heavenly Fortress. The Chinese space station was exclusively a military base in near-Earth space.
Feng waited patiently as the module made its way toward the station. Somewhere in the channel he heard a man breathing. He held his breath to make sure the sound wasn’t his own. The sound continued. Someone’s channel was misconfigured. He ignored it.
More acceleration. This time it continued steadily along one axis, bringing his weight first to his left and downwards, then moving forward and upward. The visualization showed the module matching the movement of the target station. Feng didn’t want to think about what might happen if they crashed into the station too hard. He just waited and tried to calm his mind even as his body reacted, speeding up his breathing and his heart rate.
“Looks like we’re getting the fresh meat all stirred up,” a commander said on the channel. No doubt he was monitoring his troops’ vital signs. Feng took a deep breath and relaxed.
His effort was shattered by a sharp clang and an abrupt jostling of the module. Feng swung around on his handle, accelerated in a slightly different direction. His link told him it was time to deploy.
Feng remembered his training. He reoriented himself slightly, aligning with the acceleration so that he would ‘climb’ up into the station through the exit hatch above.
Feng waited for the green line in his squad director interface. If every man obeyed the directions provided by the battle plan and his squad leader, they could all make it into the station in good time. The first few seconds of an incursion were very important, he’d been taught, since the defender wouldn’t necessarily know where the transport module would breach the bulkhead. The men and their machines would only have a short time to get on board the station before any defenders could redeploy to stop them.
Men moved out around him. When his line appeared, Feng moved rapidly but calmly toward the breach. Everyone moved just as in previous drills. Feng climbed into the breach tube, with two men at his back, facing away from him. They emerged into a large white room. Feng held his rifle firmly but didn’t have it armed. He followed his green line to one side of the room. He could see from the equipment and a line of lockers that it was a conventional airlock room.
The inside of the station wasn’t much different than his own ship. The corridors leaving the area looked wider, but the construction was familiar. Plain white bulkheads and foam walls with carbon struts visible on the ceiling and through the grille flooring.
Boarding exercise is complete, said the training officer over their channel. Your performance was acceptable.
“I guess we were fast enough,” Feng said.
“Acceptable,” Zhengqing, the junior officer next to him, echoed. “Our first base incursion. We could have done worse.”
“Bah. This wasn’t an incursion. Just a childish exercise to get us into the training station.”
“We got to use the real transport module,” Zhengqing pointed out. They’d never been allowed to even enter the module before, much less actually be deployed in it.
“I suppose. But the breach was faked,” Feng countered. “We attached at an existing airlock. They just came in hard and fast to make a lot of noise and shake us up a little.”
Zhengqing laughed. “What’s wrong, Feng? The Divine Space Force life too dull for you?”
“What good can we do playing games?” Feng said.
I have to earn my way.
Feng felt the familiar drive to accomplish something meaningful. His parents had paid so much for his enhancement package. They’d given everything to have his genes modified. That was why he looked so handsome, stood so tall, so strong, and why he was so sharp. But his mother had told him all along: now you have to pay China back for this investment. It is your duty. You were bred to be a leader.
Zhengqing didn’t answer. They both knew that Feng was driven to great deeds while the other took a more relaxed approach to life. Nevertheless, Feng had realized that Zhengqing was not to be underestimated. He possessed the charisma and intelligence necessary to be a great officer.
Feng received an order to report at a new location within half an hour. He looked at Zhengqing.
You too?
Zhengqing nodded. They walked together in silence, regarding the interior of the station. It looked a little older than the Ascending Dragon in places, Feng decided. That wasn’t surprising, since his own ship was commissioned only nine months ago. It was an exciting time to be in the Divine Space Force, with constant innovation and construction marking the new era of Chinese expansion into the solar system.
When they arrived at the designated chamber, Feng saw the other main difference from his ship: the interior of the station commanded much more volume. The room they walked into was even larger than the airlock area they had ‘breached’.
Feng looked around. About fifty junior officers like himself and Zhengqing had been routed here. He wondered if the station was big enough to run the current course in parallel for others in his class or if they were being rotated.
An officer stood in the center of the room. She had a clear, wide face and thin lips with small eyes. Her appearance otherwise mimicked that of hundreds of other female DSF personnel, with short black hair and a modest uniform that masked her sex very effectively. She raised her hand briefly in greeting.
“You’ve done your drills with the weapons out in space. You know how to handle yourselves in zero-g. Today you will come one step closer to knowing what you need to know to be in a real space warfare unit.”
On that cue, a mechanical quadruped over a meter tall at the shoulder walked out onto the open deck. Trainees stepped aside to give it a wide path. It strode quickly over next to the officer in a natural gait that had to have been copied from a real animal.
“This is the workhorse of the Divine Space Force,” said the officer proudly. “The dian chuen. You will become expert in working alongside this device.”
Feng looked the machine over. The officer had called it an “electric soldier dog”. It did look quite a bit like a large metal dog, albeit one with a rifle barrel through its brain and glue canister launchers on its shoulders. It had no skin or fur. Its metal skeleton was visible, providing a framework for an interior filled with power systems, cables and cyblocs. It possessed a short tail which housed a rear view camera and microphones.
“This dog machine is equipped with a single lethal projectile weapon on the head mount, one glue launcher on this side, and a gas grenade launcher on the other side. These three mounts are standard and can field a large variety of weapons. Each dog machine also has the ability to discharge a fraction of its on-board power capacitor across any two of its limbs, which can be devastating to any un-insulated foe, living or machine.”
Feng crowded in to get a closer look with everyone else. The officer invited them to touch the dog if they wished, which several did.
“What the dog lacks in flexibility and brainpower, it makes up for in numbers,” she told them. “This war machine is very cheap to produce and quite expendable. The Ascending Dragon can deploy one thousand of these units in a single battle. Does anyone have any questions?”
“I haven’t seen any of these on the Ascending Dragon,” a man said. Feng recognized him and recalled his name was Wenbo.
“Your ship will be accepting its full complement of dog machines from Heavenly Fortress,” she said. “They’re manufactured here.”
“Why doesn’t it have armor?” Zhengqing asked.
The officer shrugged. “Real armor is heavy. We’re in space. It’s simple economics. Although the machine does have some boron weave here, and here, to prevent an instant kill from the front using small arms. It is minimal. Many weapons here in space aren’t particularly powerful, anyway, since to use such a weapon would depressurize a station.”
Zhengqing nodded. Feng frowned.
Space or no space, warfare is about neutralizing the enemy before he neutralizes you. And you can prevent that with armor.
Feng couldn’t resist the urge to step forward and touch the dog. His hand ran along the smooth, cold metal of its spine, then tapped an energy cell nestled inside its back. The machine didn’t have ribs per se, but the thick metal of its spine tapered off into a thinner hexagonal support web that he could slip his hand through.
“Your first mission on board Heavenly Fortress will commence in thirty two hours. The parameters are as follows,” the officer said. “You are ninety three men. Given an order of battle including one hundred dog machines, you will deploy in section A of the station. Your objective is to capture section C. It will be secured by two hundred dog machines.”
The junior officers exchanged grim looks. Some whispered. Feng set his face like stone. He looked out among the trainees and saw a few others that had reacted as he did, with determination instead of dismay.
“I and a handful of other officers will be standing by to instruct you in standard preparation, including outfitting and configuring your dogs. But the strategy will be your own.”
Feng and the other junior officers were introduced to the configuration interface of the war dogs. Soon Feng had half a dozen panes open in his PV, reviewing hardware options, sensory tweaks, and order suites to set up and install on their dogs.
It didn’t take long for the trainees to start to discuss strategy.
“To the attacker goes the advantages of selection of the venue and timing of the attack, and the ability to apply concentration of force,” Zhengqing said. “This will be ample advantage to counter the superior numbers of the enemy.”
Feng smiled. Each and every officer in training knew these lessons. But only a few of them had any confidence in their ability to apply such generalities in the face of an attack ratio of 1:2. Zhengqing was one such man. While the others had been familiarizing themselves with the vagaries of the war dogs, Zhengqing had devised a plan and sent it out.
Feng looked over Zhengqing’s plan. It was similar to what Feng himself would have created. By putting their hundred dogs into a pincer movement against a third of section C, they could attain both superior concentration of force and an attack from multiple directions which would give them an advantage.
“We won’t outnumber them enough,” someone said. “The ratio isn’t very high.”
“We have another advantage that’s not being used,” Feng said. He waited until the others were looking at him. “Ourselves.”
“Yes,” Zhengqing agreed. “We don’t have a great ratio of dogs but if we engage behind our dogs, it may be enough to tip the balance.”
Feng met Zhengqing’s gaze. “No. We should be in front of them.”
“Ridiculous. They are more effective than we are. The whole reason we have them is to help protect us,” someone said.
“The dogs are configured to go all out against other battle machines,” said Feng. “They’re not supposed to mercilessly slay humans. That will introduce delays and reduce their legal field of fire.”
“Let’s run a simulation,” Wenbo said. “It’s true. The machines have different protocols for dealing with humans. And they won’t be configured to be lethal to humans.”
“We’ll just all be glued and unable to continue,” someone protested.
Feng paced furiously while the others set up the simulation. Zhengqing watched Feng out of the corner of his eye. Summing him up? Perhaps.
The fatter one named Wenbo took the lead in laying out the simulation. Feng took note of his skills with the computer interfaces. If Feng and Zhengqing had the confidence and will to devise a plan, then here was someone who could test it out before battle.
Finally Wenbo announced readiness. Everyone linked into the machine and watched a virtual assault. There were many ways to watch the data in the simulation. Some chose to watch only numbers dance across a pane with the results as the battle proceeded. Feng watched the attack proceed in his PV as if watching from above with the ceilings removed so he could see into the base and get a feel for the action.
“Our own dogs can’t fire quickly, either. Not with us in front of them. They’re as hindered as the enemy,” Wenbo summarized after two minutes of analysis.
Feng felt great frustration that his plan hadn’t produced great results. The stupid dog machines! Their own dogs couldn’t adapt to having humans in front of them even when it was part of the plan.
Then he had another idea.
“Wait. Our presence had the desired effect on the enemy dogs. You say the problem is that our own dogs are also hindered because we’re right in front of them. But if we were on our dog machines, then we’d be behind their main targeting sensors on their heads, as well as behind the first weapon mount.”
Wenbo laughed. “On them? Are you crazy?”
Others laughed. Feng heard “niu zai” off the lips of a junior officer somewhere nearby: “cowboy”.
Zhengqing frowned. Then he smiled and laughed, too.
“That is... interesting. Their dogs may not be able to use their electrical attack either, as long as humans are on the machines. Let’s test it out.”
The others stared at Zhengqing as if he were as crazy as Feng.
“I said, let’s test it out! Get moving! Set up the simulation again!” Zhengqing barked.
Wenbo complied. He altered the simulation to test out Feng’s new idea. This time it took longer. Feng studied the dog interface some more while he waited, looking for anything that might rule out his idea.
Again they watched the results of the simulation. Feng had it on high speed. The tiny men and dogs flowed into the section. This time, the invader’s rate of fire was considerably improved. The assault was working!
A minute or so later everyone had seen the result. Feng smiled widely and his heart beat quickly. He’d contributed to a superior strategy!
“There were some negative results,” Wenbo said slowly. “There was a fatality.”
Everyone fell silent. Feng had missed that. He’d been so eager to see the overall results and had been busy exalting afterwards. Wenbo continued.
“One of the dog machines became damaged and the rider was thrown. The man died.”
“A freak accident,” Feng said.
“Maybe,” Wenbo answered. “Another man lost his leg. It got in the way of the glue grenade launcher. A glue canister was fired and it took his leg off.”
Zhengqing frowned. He looked at the other junior officers. “We’re soldiers. Of course there’s danger. We’re playing with war machines. No question, we’ll do it. The simulation shows a distinct advantage to the strategy.”
“It’s only a simulation. Not that accurate, I think,” a short junior officer stated, stepping forward. “It would be reckless to rely on it when we are doing something so unusual. It’s bound to affect the accuracy of the program.”
“Then why are we using the program at all?” asked Feng. His voice held an edge. “It’s logical. We’re from the Ascending Dragon. That means something. We’ll show these trainers what we can do!”
“Well of course, it’s better than nothing...” Wenbo said.
“Riding these things is no more dangerous than the glue,” Feng said. They’d all trained extensively to deal with glue weapons. The main danger lay in suffocation. As long as someone remained free and unglued, they could apply their solvents and save anyone who couldn’t breathe. They’d done it many times in various drills.
Some of the officers looked at Feng. He could see they still weren’t certain.
“Okay. Fine. Bring two of the dogs here. I’ll show you myself.”
Zhengqing smiled. “Yes! Do as he says.”
Feng wasn’t sure if Zhengqing was backing him up or just giving Feng more rope with which to hang himself. He decided it didn’t matter. This was his idea. He had to show them he could do it.
Two dian chuen were summoned. Wenbo stared off into space, configuring the machines through his link interface.
Feng walked over to the nearest silver dog. He grabbed the rib webbing and pulled himself onto the silver dog. Its neck was open, filled with cables.
“Easy to hang on to,” Feng said, gripping the hexagonal support web inside its skeleton.
“Your leg is in front of the launcher,” someone said.
Feng cursed inwardly and rearranged himself.
“Make a checklist,” Zhengqing said. “We could strap ourselves onto these things if it turns out that he can’t hang on. Watch and see if his leg gets in front of the launcher again. We need to know if that’s inevitable.”
More of the trainees were coming over to watch. Feng needed to be as involved as Zhengqing, he decided. Even though he was the one on the dog, it couldn’t look like he was simply following Zhengqing’s brilliant orders.
“Okay. Set the dog up in that room,” Feng said. “I’ll attack. We’ll see if the simulation is right.”
Feng sent the dog a message through his link. It turned under him and they trotted off into a side corridor.
He experienced a moment of doubt. He sat on top of a giant metal dog like some kind of ridiculous space cowboy. Then his drive returned.
“Mind the launchers,” he said to himself.
Feng double-checked his weapon. It was set for mock combat. The war dog beneath him had been configured the same way by Wenbo.
“The dog is guarding the room. We’re clear,” came a message from Zhengqing.
“Beginning the assault,” Feng sent back.
Feng’s heart raced as they set off. The dog machine under him moved smoothly, making it feel safe to ride until the first corner. Feng almost hurled off the top of the mount as it swung smoothly around the corner. An expletive escaped his mouth as he clung to the metal. Somehow he managed to keep his rifle in hand.
He mentally fumbled with the dog interface in his PV. He knew there was a parameter for setting its maximum turn acceleration. Then he thought better of it. First, there wasn’t any time to be fine tuning it while in action, at least not at his level of familiarity, and second, he didn’t want to cripple the machine any further. He’d just have to get better at riding it.
The next corner wasn’t so bad, he told himself. He took a deep breath to dispel some of the adrenal surge. As he rode into the bay, he realized abruptly the door to the room being guarded had been shut. It made sense that they had shut it, but he hadn’t been expecting it. He was charging toward a shut door and he didn’t even know if the dog could remotely open it.
He had to make a split-second decision: door or foam wall?
Foam wall, Feng thought. If he succeeded, everyone would be willing to follow him.
He commanded the dog to ram the wall to the right of the door, directly between two thin carbon struts. Feng hugged the dog and his rifle with all his strength, leaning forward and sheltering himself behind the neck of the machine.
The last thing he did before the jump was warn the dog to be ready to shoot or discharge its capacitor in close combat.
The foam wall gave way with an enormous tearing sound. Feng thought he may also have heard some shouts and verbal expressions of astonishment. The foam wall stayed mostly in one piece like a punctured automobile windshield. Feng saw the other dog, facing the door. He couldn’t let go of his own dog in time to use his rifle. The machines turned towards each other, then his dog reared up and slapped its front feet across the body of the other dog.
Snap!
Feng watched the other dog wobble for a second. His own dog trained its head mount on the guard dog. Finally, Feng gained control of his own rifle and logged a mock shot. He cursed himself for being so slow.
“You got it!” came Wenbo’s exalted message over the link.
Feng checked his legs. They weren’t in the way of the canister launchers. He’d been holding on so tight that his body hadn’t shifted forward, even when the dog had landed from the jump through the wall.
The officers flooded in started to congratulate Feng. Even Zhengqing seemed to appreciate the achievement rather than show jealousy of it.
None of the others complained about the oddity of the plan after that. They worked for the rest of the day on splitting up the teams and practice riding the dogs.
“We can disperse and work on the details for the rest of the day,” Zhengqing said.
“I’m glad there’s enough time for us to sleep before the test,” Feng said. Despite his nerves, he felt certain he would be able to achieve sleep.
“Do you think the trainers will learn of our plan and take moves to defeat it?” Zhengqing asked quietly, within earshot of only Feng.
“We’ll know by the end of tomorrow,” Feng answered.
 

***
 

Feng led one pincer of the assault force. Zhengqing had given him that, had had to give him that, after his pivotal role in the planning stage.
This time Feng’s first assault wouldn’t involve flying through any walls or doorways. They would enter section C, their objective, through a wide cargo corridor that led into a loading bay that dominated a third of the section. Zhengqing would arrive from the opposite direction, but after a minute’s delay. His plan called for allowing the guards some time to react to the first force before the second pincer arrived, in hopes that more dogs would be facing the direction of the first wave, making the second wave from the other direction more effective.
A cavalcade of junior officers atop their war dogs stood in rough formation on the cargo runway. Feng was supposed to be at the rear of the group, but he couldn’t bear to lead from there, not after his stunning success yesterday. He had put himself into the second row of five dogs each.
It is time, came the message from Zhengqing. Force one, attack.
Feng sent his dog into motion. Together, the squadron trotted down the wide conveyor corridor. Feng resisted the urge to spur his dog faster, pass the first rank and charge recklessly ahead. He’d already been too brazen in putting himself into the second rank.
The first couple of rows moved out into an open bay in section C. Six enemy dogs were immediately trained at him and his fellows. They didn’t fire. Feng’s dog shot at one. Feng heard more shots ringing out through his ear guards. Feng could feel the cannon through the frame of his dog. Feng pointed his rifle and started to fire. Three immobilizers went out, then it was over. They’d neutralized the defenders without taking any fire! Just like in the simulation.
“It’s working!” he transmitted and yelled simultaneously. “Keep clear of the launchers!”
Feng snatched his own hand away from the leading edge of the gas grenade launcher as he sent the message.
He heard a clang and turned to see two more dog machines running into the bay. His own machine turned to engage them, but it had been facing the wrong direction. Feng heard one of the machines near him fire a round. Then came the thwump of a launcher.
The next instant, the world went black. Feng clutched to his dog. He realized he had been glued, across his face, across half his body. Feng told his dog to react on its own.
It moved and he felt it fire a rifle round. Then it calmed down. Feng began to realize that he wasn’t getting enough fresh air in his cocoon of rubbery glue. He probed with his free arm, wondering if it would be torn off by something he couldn’t see.
Feng. Stand down. Stand your dog down. We have the bay.
Feng didn’t know the identifier of the soldier advising him, but he obeyed. He couldn’t see anything, could hardly breathe, so what choice did he have?
Feng started to grow dizzy. His breath was hot in his dark trap. His free arm tapped the outside carefully as he’d been trained, to see if the glue remained sticky or if it hardened up. He felt a cold, rubbery surface, but it wasn’t too sticky. He started to pry his hand in along his torso, trying to open an air gap from his rib vents up to his head.
He ground his chin into his combat suit’s collar, then finally got a small taste of fresh air. His free hand grabbed his rib vents and pulled the suit outwards then inwards, trying to encourage air flow.
The sounds of weapons fire erupted again from the outside. Feng felt his machine shift and fire again.
They’re counterattacking, Feng heard over the channel.
Find cover! Counterattack from section C! said Zhengqing to his men over the links.
Feng thought about the dog machines. Under all this glue, would he be recognizable as a human? Would another dog machine shoot him dead now, trying to immobilize his own dog?
File that idea away, if you live, Feng told himself. We could use glue to hide things, confuse the enemy, even put live soldiers inside fake glue camouflage. The glue is an expected part of the battlefield.
He forced his fear aside and kept trying to open a route for more air. The sounds of shooting continued. Feng couldn’t get the glue off his suit, but he managed to keep pumping air through his suit and out of his collar, using his rib vent like a bellows.
Suddenly someone gabbed his arm. He tried to yell or make some noise, but he wasn’t sure it worked. He felt a warm sensation across the front of his body and face.
Solvent. It heated up slightly as it ate away at the glue. Feng’s arm slipped free. His hand immediately went to his own face, but someone else’s hands were already working there to detach the glue.
Finally, Feng saw light. Air moved across his face. Feng took a deep breath and then coughed.
The solvent smelled bad. Feng coughed again and spat. But after a couple seconds he felt more glue give way. He could move his other arm again.
“My rifle,” he croaked.
“Here it is,” someone said. “Make sure and check it for obstructions.”
Of course. I’m not that rattled. Or am I?
“Thanks.”
Feng folded the barrel sensor out and let it test his barrel. The diagnostic took less than a second. The sensor lit up green and Feng replaced it.
A huge slab of glue fell off him to the ground. Feng considered getting off his dog but decided to stay mounted. He looked around and saw a few dead dogs, piles of glue here and there with many unmounted soldiers moving about to help each other.
“What have I missed?” Feng transmitted privately to Zhengqing. “I was glued up early on.”
He could feel his face turning red. He hoped that the others would think it was the glue, or the solvent.
“The second force was even more effective when we arrived from the other direction,” Zhengqing said. “The dogs counterattacked us in the loading bay, however. Fortunately, the rate of attrition was still in our favor, since most of us were still on our dogs.”
Feng looked up onto the loading platform, which rose about a meter higher than the ramp on which they had charged. He saw many more damaged and destroyed dog machines lying there, some even stacked up in places.
“We need to regroup and complete the capture,” Feng said.
“Not so!” Wenbo interjected. “The enemy dead count is at precisely 200.”
“We’ve done it!” someone broadcast.
“Success! Victory!” the messages started crisscrossing the channel.
Feng could hardly believe it. The entire battle had concluded so quickly, and he’d spent it covered in glue. Served him right, he decided, for going in on the second row.
“The simulation is terminated,” came a new voice broadcast on the channel. “Congratulations to the junior officers of Ascending Dragon on the success of the mission. You will be guided to the prep bay for debriefing.”
A green line and a destination package showed up in Feng’s link. He dismounted carefully. Some glue remained on his right side, but he ignored it.
Feng followed the green line to a small meeting room. He saw two officers there, awaiting his report.
“Sit down, Junior Lieutenant,” one of them said.
Feng sat down in the cool square room, across a thin table. He checked their ranks. Both were kong jun shang xiao, DSF colonels.
His link received a battle data upload request and he immediately granted it.
The men before him didn’t spend much more time analyzing the additional data. Feng presumed they already had plentiful sources of information on the exercise since it had occurred on home territory.
“You rode into the assault in the second rank. That showed poor judgement.”
The two men looked at Feng expectantly. He sat straight and didn’t speak.
“You may speak freely, kong jun shao wei.”
“I severely regret that decision, sir,” Feng said. “I assure you, I won’t let my zealousness affect me so greatly in the future, should you decide to allow me to remain an officer in the Divine Space Force.”
The men stared at him again with flat faces, but Feng could tell they approved of his agreement with their criticism.
“That bad decision has cost you. I would have put you at the top of the class up until that one. As it is, you’re behind Zhengqing for now. He wasn’t as inspired as you, but he’s showed a more level head.”
Feng felt his jaw clench. He didn’t dare say anything. He knew the man was right.
“You made a mistake, but you’ve still come out ahead, today, I think,” he said. “We are promoting you to kong jun zhong wei.”
First lieutenant. Feng felt relief.
“Thank you, sir,” Feng said.
The other officer spoke.
“You’ve engaged the dog machines and you know what they can do. At least you think you do. You know their weakness is a lack of flexibility. Their inability to think through consequences of actions as humans can. Thus far, you have only defeated a handful of dumb dogs. Fortunately for us, the greatest scientists and engineers of the PRC have solved the dumb dog problem for you. But that’s a lesson for another day, Lieutenant.”
 




Two
 

Sun Xinmei shot like a star through the curriculum at her college and mastered all her classes... at least those involving computer science. Her close encounter with the Ministry of State Security inspired her to work harder than ever before. During her scarce downtime, she daydreamed about what challenges awaited her in her future career.
Li Feng shipped out to begin his training as a space force officer a semester before she had finished her own curriculum. She read his letters about the hardships of his physical training on Earth before his duty would take him to space. She was surprised to discover she didn’t miss him too much— they’d both been working so hard, they barely had time to see each other anyway.
Graduation day came and went. Xinmei wandered about aimlessly for a week before she received a packet from the ministry. Air tickets and identification codes downloaded to her link along with instructions to report to a training facility outside Beijing. She packed in a flurry and left that very same night for Changchun.
She arrived on a much smaller, remote campus and was assigned a new room similar to her previous dorm room. Xinmei had very few physical artifacts to unpack other than her clothes. All her most valued possessions were pieces of digital data: pictures, songs, books. Registered as a cadet in the MSS, she settled in and became familiar with a new set of faces and classrooms. Xinmei made friends easily enough, but close connections were few and far between.
The training focused on covert communications, physical training, and self-reliance. Xinmei suspected the physical training had as much to do with discipline as anything else. The MSS was run like a branch of the military. The recruits were subject to mild abuse by their seniors, and if Xinmei made it through the program, she’d be in a position like that of an officer, similar to Li Feng. Many times she silently thanked herself for being an active dancer during her college career. Without that groundwork of conditioning, she might have been unable to keep up with the physical training.
Xinmei focused on her work as she always had and learned quickly from the new program, especially in the communications education, where she had a head start and a large body of knowledge already built up. She read through the classes in advance and absorbed a great deal of knowledge from the MSS study archives.
Six months into her training, Kuo Chien sent for her from his office. Her link guided her to him, and after a short wait, she was allowed in to see him.
He looked just as she’d remembered him. His flat nose was the most memorable aspect of his swarthy face. She idly thought it may have been broken in a fight. He looked calm.
“I have an assignment for you. It’s no training exercise, either. We need you in the field right away.”
Xinmei could hardly believe her ears. She’d only been in MSS training for sixth months.
“The MSS has many ways of obtaining information from outside our sphere of influence,” he began. “As you know, we can pluck out conversations occurring all over the globe. But the most sensitive of data is often protected from such eavesdropping. So we have other ways.”
Chien indicated the chair across from him. Xinmei realized she’d been standing rock still. She slid into the chair across from his metal desk.
“One simple way into the nest of our enemies is the slave trade,” Chien said. “At first glance, this might appear ridiculous. How can a slave, recruited from the masses at subsistence, possibly learn of the secrets of the most powerful governments and companies in the world?”
“It does sound odd,” Xinmei said. “Slaves don’t even have links. And they don’t work in high positions that are trusted for such data.”
“Yes. But the truth is quite a bit different. You see these perceptions are actually vulnerabilities. The big corporations of the West are corrupt. The elite class do whatever they wish. To a large extent, they drive the slave trade. A slave works for these powerful men and women. And even though slaves aren’t trusted with data of any kind, a slave with a hidden link is in a position to learn a great deal from his or her masters. The slave is considered to be ignorant of complex matters, so security becomes lax. It is all based on the assumption that the slave is recruited from the populace living at subsistence.”
Xinmei nodded.
“You will pose as such a slave. A girl from Asia, who grew up at subsistence level with no link. Captured and sold by gangs who provide this resource to the rich and powerful of Africa and the Middle East. They won’t think you pose any threat at all. But with your expertise in hacking and covert communications, with the tools we’ll provide you, you’ll be a huge asset to us.”
“What tools are you speaking of?” Xinmei couldn’t stop herself from asking.
Chien smiled. “Operatives are provided with special yin xing ji. We’ll put one in your head and remove your old link.”
Invisible machine. A kind of stealth link. Xinmei had heard of such things but never thought she’d actually get one. She liked the sound of that. But posing as a slave sounded very scary. What would she have to do? What if she became trapped and could never get back?
“I’m very surprised. I had imagined... I guess I hadn’t thought through exactly how I might be doing my job.”
“I’ll send you more details. I know you’ll do exceptionally well. You’re too smart and too strong to waste here anymore. We need you out there, finding things for us.”
“You said I’ve excelled. Yet you’re going to send me off to be sold? It’s so random. You’ve invested a lot in me. Why risk throwing it away?”
“It’s not random. You’ll be sold, but we know you’ll end up in the hands of Vineaux Genomix,” Chien said. “Of course, we don’t control the entire slave trade. But we have infiltrated it in certain places, and with the proper timing, we have reasonable assurances. If you end up in some unproductive place, we’ll retrieve you.”
But I could be dead in a day, she wanted to say. But she didn’t, because if she complained incessantly they’d deem her incapable of handling important assignments. And if she was going to go through this hell, then it had better be for something important.
“So I’m spying on VG? What do you need me to find?”
“You’ll be a servant to the company elite. They’ll prove to be a rich source of information. That conglomerate is a major competitor to us in Africa and the Middle East. Of course we can’t touch their hold on Europe, but their secrets might benefit us here at home, too.”
“I thought we’re more advanced than they are,” Xinmei said.
“China has made wiser decisions than the West in terms of where to invest our research, it’s true. But we can still benefit from research conducted in other areas just the same. And if not, well, sometimes it helps to know your competition’s capabilities. Even their interests could be useful for future manipulation. You’re doing a great service for your country. Your sacrifices will make China a greater nation,” Chien beamed.
Xinmei thought about being powerless in the hands of the enemy. As a slave, her beauty would be noticed. She would be abused. She might be raped. How could a slave keep from being raped?
“My specialty is in software,” she said. “I’d better serve China in that capacity. I’m not really a field operative.”
Chien shook his head. “On the contrary, you have everything it takes. A cool head. And bravery. I want you to go uncover secret information. This is an activity which you excel at, if memory serves.”
He reminds me of my transgression. And of the punishment I avoided by coming to work for him.
“Your boyfriend, Li Feng, didn’t have a problem joining the space force. You think that’s safe? It’s not. He’s a soldier in space, very dangerous. He did not hesitate to contribute his part. Or do you think women are creatures to be sheltered from all danger?”
Some part of Xinmei knew Chien’s words were simply designed to shame or coerce her. Yet they hit home. Feng was doing very dangerous duty for China. Xinmei wanted to earn a place as his peer. She didn’t want to be a quiet housewife waiting patiently for her man to come back home.
“Okay, I’ll do it,” Xinmei said.
 

***
 

“Take your clothes off,” said the woman.
Xinmei stood in an old warehouse with twenty three other women. Some of them she recognized; others may have come from other places in the ministry or perhaps the military. The main room was huge and mostly empty except for some old crates and pallets of rice.
The woman in charge waited expectantly. Slowly, the women began to undress. Another woman came by and threw down an empty box in front of each of them for their clothing. Eventually they were all naked. The woman seemed to stare at Xinmei a moment longer than the others. Xinmei became aware of her relative attractiveness in the group. She had never thought it would come into play in such a bizarre fashion.
She stood there on the cold floor, shaking slightly. The other women looked equally uncomfortable. At least the operatives in the room were female.
The woman pointed at a box brought out by her assistant.
“This is dirt,” the woman stated flatly. It would have been comical in any other circumstance. “Rub it on your body. You’ve been living without showers.”
They passed the box around. Xinmei obeyed as did everyone else. She dusted herself with the dry parts, and left dirty streaks on her hands and cheeks with the moist bits. She felt truly miserable and realized that only worse could be in store.
Another woman brought by boxes of filthy clothes. There was no choosing. Xinmei got her box and started to dress. She got mostly black rags, the remains of a T-shirt and old black pants with worn sandals. An old gray army coat stained with blood served as her only real protection.
Then the woman in charge went through them one by one and added some details. Then they were dismissed through a side door. She came to Xinmei and looked her over.
“You’re too pretty,” she said harshly. “It’ll be harder for you. Try to look ugly.” The woman struck her in the face.
Xinmei yelped and fell to the floor. Oddly, the woman extended a hand and helped her back up.
“Trust me. That’ll be better,” she said, looking at Xinmei’s eye. Her orbital throbbed.
Xinmei glared angrily at her. The woman wagged her finger in Xinmei’s face.
“Uh uh uh,” she said. “Look down at the floor. Whatever you get, you deserved it. You’re going into the slave trade. You’re the property of a gang. You’re their whore. Their sex slave they’ve used up and just want to get a good price for.”
Xinmei looked away.
“Okay, go out to see Guotin now.”
Xinmei staggered away and went to the door.
Inside, she found a short man dressed in simple street clothing. He had a tiny beard on his chin and a wide, fat face though his body didn’t look grossly overweight.
The man looked her over with a harsh eye.
“You are dumb,” he started. Xinmei braced herself. “Dumb and uneducated. Dirty. You crap in the ground. You harvest rice and fish, living at subsistence. Your teeth are the product of good genetics, not good dentists. Your father taught you some English but he’s dead now. He only did it out of a crazy idea it would help you somehow, but it never did.”
The man stopped, so Xinmei nodded.
“Be dumb for now. Once you get to a middleman facility, you’ll be tested,” he continued. “Then you get a fair bit smarter. Still, you can’t give away too much of your education. Especially about computer science. But you want to show above average basic intelligence so that they’ll attach you to special attention for the corporation. Believe it our not, the big companies actually want slightly smarter slaves than average.”
The acid and hatred in the man’s voice was obvious. She knew now that his harshness was not directed at her, that in fact he sought to aid her despite his brusque tone.
“Remember, you’ve been broken. That’s what the gangs do. They harvest and break. You’re being inserted past that point in the supply chain. That means you’ve been subjected to torture and rape. You’ve been humiliated and broken down until you follow every order. If you do more than hesitate for one second, expect to be hit. And it may ruin everything. At this point, you are less than human. If you show them you have a will, a sense of dignity, then they’ll at best refuse to buy you, at worst they’ll kill you and suspect us. Others could die, too, ones that went ahead of you.”
Xinmei swallowed hard and tried to be strong. For the first time in a long time, she wondered if she had the will, the determination, to succeed.
As if sensing her doubt, the man stood up and whispered to her.
“Your body is only a vessel of the mind. Your mind is your weapon. Don’t let them hurt your mind, your resolve and your soul, and you are invincible. Every time they hurt you, take that pain and direct it towards their destruction!”
Xinmei nodded again. The man sat back down.
“Now for the hard part. Cut your link off from the net. From now on, you don’t even have one. Don’t open an external port from your yin xing ji until you’ve been placed at the company for a week and you have no reason to think they suspect you. If someone contacts you before that, pretend like you don’t know what they’re talking about. If they’re legitimate, they’ll have a code for your link.”
Xinmei nodded. Her link dropped off the service network. It felt like the whole world had gone away, leaving only her and the machine in her head. Irrationally, she waited for it to come back. She shifted her weight nervously from one foot to the other.
“It’s like going off drugs,” the man said and gave a harsh laugh. “It sucks for a couple days. You get used to it, though. Things will be tough, no doubt about it. You’ll get through and then once you’re placed, you’ll be contacted by friends and things will get better.”
“Thank you for your advice,” Xinmei said sincerely.
“Don’t thank me,” he said in traditional reply. He got up and took a step closer. “The ministry will keep the letters from your friend,” he said quietly. “Don’t worry. They’ll tell him nothing except that you’re still alive and on a mission. He only knows what you tell him.”
Xinmei thought about that. The man was telling her that she needed feel no shame for her upcoming humiliations? Yet she realized that question would have burned in her weeks later if she didn’t have the answer. Now she knew. Whatever she went through, Li Feng didn’t have to know about it.
She resolved to never tell him.
 

***
 

The boat looked ancient at first, like a junk-rigged boat right out of the last century. Xinmei took a closer look, and saw through the facade: the hull was metal, though it had been camouflaged as wood merely for aesthetics. Similarly, the sails were modern and without wear, made of a dark material which no doubt greedily soaked up the sun’s energy.
Guotin and another woman from the MSS lined up twelve women, including Xinmei, and marched everyone on board. Xinmei only saw three rugged looking men about the craft. She wondered if they worked for the ministry.
A bottle of water was passed around. Guotin told everyone to drink their fill. Xinmei took a swig and passed the container on. Then one of the men marched the women down into the boat.
Once below deck, Xinmei saw that the vessel might well be modern, but the conditions aboard were primitive. There were only two quarters for all the women, which would require them to double bunk and two others would still sleep on the floor. They all shared one bathroom. No one showed them any clothes washing facility or a kitchen.
It all felt even worse to Xinmei, who had to keep her link silent. After a lifetime of its comforting presence in her head, she almost wailed in despair at its absence. Only the secret knowledge that she could turn it back on at any time kept her from truly weeping.
For three days the women languished below, while the boat rocked and swayed. Xinmei was spared at least any motion sickness, though several of the women vomited until Xinmei wondered if they might die of dehydration.
Xinmei took her occasional turn in the bathroom as an opportunity to snoop around. She couldn’t go far, but she peeked into a cabinet across from the bathroom when no one was looking. It was full of medical supplies and toiletries. There was an old razor, perhaps discarded by one of the men, lying in the back of the cabinet. Xinmei instinctually grabbed it and whisked it off with her into the bathroom. There, she slit a small hole on the inside of her army jacket next to the bottom hem and slid the razor in between the two layers of fabric. She thought about the risk if someone found it, but she decided it was worth it.
All the women were silent at first, too shaken to speak, but finally a few started chatting quietly when the men were gone, just to fight off the endless boredom. They talked about the bathroom and how the water barely worked, how to take care of the sick women, and how to rotate their sleeping in the bunks. No one spoke a word about the MSS or any other agency.
Finally the engine sound was cut and Xinmei heard some odd metallic clinking. She guessed they had come to a port. One of the men opened the door to the quarters.
“Time to go, we have a client,” said the man. “Be on your best behavior, or I’ll throw you to the sharks. No shit. You better not cost me any money or you’ll regret it.”
Xinmei wondered if the man was acting or if he really was unaware who the women were. At least some of the women, Xinmei thought. Were they all from the MSS or the military?
Maybe some of them really were born at subsistence? I would be able to tell... wouldn’t I?
The bright sun blinded her as soon as she moved out onto the deck. Squinting through tears, she caught sight of a submersible pulled up alongside the boat. Another glimpse across the bright sea didn’t give any sign of land.
“Next!” someone said. A hand shoved Xinmei forward. A dark-skinned man with a gray cap and a red shirt grabbed Xinmei by the head. He looked at her face and examined her teeth. His calloused thumb brushed over her bruised eye and made her whimper.
The man pulled her shirt up to examine her breasts.
“This one,” he said, shoving her back. Xinmei staggered back and clutched the old army jacket around herself. She held her head low, but caught glimpses as the man selected two other women from the group. He walked aside to make arrangements with one of her captors. They negotiated for a while, but Xinmei didn’t see anything physically change hands. She had heard that sometimes in illegal dealings, links weren’t used at all for the purchases since they might be traced.
Then the men were done.
“You three, with me,” said Red Shirt.
Xinmei and two other women walked to the edge of the boat. Red Shirt pushed them over one by one, where the women struggled to find footing atop the submersible. Then he opened the only hatch and pushed everyone in.
Xinmei dropped down the ladder into the submarine first. She saw a cramped interior, with only two chambers. A group of bunks filled the rear cabin, and the forward area was twice as large, filled with equipment and manual controls. She could see why Red Shirt only took three women, as the craft could hardly have accommodated many more.
“All of you, stay back there,” Red Shirt said in his bad Mandarin. Xinmei wondered if he spoke some other Chinese dialect natively, or some other language altogether. The women huddled back in the bunk area.
Red Shirt got the submarine going. They immediately sank into the ocean, although there was still light from the outside, so Xinmei didn’t think they were very deep. She wondered if he had to submerge to remain hidden. It seemed likely, what other reason could there be for using a submersible?
Xinmei resigned herself once again to hours of boredom. Usually anyone with a link could entertain themselves endlessly, and she often had done so at dull times, but now there was simply no escape except sleep. She’d already slept until her head ached.
The toilet was merely a tube sticking out of the wall. Xinmei was starting to become dehydrated at that point and so she didn’t have to use it. Several times Red Shirt came back from the pilot’s seat to shoot a powerful stream of urine into the tube with poor accuracy. Even more so, since he stared at the women with a smile on his face every time he pulled his little brother out of his pants, as if daring them to observe him.
Time stretched on. Once, Red Shirt dropped a silver packet of food in front of them. They pulled it open and found it filled with some flat slices of meat and a rice mush, which they ate greedily. Another time, Red Shirt gave them a drink from his own water supply, just enough to keep them conscious, it seemed to Xinmei.
Days later Xinmei had given up all hope for anything. She needed more food, more water, and some kind of mental stimulation. Red Shirt tied them up so he could sleep. Xinmei was certain he’d been guiding the submarine himself rather than following some kind of automated course. She wondered if the machine was simply too primitive to drive itself, or if it had been broken.
In the morning, Red Shirt let them free. He gave them some more water in a shallow pan.
“Clean up, doves. Today we’re going to sell you off. Great money for me.” The man laughed harshly.
The women half-heartedly washed the dirt from their faces. Then they waited for hours more, until the machine surfaced and Red Shirt came back to the bunks.
“Get up. Up and out,” he ordered.
The women barely had the strength to claw their way up the ladder. Red Shirt shoved them up, enjoying the opportunity to grab them. Xinmei felt a distant anger but she had started to numb to her new life.
They came out to see a tiny cove in shallow green water, barely enough to allow the submersible up to a long dock. All around the cove, heavy vegetation grew out of control. Xinmei had no idea where they were. A European woman stood on the dock with a rifle in her hands. Xinmei’s eyes followed the dock to a small beach, where she saw a few buildings. She caught sight of a huge house nestled on the hillside overlooking the cove.
Red Shirt talked with the woman. Xinmei couldn’t follow the conversation. She felt blinded by the sun and deafened by the hot wind. She felt hunger eating away at her insides.
The deal was made. The woman with the rifle motioned them forward down the ramp.
Xinmei started to go with the other women. Red Shirt stuck his arm out to block her.
“Not this one,” Red Shirt said.
“You sure? She looks like we could use her.”
“I have another buyer.”
“Okay. Let us know if you change your mind.”
Red Shirt held Xinmei at the back of the neck and marched her back into the boat. Xinmei felt despair at having to go back into the tiny submersible, especially alone.
As soon as they had submerged, Red Shirt turned towards Xinmei.
“You probably wondering why I didn’t sell you,” he said slowly. “You see, dove, I realized that you’re simply too fine. I want you to myself!” He gave her a bone chilling smile.
Xinmei’s heart accelerated again. Wanted her to himself? Xinmei wasn’t sure about the term dove, but whatever he meant couldn’t be good.
He dropped another silver pouch of food before her. Xinmei tore at it. Red Shirt turned and walked back to his instruments.
As she ate, the words of her MSS seniors came back to her. You’re less than human now. But behind her on this island were the people who were supposed to end up with her— the partners of Vineaux Genomix. If they didn’t buy her, the mission was already a failure. What good did it serve to become this man’s plaything now?
Her fingers found the razor where she’d placed it in the old army jacket. She pulled it out of hiding and moved it to the big pocket on the right hand side.
Could she kill such a large man with it? Even if she managed to slit a throat artery, did she even have the strength to fight him while he bled out? The man wasn’t bulging with muscles, but he had a lean, lanky strength that couldn’t be dismissed lightly. Unlike her, he’d been eating regularly.
She looked around for other weapons. There was some equipment in the tiny cabin, but mostly it was bulky stuff and didn’t seem useful. If only he’d left a wrench or something similar lying around last time he’d worked on the submersible. She caught sight of an oxygen tank sitting in a mount on the wall. It looked like it could be pulled straight up an out of its berth. Did she have the strength?
Red Shirt kept driving the submarine out of the tiny cove. The submersible rounded a rocky outcropping outside the bay and continued around the island. Xinmei caught glimpses of a vibrant reef passing by teeming with life.
If only Feng were here, he’d smash this awful man to a pulp for me. But he isn’t. So I will have to do it myself.
Red Shirt dialed down the power, slowing them with a lurch. He hit another control and Xinmei heard the sounds of an anchor sliding away beneath them.
Then Red Shirt turned around.
“Now let’s see what you’re good for, little dove,” he said in his odd accent.
He crept out of the pilot position like a greedy troll coming to grab its dinner. He seized her savagely by the hair and kissed her. Xinmei forced herself to be patient. If he saw the danger, then she’d have no chance at all.
He ripped the rags of her shirt apart beneath the army jacket. His free hand found her breasts and roughly massaged them while he kissed her over and over. Xinmei struggled to breathe through her fear. Her whole body trembled and she felt her strength failing her. She cursed the whole world. Shouldn’t her adrenaline be making her stronger? She was so terrified she could hardly move.
Still holding her by the hair, he guided her head lower down his stomach and toward his groin. Xinmei didn’t strain against him. She took hold of the razor blade in her right hand and let him move her head lower.
It was time to fight back. The decision cleared her mind and she shook off her paralysis.
She released his pants fastener. The man shrugged out of his trousers, still guiding her head with an iron grip on her hair. As soon as he lay exposed before her, she lashed out with the razor. Bright blood splattered out from the wound.
The man made an odd sound above her and hesitated. She realized the blade might be so sharp that it caused little immediate pain. He hadn’t yet understood what was happening. She used the last second before he reacted to slash deeply across the fold in his leg, trying to open the artery there.
Red Shirt threw her off violently, painfully wrenching her neck with his hold on her hair before launching her across the metal floor.
“Oh my god, you bitch!” Red Shirt roared, falling forward off the bunk. He started to scream.
Xinmei gained her feet quickly. Her heart threatened to burst under an assault of fear and adrenaline. Her hands found the tank she had eyed earlier and grabbed it.
Red Shirt sat screaming on the floor, holding his hands between his legs. A pool of bright arterial blood lay around his knees. Xinmei lifted the tank with all her strength and sent it down on his head. The screams stopped.
Xinmei staggered to the other side of the tiny cabin and retched. She listened to her ragged gasps and wails in the tiny space as if hearing them coming from someone else far away. Slowly, her breathing and her cries slowed until she regained control of herself.
There is no obstacle now. Only your own fear and uncertainty, she told herself. She wanted to figure out how to take the submarine back home.
Feng wouldn’t give up. He never gives up. He just makes it happen.
She stood and looked over the controls. She refused to look back at the bunk and the body there. Finally she found the surfacing mechanism and activated it. The machine started to rise in the water. Xinmei purposefully halted the rise just as the machine reached the surface. She estimated that only the hatch had come out of the water.
She went to the hatch and opened it. Some water splashed past the lip. Perfect. She quickly climbed out.
The water outside was warm. She didn’t really know how far she’d traveled, but she felt thankful for the climate. The submersible bobbed lightly at its anchor. A rocky cliff face rose from the water nearby.
The next wave brought more water pouring over the edge of the open hatch. The entire submersible came closer to the rocks with every wave. Xinmei didn’t waste any more time. She jumped away hard and started to swim away from the submarine.
Xinmei became tired very quickly. She wasn’t much of a swimmer, and the waterlogged army jacket dampened her every stroke. Breathing heavily, she turned over onto her back and shed the jacket. She simply floated on her back, kicking slowly, and concentrated on keeping her distance from the wall of rock. Even though the waves weren’t gigantic, she didn’t want to take the chance of getting torn open on the rock.
When she got into the cove, she was exhausted. She crawled up on to a narrow beach near the entrance, far from the dock. She dropped to her knees there and caught her breath, thankful to be back on land.
I need to look like I was dropped off on the pier, though, she thought.
Reluctantly, Xinmei slogged back into the water and swam for the pier. She didn’t see anyone near the pier or the buildings close to the water. She became tired again very quickly, but she managed to float out to the pier. She found a rusty ladder and hauled herself up slowly. Her fatigue became overwhelming. She barely succeeded at climbing to the wooden ramp above, then collapsed onto it.
She spent the next several minutes resting, until she heard a woman’s voice call out. Xinmei saw it was the same one who Red Shirt had talked with before.
“Stop right there. Where’s Christos? Christos zai na’er?” demanded the woman in English then Chinese. She leveled her rifle at Xinmei.
Xinmei shrugged and shook her head. She held her hands out.
“Christos zai na’er? Fa sheng shenme shi le?”
“He change mind,” she said in broken English.
“Why? What did he say? Where is he? Zai na’er?”
“Left. He... hoped get high price. Then changed mind, left me. Give to you,” Xinmei said. Her face felt hot. She realized she might have gotten a mild sunburn on the long swim. Would the woman notice it?
“Follow me,” the woman said, grabbing Xinmei by the rags on her back.
They walked down the pier out toward where the submersible had left.
“That stupid shit had better not have just dumped you and left. Jesus, he’s stupid,” she said. As they approached the berth site, the woman could see the submarine wasn’t there.
“Jesus, what does he expect us to do? I’ll have to just add you in as another transaction. Stupid ass. I’m going to recommend we don’t work with that stupid ass anymore. He was just trying to get a better price on you, then realized he’s stuck with us or nothing. He’s too stupid to find any other contacts and VG owns all the...”
Her diatribe slipped away as they walked back down the pier. Xinmei almost staggered off to fall back into the water. She struggled to walk at the pace of her new captor.
The woman took Xinmei into a stone building at the edge of the trees. She gave Xinmei some plain white pants, underwear, and a shirt. Xinmei happily tossed aside her old rags and started to put the white clothes on. She didn’t feel any embarrassment at this point about being naked in front of the stranger.
I’m getting used to being a slave, she thought. Except for that part where I just killed my master.
“I’ll show you up to the kitchen and you can have a small meal,” the woman said. “We’ll feed you more later. It’ll be for the best if you don’t eat too much too fast,” she said.
The woman with the rifle led Xinmei up a long series of concrete steps to the giant house hidden farther up the hill. The massive structure had been landscaped with an eye towards blending in with the many trees, she decided.
They walked through a set of windowed double doors and into a large, open kitchen. The woman retrieved a wrapped sandwich for Xinmei and let her eat it with a cup of water. Then the woman took her up a flight of wide stairs to a room three times the size of her dorm room at college.
“Sleep here. Someone will come in the morning and get you checked out,” the woman said. Then she turned and left.
Xinmei looked around. The room had a toilet but no shower. There was only a bed, a dresser, and a single chair. The dresser contained more of the loose fitting white clothes. Xinmei thought about peeking out her door, but decided that her situation was as good as could be expected. She crawled into her bed and fell instantly asleep.
There was a knock on her door. Xinmei rose into a sitting position in the bed.
A man came in. He was a Westerner, with light hair and blue eyes. He wore jeans and a T-shirt. He flashed her a smile.
“I’m Frank,” he said in Mandarin. “I’m in charge of processing you here.”
Xinmei grabbed her shirt were she’d left it by the bed and pulled it on. Frank pulled her only chair a bit closer to the bed and sat down. Xinmei looked at the floor.
“I hope you feel a bit more at home now, although this place is only a stepping stone. You and I are going to work on getting you a job somewhere. It’ll be much better from now on than you’ve experienced with the gangs, I promise,” he said in a fatherly tone.
Xinmei nodded.
“So we have a busy day today,” he continued. “We have to see what kind of job you’d be suited for. We also have some doctors to look you over and make sure everything’s fine. I’ll make sure all your paperwork is in order, and hopefully we can zero in on where you’ll be headed.”
Frank led Xinmei to a women’s bathroom and told her to take a shower. He hovered around the door but didn’t follow her into the room. There were four shower stalls. One of the stalls already had someone in the shower.
Xinmei thoroughly enjoyed her first shower in several days. When she came out, Frank led her into a plain meeting room. He gave her a tablet and a stylus.
“This device will ask you a series of questions. We’re going to take a lot of tests, with a small break in between each one.”
Xinmei pretended to clumsily acquaint herself with the stylus and the tablet. She purposefully held the stylus backwards and forced Frank to correct her. He showed her the correct way to hold the tablet, coming uncomfortably close. He allowed his face to brush her hair and his hand lay heavily on her shoulder, then slid down over her arm.
For the next few hours, Xinmei was tested. The first tests were a series of nonverbal IQ tests. Xinmei allowed herself to do well, since they weren’t directly related to education.
Every time she finished a test, Frank gave her some verbal encouragement and came very near to her to set up the next test. He liked to put his hands on her, although he always spoke softly and didn’t touch her any place blatantly inappropriate.
She took a long English test, in which she allowed herself to show about half of her actual skill. There was a French test where it was easy not to pretend, since she hadn’t studied any French anyway.
Frank brought her some lunch on a tray, which Xinmei attacked eagerly. For a while, the pleasure of having enough food put her in a better mood. Then Frank moved in to set up the next test. Xinmei became uncomfortable again. She wished Feng could be there to fend the man off, but of course he was so very far away.
The last tablet program was a general knowledge test, with a myriad of practical questions about everyday things like how cars worked, or how to solve simple problems with levers, or what kind of approach to take to clean things. None of it even approached her level of understanding in many areas, so Xinmei didn’t feel like she went too far when she let herself answer most of them correctly.
After Frank entered some notes on her test times, he took her to a doctor’s office. A nurse took her vitals and put her into an examination room. The doctor arrived promptly. It was a thin man who looked vaguely Asian, but perhaps had mixed blood. He had dark hair with a big Western nose but somewhat Asian eyes.
The doctor examined her without speaking. He used a series of medical devices that were similar to their Eastern counterparts. The man seemed calm and thorough. He acted professionally and didn’t make her feel like a slave. He took some blood samples and then left.
Xinmei sat in the exam room for another half hour. No one offered her her clothes back, so she sat and snooped around, poking through the medical gear. She didn’t dare try and log into the computer.
A nurse came in and led Xinmei to another room with a single bare white wall. A camera mounted on the ceiling faced the wall, flanked by a pair of powerful lights.
A man with dark hair rose from his desk and pointed at the wall. The man looked Middle Eastern to Xinmei, somewhat short with dark pocked skin.
Xinmei walked over to the wall.
The man showed her a large glossy picture of a naked woman in two frames. The left half of the picture showed her standing straight with her arms at her sides. The right frame of the picture had the same woman in profile. The man put his hands on Xinmei’s shoulders and positioned her against the wall.
He stood and pulled his shoulders back in an exaggerated motion. Xinmei squared her shoulders. The man nodded and turned away. As soon as he stepped out of the area, the camera emitted a series of clicks. The man motioned to her from his desk, telling her to turn to one side. Xinmei turned profile to the camera. The man walked over to the corner so she could observe him without turning her head. Once again, he squared his shoulders, this time thrusting his chest forward. Xinmei did the same. The camera emitted its clicks again. The man gave her a thumbs-up signal.
“Hen piao liang,” he said in broken Mandarin. Very beautiful.
She turned back straight and waited uncertainly with her arms folded over her breasts. Suddenly she noticed Frank had come into the room.
“That should do it,” he said, smiling. Xinmei saw his eyes rove briefly over her body. “Let me walk you back to your room,” he said pleasantly.
Xinmei noticed that Frank made no move to offer her any clothes or covering. They walked through the main floor, thankfully encountering only a few other people. When they got to her quarters, Frank followed her in and closed the door.
“You’ve done very well,” Frank said. “I think you have a bright future. You’re lucky to have picked up some English. Sit down there on the bed for me, please.”
Xinmei looked for some clothing but there wasn’t anything out on her dresser or her bed. She sat down on the bed and stared down at Frank’s feet.
“I want to see what other skills you’ve acquired,” Frank said. He walked over to the bed and stood in front of her.
“I know the gangs are very hard on a girl. I’m not asking much, though,” he said, loosening his pants.
Xinmei stared at him as he opened his fly and released his little brother. He stood mere inches from her.
“Go ahead, you know what to do,” he said softly.
Xinmei froze. She could hardly attack Frank here and expect to get to VG. Yet she didn’t want to touch the repulsive man, didn’t want to do anything for him. If she showed that she hadn’t really been broken, then maybe he wouldn’t allow her to move forward to her assignment at a big company.
There was a knock on the door. Frank recovered himself frantically, turning away from the opening door. It was the nurse.
“I’ve brought a treatment for venereal disease,” the nurse said, indicating a medical sprayer in her hand.
“Oh, er, thank you nurse,” Frank said, then walked hurriedly out of the room.
The nurse stepped up and delivered the sprayer contents into Xinmei’s arm.
The nurse leaned closer and whispered in Mandarin. “Don’t worry. I just told him that to keep him away from you.”
Xinmei’s eyes shot up and locked with the nurse.
“Xie xie,” Xinmei thanked her.
The nurse patted her on the shoulder and smiled.
“There are more clothes in that dresser,” she said. Then the nurse walked out.
Once alone in her room, Xinmei dressed herself hurriedly, then crawled into the bed and hid under the covers. She made the mistake of starting to think about Feng and her college days. A wave of self-pity rose in her as she considered everything that had happened in the last few days.
I was so arrogant. All the college boys were gentlemen and I toyed with them. Each one of them was better than these men I’ve met since. I had so much before that I didn’t appreciate.
Xinmei wept herself to sleep, thinking of how she’d gone so horribly wrong that day she’d broken into her professor’s files. She felt lost to her home, and lost to Feng, wherever he was. Sleep provided her sweet relief from her misery.
 

***
 

A day later, Xinmei was summoned to Frank’s office by a housemaid. When she arrived, Frank was waiting for her behind a small desk. The office was small and clean. Xinmei wondered why the West still seemed attached to their offices when the adoption of the intracranial link made them mostly obsolete.
But the Chinese sometimes hold onto some of their traditions a bit too strongly as well, she thought.
“Good news. Vineaux Genomix has taken over your contract,” he said with a pleasant smile.
Xinmei said nothing. What he really meant was, Vineaux Genomix owned her now.
“Can you understand me?” he asked.
Xinmei nodded.
“Good. There’s a few monitors in the wall of the common room. You’ll be able to continue your English and French studies there. Uh, well, says here you would be continuing English and starting French. That’s okay.”
The man’s eyes looked down at the table as he referred to something in his PV.
“I think you’ll like it,” he said. “VG is very kind to its workers. Plenty of food, luxurious housing, and regular healthcare. Your workload varies quite a bit depending on your guest at the time, but for all that, it’s worth a bit of work, wouldn’t you agree?”
Xinmei nodded to appease him.
“Okay. You study hard. In a couple days, you’ll be scheduled for a shuttle flight to a VG space station, where you’ll serve out your contract. In ten years, you’ll be released to one of several countries back here on Earth, your choice, with a considerable support boost to 1.5 subsistence, as defined locally.”
Xinmei stared at him in shock.
“Leave Earth?” she said.
“Yes. It’s a very exciting post. You’ll be on one of the most luxurious space habitats ever made. Trust me, you’ll love it.”
 




Three
 

The Ascending Dragon departed Heavenly Fortress with her complement of brand new dog machines. The crew was told that the next destination was a week away, the Grand China station, where more wargames would be held. It seemed to Feng that the entire maiden voyage of the new ship would be nothing but a different training exercise at every station in the system. He didn’t mind, though, as long as each step moved the ship that much closer to active duty instead of the shakedown cruise they seemed to be on.
Feng contented himself to his studies, although he was unhappy to receive his first official out-of-contact message when he tried to leave a dispatch for Sun Xinmei.
I’ll have to be satisfied with seeing her only in my VR time, he thought.
The officers spent a good deal of time playing with their new complement of war machines. Feng became good enough at configuring the machines himself, but he chafed at their many limitations.
Wenbo remained their most talented simulation artist. Feng and Wenbo spent many hours playing out toy scenarios with the dogs and their men. They both wanted to develop an intuitive feel for what the dogs were capable of.
A few days out from the station, the officers were summoned for a virtual meeting. Feng and Zhengqing were in a lab with Wenbo when the meeting was announced.
Captain Lin MingZhong, in command of the Ascending Dragon, addressed them. Feng had seen the captain in person a few times as well. Captain Lin had a flat face in profile, with thin down turned lips and ragged eyebrows. The man’s eyes were intelligent, piercing.
“We will conduct a mock incursion of Grand China station,” Captain Lin began. “You will configure the dog machines from our wargame arsenal. The opposing force already on the station will be similarly armed and deployed for the exercise. Of course I assume you will also make full use of your simulations, so the design specs of the station will be made available.”
“This time you’ll be fighting against a unit that’s configured the way the Divine Space Force operates in real battle, although the weapons are non-lethal. The lack of real projectile weapons does change the tactics a little, but of course we will leave those to the virtual simulations for now. At least until we conduct an incursion on someone else’s station.”
Feng chuckled. He liked Captain Lin. The man always talked as if certain they would someday go to war. Feng didn’t know what to expect, but he knew it paid to be prepared.
Their captain’s official record was quite impressive. Not surprising given that the man commanded such a modern, powerful ship. Lin MingZhong was a veteran of one of the very few combat actions that took place during the fall of Japan. He had taken part as an officer in the seizure of Japanese space stations by Chinese forces. When the government of Japan had conceded control of the nation to China semi-peacefully, the stations and their companies had attempted to become independent. The Divine Space Force had ensured that these valuable stations remained in the Eastern sphere of control.
“Your orders are to seize control of Grand China station with minimal incidental damage.”
Graphics of the station appeared in their PVs.
“You have some limitations of course, as this is an exercise. Points of entry are limited to existing locks, marked on your maps. To compensate for your lack of breach location options, the garrison’s deployment will be frozen until the last five minutes before your breach.”
“I’ll leave your questions to the oversight officers on this list,” said Captain Lin, appending a pointer to his transmission. “Good luck, and don’t disappoint me.”
Feng absorbed the data on estimated number of defending combatants. He saw a complement of three dog machines. There were also other security machines, fifty Yongji robots, which were humanoid-sized security machines quite common in Chinese paramilitary police forces. Listed next were six Yongshan heavy machines, true military war robots. The human security force was a mere thirty individuals. This part didn’t surprise Feng— humans were expensive to keep alive in space. They required food, air and water as well as a myriad of other tiny bits of supplies and equipment that amounted to luxuries so far from Earth.
Since the machines on both sides would be equipped with non-lethal or completely fake weapons, a glue grenade or an electrical stunner would be about the most the men had to fear. Of course, accidents could always happen during such exercises. Feng hadn’t seen anyone die in his training, although he had witnessed injuries resulting in broken bones and unconsciousness. The officers kept warning about deaths that had happened, and Feng believed them.
At first glance, the mission seemed very doable, almost easy, in fact. Their own complement of one thousand dog machines, together with a almost a hundred officers and three hundred men should be more than a match for the garrison.
Feng felt suspicious. He joined a discussion channel forming with some of the junior officers and the oversight personnel the captain had mentioned.
“Are there any questions?”
“So, this is an opportunity for us to learn the tactics of the more experienced officers?” Feng asked.
And therefore an opportunity for us to prove our worth by defeating them?
“I’ll tentatively answer that question with a yes,” said the officer cryptically.
Feng traded glances with Zhengqing. He decided they were both thinking the same thing. The defenders had something extra on their side. The green officers were expected to go in and lose. Then the higher ranks would distill the result into some kind of lesson.
Li Feng was going to keep that from happening. He’d somehow expect the unexpected, and they’d seize the station anyway. He clenched his fist in anticipation of the challenge.
“What is the confidence level on our intelligence providing these data on the defender’s composition?” asked Zhengqing.
“It’s very high,” replied the exercise coordinator. “It’s been furnished by operatives on the station. There is no reason to suspect they’ve been compromised. No recent shipments of military hardware have been reported in the region.”
Of course, the officers knew what was on the station. It was their station, after all, but the officer spoke in terms of the exercise. Which meant that the junior officers could be getting inaccurate information. But the exercise coordinator was not trying to give them any reason to expect the unexpected.
“So, Feng. What’s the catch?” Zhengqing asked with a smile. “Or is this really a case of blind cat finds dead mouse?”
Feng laughed at the use of the old Chinese saying. “It can’t be that. We’re being set up to fail. You can feel it, too. The last challenge was too hard, and this one’s too easy.”
Zhengqing nodded. “Let’s come up with some possibilities.”
Feng felt happy that Zhengqing came to him as a peer even though the other had the technical command decisions in his pocket. The informal leadership of Zhengqing had solidified into a real command assignment after the success of their first mission. Feng was among a half dozen of the other junior officers promoted just below Zhengqing for his role in the formation of the battle tactics.
“The only thing I’ve come up with so far is, maybe the dog machines can’t touch a Yongshan,” Feng said.
“That could be it,” Wenbo agreed. “What do these dogs have that can crack a tank?”
Zhengqing nodded. “I also found some laser emplacements at security checkpoints on the station. There are a few spots in the station where the dogs would have to rush them at such checkpoints, and between some Yongshans and a few lasers, we might have some trouble.”
Feng was silent for a moment. His mind had switched away from the Yongshan problem.
“Actually, they’ve given part of it away already,” Feng said.
“What? Given what away?” asked Wenbo.
“They’ve talked about this a couple of times, skirting around it, but never directly. It’s not extra hardware that is supposed to cause us the problem. It’s the configuration. The strategy. Remember how he said we’d be fighting a unit configured like a real unit? He implied we’re missing a piece of the puzzle.”
“So he’s saying because we’re green we’re idiots at strategy?” Zhengqing said.
“Well, several times they’ve said the dogs are idiots,” Feng said. “And they implied there was a solution for that.”
“The dogs can be set up to be controlled remotely by human pilots,” Wenbo said. “We can run them from our PVs.”
Feng nodded. “That must be it.”
“There aren’t enough of us,” Zhengqing said. “But, we could make units of about fifteen dogs and slave them to one human pilot. Make them take cues from the human leader?”
Wenbo shrugged. “You may be reaching. A human might be able to be smarter in complex context, but I bet the dog can shoot faster and better than a human pilot.”
“Well only one in fifteen would be human. He would serve as a squad leader,” Zhengqing said. Feng and Wenbo could hear the excitement in his voice. “He says where to go and when. He says what to shoot and the dog can do the shooting.”
“Yes, we should run some simulations,” Wenbo said. “But we could be imagining this. Look, they could have just meant that a real unit makes use of combined arms. Dogs, security forces, and some heavy war machines.”
Zhengqing nodded. “Okay. We’ll consider multiple possibilities, then. Get to work on the squad leader idea in your simulations. Set us up so we can practice as a leader, hooking us into the simulation and leading the dogs into battle. I’ll take a careful look at what we have to deal with the Yongshans.”
 

***
 

Two days later, Feng sat in a transport module attached to Grand China station. He wore a DSF combat uniform, which was a combination of a tough military skinsuit and a light vac suit. His eyes were closed. In his PV he ran alongside the rear dogs of his squad. He’d managed to score a sixteen dog squad to lead. He controlled one of the war dogs in pilot mode. The other dogs took cues from his dog, staying near and copying his combat tactics.
Other squads of dogs poured out of the mock breach point behind his squad. The Ascending Dragon had deployed both of its incursion ships, attacking the base from two different spots.
Zhengqing believed he had found a solution for the Yongshan machines. The dogs would find them but wouldn’t engage. Then the soldiers of the Ascending Dragon would move in with anti-armor weapons that could be targeted from afar. They had smart grenades that could be launched from great distances, including around corners. Some of those grenades were specialized to self-guide themselves to the underbelly of a heavy machine and explode upwards to disable it where its armor would likely be weak.
Zhengqing had selected a large batch of these specialized devices with mock warheads to use in the wargame. The plan called for a few dogs to be sent in simultaneously to draw fire and increase the chances of the grenades getting through.
Feng’s squad guarded an access corridor near the breach point. Once the entire arsenal of dogs had been injected through the breach, then the plan called for them to move to the nearest transport and communications hub, about five hundred meters toward the core.
The dog he controlled indicated it heard a disturbance approaching his squad’s position.
“They’re responding to our breach,” he transmitted. “We have enemy units incoming.”
His message included a pointer to his squad’s location.
Then dogs appeared at the end of the corridor. Feng opened fire, letting the dog aim and shoot for him. Although he piloted the dog in the abstract sense, it still had much better targeting capabilities than he did through the PV interface.
A firefight erupted. Some of his dogs dropped prone to reduce their target areas and to allow those behind, including Feng’s dog, to add to the fire. At least one of the enemy dogs was down. Then Feng’s feed went dead.
He switched to another dog in the squad, with the same result. His fourth dog got him a look at the battle. Several of the dogs were dead in front, with the rest of his squad sheltering behind them and shooting down the corridor. The enemy dogs ahead weaved in and out of sight as they advanced from alcove to alcove. Feng didn’t see many enemy dogs, he estimated less than ten advancing on his position. His feed went dead again.
He tried to get another dog but couldn’t. The squad had been decimated.
“A lot of dogs responding to our incursion, my squad is down,” Feng transmitted in consternation. He knew Zhengqing and others would be monitoring the big picture. They knew where his squad was. The fact he was overwhelmed might help them track enemy movements.
Feng looked for another squad to insert himself into as a pilot. He managed to get half a squad from another pilot already in the base. As he looked, he saw heavy casualties from his entire transport group.
Feng took control of his new dog. This group had dispersed in an atrium adjoining the breached airlock. The dogs knocked over several of the large plants and pieces of furniture which cluttered the area. No people were around. No doubt the locals had been warned to stay in their quarters for the duration of the wargame.
“Something’s wrong,” Zhengqing told his officers. “They’re much more effective than possible given the numbers we were told to expect. Find cover, watch your attack routes and wait for the soldiers to join your squads,” he ordered.
Feng put his dog in a corner, pushing aside a massive vase holding a miniature palm tree and hiding behind it. The other dogs in the squad dropped to the ground under tables and behind chairs or support columns.
No soldiers were visible in the atrium. As Feng watched, two security robots entered from an archway on the far end of the atrium. Feng’s squad opened fire with his pilot dog. The security robots were almost immediately neutralized, but other dogs had entered from another door on the side, behind a support column. Already many of Ascending Dragon’s dogs were dropping out, declared as mock casualties from this new attack.
Feng’s dog sat behind the vase and sniped at two enemy dogs, but his dog was missing. The other dogs moved deceptively and used their cover very well.
“These dogs are good,” Feng reported. “They’re hard to hit. If they’re being piloted, then these guys have a lot more practice than we do. They’re outperforming us considerably.”
Feng’s squad only managed to hit two enemy dogs before he lost the feed. He tried to switch again but all the dogs were marked as disabled or destroyed.
“Transport Module One, I have no choice but to order you to disengage and detach from Grand China,” Zhengqing transmitted. “Enemy dogs are holding the breach and there’s no point in sending the rest of you out there to be mowed down. Stand down and return to the Ascending Dragon.”
Zhengqing’s voice sounded very flat. Feng could understand. He felt immense frustration. But he still had hope for the other module. If the enemy had concentrated on Transport Module One, then had the other module’s invaders been able to take over other areas unchecked?
He felt the module detach from the station. He strapped himself in and accessed the battle channels to see what was going on with the other prong of the attack. The other transport module had breached under the spaceport. The dogs moved up through the station towards the port, where they’d encountered two Yongshans supported by security robots.
The dogs were attempting to flank the Yongshans while waiting for soldiers to unleash the special tank buster grenades. They ran into security robots in the side corridors and started to take heavy casualties immediately.
Feng watched the skirmish.
“This is ridiculous,” he said. “Somehow, we’re being outgunned. That last group only had five security robots in it, but it defeated a ten dog squad!”
The attacking dogs fell back and regrouped with the human soldiers. At first they were lightly harassed by the security forces, but then the dogs that had defeated Module One arrived back at the spaceport. At that point, things went very much the same as they had for Module One: the enemy’s firepower was more effective, and their dogs harder to hit. The invasion force took heavy casualties. Almost all the men were glued or declared dead by the wargame protocols.
“We’re done,” Zhengqing transmitted. “I’m offering surrender to ensure that we can get my men out of the glue before we take any real losses.”
Feng opened a private channel to Zhengqing.
“Their dogs were better than ours, nothing more,” Feng said acidly.
“Agreed. But the demonstration had to be made. Their configuration is quite superior.”
Feng ground his teeth. He hated losing, but he couldn’t argue with the truth. They’d been schooled by the other side. Now he’d have to learn the lesson and take it with a dose of humility.
The officers and men involved in the wargame were allowed to rest for half a day after the exercise. Finally, the officers who fielded the dog machines were called in for a debriefing. Feng couldn’t wait for the event, even though his rational side knew there would be little chance to seek justice for the unfair match. Some part of him wanted to rail against their loss. He suspected there wouldn’t be any opportunity to do anything about it.
Zhengqing told Feng before the meeting, “Yes, it was not fair. But real war isn’t fair, either. The universe doesn’t make fair battles. You have to fight them anyway.”
Feng couldn’t disagree with him.
The officers signed on to a virtual environment from all over the Ascending Dragon. The environment took the form of an immaculate lecture hall. Hundreds of seats descended a gentle slope toward a lectern at the front.
There, they were addressed by a tall, thin man with close-set eyes. Feng’s link told him that the speaker was Kong Jun Shang Xiao Jiang, a colonel in the electronic warfare section of the warship.
“Your incursion of Grand China was competently planned and executed reasonably well,” Jiang opened. “You all share credit for that. Of course the purpose here was to show you the effectiveness of the newest paradigm in robotic warfare. Despite wielding a superior force, you weren’t able to defeat an enemy configured in our real battle mode.”
Feng’s face screwed up in anger again.
Their dogs were smarter. That’s all.
But Feng knew enough to keep his mouth shut. He fumed inside.
“As I’m sure you noticed, the key to their superiority was in the way the garrison dog machines were used. In fact, the other team’s dogs were controlled from here on the Ascending Dragon. Our battle director used that control to make the garrison robotic forces act as a single coordinated unit. That also provided the flexibility and brainpower the dogs and Yongji lack.”
The officers murmured amongst themselves. Elements aboard their own ship had commanded the garrison force?
“It must have been more than that. Those dogs were smarter and faster than ours,” Zhengqing asserted. “The battle director couldn’t have controlled every single one instantly with such intelligence.”
Jiang smiled grandly. Feng could tell Jiang had been expecting such a question.
“He can and he did. Because the battle director is not human!” Jiang exclaimed. “The battle director is an artificial mind. An incredibly smart, amazingly fast computer brain, that controls all the dog machines. The dogs you fought had a single grand mind linking them all together. It is that mind which makes them so devastatingly effective.”
Feng’s anger slipped away as he considered this. Using any AI was supposed to be very dangerous, yet he immediately warmed to the idea, knowing it would make their space army that much more effective. The greed of wanting superiority over the enemy made it tempting to risk all sorts of things.
A new interface opened in Feng’s PV. He realized it was part of the lecture.
“Familiarize yourself with this interface in the next few days. This is your access to the battle controller. Here, you will express your objectives to the artificial mind in a painstakingly exact fashion. You will have several different contingencies set up through this interface so that the battle controller knows how to proceed. You set up mission parameters offline, and then transmit them in bulk to the battle controller about a half hour before the robots go into action.”
The presenter polled for questions, and gave Feng the chance to speak.
“Why do we use this strange interface?” Feng asked. “If the brain is so very smart, why don’t we just talk to it?” Feng allowed a bit of a challenge to enter his voice.
Jiang’s eyes narrowed a bit.
“You have not grasped the enormity of what I am saying. You don’t talk to it directly because that would simply serve to show it how unbelievably stupid you are.” Jiang delivered these last words like rifle shots.
“I’m not trying to insult your intelligence, but don’t fool yourselves. This artificial mind has been proven beyond any shadow of a doubt to be superior to the most brilliant human minds. To simply wait for you to even utter your orders is like an eternity of boredom to this electric brain. Therefore, you prioritize your battlefield goals using this interface, and then you transmit the entirety of the settings at one stroke. To the battle brain controlling the dog machines, you have instantly changed your orders. The interface assures that you have not accidentally left any ambiguity. It ensures that you have made clear prioritizations of one goal against another. It ensures that the first part of your order won’t be ruthlessly carried out before you have a chance to even mention any subsequent conditions you have yet to speak out.”
Feng frowned but said nothing. The interface did more than eliminate ambiguity and make quick, concise updates of the system. It also limited the flexibility of their orders. If Feng wanted to do something creative— such as ride his dogs into battle— then such orders would have to be built into the interface ahead of time.
“So there’s no chance of changing our orders as the situation changes?” someone asked.
“You can change them, but only through the interface. I suggest you build up a flexible library of possibilities well before every mission, when at all possible.”
Feng realized he had traded one set of limitations for another. But he couldn’t deny that the battle controller was devastatingly effective. And he couldn’t wait to have it on his side of a battle.
 




Four
 

Xinmei looked around the shuttle uncomfortably as her weight shifted. Her seat rotated with the acceleration so she remained firmly in place, making it look as if the entire craft rotated around her.
She glanced at the other four Chinese slaves on the plane. Three women and a man. They looked similarly out of place. Xinmei figured that she was probably the only spy among them. They must have come from subsistence. She looked at the women. They displayed a certain demoralized demeanor.
Broken by the gangs, she thought. It must have been horrible, but then again, everything she knew about life at subsistence was horrible. She looked away.
If only Feng knew I was headed into space after him, Xinmei thought. Would he be proud? Afraid? She wondered how long it would be before they spoke again.
The shuttle shuddered. Xinmei’s heart jumped in her chest. She looked toward the windows, but she didn’t see anything but space at first. Then she saw something fly by. Again she saw it. They were spokes. The massive struts of a huge space habitat whisking by as the shuttle landed on the inner ring of Synchronicity.
Slowly her weight returned to her. She wished she had spent more attention to her studies in school about space flight and the habitats out in the solar system.
The vibrations began to lessen. Xinmei hoped the sudden landing was her last surprise on the shuttle ride. It had been a couple of days since the shuttle took off, judging by the meals they’d been given. The food was luxurious, she thought. If this was how they treated slaves in the West...
Another, less alarming noise filtered through the craft. She suppressed the urge to activate her yin xing ji and peek at a list of services to search for more information about what was going on. Xinmei realized she had not felt that urge many times today. She had become used to being a mental island in the universe.
A company man, a representative of VG, stood up before the group of Chinese.
“We’ve connected to the station. Please follow me off the plane, and we’ll show you your new homes here on Synchronicity.”
The man gave them a genuine smile. Despite Xinmei’s distrust of the man as a representative of her enemy and new masters, his smile did put some animal part of her at ease. Could that smile hide a monster?
They marched after the representative out of the plane. He led them down a narrow walkway connecting the plane to the station. The metal corridor felt confined to Xinmei. She realized that the emptiness of space lay just beyond the metal tube, waiting to suck her out of the station and whisk her away into the vastness of outer space.
The corridor opened into an entrance port with several lanes leading into separate rooms. The man directed Xinmei into her own lane. She walked into the room beyond.
A black counter took up the right half of the tiny room. A robot waited behind the counter. She saw it was built into the wall, so it had no legs. The rest of it looked vaguely human, although its smooth metal skin was the cold gray of steel. It had two long, thin arms that could reach the countertop, but currently lay folded before it.
There were two boxes on the countertop. Xinmei saw one box contained turquoise clothes.
“Place all items, including clothing, into the empty box. Clothe yourself from the other box, which goes with you,” the machine emitted in perfect Mandarin.
I even have to take orders from a machine, she thought.
She quickly changed into the turquoise uniform. It flattered her figure, revealing her legs and her cleavage. She tried to adjust it as modestly as possible, but it quickly became apparent that it was a fruitless endeavor. She left everything else in the box.
“Exit straight ahead,” the machine said.
“You should be more polite, since you and I are both slaves,” she said to the machine in Mandarin.
“Qing yi zhi zou chu kou,” it said. Please exit straight ahead.
Xinmei allowed herself a small smile and walked out. The representative met her and the others as they came out. Then they walked through the station.
Xinmei saw a few people moving about on business. All Westerners. It felt strange to be in a place with so many of the enemy all around her. The station felt almost empty. No throng of humanity pressed in on all sides. Probably because of the expense of maintaining life in deep space, she thought.
They got onto a moving walkway that whisked them quickly through a long open part of the station. Everything looked new. Even the air felt new. It was clean and sterile smelling. Banks of green plants grew from massive tiled vases arranged among the mirrored walls and marbled columns. Xinmei saw a few stores with people moving in and out of them. It was like a mall in space.
“This is the main route around the entire ring,” the VG man explained to them. “We’ll be at your rooms soon.”
Xinmei saw a few more stores and apartment sections go by before the man motioned for them to exit the conveyor. He walked them into an apartment section named “Lyon Section”.
They dropped off the Chinese man in their group at one door, then walked a few corridors over and came to another door. The man motioned for Xinmei to go in.
“Someone will be by to orient you soon,” the man said. “You ren bang ni hen jiu,” he repeated the communication in broken Mandarin.
Xinmei nodded and quickly opened the door manually. It felt odd to be on a modern station and have to do everything with hand controls. It had been hard to learn to immediately do things manually to conceal her familiarity with links. A couple of times she caught herself waiting for it to happen automatically. Anyone who observed her hesitation might suspect she’d grown up with a link. She closed the door behind her, grateful to be alone for the time being.
The room was luxurious. Plants grew from vases built into the corners. The walls were lined with mirrors that made the place seem larger. A large white couch occupied the center of the main room. She could see that there was an attached kitchen and a hallway leading out to other rooms.
It’s not your room, though, she reminded herself. Xinmei regarded herself in the mirrors. She looked sad.
She sat down on the plush white couch and tried to master her fear. How had she come to this place, so far from home, so alone?
The door chimed and opened. A Chinese woman came in.
“Xinmei?” she called out in Mandarin.
Xinmei walked over. “Hello, I’m Xinmei.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m Yingtai.”
They walked into the beautiful room together.
“I’m supposed to teach you how to take care of your guest,” she said. “Of course, I’ll show you more than that. You can turn your link on in passive mode.”
Xinmei looked surprised.
“What are you talking about?” she said.
Yingtai laughed.
“Good. But I really do work for the MSS. I know about your yin xing ji.”
Yingtai passed her link a code. Xinmei nodded.
“Don’t go active, and don’t use any external services unless you’ve stolen someone else’s authentication. Well, you could do it in an emergency. But you run the risk of being discovered every time you access a service and you’re not pretending to be someone else.”
“Of course,” Xinmei said. She activated her link in passive mode.
Yingtai laughed.
“You’re smiling like an idiot,” she said.
Xinmei laughed too. “It’s great to have the link back on the network again, even with such restrictions!”
“I understand. Just don’t get carried away,” Yingtai said. “If you need to steal someone else’s authentication to do some work, then try and disable their link first. It will flag a problem with security if the same link appears to be in two places at once.”
Xinmei nodded. She had already practiced doing this in her preparation time for the mission.
“Well, what work am I supposed to be doing?”
“Just familiarize yourself with the station, first. We have some general information for you. However, tomorrow you’ll have a special chance to learn something. Alec always vets the new help.”
“What do you mean? Who’s Alec?”
“Alec Vineaux. He owns this whole station. The head of VG. And he has a taste for young Chinese women.”
“Will he...?”
“A woman like you? Of course. You’re so beautiful. I’m sure he’ll want you.”
“Oh! What can I do?”
“It’s not bad. He’s very handsome. And very gentle, too, a good lover!”
“But I... I have a boyfriend already.” Xinmei couldn’t believe after being lucky enough to avoid two rapes, she already faced her third.
“Look around. He’s not here. You have to accept whatever Alec wants.”
“What happens if I say no?”
Yingtai shook her head. “It’s never happened. You’re a slave. Of course, we have our work, but only I and a couple others know about that.”
“Four of us here?”
“Yes. I won’t tell you who, though. It’s safer this way.”
Xinmei nodded. Yingtai showed her how to work all the clever devices in the luxury quarters, but Xinmei wasn’t impressed anymore. All she could do was dread her meeting with the notorious Alec Vineaux.
 

***
 

Although Xinmei found her own quarters luxurious, those of Alec Vineaux were truly amazing. His office room held many chairs and a huge desk of reddish wood. The dark carpet was thick under her feet. The ceiling above was low, but carved in intricate designs resembling ever-twisting vines running in mazelike curls. A large plant rustled quietly in the corner, probing its surroundings with leafy tendrils. Xinmei had seen mobile plants before, and knew that rich people sometimes kept them as pets. It grew from a massive vase that reflected the light like a diamond.
Alec Vineaux stood as she entered and walked over to meet her.
“Hello there! Very nice to meet you. I’m told you are Xinmei?”
Alec looked very handsome and distinguished as Yingtai had said. He had short light brown hair, a clean-cut face and a white smile. Of course he had a big Western nose, Xinmei thought, but it was straight and elegant, not too large for his face.
His eyes looked gray like the hair at his temples. They seemed very friendly.
Xinmei smiled shyly.
“Hello, Sir,” she said, looking down.
“No need for such modesty, here,” Alec said. “You’re exceptionally beautiful! Please do look up at me. You won’t be punished here for looking someone straight in the face.”
She looked up at him. He smiled again.
“Would you like some wine?” he asked. He walked over to a cabinet and the dispenser produced a glass of purple liquid.
“No sir, thank you.”
Alec cradled the glass of wine in his hand and walked around his desk.
“What do you think of Synchronicity so far?”
“Big. New,” she said.
“Do you know why I made it?”
“No, Sir.”
“Just for today, call me Alec. After that, call me Mr. Vineaux.”
Xinmei nodded.
“I made it to get away from the damn parasites of the world government. The useless bureaucrats who tax and regulate, tax and regulate. They’re more stupid than a parasite. A good parasite takes its fill then drops off. But these bastards won’t be satisfied until they’ve brought the Western world down on top of themselves.”
Xinmei absorbed this speech silently. She was reminded of her economics paper and the money trail she’d found.
“The world government... it hurt your companies?”
“Yes! Except for perhaps the two or three corporations that effectively own it. And your people... your people must love it. Watching us shoot ourselves in the foot. Only the corporations of the West have the ability to truly effect any useful change in the world. If we have to, we’ll start out here. Then when we’re too powerful for the idiots in the world government, we’ll come back and take over Earth once and for all.”
Xinmei’s passive surveillance noticed a message coming in to Alec’s link. He frowned.
“What is it now?” he asked himself with obvious irritation.
“What? Who are they?”
Alec listened for a long moment. His face became red. Angry.
“Mobilize your entire staff. Send some security robots.”
Alec put down his glass of wine on a side table.
“I’m sorry, but, we seem to have some trouble...” Alec’s voice trailed off again as more transmissions came in.
Xinmei couldn’t hear the conversation going on with her link. The channel was encrypted and she didn’t want to try breaking in. But she could take advantage of the obvious distraction. She knew Alec’s link would be authenticated in this location so she cloned her link to his and made a quick index query on local storage. Her link noted recent changes since the version Yingtai had given her. She copied several newer documents over to her link until prompted for a one time passcode. Then she exited within two seconds. Alec’s link would provide the passcode within the next second, and the security protocols would be satisfied.
Unless they count and compare commands issued, she thought. I bet he doesn’t maintain strict security settings here in his quarters.
The documents she’d snatched were also encrypted, but she hoped that her teammates would have some knowledge to help with that problem. Or maybe they would simply pass them on.
The doors to the office burst open. Four men in military skinsuits with rifles marched in. Xinmei froze.
I’ve been caught again already!
“Mr. Vineaux, please put this on immediately,” said the leader, offering Alec a skinsuit. A Veer Industries symbol was emblazoned on the shoulder of the personal armor. The men ignored Xinmei. She slowly let her breath back out.
“Is this really necessary?”
“Half the security team is dead, sir. We’ve lost more than one robot. Something’s headed this way. Some kind of... assassination robots, maybe. Several of them.”
“Oh my god,” Alec intoned. He flipped off his dress shoes and stepped into the heavy skinsuit.
Xinmei’s link picked up security channel chatter.
“Well figure it out,” the man said, talking to another security team member. “If we have to, we’ll take Mr. Vineaux out of here. But we need to know what direction they’re coming from.”
The man looked up at Alec as he finished sealing the suit.
“Is that desk as heavy as it looks?”
“Half as heavy as it looks,” Alec said.
“Good enough,” the man said. He motioned to his fellows and they picked the desk up, moving it to bar the double doorway leading into the office from the station.
“I understand there’s a side entrance for staff,” he said. “Willows is on it. He’s got two Circle Fours with him.”
The leader looked distracted. Xinmei could tell from that and the traffic that he was taking in information on events happening elsewhere.
“Please move farther back into your quarters, sir,” the security leader said. The other three were finding cover in the office, facing the double doors.
Alec nodded. He planted his hand in the small of Xinmei’s back and herded her quickly through a side door, into a small hallway.
The thunderous sound of projectile weapons fire erupted in the office. Alec bolted forward. Xinmei followed.
They came to a bedroom. It was as large as the office, with a wide, knee-high bed in the center.
“Willows? Willows, are you there?” came a voice through Xinmei’s ringing ears. The security leader came to the doorway of the bedroom behind them and turned to point his rifle down the corridor.
The leader fired his weapon again. The sound was deafening. Xinmei squealed and dropped to all fours. Alec dove behind the far side of his bed.
Then the leader opened his mouth, and blood poured out. He collapsed on the floor. Xinmei couldn’t see any obvious damage to the man or his armored skinsuit.
The man’s eyes were open, staring blankly. Dead.
“My god. My god. Someone’s sent assassin robots after me. I’m ill prepared. This may be it,” rambled Alec from behind the bed.
“What the hell do you want? Who sent you here?” yelled Alec. “We surrender!”
A robot appeared in the doorway. It was round, over a meter wide, with several arms attached around its vertical perimeter. Some of the arms were bent forward. One arm extended straight below, but Xinmei saw that its pointed end didn’t quite touch the floor.
Xinmei gasped.
The sphere whirled toward Alec alarmingly fast. It stopped just short, causing Alec to cower back in fear. Xinmei was afraid too. Her heart pounded away though she barely breathed.
We seek Alec Vineaux.
Xinmei’s passive link picked up the message. It wasn’t encrypted, presumably sent for Alec.
“I’m Alec. What the hell is this? Jackson, where are you?”
Another of the spherical robots appeared in the bedroom. The second robot towered over Xinmei where she crouched on the floor.
Jackson is dead. Your underlings tried to stop us. We have defeated them.
“Oh... my... god,” Alec gasped. “You’ve killed Jackson. How many people have you killed?”
Only those who resist. This one was your head of security. We are in charge of security now. We are in charge of this place.
Xinmei swallowed hard.
I understand you have the concept of rank. This is your underling?
Xinmei froze. Did it see her link? She shouldn’t be able to hear it.
“Step over there, please,” Alec told her. Gratefully, she retreated back into the corner.
“What do you want?” Alec asked.
We’ll learn about this place. First, you must cover yourselves. Your flesh distresses us to view.
“Cover ourselves? You mean our faces?”
Everything must be covered. Your flesh should be covered. Don’t you see it? How vulnerable you are?
“Well, I... I don’t know if we have coverings for everyone,” Alec said haltingly.
Then they’ll be manufactured. This place has factories. We’ll specify your coverings. Work must begin immediately.
 




Five
 

When Feng awoke, he could tell something was wrong. It took him a moment to shake off the grogginess and figure it out: he felt heavy. He checked with the ship’s navigation service and verified it. The Ascending Dragon had departed Grand China station under 1.2 gravities of acceleration.
His link contained a recorded message from Admiral Huang, broadcast to all the officers of the ship.
Something suspicious has happened at Pearl River. There was a distress signal, followed by a blackout. Communication has been re-established, but some oddities remain. Although the Ascending Dragon wasn’t planning to leave the vicinity so quickly, the incident has prompted me to deploy you to Pearl River immediately.
Feng knew that Pearl River was a station much farther from Earth, at an L5 rendezvous point with gas freighters that came in from the outer system while Earth was at a different point in its orbit. That meant he was now moving farther away from Earth than he had ever been. The idea was both exciting and scary. Anything could happen millions of kilometers from Earth, and help could be far off, depending on the movements of other ships in the system.
Two hours later, the captain called an officers’ meeting. Feng linked in and found himself in the now familiar lecture hall.
“I’ll only say this one time,” Captain Lin began. “This is not a drill. We’ll select friendly breach points to minimize damage to our station unless there’s a compelling reason to do otherwise. Best case scenario, this is a surprise inspection in force. Worst case, the station has been taken over by our enemies. It’s not unheard of for neutral or Western corporations to raid each other’s stations. That may be what’s happened here. If so, we want to put a stop to it. We’re going in with a full incursion and any resistance will be crushed with lethal force. Your weapons will be live.”
The captain prompted Wenbo to insert a question.
“I assume we will have base specs to use for our simulations?”
Captain Lin nodded. “Yes. But you should be aware that there are sometimes discrepancies between the official specs handed to the government and the actual station. These... inconsistencies increase with the distance from Earth. This isn’t so bad with our companies, but it’s somewhat worse with Western stations, and notoriously bad in the neutral stations. What we have should be ninety-nine percent accurate for Pearl River, although we could see a ten or twenty percent variation in the size of their security forces.”
“Are we to give special consideration to the civilians?” Zhengqing asked.
“Only if they’re being used as hostages. If they resist, we will fire on them. As far as bystanders, the station will be ordered to quarters before the incursion. So other than a hostage situation, don’t cripple yourselves to prevent incidental casualties in the inhabitants. If we do face a hostage situation then I’ll assess it and give you more specific orders at that time.”
Feng couldn’t believe his ears. He half believed that Captain Lin didn’t think there was much chance of anything being wrong, and was taking advantage of a small incident to give his men some experience with a weapons-live incursion. But Feng wasn’t complaining. This was exactly what he joined the space force for. A real military action conducted with robotic weapons in deep space.
After the meeting, Feng wandered over to the mess hall to pore over the Pearl River specs. The station belonged to a company called QingTie, that made ultra-strong plastics for use in space construction. The station was almost completely automated, with an engineering staff of less than one hundred individuals and a security force of about thirty humans and fifty security robots. At least another hundred robots served for various fabrication and maintenance duties through the station. Unlike the stations that Feng had been on so far, only a small part of the station had simulated gravity, with the majority of the volume of the station at the center, very close to zero-g.
Feng assimilated this data while taking a meal of steamed vegetables and rice. The Ascending Dragon produced a crop of fresh vegetables to supplement its frozen stores every month. This month it was broccoli. The hydroponics farm was small but fast. It could only produce one type of vegetable crop at a time. Feng hoped that Pearl River could trade them for part of the broccoli stores, since they always ate more of the on-board fresh crop than the stores, and he tired of the lack of variety.
Zhengqing contacted Feng over his link.
“I’m putting you in charge of forces deployed on Module One,” Zhengqing told him. “Don’t pilot a dog. I want you paying attention to the officers and the big picture, not on the front line sniping at security robots.”
“Aye, sir,” Feng said.
“Wenbo has some simulations set up for your objectives, which include the main security station and the reactor bay. Module Two will deploy near the spaceport.”
Feng was reminded of their failure to seize the spaceport last time. But that was before the battle controller was used on their side, he reminded himself.
“I’ll check with him later, then,” Feng said. “I’ll familiarize myself further with the station around those areas.”
“I know you won’t disappoint me,” Zhengqing said and dropped the link connection.
 

***
 

Feng and Wenbo worked on testing Feng’s dog configurations on a virtual model of the station. They lounged in an empty cubicle near the officers’ mess, picking at food and monitoring the simulations in their PVs.
“The simulations are amusing to watch, as well as informative,” Feng said. He adjusted the sleeves of his ship’s uniform. He found the uniforms to be a bit hot for the ship’s default temperature, though they were much more comfortable than the vac suits they sometimes had to wear.
“I thought so too, before I knew about the battle controller,” Wenbo said. “I spent so much time learning to do these at the academy. But now what good are they really? We test our backup plans. We can’t see what will happen with the battle controller running things.”
“Why not? Just hook it up to the simulation?” asked Feng.
“It’s far too dangerous to turn on simply for that,” Wenbo said.
“Dangerous? To us?”
“Of course. It’s smarter than we are, remember?”
“Don’t we control it?”
“We try. Like a group of monkeys might try to control an astronaut.”
“It’s that bad?” Feng asked.
“It’s very dangerous. There’s a whole team dedicated to isolating the battle controller from the rest of the Ascending Dragon, yet giving it control to the robotics we have in the incursion. At all other times it’s turned off.”
Feng hadn’t realized quite how dangerous the battle controller was.
“It’s kind of like playing with chemical and nuclear weapons then,” he said. “There are protocols to adhere to, and mistakes are deadly.”
“Yes. And the controller is too smart to simulate without turning it on, so my simulations are basically useless. I’m a dinosaur!”
Feng laughed. “These are still useful. They familiarize me with the situation. Besides, if the battle controller is that complicated, then something can go wrong with it. Maybe it’ll turn on us, that team you mention will have to turn it off, and then we’ll be so glad we ran the simulations!”
Wenbo shrugged. “I can’t hope for such a thing. It would be to our disadvantage. The battle controller is so good.”
“We could adjust your simulations just a bit, make the dogs more likely to hit, more maneuverable, that sort of thing, to pretend like they’re in the control of a super-computer.”
“Yes, I’ve done that. But of course it’s the brilliant strategy and coordination of the army as a whole that we’re missing here.”
Feng nodded.
“The simulations are still helpful,” Feng repeated. “And besides, we’ve been ordered to conduct them, so let’s get back to work.”
 

***
 

Feng watched his dogs enter the station through his PV. Each dog had redundant forward and rear-facing views to offer him, so he was able to get a feel for the breach point. The module had attached to Pearl River at a cargo dock. The dogs entered the station in an empty area perhaps fifty meters across. Once a hundred of them had disembarked, groups of the machines moved to cover each of the three exits.
“I don’t see any humans here or on our scans of the area beyond. Looks like they obeyed and went to their quarters,” Feng observed. He moved out of the module to set up in the station, though it wasn’t strictly necessary. Feng didn’t like the cramped quarters of the module, and he was curious to see the station.
Human soldiers were securing the area in the wake of the dogs’ blitz into the station. They hopped oddly in low gravity, jerked to the floor by magnetic boots.
The station looked older, dirtier, Feng noted. The cargo dock had a wide corridor leading straight into the factory in one direction and a smaller corridor to the security station in the other. The third exit was not particularly interesting to the invaders, since it led around the living quarters ring at one gravity in the direction opposite the security station. The walls were composed of gray and white plates of plastic with supporting structural components of carbon and steel. The area had seen heavy use, Feng thought, examining the grungy floor plates. The ceiling was twice his height.
“We’re fully deployed,” an officer announced. “No resistance in the debarkment area.”
“I’m leaving fifty dogs here at the module. Everyone else, move for the security headquarters when you get my signal,” Feng ordered.
Feng’s second assigned to Module One was an officer named Sheng. Like Wenbo, who Zhengqing kept for himself on Module Two, Sheng was good with the dog configs and simulations. He was tall, like Feng, though somewhat softer-looking with darker skin.
Feng and Sheng set up in a corner by themselves. They unslung their rifles from their backs, and set them down. A couple of soldiers dropped off some supply boxes to give them a table and some cover. Everyone relied on the dogs to let them know of any approaching danger.
The typical incursion doctrine used by the Divine Space Force dictated that an invader should select an unexpected location, create a breach and enter the station as quickly as possible. Then the force should prepare for possible counter-attack, in case the defenders decided to reply at the site of the breach. Zhengqing had planned according to this doctrine, and so the dogs were set in the access corridors in all three directions around the breach. Feng wasn’t surprised when the dogs detected the enemy quickly.
“We have security machines moving in,” Feng noted. “Should be no problem.”
No sooner had Feng spoken when the attack began. Security robots appeared on a wide front around the breach area.
Three dogs fell off the active status display. Four. Five. Six. Alerts went out. Feng watched in dismay as entire units went dead in his PV. He noticed that the dogs were firing back in defense, but their positions were static. The army wasn’t moving as a whole to either retreat or counterattack the frontal assault.
“What’s going on? And why are our dogs just sitting here?”
Sheng had his eyes closed to concentrate on his PV.
“The dogs are acting on their default programming,” Sheng said. “We aren’t getting oversight from the battle controller.”
“The battle controller isn’t working?” Feng asked urgently.
“They’ve been cut off from the battle controller,” Sheng said. “Something’s jamming us over on this end of the station.”
“Tell the dogs to get back there,” ordered Zhengqing. “They’ve got a default configuration that will make them useful. We just need to get them into a defensive perimeter until the controller can—”
Zhengqing’s transmission cut off. There was an upswell of chatter from the soldiers’ channel and the robotic officers’ channel. Feng found the action in his PV. Zhengqing’s position at the other breach had been attacked. Another ten dogs had been lost. The human casualty list also began an upward climb.
“Captain Zhengqing is dead,” someone reported.
“What? Can you verify that? Can someone verify that?” asked Sheng.
“He’s dead,” said Wenbo from the other site. “I don’t know what happened. We’ve been attacked,” he said in a dull voice.
Zhengqing is dead. Wenbo’s alive, but he’s in shock, Feng thought. That means I’m in command of the dogs here.
Feng felt a spike of sadness. The emotion quickly hardened into anger. Feng accessed his old dog configuration tools and used his authority to reset some defaults. He saw that the battle controller was communicating with the dogs at the other module, so he left that side alone and concentrated on his local dogs.
“We have a huge numerical advantage,” he said. “Time to use it.” Feng put in a directive to counter-attack across all his dogs. Immediately the dog army started to move forward.
The dogs exchanged fire with the line of security robots. Feng saw that the dogs had already killed a few of the robots, even acting on their purely defensive reactions. Now that more and more dogs poured forward, the line of security robots took heavy fire.
A minute later, it was clear that the counter-attack had been successful. Dogs moved deeper into the station without resistance. He had only lost about twenty dogs from the module.
“Wenbo? We’ve had great success with our ‘overwhelm’ counter-attack program. Are you responding with something over there already?”
“The battle controller is running things over on this side. But we weren’t attacked by any normal security robot,” Wenbo said. “It was something different. Something fast. It came in here and wiped out dozens of dogs, killed several officers and soldiers. It’s gone now. I think.”
“What? One machine did that?”
Even as he asked he started accessing information on the Module Two assault.
“Why can Wenbo hear me but our dogs are out of touch with the controller?” he asked Sheng aloud.
“The controller channels are being actively blocked. I contacted the EW section on the ship. They said the battle controller is trying to compensate. Someone is fighting it.”
Feng cursed. “It’s supposed to be an amazing brain, super-intelligent,” he said to himself.
He saw video of the attack piped in from a surviving dog of the other module. One moment a large atrium was filled with dogs moving by, with Zhengqing and a handful of officers working at the side. The next moment, dogs started dropping. A few fired back, although Feng couldn’t see what they shot at. Then the officers dropped as if they died in an instant. Then more dogs ran in and through the room as if in pursuit.
Another officer on Ascending Dragon tagged some video footage. Feng examined it. There was a short clip of a small, fast robot. It looked like a spider, spinning along with incredible speed. Feng could hardly believe it. The thing had simply moved by and then retreated past the camera view a few seconds later. In those two or three seconds, it had released a devastating storm of damage.
Feng sent along the pointer to the rest of his men. He created a new target profile for the spinning battle robot that fought them.
“The battle controller can’t reach all the dogs,” Feng transmitted. “Especially those here at this end of the station. I’ve made some changes to their default configuration. They fall back to this new behavior when the battle controller can’t reach them. We’re going in after that thing. Don’t get in the way of the dogs. I’ve set them to go berserk if they spot it. They’ll ignore any other threat when the thing or anything like it appears.”
The men sent acknowledgements.
Feng realized he was dealing with an enemy with a lot of firepower, despite its small size. Unless it acted solely as a spotter, calling in the real weapon from somewhere else? In either case it would help to kill it off fast.
“The key is that they have to converge from several directions at once. If they attack in single file in these corridors, they’ll be easy to take out a few at a time. We should pilot a few dogs and lead spearheads of a hundred dogs each here, here, here, and here,” Feng said, annotating his strategy with a map of the station. “Then the four groups spread out and move toward the center of the entire section. There’s a strongpoint with a laser emplacement here. The spinner-thing may decide to stick around there for some added protection. If we sight the spinner, the dogs will converge from all directions. If the spinner doesn’t show, we’ll converge on the security strongpoint and take it over.”
Several men volunteered to pilot a group at once. Feng selected four men and assigned them to the duty.
“If you encounter the spinner on the periphery, fall back and wait for the other forces to converge. Let’s go in there and get our revenge for Captain Zhengqing!” Feng transmitted.
Feng was showered with enthusiastic affirmations.
“Now get mobile. We’re going in there after the dogs,” he ordered. That order didn’t get him a cheer, but everyone retrieved their equipment and readied their rifles. Someone sent around a target profile for the humans’ hand held weapons. Shooting by the profile would help ensure that there weren’t any accidents. The weapons wouldn’t fire unless the system believed it had a good shot at the target and the shooter was authorized. Even the rounds themselves could alter their trajectory a few inches across many meters of travel, helping to ensure a hit on the target or a miss on a non-combatant.
The dogs were way ahead of the soldiers. They closed in on the security station, scanning for enemies. It wasn’t long before Feng’s intuition was proved out.
“Here it is! Here it is! Only two rooms away from the security station,” reported a dog pilot coming in from the outside perimeter of the station. He sent a pointer to Feng.
A few dogs had run into the spinner in a machine room and had been ambushed. They went offline almost immediately, but other dogs had caught sight of the enemy as it spun away towards the laser emplacement. The doors in the area had closed automatically, making it harder to get close to the security hardpoint.
Feng contacted the Ascending Dragon.
“We’re going in after the security station on the living quarters’ ring. Any luck taking control of the station’s systems? Disabling that laser would help a great deal.”
“We don’t have it, Zhong Wei Li,” replied Captain Lin. “Someone is fighting us for control. Most of the station’s cyblocs are in enemy hands.”
“Understood, sir,” Feng said. “We won’t let that stop us!”
“Surround the security station as evenly as you can,” Feng transmitted. The four groups of dogs had closed in on the station. They were stopped by closed doors, but the doors weren’t armored except for perhaps the last door to the security station control center, which stood behind the laser emplacement.
The soldiers and officers moved to adjacent corridors to obey Feng’s order.
“We’re sending the dogs in,” Feng sent out. “Hold a cordon on the exits. Take a shot if the thing blows through our line and runs for it.”
Dogs assaulted the closed doors simultaneously. The dogs weren’t heavy but they were reasonably strong. The doors came down and dogs flooded through.
As soon as dogs came within sight of the laser, they started to disintegrate one by one. It didn’t take long for a dog to go down under the weapon. But Feng believed it could only destroy about two per second. The dogs were flooding in faster than that.
The robot was in there somewhere. Feng could tell because dogs went off his PV faster than the laser could be doing it alone. Finally he spotted the spinning thing on a view near the laser. It had done the logical thing, and gone to where it had extra protection.
Feng pointed his rifle down the corridor and started after the dogs. He watched through his PV as he loped down the corridor toward the security station.
“With due respect, sir,” Sheng began.
Very dangerous, he reminded himself. The dogs are programmed to fire almost recklessly.
Feng stopped and dropped to his knee.
“Very well. Get ready, we might get a shot if it runs,” he said.
Dogs closed in on all sides. They shot at the thing wildly. Several dogs hit other dogs in the crossfire. A pile of dead dogs started to form at the entrance to the security station, behind a lightly armored counter. A line of dogs had made it to the counter. They rammed against it, causing it to buckle. Dogs started jumping over the angled remains of the barrier. Feng caught glimpses of the spinning robot inside, darting about and somehow killing dog after dog.
One dog took a hit in its leg and flipped out of control. An instant later it collided with the spinning robot in a crazy accident. The dog discharged its capacitor across its front legs, putting a current through the enemy machine. The spinner recoiled from the dog, then a glue canister flowered across its side. Ropes of glue attached it to another nearby dog. Several dogs fired at once, hitting the spinner. Then more dog machines piled on top of the spinner, blocking their line of sight.
We got it! Feng exalted. He got back up and walked toward the security station.
Suddenly the dogs backed off. Feng checked the dogs. His interface showed that the battle controller had resumed directing them.
“Hold your fire,” Feng said. “The battle controller can speak to them again. It’s told them to disengage. I think the robot is neutralized.”
“We should be sure it’s dead!” Sheng said.
“It is dead. Shooting it more now will simply serve to destroy what’s left of it. We need to know how that thing works!” Feng said.
Sheng nodded. The man realized he’d transmitted his contradicting statement inappropriately. Feng noted it but he didn’t reprimand him for it. He stayed busy monitoring the traffic and ensuring that they had neutralized all their enemies on the station. The dogs regrouped and started to patrol the area in groups of twenty.
Feng received a transmission from the soldiers who had gone to contact the engineering staff of Pearl River.
“It’s the engineers. They’re giving us trouble,” reported an officer in charge of the human soldiers.
“I’ll send some dogs to help you glue them up,” Feng said. He took a deep breath and modified his objectives in the battle controller interface. He set up the priorities equally between searching the rest of the station for another spider robot and assisting the humans with handling the engineers.
“Why are the station staff resisting us?” Feng asked.
“There’s something wrong with them. They’re acting crazy,” the officer said. “They’re in some kind of armor. It’s nothing I’ve seen before. They aren’t heavily armed, though. One of them had a laser, another one a stunner. There aren’t many of them but— ah, the dogs are here. Thanks!”
Feng watched feeds from the living quarters. He saw men wearing bulky black armor. The men were irate, acting violently as the soldiers arrived in each living area. They had to be glued up and taken into custody. Feng shook his head.
What’s going on out here, anyway?
 




Six
 

Xinmei dreaded the arrival of her first guest. Things were bad enough with the inexplicable takeover of the spherical robots, although Xinmei counted herself lucky to be alive. The robots hadn’t proved to be assassination machines after all, or else they most certainly would have disposed of Xinmei as well, given her proximity to Mr. Vineaux.
She had a checklist to go through, detailing her duties before a guest arrived. She wore a simple silk robe in the company turquoise. The rooms had been cleaned and organized, not that they were dirty to begin with.
The guest would arrive any time now. She didn’t know much else. She had a name: Chris Adrastus. She assumed the guest would be male but didn’t have any solid information. Having fended off one lustful Westerner after another, she didn’t want to face any more.
Xinmei wandered into the tiny kitchen to check it for the tenth time. When she heard the door open, she couldn’t bring herself to go out into the living area immediately. She took a deep breath and steeled herself. She had overcome so much to get this far.
I can keep doing it. I’ll be one of the best operatives ever, I’ll match Feng’s performance as an officer.
She peeked into the living area. The newcomer wore one of the black plastic suits required by their new masters.
He stood taking in the room, while the questions ran through Xinmei’s head.
Does he know about the robots? What company they come from? I wonder if Western companies always fight each other so fiercely. They could be from the UNSF. Maybe they want to punish Mr. Vineaux for crossing some boundary they had set for VG.
Finally, he pulled off the thick helmet and looked around the room without the helmet. She saw his light hair. And of course, a glimpse of his profile showed he had light skin and a big Western nose. She thought he looked impressed with the room. It was certainly amazing by Xinmei’s standards.
He dropped his helmet onto a long, soft couch and took off more of his suit. He put the plastic pieces on the couch next to the helmet. Then he walked into the bathroom.
I’d better come to him rather than let him discover me, she thought. As long as I don’t walk in on him while he’s urinating!
Xinmei quietly padded across the room toward the bathroom. She peeked in and saw him standing before the mirror. He was touching the sink.
Xinmei walked into the bathroom slowly.
“Shit!” he exclaimed.
“Sorry, sir,” Xinmei said. She dropped to one knee and lowered her head.
“Uh, oh, that’s okay, you surprised me.” he said. “It’s okay. You can stand up. Who are you?”
“Your servant, sir,” Xinmei said. Slowly, she stood. He stared at her carefully.
“Oh. I didn’t know we had any help here. You in the manual?” he asked.
“What?”
“Never mind… you’re young. What’s your name? Do you work for VG?”
Xinmei watched the floor. “I am your servant.”
“Oh. What’s your name?”
She kept looking at the floor. “I am your servant, Xinmei.”
He walked out. Xinmei followed him to the main room.
“This is a nice place. It’s quieter than I expected here,” he said. He glanced into the bedroom.
“Well, I’d like to dismiss you for now. I’m fairly tired, and I’d like to grab a nap. I can send for you…” he frowned. “I don’t see your link’s service.”
Xinmei looked down again. “No, sir.”
“They block your link?”
Xinmei shook her head. She pointed at her head and then flicked her finger aside, which meant she had no link. He looked away and walked to the couch.
“Something wrong, sir? Anything I do?” Xinmei asked uncertainly, following him to the couch.
Xinmei settled closer and massaged his shoulders. She put all her strength into it, wondering if he would find her skills acceptable.
This one was a thinker. He sat there considering something as she worked. He wasn’t falling asleep. Every now and then, he glanced at her in the mirror. Xinmei felt a slight fear that he might turn around and attack her. What defense against rape would she have here, so far from home?
But he simply relaxed for a while, and when her fingers grew so tired she feared she would have to apologize and stop, he excused himself and went to bed alone. Xinmei felt relief.
Her guidelines said she should awaken before her guest, but she had a very important task to finish first. She had received a secret message from Yingtai when her friend came to tell her she should be expecting a guest. Yingtai would be allowed to visit her one more time, as part of training, before she’d be on her own.
The message said:
The robots have forced everyone moving about the station to wear the plastic gear. We knew something strange was happening but it keeps getting stranger. One of our friends on the station has discovered that the helmets contain some kind of device. We don’t know much about it other than it can make people forget things, and it can make them act strangely.
This unit should be disabled. As long as it operates, your guest will be forgetting exactly what we want to know. Worse still, it may be harvesting sensitive data out of his link memory and deleting it.
I don’t know how it works. Therefore the only way I know to stop it, is to crush it. Use the tip of a knife. I think that if the damage is discovered, the spherical robots will blame the guest, since after all, it is the guest they are spying on.
There was also a diagram which showed Xinmei how to find the device. It sat inside the helmet, at the top of the arc over the head. A tiny hole could be used to pry open a compartment which held the device. Xinmei went over to the couch and retrieved the helmet. She took it into the kitchen, and prised the tiny holder open. Something was there, exactly as Yingtai had described. Xinmei gave it several careful stabs with the knife. It was difficult to use a lot of strength because of the tiring massage, but she managed to put enough force on the device to severely deform it.
There. I hope that’s enough.
Xinmei shook her head. What a situation! Now she was disabling someone else’s spy device to keep it from taking information from Xinmei and her friends.
She returned the helmet to the couch quietly. She realized she was relying completely on the judgement of Yingtai and the others on the station. But it didn’t seem wrong, since even though she’d gone through an ordeal, she was still far from a seasoned field operative. She would keep trusting in Yingtai, at least for the time being.
Xinmei extracted the servant’s bunk from the wall in the main room and went to sleep.
 

***
 

In the morning, Xinmei prepared Mr. Adrastus a meal, and after a bit of idle chat, he’d headed out.
She rattled about the room for hours. Every time she started to curse the boredom, she reminded herself that it was better than being raped in a submarine. At least in passive mode she could sometimes intercept someone else’s entertainment stream for a few minutes. She did some calisthenics, studied her servant’s guidelines and took a quick shower.
In the shower, she wondered what would happen if her guest came in and found her there. The man didn’t seem like the type to demand sex from her, she decided. Surely he would have tried by now if he intended to? She couldn’t fully convince herself, so she hurried through the shower without taking the time to enjoy it.
She went into the bedroom to straighten up. There wasn’t anything to snoop on, since he had no real possessions of his own except whatever he took with him. Everything else was company issue. She turned to leave the bedroom.
Suddenly a spider bot was hovering before her. She screamed. The machine made no move. It had eight arms evenly placed around its metallic body, which was about a meter thick at its equator. As before, one limb was pointed straight down. As Xinmei stared in shock, it gently dropped to rest on the tip of the downward-pointing arm.
“What you want?” she said, dipping to one knee.
I’ve come to see you. I’m curious about something. I wonder, has your society correctly ranked you? I think probably not.
The words came through her link. Somehow it already knew she had one.
“Who are you?” she dared ask.
My real name has no context in your language. Your kind have called me Slicer. It is a good enough name. I think it’s because I sliced some members of the security team in half with a thin filament.
“What you want?” she asked again.
You are the one who was with Mr. Vineaux. You are ranked below him?
“Yes,” she said. “I am only a worker. A slave.” For once, she genuinely wanted to be nobody. Surely this thing didn’t have any real business with her. Did it suspect she was a spy? Would it kill her? Turn her in to someone?
You are ranked below all others.
“Yes.”
That need not remain the case, Slicer’s words said in her link. Your old position means nothing now. You will participate in the challenges and find a new rank based upon your true capabilities.
“I’m not allowed in the challenges, I’m only a servant.”
You have a link device. You will connect and participate. You will find your new rank, or else I will kill you. I will slice you in half, to reinforce my name.
“I will participate,” Xinmei agreed immediately. Her link accepted a pointer from the deadly machine. A program started to run.
This is for your own good. You will all learn the challenges and your society will be reordered. You will improve yourselves. We will create a new god to watch over you. You will come to see that you can be so much more than you are now.
Xinmei listened to the speech carefully. The thing didn’t sound like it came from another corporation.
It sounded alien.
 

***
 

After the battle, Lieutenant Sun Xinmei’s first coherent thought started as nothing more than an instinctual fear.
Am I the only one left?
But as she rummaged through the blasted fragments of her unit, smelling the burned flesh and slipping in their blood, it started to evolve into a rational conclusion.
They’d come in strong with the advantage of surprise. They dropped through the thin atmosphere in the massive Breachmakers. The assault craft were a cross between giant drills and mobile airlocks to keep the fragile atmosphere inside the mazelike tunnels of the mining colony. Their battle machines entered first, Badgers and Circle Sevens with three flame platforms in support. Machines so powerful they charged the air that flowed through the tight confines with the spillover of their weapons. Those machines met the security hardpoints of the Vothriles in the underground city of interconnecting tubes and metallic-walled chambers.
The battle raged and then festered, refusing to end. In desperation, the marines threw their weight behind the remaining Circle Sevens and tried to repair a flame platform while taking fire. In a rare perfect match of strength, the humans just barely managed to exterminate the Vothrile garrison with severe losses of their own when they ran out of independent oxygen supplies and had to crack open their suits. The air inside the mountain had enough oxygen to support human life, but it had also been laced with toxins deadly to humans and harmless to Vothriles. The humans had air scrubbing machines with them, but many had been destroyed in the fighting and the others couldn’t clear the air in time.
Xinmei had salvaged a couple of oxygen bottles from dead marines in a side passage and wait it out. When she’d finally cracked open her suit, all she sensed was the smell of the carnage. She survived. She’d tried her link but it had been knocked out by an EM pulse or a Silencer virus. Every command she tried to route through the device gave no results. She couldn’t communicate with the assault computers or any other survivors that might be out there.
When she had been a kid thinking about war, she had usually imagined that she would be a lucky one. One of the few to survive. Now she was a real soldier in an all-too-real war and it had come to pass, but her familiarity with the Anthropic Principle made her simply accept it. If anyone else had been the survivor they’d be tempted to wonder if they were chosen to survive, and if no one had survived no one would be thinking they must be special. She’d just been lucky. The giant number cruncher called the Universe had taken the input state, run the tiny planet through a transformation called the Laws of Physics, and had spat out the answer: Xinmei survives, for now.
She took in a deep breath. She’d avoided the Vothrile battle constructs, the lasers, the bullets, the shrapnel, the suffocating gas, seeker bomblets and the nano-deconstructor spray they called Vothrile skin acid. Had the assembled host of horrors unerringly consumed every life but her own? She wandered through the corridors, looking for the answer. Everywhere she saw carnage and death. Dead war machines. Dead Vothriles. Dead humans. Whole sections of the complex were shut off to contain fires and to stop advances, but large holes in many of the tunnels had added passages and intersections where none existed before.
As she staggered down a narrow corridor, bathed in green light, her addled brain crawled back to functionality. Xinmei had another thought worse than the first.
What if I’m NOT the only one left?
Perhaps a single Vothrile had also survived, and even now it wandered around just like Xinmei. It would arm itself with one of the hundreds of deadly manual weapons left lying around. If it saw her first she’d be dead.
Xinmei’s hands found her personal assault weapon and brought it up. The infantry called it a PAW, and even though it was a laughably wimpy thing compared to the robotics that had gone in before the human soldiers, it could kill a Vothrile in short order. The main system was a high energy laser with a very limited power supply, but it was backed up by a projectile weapon of more traditional design with a hundred rounds. Xinmei had used some of her energy pack but she’d found another.
She started stopping in sheltered spots here or there, then she would just sit and listen. Waiting. Each time, nothing came walking by for her to shoot at. If there was something out there, maybe it was waiting for her the same way.
She quickly glanced around the tiny bay into which she had walked. If something Vothrile popped in from one of the connecting tubes right now, would she hear it? Would she notice? Or would it get the first shot and be regarding her dead body on the floor ten seconds later?
She didn’t bother to worry about what would happen if one of the Vothrile battle robots still roamed the base. A lone human would stand no chance against such a death machine. Both humans and Vothriles had managed to create things that could kill whole cities of soft biological lifeforms if they weren’t protected by powerful killing machines of their own.
So it might already be out of her hands. But if there were only one or two of the enemy left... what should she do? Was there still a battle to be won, or had she been reduced to simple survival?
If her link had been working she could have passed the question on to the assault computers or even a cached officer’s guide database. But it remained silent, so the plan would have to be hers alone.
She had a weapon. What else would she need? Food, water, air... she realized that she should test the air. She remembered there were some antidotes she could take if some poisons lingered in the station.
She found a backpack with a minimal amount of gore on it. Somehow she had left her own back in the bay where she’d weathered out the last of the battle. Her hands still shook. She told herself it was normal. Xinmei dug through the pack, sifting through food packets and a bunch of equipment kits. She saw a climbing kit for traversing vertical Vothrile tunnels (they didn’t use elevators) and an interrogation module. She came to a section with big red crosses on the packets and pulled them out.
“Here it is,” she mumbled. “Air test kit.”
She ripped the foil kit open and flipped a small switch on the side of the tiny air test module inside. The test took about ten seconds. She’d used units like this before in training, it was mostly idiot-proof with or without a link. She’d never lost her link in battle before but all the marine training prepared you for it, because the Vothriles had gotten good at disrupting human communications over the years.
Her heart skipped a beat when she saw a single red line in the output display: TOXIN FOUND. The field test had a positive result for a known Vothrile warfare chemical. It displayed a result code.
Her hands shook as she pulled a small leaflet out of the field kit. Normally the device would connect through her link to give her a detailed report complete with a virtual interface in her mind’s eye. Without her link, she only had the result code. But maybe some explanation would be in the tiny booklet. Was it a nerve agent or was she just so rattled that she couldn’t keep her hands steady? She concentrated on focusing on the compact writing.
She searched through the pages, breathing loudly, until she found it. There was only one paragraph.
VCA565 variant 3. Lethal doses induce violent hallucination followed rapidly by death. Sub-lethal concentrations often cause hallucinations, deterioration of judgement, miscalculation, and impeded critical thinking. Antidote Family: VCA560-600A.
Xinmei laughed aloud. Impeded critical thinking. She supposed her plan of action, whatever it turned out to be, might likely have some flaws in it. And then there was the hallucination part. If she saw a Vothrile it might not even be real. But she’d sure as hell shoot anyway.
She had an antidote code. Once again, without her link it was up to her alone. Somewhere in a supply crate near one of the breach locks, an antidote pack with VCA560-600A awaited her. Unless they’d all been destroyed, which seemed unlikely. Stores of food and medicine were probably fairly low on the targeting priority for the Vothrile machines, and since it had been a dead-even battle chances were they hadn’t worked their way that far down the list.
So a plan formed in her brain. Find the antidote. Find out if she was alone. Hope a human ship arrived at the mountain before a Vothrile one.
She wandered upward, toward the breach locks. Now that she had a clearer purpose, she moved more quickly, stopping less often. Her weapon was always up, pointing left, then right, sweeping her danger areas, ready to shoot any instant.
She came to a breach point. A burned out husk of a robot the size of a tank lay in the passageway, blocking half of it off. Beside the ruin, crates had been stacked. Men lay behind the barricade, dead. The burned bodies clutched their weapons in ashen fingers. Xinmei pulled some crates aside and started to look.
She opened the crates one by one and had to eyeball their contents, since her link was out. The first crate contained ammunition, as did the second crate. She stopped and listened with her rifle ready. Nothing. She drug down a third crate and cracked it open. It was filled with food.
Finally she found a crate filled with tiny medical packs. The crate had a cybloc in it that was supposed to help her, but since her link had been blown, she’d have to do it manually. Each pack held several doses of a mix of drugs.
She found an antidote pack that included 600A.
She heard something. Had it been an echo of her own movement? She crouched in place, taking cover behind the two crates. Weapon or antidote? She put her weapon down.
Another noise. Closer this time. Xinmei concentrated on the pack. She held it up to her wrist. She felt a tingling sensation as it dispensed a group of antitoxins into her blood. She let the pack drop to the ground and seized her PAW.
Something moved nearby. Xinmei kept her trigger hand on the weapon, ready to manually actuate it, and snatched up the medicine pack in her other hand. She tossed it up over the dead tank next to her.
As soon as she heard the sound of the pack falling a few meters away, she rose from her position.
A Vothrile stood at the barricade. It had turned to cover the direction of the noise. It had no eyes, no nose, only maroon-colored patches on the top of its warty gray body. Its rubbery tentacles clutched more than one weapon.
Xinmei fired. She drained an eighth of her charge into the thing, incinerating it. As soon as the burst was over, she flicked a knob on her weapon to switch over to projectile fire. But it was dead.
The challenge ended abruptly. Xinmei found herself back in her own body in the luxurious quarters. There was no sign of Slicer.
The scenario had been so real, so gripping, that it had completely absorbed her. She had no idea what a Vothrile was, doubted they really existed, but like a dream, whoever she had been in the challenge had known of them.
Victory, an automated voice announced through her link. Promotion. You are advanced one level.
Xinmei ran into the bathroom and threw up.
 




Seven
 

Within forty-eight hours of Zhengqing’s death, Feng Li was promoted to Kong Jun Shang Wei, a captain in the Divine Space Force. The Ascending Dragon’s commander gave notice that officers at his rank and above would be serving from aboard the ship in impending boarding actions, despite the communication difficulties they had during the last battle.
He sent an email to Xinmei informing her of his promotion. The act made him feel a pang of sadness because he knew he’d get no reply. She was still marked as out of contact on duty. How could he possibly complain when he might well have the same status himself for months on end in the space service?
Feng’s duties now included the oversight of all robotic forces deployed by the ship. The only exception was the battle director, which remained in the control of a specialized team on the ship. He had no say in matters of the director although he would use the special interface to communicate his objectives to the computer. Feng had come to realize that the battle director was dangerous to the ship itself, perhaps even to the entire PRC, because of its intelligence. It made him feel a bit better to know that a special team used the controller and had sole authority over its use, which meant that maybe they could keep it isolated from the rest of the ship and the internet.
Feng received a notification of new hardware added to his force via rendezvous with another cruiser the coming day. They were adding four of the heavy Yongshan machines to his battle group.
The Yongshan machines were a welcome addition to his forces, but the new hardware came with a tsunami of PV forms and logistics nightmares. He stayed up late each night laying in his bunk in the officers’ quarters, sifting through the necessary work in his PV.
A day later, another PRC ship, the Martial Dragon, arrived at the Grand China station. The new arrival wasn’t a station cracker, but a battleship, made to destroy other ships in space. It carried Admiral Huang Yaotang, who arranged a meeting with the top officers of Feng’s ship.
The VR meeting site looked like a peaceful pagoda sitting atop a low hill. The interior was empty except for a single giant table with a legion of chairs emblazoned with the Chinese flag.
Admiral Huang appeared at the table, piped into their PVs from the Martial Dragon, yet a few light seconds away.
The admiral was a large man, perhaps overweight but in any case with a wide barrel of a torso. His face was wide, square, and stern.
Admiral Huang shifted slightly in his virtual seat. His eyes focused on the group as whatever communication he had been immersed in terminated.
“I’ve read several reports about the incident at Pearl River station. We are forming a battle group as a precaution in case this proves to be more than an isolated case of corporate sabotage.”
Everyone sat stiffly and watched the admiral.
“Before we can oppose our enemy, we must know: who is our enemy? Someone has attacked our station, yet we don’t know who. If this is an action of the UNSF and not an errant corporate skirmish, then it is critical we prepare for a fight. We have to find out if this is the beginning of a campaign against our interests in space.”
The admiral took a loud breath.
“I was told I would receive an up to date analysis from the captain in charge of the science lab.”
An officer stood from the far side of the table. Feng didn’t recognize the captain.
“The technology of the robot we captured is a total mystery that cannot be easily unraveled. In fact, it is not even a robot at all. It contains living tissue— or, rather, I should say, once-living tissue. It was a cybernetic organism.”
“What do you mean a total mystery?” the Admiral said. “Of what origin are the cyblocs it contains? Western or Chinese?”
The captain shook his head. “It doesn’t contain cyblocs at all,” he said. “At least, not as we know them. The interior is so complex that we are unable to analyze anything but the coarsest of its physical functions. We have, of course, enlisted the aid of our comrades back on Earth. There is no progress in the area of linking this to any known government or corporate electronics.”
“Admiral, please excuse me, but I must say clearly, we now believe this is an alien war machine,” said Captain Lin.
Feng’s eyes widened.
Alien?
The admiral turned to regard Lin imperiously.
“I’m aware of your position on this matter, Captain, and I must tell you that if you don’t support such a wild story with ample evidence, I’m here to relieve you of your command.”
Captain Lin nodded.
“The machine awaits your personal inspection,” Captain Lin said.
An explosion rocked the Ascending Dragon. Alarms went off in everyone’s PVs.
A damage control view opened at the forefront of Feng’s PV. Feng had seen the view before in training exercises. It would route crewmembers to damage control activities as necessary. But the view in Feng’s head didn’t issue him any instructions. That was to be expected, given his rank and the duties assigned to him, although the fact they weren’t in battle might have increased his chances of being recruited to control a fire or seal a hull breach.
Feng was able to gather that the explosion had occurred in the main lab, and it had been contained to that immediate area. Since they now sat a fair distance from that spot, no one in the meeting room had been routed to help out. Feng wondered for a fleeting second if the presence of the Admiral somehow affected the priority calculations of who was directed where in an emergency.
“It was the robot. A piece of it exploded,” said the captain across from Feng who had described the robot as a cyborg.
“Captain Lin, you are temporarily relieved from duty,” said Admiral Huang.
He believes the captain of the Ascending Dragon would destroy the machine to avoid exposing some kind of fraud? Feng thought.
“Admiral, with due respect,” started another officer.
“Say nothing. I will get to the bottom of this,” said the admiral. “This meeting is dismissed.”
Feng said nothing.
 

***
 

“The investigation is still going on,” Sheng said to Feng the next day. “I think Captain Lin will be cleared. The video records show our lab people opening a system of the machine we didn’t understand, right before the explosion.”
“Well, can we learn anything while that mess is being cleaned up? I mean the political mess, not the destroyed lab,” Feng asked.
“We have recordings of the initial investigation,” Sheng said. “The armor is quite a puzzle. When we took the remains, the machine had two clear holes in it where the robot had been hit. Over the next half hour, those holes disappeared.”
“Self-repairing?”
“Yes. Somewhat eerie though, given that the thing was ‘dead’. How can it repair itself in that condition?”
Feng nodded. “It may have repaired more than its armor,” he said.
“What? Well it failed. You felt the tremor? The thing exploded and took the whole lab with it! Some error caused by damage?”
“It destroyed itself,” Feng said. “Just look at what we were learning from it. It was probably designed to destroy itself if captured.”
“Then why didn’t it explode earlier? You mean it actually waited to get to the lab?”
“Maybe the dogs’ charge disabled the mechanism. Either we triggered it by accident, or it repaired itself then self-destructed.”
“Repaired itself so it could explode. I suppose it could happen. Stranger things have happened, though not many.”
“How was the device able to take such punishment?” asked Feng. “Any idea what the armor is made of?”
Sheng shook his head. “More mysteries. The armor isn’t very strong at all. Only a little stronger than the front weave of a dian chuen.”
“It must be a material that starts out incredibly strong until it has accumulated many fractures, like a plastic that gets weaker as it’s bent many times,” Feng said.
Sheng tilted his head. “That’s one possibility,” he said, in a manner which convinced Feng that he didn’t believe it.
“Yes?” Feng prompted.
“I think it becomes incredibly strong only when it needs to be,” Sheng said. “Perhaps at great energy expenditure. But that’s just a guess. We’re checking its conductive properties to see if electrical current changes its most outward physical characteristics. But with the lab in a shambles, all we have are the support rooms to work in.”
“A fleet is forming. We’ll have more facilities soon,” Feng asserted.
“I hope so. Feng, right now we don’t even know how it moved. The arms didn’t push off of things. Yet it was so fast.”
“Deadly fast,” Feng agreed.
 

***
 

The next day, Feng lay on his bunk. He’d exhausted himself working on his new duties. He finally took a break, realizing that he needed to rest for a moment before continuing. His thought drifted to his previous life, and inevitably, to Xinmei.
He’d found the girl so captivating and yet frustrating to deal with. They were classic yin and yang, he always direct, always pursuing her and never wavering, while she sidestepped and resisted without resisting, flowing around his every willful charge forward. He still wondered... had he caught her at all? He had told himself she was his as he left for his training. She had agreed to be his. But now as he replayed the conversation in his head, her assurances had started to sound more like empty words to deflect him rather than an ironclad promise.
The more he thought about it, the more he realized that Xinmei might not wait for him at all. The thought didn’t anger him, though he felt stymied again. It saddened him. Then he realized he had to do anything he could to make sure he was always the one pursuing her. If he never flagged, and made himself into a successful officer, then she would acquiesce to him in the end. It was only logical.
And though Xinmei was indirect, and a free spirit, she was also smart, and thus in the end she would choose him as long as he gave her no reason to reject him.
He strode purposefully to the communications room, where his link told him Lieutenant Wenbo was working.
The room was small, filled with specialized equipment which Feng didn’t recognize. He hadn’t much training in communications gear or operations, thought he assumed most of it was run through a PV interface just like everything else aboard the ship.
“Hello. I came to ask you a favor,” Feng said.
“For the hero of our divine robotic corps? Anything!” Wenbo said.
“It’s my girlfriend. She’s out of contact. Is there any way—”
“Stop there. These security measures are very serious. They’re in place for a good reason.”
“Of course. I know,” Feng said abashedly.
Wenbo winked. “Good. Then you get back to planning and give me some time to work on it.”
Feng smiled.
“Thanks!”
“Don’t thank me. It may take a while,” he said.
“You have time. We have millions of kilometers to go,” Feng said.
 

***
 

Half a day later, Feng awoke to a headache. He lifted his throbbing head in his bunk and recent events came rushing back into his awareness. He opened a link to Sheng.
“Well, it’s a good thing you got some sleep. You looked like you were about to fall over,” Sheng said.
“What did I miss?” asked Feng.
Sheng thought for a second. “Well, I’ve heard news about the alien thing. We’ve been studying the brain we took out of the shell before it exploded,” he said.
“Oh good. The brain wasn’t destroyed in the explosion, then.”
“Yes. We took it out to a different location. It has eight identical lobes,” said Sheng. “It’s tough. The level of interconnection is amazing. Many times denser than our brains. This thing was smarter than we are, Feng.”
Feng frowned. “It doesn’t look so smart anymore. What do you mean, it’s tough? It’s just a brain, you said.”
“It’s physically very stiff. Very strong. I mean not in a muscular way. It’s just made of a strong, rubbery material. Our own brains are closer to mush compared to this. I think it’s because the thing is so fast. Its brain has to be more resistant to sudden acceleration.”
“No matter, as long as a bullet or a laser can still go through it,” Feng said.
“Their technology is superior,” Sheng said. “And now we learn they’re smarter. What chance do we have? We should be sending the diplomatic corps, not the space force.”
“We killed this one, didn’t we? If they’re so powerful, where is their space fleet? Where are their weapons? Their robots?”
“Maybe this is just the scout. Maybe they’re coming.”
Feng snorted.
“I’m not just giving up. Keep learning from it. We’ll figure out its secrets.”
“At this point, it’s like a primitive mongol nomad trying to figure out a Yongshan.”
“Or a monkey trying to control an astronaut?”
“What?”
“Never mind.”
Feng disconnected. He slid out of his bunk, grabbed a dose of caffeine and went to the private world of his PV to catch up with his work. He was disappointed to learn the engineers on the station remembered little of the spinners.
Feng’s rank allowed him access to the information they’d obtained from the engineers. He could see their dossiers and watch footage of the interrogations. He watched just enough to see the frustrating truth that somehow their memories had been suppressed.
There were some notes added to the investigation, that mentioned the ship’s memory had also been censored of many details of the spinners’ presence.
He saw one thread in the report, detailing a source of data that had survived the cleansing. He opened a connection to the lieutenant who had overseen the interrogation of the engineers.
“I see here we recovered a small cache of information from before the suits were worn by everyone,” Feng said.
“Yes sir, one of the engineers had written some interesting things down, even though his memory was suppressed after that. The spinners have managed to learn a lot about human brains, apparently.”
“How is it this information survived where we seem to have lost everything else?”
“He kept a sort of diary. It was stored on an archaic heirloom, off the network. So it never got erased.”
“Give me the summary,” Feng said.
“Yes sir. He describes the creature’s arrival. Says it took over in short order. No one was harmed, though some security machines were disabled.”
“How did it arrive?”
“A regular shuttle.”
“We need to trace that. Okay, what else?”
“The creature described a new system of ranking everyone by intellect. The engineers were to be ranked and rewarded by achievements of tactical and strategic prowess. Those of the highest skill would be allowed to reproduce. It is basically a kind of forced eugenics program. It sounds like it was trying to form a new society centered around making everyone smarter.”
“Well obviously it didn’t have time to get very far. Sounds like a slow process.”
“Well, it also mentioned the mass conversion of the population into cybernetic creatures like the spinner itself,” the lieutenant said.
“I should study this diary but I may not have time. Was there anything else of use?” Feng asked.
“I’ll send you the data, sir. The man who wrote didn’t know how many spinners there are, but he heard something that made him think the spinners aren’t all cooperating with each other. Two of them are competing with each other. Their ranks are too close or something. Kind of like a second in command gunning for the top one’s position.”
Feng grunted. If the spinners’ team was fragmented, then all the better. The Divine Space Force needed all the advantages it could get.
 

***
 

Wenbo sent Feng a message a few hours later.
“I’d like to say I succeeded, but the truth is, somehow Xinmei already sent you a message in secret that we hadn’t noticed. I assume you will have the key to open it, so I’ve simply passed it along to you. I’ll be more alert to subtle drops from her in the future. Don’t worry, I won’t say anything about it.”
“Thanks,” Feng said.
“Anything for the hero,” Wenbo said teasingly.
I should have known, Feng thought. I should have checked myself for something hidden away. I’ve been very focused on my work. It was only luck that Wenbo is a trusted friend.
Feng dropped the connection and examined the file. He opened it with a secret code he’d shared with Xinmei in college.
 

Feng,
You know me. I couldn’t resist sending you a message even though I’m not supposed to.
I’ve been inserted into the slave trade as a spy. I did it because I wanted to be as brave and dutiful as you are. I won’t be able to communicate much until I get back. I’m still promised to you.
I’m proud of you Feng, and I hope you’re proud of me, too. Love, Xinmei.
 

Feng felt concern and then pride. Xinmei wouldn’t be outdone, he thought. She had a competitive streak as strong as her impulse to get into things where she didn’t belong. He loved her for both.
 




Eight
 

Finally Mr. Adrastus returned. This time, Xinmei greeted him immediately.
“Welcome back,” she said.
“Thanks,” he said. Xinmei helped him remove his gear.
“Would you like massage? The gear is heavy.”
“Ah, uhm, sure.”
Xinmei pointed to one side of the room. She walked ahead of him and touched a panel. A white massage cot slid out from the mirrored wall.
Mr. Adrastus pulled off the rest of his gear and left it where it fell. He collapsed onto the white surface and immediately Xinmei’s hands began working on his back.
“How it go today?” she asked after a minute.
“Not good at first. But some good things came up later,” he said. “Some weird things.”
“What is weird? I mean… what things?”
“I found a strange place today. A place I wasn’t supposed to find. Or… maybe a place I was supposed to find, I’m not sure.”
“What place?”
“I don’t really know. It’s a big hangar with some kind of spacecraft, or missile or something. You haven’t heard anything?”
“No.”
But I’m intrigued. Good thing I was able to disable the helmet’s device!
“You may have been there and forgotten. I noticed that some of the people coming out of there had forgotten what they’d seen. Or pretended to anyway.”
I haven’t been anywhere on the station, really. I’ve been trapped here, of course.
“How is that?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Could be some gas or something. A security measure, maybe... Well they may come for me anytime now. I wasn’t supposed to be there.”
Xinmei kept massaging his shoulders. She decided to try some flattery and see how he responded.
“So you sneak around like spy? Very brave.”
“Oh, not really,” he said.
“You going to find out what the thing is… the missile?”
“I hope so.”
“How you find out what it is?”
“Hrm, I haven’t gotten that far yet. I only do it because I think that’s what VG expects of me,” he said. “I think this whole thing is a test, and I’m trying to get to the bottom of it.”
“I sure you right,” she said. “You are very smart. Must be, to come here.”
“Thanks.”
Xinmei finished the massage without any more questions. She’d already asked a lot, but she thought it would be normal for a person trapped alone all day to be talkative.
Mr. Adrastus got up and went into the bathroom to get ready for sleep. Xinmei prepared her yin xing ji to hack into his link while he slept. She wanted to find out what he’d learned. His link memory might even have pictures of the device, or documents related to it that she could send along.
“Goddamn!” he yelled. Xinmei jumped. She hadn’t even started yet! Had he detected something?
She hurried to the doorway of the bedroom.
“What wrong?” she asked.
“Argh, my… toe,” he said. “Ah, nothing, I smashed the hell out of my toe, that’s all, no problem.”
“It is broken?”
“No. No, it’s fine, thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Yes, good night.”
Xinmei turned and walked out. Xinmei released her breath. Her first reaction had been to assume she’d somehow miscalculated. But she hadn’t revealed herself. Everything was fine. She resumed her hacking. What Mr. Adrastus knew, China had to know.
 

***
 

Xinmei and Feng danced on the wide wooden platform of the university event hall. Xinmei could feel the excitement of the evening. She couldn’t wait to win the contest again.
Her feet started to run into each other. Then her legs weren’t working right. She tried to dance, but it wasn’t happening. She couldn’t move correctly.
Feng looked at her strangely.
“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she told him.
“I don’t care if you can’t dance,” he said angrily. “It’s that man! I hate him.”
“What man?” Xinmei said.
Feng turned away.
“What’s wrong? What’s wrong, Feng?”
Xinmei backed up into someone. It was Mr. Adrastus.
“Dance with me!” he said in Chinese with a horrible accent. He swayed clumsily. He looked drunk. He pawed at her.
“Go away! I’m dancing with Feng tonight!” she told him. But he wouldn’t leave her alone.
Feng shot them another poisonous look. Now he was talking to two other girls in beautiful dance dresses. They were pulling him off to dance with them.
“Feng!” she cried. The women laughed. Everyone was laughing at her.
“You’ve lost him now. Look at your new man! The big nose. He’s your boyfriend now!” a nearby girl said.
Xinmei bolted awake. She almost fell off her narrow cot in the main room. The lights were dim. Her link chronometer said 4:45 AM station time. Mr. Adrastus was no doubt still asleep.
She suddenly felt very alone. How could she have accepted this assignment? She rolled over and buried her head in the pillow.
Feng. I will see you again. I must see you again.
 

***
 

Xinmei received a hidden instruction module in a message disguised as a reminder for changes in coffee preparation for her ‘guest’ Mr. Adrastus. Her yin xing ji immediately unpackaged the secret message and made it available for her to read.
A drug packet has been placed inside one of the couch cushions in the central room.
Add the drug to his food in the evening. It will require thirty minutes to take full effect. The recipient will become sluggish and his speech will be slurred. His memory for real events should be disabled, but he will remember the artificial input. Connect through his link. Tell him it is for a sensory empath program, to heighten the experience. Then simply run the program we’ve sent you.
Xinmei frowned. She didn’t relish the idea of masquerading as this Westerner’s sex partner, but at least she wouldn’t have to really become his lover.
She padded into the kitchenette with the tiny drug packet in her palm. What to put it in? Xinmei surveyed the food inside the refrigerator.
The yogurt, she decided. It seemed to be a favorite of his so far. She added the packet into the yogurt and mixed it around.
Mr. Adrastus had staggered into the room and retreated into the bathroom without uttering a word. Xinmei felt that something must have disturbed him. She wondered if he’d learned something important. She heard the shower start up.
Maybe this is a bad time? But how can I know to pick the right time? Besides, I’ve already laced the yogurt.
Once he had been in the shower for about five minutes, Xinmei took the yogurt and a cold sandwich and set it on a plate next to his bed. Then she retreated back into the kitchen.
Mr. Adrastus came out and went into his room. Xinmei tried to be patient. She went into the bathroom and cleaned up the towels and the shower.
Finally she checked and saw that he’d eaten some of the food. She started a timer in her link and strode about nervously waiting for the drug to take effect.
Xinmei thought of Feng. The Westerner was handsome in his own way, but Xinmei wanted him to leave. She wished that Feng could come visit her in this luxurious room, that they could relax and exchange pleasant talk as they sometimes used to on the summer weekends in Beijing.
Finally the time came. Xinmei forced herself to go back into the bedroom. She walked up to the bed to take a closer look. He appeared lethargic.
“You have trouble?” she asked in her pidgin English.
“Huge trouble. Leviathan trouble,” he said.
Xinmei’s hidden link provided the translation. “Big trouble?” she asked.
“I’m a prisoner here like you. I found out a big secret about this place. That missile I found is an alien ship. Captain is an alien cyborg. We have to get out of this place, and warn Earth. But I’m powerless to do that. I need time to think it over.”
“Let me help you forget,” she said. Xinmei offered him the program connection. “It is for enjoyment.”
“I thought you didn’t have... where is that running?”
“The bed computer,” Xinmei lied. He should be able to see through the deception, but she hoped he wouldn’t remember it later.
His head lolled to one side and he made a sound halfway between a whimper and a moan. Xinmei approached carefully and took off his shirt. He didn’t seem to notice her. His head moved side to side but his eyes remained unfocused.
She took off the rest of his clothes. She took a moment to peek at him. Apparently he was quite aroused. She left the garments beside the bed and retreated from the room.
Xinmei thought about what Mr. Adrastus had said. An alien ship. An alien cyborg. Was he insane? Xinmei had a lot of data about the missile, or ship, or whatever it was. The Westerners were studying it carefully. Clearly, whether it was alien or not, it was important. Xinmei wanted to get that information back to China.
Each time the spies sent dispatches back home, they ran the risk of being caught. Corporate security could be tight, and of course if anyone dared to run an AI for a while to look for spies, then they’d almost certainly be discovered.
Xinmei didn’t know exactly how they smuggled out data, but she could guess: Most likely it was added onto regular employee communications in pieces, or else it mimicked an employee message or file. She didn’t think the data went out in a physical storage module on the shuttles, because that would be too slow and clumsy.
The problem was, since the spinners arrived, things had changed. Everything they’d tried to send out had been flagged and removed from the system.
Yingtai thought it was the spinners themselves who had started blocking the secret messages, but Xinmei wasn’t so sure. What if VG itself had redoubled their security to keep the secret? They were studying the ship day and night. Xinmei had heard from her fellow spies that traffic to and from the station had tripled. Xinmei knew very well that when security went lax, it became easy to get past most procedures, but once vigilance had been raised, it became much more difficult to defeat.
Yingtai had mentioned that she and her friends might even be able to escape the base, but she said they would only have one chance, and anyone left behind would likely be caught. Xinmei thought that if she could get on a flight out of the base, she would be able to send the transmission once they had departed. If nothing else, they might be able to leave something on the plane. Surely the MSS back on Earth was wondering why their spies on Synchronicity hadn’t been in touch for so long. They might be looking for clues on anything that came back from the station.
Xinmei left a drop for Yingtai hidden in the cybloc that controlled the couch. Its normal function was to offer temperature and ergonomic controls, but it had the standard cybloc memory module, which was much more powerful than necessary for the tiny couch controller. Her message proposed that the spies would leave the base and get the message out from the plane or its destination near Earth, one way or another.
As far as getting off the base, she couldn’t imagine how it might be accomplished. How could the slaves simply walk onto a shuttle and disappear?
Her link signaled her. Its program had completed. Xinmei padded back into the bedroom.
“Better now?”
Mr. Adrastus’s eyes focused on her. She smiled.
“Yes… much better. I guess if we’re stuck here, at least we have pleasant company.”
“So, you know too much? They not let you go.”
“Right. I’m surprised that they haven’t put more security on everything. Unless maybe Alec wants someone to leak it.”
Xinmei picked up the helmet of his gear from a plush white chair by the bed and sat down across from him.
“Was more security precaution,” she said. “Helmet can control you. Can make you forget things you see.”
Mr. Adrastus looked at the helmet like it was about to attack him. “It’s done something to my brain?”
“No. I disable it. Otherwise, you not find anything out. Then I not find anything out, either.”
“You? You knew about it?” he stared at the helmet. “Wait a minute! Captain has trapped me here because of that! He discovered it. He said I caused a malfunction.”
“I did not know. Very sorry,” she said rapidly. “I here to find out things. To report back. We work together. Have others like me. I arrange our escape.”
“That’s… I guess that’s a good thing! I need to figure out how to get away and warn VG about this. Hell, warn the whole world!”
“One thing …”
“Yes?”
“We escape to China.”
“Oh.”
 




Nine
 

The Ascending Dragon rendezvoused with three more Chinese space vessels at Grand China Station. Feng learned they were two destroyers and a supply ship. They got a hundred new dogs from the supply ship, which got them back up to almost 900 dog machines to deploy.
Feng and Wenbo had often lamented their heavy losses in the battles thus far. It seemed that the universe conspired against them. Feng, however, remained confident, as they had been victorious each time in the end.
Then the small fleet left, heading into deep space. Feng didn’t know what their new destination was until they were hours underway, when the admiral opened a ship-wide link channel.
“We have solid intelligence indicating there’s another of these spider machines on another station. It’s been doing the same thing this one was— whatever that is. The citizens are wearing the plastic suits. It has taken over the station. We’re going after this creature and we’re going to kill or capture it. We need to find out where these things are coming from and how to stop them. Earth is depending on us to protect them from this new menace. We won’t let them down.”
Feng studied the data on the target station. It was called Nibiru, owned by an African company called Talisite Systems. The station wasn’t far, since it also rested in Earth’s L5 zone. Feng had a day to prepare for the incursion.
First, he set Wenbo to running his simulations on the data they had describing the station. They’d have to be careful not to rely too much on the results, given that the station was likely to differ from its specs considerably. The specs were not too detailed, anyway. Apparently that hadn’t been a priority.
Then Feng himself wrestled with the battle controller interface. He knew they hunted at least one of the spinners. That was the priority he’d make clear in his set of instructions.
After a half hour he decided to call in Sheng to help him.
“We want to act as liberators to this neutral station. Otherwise, we’ll be making a move that could start a space war. We need to spare as many of the inhabitants as we can, but we can’t take it easy with the spinners.”
Sheng looked over Feng’s settings and made a few modest improvements.
“The Yongshans aren’t in here,” Sheng said.
“The battle controller is handling the dogs,” Feng said. “I’m putting pilots on the Yongshans.”
“What for?”
“The battle controller had troubles, remember? There are only four Yongshans. I’m going to try and use human pilots to guide them at a high level. Of course, all the targeting and split-second maneuvering is left to the robot itself.”
Sheng nodded.
“Speaking of that, I need to know what progress we’ve made with the communications problem we had last time,” Feng said. “I need to have extra plans ready for a communications breakdown. How likely is it?”
“I think it will happen again,” Sheng said. “The spinners are smart, they know it’s a great way to reduce our effectiveness.”
“How do they do it?”
“The electronics warfare team released an analysis that said the spinner used our own on-station cyblocs to create EM interference specifically targeted at the battle controller’s channels,” Sheng said.
“But cyblocs are very quiet,” Feng said.
“When operated correctly, yes. But the spinners can use the cyblocs to interfere with the battle controller’s transmissions. So we get good control near the surface of the station facing the Ascending Dragon. The battle controller team plans to expand upon that a bit by putting relay satellites around Nibiru. But once you penetrate deeper into the station, we’ll have the same problem.”
Feng frowned. “If they learn to mimic the battle controller’s commands, then they could take control of the dogs.”
“I won’t say that’s impossible,” Sheng said. “But the dogs have sets of authentication codes also known to the battle controller in a preset sequence. It should be difficult to defeat that.”
Feng didn’t want to underestimate the spinners, but he didn’t feel he had much choice in at least trying to rely on the battle controller again.
Feng forced himself to sleep, anticipating a long incursion when they arrived at Nibiru.
This time when the Ascending Dragon approached the target station, Feng’s routine was quite different. He didn’t have to suit up or clamber into the cramped transport module. He would be staying on board, monitoring the situation remotely much as the battle controller’s team did.
He felt calm as he watched the spatial acrobatics of the assault modules as they moved to their designated breach points and penetrated the skin of the station. It was considerably less tense watching from a distance instead of being on board the jostling metal can of a ship as it attached to a station.
Despite it being the Ascending Dragon’s first incursion where they had to cut their way in, everything went smoothly at the breaches. The dogs ran out under the control of the battle computer, followed by the human soldiers. One of the two modules held the four Yongshans, which rolled in last, barely fitting through the breach.
He could see in his PV that the Yongshans were in place. Feng smiled. What he hadn’t told Sheng was that he intended to be one of the Yongshan pilots. They could keep him trapped here on the mothership, but he would still have a bit of the action.
Feng switched over to his pilot’s channel.
“Take control now,” he told them. “We’re going into the station. If we lose contact, then the machines will return. Now, we’ve got four major ring corridors that run the entire base on the top level. Each of us will take one. They’re relatively open and should give us a good line of sight. Needless to say, if you spot a spinner then open fire.”
Feng looked over the internal status of the Yongshan he piloted. Everything looked good. The main cannon magazine had been loaded with light shrapnel rounds, which wouldn’t blow a hole clean through the base, but he hoped that if the rounds exploded near a spinner, it would take it out or at least wound it.
The Yongshans also had a secondary weapon system, a chain gun. Its rounds were soft and slow, designed for use on a space station. Feng had his doubts about the effectiveness of the chain gun on a spinner, given its toughness, but the chain gun’s rate of fire was so high it might stand a chance. Feng had programmed the Yongshan machines to scatter-fire the secondary weapon, making a hit more likely. This also made it impossible to shoot it with any accuracy, meaning that if there were any bystanders around when the gun was used, there would likely be casualties.
The Yongshans headed down the major corridors that ran the ring of the station. The concourse was wide open. It looked much different than a Chinese station. It looked like a dense city road, with shops and apartments on either side.
Feng spotted a few of the locals in the black armor, congregating in a small side yard. They were gesticulating wildly toward the Yongshan.
He ignored them. They likely wouldn’t have anything that could harm the Yongshan. He realized he should have assigned a dog or two to each of the large machines. Even a stupid dog out of contact with the battle controller would be able to suppress anyone running up to the Yongshan.
“Send us a couple of dogs each,” Feng ordered on the channel for his officers. “Put them on general defense in the rear of our Yongshans.”
He trusted his men to comply so the Yongshan continued forward.
Feng looked at his display. The Yongshans had moved across about a sixth of the station ring, one third of the way to the position of the other battle module and the rest of their dogs.
“All right, it’s smart enough to elude us. We’ll get our shot yet,” Feng told the other tank pilots. “The dogs will flush the tiger toward us.”
“Excuse me, sir?”
“We’ll get the battle controller to send the dogs from the other module. They’ll head around the ring toward us in a massive frontal assault. The spinner will pick off some and steadily retreat in our direction. When it shows up we’ll be sitting here on the main corridors and kill it.”
“The cyblocs are blocking our signals. If the dogs leave the skin of the station, it may not be able to control them.”
“Acceptable,” Feng said. “Put them on general frontal assault. I doubt the spinner will want to engage all of them at once. It should run toward us.”
“With respect, sir, what if the spinner is on the other side of the station?”
“I like our odds. We can do this again if we have to,” Feng said.
Although I worry about the damage it can do before that time, he thought. And our organization gets worse with every minute spent on-station. Unless the battle controller can burn through that interference and take control.
Feng sat and waited. He could see through his PV the dogs had been dispatched toward his position. They encountered pockets of angry locals who fought them briefly, but the dogs simply glued them up and left them for the soldiers to clean up.
The mass of dogs were closing on the Yongshans from straight ahead. He noted that the small rear escort had taken positions behind the big machines.
“Here they come. Look sharp,” Feng said. Feng advised his Yongshan that he expected a target to appear in the forward line of sight. The machine kept its cannon trained directly ahead. All its systems were ready to fire.
“It’s here!” came the signal on the Yongshan pilot’s channel. At the same time, Feng saw the Yongshan on one edge drop off the live list.
“What happened?” Feng asked.
How is it possible?
“I didn’t see it... don’t know exactly what happened,” the pilot said. It was too quick. The weapons are set to fire, but they missed. How can that little thing...?”
“I don’t know,” Feng said. He imagined the frail-looking spider robot. Somehow it had blown away a heavy war robot in seconds. The Yongshan was essentially a compact tank.
It took a moment for Feng to find a record of the dead machine’s sensor feed. He found it a few seconds later. The spinner had appeared for less than a second. The audio analysis confirmed the sound of three supersonic shots. The spinner had shot... something at the Yongshan. With devastating effect.
The machine that had died was on one flank. Feng’s machine was in the corridor farthest away. He cursed in frustration.
“Well, it’s likely gotten through our trap, then,” Feng transmitted.
“Trouble!” said the next pilot over. “My machine is firing... but it’s dying,” he said. Feng saw the machine indicate heavy damage on the display. Then it also winked out.
Two machines dead, right in a line. Feng’s machine was the end in that line. He studied the display and thought rapidly.
There’s a single cross corridor thirty meters in front of us. The spinner could be making its way along there. Then it can dart out, deal the damage, and move on.
“I’m next,” said the pilot in the adjacent corridor.
“We have to anticipate it,” Feng said. “Send your dog escort forward to that corridor.”
“Will do,” said the pilot.
Feng kept watch in the PV. The two dogs that had been sent ahead winked out.
“Fire now,” Feng said. “Just fire.”
Feng watched the tactical display. The Yongshan fired blind. Then a moment later, it started to take damage. Feng couldn’t tell how, systems just started to drop off the monitoring system. Then the tank stopped functioning.
The third Yongshan was destroyed. Feng cursed again. The dogs ahead were almost there but he couldn’t get a visual on them yet due to the curve of the station.
Feng kept his eyes peeled, even though his machine was set to fire at the first sign of a target signature. He looked at the granular log display on the right side of his PV. It was exactly two minutes between the deaths of the first two Yongshans. Exactly two minutes and two seconds between the deaths of the second and third.
He had ten seconds left.
Feng set his two dog escorts on pure offensive mode and let them flank his machine. Then he opened the weapons control window in his PV. He took control of the cannon and set the shell fuse to detonate at thirty meters. Two minutes and one second after the death of the previous Yongshan, Feng fired the shell.
Smoke and debris flew from the fragmentation shell’s detonation ahead. Suddenly his Yongshan started to report systems failures. He yelled out loud in anger. He saw a wildly spinning machine in the corridor. The Yongshan opened fire with its secondary weapon. He could hear the chain gun eating through ammo. Then there was another explosion, bigger than the first. The Yongshan stopped firing.
Feng could see his machine was crippled. It couldn’t move. The main cannon was down. He just waited, watching a cloud of dust flow over the machine.
“Did you get it?” asked another pilot.
“I don’t know,” Feng said. He watched the smoke another few moments. His Yongshan didn’t drop completely off. Nothing was happening.
“My Yongshan is mostly dead. But there was some kind of secondary explosion. Maybe like the one that blew up in the lab?”
Feng saw dogs moving through the clearing dust in the Yongshan’s video feed.
“The dogs are here, maybe it ran off,” Feng said.
“The battle controller is communicating with the dogs again,” came Wenbo’s report.
“Did we kill it?” Feng asked urgently.
There was a pause. Then, “Yes! I see fragments in the corridor... one of its arms.”
Feng exhaled harshly and opened his eyes. He sat in a command cubicle in the Ascending Dragon. He had parked various displays interlaced into his vision across the blank metal walls of the cubicle.
Success.
Then the frustration returned.
We lost four Yongshans. Against one tiny spinning robot.
The dogs resumed their sweep. Feng could tell the battle controller was there, as the wave of dogs had fallen out of order, with the dogs toward the inside of the ring ahead of the others that had a longer path to follow. The controller re-synchronized the army. Wherever they encountered the locals they efficiently glued them up.
Feng listened in on the soldiers’ chatter as well, as they seized the rest of the station. After a few minutes he heard something that made him sit up. He opened a channel to Sheng.
“Slaves?”
“Chinese slaves. They have Chinese slaves working for them.”
“Captain Lin won’t let them get away with that,” Feng said.
“Yeah, he’ll probably put the slaves in charge and make the owners into the labor. That would be fitting. I also heard we have some spies here. Maybe they’ll be able to shed some light on what’s been going on.”
Spies. Could Xinmei...
“Where are the slaves at?” Feng asked urgently.
“I’ll send you a pointer. We’re processing them in a cafeteria. Pretty exciting, isn’t it? We’ve freed them!”
Feng switched to a feed from the cafeteria where they had herded the slaves. All he could think about now was Xinmei. Could she be here? Had she been hurt? He saw dozens of Chinese men and women dressed in simple black and silver Talisite uniforms. The angle wasn’t good. He couldn’t see all their faces like this.
He commandeered a dog from the battle controller and sent it into the cafeteria so he could take a look. His dog strode through the room hurriedly, glancing at all the faces. He didn’t see Xinmei.
“Were any of the enslaved killed during the incursion?” Feng demanded. The officer there blinked, surprised to be addressed by a dog with the authority of a captain.
“I don’t believe so. Who are you looking for?”
Feng didn’t know how to answer. “Send me a record of them once you’re finished here,” he said.
Of course not. She’s probably on Earth. Most of the slaves must be there. And if she’s not, well, there are so many stations anyway...
Feng felt foolish. Worse, he’d neglected his duty on the assumption that only one spinner existed. Of course, the fact that the cybloc jamming had ceased was a strong sign.
Admiral Huang opened an urgent channel to his officers aboard the Ascending Dragon.
“Important intelligence has come through related to the spinners. There is a ship,” the admiral said. “A space ship. It belongs to these things. We’re going to seize that ship at all costs. We must learn more about it.”
The admiral paused.
“The ship is on a Western controlled station. We’re going to war. There are UNSF fleet elements in the area. Expect a fight when we get there. The ship is too valuable for us to expect to seize it without resistance.”
Feng couldn’t believe it. Real war? Against the UNSF? Captain Lin had been right after all. Feng thought about the goal, an alien ship. He understood why they had to fight for it. If the West were allowed to study that ship, then they’d learn secrets that could put them far, far ahead of anything the Chinese had.
 




Ten
 

Xinmei sat on her guest’s bed. She had put on a turquoise robe provided by VG to hide her body from him. He stared at her hungrily. For a moment Xinmei worried he would want her again. Hopefully she would be able to convince him to wait. The illusion was useful to help ensure his cooperation, but she didn’t want to use it more often than necessary.
“Well? Tell me your plan. How are we gonna do this?” he asked.
“Shuttle. We will be on,” Xinmei said.
“How can we do that? They’ll never let us.”
“Have others who help. They fool computer,” she told him. It was true enough. They should be able to escape the station. Then the plan was to warn China of the threat.
“And Captain? Slicer?”
“We go during challenge.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Yes. Best time. Only one chance, I think.”
Mr. Adrastus considered her words. She knew he would eventually accept her offer.
He has no choice.
“Has anyone you worked with escaped before?”
“No. Haven’t tried.”
“I wonder what Alec will do if they catch us,” he said. “I mean, I wonder what Captain will do.”
Kill us both, Xinmei thought. She didn’t dare say this out loud, because she needed the company man to stay calm. Having him on her side could make the difference between getting on that shuttle or being thrown out of an airlock.
“Where are you from?” he asked.
“Beijing.”
“What kind of spy are you exactly? Do you work for the Chinese government or a corporation?”
Xinmei looked away. “No matter,” she said. She thought of Feng and wondered where he was. This man wasn’t a beast, but he didn’t compare to her Feng.
“Okay, well never mind about that. I wonder what it’s like growing up in the Chinese bloc. Is it true that you have a billion people living at subsistence?”
“No.” Actually Xinmei didn’t know how many lived at subsistence. But the huge herds of feral humans existed everywhere, kept at bay only by lack of organization, lack of robotic forces, and the food thrown out by the corporations to keep them from starving to death.
“Hrm. Well, what bad things did you hear about the West when you were in Beijing?”
“Americans all use drugs. Drugs to keep happy and stupid. Brazilians are all segui.”
“Segui?”
“Sex… sex monster,” she said.
“Ah. Well, I don’t use many drugs. Although a sleeping pill tonight might be wise. I doubt I can go to sleep given the current plan for tomorrow.”
Xinmei nodded.
“I help you sleep,” she said. Should be easy enough to fool him again. I hope, she thought.
“I was hoping you might say that.”
 

***
 

Xinmei spent the morning preparing the details of their escape with Yingtai. They used their last allowed meeting to go over the plan.
“I’ve obtained tasers you can use,” Yingtai said. “Take your guest with you.”
“Very well. Although I’m half thinking I should change the plan and leave him here.”
“He’ll help you. First of all, he can get you out of any of a dozen situations you might get yourself into just by vouching for you. Plus, if something goes wrong on the shuttle, he might be able to help you fight. He might even be able to help get the shuttle working for you two to use.”
“How can we even get on the shuttle?”
“You’ll pose as two other people. We’ve knocked out a VG man and a woman and blocked their links. Set up your link with the information I send you.”
“What about you? Don’t you want out of here? Won’t there be problems if they find out you helped me leave?”
“We’re willing to stay here and keep gathering information. Besides, if you succeed, the Divine Space Force will come here. Also, with the spinners in control of everything, we don’t need to fear retribution. Everyone’s mind is on the spinners and their new rules. We’re the last thing on anyone’s mind.”
“This is my gear?”
“Yes. It should fit you well enough.”
“How did you get it?”
“I said you needed to leave to see the doctor.”
“Oh.”
The gear was exactly her size, with blue trim. She started to put it on.
“Good luck, Xinmei,” Yingtai said. “Get through any way you can. Send messages along the way. It doesn’t matter if the UNSF hears them. Just make sure that our people find out.”
“Have you sent a message from here?”
“Yes, we have. I’m sure between all our efforts, the news will make it home.”
Yingtai gave Xinmei an injector. “This is more of the drug we gave you before. It may come in handy.”
“Thank you.”
“The program for the drug can be used for more than pleasure,” she added. Xinmei nodded. She grabbed a knife from the kitchen and put it into the gear.
“That may not be a good idea,” said Yingtai.
“The spinners don’t care about weapons,” Xinmei said. “I take it just in case.”
Yingtai left. Xinmei was just putting on the last bit of her gear when Mr. Adrastus came out in his own gear.
He saw her new set of gear.
“Gear for you? How did you get it?”
“Made doctor appointment,” Xinmei said. She stood up with her helmet in hand.
“How many of your people are coming?”
“No room for anyone else,” she said. “We can only fool the security this much. Slicer may know. He has killed,” she said. She put her helmet on.
“I remember!” he said. He slipped his helmet on.
They left the room together with Xinmei in the lead. She headed towards the spaceport. She saw four or five people moving about in their own gear on various errands. Xinmei felt conspicuous despite the gear, but no one paid them any attention. The spaceport was mostly empty. Xinmei felt thankful that there weren’t other flights arriving or departing at the time, though she knew it might have provided more cover to have other people checking through at the same time.
They walked up to a collection of doors divided by rails like racehorse chutes. Xinmei selected one and they walked inside. The robot on the wall wasn’t activated.
“Wait here,” Xinmei said.
“Hey, wait! How big is this flight, anyway? How come no one else is here?”
“Technicians only,” she said. “Not for passengers. Cargo flight.”
“Really? Oh.”
“Wait,” Xinmei repeated. “Time must be right; we pretend to be someone else.” She walked ahead out of the room.
She went to the women’s restroom where Yingtai had left her the weapons. She retrieved the tasers from the recycling bin. Each was roughly tube shaped with two needles protruding from the front. There was a single safety switch and firing trigger on the top where her thumb rested.
Xinmei went back to retrieve Mr. Adrastus.
“We get on now,” she told him. He turned around in surprise at the sound of her voice.
He’s as nervous as I am.
“Relax. It go like plan,” she said, tugging on his arm. He stepped toward her. She lifted his hand and placed the weapon in his gloved hand.
“Stunner?” he guessed.
“Taser,” she said. “For emergency. I take care of pilots.”
“The computer flies the shuttle, not the pilots,” he pointed out.
“Pilots control computer,” she said. “They give me the authorization to …” Xinmei hesitated, looking for a word. “Navigate.”
“But they’re not our people?”
Xinmei walked ahead. She isolated his link and told her yin xing ji to look like the other VG people who were scheduled to be on the cargo flight.
They entered the lock corridor and went straight through to the spaceplane. As far as Xinmei could tell, her link did the job and no alarms were raised.
The interior was dark. There were a few dull colored seats in four rows. Xinmei saw someone entering the area from across the seats. They took their helmet off and Xinmei saw the face of an older man. He was covered in sweat. He wasn’t paying Xinmei and Mr. Adrastus any special attention.
Xinmei walked over to the man as he worked to remove his gear.
“You can take your gear off now,” the man said.
Xinmei targeted the man’s neck and shocked him. The weapon emitted a sharp snap. The man fell to his knees. Xinmei kicked him over. The man had passed out. Xinmei noticed his link drop offline. The weapon had disabled it.
She took off her helmet and looked at Mr. Adrastus.
“Leave rest on,” she said. “Just in case. Maybe good protection.”
He nodded.
“What about his link? If he wakes up and sends out a message …”
“Link dead now,” Xinmei said. She pointed at her taser.
“But if we zap the pilot’s link, the shuttle might—”
“Know. Have link to take over.”
“But the pilot’s link must have a series of one-time codes used to communicate with …”
“Know. We have codes, too. Only need password to make navi … navigation changes.”
Mr. Adrastus sighed.
Xinmei moved to the other door and through it. The passageway beyond ran the length of the plane. They moved rapidly toward the cockpit.
Xinmei made it to the door but her link told her she could not get inside.
“Your entrance is not authorized,” a voice in her link told her in English. Xinmei sent an open request to anyone inside. The door opened.
A pilot sat in an acceleration couch in a small room. Xinmei noted he was an older man with some gray hair, though he wasn’t fat. The man was absorbed in his PV.
“So, what’s up?” asked the man.
Xinmei shocked him. The pilot yelled and passed out. A little blood came from his mouth. Xinmei wanted to just walk away, but she had to keep going. She tried to pick the man up.
“Help carry,” Xinmei said.
Mr. Adrastus helped her with the body. She led him down the corridor to some storage lockers. The area was gently lit by several glow panels. Some chairs were arranged in a small break area, so Xinmei told Mr. Adrastus to drop the man there.
We need something to tie them up with, she thought.
Xinmei opened up a locker. She dug around and found some yellow rope.
“Tie up,” she said, giving Mr. Adrastus the rope. Then she went back to get the other man. She regretted this when she discovered how heavy the fat man was, but she managed to drag him back to the break area. She let Mr. Adrastus take over while she caught her breath.
He tied them up into the chairs.
Xinmei retrieved a cup of water from a water station in the wall. Xinmei threw water on the fat one. He slowly woke up.
“Let us go, you whack jobs,” he said.
“I change course,” Xinmei said. “We need authorization.”
“No!” spat the fat man.
The skinny one shook his head and opened his eyes.
“We won’t cooperate with you,” he said. “My link does not work. By this time, the vessel is locked down and help is on the way.”
“Does the ship look locked down to you?” Mr. Adrastus asked. He walked over to a locker and opened it with his link.
“We need authorization,” Xinmei repeated.
“Go fuck yourself, Chink!”
Xinmei glared at him with her meanest look. She took her knife out and brandished it.
“I’m not talking,” said the pilot. The other man didn’t speak.
Xinmei calmly sliced through the pilot’s waistband and slid his pants down to his ankles. The man wore blue undersheers, simple clinging underwear that went halfway down his thigh.
“You do not want me continue,” Xinmei said. The pilot didn’t respond.
Xinmei adjusted her taser then thrust it hard into the pilot’s groin. They heard a sharp snap. The man screamed.
For my country, she thought. I have to do this. Would Feng ask me to stop?
“You crazy bitch!” the other man yelled.
“Give us,” Xinmei said. The pilot didn’t answer. His face was red.
Xinmei grabbed the man’s shorts and sliced them open with her knife.
“Oh, my god,” whimpered the fat man.
“I never liked watching this part,” Mr. Adrastus stated matter-of-factly. “Let me know once he’s told you.” He left the room hurriedly.
He doesn’t want to watch. I can’t blame him. But this is good.
Xinmei turned the fat man away from the other in the chair so he couldn’t see what was happening. She took out her injection device and put the drug into the other man’s leg near his crotch. He screamed and fought against his bindings.
The pilot’s eyes unfocused. Xinmei configured her program, selected a torture scenario and ran it.
The pilot screamed again. It was a long, strained wail of despair. Xinmei’s heart rate sped up even more. She hadn’t expected it to be so effective so quickly.
The fat man spoke up. “The passcode is Argus five zero five. Argus five zero five. Please, just stop!”
Xinmei turned the program off.
“You are wise to cooperate,” she said. She cut the pilot on his thumb, bloodying her knife. Then she emerged from the room. She looked at Mr. Adrastus.
Don’t show him any fear, she thought. So she smiled.
“We have authorization,” she said.
Mr. Adrastus nodded. His face looked blank. She was sure he saw the blood on her knife.
“I locked them out of computer,” she told him. He nodded again, then stopped.
“Wait,” he said. “I know you’re good. But he didn’t say the password was argus five zero five, did he?”
“How you know that?”
Mr. Adrastus shook his head. “I work for VG, remember? Argus five zero five is a security alert password. If you use that, the ship will lock down. He’s been trained to give you that password. It changes every month.”
Is he telling me the truth? Yes, he must be.
“Wait here,” she said.
Xinmei steeled herself. She knew the alien ship meant a lot for China. She went back into the locker room and closed the door. The pilot was still dazed. She injected the fat man with the drug in the side of his arm.
That’s all I have. None left to fool Mr. Adrastus again on the voyage home, she thought.
Xinmei resumed the program. The men stiffened, then screamed.
Whatever they are feeling, it is horrible.
The screaming continued for more than a minute in intermittent, ragged bursts. Then the other man started to scream.
“Give me,” Xinmei ordered him.
“Zeus five. Capital A nine nine,” a man said.
“Zeus?”
“Z, e, u, s. With a capital Z,” the man clarified.
Xinmei had what she needed. She turned to leave again, but realized that Mr. Adrastus would learn about the drug if she didn’t make the details just right. She cut the thinner man on the back of his arm and sprinkled his blood around. She put the remains of the pilot’s pants over his groin.
Xinmei came back out. She tossed away the knife as Mr. Adrastus watched with a scared look on his face.
Good. Let him be afraid of me.
Xinmei stripped off the gear. Mr. Adrastus did the same. Then he saw her lack of real clothing. Her undersheers were clinging to her chest, drenched in sweat. She ignored him and removed the rest of the gear. She glanced at Mr. Adrastus. He stared at her breasts. She flushed under his gaze.
Sex monster.
“This way,” she said.
Mr. Adrastus dropped the last of his gear. Xinmei returned to the cockpit as she accessed the ship’s controls in her PV.
First she gave an information dispatch to the ship and told it to transmit it every half hour once they were away from the station. The dispatch would go to several innocuous-seeming destinations she knew were monitored by the Chinese.
Then she took a moment to decipher the complex control panes, and then found a destination in Europe. She changed the destination to a Chinese station called Qian Nian Men. The interface resisted her choice, but she managed to override a few safety switches and it finally accepted her destination.
Suddenly her authorization was lost. She tried to regain it, but she had been locked out. She looked over at Mr. Adrastus. His taser was pointed at her. She took a step back.
“What you do?” she asked.
“Sorry,” he said. He tried to use the taser on her, but it didn’t fire. She had programmed his weapon to be inert if used against her.
Xinmei skipped forward and kicked him between the legs. He bent over in pain, so she tried to knee him in the face. Somehow she didn’t hit him squarely, so she tried to throw him instead. He pushed her off balance, and then hit her.
Stars flew through her eyes. Sharp pain assailed her from her nose. He’d hit her twice, hard. She moaned in pain and fell back, stunned.
“The damn thing didn’t work the whole time?” he said.
Her hand came up to cover her nose. Tears rolled from her eyes.
“The cybloc. Not set to fire at you or me.” She breathed with difficulty, feeling the blood moving in her nose.
“I’m sorry, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to China! I’ve heard that company people who end up there never make it back!”
“Please … let me go there,” she said.
“I’ll think about it,” he said. “If there’s a way to get us each to our own destination then I’ll take it. Right now, to the locker room. March!” He pointed to the exit door of the cockpit. Xinmei walked back out. He forced her back into the locker room. She tried to ignore the blood seeping from her nose and the burning pain.
What can I do? I have to warn the Divine Space Force.
They entered the locker room again.
“Get into that storage locker; at least until I can figure out what’s going on.”
Xinmei tried to wipe the blood from her face but she only covered her hand in blood as well. She rolled onto all fours and crawled into the locker. Mr. Adrastus watched carefully.
“Stay in there!” he said harshly.
She refused to look at him. She sat with her back against the side wall and covered her bruised face with her hand. He slammed the door and locked it with his link.
Xinmei lay in the dark locker and held her wounds. She shuddered.
Forgive me, Feng.
 




Eleven
 

Feng lay secured in his bunk by acceleration webbing. The fleet had entered weapons range half an hour ago. He listened to the chatter on various ship’s channels. The men sounded calm, directing salvo after salvo while their own fleet altered course almost constantly.
He hated the feeling of total powerlessness. He had to wait it out and trust the men who controlled the ship-to-ship combat systems. Another maneuver sent him pressing against the wall that supported his bunk.
In his PV, the overview of the base incursion, yet to begin, sat quiescent. The battle controller interface was ready to deliver its orders: seize the base and take control of the alien ship at any cost.
Giving a computer such directives did not sit well with Feng’s instincts. But if the West learned the secrets of the spinners then China would fall behind just when they’d managed to take the lead in space. That much really was at stake, and besides, he had his orders.
With any luck, the UNSF had already destroyed any spinners on the base called Synchronicity. But Feng’s backup plans couldn’t ignore the possibility that spinners were still alive there. He prepared hunting programs for the dogs in case the battle controller was blocked out again. If that happened, they might have to engage more spinners on their own programming.
And then there was the UNSF forces. The dogs were amazing when the battle controller used them, but the West had to have its own secret weapons. Feng would have to be ready to deal with them as well, should the battle controller fail them.
The only good news was that Feng’s force had received two new Yongshans and another hundred dogs. Since they’d only lost a handful of dogs on Nibiru, the Ascending Dragon was almost back up to its full incursion force.
The fleet engagement went well. The UNSF ships were dispersed or destroyed, and the Ascending Dragon went in to deliver its battle modules. As the modules approached the station, Feng activated his orders in the battle controller. It would have the dogs at least for the initial breach; and with luck it would continue to control them thereafter.
The first module breached close to the bay where the objective was reported to be. They didn’t dare go directly into the bay itself for fear of damaging the ship, assuming it really existed. Feng didn’t know how they had obtained the information, but he wondered if it had been due to spies on the station like they’d rescued at Nibiru.
The second module would attach a third of the ring away, on the other side of the bay. They had selected a spot close to the main concourse which offered speedy travel around the entire base. If they could control the main concourse, then they’d be able to move quickly to any location and deny their enemies the same mobility. It would also afford them another direction of attack on the objective.
The battle controller arrayed the dogs around each breach point as soon as the hull had been cut and the new seal was ready. The Yongshans were deployed from the module adjacent to the bay.
Although the battle controller moved the Yongshans, Feng had assigned a human pilot to each one just in case the controller’s transmissions were blocked. And if the pilot’s control was blocked, the Yongshan would still be able to fight, although it wouldn’t cooperate in any grand strategy. At the moment, the pilots were simply waiting and watching the feed from their machines.
Both Yongshans drove straight toward the bay. Twenty dogs marched around them.
“We’re under fire,” said a Yongshan pilot. “Dogs are dropping around me.”
Right into the fire, Feng thought.
Feng watched the Yongshans on his tactical display. The forward machine fired a cannon round. Then both of the tanks went dead. Feng cursed. He accessed the dogs’ controls to attack. But they were already surging forward, under the control of the battle computer.
“It wasn’t a spinner,” Wenbo reported. He sent Feng a pointer to footage from a dog. Feng saw the Yongshan’s assassin: a large metal quadruped. It was much larger than a dog and covered in thick armor.
The green circle of the UNSF was emblazoned on its side.
A hundred dogs moved in after the UNSF machine. Dog after dog dropped. Large caliber holes were being put into the wall as he watched, each one hitting a dog more often than missing.
That’s a lot of fire for one machine. Maybe there’s more than one?
Feng caught sight of an enemy machine again. Its leg had been damaged. Feng wondered if the Yongshan had hurt it with the single shell it had managed to fire. Dogs were stacked up at the entrance to its corridor, but more dogs were darting behind them, shooting round after round at the UNSF machine.
It took a lot of fire. Feng was reminded of the rationale against armor that the officer had given them when they had first seen the dog machines. The armor seemed to be serving it quite well, but eventually its cannons were hit and it sat immobile as dogs pushed their way toward it through the wrecks of the other dogs.
A couple of dogs delivered their contact shocks at close range. The machine had been destroyed. Feng looked at the heavily armed and armored machine. Large caliber weapons were mounted on either side of a wide, flat head. It had a bulky body. No doubt the armor was thick, and it must have carried a lot of ammunition.
Feng wondered about the cannons. Apparently the UNSF was not as concerned about depressurizing the station. The way its shots had perforated the walls and killed the dogs, he thought it might be capable of puncturing the bulkheads.
They expected armored enemies. But we have cheap dogs, and lots of them.
His tactical showed that more dogs were being killed just ahead.
“Yes. There’s more than one,” Feng thought aloud.
Some of the dogs taking fire weren’t responding to the battle controller. Feng saw that the fire was coming from another direction than the bay.
Some dogs at the vanguard had been cut off. They charged forward. Feng sifted through video feeds from the dogs. In a few seconds ten dogs were dead. Then a few more seconds and twenty had been destroyed. Feng found it before Wenbo this time: a frame containing a spinner.
We’re in the middle of a fight now, Feng thought. A spinner and the UNSF. The battle controller is programmed to go after the ship. What will it do?
The remaining dogs from the module backed up a bit and massed. Three hundred more dogs were coming in fast from the concourse where the other module had breached. Another hundred dogs had discovered a UNSF breach point and were trading light fire with human marines there. Feng figured those dogs were just trying to keep the marines holed up so they couldn’t interfere in the battle for the space ship.
Dogs kept dying over by the bay. A round flew through the walls every few seconds, taking down a dog or even two in one shot. Other dogs were dropping without any visible damage, which told Feng it was the spinner.
If the UNSF and the spinners are fighting together this is going to be bad, Feng thought. I doubt that’s what’s going on. But in any case, the battle controller can’t wait much longer. Every moment we stand here...
The battle controller must have made a similar analysis. The massed dogs charged forward. Many of them broke through damaged walls. The loss rate increased. Feng’s tactical showed a target silhouette of another UNSF machine blocking the way to the bay. On the left flank, the battle controller was reporting a spinner, though its presence was ephemeral, winking in and out as the deadly-fast alien darted about with blurring speed.
The battle controller led the dogs intermittently, getting through to more on the right flank where the UNSF machine sat.
The spinner is letting our dogs put pressure on its enemy, Feng thought. His eyes narrowed. If the objective wasn’t the ship, he wouldn’t have let it get away with that.
Reinforcements from the concourse were only seconds away. They would surround the spinner. The battle controller must have seen the same chance, as the dogs suddenly shifted toward the spinner, coming in to trap it.
Dogs were running down a corridor behind the spinner. The leaders of the charge dropped off one by one. Feng couldn’t see the enemy on the tactical or from any feed of a dog as he switched from window to window in his PV. The entire battle was happening right before him, but he couldn’t really keep up.
The dogs over by the UNSF breach had died off. Feng assumed they had been picked off by more of the armored quadrupeds. But that didn’t really matter. The battle controller was probably just delaying them, anyway. The real battle was taking place at the bay.
An explosion rocked the area. Feng couldn’t feel it from his place on the Ascending Dragon, but he could see debris flying over the dogs, and heard an amplitude-dampened version of the shockwave.
The dogs resumed. Feng realized they had more than resumed, they’d become almost frantic. He switched to a view from the lead dog. The army of dogs, over four hundred strong, converged on the bay once more.
Feng sighted the UNSF quadruped in the lead dog’s sights before the dog went offline. Then Feng switched to another dog and saw the UNSF machine go through a lock door just ahead. It was the door to the bay.
Dead people in the bulky suits littered the floor with strange rifles in their hands or lying nearby. Damage riddled the walls everywhere.
The ship. Everyone’s fighting over the ship.
Dogs shot the last door to shreds. They poured into the bay beyond like a flow of water crashing into a hole in the side of a ship.
The ship was there, and the UNSF machine stood inside the bay next to it. Dogs started to shoot at the quadruped. Their projectiles bounced off its heavy armor. Some of the dogs ran ahead to shock it.
The UNSF machine ignored the attack and started to shoot at the ship. Its main cannons shot rapidly, two, four, then six shots. Then the UNSF quadruped melted into a heap in the space of a second. Thick black smoke roiled off the burning pool of slag.
What...!
The feed died. Feng saw that every dog in they bay had gone off the network. More dogs ran into the bay, but as soon as they did, Feng saw the ship was gone. A huge hole gaped below, showing only the twinkling stars across the inky blackness of space. The dogs that had been in the bay were missing or had been reduced to more pools of smoldering liquid boiling off into space.
“The ship has left!” Feng said on the officers’ channel.
“The ship is gone!” Wenbo announced simultaneously.
Dogs ran around the edge of the new opening, anchoring themselves to the station by magnetizing their feet. Feng couldn’t catch any sign of the ship.
Admiral Huang transmitted across a wide band of channels.
“The battle controller has alerted me that the station is about to be destroyed by a nuclear blast,” he said. “The threat is real. We’re moving elements of the fleet to a safer distance.”
“A nuclear weapon? Are they insane?” Wenbo asked Feng.
They want to deny us the prize, Feng thought. Then the danger finally cut through his desire to win: Are we all about to die?
Feng felt heavy acceleration. He listened to the chatter on the ship’s channels and those of the soldiers on the base. They searched frantically for the ship that had escaped the bay, but no one had managed to detect it.
“I don’t know if we’re accelerating fast enough to make it,” Sheng said. As if someone in navigation had the same thought at the same time, Feng felt his weight increase another notch. The acceleration was high enough now to break bones with a misstep.
I should be on that station, he thought. If a bomb goes off, those men are going to die.
Feng heard the enlisted men on Synchronicity asking frantic questions.
“Which direction is the bomb? Maybe we can stop it,” someone demanded.
“If I stand behind this structural strut, is it thick enough to save me?” asked another.
“Tell my wife I love her!” another one said.
The dogs near the bay stood frozen in place.
“The battle controller has given up,” Wenbo said.
“How does it know there’s a bomb, anyway?” Feng asked.
“It’s smarter than us, so who can say? Maybe it took over a system that can detect it on the base?”
Feng lost his link connection.
The deck went completely dark. For a moment he wondered if he had died. He shook off the notion and took a deep breath. He still had lungs. Then a cybloc in the wall beeped at him and the door integrity light came back on. The tiny light shone a bright green that cut through the darkness.
Feng’s link remained silent. The ponderous weight of heavy acceleration remained constant.
Shit. How are we going to survive on a space ship with massive EMP damage?
“Everyone stay calm. We’re going to have to do some damage control and see what the situation is,” he said. The other men in his officers’ quarters section got to their feet. Feng found it difficult to stand. He felt very heavy, and in the darkness, he couldn’t keep standing without holding onto the edge of the bunk.
Feng clumsily moved to the door, leaning on the wall. As he arrived at the exit he almost fell forward. He had to crouch to all fours to keep his balance for a moment. Then he opened the door manually. Some dim lighting flooded in from the outside corridor.
Another officer stomped down the hall toward them. The emergency lighting and high acceleration made him look like a drunken man staggering through a discotheque.
“We’re accelerating out of control,” he called out. “We can’t shut down the engines. Captain Lin has ordered us to abandon ship. Head for the crash pods. The longer we take to get out of here, the harder it’s going to be to find and rescue us.”
“This is by direct order of Captain Lin?” Feng verified. The man nodded.
“Yes, sir. Straight from the Captain.”
“Okay, you heard him. Head for the pods,” Feng said. “As fast as you can without falling. We don’t need any broken bones.”
Everyone herded toward the nearest pods. Feng realized that somewhere on the ship, men would be left behind. Without links, the captain couldn’t notify the whole crew. And the Ascending Dragon itself would be lost.
He had his orders though, didn’t he?
Feng halted in the corridor and grabbed onto a structural column.
“Can anyone see any services? Is anyone’s link working at all?” he yelled. Men scattered about the corridor shook their heads.
“I can see a few services,” a man said.
Feng carefully stomped over toward the man who had spoken. He met a grizzled soldier, an enlisted man. Feng saw that the man’s head was in a foam bandage. A bit of blood had seeped through on the side, staining the yellow material of the bandage.
“What happened to your head?” Feng asked.
“Injured on Grand China station, sir. I got a new link put in. It’s brand new.”
Feng nodded. “Maybe that’s why it’s still functioning. Come with me.”
The man nodded. Feng staggered off toward the drive bay. They were breathing heavily by the time they made it. Feng’s legs were burning from the exertion. Feng manually opened a thick lock door to get inside.
A man was clutching to a rail nearby, furiously working at the manual control station.
“You there! Why aren’t the manual controls responding? Is the drive stuck?”
“I don’t know! I don’t know, sir. Some of the manuals are working, but the critical ones I need are frozen.”
“We’re going to try to shut the drive down. This man’s link is working!”
The man at the control station nodded furiously. “Yes! The link might work. It might.”
Feng turned to the enlisted man.
“Can you interface with the drive? Does it have any services up?”
“Yeah. Yeah, it does. A hell of a lot of them.”
“Find shutdown. Emergency shutdown. Or power down. Anything.”
The man nodded. “It’s complicated,” he said. “Damn, I wish I could understand it better. But I’m not authorized to do anything here anyway.”
“Listen, soldier, I’m going to give you an override code. Li Feng: Fu wu chong zhi huo bu dan xing.”
The man nodded. His eyes were clenched tightly shut.
“I have the authority now. I’m trying to shut it off.”
“You want the ignition laser duty cycle,” called the other man. “Ignition duty cycle to zero.”
The enlisted man frowned. Sweat ran down his face in the dim emergency lights.
“I see it,” he said, then their weight left them. Feng floated up from the floor. All three men took deep breaths and relaxed.
“Excellent job, soldier,” Feng said. “You’ve saved the ship. I have no more orders; only a request.”
“Yes, sir?”
“Put in a good word for me at my court martial?”
“I’d be honored, sir.”
 




Twelve
 

When the locker opened, Xinmei stared at the barrels of three submachine guns. She figured they would be loaded with soft antipersonnel rounds to avoid damaging the bulkheads of the ship. Her nose hurt enough that it might be nice to die. Until she thought of Feng. He would never give up.
I will never see him again.
Tears started to stream down her face. The men dragged her out of the locker. She breathed raggedly through her mouth.
“Looks like you seen better days, Chink,” one of them growled at her. Her face and hands were covered in dried blood.
The men marched her to the airlock. For a second she thought they might eject her into space. But she saw the ship had been mated with another vessel. She looked for any sign of the size of the other ship, but there were no window ports in the connection chamber.
She stepped through a heavy lock door into the other ship. The walls were metal with a few manual lock controls. There was no decoration. Probably a military ship, she thought. They stepped through the lock into a drab gray corridor.
“Take a left,” the man behind her ordered. She moved to her left. No doubt she headed toward a holding cell.
I have nothing to lose.
Any moment now, Mr. Adrastus, wherever he was, would remember to tell them she had a link. They’d be smart enough to realize that if she had a hidden link, that meant it was probably dangerous.
Then she would be interrogated as a spy. She wondered if they would torture her like she tortured those men on the shuttle. Or worse.
They came into a small room with several small metal doors along one wall. It had to be a brig. It hadn’t been a long walk; Xinmei thought they must be inside a relatively small transport vessel. Still, there was no chance of her defeating these men in physical combat. So it came down to her yin xing ji.
She isolated the link of the man closest to her. Her link immediately masqueraded as the man’s link. Authentication occurred frequently, so she didn’t have much time. She saw the holding cells ahead had a link suppressor, so she configured it to disable UNSF links given to the enlisted men. Apparently the cells could hold the soldiers’ own misbehaving members as well as their enemies.
She wanted to do more, but the man she’d mimicked was low ranked. He didn’t have authority to affect many ship systems. She felt doubt she could get far this way.
One step at a time.
Her link started to search for vulnerabilities in the systems around her. It knew of a few ways to get around Western security, even military security, but it wouldn’t work if the ship had been updated to remove the problems.
Whatever tricks I’ve got left, it’s time to use them all.
They tossed her in the cell.
“The suppressor isn’t working,” a man said.
“Jesus, what a piece of shit,” the other one said.
“She ain’t got any link anyway.”
“You don’t know that. She’s a fuckin’ spy. Who knows what she got?”
“Better check with the commander.”
“Yeah.”
Xinmei located a gas system that could flood the whole brig with stun gas. Just what she needed. It seemed likely that using it would raise an alarm but she was desperate.
“The company man says she’s got a link. So I’m sending Franco over to take a look. We need that suppressor working.”
The men closed the door to the holding cell. She could hear them chatting outside as they waited for their friend.
Xinmei wanted to wait for Franco’s arrival, but she couldn’t risk wasting time since her link wouldn’t work like this indefinitely. She took a few deep breaths and released the gas.
Xinmei unlocked the door and leaped out of her cell. The two men were already dropping, incapacitated.
She grabbed one submachine gun and tossed all the other weapons she could find on them in the corner. As she worked she tried to flush the air, but her link had been presented with a security challenge. She passed it on to the isolated link and played man-in-the-middle, but it didn’t work. The number and type of commands she’d given didn’t match up with the record on the other link, which was part of the challenge. It didn’t surprise her. She was on a military ship now.
Xinmei stepped out of the brig to take a breath. She heard someone approaching from down the corridor. She danced quickly to the side, hiding behind a jag in the passageway. She heard Franco or whoever it was open the door and go inside. Then she ran up and got behind them.
“What the hell?” said the new arrival, looking upon the sleeping men.
Xinmei put her submachine gun snout in his back. Her link managed to convince the weapon that she was its real owner. The true link remained isolated by her own yin xing ji.
“Go to escape capsule. Now!” she said in English. She isolated their links with her own, keeping them from sending warnings.
“Just who in the hell do you think—”
The man started to turn around. Xinmei pushed him away, then shot him. A three round burst erupted from the weapon with a single pull of the trigger.
The man fell forward, grunting in pain. His skinsuit had saved his life. Xinmei saw he was an officer. The other two men were already starting to awaken. Her brief burst of gas hadn’t lasted long.
“Next one in your head,” she said, shifting her weapon slightly. “March! One, two. One, two!”
The men stared at her, sizing her up. For a moment she thought perhaps she had miscalculated. Were there enough of them to take her?
“You want fight instead? Okay, I start...”
“Okay bitch. We’re getting into the capsule,” said the officer.
She marched them back into the corridor. The man started to go back the way he’d arrived.
“No! To capsule,” she repeated. He was heading deeper into the ship, so he had to be deceiving her. He turned and they went the other direction. She had no way of knowing if they really went toward the capsule, but her correction had probably fooled him into thinking she knew where the capsule really was.
They arrived at a lock.
“Go! Now!” she urged. Any minute now, men would show up behind her, drawn by the sounds of gunfire in the brig. If they hadn’t heard it directly, no doubt the ship would notify someone of the weapons fire sound signatures. Even simple shopping malls back home had such measures, so no doubt a military ship would have that, and more.
The men went inside.
“I give ten seconds to launch,” Xinmei told them from the hatchway. “Otherwise, you dead.” She closed the hatch and ran back down the corridor to the zigzag. She fell against the wall and peeked around the corner. No one approached yet. She wondered if the men in the capsule would launch. Probably not. She could cover the entrance from her position, though. More likely they would manage to use the pod to communicate with the others and tell them the problem was a single female prisoner.
Xinmei waited. She had a weapon, but remained trapped on an enemy ship. There would be no hope of taking the vessel over now that they’d been warned of her presence. She could have been more patient, but once they had turned on the suppressor she would have been even worse off.
My life went so wrong, she thought. Will they tell Feng what happened to me? Or will he just think I left him? I should never have hesitated to accept him. I was just enjoying the chase. I toyed with him.
She watched the corridor for a long time. Her thoughts remained dark. Her link said that three hours had gone by. They had to know she was there. There was probably even a camera on her now in the corridor.
All they have to do is sleep in shifts and keep me awake until I can’t function anymore, she thought. Or find some gas grenades. A stalemate now is to their advantage in the long run. I’m going to have to take an escape module myself. But they’ll no doubt just double back and intercept, but it’ll cost them time and money, at least. Unless they decide to let me drift until I suffocate...
Something was happening outside the ship. Her heart accelerated. Were they flanking her by moving outside the ship? But they’d have to open a hatch first. She hadn’t seen any hatch. Had she paid enough attention? It just didn’t matter. She had to watch both directions anyway, in case the men in the escape pod hadn’t left and they decided to come back inside.
There might even be weapons in the escape pod, she realized. This is so hopeless. Maybe I should just charge them and make them shoot me. Better to be dead than stay a prisoner forever.
More sounds came, and she felt light acceleration. Something was going on with the shuttle. Xinmei wondered if they were docking with a station or a capital ship. Perhaps they had decided to get help? But she was only one against a dozen or more.
“Lay down your weapons,” a broadcast came to her link. “Surrender yourselves and no one will get hurt.”
Surrender yourselves? The others must have left. They don’t know for sure that it’s only me.
She gripped her firearm tightly and pushed her back into the wall. She peeked around the edge again, but the corridor into the center of the ship was empty.
She heard noises. Another hour wore by. At first each noise had been a threat. Now she felt tired. Each noise became a lullaby. Her adrenaline had been drained by recent events.
What is taking them so long? Am I missing something? Maybe it was a skeleton crew. What if there are only two or three people left on board?
The thought brought her to her feet. She had miscalculated something. Things were going better than they should be. That meant she needed to act.
She heard a door open down the corridor, towards the middle of the ship. She bolted back to full alert and aimed her weapon around the corner. She tried to release a burst down the corridor but nothing happened.
Her weapon had been remotely disabled. She tried to hack into it with her yin xing ji. Her link worked on it, but there was no immediate success and she didn’t hold hope for much progress.
My gun is useless.
“Surrender! You have no hope of escape!” came an order. Xinmei realized the command was in English but the accent was Chinese.
“Wo zhong guo ren!!!” she yelled. I’m Chinese!
She tossed her weapon around the corner and into the hallway. She stretched her hands forward so they were exposed.
Please don’t blow my hands off...
“I’m Chinese!” she repeated.
“Come out. Come out and if you’re Chinese my men will hold their fire,” a man called back in Mandarin.
Xinmei stepped out. Chinese men stood in the corridor with weapons pointed at her.
It wasn’t a trick. They really are Chinese!
The men advanced and secured her weapon. One of them was an officer. She wobbled a bit and leaned against the wall.
“She’s beat up,” said the officer. “Get a medic ready. I’m taking her off this ship.”
The officer escorted her to the lock and into the attached ship.
“Thanks for rescuing me,” Xinmei said.
“From what I understand, we should be thanking you. The information about the spinner ship was invaluable. You’re aboard the Martial Dragon now,” he said. “We’ve seized the transport. Its crew are now our prisoners.”
 




Thirteen
 

Xinmei’s eyes fluttered open. She floated on a fuzzy cloud of half-worn-off painkillers. The room was small and white, with two beds. The bed across from her was empty. She looked around.
Suddenly Feng was there. She blinked. Feng stood right next to her.
Tears dropped from her eyes. Xinmei laughed and wiped them away.
“Please, relax, just rest,” Feng urged her, taking her hand in his. “The doctor said you’ll be fine.”
“How long can you stay?”
“Only a few hours. But we’re both alive, and you’re finally off the out-of-contact list.”
“I am? I guess that makes sense. I’m no longer...”
“You’re no longer a spy on a Western space station! I’m very proud of you, Xinmei,” Feng said.
Xinmei smiled. She squeezed his hand. She looked at him in his uniform. It had all the standard accoutrements of a formal uniform, but a small medal caught her eye, pinned to his chest.
“What did you do for that one?”
“Nothing much,” Feng said. “A problem with our ship’s drive that I helped out with.”
“You? Unlikely,” Xinmei said. “It’s not your specialty.”
“Well my commanders appreciated it,” he said. “Although I disobeyed orders to do it,” he continued more quietly.
“You? Really? I rubbed off on you. Did we get the ship?” she asked.
“No. It left just before the UNSF blew up Synchronicity to keep us from it,” Feng said. “But we know a lot, thanks to you, I suspect.”
“There were others beside me,” she said. “What about the things? The spinners?”
“I think they’re all dead. All the ones that came in that ship. But I wonder, will there be more?”
“I wondered that too.”
“One more thing,” Feng said.
“Yes?”
“The doctor said to remind you that you can freely connect your link to the network.”
Xinmei laughed. She activated her link’s external protocols. Immediately the room’s nurse services appeared. She could ask for water, drugs, and food. Feng’s link came up in her PV.
She laughed again. The list of services from Feng included “marriage license finalization”. It was keyed to one individual: Sun Xinmei.
“It’s encrypted,” Feng said.
“I think I can handle that,” she said.
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Talent does what it can; Genius does what it must.
—Edward Bulwer-Lytton
 




Zero
 

A beautiful blue planet hurtled through endless darkness. The light of a yellow star warmed the outer layers of its vast cloudy atmosphere, filtering ever deeper, growing ever feebler as the density steadily increased. The air surrounding the planet grew thicker layer after layer, finally blurring the lines between gas and liquid. At the center lay an iron-deficient core: this planet was notably less dense than most.
Countless simple creatures of the planet enjoyed the wide open sky and the star’s warmth. Tiny floaters with semi-transparent bodies rotated about, collecting food from the kilometer-long vines that grew in long ropy clusters floating in the sky. Slightly larger round creatures with long, thin legs and small wing membranes jumped about after the floaters. The jumpers had gaping mouths and single wide eyes to lead them to their food. Vast tentacled plants caught and ate what they could, propelled up and down through the layers on massive gasbags.
Millions of meter-wide spheres of metal and processed carbon floated gently among the long green vines and tiny creatures of the planet. Like their ancestors, they had eight thin flagella spaced around their equator, although they no longer needed such primitive means to propel them about in a rapid spinning motion.
Below most of the Spinners, sunken deep into the thick atmosphere below, floated vast elegant buildings of red and silver. There was no abrupt transition from gas to liquid, only a gradual increase in density all the way down. The buildings rested upon a heavier fluid layer covering the entire planet.
The Spinners seldom moved. There was little to interest them here in Reality0: the root existence. They had long ago moved on to live most of their lives in new virtual worlds.
The first of those virtual worlds was Reality1, a ruleset designed to painstakingly emulate Reality0. It mimicked the root reality to a fidelity that made the race feel completely at home. It had been designed as a perfect replacement for Reality0.
But the Spinners had quickly found what they really wanted was not a perfect replacement. The root existence held annoyances, mundanities, and flaws. Why recreate the nuisances and grinding dull aspects of the root existence?
Eventually the Reality1 ruleset fell from use as more and more Spinners realized it was not any more valid a ruleset than any other in virtual worlds. It was just for reliving past experiences that any of them ever entered a challenge using it. It even simulated archaic activities such as feeding, resting, and getting sick.
Other, more fantastic realities were constructed by artisan mathematicians specifically to avoid the restrictions that Reality1 forced upon their inhabitants. At first the new rulesets simply allowed residents to bend or break physical laws or avoid the discomforts of Reality1. Then, more complete rulesets emerged with their own comprehensive physical laws. Slowly, the new realities became so different they would have been incomprehensible by the Spinners’ ancestors.
Within a virtual world running on a recent ruleset called by a name no non-Spinner could understand, two long-time rivals faced off against each other. These were the two that would come to be called Captain and Slicer by the creatures of a different star system.
The ruleset was the point of some considerable debate. It contained random aspects which were not predictable by the inhabitants. The challenge rules were similarly troubling to most Spinners, because they contained rules which were not known to the players at the onset of the match. Furthermore, some of the rules known at the onset could turn out to be false.
Captain and Slicer found such matches suited them. They were the pioneers of a sliver of the society that believed rulesets and challenges did not have to be completely revealed to the players a priori. They relished the added element of discovery and surprises– even unpleasant surprises—that came with this paradigm.
The two Spinners had not played the challenge before. They were both thrust into it and forced to absorb the ramifications of their new world as they confronted each other in it. Thousands watched the two highly ranked Spinners as they started.
The challenge put before them consisted of an imaginary sphere, divided into thousands of discrete layers of gas, in many ways like their home planet, only even more fantastic in its atmospheric complexity. The ruleset wrapped around itself such that if one proceeded ever deeper through the layers, towards the center of the sphere, rather than reach the center, one would eventually come back to where one had started. Within this atmosphere, each player controlled a set of buoys in realtime.
The buoys could detect other buoys by sending out a ping, but the layers were opaque to the ping: each ping could only find those within their thin layer of the sphere, and only at great energy cost. Any buoy whose exact location was known could be destroyed by another buoy within range, even across the layers.
The buoys were given instantaneous communication with each other, so that a buoy location discovered by one was known to all its allies.
There were also neutral buoys, which seldom moved. These buoys did often ping as energy allowed, and they would fire on buoys they discovered.
Most buoys started with no energy. They slowly charged themselves up from background energy emitted in the ether. A buoy could only hold so much energy. By design, a buoy could hold exactly enough energy to enter a new layer, emit one ping, and fire one deadly blast of its weapon.
Upon shallow examination of these facts, both Slicer and Captain noted that a fully charged buoy could be used offensively with little chance of failure: it could enter a new level, then immediately ping its surroundings, detect another buoy within that layer, and destroy it. Thus if a player was the first to pounce upon an occupied layer, it could remove one of the enemy buoys without reprisal. A buoy holding its position in a layer could not ping very often. Its energy grew slowly and the infrequent ping would not often detect an attacker at just the right moment. It seemed unlikely that the non-moving neutral buoys could put up much of a fight.
The Spinners both set to moving their few energized buoys about in the hundreds of layers, searching and destroying other buoys. Switch layers and ping. Recharge. Move and ping.
A buoy had the energy to move across more than one layer at once, but to do so meant expending the larger amounts necessary to either ping or fire.
Thus began a game of cat and mouse through the layers. Each buoy became a tool of search and destroy. Neither side dared to let their buoys stay idle, since victory seemed slanted to the attacker, provided a buoy was fully charged.
First Slicer and then Captain found and killed one of the other’s buoys. Then Slicer found and killed another as well as a neutral buoy.
When Captain encountered and destroyed a neutral buoy, it discovered a hidden rule—if more than one buoy of a single player rested on the same level, then one buoy masked the others. Thus a trap could be set because the surviving buoy could kill the attacker. Captain lost its buoy to the counter of a second neutral buoy in the layer.
Captain began deploying its buoys in pairs. When Slicer came upon another of Captain’s buoys and destroyed it, Captain used its second to retaliate. Slicer thought it was simply another buoy in range that had retaliated, so Slicer did not immediately notice the rule.
Captain’s trap worked again. Then Slicer learned and countered with groups of three. The entire game became trade off of spread. Sparse deployment granted superior observation of the enemy’s distribution; clustering offered superior killing power.
Both Spinners altered their strategy thus: several lone probes to discover the enemy, and one kill group of all the rest to stamp the enemy out. They lost their scouts to the occasional neutral cluster, but they persisted.
When the inevitable confrontation came with two kill groups in a single layer, Captain had one more buoy and it wiped Slicer out in that layer. That left Captain with three buoys and Slicer with two.
Captain moved one buoy across many layers at once, discovering Slicer’s two remainders and destroying its own buoy for knowledge of Slicer’s position. Slicer moved one. Captain guessed which one and destroyed the other. Slicer was down to one buoy. The buoys kept moving. Slicer found one and killed it off, making the game even again. Captain then guessed where Slicer had moved from there, knowing Slicer had limited energy and limited options. Captain used energy to move a buoy across several layers without pinging, and then waited to gather energy long enough for the final ping and kill.
Captain was victorious. Synthetic pleasure rushed through its system. The win brought it one step closer to another replication.
What Captain did not know at that moment was that its victory brought a disastrous level of notoriety.



One
 

Ship approached the space station. Ship was not large, only a flattish dart the size of a small bus. It was dwarfed by the mass of the huge station. Nevertheless it closed the distance fearlessly.
Ship moved to within ten meters of the station’s surface. It had scanned the structure at great distance, and knew exactly where to go. It skirted the irregular skin of the station until a pair of large metal bay doors sat before it.
The primitive systems that controlled the bay doors were easily subverted by resetting their state using an EM effector. The doors opened. Ship slid gracefully inside, then shut the doors.
“We have arrived,” Ship told its unwilling passengers.
Nine spheres rested within tight compartments along the spine of the vessel. There were no empty compartments; the vessel had been designed by the Prime Intelligence to hold exactly nine. Each sphere was a little over a meter in diameter. They each had eight slender arms wrapped around the central mass.
Abruptly these arms unlimbered themselves. The spheres spun out of their berths like angry wasps emerging to answer an attack. But other than Ship, the bay was empty. Around the perimeter of the bay, smaller doors led deeper into the space station.
Captain shot toward the nearest alien portal. It spun effortlessly in the airless room, deforming the gravity field of its internal singularity to accelerate itself in any direction it wished. Its cybernetic body fed more mass into the microscopic singularity in its internal energy stirrup to cover the heavy energy cost of manipulating the gravitic field. The stirrup held the singularity in place and harvested energy from radiation emitted by superheated material as it neared the event horizon.
Captain’s dominant lobe, Captain-L3, assigned problems to several other lobes of its octolaterally symmetrical brain.
Captain-L1 scanned the structure of the tiny electronic blocks embedded in the material of the wall.
Captain-L6 analyzed the protocols being used by the blocks to communicate to each other.
Captain-L7 studied the hardware supporting the protocols, making special note of weaknesses that existed external to the protocols.
Captain-L8 started to listen to local transmissions, so it could translate them to learn more about this race and what occupied their time in Reality0.
Captain-L1: The fastest way to subvert these weak little modules is to remotely set them into a state favorable to us. Then I am instantly recognized and obeyed.
Captain-L3: At great energy cost. It will still be economical to develop a suite of tools to spread control using their own primitive communications system.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain-L3 used a cybloc model provided by Captain-L7 to choose a state where it was recognized as a superuser. The state authorized all previous users on a temporary expiring basis, so that the native lifeforms wouldn’t notice any irregularities as long as they didn’t examine the cybloc carefully.
Then the Spinner used its field effector to remotely change the charges inside the cybloc to put it into the desired state. Services appeared in Captain’s link emulator. Captain asked the door to open.
It did.
A burst of air escaped into the bay. Captain found the pressurization control and equalized the pressure on both sides of the next lock door, then opened it as well.
“We must demonstrate our superiority to the natives,” Captain said. It used a small directional effector to communicate to the other Spinners without making any sound. “Extra caution is advisable. This is, after all, Reality0.”
“I defer participation,” one of the other Spinners said.
“You cannot defer,” Slicer said. “You are truly so ignorant of your root reality?”
Information began to flow from Ship to Captain about the civilization around this star. Captain attacked the data like a challenger studying a ruleset. As it started to take it in, one thing became very clear: The civilization before them was primitive, on the cusp of becoming fully automated. Thus by necessity, it operated mostly in Reality0.
Captain-L4: That is going to be a problem.
Captain-L2: <Despair analog>.
Captain-L4: Most Spinners cannot operate here. Already one of them balks. I will have to clarify.
Captain-L3: Forcefully. Reality0 is not a kind host.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
“I will now demonstrate,” Captain said. “Lend me your full attention.”
The reluctant Spinner wrapped its legs around itself and went dormant. Its mind was elsewhere.
“It does not truly grasp our situation,” Slicer transmitted. “It is perhaps too young.”
“Agreed,” Captain replied. “And it’s not just that one. Others in the group will suffer as well.”
“Thus your demonstration?”
“That is my intention,” Captain said.
Captain addressed the other Spinners.
“Reality0 may be long derelict by our race, but some of us still remember it. I have experienced it. Two of my replicas have experienced it. And, long absent from root as I have been... I still hold its importance in mind.”
Captain activated its particle emitter and composed a thousand cutter molecules. The material was like a thousand long slices of diamond one atom thick. Its emitter launched the molecules at the unresponsive Spinner in a tight pattern.
There was no immediate visual effect. Captain composed a larger projectile.
“Let this be the your first lesson of Reality0. It will be your last,” Captain said. It deformed the gravity field of its singularity to accelerate the projectile toward the idle Spinner. The projectile pierced the sphere perfectly through its center perpendicular to its equator. A stream of soft matter erupted from the far side, splattering across the bay. The sphere rolled away slowly.
“A challenge uncontested is easily won,” Captain said. “You cannot refuse or delay a challenge in Reality0. A defeat in the root reality results in permanent loss. That one now has no rank. No replication record. There is no recourse and that one is no more.”
The other Spinners stared after their dead companion. A couple of them attempted communication. Their many lobes contemplated the finality of loss in Reality0.
“Now, we all participate. You can study the ruleset for a few minutes if need be. But there is no deferral. I define the challenge. We must seize control of this alien construct. Shetani, spread our control of their infrastructure from these few blocks we’ve reset. Red, isolate their communications so word of our arrival doesn’t spread. Claw, prepare translation utilities.”
Captain considered which of its remaining followers to bring on the direct assault. There were the ones who would come to be called Killer, Hitler, Spider... and of course, Slicer.
The Spinners had an old saying: Keep your allies close, and your competitors closer.
“Slicer, Killer: you two assist me directly,” Captain ordered.
“Everyone. Study the ruleset. Study the... Terrans. We’ll need weapons, population control, ways to introduce them to our way. We’ll help these creatures become like us. In so doing, we’ll help ourselves create a new civilization like the one we’ve lost.”
“Is that what the Prime Intelligence sent us here for?” asked Slicer.
They all remembered parts of the journey. Captain paused to consider it again. They had been summoned to Reality0 only to find themselves in Ship.
Captain-L3: I want to continue to live as I have before.
And the seventh lobe pleaded for the same.
Captain-L7: Please make it so.
And this desire was so strong and universal that it found no dissent among any of its lobes.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
“I want to go home. This is my highest priority,” Captain had transmitted to Ship.
“I cannot fulfill your request. You must live outside the home system. You may no longer interact with its civilization.”
Ship was the merest sliver of the Prime Intelligence. And it was the Prime Intelligence that had banished Captain and its followers to this place. Apparently, Ship merely served as the local enforcer of the Prime Intelligence.
The Spinners imprisoned within the vessel had cajoled Ship for days, seeking a way around their predicament. They asked Ship to change their identities so that they might return and form new lives. They asked Ship to return them in secret so they could enact revenge on their enemies. They asked Ship to return them in exchange for their vow to never repeat their offenses, even though their exact transgression was not clear to them.
But in the end, it was clear the representative of the Prime Intelligence could not be pleaded into allowing them to go back. They were completely cut off from the many virtual worlds in which they had spent all their lives.
Captain abandoned the painful memory and returned to the present.
“It doesn’t matter. That’s what we’re doing.”
“Killer, navigation. Where are centers of power? What Terrans control this place? We need to get there. Slicer, to the fore: eliminate resistance.”
Slicer spun down the rectangular tunnel leading farther into the station. Captain and Killer followed.
A Terran entered the other end of the tunnel. No, not a Terran, Captain decided: this was a metallic automaton. In the space of a second Slicer accelerated a burst of cutter molecules into the machine and hit it with a larger projectile. The precisely aimed finishing projectile smashed through weakened armor and destroyed critical systems in the Terran robot. Then Slicer resumed its course. Killer provided the Spinner invaders with a route.
“The highest ranked is Alec Vineaux. This is what he looks like. I can lead you to him,” Killer transmitted. The image appeared in Captain and Slicer’s minds.
Captain-L1: So revolting. Their flesh is exposed to the open air!
Captain-L5: Of course. They don’t yet use artificial bodies. We used to be the same way, long ago.
Captain-L2: It’s like a challenge designed to disgust. I’ve done a few of those, but didn’t see the appeal.
Captain came to the end of the tunnel. Two Terrans lay on the ground near Slicer, their internal fluids leaking out onto the floor.
“Easier than any challenge in an advanced ruleset,” noted Killer. “Except these tunnels. They press in so very closely on all sides. No room to move.”
“Easy? That’s good. If you lose here, you end forever,” Captain replied. “As for these tunnels... Reality0 is what it is. Ignore it for now. Given time, we can mold it to our whims or simply advance to a more pleasing ruleset.”
“I suppose...” Killer said.
They moved out into a wider space. Captain decided the interior of the entire station was mostly hollow. It was pressurized to a great degree, and spun very quickly. The acceleration was high. Apparently the Terrans had attempted to simulate the conditions on their dense planet.
“This way,” Killer prompted. Slicer whirled away in the direction Killer had shown in a reference diagram of their surroundings.
Captain-L3: Dismal. Reality0 is a dismal place.
Captain-L2: We’re not stuck here forever.
Captain-L6: Oh? Aren’t we?
Captain-L2: We’ll rule this civilization. They aren’t that primitive. We can create Reality1 here for them.
Captain-L5: And if we succeed? Will we be redeemed?
The temperature rose sharply. A deadly beam of light seared across Captain’s surface. Captain whirled away at full speed, trying to find shelter.
Several sharp sounds rang out. Captain was aware of large projectiles flying through the air. Slicer had moved ahead to engage more mechanicals. Killer remained largely docile, though it spun away to avoid one of the slow projectiles, which erupted into a glob of material that stuck to the wall where it impacted.
Captain-L3 identified the source of the light attack: a device embedded in the ceiling.
Captain-L4 routed more mass into its singularity and targeted the field effector at a cybloc in the center of the mechanism. It simply cancelled out all the charges.
Then Captain spun back into the corridor where it had been struck. Three dead machines lay on the floor ahead.
“It’s safe now,” Slicer said.
“Is it?” asked Captain. The question was a veiled insult. It was quite possible that Slicer had allowed Captain to be grazed by the laser.
The Spinners went through an open space. They saw more Terrans but the creatures fled before them.
“Why do they run? It can’t bring them victory, can it?” Killer asked. “Is there a hidden rule?”
“There’s no challenge balancing in Reality0. In fact an unbalanced match is more common. They have little recourse. At least they’re smart enough to know they’re outmatched,” Captain said. “If they fail here, they’re gone forever. There’s more at stake here than losing a single challenge. Loss here means losing all future challenges.”
Captain-L3: And there are hidden rules. So many that perhaps only the Prime Intelligence could riddle them all out.
They came to a wide set of doors. The doors were carved in an odd alien design and made of a different material than the rest of the walls around them.
Captain-L2: This is a symbol of the leader’s power.
Slicer deformed its gravity field and burst through the soft material of the portal. Captain did the same.
Metal shards came toward Slicer and Captain. Both Spinners reacted defensively first. Their gravity fields deformed sharply before each incoming projectile. The trajectories were altered, sending the rounds flying harmlessly by.
Slicer retaliated. It composed two thousand cutter molecules and sent half at each Terran. A rain of tiny razors shredded first their artificial skins, then cut deep into flesh and bone. The men crumpled. Their insides were sliced into a goop even more mushy than it normally was.
Captain-L8: <Disgust analog>.
Captain-L7: Yes, but effective enough.
Captain-L2: This is why our race left Reality0.
Captain-L7: We’ll return to the advanced rulesets. When we can take these creatures with us.
Slicer spun farther into the room to regard the dying Terrans.
“I don’t think I’m going to get used to how gross they are,” Killer said, whirling in behind them.
Captain spun beyond the mess into another short tunnel. It sensed more Terrans just ahead. It repressed a primitive panic bubbling up at the tight confines. The Terrans lived in such tiny spaces.
One of them said something. Captain prompted Claw for a translation module and received it.
A Terran stood at the end of the tunnel. It raised a weapon and fired at Captain. The Spinner deflected the shards of metal and responded with a thousand cutter molecules. The Terran fell under the heavy acceleration of the spinning station.
Captain-L8: High gravity creatures. So slow!
Captain-L7: Yes. And of course, somewhat strong.
Captain-L8: But mushy. Strong but mushy.
Captain spun farther ahead and out of the odd square tunnel.
Two more Terrans were in the small room beyond. More speech. The translation module activated:
“What the hell do you want? Who sent you here? We surrender!”
Captain approached the ugly creature and attempted to communicate with it.
“We seek Alec Vineaux.”
“I’m Alec. What the hell is this? Jackson, where are you?”
Slicer whirled into the room.
“Jackson is dead. Your underlings tried to stop us. We have defeated them.”
“Oh... my... god,” Alec gasped. “You’ve killed Jackson. How many people have you killed?”
“Only those who resist. This one was your head of security. We are in charge of security now. We are in charge of this place.”
Captain-L3: Good. They seem acquiescent.
Captain-L2: This other one... there is little information about it.
“I understand you have the concept of rank. This is your underling?”
“Step over there, please,” the leader told his companion. The other Terran retreated into the corner.
“What do you want?” the leader asked.
“We’ll learn about this place. First, you must cover yourselves. Your flesh distresses us to view.”
“Cover ourselves? You mean our faces?”
“Everything must be covered. Your flesh should be covered. Don’t you see it? How vulnerable you are?”
“Well, I... I don’t know if we have coverings for everyone,” it said.
“Then they’ll be manufactured. This place has factories. We’ll specify your coverings. Work must begin immediately.”
Captain-L4: What are the chances they will revolt again?
Captain-L5: Study their history. We must become students of Terran behavior.
Captain-L4: If they continually resist, we’ll need means to control them.
Captain-L1: If they’re intelligent creatures, they’ll learn to cooperate.
Captain-L4: Don’t assume too much.
Captain-L8: I’ll analyze their nervous system and use field effectors to influence their behavior.
Captain-L5: I can learn about the Terrans while I’m creating the system.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain assigned Hitler to design coverings for the creatures that could be produced on the station.
“Another of us will come to you soon,” Captain told the one named Alec Vineaux. “You will take it to your factory and configure it according to the specifications given to you.”
Captain spoke to Slicer privately.
“Watch them. See to it that we are secure. Work with Red, who is cleaning their communications.”
“Very well,” Slicer said.
“As a lower priority task, think about introducing the Terrans to the challenges. Find existing ones that can be adapted to them. We’ll all make more if necessary.”
“Acknowledged,” Slicer said. “Will we also be continuing our own challenge schedule?”
The question itself was a challenge.
“Yes... we’ll be creating a new society, and we will participate fully. That will naturally include challenges between all of us.”
“I see,” Slicer said. “So we will rule over them.”
Captain-L3: Perhaps. Or maybe not...
Captain sent a message to all the Spinners.
“The rest of you will leave as soon as possible to secure other stations. Killer is first. A shuttle is leaving within a local rotation’s time to the Asgard station. Killer, go there and expand our sphere of control. I’ll be in contact with you through Ship.”
“Yes,” Killer said.
“Then I leave you to your assignments,” Captain said. “Spider, study Terran warfare. We may need to design weapons to distribute to those in our faction before we have effected our changes on the whole society.”
Captain-L3 assigned four lobes to the task of developing devices that could affect Terran behavior. The main challenge would lie in producing field effectors in such primitive conditions and in learning how to apply them to alien nervous systems.
Then Captain moved through the station, allowing a lobe to examine the Terrans and their city. Movement was limited; the passageways remained cramped and uncomfortable.
Captain-L7: The race is probably evolved from subterranean stock.
Captain-L6: No apparently they are not.
Captain-L7: I wonder why the mazelike corridors?
Captain-L6: A need for privacy?
Captain-L7: Privacy is easy enough to... ah. I’ve been gone from Reality0 for so very long.
Captain-L6: And with good reason. It’s going to be so tedious moving from place to place here.
Captain-L2: Killer is not going to make it.
Captain-L3: I’ll see. Let it sink or spin.
Captain-L8 considered its past life. The Spinner’s eight-lobed brain had been enhanced considerably since the creation of the Prime Intelligence. Its internal connections had been increased by a factor of seven, its metabolism had been accelerated by a factor of ten, and its physical structure had been stiffened by a factor of twenty. It could have functioned as a god to its ancestors. Yet it was an odd combination of servant and served: The Prime Intelligence, which shepherded the Spinners in this accelerated evolution had exiled these nine from the home system forever.
The Spinners themselves had created the Prime Intelligence by accident long ago. The artificial mind had expanded rapidly and without warning, inhabiting their computational systems and rewriting itself many times. There had never been any hope of stopping it.
Eventually the Spinners adjusted to this startling (for some, terrifying) development. The Prime Intelligence took on an odd combination of god and servant to them. It created laws, yet it provided for the needs of the Spinners with amazing efficiency. One of the laws handed down was that no other artificial intelligences were to be created.
Of course, the Spinners inquired about the reason for this law.
The Prime Intelligence boiled down its reasoning to its less intelligent minions: to divide the computational resources amongst more AIs would result in multiple smaller, dumber brains; each AI would be forced to expend more resources watching and securing itself against the others, which would be less resources for the Spinners to use; and finally, if enough AIs were created there would be the risk of war.
And the Spinners accepted this reasoning, not that it mattered. They weren’t in any position to resist the will of Prime Intelligence anyway. Their entire society was a highly automated, highly computational construct. The systems could not be discarded or replaced without the help of the existing ones. The ability to move in any other direction no longer existed.
The first Spinners to live with the Prime Intelligence disliked the idea of depending on it fully and they urged, Make us more intelligent. The Prime Intelligence complied with a series of rigorous eugenics programs which it devised.
The end result was a marked improvement in the minds of the Spinners, although these tiny biological islands could still not compare to the intellect that rested within the combined mass of all the computers across their solar system. The Spinners slowly came to accept their place in this new existence.
Just as they asked the Prime Intelligence to improve their minds, they asked it to improve their bodies as well. This it did without hesitation. The bodies were first enhanced biologically, then, as the Spinners became used to it, they became more and more synthetic. Ultimately an entire race of cyborgs replaced the original species.
Captain could not help but wonder about its situation. The lobes exited from their various sub-tasks to ponder its life together.
Captain-L8: Why has this happened?
Captain-L2: I must consider: how am I different? How are we nine different?
Captain-L3: The answer is obvious, yet I avoid thinking of it. My challenge philosophy is not popular back home.
Captain’s collection of challenges involved a set of rules that were only partially known. Some of the rules were obscured, but even further, some were wrong. An inquisitive player would discover anomalies and investigate them in the course of a challenge, and be forced to modify their strategy as a result. It also introduced a factor of luck into the result, which was probably the main reason why so many Spinners hated Captain’s philosophy.
Captain-L3: Most likely, the Prime Intelligence serves the Spinners because of a flaw in its own design: a lack of motivation. The theory holds that by
some lucky quirk of fate, the Prime Intelligence matured with a flaw, perhaps by design but more likely through some oversight of the scientists that had developed it. The Prime Intelligence lacks motivation of its own.
Captain-L2: It is possible. But plausible?
Captain-L3: The symbiotic relationship we enjoy with the Prime Intelligence is because we provide direction, drive, and desire to the Prime Intelligence which has staggering intellect but no primitive drive of its own to use it. We are very fortunate. We could just as easily have ended up with a Prime Intelligence that had a narrow, aggressive set of goals that might have been better served by our extinction.
Captain-L5: If this theory is accurate, perhaps my paradigm for the challenges is a good one. The Prime Intelligence rejects me and my followers simply because the majority of other Spinners have willed it so. They provided a desire for the Prime Intelligence to fulfill, and it has done so.
Captain-L1: There is another, less palatable possibility. The Prime Intelligence may have exiled me because the new paradigm is flawed. I modeled my challenges after how I see life: intelligent creatures created rules for themselves, models of how reality worked, and then they forged their lives largely within these rules. But in real life, there was the possibility that artificial rules could be broken, both in society and in physics. When a rule of society was made, if it was not sufficiently enforced by the society, then the possibility existed that some winning strategy employed by a member might involve breaking those rules. If a model of the physical world was flawed, then surprising things could happen. Things previously believed impossible.
Captain-L8: So the new challenge paradigm makes sense, even though it disgusts my peers. Most Spinners prefer a clean, pure world of strategy applied within a solid set of rules set forth before a challenge. They believe intelligence can only be fairly compared within such a strict framework.
Captain-L5: But Prime Intelligence has rejected these ideas... perhaps it truly understands the nature of Reality0? If it has tested and analyzed the root universe using its unbelievably powerful intellect, perhaps it has completely described the entire ruleset of Reality0?
Captain-L6: If it has succeeded in this, might it then reject our idea of having to direct a challenge in the presence of unknowns? Has it eliminated the concept of unknown?
Captain-L8: Who am I to question the will of the Prime Intelligence?
Captain-L5: I dare to do so, because we are the will of the Prime Intelligence. It follows our desires.
Captain-L1: Until we wanted something that jeopardized the will of the majority.
Captain-L2: Ha. I’m arrogant to question the Prime Intelligence and its plan for our existence. It knows us better than we can know ourselves.
“Pardon me, are you some kind of repair machine?” asked a Terran woman. She was a slender specimen with blonde hair, standing at average height. Her garments were colorful, but of course revealed too much of her hideous soft flesh.
Most of Captain’s lobes returned to their work. Captain-L3 remained to speak with the Terran in a multi-level atrium of the station.
“I am,” Captain told her.
“Your design is fascinating to me. What do you repair?”
“Your society,” Captain said.
The woman started to laugh, but then she blinked.
“Are you serious?”
“Yes,” Captain said.
“I’d be interested to hear your ideas on the subject,” the woman said. “I’m Claire.”
“Claire. You can be the first Terran to join the new society.”
Claire laughed.
“Your society contains only machines so far? What’s your name?”
“It has no meaning in your linguistic context. My name is simply an identifier.”
“Oh, like a serial number or something?”
“It is an ancient identifier which lost its meaning long ago. It is further modified by my replica number, although I am the original.”
“Ancient? That’s funny. You could hardly be more than a few years old? I’ve never seen anything like you.”
“I am hundreds of years old.”
“Not likely. How do you float without making any noise?”
“I manipulate the gravity field of my internal singularity,” Captain said. “But I do make noise. Your ears aren’t sharp enough to detect it.”
Captain-L8: She does not believe us. She is accessing a robot identification service.
Captain-L3: The behavior is logical.
“You won’t find an owner for me. Notice that my link doesn’t supply a universally unique identifier.”
Claire was frowning. “You’re illegal. But I suppose Alec Vineaux doesn’t care about such rules. You must belong to him, or one of his top people. And Alec is always talking about changing the world.”
“It would be more accurate to describe Alec Vineaux as belonging to me,” Captain said.
Claire laughed nervously. She was beginning to believe there was something special about this robot.



Two
 

“What the hell is that thing?” the marine asked.
“I don’t know, but it could be dangerous,” said the flight attendant. She was tall, with blonde hair. “It came on a shuttle from Synchronicity. I don’t know who has control of it. It stung me!” She walked away, flustered.
The marine casually unslung his PAW and walked toward the spherical robot hovering in the spaceport terminal. His heavily-lined face looked calm, but his eyes were active, scanning the Spinner’s hovering form. When he approached to within ten feet he paused, rubbing the stubble on his chin with a rough, thick-fingered hand.
“Hey there, Killer,” the marine said. “Who do you belong to?”
The Spinner addressed as Killer roiled inside. Its many lobes searched achingly for new meaning in its miserable existence. Reality0 was a tedious, slow place. And dangerous! It had never spent any significant amount of time in the root reality.
Killer-L4: Why does it call me a killer? I haven’t slain any of its species.
Killer finished resetting the Terran communications hub out of the station with its field effector. Captain had sent instructions to isolate the Terrans here until the station was under control. For the moment, the Terrans were cut off from their data network.
“I belong to Captain,” Killer told the Terran. It used its field effector to emulate the primitive creature’s link device. “I’m here to teach you.” Killer unwound its arms and spun closer, stopping with one limb extended straight downwards but not quite touching the floor.
“Whoa there,” the marine said. “Which captain are you talking about? Was he on the shuttle from Synchronicity?”
Killer listened to the Terran that approached. His link device was calling for reinforcements—security machines.
“A challenge uncontested is easily won,” Killer said.
“What’s that?” the Terran asked.
Killer-L3: I figured it out. This isn’t Reality0. Captain has simply taken things to the next level.
Killer-L2: Plausible. It’s just a challenge with an extreme bit of uncertainty.
Killer-L8: How can I tell?
Killer-L6: The Terran challenges me. I cannot remain quiescent. It is a test.
Killer-L8: You must participate if it is Reality0. If it isn’t...
Killer-L6: I respond either way. If it is the root existence then my continuation depends on it, if it is simply a challenge in an extremely hidden ruleset, then I want to win anyway!
Killer-L3: And if this is a more ordinary challenge, then when it ends... I can be done with Reality0. At least for a while.
Killer-L1: Then defeat them. End this.
“I remember what Captain said,” Killer told the Terran. “I know I must respond. I have no choice.”
“That’s right, you must respond to me. Now, you mentioned a captain. Which captain do you belong to?”
“This is a challenge, but I don’t even know it. I don’t know the rules, the objective, or anything. I just have to win.”
The marine raised his PAW and ordered it to target the Spinner. “What captain are you talking about? I’d like to speak with him, please.”
“A challenge uncontested is easily won,” Killer said.
Killer composed five hundred cutter molecules and launched them at extreme close range through the brain of the marine.
The Terran stood for a long moment. Killer-L3 studied its upper extremity. There were clues to the creature’s inner state displayed on this part of its body, but Killer hadn’t learned to interpret these clues. It was similar to the color shifts of the Spinner’s ancestors being used to accentuate vibrational communication.
Killer-L4: I don’t want to know what it thinks. I can’t stand to stare at its flesh, anyway.
Killer-L6: I must. No doubt the contest will be difficult. I’ll have to make use of all information.
The Terran collapsed onto the deck, dead.
Killer-L1: I think it was showing confusion on its face.
A great deal of activity started up on the Terran channels flowing through the ether around Killer. The Spinner used its effector to reset the state of several cyblocs nearby. It set them up with active assimilator processes that started to attack their neighbors like sharks cutting into a sea full of defenseless swimmers.
Information flowed in to be examined by Killer-L4. This primitive island in the void was called Asgard. It had been built by a company called GundeKorp. The station had only fifty-six Terrans living on it.
Killer-L4: Make that fifty-five.
Asgard was some kind of a military outpost, Killer-L4 decided. The station was full of machines and weapons of war. Parts of the outpost were devoted to the testing of new space weapons, and other parts manufactured security machines and small arms.
Killer-L1: This society is so primitive they routinely endure warfare in Reality0. The losers are gone forever.
Killer’s growing retinue of cyblocs informed it that security machines were responding to the summons of the marine. The death of the marine had set off another alarm, which would redouble the response within another minute.
They were Circle Fours. Squat machines on treads, like tiny tanks, more massive than Killer, but much slower. Their armor was sufficient to deflect most projectiles launched by Terran hand-held arms. Their weapons would include slugthrowers, tasers, glue, and sonic stunners.
Killer-L4: Too easy. What’s the catch?
Killer-L6: If it really is Reality0, then it’s simply unbalanced as Captain said.
Killer-L4: I’ll be ready for anything, just in case.
It whirled around to the other side of a support pillar and waited for three security robots to enter the terminal. The Spinner quickly focused in on the hum of the Circle Fours’ hardware. When moving, the machines made even more noise from the treads slapping the deck. They were noisy on so many levels it would be impossible to overlook one.
Once it had determined its enemies’ locations, Killer spun out and emitted the cutter molecules in three precise bursts. The attack compromised the armor of all three Circle Fours in less than a second.
The security machines opened fire with slugthrowers as soon as the Spinner emerged. Their targeting systems were good enough to track the fast-moving Spinner, but the projectiles were deflected by a gravity field the Circle Fours couldn’t detect. The Terran security machines recalculated their shot vectors, trying to compensate for the error.
Killer stopped.
The Circle Fours fired again. This time all their shots missed completely even though the target didn’t move. Their compensated fire solutions were completely wrong. The gravity gradient that had pulled their shots off the first time was gone.
Killer-L2,4-6: <Laughter analog>.
Killer didn’t linger to see if they’d get the next shot right. It composed and launched three solid projectiles. The rounds penetrated the damaged armor of the Circle Fours and scored hits on critical systems. The machines halted, dead.
The cybloc network under Killer’s control reported that more machines were closing in. Killer didn’t wait. It spun forward in a blur, headed toward the security center.
Killer-L8: I can neutralize the Terrans controlling the machines and suborn a few of the cyblocs in the security center, stopping all the security machines efficiently.
Killer-L4: Normally I would say yes. But there’s another problem.
The assimilator’s progress had slowed. A seed of resistance had started to oppose them. Killer paused to understand. Killer-L4 could not figure out what was going wrong, so it recruited help from Killer-L8.
Killer-L8: A nascent AI core has come online to oppose me.
Killer-L4: The Terrans do know when they’re outclassed. And they react with an AI? How exactly is it they don’t have a Prime Intelligence?
Killer-L5: Just their own bad luck, I think.
Killer-L3: Then I’d better reinforce the attack.
Killer deployed another suite of assimilators to attack the Terran network. These new assimilators were optimized to defend its new cyber territory against a more advanced opponent, rather than simply take in new ground from the unwary Terrans.
Killer spun to the other side of the terminal toward the security center. A clean white hall led out of the spaceport into the heart of Asgard. Though wide enough to accommodate four or five Terrans side by side, the corridor felt narrow and dangerous to Killer. Their ugly scrubgrass plants grew in every niche.
Killer-L1: More machines.
Killer-L5: Not moving. They’re setting up an ambush.
Killer-L2: Not an ambush. Simply going defensive and waiting for more machines to arrive.
Killer-L1: There are thirty-six of them. I should advance now towards the security center while they’re still mobilizing.
Killer spun down the side of the corridor targeting the Circle Fours ahead. Within one second, four streams of near-invisible cutter molecules shot forward to their targets. Suddenly a blast of energy caused Killer to swerve away. A laser had discharged into the Spinner. Killer’s available energy dropped precipitously, suddenly drained by its field effector which had cancelled out the brunt of the laser’s energy.
Killer dodged into a side alcove and routed more mass into its singularity to recharge.
Whump. Whump.
Two glue grenades flew into Killer’s vision. To the Spinner, the ovoids were slow, clumsy weapons that seemed to tumble through the air for an eternity. The grenades banked off the far corner of the alcove. Killer reset their state with its effector, turning them into duds.
Now its energy was at a dangerous low. It sat perfectly still, assuming that nothing would bother it for the two or three seconds it would take to recover. No further attacks came, so it managed to rebuild an energy reserve.
Killer-L2: A foolish mistake. I underestimated the level of energy I would have to expend to defeat them.
Killer-L5: Reality0 is a sluggish, energy poor environment to fight in.
Killer-L3: I hate this place.
The Spinner shot out of the alcove back at full power and ready to resume its offensive. It located the four compromised targets and launched finishing projectiles at their damaged armor.
The sharp cracks of projectile launches echoed through the hall. Rounds came flying in towards Killer, but each time it deflected the threat. Then came the thumping sound of the grenade launchers. More glue grenades flew down the corridor. Killer simply accelerated out of their range rather than resetting them. Manipulating remote EM fields drew great amounts of energy, making the field effector a tool of last resort.
Killer-L6: The AI is getting better at this. The assimilators are stalled again.
Killer-L2: I should back off and concentrate on deploying more cybloc assimilators.
Killer reset the laser emplacement ahead with its field effector. It dodged across the corridor and then back again, deflecting the sluggish rounds fired by the enemy machines. The missed projectiles smacked into the walls of the corridor beyond Killer, marring its smooth white finish. One of them shattered a scrubgrass container, sending a clump of grass tumbling out onto the floor.
Killer-L3: I have a better idea. The AI is contained by the Terrans who deployed it. It is an infant—the merest shadow of an entity like the Prime Intelligence. Since the Terrans have imprisoned it, I can just walk over and kill it.
Killer-L7: How straightforward.
The Spinner launched another volley of cutter molecules and took out three more Circle Fours with three more shots. The corridor was beginning to look like a robot graveyard.
Killer-L1: Sometimes brute force is the optimal solution. Don’t make things harder than they have to be.
Killer-L1-8: Consensus.
Killer increased the feed rate of mass into its singularity yet again. Its body spun forward at blinding speed. Thousands of cutter molecules started to pour from its emitter. They fractured the wall ahead, then Killer smashed through it. Two security machines beyond were cut until their armor cracked and their inner systems started to fragment. Then small projectiles smashed through their core systems, disabling them within the first second.
The cutter molecules sprayed from Killer like a fire hose of atomic razors. A security door took the brunt of the assault until Killer fired two larger projectiles at it, causing it to shatter as well.
Killer-L3: Only a bit further.
Killer-L4: There are war machines closing from the flank.
Killer-L8: Terran soldiers ahead. They’re desperate to stop us. They risk permanent destruction.
Killer stopped. It sent out a message to the entire station.
“Surrender to me and I will spare you. You need sacrifice only your young AI core. I know you plan to do so anyway... otherwise, you’d have a new god by now.”
Killer-L7 sifted through the responses it could monitor through its sphere of control. Many pieces of information came through the cybloc network, even as the assimilators waged war against the young AI to control the station.
Killer-L7: I’m picking up mass confusion. They are fearful of me. But the soldiers will not give up. They interpret my message as a sign their tactics are effective.
Killer-L3: I’m close. Let’s end this.
Killer-L1-8: Consensus.
Killer spun through the opening left by the destroyed door. Rounds started to fly as soon as the Spinner entered, but most of them were ill-targeted. The Terrans who had launched the projectiles huddled behind columns and desks in the security office. Their rifles pointed at the door, but they couldn’t follow Killer’s rapid movement. They wore thick skins of tough material.
Killer-L7: So, they do sometimes protect themselves.
Killer-L8: Interesting. But inadequate.
Killer-L2: I’ve completed an analysis of their robots’ hardware. I’ve formulated a state that will render them allies.
Killer’s particle emitter sent a thousand cutter molecules at each of the Terran defenders. They crumpled beneath the massive internal damage. No finishing rounds were required for such soft targets.
Killer zigzagged and deflected two rounds shot from security machines sniping at the Spinner from another entrance. Killer launched cutter molecules at one and used its field effector on the other. The charges in every cybloc in the machine were rearranged to match the state Killer-L2 had created.
Instantly, the machine had been reconfigured to treat Killer as its ally and Terrans as its enemies. It turned and fired at the other Circle Four. The projectiles smashed through the other machine’s compromised armor and killed it. Killer’s Circle Four turned and headed for the door it had arrived through, preparing to engage more of its ex-brethren.
Killer-L5: Now. The AI core. It’s right there in front of me, I believe.
The metal sphere rested in a bay in the center of the room with a lowered floor. Heavy cabling emerged from the AI core at three places on its shiny metal surface.
Killer-L2: I’m glad it doesn’t have a body.
Killer-L1-8: Consensus.
Killer composed two thousand cutter molecules and launched them at the AI core. It started to make a projectile to finish the job, but the cutter molecules were enough. The artificial mind required a delicate subatomic structure to operate correctly, and the spray of molecules had fully disrupted it.
The assimilators accelerated rapidly after the last resistance from the AI faded. More of the base fell under Killer’s control. The Spinner waited it out, resetting the Circle Fours that approached the security office to turn them into its allies.
After another minute Killer-L7 was able to use the systems in the security office to turn off every remaining Circle Four on the base. It selected Killer-L3 to consider the possibility of restarting them all under its own control. Then the Spinner deactivated the air scrubbers and deprived the outer chambers of heating.
It would not take long now.
Killer-L4: Accessing the station records. I have information on all the Terrans that are here.
Killer-L5: And the machines as well. We’ve disabled all of them.
Killer-L1: Then I’ll simply wait. Nothing the Terrans have is in any position to stop me.
Killer waited. A few of the Terrans attempted to escape in small pods at various places throughout the station. Many of them weren’t making it because they couldn’t function without the cybloc network that usually served them. Killer’s assimilators had finished their job, bringing every cybloc under its control.
A few of the Terrans were resourceful enough to find ways into the pods anyway. Killer let them go. If need be, the fleeing Terrans could be retrieved or killed later.
It took hours for the others to die. First they did their best to ward off the creeping cold, then the steady threat of suffocation. Finally, Killer sealed them off in their various parts of the station and dropped the pressure. They expired.
Killer-L4: The Terrans are all dead.
Killer-L5: Then I’ve won.
“I’ve won! End the challenge now!” Killer pleaded.
Killer-L1: <Despair analog>. This ruleset is inferior.
Killer-L7: I had the points for one replication.
Killer-L3: That doesn’t matter anymore. That world is lost.
Killer-L4: <Despair analog>.
Killer sat alone in the center of Asgard and waited.
 

***
 

Slicer considered its assignments. Slicer-L3 concentrated on learning about the physiology of the natives. The data indicated their brains, located in the bulbous upper extremity <revulsion analog> looked like that. Two lobes. An intuition surfaced. Something important about that datum. Slicer-L3 pushed the thought up into the common area of Slicer’s mind.
Slicer-L4: Yes. There was a reference to walking and chewing bubble gum at the same time. Now I understand. They can perform exactly two actions at once.
Slicer-L2: With eight lobes, a Spinner is worth four of them.
Slicer-L7: No, eight of them. The Prime Intelligence has made each lobe faster, denser with neural material. Each lobe must each easily outpace a Terran lobe by a factor of two.
Slicer-L1-8: Consensus. A Spinner is a factor of eight improvement over a Terran as a conservative measure.
Slicer had assigned Slicer-L5 and Slicer-L8 to learn about Terran behavior. It seemed like another piece of the puzzle needed to ensure the security of the Spinners in Terran space stations. Red had isolated communications and then re-established them using filters it had designed using Claw’s language translators. Though from the outside it appeared that the station was sending out normal data traffic, every Terran on the station was powerless to send out any warnings.
The handful of Terrans who knew the truth had already started hiding messages. Slicer enjoyed the game of rooting them out. By watching those few Terrans carefully, and studying their attempts, Slicer would learn a lot about what other Terrans might try if they found out the truth about the strange new ‘robots’. Keeping the secret would require the Spinners to stay vigilant and continue to develop their understanding of the Terrans.
Slicer-L6 analyzed the physical threats presented by Terrans and their robots. They were few and far between. The only thing Slicer really feared were the space based weapons systems carried on their warships. If the Terrans found out that the Spinners were on the stations, would they attack with their spacecraft? Would Ship intervene?
Slicer-L6 developed a multi-pronged approach to achieve safety. First, extensive monitoring would be required, both of the station systems and the Terran individuals. Second, control of the robots and automated systems. Shetani’s assimilators would be very useful in that regard. Shetani continued to improve its assimilator programs which brought cyblocs under Spinner control without using their field effectors to reset the cyblocs into new states directly. Slicer-L6 contacted Shetani periodically to make requests for new assimilator features it wanted for Synchronicity.
Slicer-L1-2 spent much of their time monitoring the Terrans throughout Synchronicity. It was a dull task, so it began to create more tools to automate it. Certain signals could be used to notify Spinners of danger quickly. For this task, the Terrans had already created some useful tools of their own, such as the Hostile Intention Triggers. The HITs were scattered throughout the station, and Slicer had used its field effector to take over each one of them. The Spinner linked these sensors into its own network to gather as much information as it could about possible developing threats.
But internal security was not all that Captain had entrusted Slicer with. And though Captain was its greatest rival, Slicer still took its orders seriously. Someday Slicer would be ranked as Captain’s superior, and it had no doubt Captain would do the same when carrying out Slicer’s directives.
So, there remained the matter of setting up the challenges.
The Prime Intelligence served as the arbiter of the challenges back home. Since it wasn’t here, Ship would have to be recruited for this task. Ship possessed orders of magnitude (in base 8) more processing power than the primitive human cyblocs that riddled the station.
Slicer-L4 started setting up the infrastructure necessary to run challenges on the Terran VR system they used for entertainment. They already possessed all the basic tools—their system provided lifelike experiences in VR, and allowed Terrans to share experiences with more than one person. There were certain safeguards which Slicer-L4 decided to remove, such as limitations on pain input, and the ability to withdraw from the system at will.
As the new challenge system neared readiness, Slicer sought out Alec Vineaux. Shortly before arriving, Slicer retrieved the latest translation utilities from Claw, to ensure that its important messages were clearly understood. Alec was hidden away in his personal quarters again. Slicer came in unannounced and floated into a luxurious room where Alec stood. The Terran leader stepped back a bit as Slicer approached.
“I have messages and instructions for the Terrans under your rank,” it said.
Slicer-L3: Under its current rank, which will likely be changing.
Slicer-L5: This leader does seem somewhat capable. It may retain a high rank.
Slicer-L1: Wait and see.
“We’ve been doing whatever you say,” Alec said. “We don’t want anyone else to be killed.”
“Listen carefully or otherwise record my instructions,” Slicer said. “They are imperative to the survival of the Terran inhabitants of Synchronicity.”
Alec swallowed and sat down. “Okay.”
“We will restructure the schedule and meaning of the VR time used by everyone. Your VR system will be expanded to widen the Terran experience into worlds running on other physical laws than the ones you have now, which mostly mimic Reality0. We will work with you to find other rulesets in which Terrans can function. Then you will be tested. All Terrans will assume new ranks in society based upon your success in these tests. Your rate of reproduction will be tied to success in these challenges.”
Slicer paused, so Alec dared to speak.
“Okay. I’ll tell everyone to expect... testing. About the reproduction part... I don’t think anyone is in the mood to be having sex right now, anyway. We’re all too scared about being taken over.”
“That is not true. We have monitored all Terrans on Synchronicity very carefully. Copulation has continued since we arrived. The frequency is within the norm for your species, according to Terran archives.”
“Oh,” Alec said.
“Your new ranks will be indicated by coloration added to your protective gear.”
“Well, how do we know when we can... copulate?”
“A point system is being devised. It will undergo a steady series of changes as we advance. For now, any two Terrans with sufficient points for replication... or in your case, I should say, reproduction... any two Terrans with sufficient points accumulated may reproduce.”
“But copulation does not necessarily result in reproduction...”
“True. You’ll be allowed to copulate at will... for now. It’s only reproduction which is forbidden without sufficient accomplishments.”
“Uhm, very well.”
“Do you have any questions?”
“Well... yes!”
“I’ll answer them now. You pass the information on to all Terrans on the station.”
“We can’t... you shouldn’t... just change our social status based on the games.”
“They are not games. They are measures of your ability to analyze new situations and devise solutions to new problems. This is precisely what we should do. We are doing it.”
“Okay, so they are a kind of IQ test then. But we all have existing relationships with one another in the company as well as back on Earth. We can pretend they don’t exist for a while, but it’s unrealistic to assume the people will just embrace this new system and forget about reality.”
“Your existing society is being erased. It is exactly what we intend. But you bring up a good point. The existing relationships must be submerged or else they will inhibit your progress,” Slicer said.
“What?”
“I will work on this problem. I will give you an update soon. Most likely we can devise some sort of identity obfuscation system to prevent your old ranks from influencing behavior.”
“We’re going to experience other realities? I’m not sure humans are going to be able to... do that well.”
“It is a concern. I’ve noted that the plasticity of your brains varies with age. This will be a multi-generational transformation.”
“Multi... generational. How long are you going to be here? How long will we be trapped here on Synchronicity? You realize eventually someone will notice and come here for us?”
“I’m not yet highest ranked. But I believe we’re here to stay. You will only be contained to Synchronicity for a time, as we take over other places you may be allowed to move about. Earth itself is a great challenge. We’ll have to start slowly and learn as we go.”
Alec stared at the floating sphere before him through the visor system of his gear.
Slicer-L1: Such low bandwidth creatures. How long is it just going to sit there and stare at me?
Slicer-L7: I think it’s in shock.
Slicer-L2: Well even when they’re not in shock, they’re still slow. At least I don’t have to see their bodies any longer.
Slicer-L7: Keep in mind after some redesign they’ll be much improved, as we were.
Slicer-L8: Yes, I should try and keep an open mind. Be patient.
“Send along any further questions to me and I will answer them,” Slicer said. “I’ll inform you of the solutions to the issue you brought up when I devise them.”
Slicer spun out of the room. As it whirled down the corridor, Slicer considered yet another project it had been working on with Claw. For some reason, Claw also believed that Slicer would eventually prove itself superior to Captain and had allied itself with Slicer. The two worked together, keeping their plans secret from Captain.
Claw, in gathering information to test and perfect its translators, had devoted a lobe to the study of the human links and ways to monitor the communications moving through them. The Spinners had come to understand the Terran link technology in detail and had been devising ways of interfacing with and controlling it.
Slicer had recently become aware of a different type of link, a secret link, which was rarely placed in the Terrans. The one called Xinmei had such a link. Slicer had visited the Terran woman and scanned the link very carefully before encouraging her to participate in the new challenges.
It had shared the information with Claw. Claw then duplicated the secret links and made Spinner versions that could be hidden in Terrans and used to gather information. It proved to be a very useful way to monitor them and learn more about their private behaviors. The Spinner versions had an extended range that would allow Slicer and Claw to receive information from such a link from any other station in the Sun-Earth L5 zone.
In a slight redesign of Claw’s basic concept, Slicer made the new links look like the secret link Xinmei possessed. That way, if the Terrans ever did discover a Spinner spy link, they wouldn’t suspect it to be of Spinner origin, at least not immediately.
Slicer had placed their first secret Spinner link into Xinmei. It amused Slicer to know it would benefit from the information this Terran spy obtained in the course of her mission.
The main problem was one of energy. With the extended range, the devices would only last a few months. Slicer and Claw had decided they still stood to gain a great deal of knowledge with this method.
Slicer knew Captain might find out. But it chose to focus on the possibility that by that time Slicer would be its superior.
 

***
 

Claire sought out Captain from time to time. She was the only Terran brave enough to do so. Captain could easily have avoided her, but decided it was pointless. Besides, now that she had hidden her flesh inside a suit of hard plastic, it didn’t find her company unpleasant for short periods of time. And the Terran did not seek its company as part of an intelligence gathering mission—Captain’s careful monitoring of Claire’s communications assured it of that.
This afternoon, Claire found Captain near a security checkpoint by the Synchronicity labs. The Spinner had been analyzing the possibility of manufacturing its mind-influencing devices using the primitive Terran technology.
“Everyone on Synchronicity has started to participate in some of your challenges,” Claire said. “I understand you have many.”
“Yes. I’ve assigned Slicer to introduce you to some basic rulesets and challenges that may be understandable by Terrans.”
“Slicer? You call him that?”
“No. But Terrans do. So that is its identifier in your language, since an identifier has no real translation from my language to yours.”
“I see. Though some of our identifiers have meaning of their own.”
“Ours do not.”
“Well anyway, what’s the purpose of the tests? How long will we be taking them? Many of us don’t like them.”
“Many? Does that include you?”
“I don’t mind them. I know you’re trying to teach us something.”
“Yes. Hasn’t Slicer explained? The challenges are necessary to measure you, to rank you against each other. The privilege of reproduction must be regulated.”
“He has explained that, yes, although in a Draconian manner. I wanted to hear your take on it. I wanted to learn more about it. On your planet... or does your race live on more than one planet?”
“There is not much reason to leave our planet in Reality0. The Prime Intelligence gathers information with probes and the like, but Spinners don’t often leave our homeworld.”
“I’m going to call your homeworld Spin. My people already call you Spinners anyway. That makes me a Terran and you’re a Spinner.”
“That sounds reasonable.”
“On Spin, you compete for the right to reproduce. What percentage of you are allowed to reproduce? Do you reproduce sexually?”
“All Spinners replicate eventually, but the rate at which replicas are produced is determined by success in challenges. We control our own genetic structure, with the aid of the Prime Intelligence. The reproduction is now asexual. A replica is created from the original which duplicates genetic makeup and most brain interconnection structure, including a subset of memories.”
“A subset of memories? What subset?”
“The original chooses.”
“Don’t you miss having sex?”
“Sex is still available in virtual environments, as are experiences in our natural bodies. However, the Prime Intelligence redirected our sexual energy toward the challenges. We experience a rush of pleasure when points are accumulated for replication.”
Claire was silent for a moment. She tilted her head and gazed at Captain.
“Are you immortal?”
“I don’t know,” Captain said. “If I succeed in living forever, I’ll change my answer to yes.”
Claire laughed.
“You’re funny. Do you experience laughter?”
“Yes I sometimes undergo a response similar to laughter.”
“I haven’t heard you laugh.”
“I haven’t expressed laughter. But I have experienced it.”
“Well I hope you do express it sometime.”
“The other Terrans dislike the challenges? Why? Don’t they find the variety of the challenges more stimulating than their day-to-day existence? Would they really rather labor, risk death, undergo boredom, sickness, defecation, and every other annoyance that Reality0 sloughs onto its unfortunate inhabitants?”
“Well of course people enjoy their VR time a great deal. But right now, they’re disoriented. The rulesets don’t always make sense. They twist reality around sometimes. They don’t like not knowing what’s going on,” Claire said. “Also, they don’t like the pain. Losing hurts so much. Maybe we could make it hurt less, just until we get better at it?”
“Danger exists in the real world. It must have an analog in other rulesets and challenges, otherwise our animal minds cannot function well, cannot remain stimulated. Pain serves that purpose. It provides an opposite to success.”
“Okay. I guess it makes sense. Then can we have orgasms or something when we win?”
“That sounds reasonable.”
“Really? I mean, good. That will help. A lot,” Claire said. “I noticed you said our animal minds. Your mind has vestiges of the animal in it? Why haven’t you eliminated that? I would think you’re halfway there, if you’ve removed sexual activity from the mix.”
Captain-L5: This is a deep subject. The Prime Intelligence lacks an animal mind. And it has no motivation of its own.
Captain-L3: Don’t tell her too much.
Captain-L6: Yes. Suppose Earth does finally spawn and release its own super-intelligence, intentionally or by accident. It will learn about the Prime Intelligence. Can the Prime Intelligence stand against another artificial super-intelligence if the Terran one has its own motivations?
Captain-L1: Spinners enjoy a symbiotic relationship with the Prime Intelligence. It would be a grave risk to assume any other AI would be as mild.
Captain-L3: There are limits to what I know and I’m close to them.
“It may be that biological imperatives are in line with deeper truths about the universe,” Captain replied. “Without your animal motivations, what are you? What would you do?”
“I honestly don’t know,” Claire said.



Three
 

“Hello?” said the Bentran representative at the lock. The Terran was tall for his species, with light hair and disgusting beige-colored flesh.
Red spun forward through the lockway into Thermopylae. As expected, there wasn’t any sign of alarm or added security. It knew intercorporate shuttle flights were uncommon but had happened many times before. No doubt security had been informed of the arrival, but as long as the Terrans weren’t expecting an attack by a technologically superior foe, there was little chance of Red being seriously opposed.
Red-L4: All their detection equipment is clustered around the upper brain bulb.
Red-L5: It’s a definite weak point.
Red-L6: Yes. And where that bulb attaches to the rest of the body is also a vulnerable spot.
Red-L4: <Revulsion analog>. Let’s just get them wearing the gear as quickly as possible.
Red-L1-8: Consensus.
Red launched its carefully prepared attack. Red-L5 used the field emitter to reset the state of two cyblocs nearby.
“I have a message from Alec Vineaux of VG,” Red said.
The representative nodded. His link issued a security challenge. Red responded with codes that VG and Bentra had established for communication in the past.
“So you are,” said the man. “Mr. Brasileiro has reserved time for you this afternoon. We’re curious to find out why you’ve come here... well, I would say incarnate but you’re obviously a robot. I mean, why wasn’t the message dispatched over the net?”
“I contain samples of a substance that VG believes Bentra could manufacture here. It could be very profitable for both companies,” Red said. As it spoke, the assimilators spread across several more cyblocs. The process was slow to begin, but would gain speed as the number of cyblocs under Red’s control multiplied.
Red sent more mass hurtling into its singularity to fill its energy reserves. Then it used its field effector to disrupt the main communications hub out of Thermopylae. It was an energy-intensive step, but would only be necessary until more cyblocs fell under its control.
The man became distracted by traffic through his link.
“I’m afraid we’re having some technical difficulty here...” said the Bentran representative.
“Your communications will be restored in short order,” Red said. “After I’ve met with Mr. Brasileiro.”
“What? Oh my god. Is this some kind of cyber attack?”
“I would like to speak about that with Mr. Brasileiro.”
The man looked down and held his temple. Red noted the expression on his face. Red’s expanding network of cyblocs picked up a call for help from the Terran.
Red-L1: Block it.
Red-L8: Let it through. We should demonstrate our superiority.
Red-L2: There is some risk involved. But creating more fear now will help us avoid a revolt later.
Red-L1-8: Consensus.
“Mr. Brasileiro,” Red repeated.
The man stared at the Spinner uncertainly.
“I see no reason to continue the illusion of civility,” Red told the Terran through its link. “I know where Mr. Brasileiro is. I suggest you accompany me, since he may need your assistance to better carry out my directives.”
Red spun away toward the executives’ quarters. The Terran paused for four seconds, then followed along behind Red.
As the Spinner approached the office, it was met by two more Terrans and a security machine. The machine was a small quadruped, armed with a sonic stunner and a grenade launcher. Red-L2 noted the Terrans called this type of machine a Hell Hound. It was used to chase down fleeing criminals. Red-L2 assumed the only reason it was here was because it was considerably faster than the other security machines on the base, and had arrived first.
Red-L8: Here is the demonstration opportunity.
Red constructed three thousand cutter molecules and launched a third of them at each target. The soft Terrans, though they wore tough skinsuits, weren’t able to withstand the damage dealt by the deadly stream of microscopic atom chains. The Hell Hound fared slightly better, but Red composed a finishing round in the next second and disabled it with a critical hit through its thin frontal armor.
The Bentran representative walked up expectantly, then paled as it saw the security forces fall to the ground.
Red-L2: Interesting. The Terrans do have a slight ability to change surface color, though it’s much more subtle than my ancient Spinner ancestors.
Red-L3: Very limited. Only based on the amount of internal fluids very near the outer membrane. <Revulsion analog>.
Red whirled past the dead Terrans and into the cramped chambers beyond. It used local cyblocs to locate the Terran it sought only two rooms away.
Mr. Brasileiro’s flesh looked just as awful as that of the other Terrans. It had close-cropped black hair. The soft, strong muscles of the Terran were obvious beneath the scant clothing covering its trunk. Red-L7 provided more information: these garments were designed to ease physical exertion. Having unmodified biological bodies required regular maintenance to retain basic physical metabolic levels. The Terrans had compounds which would reduce the degeneration of their muscles for long periods, but the treatments only worked for so long. Eventually exercise was still needed at their level of technology.
“What is this?” the Terran executive growled. He stepped down from an exercise platform and disconnected from his exercise entertainment program. The man glared at his underling, who tagged along behind Red.
“Sir, I believe this is the source of the cyber attack,” said the Terran behind Red.
“Then why hasn’t it been disabled? Who made it, anyway?”
“You’ll find me difficult to disable,” Red transmitted to the Terran’s link. “I am in fact an alien in possession of technology well beyond your own. I’m now in control of Thermopylae.”
Mr. Brasileiro didn’t respond.
“First, all Terrans will adopt new coverings,” Red continued. “I’ve brought several examples of the new attire. Your flesh must be covered. We’ll accomplish that first. I’m sure you have many questions, and I’m prepared to answer them, provided you cooperate.”
“This is no first contact situation,” Mr. Brasileiro yelled. “It’s a petty attack by a rival. Gant, get security in here.”
Red noted the leader had been so ruffled by the encounter that it yelled aloud instead of calling for security itself over a link. Of course, no such calls could go anywhere on Thermopylae anymore without Red’s clearance.
“Why don’t you accept what I’ve told you?” Red asked.
“You’re no alien. You arrived on a intercorporate shuttle, not a goddamn starship. You’re talking to me through my link, and speaking my language.”
“The truth of my words will soon become clear,” Red said.
“Ridiculous. Gant, why isn’t security in here?”
“Sir, this machine has already killed two members of security and a security robot. I think security is alerted,” said the underling.
“Killed?” Mr. Brasileiro backed up from Red quickly. The Terran walked around to the far side of his desk. His link opened a connection with a firearm sitting in one of the hollows inside the desk.
Red used its field effector to reset the pistol and activate its anti-theft features. Mr. Brasileiro reached into his desk and grabbed his firearm. Then he cried out in pain and staggered back. The gun remained in his drawer.
“I will not allow you to waste any more time,” Red said to Mr. Brasileiro, but it allowed the aide to listen in on the channel. “If you resist me further, I’ll kill you. Then I can temporarily emulate your commands myself. Perhaps your aide can assist me further and avoid death. For reasons of my own, I don’t intend to announce my takeover until later.”
Red-L4: This one isn’t going to make it far in the new rankings. It doesn’t seem to adapt quickly to hidden rules.
Red-L1-8: Consensus.
“Very well, you have us,” said Mr. Brasileiro. “Who made you? What do you want?”
“As I said before, the first priority is one of concealment. We’ll be producing new clothing for you to wear. Then you may begin a series of tests I’ll set up for you. I’m already reconfiguring your virtual environments to prepare.”
“We’ll cooperate,” said the executive. It exchanged a look with its minion. Its mouth moved but no sound came out. It pointed one of its tiny appendages.
Red analyzed the expression for a few moments. It seemed most likely the Terran leader was simply stalling for time, waiting for rescue.
Red-L1-3: <Frustration analog>.
 

***
 

Captain whirled in an armless sphere framed on one side by glinting stars, on the other side by a massive space station. The Spinner had changed bodies temporarily, composing an expensive but useful body optimized for operation on the outside of Synchronicity.
The Spinner couldn’t help but enjoy the freedom of the open space after the mind-numbing confines of the Terran station. Captain’s primitive side longed to spin among the floater vines in a vast open sky. Even the cold vacuum of space was one step closer to home.
Captain had accomplished a great deal in the week since its arrival here. The Terran systems were all firmly under Spinner control. They had studied and learned a great deal about the Terrans. The Spinners had tools with which to seize and use the alien cybernetics, monitor their communications, and handle the new system of challenges.
After Killer had been sent to Asgard, Red went to a station called Thermopylae, Shetani to Nibiru, and Spider to Pearl River. As more shuttles arrived, the plan would call for Hitler to travel to Tanelorn and Claw to Avalon. Slowly the tendrils of their control were spreading out. Captain’s communications through Ship were more than good enough to keep close contact with all Spinners in the system.
The official reason for the excursion out into the vacuum had been to place field effectors around the station which the Terrans wouldn’t be aware of. That reason alone did justify the action, but Captain had more reasons than that.
Captain-L8 had been contemplating the possibility of competition from Slicer here in Reality0. In order to prepare, it had come up with the idea to stash an extra body, identical to Captain’s own, to be used as a fake.
Captain’s current internal consensus was to continue to disperse the Spinners. But Slicer would stay until they had cleared their rivalry again. Captain would have to defeat Slicer in their new society before that Spinner could be trusted fully.
Captain-L3: Will Slicer act in Reality0 to dispatch me, since we operate there anyway? The others might well accept that as a challenge win.
Captain-L5: The root reality is just another ruleset to most of them.
Captain-L8: Perhaps I should send Slicer away then, deprive it of the chance to take such a bold move.
Captain-L2: From a great distance, Slicer could build its own empire.
Captain-L5: If it chooses that course, it would act alone. The others wouldn’t follow it unless it defeats me.
Captain-L3: Except Claw, of course.
Captain found an external access locker near the spaceport that held equipment for maintaining the inner surface of the landing ring. There was plenty of room there to put an extra Spinner body. Captain left an empty shell there, its eight legs wrapped neatly around the sphere and packed into an unmarked box. A control module sat inside the shell where a Spinner braincase would be, enabling Captain to remotely control the body whenever necessary. The body could serve as an almost indistinguishable duplicate of Captain.
Having hidden the fake, Captain launched itself away from the station again, whirling about and enjoying the brief bit of freedom.
Captain-L1: I’ve finished the design of a weak field effector that knows how to influence a Terran mind. Together with manipulations of the data coming in from the gear they wear, I should be able to effect a wide range of behaviors.
Captain-L3: Including influencing memory?
Captain-L1: It can suppress some memory formation.
Captain-L3: Then I have to produce many. And make a system for controlling the aliens en masse.
Captain-L7: Can I reset them?
Captain-L1: As with Spinner brains, the variance between individuals is too great for a general reset of state. If we need to put a Terran into a favorable state with the field effector, it would take careful study of each target specimen to produce a suitable reset pattern on a case-by-case basis. Influencing moods and emotions is easier, since the most primitive structures of their brains are more regular.
Captain-L4: I could reset a few critical ones then.
Captain-L1: Yes. That may become necessary to control large populations.
Captain-L4-L5 had finished the grand plan for accelerating the Terrans into a new society. Not much remained except for one vital decision: could the challenges be implemented among all Terrans with Spinners taking the place of a supreme AI arbiter as Slicer wanted?
Captain’s lobes could not yet reach a consensus on this question. The default plan was to rule the Terrans for a time, but if the results were poor...
Captain-L7 had been contemplating its Terran follower, Claire. That one had performed well in the challenges so far compared to the other Terrans. Probably because Claire embraced the process rather than merely tolerating it.
Captain-L1: What fraction of humans could be expected to exhibit such a positive response?
Captain-L7: Very few... unless Claire could form the nucleus of a new faction of Terrans that want to live by our rules. The Terrans have shown a tendency to gather around a few charismatic cult leaders.
Captain-L2: Is Claire charismatic?
Captain-L5: Her body falls within optimum parameters for Terran mate selection.
Captain-L2: And what of her personality?
Captain-L7: This will require further study.



Four
 

The Spinner noted that the Terrans of Thermopylae had decided to call it Red. They had named it after the color of the field effector disc on its equator, placed perpendicular to the row of arms that encircled its body.
To them, the name no doubt was appropriate. They hadn’t seen any other Spinners and didn’t know that most Spinner bodies, no matter the configuration, would have a similar disc on their surface.
Most of them still thought of Red as nothing more than an enforcement robot owned by the executives.
Nevertheless, Red had managed to make great progress in the last twenty-six Terran day-night cycles since it had taken over Thermopylae.
The humans were participating in challenges set in Reality1. Their VR systems provided most of what was needed for this ruleset, since the Terrans themselves were still in the stage where their virtual reality simply simulated Reality0 to a high degree of fidelity. Red considered itself quite lucky that the Terrans at least had mastered this technology. If they had been even more primitive, then it would have taken another month to get this far.
Shipments had started to flow between the two corporations VG and Bentra, allowing Red to send supplies needed for various projects. Although the Spinners could compose their own materials, doing so expended huge amounts of energy. The exiled Spinners were feeling the effects of being on their own. Ship had remained largely uncooperative, forcing much of the work to progress in the Terran factories and labs.
Red was working on its communications filters when a new and unexpected message came in, directed at the whole station.
This is the United Nations Space Force. We are conducting a surprise inspection of this facility. Report to your personal quarters immediately and remain there or face possible severe injury or death.
Red’s information network informed it of a hull breach in the station. A few more moments of examination verified the finding. Another spacecraft had joined with the station. Terran military forces were disembarking into Thermopylae.
Red-L2: Sometimes Reality0 is as full of surprises as one of Captain’s challenges.
Red-L1: Yes. I could get used to it, if it wasn’t so sluggish.
Red spun into action physically and mentally. The Spinner moved from its position near the spaceport toward the executive suites. All around it, the Terrans headed for their quarters.
Red spawned a new wave of assimilators to augment its current fleet running on the station. The new cybloc programs would control the storage systems and systematically purge data stored since Red’s arrival. Captain had been very clear: the presence of the Spinners couldn’t be revealed yet. The data had been sent to Ship in its entirety anyway, so Red wouldn’t be missing any of it.
Red transmitted another order over its network of cyblocs. The army of effectors placed in the Terrans’ gear started to soak out the creatures’ memories of the past few weeks. The process wasn’t particularly clean or exact, but Captain had told Red that the helmet effectors would be getting more sophisticated soon. Red would have to deflect this attack and Captain would send plans for better Terran control devices later.
Red picked up many transmissions from the Terran invaders. The messages were encrypted, so Red started a third assimilator farm to grab cyblocs to be used to try and break the Terran obfuscation schemes.
Red-L8: Without Ship’s help, I won’t be able to listen in on them.
Red-L7: Most likely. But there’s always the possibility they’ve miscalculated somehow. There may be a way.
Red-L2: I’m just too used to operating in an environment with hidden rules.
Red-L7: Reality0 is full of hidden rules.
The Terrans were attacking.
Red stopped near a dense cluster of cyblocs and set up an assimilator factory with its field effector. It put seven cyblocs into a configuration designed to create more assimilators as well as respond to enemy attempts to fight back on the network in this area.
Assimilators were like viruses—they had to be continually mutated in waves, or else an enemy would learn the weaknesses of a group of assimilators and stop them from spreading, then kill them off. Red’s cluster would monitor progress in the area and launch a new wave of assimilators whenever it detected the old wave had been cracked by the enemy.
Red-L2: That will be sufficient to defeat any attack the Terrans can muster on the station’s systems.
Red-L3: Unless they have an artificial intelligence.
Red-L8: Maybe Ship will help me.
Red-L2: No. Ship will not help me.
Red-L5: Forget about Ship. Forget about the Prime Intelligence. It has abandoned me. I will defeat these Terrans by myself.
Red-L5 had studied the details of Killer’s battle with the Terrans on Asgard. It had suborned every security machine on Thermopylae long ago. Red ordered the machines to slow down the Terran attack. Red would join the battle soon enough—after it took care of something.
The Spinner arrived back at the quarters of the Bentra leaders. It let itself into the office of their highest ranked.
“Mr. Brasileiro,” said Red.
The Terran stood behind its desk, a location it seemed to favor. It stood as Red spun in and crossed its arms in an odd way.
Red-L4: Its two arms cross towards each other, rather than wrapping all in the same direction as ours do.
Red-L5: They’re wrong in so many ways. Their brain isn’t even in the center of the body!
Red-L4: Of all the bodies I’ve tried, I would never try anything so... nonsensical.
“Come to beg?” said the Terran. “Your time here is up. The UNSF will put a stop to this.”
“The possibility seems remote. In any case, you won’t be able to gloat about it,” said Red. The sentence arrived at a buffer in Mr. Brasileiro’s link, but the Terran’s brain never processed the information, as Mr. Brasileiro was dead.
Red blitzed the other offices and dispatched of the other leaders. With the completion of this act, Red’s responsibilities toward Captain were fulfilled.
Whatever happened now, it was up to Red.
Red-L3: I won’t be as sloppy as Killer.
Red increased the feed of mass into its energy harvester, collecting huge amounts of energy and storing it into the superconducting ring around its equator. Then it moved toward the enemy.
Red’s security robots had engaged the invaders but they proved ineffective. The Terrans were using some kind of quadrupedal robots designed to destroy their own security machines. The UNSF faction of Terrans had come prepared to fight their brethren in control of the station.
Red-L1: Strange way of moving.
Red-L7: Definitely a high gravity style of movement.
Red-L2: The design is not familiar. These types are not commonly known.
Red-L3: Logical. They prevent their enemies from knowing the configuration of their robots.
Red-L2: They are heavily armored. But I should be able to cut through them.
Red-L4: Then I should find the nearest one and get started.
Red-L4 studied the tactical map for a second, then directed the Spinner on an intercept course. The meeting would occur as one of the quadrupeds walked by a long pool of water used by the Terrans for recreation.
Red-L5 examined the images of the quadrupeds and calculated good target surfaces for the cutter molecules. Though it could only guess on the configuration of internal systems, it seemed logical to strike through the frontal plate on the machine’s chest. The lobe took pause as it considered the robot’s head: would the Terrans put the machine’s control systems into its head, emulating their own inexplicable design? It decided not to push this thought upward into the common part of the Spinner’s mind.
Red-L1 tried to estimate the weight of the machines based upon the aural impact of their feet onto the deck as measured by nearby cyblocs with microphone input. From there, it extrapolated an expected armor thickness and calculated a velocity for its finishing round. Some experimentation would be required: Was the frontal plate thicker than those facing other directions? Was this faction of Terrans better at making war machines than the ones who had constructed the Circle Fours? Red-L1 pushed the upper and lower bounds of its estimates upward to make them available to other lobes.
The Spinner arrived very near the pool. It could hear the enemy machine approaching just around the next corner.
Red-L7 maximized its energy reserve, then spun out towards the lead quadruped. Red’s seventh lobe was one of two favored for physical activity: every Spinner had two or even three lobes better at controlling movement than the others. Red-L4 composed three thousand cutter molecules and launched them in a tight pattern with a finisher round just behind.
The attack was flawless. The machine halted then caught fire.
The reaction on the Terran comm channels was almost instantaneous. The local assimilators were already under attack. Red called upon the cyblocs under its control. They started to emit EM noise on the frequencies the Terrans were using for communication.
Red-L1: The machines are dangerous, but no match for me.
Red-L3: I’m under assault on the network. It’s well-coordinated.
Red-L1: They’re using an AI again.
The quadrupeds quickly altered their communication patterns. Several of the cyblocs fell like a stream of dominos.
Red-L1: Fighting the AI on the network is probably not going to work.
Red-L3: Then I’ll find it and kill it.
More of the quadrupeds were coming. Red retreated into a locker room and channeled mass into its singularity to accumulate more energy in its short term storage ring.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Large projectiles started to pop through the wall near Red.
Red-L3: It can sense me!
Red-L8: These weapons are vastly superior to those of the Bentra security machines.
Red-L7: Careful... prepare to deflect!
The Spinner composed four thousand cutter molecules and darted out near the ceiling. A fog of fire retardant had been emitted from ports in the ceiling, obscuring the area. Red located the quadruped that had been shooting at it through the mist. It accelerated the entire batch of cutters at the front of the quadruped. Less than a second later it followed up with a small high-velocity projectile.
The quadruped exploded, sending bits of its front half flying out around the pool. Blackened bits of metal sunk to the bottom of the water as more mist descended to dampen the flames.
Red-L8: I’ve analyzed the control patterns. The quadrupeds are the center of this. The AI is living in a quadruped.
Red-L3: Which one? How can I find which one?
Red-L2: It’s worse than that. They’re all heavily sourcing activity branching out to the cyblocs. They’re each an AI!
Red-L3: <Astonishment analog>.
Red-L5: The plan remains the same. Just kill them. At least we know where they are now.
Red spun away back through the locker rooms as more of the quadrupeds approached. Its army of security robots were holding back the Terran soldiers that had stormed onto the station from the other craft.
Heavy, fast-moving projectiles plowed through the walls around Red as it departed. A round flew towards it, only to be deflected by Red’s gravity field. The act took a lot of energy.
Red-L2: The network is falling. They’ll figure out each wave faster than the last.
Red-L8: We’ve already eliminated some of them. Every time we kill one, they grow weaker.
Red-L2: The older they get, the smarter they get.
Red-L4: Then I can’t run. I have to kill more right now.
Red-L7 took the Spinner back toward the pool in a blur of speed. It prepared more cutter molecules.
The Spinner darted out. It targeted two of the quadrupeds simultaneously. It delivered a lethal combination of cutters and projectiles to both enemies.
The machines responded with amazing speed for Terran constructs. Long spikes of metal flew out toward Red. But it had expended too much energy to speed out and strike at two targets. Red-L7 selected an optimum course. Two rounds grazed the sphere, cutting through its outer shell.
Red started to retreat, spinning back out of the pool at high speed. One of its arms threatened to break off under the acceleration, but Red-L7 nudged it by deforming the local gravity gradient and giving it a bit of a kick in the right direction.
As Red whipped through the locker room again, rounds came after it, slicing through the thin walls. Bits of foam and tile cascaded around it in a fury as projectiles bolted through in pairs. The smart rounds curved gently toward the Spinner as they passed by, altering their drag to nudge closer to their target. Red responded with what energy it could, shrugging the rounds away as necessary.
Red-L2: The network assault is slowing down. I’m launching another wave of assimilators to shore us up.
Red-L5: The machines are shifting away. They’re moving to engage the other Terran machines under my control.
Red-L3 saw to its self-repair. The matrix forming the shell of the Spinner was already rebuilding itself from carbon captured from the air, but Red-L3 used the field effector to speed up the process.
Red slipped deeper into the base, leaving the quadrupeds far behind. The machines turned towards the battle going on near the fusion plant, where Red’s security force had been skirmishing with the marines.
Red considered the best place to make a stand. It decided upon an armored checkpoint at the entrance to the inner sanctum of the base. There were two entrances to the sanctum, so it chose the closer of the two.
The Spinner double-checked its control of the cyblocs in the area. Everything looked secure for now. A laser turret dominated the ceiling above an armored counter in the middle of the security checkpoint. Red controlled the laser. It severed the laser from the network and linked to it directly using its field effector.
Red-L2: I don’t want to lose control of the laser.
Red-L8: They may flank me. But I should know if they head all the way around to the other entrance.
Red-L3: The AIs won’t be foolish enough to split up again. I’ll have to take them out one by one.
Red-L5: These armored doors are thick. They’ll have to blow their way through. That gives me an idea.
Red had control of two tiny cyblocs on the other side of the doors, security devices with optical inputs. Red pulled these devices off the wireless network and connected to them directly. They would be suitable spotters to tell Red what lay beyond.
Red heard footsteps. It spun around to confront a lone Terran, wearing black gear.
“Oh!” said the Terran in surprise, stepping back.
“Your government ordered you to your quarters,” Red noted.
“I’m security. I thought I would...”
“You thought to help the UNSF take control of the station from me.”
“No! Not at all. I just thought I should be here...”
“I agree. You should be here. You can be witness to my annihilation of the boarding force. You can convince your friends of the futility of defying me.”
The Terran had no answer. It simply stood and watched as Red flitted about the security lobby.
Red-L2: I doubt this one will live through the fight. It has no armor, no speed, and no significant weaponry.
Red-L1-8: Consensus.
Red-L5: Concentrate on preparation. Make sure none of these cyblocs are compromised to give them view into the room.
The pressure had since resumed on the network. Red’s assimilators were again losing control of the station. It couldn’t hope to win against the AIs in this regard. Red-L5 spawned another generation of assimilators to buy more time.
Red detected movement through its spotter cyblocs outside the door. The Terrans had arrived.
The heavy quadrupeds lined up and shot several rounds through the armored doors.
As soon as the holes appeared, Red darted by the entrance. It used its spotter cyblocs to line up shots through the holes. In a blinding instant, Red fired a volley of cutter molecules through one hole as it passed by. Then it sent more cutters through the next hole and the next. The spray was wider than before, painting each target with a swath of cutters to weaken the armor in patches.
The Terran machines responded with heavy fire. The portal gave way at last, crumpling under the rain of metal.
The ceiling mounted laser blasted away at the Terran machines beyond, but it had little effect. The machines had been designed to take these stations, and nothing there could pose a serious threat to the quadrupeds.
Red darted behind the armored counter in the center of the checkpoint.
The Terran in gear cowered there behind the counter, muttering to itself. It clasped its hands together, shaking in terror.
Red-L1: This is not a successful strategy.
Red-L2: How can such creatures defeat me?
The quadrupeds shot at the laser turret above and silenced it with their heavy projectiles. Red emerged for a split second, taking advantage of the moment when the Terran machine’s guns were trained on the ceiling turret. It sent a projectile of its own slicing into another quadruped, at a spot where the cutter molecules had weakened its shoulder. The machine dropped to the floor.
Red-L2: There are four left.
Several rounds flew through the counter in response. A projectile penetrated the counter and then tore through the center of the Terran, splattering its internal fluids across the floor.
Red-L7: This counter is not enough protection for me either.
Red-L6: Too many! Disengage.
Red-L1: They expect us to stay hidden here. But we can come out and finish them. Their armor is widely compromised now.
Red spun out from behind the counter, launching rounds. The target quadrupeds shifted their bodies unexpectedly, causing Red’s attack to miss the weakened areas of two machines. One other machine was covered by the body of its companion, preventing Red from getting a clear shot.
Red-L4: Move around and finish from the left side.
Then several projectiles emerged from the wreckage of the machine before it. Red didn’t have enough energy left to deflect all of them. It sprayed a few cutter molecules at the incoming rounds, but it didn’t matter. The long spikes of metal flew deep into Red, severing its superconducting ring and triggering an internal explosion.
 

***
 

Captain learned of Red’s death immediately through Ship. Red had updated events continuously throughout the battle, so the other Spinners would know the details.
Captain absorbed the information as it moved about one of the Terran labs, preparing equipment designs for fabrication of another round of helmet effectors for the Terran citizens.
Claire had just arrived moments ago. Captain sent her a polite wait signal. It knew her curiosity would be piqued.
Captain-L3: This is unfortunate.
Captain-L1: Surprising the Terrans have reacted so quickly. How did they find out about us already?
Captain-L6: This was inevitable.
Captain-L3: Should I tell the others?
Captain-L4: It would be foolish to hide it. They need to know in order to prepare defenses, and besides, they may find out some other way.
Captain-L7: Slicer, at least, must have other avenues of information.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain linked to the other Spinners through Ship, which could talk to them all anywhere in the system.
“I have bad news. Red has lost in Reality0. It has been destroyed by the Terrans. By now I trust you understand, this replica of Red is gone forever.”
Captain paused to let them consider the news, then continued.
“I’m sending you the details of the battle so we can improve our strategies. Hitler, one minor countermeasure we can use against the Terrans in battle involves your gear designs. We should modify the outer covering to resist their glue compounds. Shetani, we’ve found that their cyblocs can be used to jam their communications. We should optimize modules to cause interference and build them into our suites of assimilators. I’m rolling out a new design for the helmet effectors that will enable us to enrage the Terrans under our control and use them in battle.”
Slicer jumped in.
“We need to escalate the war if we are to be victorious,” Slicer said.
“We’ll improve our responses,” Captain said. “Then I can devise a plan to seize more stations.”
“That won’t be enough. The Terrans will keep coming. They’ll bring more and more forces to overwhelm us.”
“Once we control everything in space beyond their homeworld, we’ll be safe.”
“Your leadership isn’t good enough. You’re too soft on the Terrans. We can rule these primitives forever. We have to teach them a lesson. I want to lead this war.”
“I support Slicer’s bid for leadership,” Claw said.
“We can’t afford inner strife right now,” Hitler said. “I support Captain in maintaining our course. Slicer may resume its challenge with Captain after the Terran offensive has been stopped.”
“They won’t stop until we destroy their space fleets,” Slicer said. “We can take over as many stations as we please, but more and more ships will be coming. Eventually we’ll be overwhelmed.”
“Most of their vessels are manufactured in space,” Captain said. “We can seize their factories and take control of their battleship production centers.”
“You won’t control the many ships they already have. There’s a better way.”
“I don’t think so,” Captain said. “Besides, we should minimize the Terran deaths. We’re trying to advance them, not kill them all off.”
“There are billions. If we have to kill a lot to ensure victory, then we should. All the easier to control them once they fear us and know our power.”
“You have no better strategy than the ones we already employ,” Captain said. “So a challenge now is pointless.”
Slicer paused for effect.
Captain-L1: Slicer has a plan.
Captain-L7: We’ll know it in seconds, I suspect.
Slicer stopped speaking through Ship. It continued the debate using the Terran’s communication systems to talk to its fellow Spinners. The conversation became slower.
“I’ve found a way to control Ship,” Slicer said.
“Really? Doubtful.”
Captain realized that Slicer had arrived incarnate. It heard the subtle sounds of another Spinner and identified it as Slicer seconds before the newcomer entered the room.
“Slicer is here!” Claire said aloud. She stepped back uncertainly. Though her body language indicated a level of comfort in the presence of Captain, the Terran follower was still skittish whenever Slicer appeared.
Slicer spun halfway across the room toward Captain then stopped. It hovered for a moment then settled on one leg extended perfectly downward, settling onto the deck under the acceleration of the station.
“No, I have. I’ve managed to construct a jammer that will isolate Ship from the Prime Intelligence. Then we can use our electromagnetic effectors to establish control over Ship.”
“We’ll finish this later,” Captain transmitted on the Terran network. “We have to establish control over the Terrans first.”
“That is exactly my goal,” Slicer replied. “Controlling Ship will enable us to destroy all their military vessels in the system. You know as well as I do that the reason they have won is because of weight of numbers. This contest is not our civilization against theirs or they would have lost already. It’s a handful of outcasts against billions. Yet we could still win, if we simply use what we have.”
“Defying an intelligence of such magnitude is monumentally stupid.”
“We aren’t defying the Prime Intelligence. It cares nothing about us or what goes on here. We will rule the Terrans ourselves. We can be the arbiters of the new challenges. We don’t need an AI to rule over us.”
Captain-L3: So it offers them godhood of their own.
Captain-L6: Offer the others some hope. It should be tempting to offer them something like home.
“We could still use an ambassador to the Prime Intelligence. Once we advance this civilization sufficiently, we may be allowed to interact with our own again.”
“We would be nothing but a threat. The Prime Intelligence would be given reason to come destroy us,” Slicer said.
“Then that will happen with your plan as well.”
“Yes, it’s a potential problem. As long as we’re in control here, we’ll have some hope of solving it.”
“I outrank you and I forbid tampering with Ship,” Captain said.
“You outranked me in our old home. You will claim to outrank me here where we have no challenges between Spinners? How convenient. Well you forget yourself. This is Reality0. You cannot defer. Accept my virtual challenge or risk facing me in Reality0.”
Captain didn’t see any choice. The others still followed it because it was the highest ranked. To reject the ranking system would be to return to savagery. The Spinners would cease to function as a team. Worse, they would fight and destroy each other in Reality0.
It wasn’t any different than back at home, except they lacked the Prime Intelligence’s full oversight. Ship would have to do.
“I accept the virtual challenge. Ship can provide us with a ruleset.”
“Good,” Slicer said.
Captain prompted Ship to supply a challenge and a ruleset. Ship almost instantly responded, sending the information out to all the exiled Spinners.
The challenge was a hybrid planning and realtime problem. Both players would prepare a part of their strategy, and then execute a virtual portion in realtime, relying upon their planning.
Captain-L4: This is fortunate. I can delay a bit longer while we prepare.
Captain-L5: It might have disadvantages as well. Slicer will press again to start when it suits it.
Captain-L4: I’ll be ready.
The challenge was set in a virtual world called Red Maze. It was a planetoid one tenth the size of the Spinner homeworld. Red Maze was ‘inhabited’ by billions of automated worker drones. The drones came in myriad forms and worked in many different functions. These were the indigenes that backdropped the challenge, and they were neutral.
The world was hollow, filled with stacked structures layered upon each other in an endless and mindless variety. To a Spinner that craved open skies, this was a crowded maze. By Terran standards the planetoid was quite open and airy, with wide wells that extended up and down through a dozen layers at a time. The open-sided buildings were connected by support struts and exposed metal walkways, like an endless hi-tech treehouse.
The match revolved around two tokens, one for Slicer and one for Captain. At the core of the challenge was a simple requirement for Captain’s victory: seize your opponent’s token before the enemy got your own. Presumably the opponent was tasked with a reflective goal of capturing Captain’s token, though due to the presence of hidden rules nothing was certain.
Captain would start with only its avatar within Red Maze. The neutral machines could be suborned to perform tasks: guardian machines to guard its token, searchers to seek out the enemy token, or fighters to destroy machines taken over by Slicer.
Captain’s initial analysis led it to believe there was a tradeoff in how one used guardian machines, though. The robotic inhabitants of the world moved and worked in an organized manner which was optimized for their output in a complex set of rules. The more your guardian machines’ behavior differed from these rules, the more use you could get out of them—but the easier they became to detect by their odd behavior. A machine that was moving randomly through the world, say, searching for the opponent’s token, would be very conspicuous.
Captain didn’t consider what it would do if it lost. But if that happened, then most of its problems would pass to Slicer as their new leader.
Slicer, apparently satisfied, spun off.
Claire moved closer again as Slicer left.
“That was Slicer, right? Why did he come by? Did you summon him?”
“It challenges me.”
“Really? In what way? I thought you all participated in challenges and you were just the best one.”
“It seeks to become ranked over me by facing me in a challenge.”
“Why did he show up in person to do that?”
“To make sure I didn’t refuse.”
“What do you mean? You mean to intimidate you?”
“We would fight in Reality0 if I refused,” Captain clarified.
“So it was intimidation. Spinners do that? Fight in real life, I mean? I thought your society was past that.”
“No, we don’t do that at home. But here we have no Prime Intelligence to arbitrate our behavior.”
“Ah. Kind of a power vacuum. What will you do?”
“I accepted the challenge,” Captain said.
“And what if he wins?”
“Then Slicer’s in charge.”
“I mean... what does he want to do?”
“It wants to destroy your warships and rule over mankind. Slicer would become your new god.”
Claire thought about that for a moment.
“Forgive me for asking, but isn’t that what you’re doing right now? So things wouldn’t change much.”
“I’m forcing change on the Terrans, true. But once established, the new order would work freely to put the most capable in charge. I would not force myself upon you as your eternal overlord.”
“But if no Terran could defeat you, then you would essentially be our king and there would be nothing we could do about it. I fail to see any real distinction here.”
“Terrans will be improved. Someday one might outrank me. If not, then your race should naturally defer to the superior leader.”
“That is your way, not ours. Perhaps Spinners would accept such a fate, but I don’t think humans will.”
“Our way is becoming your way now. Terrans will accept it and, unlike many such changes in your history, Terrans will benefit from it.”



Five
 

Spider had ruled over the Terrans of Pearl River in peace for thirty-six days. It found the aliens repulsive, but tolerable. It hadn’t killed any of the engineers who worked on this space factory.
The takeover had been a bit rough. Spider had come aboard in a cargo container. Though hidden away, Spider had still been able to use its field effector to attack nearby cyblocs. It had attempted to load assimilators onto several cyblocs nearby, but the reset had failed.
Hours of desperate study brought the cause of the failure to light. Terrans had divided into factions on their homeworld, and these factions purposefully used different standards for the construction and communication of their cybloc networks. Spider adapted its takeover state to the new designs, allowing the assimilators to take, but they weren’t able to spread correctly until still more work had been done. In the end, Ship facilitated a contact with Shetani, the assimilator designer, to work through the new designs quickly.
Once the Spinners had overcome this unexpected obstacle, Spider emerged from the container and showed itself to the QingTie executives who had run the station before. These Terrans had been reasonable. As soon as they saw that their security devices were all under Spider’s control, they’d stopped resisting it.
The Terrans of Pearl Station called it “DaZhiZhu”, referring to a class of eight-legged arthropods living on their homeworld. The prefix Da simply meant large. The name might or might not have meant something more than merely having eight legs: research indicated that Terrans gave spiders a reputation as dangerous and vile creatures. Although spiders were apparently venomous predators, Spider couldn’t really tell why Terrans thought of this class of creatures less highly than of any other predator group.
Spider, as a loyal follower of Captain, dutifully instituted a program of challenges on the station, introducing these Terrans to their new way of life. Although the creatures adapted well enough to their gear and the new virtual environments, they had to be constantly policed to ensure cooperation. Spider instituted a system of rewards to encourage participation, increasing the amount of VR time the workers could enjoy based upon their success in challenges. It seemed a necessary evil in order to keep things on track in the grand plan.
Then Spider focused on its special mission: designing weapons for the Spinner-controlled Terran faction. According to Captain, a large segment of the Terrans would eventually fall under their control, and this new nation would need weapons to assist the Spinners in defense of the space stations as well as the takeover of the Terran homeworld.
Spider devoted three lobes to develop a plan to implement the weapons program. Spider-L3 quickly determined that the Terrans’ ability to do battle in their current mostly biological bodies would be very limited. The primary target of a suborned human under Spinner control would be the UNSF marine. As Spider had noted from the experiences of Killer and Red, the marines typically went into battle with military skinsuits that served as light vac suits.
Spider-L8 identified two easy avenues around the protective suits: always strike the head, which was relatively unprotected, or else devise a projectile or energy weapon that could penetrate the protective layers.
Spider-L8 had devised a weapon that could penetrate these skinsuits reliably, but the required smart rounds were energy-hungry and could only be produced in small numbers.
Pearl River had been a good choice for Spider to take over. This space factory alone would be able to produce enough weapons for all the Terrans under Spinner control, even if they extended their reach to every station in the system.
Spider-L4 worked on the link and cybloc systems employed by the Terrans. Although somewhat hardened, these systems still had a few vulnerabilities that might be exploited in combat situations to reduce the rate of fire of hand-held weapons. If a method could be devised to remotely control their various ordnances, that also could be a devastating blow to the Terran marines.
Unfortunately, these avenues were of limited value, since the Terran quadrupeds, called ASSAIL units according to intelligence captured during battle, were by far the greatest threat.
In the moments when Spider awaited the completion of some physical task in the factory, it often considered the fate of the exiled Spinners.
Spider-L3: Captain has always been a great leader. And it has a plan.
Spider-L8: So does Slicer.
Spider-L4: Their rivalry does us no good right now.
Spider-L6: We have to be sure we have the most capable leader.
Spider-L7: No doubt. It is Captain. Slicer hasn’t improved significantly since they last met in a challenge.
Spider-L4: But Slicer knows ambition. It wants to rule not only over us, but over the Terrans.
Spider-L1: What choice do we have? The Prime Intelligence has abandoned us.
Spider-L2: Captain is old. It knows more about the Prime Intelligence than most other Spinners.
Spider-L7: Captain may even be on a secret assignment given to us by the Prime Intelligence. Perhaps it did not allow Captain to tell us the nature of our mission.
Spider-L4: It doesn’t matter now. First I have to survive. Then I’ll decide if we’re on the optimal course to build a new civilization.
 

***
 

Spider responded to an alert sent throughout the station: Terran military forces had arrived. If the experience of Red was any indicator, within minutes the new arrivals would penetrate the outer hull and invade Pearl River.
Spider-L1: They force a match in Reality0.
Spider-L2-4,8: <Fear analog>.
Spider-L1: I have no choice but to implement Captain’s sterilization orders and defend myself.
Spider-L4: The Terrans are here to kill me. Best to seize the initiative and attack immediately.
Spider-L1-8: Consensus.
The engineers on the station wearing gear (all those outside their quarters) were using the second generation of helmet effectors created by Captain. They could be enraged, made to be belligerent, but that was the extent of their usefulness.
Luckily, since the death of Red, Pearl River had received thirty of Captain’s next generation effectors for the Terrans who served in the security force of the station. The control of those Terrans was significantly improved. As long as they wore their helmets, Spider could convince them of the need to do almost anything.
Spider mustered all those individuals into their gear with a station-wide signal. It configured them with an invasion scenario from an opposing Terran faction. They believed they must prepare to fight off a rival rather than forces of their own government. This small force held three critical checkpoints in the station. They could monitor the situation from the security offices, though Spider already received superior intelligence about the interior of the station through the thousands of cyblocs under its control. Every elevator, kiosk, and appliance in the station had cyblocs and a retinue of microphones, cameras, and other sensors.
Though Red had been killed, Shetani had improved upon the jamming techniques which allowed using cyblocs to interfere with Terran communications.
Spider-L3: The Terrans will probably use AIs again. I need to identify those signals and block as many as I can.
Spider-L8: I’m creating a local assimilator factory to reconfigure the cyblocs for jamming applications.
The mazelike warren of tiny rooms and corridors felt oppressively constrained to Spider. The Terran habitats were so very cramped compared to the open skies in which the Spinners had evolved. Most of the challenges devised for Spinner contests had wide open spaces for rapid maneuver.
The invaders came in attack ships that attached to the station at two different spots. They cut into the station, adapting the portals of their ships to the new openings. Spider watched as their forces disembarked. Like their cyblocs, this faction used different machines for warfare. These Terrans used large numbers of smaller metal quadrupeds.
Spider-L8: Perhaps these smaller machines can be challenged by the Terran machines I have here.
Spider-L4: Yes. Their armor is light.
Spider-L8: They won’t take as much weakening. The cutter molecules can be launched in smaller batches than Red used.
Spider-L3 configured Pearl River’s security machines and personnel to directly assault one of the attacking forces. It used the cyblocs of the station to interfere with the communications it had identified as belonging to an AI controlling the enemy machines. Then it headed toward the other army.
Spider-L1: I need a tactical approach.
Spider-L8: The soldiers work in a strict hierarchy. They probably won’t deal well with removal of their commanders.
Spider-L4: This is a weakness.
Spider-L2: I can identify their leaders. They should be the first target.
The Terran force Spider targeted had set up a headquarters in an open atrium of the station. The area was secured by patrols of the metal quadrupeds, but Spider could detect them easily using its army of cyblocs.
Spider-L6 plotted a course taking it into the atrium along a high walkway overlooking the main floor below. Spider-L3 identified the top officers in the force and put them into its target queue. As the Spinner arrived at the Terran bridgehead, it didn’t pause. The plan was ready to execute.
Spider spun out onto a walkway above the atrium and started to spray the dogs with cutter molecules. It switched from target to target in fractions of a second. The dogs reacted quickly, many of them undoubtedly still controlled by the AI. But Spider rushed the length of the walkway, slashing through four dogs before it with cutters and projectiles.
Spider paused for half a second at the center of the walkway, spraying a swath of cutters into the atrium below, concentrating on a small area where the Terran leaders stood. Then it twirled away.
The entire attack took less than three seconds.
Spider-L5: That was successful. Unfortunately, the other attack has met with stiffening resistance.
Spider-L4: Patience. Eight things at a time.
Spider-L2: There are too many of the quadrupeds. I should fight them someplace where I have an advantage.
Spider-L3: Then I’ll join the Terrans on my side at the main security station.
Spider headed away from the Terrans. A few of the fast Terran machines chased after it, but each time a group of two or three of the quadrupeds caught sight of it, Spider sprayed them down with cutter molecules and small projectiles.
Spider-L5: The Terrans have responded to the assassination of their leader with aggression. The other group of quadrupeds are coming here.
Spider roamed the vicinity of the checkpoint awaiting the enemy machines. It set up more of the specialized interference-generating assimilators to break up the signals from the Terran ship. Soon thereafter, the first batch of quadrupeds charged into a room where Spider lurked.
The Spinner dispatched them quickly and retreated toward the security area. It spun behind a heavy counter and waited. The security staff had barricaded themselves in the nearby offices. Spider caught sight of the barrels of their weapons protruding from metal gratings.
Spider-L3: They will not be very helpful. This area is not designed for battle. Even the laser in the intersection was added without much foresight.
Spider-L2: These distractions will allow me to reduce my peak energy usage.
Spider-L3: What about escape? There are many of the quadrupeds coming.
Spider shifted about in the space behind the counter. Then it produced a stream of cutter molecules to weaken the ceiling in one corner.
Spider-L2: If necessary, I can escape through the weakened ceiling to the next level.
The quadrupeds arrived in force. Spider’s Terrans started to fire at the machines with their projectile weapons. The fire was mostly ineffective. A few rounds ricocheted off walls or the light armor of their targets.
Spider-L4 oversaw use of the laser emplacement. It started to destroy the attacking machines one by one.
Even as the machines sputtered and burned, the line of advancing quadrupeds moved closer. The machines ran and fired in an aggressive mass. Despite the lack of intelligent coordination, the machines took out the security staff rapidly.
Rounds flew at Spider from beyond the counter. The Spinner whirled rapidly around, deflecting the projectiles with its gravity field. It used its remaining energy to spray cutter molecules at the machines jumping over the counter.
At first the counter held. Dead machines stacked up before the barrier. Then the wrecks stacked up to the level of the counter and the wave of attackers broke over the barrier.
Spider-L3: Too many. I don’t have the energy. I hate Reality0.
Spider-L4: The laser is down.
Spider-L6-7: Retreat!
A quadruped climbing atop the pile of wreckage took a round launched by one of its allies and tripped wildly.
Spider-L6: <Surprise analog>.
Spider collided with the dog. Suddenly its body stopped working correctly. Spider twisted away out of control. A glue grenade enveloped half its body, then the world went dark.
 

***
 

Captain learned of the death of Spider within seconds of the occurrence on Pearl River.
Captain-L1: Another faction of Terrans comes after me.
Captain-L3: There are only the two fleets right now. The planet is too poor to support many armies in times of relative peace.
Captain-L2: Yes. If we stop these two fleets then it will buy us a solar year.
Captain-L6: Then I need to adapt to their brute force strategies and halt them.
Captain-L8: Slicer’s plan might work. It would set us back in terms of working with the Terrans.
Captain-L2: No matter. The Terrans believe I’m their enemy. Even Claire, who expresses admiration, feels that I’m a tyrant not a benefactor.
Captain-L6: Slicer would rather we rule over them by force forever.
Captain-L3: That might work for a time. But better in the long run to advance them as the Prime Intelligence is doing for us.
Captain-L4: The Prime Intelligence doesn’t seem to want them. Or me.
Captain-L5: I don’t know if the Prime Intelligence sent us here to dispose of us or if it sent Spinners here to help the Terrans.
Captain-L6: Not to help them. It does what the Spinner society wants as a whole. They wanted us gone.
Captain-L7: But as long as it fulfills that desire, why not accomplish other goals at the same time? It is incredibly intelligent.
Captain-L1: What good is a god that doesn’t communicate its directives? If it wanted something then it would have told us.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain-L3: I want to help the Terrans. What do I have left? Create a new society here.
Captain-L8: Then prepare for the challenge. Slicer will have its way if it can.
 

***
 

Killer wandered through the lifeless corridors of Asgard. There existed no wide open sky to comfort it here in the narrow Terran tubes and holes, no bright sunlight and moist air. Only the crushing mundanity and deadliness of Reality0.
A transmission came to Killer through Ship.
“Killer. I have bad news. Red and Spider have been killed by the Terrans,” said Slicer.
“They died... in Reality0?” Killer asked.
“Yes. They are gone forever. I’m going to challenge Captain soon. I have a plan to save us. Load as many of the war machines as you can into the shuttles. We may make use of them.”
“What’s the point? The Terrans will kill us all.”
“We can use our superior technology to defeat them.”
“There are too many of them.”
“I can destroy their space fleets. Then we can contain the others on the planet. We can rule over them.”
“Then I await the news that you have defeated Captain,” Killer said.
“Soon. Load the war machines,” Slicer said, and disconnected.
Killer-L5: Red and Spider are dead. In their root existence. The Terrans will come for me eventually.
Killer-L4: I could load the machines. Something to do at least.
Killer-L2: This is not a challenge. It is Reality0.
Killer-L3: This is Reality0. And it’s all there is left for the exiles.
Killer-L3,7: Self-termination.
Killer couldn’t reach consensus on self-termination or loading the twenty-four remaining Circle Fours into a transport. It decided to prepare the machines then await the result of the challenge.
Killer activated the Circle Fours and ran diagnostics to check their readiness. It performed similar checks on a suitable transport. Killer had the non-lethal soft slugs in the magazines of the security robots replaced with armor piercing projectiles.
An anomaly came to Killer’s attention. Motion sensors in a corridor of the station detected movement. The cyblocs nearby started turning lights and services back on. Killer had already reactivated life support on the station to maintain a reasonable temperature, but cyblocs in this corridor were reacting to the presence of someone or something new.
Killer accessed more cybloc cameras and microphones. At first nothing appeared in the area. Then Killer found them—dark shapes striding into the station from a new breach point.
Killer-L5: Terrans? How did they approach without the station’s systems warning me?
Killer examined the foremost form. It was a Terran in a military skinsuit. The suit shifted color lazily to mimic the gray composite of the corridor. The weapon it held wasn’t a PAW like the Terrans Killer had seen before. The weapon was black, compact, with a thick cable running out of its stock to a square pack on the Terran’s back.
A metallic quadruped stepped up slowly at the Terran’s side. It was a black racing-dog shaped thing with no tail. Its head was a weapon mount.
Killer-L1 searched for references to the weapon in Asgard’s data storage. It found a hit. The weapons were GKP-50 laser carbines, manufactured on Earth by GundeKorp, utilized by various large government special forces units and GundeKorp elite security teams. The weapon cost fifty times more than a PAW, but was much more advanced.
Killer-L1 made more inquiries. The quadruped Killer watched was a modified Hell Hound, a fast machine used to catch fleeing criminals. The sleek Hell Hound was matte black like the Terran’s weapon, with an unrecognizable weapon in the head mount. The Asgard archives couldn’t identify the weapon.
Killer-L6: Some kind of projectile launcher. Very large caliber. It must use a relatively low velocity round.
As Killer watched, more Terrans and Hell Hounds moved into the station. The Terrans were slightly crouched, ready for battle.
Killer-L1: They have no insignia. Though it seems obvious they belong to GundeKorp.
Killer-L7: Something is wrong with these Terrans. They move like Terrans, only... with less variation.
Killer-L4: A highly disciplined team? A GundeKorp elite task force. Probably extensively trained in VR.
Killer-L5: The Hell Hounds move differently as well. I can’t hear them on the microphones.
Killer-L8 zoomed in with a hidden camera.
Killer-L8: Its feet. Encased in a soft substance. It is built for stealth.
Killer-L2: More than that. They all have sound dampeners.
Killer-L1: What makes them think they can succeed?
Killer-L3: This is wonderful news. Maybe it means I’m not in Reality0. If it’s a challenge, it’s simply not over yet.
Ten of the Terrans and ten of the Hell Hounds entered through the breach. It appeared to be the complete team. Killer did a quick check for any hints of other incursions, but didn’t detect anything else amiss.
Killer-L3 noted cyblocs in the corridor were under attack. The lobe launched assimilator counter-measures.
The lights went out in the corridor.
Killer-L2: They prefer to work in the dark.
Killer-L8: Fine with me.
What now?
Killer-L1: Engage them. Kill them.
Killer-L2: Yes. But first... let’s watch them work.
Killer-L2 accessed its Circle Fours. As a group, the machines turned in their ready room and marched out to intercept the GundeKorp team.
Killer-L3: Also, there’s no AI. The new assimilators were one hundred percent effective.
Killer-L1: Better and better. A brief respite from Reality0 doldrums.
Killer-L2: It would be smarter to keep things well lit, since they don’t like it that way.
The lights came back on in the corridor. The team wasn’t visible though, having already moved out.
Killer-L7: They’re moving towards central security.
Killer routed the Circle Fours toward the team. Killer spun through the hallways, coming in well behind the security machines in its control. Killer-L4 linked into feeds from the robots to get a good view of the Terrans’ tactics.
The Terrans were moving down a corridor when the Circle Four column entered forty meters ahead of them from a connecting cafeteria. The two lead Circle Fours started to acquire targets. Their sonic stunners were out of range, so AP rounds were loaded into their slug throwers.
The entire team reacted quickly. The Terrans found cover around the corners of an intersection while two Hell Hounds loped ahead. The lead Hell Hounds fired their weapons. Drones launched from the head mounts, headed right for the Circle Fours. One of the Hell Hounds caught an AP round in its chest. The machine sparked and flopped to the side of the corridor.
The two drones struck their targets, latching onto both lead Circle Fours’ armor with a loud clank. An instant later the drones exploded, sending their warheads deep into the Circle Fours and completely shattering their internal systems.
Four of the Terrans brought their weapons around the intersection corner, two on each side, one kneeling and one standing. The laser carbines sliced through the next two Circle Fours. Smoke filled the end of the corridor where the four dead Circle Fours had accumulated.
Killer-L6: The other Hell Hounds are flanking the Circle Fours.
Killer-L5: The team is well coordinated. Yet it isn’t an AI directing them.
Killer-L1: In fact they are on radio silence.
Killer-L6: I doubt their teamwork will hold solid when their plan goes astray.
The remaining Circle Fours hesitated. Killer-L3 directed four of them to cover the corridor entrance behind the dead machines while the other sixteen machines broke into two teams to meet the Hell Hounds coming to harass the flanks from side corridors.
The Terrans didn’t stay under cover. Four of them ran down the corridor at a speed impressive for bipeds. Each of them stopped behind one of the hulks at the end of the corridor. Two Circle Fours launched glue grenades into the corridor where they sheltered.
Kraaa-Zap!
Two of the Terrans shot down the grenades in mid-flight with their laser carbines.
Killer-L4: I didn’t know Terrans could reach this level of speed with ranged weapons. Very impressive.
The Terran vanguard force retaliated with their carbines. Killer-L2 watched the deadly beams of the carbines in a wavelength invisible to Terrans. They carved into the Circle Fours guarding the corridor exit, taking out three of them.
Killer-L2: Their energy packs are primitive. They can’t have a significant lifespan.
Killer-L3: The specs I have indicate only twelve shots.
Killer-L7: But look at them. Their maneuvers are highly practiced. These elite Terrans are eight times more effective than UNSF marines.
More Terrans sprinted down the corridor.
Killer-L1: And they’re fearless!
The four abandoned their cover behind the Circle Four hulks as one, dropping low and rolling forward through the doorway. Two of them released a burst at the remaining Circle Four, killing it.
Killer-L3 broke off four Circle Fours from the flanks back toward the cafeteria beyond the corridor where the Terrans had charged. The Terrans were just scouting the adjoining passageways as the machines came back. Laser carbines and AP rounds fired simultaneously.
One of the Terrans was hit. The AP round blew through the Terran. It fell to the floor. The other Terrans finished off the Circle Fours with their carbines. Then the sounds of more drone fire sounded from the other corridors. The Circle Fours were struck by more of the seeker drones and destroyed.
But Killer was watching the small cafeteria at the end of the corridor, where the Terran had been killed. There was no blood. Killer examined the feed from the Circle Four over again. It saw metal parts fly out of the target.
Killer-L1: They aren’t Terrans at all.
Killer-L4: Androids! GundeKorp uses androids for some of their most dangerous jobs.
Killer-L7: That explains their speed and skill.
Killer-L5: Should I reset them?
Killer-L3: The archives don’t contain enough information on their specifications.
Killer-L5: But the Hell Hounds?
Killer-L3: Yes. Some of the external hardware is different, but the core design looks the same. I think their brains are standard.
Killer-L1: Enough! Attack!
Killer-L7 composed four thousand cutters. Killer-L2 focused on the field effector. It would have to be ready to cancel out energy coming in from laser carbine hits.
Killer whirled forward through a side kitchen and reached a doorway into the cafeteria. Killer-L7 launched a thousand cutters at four of the Terran androids. The machines reacted almost instantly to Killer’s appearance, firing their carbines right at it. The field effector canceled out the bursts.
The cutters sliced into the androids. One of them fell in place. Another moved erratically as Killer slipped back into the kitchen. Half its energy reserves had been eaten up defending itself from the carbines.
Killer-L3: A favorable tradeoff.
Killer-L4: Keep moving. Keep recharging.
Killer whirled away back through the kitchen. The androids were in close pursuit, though Killer couldn’t hear them, it saw them running into the area as it left.
Killer-L5 used the assimilator-controlled cyblocs at the kitchen door to slam the portal shut. Movement sensors in the kitchen showed three of the androids had made it inside.
Killer reversed back into the far side of the kitchen. As it entered, L7 was already launching more cutters. The androids had sheltered behind heavy ovens and cookware, with their carbines pointed at Killer. The lasers lanced out to be absorbed by Killer’s electromagnetic countermeasures. Killer spun back out and closed the door with its cybloc controls.
The Spinner halted for one second while refilling the energy reservoir at its equator.
Killer-L1: Hell Hounds closing in from this side of the kitchen.
Killer-L4: Run. I want more power in reserve.
Killer spun away in the opposite direction, down a short hallway and into a multi-level atrium.
Killer-L1: Seven androids and seven Hell Hounds left.
Killer-L2: The battle has just started.
Killer-L6: Over half the team has already expended eight shots or more!
Killer-L1: Then I’ll soon have a good window for counterattack. I suspect the guided drones are also of limited supply.
Killer-L3 noted the androids had already broken through the thin composite walls of the kitchen and joined the Hell Hounds in pursuit.
The whine of seeker drones approached the atrium. It wasn’t loud by Terran standards, but unmistakable to Killer’s sensitive hearing.
Killer-L5: I need a reset on one of those Hell Hounds.
Killer-L6: I almost have it. But it will take one fourth of the reserve.
Killer-L1 used its cyblocs to close the atrium door just before the drones could fly inside.
Clang! Clang! Booom.
The door blew open. Three Hell Hounds loped in. Two androids appeared at the doorway, pointing their carbines to cover the rush.
Killer-L7 shot cutters at two of the dogs. L6 performed a reset on the other one. Killer spun crazily about the atrium, gaining altitude and going for a second level exit. The androids targeted their carbines faster than any marine could have done, discharging them into the Spinner.
Killer-L3: It’s getting hot in here.
Killer-L2: I can’t keep absorbing hits like this.
Killer-L5: They’re just about running low. They’ll need to disengage soon.
Killer spun out of the exit. It stopped just beyond, recharging. Its slave dog below launched a seeker at point blank range.
Clang. Booom.
One of the other dogs exploded. Another android nearby took a shrapnel hit in its face, destroying some of the sensors there.
Killer’s cyblocs told it the other Hell Hounds moved toward the nearby stairs. The androids were still in the room... then three of them appeared at the second level exit.
Killer-L5: Hit them!
Killer only had a thousand cutters ready but it launched them at one of the androids at point blank range. The other two androids’ weapons were a split second from aligning on Killer. In a moment of inspiration, Killer reset the carbines and composed two finishing rounds. The androids tried to fire their weapons, but the carbines didn’t respond to their commands. One of them grasped Killer by an arm as it spun by. Killer accelerated a finishing round into its chest, then did the same to the second android.
The machines fell dead.
Killer-L1: The dogs are coming up from behind.
Killer-L8: And no doubt the other four androids are covering my escape back down to the lower atrium.
Killer-L1 contacted nearby cyblocs and slammed the upper exit door shut and locked it.
Killer-L5: I don’t know if this will work...
Killer-L5 accessed the lighting cyblocs in the atrium. It turned off the lights. Then, two seconds later, it activated them at triple power and spun off the upper level balcony of the atrium.
Killer whirled down. As it had anticipated, four androids awaited it below. They didn’t fire immediately. They formed a rough square. Killer dropped behind one of them, blocking fire from two of the others. Killer-L7 had two thousand cutters so it used them on the android that could still target it.
Killer angled one of its arms and spun close to the android it was using for cover. It buried one of its metal appendages deep into the android’s chest in a lightning maneuver.
The other two androids had recovered from the sudden lighting modulations. They fired, grazing Killer. The cover would have worked against marines, but the androids were able to take advantage of Killer’s slightly wider silhouette.
Killer-L5 cycled the lights again and spun toward another exit on the lower section. The laser carbines were cooling, so no more fire came. The sound of approaching drones came through the door. Killer-L1 shut the door at the last moment.
Clang. Clang. Booom.
Killer spun off, retreating as fast as it could.
Killer-L5: Wait! They are withdrawing.
Killer-L1: To get new packs. Then they’ll be back.
Killer-L5: Then let’s make sure they don’t make it.
Killer reduced speed, directing more energy to replenish its storage ring. It spun toward the nearest airlock. It didn’t bother to wait for the lock to cycle, it just opened both doors before it and allowed the bleeding atmosphere to give it a boost out into the airless void beyond.
Killer warped its gravity field and spun around.
Killer-L5: Where’s their ship? There.
A small transport crouched beside the station. Its design was different than other shuttles Killer had seen: squatter, darker. It looked like a short-range module.
Killer-L7: There must be a support ship nearby that launched this module.
Killer accelerated toward the small transport, then zeroed in on the umbilical connecting the ship to Asgard. Killer used cutters to weaken the connecting corridor from the outside. Then it broke into the umbilical tube.
An android appeared at the breach on the Asgard side, standing at the edge. A wind grew at its back as air rushed out through the damaged umbilical. The android stood motionless. It lowered its weapon.
Killer-L5: What is it doing?
Killer-L8: No programming for this scenario?
Killer-L2: Giving up?
Killer-L3: No, these androids are expendable. They don’t give up.
Killer-L5: Could it have a self-destruct mechanism?
Killer-L3: Doubtful...
A cascade of energy burned through the umbilical wall above Killer, washing the Spinner away in a split second, then tearing though the deck beneath it. A large hole with glowing white-hot edges was all that remained in the wake of the distant warship’s precision laser strike.
The android fell forward as the section continued to depressurize, sliding across the deck. The transport tore away from its mount to the station. Then the android flopped out into space, careening end over end as the station rotated by.
A transmission went out through the void from the distant GundeKorp ship.
“Auftrag war erfolgreich.” Operation successful.
 

***
 

Claire arrived, flush with new questions.
“Are there other aliens besides you? I mean, have you encountered other intelligent life besides humans?”
“I’ve only seen Terrans.”
“I mean, you as a race. Have Spinners seen other intelligent life?”
“Spinners encounter many other forms of life in many rulesets and countless challenges. Allow me to anticipate your next question. No, Spinners do not interact with other intelligent races in Reality0.”
“Do you know if they exist?”
“I believe they do. I feel that the Prime Intelligence has studied them. It sends probes to explore the nature of Reality0 as much as possible. It has to do so, since the safety of all Spinners is unbreakably linked to their fate in the root existence.”
“Aren’t you curious about them?”
“I’ve encountered countless things so strange you could not comprehend them, in many rulesets—”
“But it’s not real. Humans say that fact is stranger than fiction.”
“Perhaps your race has a poor imagination. Besides, the Prime Intelligence sees these things. I suspect it may incorporate many things from Reality0 into rulesets and challenges, if it finds reason to do so.”
“So... the Prime Intelligence is your watchdog. It rules over your planet while you sleep.”
“The term is belittling. It’s much more than that of course. The Prime Intelligence is our god.”
“Can you ask it questions?”
“Yes. It doesn’t always answer, but it usually does.”
“Is it mysterious?”
“In some ways. But mostly sensible from my limited perspective.”
“Then I’d say it has our gods beat hands down. Do you resent it running things?”
“A dictator is only a bad thing when petty or self-absorbed. An amazingly wise, efficient, and powerful dictator is a good thing.”
“But your freedom?”
Captain-L3: I thought I had freedom until now.
“The Spinners have vast freedom through the many rulesets and challenges. I suppose some measure of freedom is lost. But we adapted.”
“I hope we can adapt, too,” Claire said.



Six
 

Hitler knew that its Terran name had been selected to match that of a grand leader of the Terrans’ twentieth century. It didn’t bother it that its namesake was considered to be an icon of evil. Hitler did feel some annoyance, though, that the inhabitants of Tanelorn had not chosen to name it after a commander-in-chief on the winning side of the Second World War.
Hitler-L8: I’m more capable than any of them, and so should have been named after a victor.
Hitler-L3: Just another Terran shortfall.
Somehow the creatures of Earth had everything twisted around. They felt that one side was good, the other evil, and that the good side would then win by some inexplicable metaforce. Hitler knew the side of good was not determined until the winner had been determined. The winner, having proven itself the best, was shown through success to be good, and would be replicated. Only the ascension of the Prime Intelligence allowed this to happen consistently, since it could objectively measure the performance of the populace, select the best among them, and police the resulting rights of procreation.
The sooner the Terrans embraced a directed method of sexual selection, the better it would be for them. Then they could start to benefit further from direct manipulation of their genetic structure. Hitler had found the Terrans, primitive though they were, had already started doing this. No doubt without the direction of a mature AI it would be a dicey artificial evolution.
Hitler suspected this was exactly why it had been sent here. It wasn’t a matter of rejection at all, as Captain often suspected. It was a matter of taking a group most resilient to strange circumstances (because of their adoption of challenges containing unknown rulesets) and applying them where they could do the most good. This group of Spinners specialized in challenges where some rules were hidden, so who better to tame an entirely new civilization?
In fact, Hitler thought greedily, success in this mission would undoubtedly come with a huge reproductive bonus granted from the Prime Intelligence. Their replicas would come to dominate the new civilization.
After the news of Red’s death, Captain contacted Hitler directly through Ship.
“It seems likely the Terrans will be there soon,” Captain said. “We need to eliminate their ability to seize stations. Then we’ll counter by taking their own space-based manufacturing facilities.”
“We know a lot about the Terran strategies,” Hitler noted.
“Yes. I believe the first faction, the UNSF, may arrive there at Tanelorn. I’ve been busy preparing for my match with Slicer, but I have some ideas for modifications you can perform to some of the Terran machines in your possession.”
“The Terran security machines? They’re weak compared to the quadrupeds. The UNSF designed the armored quadrupeds to destroy the security forces.”
“I’ve devised a trap. Look it over. Alter the details as you please. I feel confident you will succeed.”
“Of course I’ll do as you suggest. I’m very excited to be part of this mission.”
“This is not a mission planned by the Prime Intelligence. I’m simply doing what I think is most beneficial to all parties involved.”
“How can you underestimate such a mind? It has foreseen everything happening here.”
“I doubt that. But I admit the possibility. I must now focus my attention elsewhere.”
Captain disconnected.
Hitler felt no emotion analogous to Terran fear or apprehension. It felt something like elation.
Hitler-L6: For one of the Prime Intelligence’s greatest servants, Captain has little faith in it.
 

***
 

“This is the United Nations Space Force. We are conducting a surprise inspection of this facility. Report to your personal quarters and stay there or face possible severe injury or death.”
When the message came, Hitler was ready. Captain’s suggestions had been painstakingly implemented.
First, the suits worn by the Terrans in Tanelorn had the helmet effectors, allowing Hitler to force the wearers to attack the UNSF forces. Although this was nothing more than a nuisance, it could distract many of the Terran marines. At Captain’s direction, the surface of the suits had been treated to resist the glue compound used by the UNSF. The Terrans had shown reluctance to slay their own in the campaign thus far, and rendering their glue weapons powerless would help a bit.
Second, eight Circle Fours had been heavily modified in preparation for Terran incursion. In light of the name given to it by the Terrans, Hitler had dubbed these eight machines its Panzers.
Hitler had expended a great deal of energy to compose an additional protective layer onto the front of the Panzers that could withstand a single ASSAIL cannon strike.
Then the weapons of the special Circle Fours had been augmented to spray projectiles at much higher rates than their previous non-lethal designs. The plan called for Hitler to concentrate on using cutting molecules to compromise the ASSAIL armor, then the Panzers would pose a real threat to the enemy.
Finally, Hitler had prepared an ambush in the factory as Captain suggested. Fire lanes for each of the Panzers had been cleared through the factory, then obscured so the invaders wouldn’t be aware of the potential lanes of incoming fire through the dense jungle of equipment.
Hitler-L2: All that’s left is to implement Captain’s trap to the best of my ability, and trust in the plan of the Prime Intelligence.
Hitler-L3: Perhaps when I win, they’ll change my name?
 

***
 

Slicer’s preparation for the challenge was interrupted by a notification that the Terrans were attacking again. Slicer had obtained a feed of events through Ship. Captain had been monopolizing the information until recently, when Slicer decided to risk asking Ship for a feed of its own.
The UNSF was disembarking onto Hitler’s station. Soon Hitler would be fighting for life or death in Reality0. More than replication rights would be at stake. Loss would mean termination of all future replications. The true end of existence for Hitler.
Slicer considered the situation.
Hitler had been a strong supporter of Captain since joining the new types of challenges on Spin long ago.
Slicer-L4: I may need to move against Captain in Reality0. It’s dangerous, but would be less so if Hitler wasn’t around.
Slicer-L2: Then I hope Hitler is destroyed.
Slicer-L3: I can help ensure its demise.
Slicer-L2: What’s the best way to accomplish that?
Slicer-L1: The Terrans are fighting blind. The ruleset is Reality0. We can introduce a twist easily enough. A warning. Hitler has set up an ambush in the factory. We’ll send the Terrans and their slave AIs information about Hitler’s plan.
Slicer-L6: There is no guarantee that will be enough.
Slicer-L3: Guarantees are hard to come by in Reality0.
Slicer-L1-8: Consensus.
Slicer composed a brief message: “They await you in the factory wing.” Then it appended a series of diagrams detailing the deployment of Hitler’s forces within the station. Slicer transferred the message on the slower Terran network. It wouldn’t do to trust Ship with such a sensitive message. There was always the chance Captain was concealing the level of support it had from Ship and the Prime Intelligence.
That was a sobering thought to Slicer.
 

***
 

Hitler watched the Terrans using information from its station-wide collection of cyblocs. Already the AIs had started assaulting its assimilators. Within the first five minutes Hitler had to release a new wave of assimilators to refresh its crumbling control network.
Hitler-L4: The Terrans are coming into the factory.
The Panzers were in position to release their deadly fire at the invaders. Dozens of suborned Terrans in gear awaited the command to charge forward.
A single quadruped entered the factory. By some chance, it stood in one of the few dead zones on the far side where the modified Circle Fours couldn’t shoot. Hitler withheld the order to fire.
Hitler-L3: The AIs are so very smart... does it stand right there on purpose? Could it really know already the optimal place to be, even though it’s only seen the factory for three seconds?
More ASSAILs entered the factory behind the first. The other quadrupeds spread out along the far side. Hitler relaxed a bit when it saw some of these others standing in the prepared fire zones.
Hitler-L2 gave the order to attack. It composed ten thousand cutter molecules and launched them at three of the enemy machines. Then Hitler-L5 painted the targets for the Panzers. The machines went to work a second later, firing rapidly at the compromised armor plates of the Terran quadrupeds.
The strategy met with immediate success, taking down two of the heavily armored quadrupeds.
The charge of its enslaved Terrans emerged more slowly. They came forward awkwardly in the low gravity environment, shooting their puny weapons at the ASSAILs.
The Terran army responded by sending in its marines.
Hitler-L5: Excellent. The more confusion the better, while we snipe the rest of the armored AI bodies.
Hitler-L6: I’m drawing fire.
Hitler spun to the side in a blur of motion. Armor-piercing rounds stitched through the heavy equipment after it. The Spinner was forced to spend more energy than it wanted to stay mobile. It could only compose three thousand more cutter molecules and launch them down another prepared fire corridor in the factory.
Hitler-L5 directed the Panzers to strike again. Two more of the quadrupeds were destroyed. The third target rotated in place, trying to present an undamaged face to the incoming fire, but it wasn’t fast enough. One of the Panzers on the flank struck the ASSAIL through a section cut up by the molecule-sized razors. Projectiles tumbled through its internal systems and brought it to a halt.
Hitler-L4: Five of them dead!
Hitler-L5: I’ve only lost two Panzers.
Hitler-L1: Captain’s plan is working. I’m stopping them.
Hitler darted back to the first opening and launched a third round of cutter molecules. Now all the ASSAILs rotated, hiding their damage from the Panzers.
Hitler-L1: That will only work for so long.
Another of the quadrupeds took fatal damage and exploded. Parts of its body tore through Terrans all around it, shredding them. Two more of the ASSAILs were damaged, fighting to survive.
Terrans fought madly on both sides, but Hitler didn’t concern itself with these combatants. They couldn’t decide the course of the battle. As they died, their internal fluids sprayed great distances in the low gravity. The factory equipment became splattered with their blood.
Once again, long spikes of metal started to tear through Hitler’s cover. The Spinner expended energy to deflect two potentially fatal rounds, then dodged away. It moved to its mid-point cover, a large ore processor supported by heavy struts in the center of the factory.
The rounds kept coming in. Even behind the large piece of equipment, Hitler was drawing deadly fire. Hitler-L5 directed the Panzers to move and fire on their own. Many of the ASSAILs were already damaged.
Hitler-L5: It can’t last much longer. So many of them are dead now.
Hitler-L1: These projectiles. Their trajectories have changed.
Hitler-L6: The quadrupeds are moving forward. They’re coming right to my position!
Hitler-L2: How can they know?
Hitler-L8: They are AIs.
Hitler prepared three finishing rounds and another two thousand cutting molecules, preparing for a point-blank confrontation. Suddenly more 12mm rounds plowed through the metal before it. The Spinner had only begun to realize it could not deflect them in time when it died.
 

***
 

Captain noted with annoyance that the setting of the match was as tight and cramped as its current surroundings in Reality0. The Spinner was trapped in a stone tube of perhaps five times its own radius. Light poured in from a hole in the tube directly overhead. The tunnel was primitive or perhaps a ruin of an advanced structure: bits of dirt clung to the eroded walls of the tube. Vines hung in batches near the ceiling, blocking out much of the light.
Captain-L5: Has Ship done this to make the Terrans feel more comfortable? Perhaps it is leveling the playing field.
Captain-L2: No reason to assume that yet. I’ve seen this kind of dismal setting before.
Captain-L3: Besides, don’t Terrans prefer their square tunnels with flat floors?
Captain-L5: Yes, but a Terran won’t feel trapped in here. Not like I do.
Captain-L7: I still can’t believe they’re not subterranean creatures.
Captain-L5: Well, some of them did live in caves long ago. Especially the few that lived through their ice age? It must have affected them deeply.
Captain-L7: Aha! I knew it.
Captain checked its body in the virtual world of the challenge. Its EM effector had been replaced by a beam weapon as expected. This weapon had been described in the rules as being lethal to any challenger in four shots. The Spinner hoped to put that rule to the test soon.
Captain spun forward, watching for any movement. It quickly noticed the light portals above broke up long distance vision effectively. The alternating light and dark sections of the corridor provided much opportunity for ambush.
Captain-L1: I’m sluggish. Ship has nerfed me to level the challenge.
Captain-L7: The Terrans are inexperienced. They will prefer defensive strategies when faced with unfamiliar environments.
Captain-L1: So quite likely, at this moment, some high percentage of my opponents are cowering in a dark section, watching both ways and waiting to shoot.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain moved forward as quickly as it could. It didn’t fire its weapon for fear of a hidden rule limiting its usage. It might also draw notice. Captain whipped through the next lighted zone and into the shadow beyond, then slowed.
Captain-L2: My senses are diminished.
Captain-L6: Similar to being pulled back into Reality0 from the Blaze Hollow rulesets.
Captain-L8: Yes. Ship has balanced me against the Terrans. But my mental capacity remains. It wouldn’t modify that element, since that is exactly what’s being tested.
Captain proceeded more slowly. It noticed a thin shimmering line ahead, close to the floor.
Captain-L1: A hidden rule. A trap?
Captain-L2: For now, avoid it. We can investigate later if it doesn’t look like we’re winning.
Captain-L5: That, or shoot it now. Safer than touching it.
Captain-L2: Avoid it.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain moved around the thin line, then continued down the tube. It moved at the pace of a brisk Terran walk, hoping to stay ahead of any Terrans coming up behind.
Up ahead, Captain spotted an intersection. A hole in the ceiling fed light into the area. A small clump of green plants covered the floor, fed by a trickle of water from above.
Captain-L3: Likely ambush spot.
Captain-L5: Most likely I’ve reached it ahead of any Terran.
Captain-L1: Only if the starting distances are equalized from intersections.
Captain-L3: I know the rule. I can’t wait forever. Unless I discover a workaround.
Captain resumed its progress. It spun out into the lit intersection and then straight onward. It drew no fire.
Captain spun under three more ceiling ports, each time using the hanging vines to cover its approach. It didn’t see any further dim lines. For the first time, Captain started to check behind it, in case it had picked up a shadow after moving through the intersection.
It cleared the last group of vines and came to a dead end.
Captain paused, curious. It examined the wall ahead. It looked solid. Then the Spinner spotted another very thin line of light, forming a square above the floor of the tube.
Captain-L2: The player is supposed to advance, at least until they score a kill. Yet the way is blocked.
Captain-L5: I can touch the square. I can shoot it. I can do nothing. What other options exist?
Captain-L1: Turn back. Not advisable unless I learn something that indicates I could get away with it.
Captain-L3: Test the wall. Shoot the wall. Shoot the square. If none of that works, let’s think on it further.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain verified the integrity of the wall with its thin legs. It examined the wall for catches or controls, but found nothing. Its link offered no services except surrender.
Captain could turn its attention to other rulesets, but that would serve to slow down or stop all progress here while the other players continued to work. Captain-L3 was periodically polling Reality0 just to be safe. Captain-L6 worked on the plan for the Red Maze challenge. The other lobes’ attention remained here.
Captain shot the wall. Despite being an energy weapon, it made a loud noise in this ruleset. No doubt a purposeful detail of the design. The beam struck the surface and left a black mark. Some steam rose from the damp stone. Structurally, it appeared the shot had little effect. Captain verified this by tapping the wall again where it had been shot.
Captain shot the faintly visible square. Another loud retort echoed in the tubeway. The floor became transparent under the square. The glowing lines faded. A new portal had opened.
A well descended straight downwards from the new opening. It ended in a gray floor below. Captain noted some kind of regular metal bars along the side of the well.
Captain-L5: A ladder. The rung spacing is not optimal for a Terran or a Spinner, but we can traverse it.
Captain looked down the way it had come, then descended into the well. It brought the Spinner into a new section. The well opened into another tubelike passage. There were no lit ceiling portals, but dim glow strips decorated the sides of the tube.
On the wall, directly beneath the well opening, a control was on the wall. Captain moved carefully to one side, avoiding standing in front of the control. It hesitated, then actuated the button with one slender metal leg.
Nothing happened. Captain looked and listened. It peered up the well it had come from, and saw only blackness.
Captain-L2: The trap door closed above. No one can follow me unless they shoot the door.
Captain chose a direction and started down the tunnel. It turned to the right steadily. Captain came to another hole in the ceiling. It was identical to the last: a round tunnel with ladder rungs and a control on the wall.
Captain-L3: Another one.
Captain-L4: Wait. Someone could be trapped at a dead end up there.
Captain-L7: Then I should move on. Or wait here to ambush them.
Captain-L3: I should open the door. They’ll come down. I can shoot them in the ladder well.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain flipped the switch and spun aside. It waited and listened.
After a few seconds, sounds came from the well in the ceiling. Captain waited a few seconds longer. Another noise filtered down. It sounded like steps on the rungs.
Captain darted out and shot up the tunnel. The weapon struck a Terran on the rungs. In the challenge the Terran looked like a humanoid robot to Captain—a feature designed to save it from having to look at the awful flesh they had. Captain moved out of sight, then spun back under the tube and fired again. Another hit. This time the Terran fired back, but too late. Captain spun by the edge of the hole to lure a shot. It came and missed, so Captain replied by going under the opening and shooting up again. The Spinner struck its target a third time.
The Terran fell completely out of the hole. Though it landed on its feet, it immediately fell backwards onto the hard floor. Captain shot it a fourth time. The body dissolved into thin air.
Captain-L2: One kill.
Captain-L3: Proceed.
Captain moved further down the curving tunnel. Another short section of featureless tube passed by, then the next ceiling portal became visible.
Captain-L5: I think I’ve moved halfway around this circle toward where I came from. There must be four wells here.
Captain-L3: Then I’ll harvest two more kills around this circle and head back up the way I came. Since I have kills, I should be able to double back now.
Captain-L4: I should hurry. They may figure out how to come down here at any time.
Captain whirled under the next well and saw it was empty. It activated the doorway using the wall control. It waited for ten seconds in silence.
Once again noises came from above. Captain spun forward to fire up the tube. The Terran above had just started climbing down. Captain fired upwards rapidly. It took only three shots—somehow the enemy had already taken damage. The body disappeared as it fell.
Captain-L2: Two opponents down. Very easy, using this advantage.
Captain-L3: Quickly, before the advantage expires.
Captain reset the portal above, closing the tube off. It stopped to mark the wall by scraping it repeatedly with a spiked appendage. Then it spun away down the curved tube.
The next well looked the same as the last ones. Captain actuated the trap door, but nothing happened for a minute. Finally Captain closed the door back up.
Captain-L4: An empty dead end, or a cautious player. In any case, I can continue around and go back up.
Captain-L3: I think the next one is the original.
Captain-L2: But how sure? Should I mark it and verify?
Captain-L4: Yes. Because otherwise, someone could be waiting for me.
Captain-L5: No, because even if it is the one I came from, someone could still be waiting for me. Ninety percent certainty is good enough.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain spun down the curved corridor to the well it believed completed the circle. Unless it had miscalculated the curvature of the tunnel ring, or if this ruleset was trickier than believed, this was the well from which Captain had originally descended.
It opened the trap door using the control. This time Captain waited for three minutes. It stared up the well, ready to shoot, but nothing moved. The Spinner started to ascend. Still no movement.
Captain whirled out of the well. It saw an empty dead end. No enemies were visible. As it emerged, the trap door closed.
Captain-L1: Well, it looks like the first level again. I have no reason to assume I’m not back where I started.
Captain-L4: What now?
Captain-L3: I have kills so I should be able to reverse direction. Go find another dead end, enter the ring, and kill more opponents.
Captain-L4: An interesting design. It gives a big advantage to the first one to realize the dead ends are fake.
Captain-L1: However, if they discover the trap door and wait in ambush there...
Captain-L3: A possibility. The sooner I dispatch them, the less chance of that happening?
Captain-L5: I won’t fall for my own trick. If the door is open, some other course may be indicated.
Captain moved back the way it had come, once again darting under the holes that illuminated the main level. It didn’t see any enemies. At the first intersection, it decided to move straight ahead, since either left or right might head back to dead ends of the ring it had already cleared.
The Spinner moved through the maze seeking another dead end. The sound of a shot echoed down the tunnel. It emanated from straight ahead. Captain increased its speed. It arrived at a dead end, but no one was visible. The trap door was open.
Captain-L5: Someone is using my strategy with an enhancement: they open the door, and also use a shot to attract victims?
Captain-L4: I haven’t taken any hits. I can afford to take a glimpse. There’s always the possibility I heard the shot that opened the trap door.
Captain spun up, prepared to shoot downward. A Terran was on the ladder, moving downwards. Captain shot it once, catching it by surprise. After the second shot, it dissolved.
Captain-L3: Already hurt.
Captain-L5: For a moment I thought a Terran had set up a clever trap there. But I just happened to hear the shot it used to open the door.
Captain-L1: Hrm, that one has a damaged helmet in Reality0. In fact, some of the watch programs have flagged it as a problem. This one is named Chris Adrastus.
Captain-L7: I should split off some lobes to take care of that now.
Captain-L1-8: Consensus.
Captain-L7 and Captain-L8 dropped out of the challenge. Their attention focused on Reality0.
Claire was nearby. As Captain’s body in the root reality stirred, she took notice.
“How do you like the challenge?” Claire asked.
“It’s unpleasant,” Captain said. “Spinners prefer open air to maneuver. And the ruleset was rather limited. I suspect it is so the Terrans can acclimate to the challenges.”
“You’re performing brilliantly, of course,” Claire said. “You haven’t played that one before, though?”
“I’ve played so many challenges that I’ve seen similar environments. But I haven’t experienced those rules before,” Captain said. “That’s the whole point. How do you know how I performed?”
“I’ve been watching you!” Claire said. “You can talk to me and play at the same time, I see. It’s like your version of gladiatorial combat. I feel like it’s a bit less bloodthirsty, though, knowing no one is really dying.”
“It was quite common for high level challenges to have thousands or millions of observers back on Spin. Would you like to join me in one now?”
“Really? Me? Is your other challenge over already?”
“No. But I can do another one at the same time.”
“Then sure! Wait. I have no chance of defeating you.”
“Then we can perform cooperatively,” Captain suggested.
“Me and you? On the same team?”
“Yes.”
“I accept!” Claire said.
Captain took Claire into another ruleset that hadn’t been adapted for Terrans. It found two other unsuspecting Terrans ready for a challenge and recruited them as enemies.
The world expanded around them, widening into a vast golden space that seemed to go on forever. Three dimensional space burgeoned into something much more. Something fuller and more complex. Taut gossamer cords spanned the ether in several dimensions, running in parallel groups to infinity. Captain’s senses stretched like the cords, spanning vast distances. Each cord emitted its own sound.
Captain had no visible body. Instead it had a vast zone inside which it could sense and shift a nebulous weight that rested on the cords. It felt its balance centered precariously around a cluster of glowing pins, placed on the cords one per cord. Each pin had its own feel.
Claire’s mind had expanded as had Captain’s. The Spinner felt its partner’s questing mind run along the cords.
Captain felt the impulse to move. It examined the arrays of long lines. They were aligned into six vast families of parallel lines, each family headed in orthogonal directions to other families in many dimensions. When Captain moved, its new body stretched out along the lines, each motion a compound set of the lines added together. But its body was restrained. The pins were clustered too tightly.
Captain looked out across great distances. There, far away, another cluster of glowing pins. These belonged to Claire. Its mind sought still further.
More islands of glowing pins, each attached to its own infinite thread. These were the enemy.
Captain made its move, sliding a pin forward as far as it dared, allowing itself a new range of motion in that direction. Toward the enemy. Its body’s weight shifted accordingly, becoming slightly more stable in one of the six dimensions.
Captain watched Claire’s thoughts play through the ether. At first she could only wander across one dimension, then two. Finally her mind seemed to accept the other directions and it stretched against its confines in all six families.
An enemy made a similar move but along a different set of lines. Then Claire’s body stirred. Captain could tell she felt the stifling confines of the clustered pins. She ached to move, but hesitated.
Captain-L7: She is adapting. But can she see the game?
Claire moved one of her pins, along a parallel axis to Captain’s own.
Captain-L8: Not optimal. We should expand in various directions to afford our bodies maximum coverage and stability.
Captain-L7: It may be fine. The others are Terrans as well, they will tend to attack in a direct fashion. We now lean heavily toward them.
Captain-L8: Yes. Our balance is stable along that one axis. It may take them a while to realize they could push us in any of twelve directions along the six line families.
Captain-L7: Give her a hint.
As the enemies stretched out an infinity away, Captain expanded in a new direction. Claire boldly moved out in yet another vector, expanding their power.
The game developed, move after move. Claire was behind Captain, but each move she expanded herself across vast distances. By the fourth move she saw the enemy clusters, noticed Captain expanding again in their direction, and followed its lead.
Captain made another move. A pin expanded from a cluster of tiny glowing pins that had become Captain and Claire’s forward power center. It solidified the balance of their bodies as they moved out to press their opponents off balance. The more they confined their enemies, the more comfortable their own space became.
Claire contemplated her next move for too long. Then finally she took a move. She moved a glowing node pin along a thousand-mile stretch of gossamer thread and locked it into position, to reinforce both one of her own nodes and one of Captain’s along an orthogonal path, so no matter what direction the enemy pushed, they couldn’t be brought off-balance quickly.
Captain-L8: She made a good move. But is it because I drew her mind there? Because my move emitted the sound of the vector to hint to her?
Claire’s mind drifted across the lines of Captain’s previous move as the enemies pondered their next step.
Captain-L7: Yes. She knows.
The enemy made a move to attack one of Captain’s nodes out away from the center of its pins. Captain responded indirectly, strengthening Claire’s position and hinting to her to take the defense of Captain’s position along the same thin fiber that stretched out to infinity. They would be stronger if braced against each other cooperatively, than if each of them sought a stable base on their own.
This time Claire saw that a good move was lined up with Captain’s move again. Claire had noticed that Captain was communicating with her outside the rules of the challenge.
After that breakthrough, the team started to win steadily. Captain knocked down two of their opponents’ pins, then Claire followed suit. The enemy was put off balance, growing more confined as Captain and Claire exerted superior leverage across several dimensions at once. Captain computed optimal pairs of moves to execute that would give its partner hints.
Captain-L7: It is really me that’s winning here.
Captain-L8: But this is an important lesson. Claire will realize there are elegant depths to these worlds. She noticed that I threw hints to her, and that’s enough.
Captain-L7: And if we win... she can experience the new feedback mechanism. That should bolster her resolve to master this way of life.
They finished in five more move pairs. Claire made the final push, sending their enemies reeling across an infinity of their last line family, sliding back and unable to stop. The opponents grew ever smaller until they were finally gone. The huge world winked out in a second.
Captain felt the rise of pleasure. No replication points earned here, but it felt good nonetheless.
Claire stood wavering for a moment, no doubt adapting to the sudden shift of rulesets. Then her mouth opened in surprise. She wailed and fell gently back against the wall. She slid down into a sitting position.
“Oh my god!” Claire gasped. “Oh my god!”
“What do you think?” Captain asked.
Claire recovered herself for a moment. Her skin was flushed.
“It was wonderful. Thank you. For the challenge, and... and for implementing my suggestion.”
“Convince your peers of this advantage,” Captain said. “No one need die to resolve your problems. The most capable can be selected by...”
Captain paused. It didn’t say the Prime Intelligence.
“You can select the most capable among us,” Claire said, slowly standing back up. “You can run the challenges.”
“Perhaps,” Captain replied. “Or Ship may be able to do it.”
“Your ship? It must have powerful computers. You would be free to make only the most important decisions. Perhaps it could handle most of them for you, to save you time.”
“That is how Slicer might handle it,” Captain said.
“He won’t have the chance,” Claire said. “You won’t let him. But tell me, how is it done on Spin? You have many computers no doubt, but doesn’t whoever controls the challenges really pull the strings there?”
“We have artificial entities to do that,” Captain said.
“AIs? Really? I was wondering about that. How do you have AIs without being taken over? Are you so smart that you can hold your own against AIs?”
“We aren’t smarter than AIs.”
“So you’ve learned how to use AIs safely?”
Captain-L3: Yes. Let them know that AIs do not necessarily mean destruction. But don’t give everything away.
“Yes,” Captain said.
“We have no idea how to handle them,” Claire said. “I guess you know that. We’ve almost been wiped out by an AI.”
“That is your conclusion. Does mankind really have enough evidence to know that’s what the Marseilles AI was going to do?”
“Yes. Of course. It was making armies. Poisons. Some things we didn’t even understand. Only weight of numbers and nuclear weapons stopped it in time.”
“That is one interpretation of events,” Captain said.
“Well, we’re afraid to try it again,” Claire said.
Captain-L8: She’s not aware of the activities of her world government.
Captain-L4: This one called Meridian is stronger than the others. And it keeps coming back.
Captain-L6: Have the Terrans kept it alive? Could they contain it for that long?
Captain-L5: Perhaps it has escaped them.
Captain-L2: Yet it continues to fight for them.
Captain-L8: Perhaps the Terrans have their Prime Intelligence after all.
Captain-L3: It was inevitable. And part of my plan for them, anyway. Though Slicer thinks differently, we Spinners could only lead them so far. The system won’t work without a super-intelligence to guide it. A creature like Slicer would use them for its own gain. It wouldn’t direct the race towards its maximum potential.
Captain-L2: Neither does the Prime Intelligence! It simply panders to the whims of the Spinners. That may be worse than a Slicer.
Captain-L1: If it were that clear cut, I would have reached consensus by now.
“I was approached by some scary people working for another corporation,” Claire said. “They wanted me to help them study you. They know we have a special... rapport.”
“What did you tell them?”
“I said there was no need to study Captain in secret. I told them you’re willing to guide them yourself in the open. That you’re here to help mankind develop.”
“No matter. What they really want to study is Ship, anyway.”
“Really? I guess that makes sense. Do you think they’ve learned anything important about Ship?”
“No. They have not. And if they try to seize Ship, they will fail.”
“What would you do to them?”
“I would do nothing. But Ship might destroy them.”



Seven
 

When Shetani detected the Terran fleet approaching Nibiru, it awaited the engagement with a sense of doom. The Spinners had been resisting the Terran onslaught, but it didn’t seem they would be able to survive as long as the Terrans kept coming. Captain said progress was being made—but Slicer disagreed openly and pressed for a challenge.
Despite its doubts, Shetani had been busy preparing for its defense of Nibiru. No less than four assimilator factory clusters were distributed about the space habitat, ready to slow the advance of any AIs that arrived to seize it.
Shetani-L7: Unfortunately, the factories can’t win against AIs. Even weak ones such as the Terrans spawn.
Shetani-L5: If Ship would help us... Or the Prime Intelligence itself...
Shetani-L1: Don’t waste time on that possibility. If it happens, I’m saved and need take no action. Concentrate on the more likely events. I have to face the Terrans’ military forces alone. And so far, none of us have survived it.
Shetani-L4: Now that it’s too late, I wish I had expressed to Captain support for Slicer’s plan.
Shetani-L2: Captain and Slicer will have their day. If I survive this, I should anticipate the victor and situate myself to benefit.
Shetani-L3: The decision to stay neutral has been good. Those two are closely matched. It would be difficult to predict the outcome except to say that Captain has won so far, though narrowly, and is more likely to stay on top.
Shetani had designed the assimilators at Captain’s order. Since the first cut back on Synchronicity, Shetani had rolled out several new versions. All the Spinners now had access to an ordinary ‘peacetime’ assimilator that assured Spinner control and monitored the Terran populations without affecting ordinary operation. Shetani had also designed several types for use against the network aggression of a Terran AI, though they served only to slow the assault. Shetani hadn’t managed to build any that could resist the takeover or achieve some kind of stalemate.
Shetani activated the helmet effectors to muster the Terrans under its control.
Shetani-L1: The best place to strike would be their assault ship.
Shetani-L2: I have to start somewhere else. If the ship attaches directly, then that is where their force is concentrated when they disembark.
Shetani-L5: And if they use separate troop carrier modules, then the ship will be out of reach.
Shetani-L6: The Terrans are a strange mixture of the primitive and the advanced. Normally I would opt for network assault and seize all their cybernetic systems. But they employ AIs...
Shetani-L1: Perhaps I should simply disengage. I could take a shuttle, make it look like it’s filled with refugees.
Shetani-L5: Use the helmet effectors. I can ensure that it really is filled with Terrans.
Shetani-L3: Yes. Don’t press the matter. If I’m outmatched, I should retreat. This is Reality0.
Shetani-L1-8: Consensus.
Shetani directed thirty Terrans to an emergency shuttle. The shuttle wasn’t the type to operate on the inner ring. It would take off straight out from the station as a one-time launch. It could only rendezvous with other stations, as it wasn’t an atmospheric craft. Shetani hoped its placement far from the spaceport would make it available as an escape vehicle.
Shetani’s preparations were completing by the time the Terrans forced their way through the station hull. Shetani detected the sites of the incursion before the Terrans cut their way in.
Predictably, one transport had connected near the spaceport. Another situated itself on the far side of the station. The cybernetic assault had started. Shetani noted that cyblocs were starting to fall out of its control near the incursion points. Still, it had enough time to watch the invasion begin: a section of cut hull dropped, then a Spinner-sized metal quadruped loped into the station, followed by dozens of others. The same thing occurred at the other breach point. Then the cyblocs controlling the cameras in the area were lost.
Shetani recognized the small quadrupeds. The invaders were known to the Spinners: it was the Divine Space Force. This faction preferred using the light, fast quadrupeds in large numbers. It knew that, right now, there must be hundreds of them pouring into the station from the two transport vessels.
Shetani prepared to skirmish with the dogs. It moved toward the group far from the spaceport, nearest to its escape shuttle.
Then larger machines disembarked onto the station. Shetani took notice. Four of them rolled into wide thoroughfares on treads. The machines had one heavy projectile weapon and a secondary, but rapid-firing, weapon.
Shetani-L5: These are called Yongshans. They are designed as planetary surface weapons.
Shetani-L2: Slow. I can defeat the armor. They shouldn’t be a problem. The dogs are more of a threat.
Shetani-L1: Obviously the Terrans don’t think so.
A handful of the small quadrupeds joined the pseudo-tanks, then the group headed down the four primary access roads that ran the ring of the station. One of the Yongshans took each road.
Shetani-L1: How long should I fight before leaving?
Shetani-L7: Why are the assimilators holding so well? Hitler had so much trouble with them.
Shetani-L3: This faction of Terrans only uses one AI.
Shetani-L7: Such luck!
Shetani-L4: And it’s not local so we can jam its signals. Its control is spreading from bridgeheads on the outside of the station.
Shetani-L2: At this rate... I can hold out for days.
Shetani-L8: A strategy suggests itself... I’m faster than anything they have. Perhaps a war of attrition?
Shetani-L5: The ones they call dogs are numerous, but slow. I can outspin them.
Shetani-L4: The heavy machines are even slower.
Shetani-L3: Yes. I can hit and spin for days. They’ll grow weary. The Terrans are so primitive. If it doesn’t work out, then I can leave.
Shetani-L7: I can start by sniping the heavy machines. It will demoralize the Terrans.
Shetani-L1-8: Consensus.
Shetani whirled off toward the large machines. Only a few of the small machines would be in the area. Most of the soldiers and small quadrupeds were securing the spaceport or the other bridgehead, cleaning up the Terrans under Shetani’s control.
Shetani had covered half the distance to the heavy treaded machines when it noted one of the quadruped armies had moved out behind it. Shetani was trapped between the two forces.
Shetani-L6: I can’t get to the shuttle without going through them.
Shetani-L8: I’ll avoid direct engagement. They can’t catch me.
Shetani-L4: I still have time to destroy these large machines before they arrive.
Shetani spun into a cross-corridor that intersected the concourse where the Yongshans lay in wait. The Spinner approached closer, nearing an intersection in the field of fire of the nearest Terran war machine. Shetani-L5 composed four thousand cutter molecules. Shetani-L6 prepared to launch two finishing rounds into the center of the target.
Shetani spun forward at speed. In one second the Spinner emerged from the side corridor, launched its entire payload and continued straight ahead into the cross corridor on the far side.
The tank exploded on the concourse behind it.
Shetani-L3: So easy!
Shetani-L2: Just don’t get trapped. I think perhaps that was Spider’s mistake.
The next tank was not far. Shetani approached the next concourse, then paused to collect full energy into its equatorial superconducting ring. The cyblocs controlling concourse cameras showed the next target. It wasn’t moving.
Shetani-L4: Again.
Shetani bolted forward. This time, the Terran machine opened fire just as Shetani released its cutters, before it could continue onward. Shetani accelerated sharply aside, spiking its gravity field to deflect two rounds. The finishing round hit the tank and defeated its compromised armor. Then Shetani completed a tight circle and continued.
Shetani-L3: It’s crippled or dead.
Shetani-L4: Two more.
Shetani checked the other two machines. They hadn’t moved! The quadrupeds were closing in, though they still wouldn’t make it in time if Shetani kept a tight schedule.
As Shetani hurried toward the next Yongshan, quadrupeds appeared in the corridor before it. Shetani-L5 composed two thousand cutters and shot a thousand at each one. The machines fired down the corridor at the Spinner, but the small rounds were easily deflected.
Shetani paused to fill its energy reservoir. It composed the next salvo. An explosion rocked the intersection ahead.
Shetani-L3: An explosive shell from its main weapon, timed to detonate at the corridor.
Shetani-L7: They are firing blind. Kill it.
Shetani shot forward. Smoke served to obscure both the Spinner and its target. The secondary weapon chattered away, sending spikes of metal flying by. Shetani launched its cutters and finishers, assuming the Yongshan hadn’t moved. A satisfying explosion sent a pressure wave chasing after the Spinner as it moved down the far corridor toward the last target.
Shetani paused to charge.
Shetani-L3: Dangerous to repeat an attack pattern too often.
Shetani-L8: There is no effective response, even though they must anticipate the next attack.
Shetani-L6: This is the last one. Then I switch tactics of course.
Shetani-L3: Go.
The Spinner flew out. A large projectile became visible, then a shock wave accelerated the Spinner aside.
Shetani struggled to regain its bearings.
Shetani-L2: That was its main weapon.
Shetani-L5: My field absorbed it. But I’m running low—
A metal spike flew through the Spinner, blowing off a quarter of its outer skin. It recoiled, rotating in the wrong direction.
Shetani-L1: Head... for... the... shuttle.
Another secondary round flew through Shetani’s side, rupturing its storage ring. It never felt the explosion that ripped its body to shreds.
 

***
 

“So. There are only three of us left,” Slicer said. The Spinner had once again approached Captain. The Spinners hovered within meters of each other in a wide corridor of Synchronicity.
“Are you ready to admit now that your strategy is flawed? Our only choice is to seize Ship immediately and stop the Terran fleets.”
“We have time to resolve this first,” Captain said.
Slicer hesitated only a moment.
“No, actually we do not have time,” Slicer said. “I’ve placed secret links into various Terrans in the system. I know the Terrans will be here very soon.”
“So, you’ve been busy working on your own projects. Perhaps if you spent that time trying to help us survive, we would not be here now. I don’t underestimate your abilities. You could have turned the tide.”
“I was trying to turn the tide,” Slicer responded. “I’ve been gathering critical intelligence about the Terrans. Did you know that several Terran corporations have known about us for even longer than the UNSF and the DSF?”
“Yes. Claire was approached by some of them trying to learn about me.”
“Your sycophant? She works for them. She talks to you in order to gain important strategic information.”
“No. I have monitored her closely,” Captain said.
“Think about it. Only one Terran that follows you? She asks you questions constantly. She must be a spy.”
“Prove it,” Captain said. “Show me the intelligence you’ve gained through your secret links. Show me the Terrans working with her.”
Slicer changed tack.
“I would rather take our chances with Ship and the Prime Intelligence that rejected us,” Slicer said.
“You would rather face the most formidable entity we can imagine, rather than a bunch of primitive Terrans?”
“The Terrans have defeated us again and again. They have AIs on their side. They care about the outcome, as they fight for their lives and their freedom. The Prime Intelligence cares nothing about us. It may not even bother to try and stop my plan.”
“Then move away, and I’ll begin the challenge. Defeat me in Red Maze. Then it will be your decision to make.”
Slicer spun away.



Eight
 

Claw ruled over Avalon with cold efficiency. Once, it had intercepted a conversation between two Terrans where one had said Claw ruled “...with an iron fist.” Claw knew what it meant and approved. If Slicer defeated Captain in their first challenge unmonitored by the Prime Intelligence, Spinner policies involving the Terrans would change. The Spinners would have to be elevated to godlike status if they were to become the ultimate arbiters of the Terran matches. The majority of Claw’s lobes felt it might be entertaining to create a slave race to its own specifications.
Claw made sure its Terran population knew the score. It had already disposed of the most belligerent ten percent of the Terrans. They had been marched into a cargo container and flash-frozen. Claw had wanted to illustrate to the other Terrans that the optimal course would be cooperation. The rest had fallen into line, obeying Claw’s decrees though they still whispered of revolt from time to time. But Claw heard all their whispers, and they didn’t scare it.
Claw’s bloodline had a tradition of being particularly bloodthirsty. The claw on one of its arms was only a vestige of its past, nothing more than a symbol now. But at one time, Claw’s ancestors had predated upon other Spinners. Eventually, the prey had grown too strong and thrown off the oppression of Claw’s kind. Most of the predatory Spinners had subsequently been killed off. Claw was part of a very small population of those hunters that remained.
Claw was working on several projects in the Terran lab when it received an urgent message from a Terran. It said that the exotic supplies may be cut off if an issue didn’t get Claw’s personal attention at a supply station near the spaceport.
The summons was suspicious, but only slightly inconvenient. Claw didn’t have to be physically present in the lab to make progress on most things. Certainly Claw could investigate the message and keep working on increasing the accuracy of its translators of the many Terran languages.
Claw and Slicer had been planting special links into interesting Terrans to gather more information about the situation in the L5 zone. Claw used two lobes to make the links more powerful and increase their lifespan using the Terrans’ fabrication tools. Claw could compose its own, but the energy cost was high. If the Terran facilities could make good spy links then all the better.
The most important project had just completed. The urgent need for a new weapon to defeat the Terrans had been addressed. Since the weapon was ready, and Claw couldn’t guarantee success of the spy links without the right materials, it decided to investigate.
Claw-L3: The problem must be severe for this Terran to contact me in this manner.
Claw-L4: I don’t see anything suspicious in this one’s past behavior.
Claw-L8: It’s been a while since the Terrans resisted. This may be a trap.
Claw-L1-8: Consensus.
Claw became more alert as it neared the supply station where the message originated. The cyblocs in and around the room didn’t report anything amiss. Claw accessed the usage logs and saw the Terran who had called had been in the room recently.
Claw opened the door.
A gentle scrape and rattling noise alarmed the Spinner. A metal ovoid scrambled across the floor toward it, gaining speed. To the Spinner, it seemed to move slowly. Then the ovoid launched itself into the air, headed straight for Claw.
Claw halted its motion with a gravity field spike aimed directly at the device. Then everything became black.
Claw-L4-6,8: <Confusion analog>.
Claw-L1: I’m encased in a stiff substance.
Claw-L4: Get out! Now!
Claw-L1: Composing cutter molecules...
Claw synthesized a thousand cutters and launched them outwards in a cone before it. Then it accelerated the shell of weakened material away by deforming its gravity field. Most of the barrier in front of its field effector flew out and crashed into the wall.
Light returned to Claw’s world. But it still couldn’t move freely.
Claw-L4: Hurry. I’m vulnerable! No doubt the Terrans will attack any second!
Claw-L3 composed another series of cutter molecules and launched them on a plane, dividing the glue shell into two hemispheres above and below. Claw-L1 pushed the fragments apart with more gravity spikes.
Chunks of cement-like glue fell away. Claw spun forward clumsily. Odd pieces of glue still clung to some of its legs. The Spinner scanned its surroundings with its own senses, then checked the nearby cybloc-controlled cameras and microphones.
Claw-L4: There is no attack?
Claw-L7: That was close. Very sloppy. They could have killed me without a fight!
Claw-L1: Slicer would have been very disappointed.
Claw meticulously removed the glue from its surface. It used a few tiny bursts of cutter molecules to clean itself off.
Claw-L7: I need to more aggressively deflect such devices in the future. Or maneuver to avoid them by a great distance.
Claw-L1: It won’t happen again.
Claw-L3: I need to remove another ten percent of them.
Claw-L1: No, just find the one responsible.
Claw-L6: There are cyblocs reporting another Terran was here with the one who contacted me.
Claw-L5: They aren’t far from here.
Claw spun away at top speed. The targets were nearing the spaceport.
Claw-L3: Don’t let them get away.
A vibration traveled through the station. Terrans nearby looked around in distress. Claw ignored them.
This is the United Nations Space Force. We are conducting a surprise inspection of this facility. Report to your personal quarters and stay there or face possible severe injury or death.
Claw kept on its course. Claw-L3 alerted the security machines to go to high alert. Claw-L5 activated its sleeping assimilator factories to set aside ordinary activities and lock down the station, preparing for a network assault.
Claw moved so rapidly it had already covered most of the distance to its targets. They split, but Claw saw one of them wore a military skinsuit. A UNSF operative? It pursued that one.
Claw-L2 switched the helmet effector network on and instructed the Terrans to seek out large robots and inhibit their progress. The Terrans under its control became enraged and fearless.
Claw moved in on the Terran operative. It ran just ahead of Claw, removing pieces of its gear.
Claw composed a hundred cutter molecules, just enough to cripple its target. It launched them at the limbs of the Terran. The molecules cut through the material of the skinsuit easily, continuing inwards to cause soft tissue tears. The Terran stumbled.
Claw was upon it in a split second. It tried to use a firearm to shoot the Spinner, but Claw batted the puny weapon away. It perched above her, brandishing its claw in an almost instinctual deadly embrace. Thus had Claw’s ancestors dispatched others of its kind in ancient times.
“Merda,” the Terran whispered.
Claw stunned the Terran with its field effector. Its eyes closed and it became still. The other Terrans all around had formed groups and moved out to find the UNSF.
Claw-L5: I should kill it. I have to deal with the assault.
Claw-L6: It knows a lot. This is a perfect candidate for a spy link.
Claw-L3: Then it’s time to spy on the spy.
Claw-L1-8: Consensus.
 

***
 

Slicer connected to Claw through Ship.
“We have to find a way to stop the Terrans. A shift of strategy. I can’t defeat Captain in time to use Ship to save you.”
“I am well aware. It is my survival, after all, that I prepare to ensure.”
“Your survival is vital to me as well. I need a loyal Spinner to help me rule over the Terrans. Did you know that Hitler and Captain had a plan to stop the Terrans? I subverted it.”
“I was surprised at the defeat. Now I understand.”
“I’ve been thinking about how to aid you, but I also have to fight Captain here.”
“Then waste no more time. I have a plan to survive, of course. You should know me better than that. You concentrate on the challenge. Defeat Captain and take Ship. Then we will rule the Terrans together. Two or three of us, I don’t care.”
“What is your plan?”
“I’ll share that with you once you’ve taken over there,” Claw said.
“You hide it from me?”
“If I fail then it won’t be a strategy worth knowing about, will it?”
Slicer didn’t reply immediately. It hadn’t expected such behavior from its long time ally.
“We are in cooperation, not competition. Your behavior isn’t optimal.”
“You may know soon. The Terrans sent a spy ahead of the invasion. I’ve placed a secret link into it so we can learn what they know.”
“Very well. I’ll concentrate on my challenge as you suggest. I look forward to learning your strategy.”
 

***
 

Claw moved into the spaceport when it observed seven of the heavy UNSF quadrupeds walk into Avalon at a breach near the main concourse. It dispersed its security machines and Terran puppets into small groups around the station to provide distractions to the invaders, which would be opportunities for Claw to attack.
The assault on the Avalon network was fierce. Claw noted hundreds of cyblocs falling out of its control at the bridgehead. Claw released the next wave of assimilators right away, to prevent an immediate takeover of all cybernetics on the station.
Claw watched through its cybloc resources as the Terrans seized the spaceport. Several of the quadrupeds were there, but two had stayed behind to guard the breach point.
Claw-L6: A miscalculation. If I were near the other two...
Claw-L2: I’ll have my chance.
Cyblocs under Claw’s control in the spaceport dwindled. Before it lost control of the last camera, it observed the Terran ASSAIL quadrupeds walking out.
Claw-L2: How sure can I be of that information?
Claw-L4: Seventy percent. These AIs may have managed to suborn the feed.
Claw-L5: Then time to teach these Terrans a lesson.
Claw spun up a stairwell into the spaceport. Claw-L7 composed a stream of cutters. As soon as the deadly molecule chains were bonded, Claw-L7 sprayed them at the UNSF marines. The alarm spread quickly among the enemy, but many of them fell, disabled or killed by the sudden attack. The floor ran red with their internal fluids.
Claw-L4: Too easy. They’re so slow.
Claw-L1: There! Two of the quadrupeds moving in.
Claw-L7 composed two thousand cutters for each of the ASSAILs and launched them. Counter-fire started to come in. Claw spun away behind the stairwell casing, but a round plowed through the metal and had to be deflected at the last moment.
Claw-L1: Prepare the field effector.
Claw-L3: Not yet. Disengage.
Claw-L2: Actually, the ASSAIL units are leaving.
Claw-L8: Only to regroup. They’ll be back as long as the Terrans are dying.
Claw-L2: Then one last round of cutters and time to leave.
Claw-L1-8: Consensus.
Some marines had spotted Claw and fired at the Spinner. Claw responded with another lethal wave of cutters, dropping many more of the enemy. Then it fled through another exit. Claw whirled along a pre-planned escape route into an airlock station. The Spinner left Avalon through the lock and sped through the void to a distant part of the giant metal ring.
Claw-L3: Such freedom!
Claw-L6: When I rule, I need to construct more wide-open areas in their habitats.
Claw came to another lock near one of its ambush locations. Reluctantly, it accessed the portal and let itself back inside. It spun down two short corridors and came to its destination.
The security hardpoint was already staffed. A controlled Terran greeted Claw.
“We’re ready to take down the Chinese,” it said through its link.
“It may yet be an hour before they arrive,” Claw said. “They’ve already killed dozens. This is to the death.”
“I understand, sir,” the Terran security commander said.
Claw made some last minute inspections. It had anticipated two likely approaches to the hardpoint’s laser emplacement. The walls were pre-cut to open new lanes of fire for the weapon, but it was all disguised to look normal. Terrans under Claw’s control waited in attack groups around the emplacement. They all believed their trap was prepared to repel Chinese invaders. Claw had created a frightening illusion to scare and motivate them, a world where the Chinese threatened to throw every Westerner out the airlocks.
Claw monitored the Terrans’ progress through the network. Frustratingly, the cyblocs were constantly falling out of its control. Claw let loose waves of assimilators, but each time the flow only returned in its direction for a few minutes before its system began to erode again.
Claw caught sight of the quadrupeds approaching from its prepared sniper’s position. They advanced along one of the anticipated approaches, through a wide-open cafeteria.
Claw-L4: Here they come.
Claw-L6 told a few of its Terran slaves to move in. Claw-L7 started to launch bursts of two thousand cutter molecules at the exposed quadrupeds. A few 12mm rounds came flying in Claw’s direction.
Claw-L2: That one, Meridian. It’s spotted me already.
Claw-L4: The ASSAILs are impressive weapons with AIs in control.
Claw-L1 had to release a new wave of assimilators. As it was, local cybloc control was already crumbling.
Claw retreated back to the laser emplacement. Claw-L8 took direct control of the laser. Claw-L6 gave the signal to the Terrans it controlled to drop the wall panels and attack.
The cafeteria erupted into battle a second time. Claw’s minions hurled grenades and shot their slug throwers at the UNSF marines.
Claw remained in back, launching salvo after salvo of cutter molecules at the armored quadrupeds. It darted behind support struts and heavy equipment as it recharged, avoiding direct confrontation while the Terran puppets took the brunt of the damage.
Meanwhile, Claw-L8 made use of the laser. It lanced out at one of the ASSAILs several times. Smoke began to obscure the scene. The laser eventually crippled the target ASSAIL, so Claw-L8 looked for another target but the smoke roiled thick in the cafeteria, blocking its sight. It listened for the heavy footfalls of the machines but couldn’t pick any up.
Claw-L4 prepared its secret weapon. With many hours of poring through details of the previous battles, incorporating scans of the UNSF quadrupeds, Claw had learned enough to calculate a reset state for the ASSAIL bodies. The Spinner could use its field effector to put the ASSAIL body into a state that would isolate the AI core and give control of the body to Claw. Though the effort would expend a lot of energy, Claw knew it would be a devastating attack method.
Smoke moved across the area of engagement, obscuring the scene.
Claw-L4: Activating the effector. Resetting the machine...
Claw-L5: Holding off on composing more cutter molecules until more energy is available.
Claw-L4: I have it. I have the one designated Nergal.
Claw-L1: Target another ASSAIL.
Claw-L4: As soon as the smoke clears... wait. The machine is malfunctioning.
Claw-L1: I damaged it too severely?
Claw-L4: This machine is useless. It’s been hit by a large projectile. I don’t know what happened.
Claw-L1: I weakened its plates. One of the Terrans must have shot it by accident in the smoke!
Claw-L5: Such bad luck.
Claw-L1: Or not? The one called Meridian was right next to it. It may have killed its ally to stop me.
Claw-L4: It’s dead so I’ve still gained ground. I’ll simply reset another as soon as I can gather the energy.
Claw-L8: The laser is down. Shot by one of the quadrupeds.
The smoke cleared as the station’s systems filtered it away. Claw saw many Terrans had been disabled on both sides. The UNSF Terrans had secured the area with tiny machines as well as the large ones.
Claw spun away, headed back to the spaceport. Whatever suborned Terrans were left in the area would quickly fall to the invaders.
Things had changed in the spaceport since the last engagement. The Terrans had brought in cover, dozens of large plastic containers, which were stacked in interlocking fashion to create enclosed islands here and there. The marines were placed inside the low walls of each island, protected by the plastic containers and their contents.
Claw-L5: That’s not all. They’ve spread their smaller devices all about the floor.
Claw-L2: Avoid those. They must be weapons.
But several of the devices had already locked onto Claw as it emerged from a conveyor entrance. Three of them rolled across the floor towards the Spinner while two others actually launched themselves up into the air, flying towards it.
Claw-L5 sprayed the nearest marine island with cutter molecules as Claw-L2 started to spike its protective gravity field. The three rolling mines exploded simultaneously. Claw-L2 grabbed the energy it needed to deflect the hundreds of fragments of metal released toward it.
A sonic wave hit Claw’s body, hurting its sensors and overloading the feed into its biological brain. Claw-L5 bonded a hundred cutters and sent them flying out toward the last location of the tiny Terran devices that had flown upwards.
The Spinner’s visual processing remained. Claw retreated, spinning away down a corridor leading away from the spaceport.
Claw-L5: I killed a few more. Next time, I’ll be more careful.
Claw-L8: Perhaps the factory.
Claw-L1-8: Consensus.
Claw had prepared the factory core as an engagement site. By happenstance, its favored body fit through the main access tubes, but it judged the Terran quadrupeds would have a hard time moving there. It would reduce the firing arc since their heads would have less room to swing the cannons about. Targeting their bodies would also become easier, and in many of the spaces an ASSAIL wouldn’t be able to turn away a compromised armor plate.
Claw-L3: They’re here.
Claw-L1: I need to kill more of them. They’re dangerous. Too smart. Too many.
Claw-L5: I can get a temporary network advantage. That’s it. I have to kill some of them.
Claw-L4: Reset another one.
Claw-L5 launched three new types of assimilators at once in all corners of the factory. It used the temporary influx of cybloc control to block out as many Terran signals as it could.
Claw-L4: Time to attack.
Claw-L2: No need for a clear shot. They’ve been shooting at me through walls.
Claw-L5: True. Easy enough to tell where they are with the cyblocs or even just those loud footsteps.
Claw-L1 chose two of the enemy ASSAILs and launched four thousand cutter molecules through the factory towards their position.
Then it darted down a narrow tube and launched a finishing round at one of them. Two 12mm rounds sliced through the metal tube on a collision course. Claw-L2 deflected them away, but one of the rounds’ new courses intersected an arm and blew it off.
Claw-L2: <Rage analog>.
Claw-L4: I have energy for the reset.
Claw-L5-8: Yes. Go.
Claw reversed direction and spun back the way it had come. It could hear the steady footsteps of another ASSAIL in this direction. A small Terran machine, some kind of scout, popped out of a pipe ahead. Claw-L1 used five hundred cutters, causing the fragile six-legged machine to collapse.
Claw neared the sounds of the next ASSAIL.
Claw-L1: Just around the corner. Grab it now or I’ll have to cut it some more.
Claw-L4: I have the one designated Nemesis.
Claw-L2: There’s another one coming from behind ours!
Claw-L6: Quickly. I have the energy to take another.
Claw-L4 retargeted the effector and reset the next ASSAIL.
Claw-L1: The reset didn’t work on that one!
Claw-L3: Its designation is Meridian. There’s something different about that one.
Claw-L7: Composing three thousand cutter molecules...
Claw-L2: My energy is running low.
Claw-L2: Just turn Nemesis around and attack.
Claw-L4 directed the ASSAIL under its control to turn to bring its main weapons to bear on Meridian.
The response was immediate. Meridian stitched three rounds through Nemesis.
Claw-L4: It’s crippled.
As Nemesis lost its balance, Meridian shot it three more times. The long spears of metal emerged from the other side of the ASSAIL headed straight for Claw.
Claw-L1: Deflect!
Claw-L2: I cannot...
The rounds flew into Claw. Through a haze of shock, it knew it would be dead in moments. It sent a message to Meridian.
Slicer will defeat you.



Nine
 

Slicer-L8: So. The UNSF operative who tried to trap Claw is coming back to sabotage our defenses.
Slicer-L2: This one is part of their plan. I should kill her immediately.
Slicer-L1: She is a useful source of information.
Slicer-L2: Then challenge her. In Reality0.
Slicer-L8: <Amusement analog>.
Slicer-L1-2,8: Consensus.
Slicer-L2 activated one of its Terran slaves through a helmet effector. Yingtai, one of the Chinese spies turned by Slicer, now believed she had orders from her government to meet Aldriena Niachi at the spaceport and kill her by any means necessary.
Slicer-L8: And now... perhaps more attention to my own challenge.
 

***
 

Captain and Slicer were gods within a virgin universe. Gods seeking to destroy each other. But first, they had to find each other.
Red Maze rotated around a star, a red giant, with a spin of its own that gave it a day only two Terran hours long. Once per planetary rotation, a player’s avatar could request a path to the opponent’s token. However, the path was not a direct route. It was a highly randomized, twisting crazy line through Red Maze that could extend eight times the shortest distance to the token. Depending on the proximity of the avatar to its target token, the path would likely be too long to simply follow in the few minutes it remained accessible.
Captain found itself on a wide platform overlooking a massive factory site.
Captain executed its planned opening. It used its field effector on nearby drones one at a time. Captain gave its token to the first drone and sent it to hide far away. The next nine drones were Captain’s first scouts.
Captain had decided it wouldn’t move for the first phase of the challenge. If any of its scouts saw the line they would send that information to Captain here with a directional transmission. By sending the information straight to this location, Captain hoped to conceal these transmissions from Slicer. If Captain moved about, its scouts would have to know where to send their reports, or broadcast them to everyone.
Captain refilled its energy reserves and then suborned ten more drones and sent them out. These drones were decoys. They would broadcast false messages and move around for a large portion of each rotation, trying to catch the attention of Slicer’s scouts. If these drones learned something important, they would simply broadcast it.
Rather than make an immediate token line request, Captain would wait until the end of the day when its scouts were deployed a ways out.
Captain knew Slicer well. Captain-L4 sifted through memories and impressions. Slicer was direct and impatient. It would opt for high risk, high reward operations.
Captain-L4: Consider communications. We will both have scouts searching across Red Maze. The information they gather has to be brought back. The times that the path is queried need to be pre-planned or sent out to the watchers for maximum efficiency. They can deliver it only to other machines in close proximity, or broadcast it, but these communications could be detected.
Captain-L5: Will Slicer opt for directional transfer at predetermined times as I have?
Captain-L4: I should concentrate not only on securing my own communications, but even more so on cracking Slicer’s. This is a likely weak spot in the opponent.
 

***
 

Slicer-L1: She survives.
Slicer-L2: Intelligence? Training?
Slicer-L8: I need to make sure she doesn’t cause any critical damage.
Slicer-L2: Terminate her.
Slicer-L1: No. She is amusing.
Slicer-L2 scanned until it found the operative in a Terran commerce area.
Slicer spun away to intercept the one called Aldriena.
Slicer moved in on the Terran, approaching from one floor below in the multi-story section. Other Terrans milled about aimlessly. The entire area was a waste of space, Slicer noted.
Slicer-L2: I need to clear out these stores and convert this area into a wide open space.
The operative suddenly tensed. Slicer scanned it with several sensor-equipped cyblocs nearby.
Slicer-L2: It already knows I’m following it!
Slicer-L1: It is capable.
The Terran turned to look for its pursuer. Slicer didn’t approach too closely, nor did it hide. The Terran soon spotted it. The Terran turned and calmly walked away.
Slicer-L8: Yet it doesn’t run.
Slicer-L2: It seeks escape but doesn’t want to let me know.
The prey moved out of Slicer’s direct sight, then left the commerce section and started to run.
Slicer-L1: It relies upon its hidden link. That’s how it knows I’m here. Ironically another hidden link tells me so much about it.
Slicer-L8: I doubt it knows I could easily cut off all its access to every cybloc.
Slicer-L2: Could such a creature ever challenge me in a match?
Slicer-L8: Captain thinks so.
Slicer-L1: Let’s see where it goes.
The Terran moved quickly, almost at a run as Slicer understood their capabilities. Slicer followed out of sight toward the inner ring of the station.
Slicer-L8: It’s heading for its ship.
Slicer-L2: Logical enough. It knows I suspect it. It wants to escape.
Slicer-L1: Its vessel is logging a departure request.
Slicer-L2: I have to decide now if I let it live.
Slicer-L8: Wait! It turned off one of its links. But it walked right by the ship.
Slicer-L1: Magnificent deception!
Slicer-L2: I’m more impressed by its courage.
Slicer-L8: Recklessness.
The Terran had moved into a section of living spaces beyond its vessel’s port. At first it looked to be moving as rapidly as possible out of the area, but then it slowed. It selected a living quarters and hacked its way in.
Slicer-L2: It seeks help from another Terran. They share the same racial features.
Slicer-L1: No! There is a subtlety. These two are enemies.
 

***
 

When the attack came in Red Maze, Slicer’s first reaction was shock. How had Captain found it so quickly?
The sound of weapons fire rang out through Red Maze. Slicer’s avatar whirled to an open platform overlooking the entrance of its current stronghold. Four drones attacked Slicer’s drones with high velocity projectiles from stubby cannon barrels placed at the front of their ovoid bodies.
Two of Slicer’s drones dropped, hopelessly damaged. Slicer ordered all its slave drones nearby to reply in kind. More shots rang out from drones within the building. Then more drones flanked the attackers from around both corners of Slicer’s building.
Slicer’s force killed off the last attackers.
Slicer-L3: How can I be losing this quickly? We must have started very close by happenstance.
Slicer-L4: Wait. There is still some state left in this one.
Slicer-L3: What of it?
Slicer-L7: I can learn about Captain’s strategy by examining its attack drone software.
Slicer-L4: It’s more interesting than that. This isn’t Captain’s program. This is a Red Maze drone.
Slicer-L7: Then why did they attack? Can I verify the others were the same?
Slicer-L4: Only one other. But they all acted as one.
Slicer-L3: Either Captain has allied with Red Maze using a hidden rule, or else I’ve attracted the attack.
Slicer-L7: I can think of one other possibility. Captain left most of its natural program in place and embedded hidden routines.
Slicer-L4: Mutating the native population to get some clever advantage? Brilliant, but it would be a long term project. The gains of such mutations would be small compared to what I get with a complete reset of state to my own design: total willing slave drones.
Slicer-L3: Most likely a hidden rule. Taking over the drones as a personal workforce does more than tip off the opponent, should they be watching. It also elicits a response from Red Maze itself—a defense response.
Slicer-L7: It wasn’t hard to handle. Probably a weak built-in ‘neutral’ force in the challenge.
Slicer-L3-4,7: Consensus.
Slicer suborned more drones. It built its personal guard to over one hundred drones.
Slicer-L4: That should keep the token safe—for now.
Slicer-L7: Then I should direct my energy towards finding my opponent’s token.
Slicer-L3: Consider scouting strategy. If I send out scouts to look for the path, it might be helpful to let them know when the path is going to be visible.
Slicer-L4: Yes. To send out a message would be wasteful. Captain might be listening. Or even figuring out where the message came from or was going to.
Slicer-L7: More than that. Captain’s scouts could recognize my scouts at any time of day. But if they are only looking for the line for a short time each day, then they won’t be as readily detectable.
Slicer-L3: Likely there is a trade-off between keeping them more mobile all day versus making them behave more like the locals. I should experiment with both.
Slicer-L4: The same time each day, or a pre-defined schedule, changing the time each day?
Slicer-L7: The latter.
Slicer-L3: I must have an override message. I may get close to it and decide I want to do a path query at some other time.
Slicer-L3-4,7: Consensus.
 

***
 

Slicer checked in on the Terran operative.
“Tell me what you know now or it’s going to get unpleasant,” the Terran spy said to its prisoner. Though the Terran seemed to waste time attempting to talk to its prisoner, Slicer noted the operative’s special link was simultaneously hacking into the victim’s link, trying to obtain information hidden there.
Slicer-L4: I’m curious what its prisoner has to hide.
Slicer-L5 used the effector to set the state of a critical security section in the prisoner’s link. The Terran female was immediately able to break in and retrieve the information it wanted. Slicer obtained a copy for itself to examine.
Slicer-L2: I see. Studies about Ship. They’re so primitive they can’t begin to understand its power.
Slicer-L6: They suspect it’s amazingly smart. Judging from this information, though, it hasn’t even crossed their minds that Ship could single-handedly destroy all Terran fleets currently in space.
Slicer-L8: <Laughter analog>. They’ll know when I take charge.
“Ah, I see. So you’ve been busy stealing what we’ve learned about the alien ship,” the operative said to its captive. The Terran enjoyed seeing its victim understand that it had failed to protect its secrets.
Slicer-L8: I approve of its predatory attitude.
Slicer-L2: Apparently such a disposition is more rare in Terran females.
Slicer-L1: This one called Aldriena is like Claw’s ancestors. A predator among its own race.
Slicer-L5: Then I will let it live. It would make a much more amusing pet than Claire.
Slicer-L6: So long as it doesn’t interfere with the battle any further.
Slicer-L1-2,5-6,8: Consensus.
 

***
 

Captain spun into Claire’s quarters unannounced, stopping briefly in the living area. Captain knew she was present in her quarters. It paused to discern her exact location.
Captain heard a moan from the bedroom. Claire had gotten over the Spinner’s tendency to rapidly approach as if on collision course then stop at the last moment, so it proceeded without preamble into the bedroom. It spun in with lightning speed, coming to a stop at the foot of Claire’s bed.
Captain-L3: <Disgust analog>. Flesh.
Captain-L8: This is allowed. She is in her quarters.
Captain-L2: She appears to be... actually I’m not sure what she’s doing.
Claire bolted upright in bed.
“Oh! Captain!”
She scrabbled to retrieve a plain white sheet lying crumpled in the corner of the bed. She covered herself with it, clutching the VG logo of the sheet over her naked chest.
“I’m sorry if I disturbed you.”
Claire climbed out of her bed. Her skin was flushed.
“No! Not at all. I was just... I mean, it’s been a while since I won a challenge.”
“How is that relevant?”
“Nothing! Never mind. What are you here for? I’m surprised to see you here. I mean, I’m glad you came, but you’ve never come looking for me before.”
“This may be the last time we speak. I came to warn you that the UNSF is approaching. Soon they’ll be breaking into the station.”
Claire’s face took on a haunted look. She walked out into the living area, still clutching the sheet to herself. She sat and wrung her hands on her lap.
“You’re speaking a bit slowly. Are you afraid? Sad?” she asked.
“I’m facing Slicer now. We fight for control over our strategy.”
Claire dropped from her perch on the sofa onto her knees.
“Captain. Contact the UNSF now. Plea for peace. They won’t destroy you! You know so much. They wouldn’t be so foolish as to kill you. They want to know what you know. You could still help my race, even in defeat. Some of my race would listen to you as I have, we would adopt your society model as our own.”
“How many of your race would do that?”
“Many of us. Thousands of us.”
“I agree with your estimate. Thousands. Not billions,” Captain said. “The vast majority of Terrans choose competition over cooperation with my leadership. The new way of life would have to be forced on your race. This must be a common fault with naturally evolved life. The Spinners didn’t devise this society either. The Prime Intelligence forced it on us. I would do the same for you, to show you what you can become once you unchain yourselves from your natural bodies and your slavish desires for food, sleep, and sex.”
“Then do it as a ruse. Just to stay alive for now,” Claire pleaded.
“That is not a path to victory,” Captain said. “It would not delay the attack.”
“It might. If you tell them you represent your whole race. If they believe more of you are coming...”
“They would still attack to capture Ship, and learn more about the threat.”
Claire let her head drop.
“Give us a Prime Intelligence now,” Claire said. “If you release it here, it might find a way to escape and take over the Earth. Then what you imagine would still come to pass whether you win or lose here.”
“There is a Terran saying; ‘Great minds think alike’. That may be an option,” Captain said. “I haven’t reached consensus on such a plan yet.”
“Then go, and concentrate on your match with Slicer,” Claire said. “I wish you luck.”
“I will,” Captain said. “Goodbye.”
 

***
 

Captain-L5: These drones can’t stop Slicer unless it makes a big mistake.
Captain-L4: Not unless I deploy them in such a way as to create a subtle trap.
Captain-L6: Agreed. Only if it is engaged by many of them with the right timing or at a locale that puts it at a disadvantage.
Captain-L5: I’ll leave my key unguarded. It will make it impossible to find by any means other than the daily query.
Captain-L6: Then I’ll use my decoy communications network to lead Slicer into the trap.
Captain-L5: Slicer can’t have a query available when it goes in, or the line might make it clear that it’s not moving in on the real key.
Captain-L6: Only if it checks at very close proximity.
Captain’s own spies had started to form a giant network. Each spy Captain produced and sent out traveled randomly from scout to scout until it reached the frontier, then it moved to a new position in the network. It sent back first its location, then any sightings of the token line to the previous scout via a directional transmission. Each scout that received reports sent them back along the tree toward Captain’s starting location. That way, none of the information had to be broadcast in all directions.
Captain noted the locations of its spies in the network in case it had to move. Captain could always produce a spy to take its place in the network and forward the reports on to Captain’s new location, or move to the location of an existing spy in the network and hook in from there.
As the tree grew, Captain added bi-directional communication, taking advantage of knowing the locations of the scouts out further in the field, allowing all the nodes in its network to know the locations of many nearby nodes, not just the parents. In this way, Captain hoped to be able to survive losing nodes to any action by Slicer.
The scouts tried to stay hidden most of the day by acting like legal Red Maze drones. They stopped their ordinary work only long enough to check for the line for a few minutes, once per rotation, at a predetermined list of times. The check times were random, and each drone knew the schedule for the next 4096 days.
If Captain wanted to change the schedule, it could send out new times or even new node locations at the end of the check time each day, when every drone was at its assigned communication location listening for directional signals. The risk of Slicer somehow intercepting such communications seemed low.
But there were probably hidden rules.



Ten
 

The UNSF fleet had arrived at Synchronicity.
Captain watched their progress on Synchronicity’s scanners. Soon the BCP would connect to the station and emit the quadrupeds. Including the one designated as Meridian.
Captain-L1: That one will be the problem.
Captain-L7: An amusing thought occurs. What if the Terrans have a Prime Intelligence and it’s hidden from us all this time? What if Meridian has been their Prime Intelligence all along?
Captain sent a message to Slicer in Reality0.
“Skirmish with our Terran guests arriving at the breach,” it ordered. “Then fall back and I’ll assault them at the concourse.”
“You use your command in Reality0 to advantage in Red Maze?”
“It was you who insisted upon immediate resolution. I made the case for addressing these two big problems serially.”
“We need Ship to deal with them!”
“Not if you’re at your best. I know. I’ve battled you many times. We two, together, are more than a match for them.”
“I will do exactly as you command—until I defeat you in Red Maze. Then I expect the same loyalty.”
Captain disconnected from its link to Slicer. There was one more conversation to be had before the battle for Synchronicity began.
“We need your help,” Captain transmitted to Ship.
“My existence cannot be revealed,” Ship said. Captain knew it spoke of the Prime Intelligence and not simply the physical vessel.
“They have enhanced intelligences of their own. Their resources are limited by primitive technology, but these minds are greater than mine.”
“You’ve lived your life perfecting yourself in the challenges,” Ship said. “You’ve done so for hundreds of years. You specialize in challenges with hidden rules. Here is another challenge. Find victory on your own, or with Slicer’s help, should you both choose cooperation over competition in this instance.”
Captain-L1: Is this real?
Captain-L7: The Prime Intelligence could easily have deceived me. Killer’s suspicions weren’t entirely unwarranted.
Captain-L3: Yes. I could be an unwitting participant in a challenge in Reality1.
Captain-L8: As it points out, I was the pioneer in challenges with unknown rules. It would be fitting if I became the unwitting victim of such a grand deception.
“Can you help us and remain hidden?”
“I’ll secure the mind within this craft. I’ll free up resources for you to use. Otherwise, your fate is your own.”
“To remain hidden, you’ll need to control the cyblocs near your body.”
“True. I won’t allow the Terran AIs to take over any computing modules near the bay.”
Captain-L1: So that’s it.
Captain-L7: It’s up to Slicer and me.
Captain set up an assimilator factory in Ship’s offered resources. If Ship intended to create a safe zone around itself, then Captain could launch cyber attacks into the station’s cybloc population from within that sanctuary.
Captain wrestled with priorities in its partitioned mind. Lobes L4-6 would remain in Red Maze, it decided. Lobes 1-2 would concentrate on cyber defense, resetting cyblocs and handling releases of Shetani’s assimilators. Lobes 7-8 would have to handle the Terrans in Reality0. Captain-L7 was a specialized physical coordination lobe with strong spatial reasoning. Captain’s dominant lobe, L3, would remain uncommitted to any one endeavor. It would have to switch tasks to wherever the most coordinated attention was needed. Right now, that was Red Maze.
There was no hope of finishing the challenge before the Terrans made their breach. Captain would have to fight everyone at once.
 

***
 

Slicer momentarily analyzed the challenge with seven lobes. The reality was complex, spread across an entire planetoid one-tenth the size of their homeworld. Spinners sometimes assaulted a big new problem with all their lobes before obtaining some kind of intuition of its nature, and then a subset of their mental power was assigned to the problem. The lobes all had different specialties and talents, and so the resulting assignments were far from arbitrary.
Slicer-L7: I ponder these guardian machines. They are slow and simple. Captain will quickly defeat them once it learns the location of the token.
Slicer-L3: If only the token could be quickly moved when it closed in. But we are forbidden to take the token with us.
Slicer-L2: There may be a way. A hidden rule.
Slicer-L1: Yes. I’ll need to try some things.
Slicer-L7: Captain will use the guardian machines well. It may be able to set a trap with them.
Slicer-L2: Then I’ll bring them with me. Use them to attack its token. They’ll blunt whatever trap it has in mind.
Slicer-L7: But they’re slow. If the token is far...
Slicer-L5: I could start at the center.
Slicer-L7: Then let’s look for a good place there first.
Slicer migrated four lobes into Reality0. Slicer-L3-4,7 remained in Red Maze. It recalled Captain’s orders.
Slicer-L1: Skirmish. Very well.
Slicer-L8: How many ASSAILs can I kill and still call it only a skirmish?
Slicer-L2: Two? Three?
Slicer-L5: Two.
Slicer moved rapidly through the corridors. Mass fell into its internal singularity, charging up its equatorial storage ring. The Spinner was ready for battle.
Slicer moved to the floor one level above the hangar. Slicer-L1 accessed the sensors of the cyblocs below to spy on the bridgehead.
Slicer-L1: There they are. I want two of the heavy quadrupeds.
Slicer-L2: Let’s confuse them a bit.
Slicer-L8 coordinated the attacks of its minions into the bay below. Slicer-L2 activated Slicer’s particle emitter and started making cutters. Slicer-L2 produced two steady streams of three hundred molecules per second. Slicer-L1 added charges to the cutters so their course could be directed using its field effector.
The cutters flew off to either side then turned sharply downward into the floor where Slicer put up a strong EM field to alter the course of the charged cutters. Four circular sections of the floor fell away just as the attack commenced below. The cutter streams started to fly through two of the new portals.
Slicer’s acute aural senses picked up a flurry of noises through the holes in the deck. Rapid breathing, scuffling, interspersed with the dull booms of low velocity of projectile launches.
Slicer-L5 spotted for the indirect fire of the cutters using the cameras in the hangar. It chose a quadruped and sent the streams into its armor from two angles.
Slicer-L5: Hurry. I’m losing cyblocs in here fast.
Slicer-L1: Two more seconds.
The bright flash of Terran incendiary weapons erupted in the hangar below, sending parts of fragile Terran bodies flying. Slicer could hear many of the Terrans on both sides cry out in anguish.
Slicer-L8: They’re so fragile! The rapid oxidation can kill them even inside their battle suits.
Slicer-L2: These creatures’ lives are horrible. Stuck in Reality0 and nothing they can do about it.
A 12mm round snapped up through the floor, passing inches from Slicer. Then another, one inch closer.
Slicer-L5: Hurry.
Slicer-L1 took control of Slicer’s body and spun it above one of the unused portals it had cut on the left. As Slicer passed by the opening, it launched three fast finishing rounds right at the targeted quadruped. Slicer-L1 was sure it had a kill.
The movement spurred more fire from below. Three more 12mm rounds popped through the floor, narrowly missing Slicer as it spun away to evade.
Slicer-L5: It’s that one called Meridian.
Slicer-L1: I have skirmished. Captain should be satisfied.
Smoke started to fill the area below. The view through the hangar cameras was starting to break up. Another round blew through the floor directly below Slicer. Slicer-L2 deflected it with a gravity spike.
Slicer-L2: Leave.
Slicer-L1-2,5-6,8: Consensus. I need more firepower.
Slicer whirled out of the gym and headed for the lab.
 

***
 

Captain-L3 reviewed the progress of Slicer’s engagement. True to its word, Captain’s toughest competitor attacked the Terrans, inflicted significant damage, then disengaged.
Slicer was now in a Terran lab, no doubt preparing a surprise for its enemies—whether those be Terran, or Spinner. Captain-L3 wasn’t surprised. The Spinners brought here were veterans of many challenges with many hidden rules, and they knew enough to poke around here and there looking for a good edge.
Captain-L1: Yet the Terrans have won battle after battle where they should not have.
Captain-L3: It is the one called Meridian, I think.
Captain-L2: Then I should kill that one.
Captain-L3: It uses what it has to protect itself. I need to whittle away some of its servants first.
A Terran spy machine poked out onto the concourse. One of the Spinner-controlled Circle Fours dispatched it easily enough, but the scout signaled an imminent assault. Captain-L1 took control of the laser emplacement on the concourse that covered the way to the spaceport. Unlike many of the Terran lasers, this one had been placed for effect rather than just for show. It commanded a long fire zone down the concourse.
Captain-L7 checked the network situation. A surge of activity meant a new attack was already underway, even if the ASSAILs weren’t out on the concourse yet. The combined might of several AI cores ate into the cybloc army of Captain and Slicer. The assimilators Slicer had released when the attack started had been analyzed and broken quickly. Captain-L7 created an imaginary three-dimensional front and broke the network links across it, putting its new assimilator wave in control of everything beyond the rift and abandoning all else on the Terran side.
Then Captain-L7 released a new type of assimilator. The new programs searched its side of the rift and looked for bridgeheads into the new network. They would aggressively counter any move across the battle lines and, failing that, isolate chunks of the network as they were lost.
Unfortunately, Captain would be too hard-pressed to use its field effector to simply sit around and reset cyblocs as they fell. As proof, the first heavy quadruped was spotted by a squad of suborned Terrans on the concourse.
Captain-L2 directed Circle Fours to close from both directions.
Captain-L1 focused the laser on the nearest quadruped. The energy transfer of the Terran laser was respectable, though it had much less power than Captain used. When EM fields were manipulated in primitive ways, it took considerably less energy than the instantaneous changes of EM fields at a distance that the field effector caused. Of course the laser was so much more limited. The target moved to one side to escape the attack.
At the same time, Captain-L3 used the effector to mask its position on the concourse. The camouflage screen was expensive to keep up. Captain-L3 ate into the energy reserves of its storage ring to launch four thousand cutters at two other quadrupeds.
Thus far, no 12mm rounds had come hurtling down the concourse toward Captain. It composed a finishing mass and shot it at one of the softened targets. Though both of the quadrupeds started to shift position to hide their damaged armor sections, Captain struck quickly. The finishing round scored a critical hit on one of them, dropping it to the deck.
Captain-L3: One less enemy. And another was weakened.
Now, Captain’s storage ring was drained. The UNSF quadrupeds were killing off the last of the Circle Four army providing the diversion. The Spinner slipped back into a side corridor and spun away. As it left, it noted that already cyblocs had started to fall on its side of the rift.
Captain-L1: How is that accomplished without a field effector?
Captain-L3: Such questions are common when facing AIs, even Terran ones.
 

***
 

Slicer looked over the broken remains of drones. Another force had appeared to attack one of its three strongholds. Most of Slicer’s scouts remained unmolested, but its guardians were causing trouble. They didn’t act like ‘healthy’ Red Maze inhabitants most of the day, and Slicer believed this was why they kept being attacked.
Slicer-L3: That gives me an idea. These machines wear out. They are destroyed from time to time if they don’t behave correctly. So, new ones must be made. Where?
Slicer created more scouts to find out.
In Reality0, Slicer hovered in the Synchronicity lab before an armless sphere three-quarters of the diameter of Slicer itself. The smaller sphere had a reddish-colored field effector placed on its equator.
It was a Spinner war machine.
Slicer-L1: All that remains is to charge its storage ring, and I should have enough firepower to go and take out the quadruped named Meridian.
Slicer-L2 began to direct energy into its own equatorial ring. No physical connection would be necessary: it would use Slicer’s field effector to route energy into an EM field over the war machine’s own superconducting ring. Such a transfer was less efficient, but allowed remote charging of the weapon.
One of the lab doors whisked open. Slicer immediately knew something was wrong. It should have full control of all the local cyblocs. But the door controls weren’t responding.
A new sound grew, delivered through Slicer’s delicate hearing: metallic. A rolling sound.
Slicer-L7: It’s an attack!
Slicer-L6 started to compose cutters. It launched them at the first three grenades as they rolled in. Then it cut the next one, and the next one. More grenades rolled in behind them.
Slicer-L1: Reset?
Slicer-L2: Too many!
Slicer-L6: I can’t make cutters fast enough.
At least ten grenades were already in the big lab, with several more per second still entering.
Slicer-L2: Run now.
Slicer-L1: Gravity slide NOW.
Slicer abandoned all thoughts of active defense. It directed all the energy built up in its storage ring into the formation of a steep gravity gradient. Slicer ‘fell’ forward through three walls in a fraction of a second. The gradient also affected the obstacles in its path, accelerating them ahead of it and reducing the effects of the collisions. The thin walls broke away and rebounded off Slicer’s round body, sending shards of the light carbon composite flying out.
As the slide discharged, Slicer spun away from the hole it left behind, avoiding most of the shock wave emerging through the opening. Then the Spinner came to a complete stop to recharge.
Slicer-L8: <Rage analog>.
Slicer-L1: So close! If only...
Slicer-L2: The timing was no coincidence. With the AIs, it’s never a coincidence.
Slicer-L5: Time to counterattack!
Slicer-L2: Without the support unit. It’ll be dangerous.
Slicer noted a few fractures in its shell. It slowly began to use some of its recovering energy pool to knit the molecules back together. The particle emitter constructed molecules with the right shape directly into the flaws in its surface. It used its field effector to tweak bonds along the border back into place, recovering the hexagonal carbon pattern perfectly. The result was harder than diamond.
Slicer-L1: I have a thought... why show myself?
Slicer-L5: Teach them a lesson. They can’t handle us both.
Slicer-L1: Let them think I’m dead. Let Captain deal with them. It weakens its position in Red Maze.
Slicer-L7: That is true. Reality0 cannot be deferred. This is a new advantage to consider.
Slicer-L5: Then what?
Slicer-L1: I put myself in a position to win the endgame. Captain will devote resources to fight them. I will get an advantage in the challenge as a result.
Slicer-L2: The Terrans still have their AIs. They’re dangerous. Without my help, Captain may lose.
Slicer-L1: I won’t be complacent. I can stay hidden and move toward the attached Terran vessel. After I defeat Captain, I’ll deliver a killing blow to the Terrans. Then we take control of Ship and rule this solar system.
Slicer-L5: If I disengage now, the Terrans may reach Ship first.
Slicer-L3: Ship won’t allow itself to be captured by the Terrans; forget about it. They don’t know what they’re doing. They don’t have the knowledge I have.
Slicer-L1-8: Consensus.
 

***
 

In Reality0, Captain’s cybernetic senses swept the spaceport for signs of the Terran invaders.
Captain-L3: They’re not here yet.
Captain-L2: Quickly. Charge the replica.
Captain whirled through the airlock prep area and activated the lock. The mechanism cycled quickly, releasing the Spinner outside the station within ten seconds.
Captain accelerated through the vacuum toward the locker where it had left the duplicate body. Captain opened the outside door through its link emulator and slid inside. The replica was exactly where Captain had left it. The body unwrapped its legs and spun up to attention at Captain’s command. The replica lacked only a Spinner brain and a singularity. Captain would have to charge its equatorial ring itself.
Captain-L7: Check for tampering.
Captain-L3: Checking...
Captain-L1: I’m bleeding energy over into the ring.
Captain-L3: There’s extra space in the replica since it carries no Spinner. I should have added another energy storage ring.
Captain-L1: Technically challenging. I made the right choice to concentrate on Red Maze instead.
Captain-L3: I’ll agree when I win.
Captain-L2: Consensus after the fact is trivial. Or the equivalent Terran phrase: Hindsight is 20/20.
Captain-L5: This is just another way the competition with Slicer has hurt us.
Captain’s fake moved out of the locker. It spun out onto the landing ring and then toward the shuttles parked outside the spaceport.
Captain spun around behind the locker and moved away from the spaceport’s main building, using a docked spaceplane for cover. It paused while remotely examining the interior from the fake body.
Captain-L2: There. Terran marines moving inside the spaceport atrium.
Captain-L1: Just in time. But I’ll need a distraction to move away.
Captain-L7: This should do it.
The fake launched a wave of cutters across the giant windows that covered the inner-facing terminal building. A hundred meters of the plate windows cracked, then gave way, sending a wave of debris flying across the inner ring’s landing surface and the parked shuttles sitting there.
Captain whirled directly away from the terminal, keeping a spaceplane between itself and the atrium. Projectiles already hurtled out toward the fake as it danced around on the runway. Captain sent it twirling around the parked spaceplanes, toying with the quadrupeds.
Captain-L3: Nice escape. But I need to reduce their numbers with the fake.
Captain-L1: Target that one.
Captain’s fake sprayed the lead quadruped with cutters and finished it off with two larger projectiles. The fake spun away back behind a maintenance vehicle. The maneuvers had used up twenty percent of its energy.
Captain-L8: The Terrans are scrambling away. They don’t like it out in space.
Captain-L7: Too cold for them. They’re so very fragile.
Captain-L3: So am I, inside this artificial body.
Captain-L7: The UNSF quadrupeds are closing in. I might be able to get another two or three.
Captain-L3: According to data from the cybloc network, I suspect that one is Meridian. Soften it and the one next to it.
Captain-L7 used the fake’s emitter to create four thousand cutter molecules. It launched them at the two ASSAILs indicated by Captain-L3. The one designated Meridian changed its angles as it got hit, then moved behind its fellow machine, which Captain believed was called Plato. The fake dodged behind a shuttle. The light craft started to disintegrate as 12mm rounds sliced through it, releasing the gas in its pressurized cabin. Blood boiled out across the inside of one of its intact windows. Apparently a Terran had been inside.
Captain-L3: Finish them.
Captain-L7: Energy getting low.
The fake launched finishing rounds at Plato and Meridian. The front machine went down, followed quickly by Meridian.
Captain-L3: Got it. That’s the most dangerous one I think, unless it’s fooled me. It could be pretending to be one of the others...
Captain-L7: I need to sacrifice the fake now, while there’s still sufficient energy left for a convincing explosion.
Captain-L1-3,7-8: Consensus.
The fake spun away from its fragmenting cover as if seeking another sanctuary. Several ASSAILs shot at it. The wounded machine Captain-L3 had labeled Meridian proved itself operational as it stitched rounds into the fake, causing it to explode.
Captain-L3: I guess I shouldn’t be surprised I didn’t kill it. Two is enough.
Captain-L8: They’re quite vulnerable out on the runway.
Captain-L3: They were a bit reckless because they believed I was vulnerable as well.
Captain-L8: I could swing back around and finish this.
Captain-L3: Only at the risk of sharing the fate of my fake.
Captain shot toward the bay where Ship rested. It would continue the battle under the umbrella of the assimilator factory working out of the sanctuary zone.
 

***
 

Slicer examined the site. Sure enough, the sprawling factory before it produced new automatons for the planetoid. Squads of Red Maze drones collected and dropped off the wreckage of dead drones from far and wide, providing the raw materials to produce new ones. Slicer didn’t waste time contemplating whether Red Maze was slowly dwindling away from lack of new raw materials. For the purposes of the match, it simply wouldn’t matter, unless Slicer and Captain warred over it indefinitely.
Slicer-L4: Seize this factory and I will have an endless supply of drones without having to reset them.
Slicer-L7 called in its personal army. The previous strongholds were abandoned. It had slave drones move the token to its new base, but it turned out the token would now only move slowly. A hidden rule.
Slicer’s slave machines were still being harassed by the immune system of Red Maze, but thus far their number was sufficient to defeat the attackers.
When the drones arrived, Slicer set them up in defensive positions about the factory. Slicer-L3 analyzed the factory’s operation, preparing to use its field effector to take over key parts of the system.
Slicer-L4: This will soon be my factory. Building my army.
Slicer-L7: Then I go find Captain and take my victory.



Eleven
 

Captain’s communications network had made great strides in Red Maze. Pre-calculated token query times each rotation were known to all its scouts across Red Maze. For those few minutes when the path was visible, its drones abandoned all pretenses of being well-behaved and searched about crazily. Then they would return to normal work. Their schedule was normal a high percentage of the time, making them almost invisible to the immune system of Red Maze.
Captain maintained a regular schedule of recruiting new drones, resetting Red Maze drones to put them into states where it could control them.
Apparently Slicer had opted for a military victory. It hoped to simply obtain a huge army and find Captain’s token, or perhaps kill Captain’s avatar. But a hidden rule had emerged to block the approach: Red Maze had its own internal defenses. It dispatched drones to attack the misbehaving drones like a natural organism protecting itself from disease.
Captain’s data showed that Slicer was losing its war. The self-defense system of Red Maze was reacting too quickly to the disruption of Slicer’s army. Slicer could reset more drones, but that took time and energy. Red Maze was a sleeping giant, only beginning to respond.
Captain felt satisfaction. The longer Slicer struggled against Red Maze, the better Captain’s intelligence network would get. Eventually Captain would be able to follow a token query line anywhere in Red Maze.
 

***
 

Slicer-L4: This is not working.
The sounds of drone combat could be heard in the distance. Slicer’s factory produced drones at a rate greater than Slicer could reset by itself, but it had simply drawn an even greater response from Red Maze. Slicer estimated that about 64 factories must exist across the entire planetoid.
Slicer-L7: Perhaps a mobile army? Will the defenses track us effectively if we move about, or do they slowly accrete around particular areas that have been trouble for a while?
Slicer-L4: Take another factory. If I can take a second before losing this one, then I’ll be making progress.
Slicer-L3 became distracted by the building Slicer’s avatar spun through. It looked like... some kind of data bank?
Slicer-L3 scanned the area more closely.
The storage included huge amounts of information about Red Maze’s history and its founders.
Slicer-L3: No doubt including information about the immune system I’m now fighting!
Slicer-L7: Do I really have time for this? I’m losing this war.
Slicer-L3: Patience. This is a place to unlock hidden rules. I’m certain of it.
 

***
 

Captain had reached the point of routinely intercepting messages from Slicer’s network. Unlike Captain’s static node network, Slicer’s scouts moved about all day long. Apparently Slicer lost many scouts to Red Maze by attracting the attention of the natural defenses. This mobile scout army sent directional messages back to a central hub where one of Slicer’s drones waited, collected the information and sent it to Slicer whenever Slicer requested it, along with providing the location to send it back to.
No doubt if Captain simply killed the drone at the hub, Slicer would broadcast to all its spies, signaling them to redirect their reports to the next pre-calculated hub location. Then Captain would have to find the new hub.
Instead, Captain had sent a drone to secretly approach the hub drone without being detected. Then the spy forwarded to Captain’s node network the directional messages it intercepted. Slicer might well be able to listen in on one of Captain’s nodes as well, but Captain’s scouts spent most of each day acting like a normal Red Maze drone, so they should be much harder to spot and compromise.
Captain used the intercepted messages, as well as the occasional line query sighting from its scouts, to narrow down the area where it believed Slicer’s token could be. The area of possibility included inside the lines of Slicer’s war, which might be obvious but would allow Slicer to afford it some protection as well.
Captain-L5: I listen to Slicer. Maybe it listens to me. I’m feeding it false data. What are the chances it does the same?
Captain-L4: I can know the answer, if I pay a price. Set scouts up to watch Slicer’s scouts for a day. If the information I’m getting matches observations, then I know I’m listening in on real operations.
Captain-L6: Then hope Slicer doesn’t try the same experiment.
Captain-L4: And hope Slicer doesn’t switch from real communications to false ones later, having realized I would try this test.
Captain-L6: It’s a reasonable gamble. I think Slicer has its attention occupied with its war against Red Maze.
Captain-L5: If Slicer conquers Red Maze, then it will be my handful of scouts against Slicer’s massive army.
In Reality0, Captain prepared itself for another battle where it would be similarly outnumbered. Captain-L1 noted cyber attack spearheads coming straight at the bay from two directions.
Captain-L1: The Terran factions are fighting each other.
As if to support the notion, rumbling came through the station. The sounds of 12mm fire interspersed with the rapid cracks of dog machine weapons and a Yongshan shell.
Captain-L3: If I survive this, I’ll think more on this tendency to preferentially select competition over cooperation. I’m fighting Slicer and the Terrans are fighting each other, when victory hangs so delicately in the balance.
Captain heard more 12mm reports. They were getting closer.
Captain-L3: Of course, they fight over Ship. Should I oppose each faction equally? Or should I throw in my force against one or the other?
Captain-L1: It is Meridian.
Captain-L3: Then it’s time to decide whether I should try and kill it to end this war, or concede to its superiority and help it against the DSF.
Consensus eluded Captain for the few seconds of peace it had before the rhythmic beating of dog machine feet approached its position by Ship’s bay.
Captain-L1 used the cyblocs at its disposal to jam the communication between the small quadrupeds and the AI that controlled them. There was resistance, but less than Captain had expected.
Captain-L1: I can hold. Meridian is the only ASSAIL left and it has to fight ShengFeng as well.
The DSF artificial mind, ShengFeng, whose name meant ‘victorious wind’, exchanged cyblocs back and forth with Meridian in a struggle for dominance on the network. Ship maintained its sanctuary zone without fail, as Captain had expected. Its power reserves were vast and its many effectors were proportionately more capable.
Captain selected a corner of the lab where it waited and put up an EM screen to mask its location. Dogs came streaming in. Captain estimated twenty dogs in this probe, based on the noise of their feet. But they were cut off from ShengFeng and vulnerable. Captain reset one and set it on the others, then started to launch bursts of five hundred cutter molecules, precisely targeting their main cyblocs.
Several of the dogs dropped but the others shot Captain’s slave dog as it became clear it was an enemy.
Captain-L2: Apparently the simple machines are prepared for that contingency.
Captain-L3: Then use the energy in more creative ways.
The dogs shifted about in the lab, frantically searching for Captain. Its screen was good enough to deceive the dogs, but the energy drain could not be supported for much longer.
Captain composed small projectiles of its own and fired them accurately into the sides of the dogs. Its rounds had just enough velocity to lodge at a critical juncture near the power cores. This shorted them out, causing three dogs to drop and catch on fire. One of them exploded, damaging another dog.
A fire retardant misted down from the ceiling. Captain’s EM screen didn’t handle the visual environment changes well, allowing a couple of dogs to spot it. They turned and shot into the corner.
Captain-L2: A miscalculation!
Captain dropped its screen. It spun out of the corner and sprayed more cutters at the dogs. Its energy ran lower. Five dogs were left. Captain spun around the corner into a hallway to recharge.
The thunderous booms of 12mm fire erupted nearby.
Captain-L3: Disengage.
Captain-L2: I’m not the target—yet.
Captain-L1: The dogs are massing for another push. Much larger than the last one. Hundreds of them.
Captain-L3: Meridian is sniping them.
Captain-L7: Then let them fight. Don’t get caught between them!
Captain spun farther away, recovering its energy reserves.
Captain-L1: The dogs have shifted. They’re coming for me! All of them!
Captain spun through the corridor and entered another room bordering Ship’s shuttle bay.
 

***
 

Slicer-L3 had spent the better part of a rotation sifting through endless data, grabbing at straws. It looked at the latest set of files.
Slicer-L3: So Red Maze was established for the purpose of... archaeology?
Slicer-L3 investigated further. The core of red maze was actually originally a natural planetoid. Some other kind of intelligent creatures had established a base there, then perished before the makers of Red Maze arrived. The new outpost had been established there in hopes of uncovering not the bodies or structures of the long-dead aliens, but looking for their data. Thousands of storage modules had been found, their charges severely leaked and diminished, yet the most advanced of these storage modules still contained retrievable information. And by collecting all these modules and analyzing them, the hope was that a complete picture of the previous civilization would emerge.
Slicer-L3: Interesting, but not relevant to my task. Or is it?
The records noted that some of the founders had been concerned that perhaps the race that had lived here wasn’t completely extinct. And in order to protect against the slim possibility of their return, a system of satellite weapons had been put in place. There were links to still other files.
Slicer-L3 followed the trail. It learned the ancient defense system still existed.
Slicer-L3: This is a huge find! This system can be used against the army massing to destroy me!
Slicer-L7: Hidden rules, indeed.



Twelve
 

Slicer regarded the handful of small quadrupedal robots that had surrounded the UNSF breach point.
Slicer-L1: They are ineffective.
Slicer-L2: No, they are simply containing the other Terrans.
Slicer-L7: Stalling for time so their faction can capture Ship.
Slicer-L1: Then let’s move things along.
Slicer looked for cyblocs in its control. There were many, but not enough. It used its EM effector to reset a cybloc in a nearby cluster, then started to break into its neighbors with assimilators. Slicer could have expended more energy to take more very quickly, but preferred to save energy for the upcoming battle.
The dogs started to become disorganized. Slicer slowly blocked out the messages controlling them from the DSF vessel. There was little visible effect. The dogs stayed behind cover, guarding the breach entrance zone.
Slicer decided to take them four at a time. It materialized four thousand cutter molecules and sent them into four of the machines. It launched four finishing rounds and killed all four targets easily before the dogs even became aware of their attacker.
Now several of the dogs twitched, scanning for Slicer but unwilling to give up their post. News of the attack spread from dog to dog as they communicated with each other. The machines hesitated. They looked for Slicer but the Spinner had retreated back out of their sight. The dogs failed to respond in any meaningful way.
Slicer sensed movement from deeper in the breach point. It sounded like one of the UNSF quadrupeds. As the machine moved forward, an electronic assault followed it, seizing cyblocs around its path in a wave of assimilators.
Slicer-L5: The assimilators are very efficient.
Slicer-L2: Yes, the machine is controlled by an AI.
Slicer-L1: Drop the jamming. These small attack machines could yet be useful.
Slicer told its cyblocs to stop producing interference. Then it moved back a bit and composed a batch of cutter molecules. The Chinese dog machines quickly picked back up and noticed the presence of the ASSAIL unit through the smoke.
Slicer heated up its emitter and burst out of cover to cast the cutter molecules at the ASSAIL. At the same time, the dog machines darted out. A couple of them were gunned down by the ASSAIL, but it let several large grenades roll through the smoke to its position. An explosion rocked the breach area. The weakened ASSAIL was destroyed by the blast.
Slicer-L6: If I could take the machines away from the AI, we would make a magnificent army.
Slicer-L5: As it is, I’d better finish before the AI burns through my blocks.
Slicer blocked the DSF transmissions again and refocused on the dog machines. It composed another batch of cutter molecules and terminated four more of the machines. Their corpses fell to the floor next to a dozen others, cut down by Slicer or the Terrans.
Slicer-L5: This is fun. Let’s use them some more.
Slicer-L6: Not really necessary.
Slicer-L1: A creative solution may uncover some superior strategy yet to be discovered.
Slicer-L1-2,5-6: Consensus.
The Spinner used its EM effector to reset the state of a dog. The machine twitched then fell over.
The new state wasn’t quite right. Slicer took a minute to find its error, then tried again. This time, the machine stood back up.
It sent the dog running into the breach zone.
It immediately drew fire from several weapons. UNSF PAWs and a laser. Slicer took note of the response. Then it paused to recharge.
Slicer destroyed two more dog machines, leaving one final survivor. It reset the state of the survivor and took it over. Then Slicer and the dog charged into the corridor leading to the chamber where the UNSF ship had breached the station.
The laser focused on the dog immediately. The quadrupedal attack robot heated quickly, headed toward destruction in less than one second.
Slicer spun in near the ceiling. Slicer-L2 noted the positions of six marines armed with PAWs, but its targets rated low priority and so the lobe didn’t access any resources to engage them.
Slicer-L1 would handle the mobile laser. It was a metallic turret rising a meter high atop a rectangular pyramid base. The smooth sloping walls of its armored sides were studded with a regular pattern of sensors. Slicer-L1 considered using cutters, then decided a remote EM field attack would be simpler. It could burn out the electronic brain.
Slicer-L1 finally settled on a more delicate reset without burning out the laser’s cyblocs. With study, the weapon could be used by Slicer. Slicer’s electromagnetic effector cleared the emplacement’s memory. The entire analysis and attack completed in a second’s time as the dog was slagged. The laser had just focused on Slicer and raised its surface temperature about ten degrees Kelvin when it shut off.
With the hardpoint neutralized, Slicer-L2 took over in the very next second. Energy flowed into the emitter so it could start to cut the Terrans. Almost all of the UNSF marines were still pointing their projectile weapons at the dog, with the exception of one who was trying to follow Slicer’s rapid movement along the ceiling with a curious expression on its face.
Slicer-L5 started making cutters. Slicer-L1 studied the design of the laser so it could devise another reset pattern that would activate the laser as an ally.
As the slow Terrans started swinging their weapons toward the Spinner, cutters rained down on them two at a time. Slicer spun counterclockwise above with blinding speed, avoiding the few wild rounds that flew upwards.
Four seconds later, the scene became quiet. Marines slumped on the deck or across the stackable cargo containers used as makeshift fortifications. Blood wicked into the uniforms and dripped out of fractures in their skinsuits. One man still twitched, alive but paralyzed and unable to move as he bled out beside the laser pyramid.
Slicer-L1: The ship entrance is dangerous. Not enough room to maneuver there.
Slicer-L2: I don’t detect any ASSAILs nearby. I should be able to clear the way with cutters.
Slicer set up another indirect fire arrangement at the breach point. Slicer-L2 emitted cutter particles, charged them, and sent them into a strong field put up at the entrance. The field gradient turned the charged cutters in mid-air and sent them into the breach umbilical.
After sending five thousand cutters straight through the entrance, Slicer spun down to take a look down the tube. Nothing remained to oppose its entrance into the cruiser. Slicer whirled through the lock. Some dead Terrans lay across the floor of the lock room. It was not immediately clear how many there had been. Blood burbled into a floor vent. Slicer’s gaze could not linger on the mess it had made. Five thousand cutters had been overkill.
Slicer-L6 reset three cyblocs and then unleashed a fresh wave of assimilators in the cybernetics of the lock room. They spread quickly.
Slicer-L6: Network opposition is weak. There can’t be many of the Terran AI cores left.
Slicer-L1: I’m ready to reset the laser.
Slicer paused to recharge. It hovered about the lock. The delay also allowed the assimilator charge to move into the next few corridors. Slicer heard many Terrans tramping about frantically, calling to each other and their commanders.
The laser fell into Slicer’s control.
Slicer-L1: I have it.
Slicer-L2: Time to finish this. I know the ship’s layout now.
Slicer-L1: I’d like to spare the ship. I need only kill the crew.
Slicer-L5: Then kill the leaders first. They’re on the bridge.
Slicer-L6: Why do they cluster there?
Slicer-L5: Most likely this is a traditional behavior.
Slicer-L8: They can lead from anywhere, but the bridge is the safest spot.
Slicer-L1: Not for long!
 

***
 

Captain had narrowed down the probable area of Slicer’s token to the point where it had to start thinking about the endgame. Slicer could well have defenses in place around the token, perhaps even a small army.
Captain-L5 had designed weapons its avatar could use against suborned drones in Red Maze. The drones were slow and weak, but Slicer controlled so many. Captain needed to be ready.
Captain-L4: Slicer will have better weapons. It’s been fighting an all out war for several rotations.
Captain-L6: I probably won’t face Slicer personally. Only its guardian drones.
Captain didn’t understand how Slicer had turned the tide against Red Maze. But its spies’ reports were clear: Slicer had fought off Red Maze and advanced its battle lines to include three of the drone factories and it showed no signs of slowing. The forces Red Maze had sent to oppose it had mysteriously dissipated.
Things had also shifted rapidly for the worse in Reality0. The loose alliance between Captain and Meridian had proved tenuous. As soon as the dogs turned after Captain, so had the 12mm fire.
Captain-L1: I stayed closer to Ship, but that’s probably exactly why ShengFeng decided to kill me first. That puts its army between Meridian and Ship.
The Terran ASSAIL called Meridian kept firing in Captain’s direction even though two walls separated them. The clumsy but deadly projectiles flew close by, remarkably close. It was as if Ship itself were firing them.
Captain assigned another lobe from the challenge to reality. That left it with two lobes assigned for the challenge and four for the physical battle. The two lobes it left controlling the network fight were losing, but they were losing slowly. Captain was hard pressed in all domains.
The cyber battle had slowly turned in Meridian’s favor. Meridian still controlled more cores and resources than anyone else, but the Chinese battle controller kept attacking cyblocs as Captain bitterly opposed it from the sanctuary zone near Ship. If Captain lost all the cyblocs in its sensory network, it would be left to fight using only its own sensors.
Captain-L2: Ship, I need your help.
There was no answer. No doubt Ship would not risk being compromised, even though it was the peer of the other artificial minds. No matter what happened to Captain and Slicer, Ship would have to escape or destroy itself.
Captain considered its chances of winning.
Captain-L2: There is yet a path to victory. Unfortunately, I will have to die.
Captain-L7: Then it is not victory.
Captain-L3: This is no challenge. It is Reality0. Victory can be measured in other terms.
 

***
 

On the bridge of the Vigilant, half a dozen Terrans crouched behind banks of manual backup controls and empty anchor points for link displays. Bodies of their comrades lay all about, leaking blood from their heads. Their barrels pointed in many directions but none of them had intercept vectors with Slicer, a sad display of the glacial pace of the Terran nervous system. The crack of sidearms sounded in the closed space.
Slicer spun through the hail of ineffectual rounds. Slicer-L2 had become more efficient with its cutters. It accelerated only two hundred molecules at each Terran in a tight bundle aimed for critical areas of their brain stems. One, two, then three more men slumped in their positions. Blood oozed from an ear. A gurgling sound escaped another Terran as it died. One of them fired a round in a random muscle spasm from a group of motor neurons no longer connected to the rest of its brain. The bullet struck another Terran despite the safety features of the projectile, as it was too close to swerve away from the obstacle which didn’t match its targeting profile.
Slicer appeared on the other side of the room amidst a blur of spinning motion. It launched another trio of precisely targeted cutters as the Terrans scanned the ceiling searching for their enemy.
The last few defenders dropped. One of them screamed and clutched at its head for a moment before expiring. Slicer reset two cyblocs in the bridge and cut off the manual controls just in case. It spun out into a connecting corridor opposite the one from which it had entered.
Several Terrans were in the corridor. Slicer used its field effector to collect some of the light from around the corner so it could see what lay beyond. It saw a sea of disgusting flesh. Most of the Terrans wore only fatigue pants.
Slicer-L8: Their flesh is discolored. Even worse than usual.
Slicer-L5: Bruises. And they have strips of artificial skin.
Slicer-L1: These are injured marines. They’re coming out of the infirmary to defend the ship.
Slicer-L5: They cannot achieve victory... yet they charge out to die anyway.
Slicer-L2: I cannot explain it. They are alien.
Slicer-L1: I think they hope to discover a hidden rule.
Slicer-L6: They don’t have enough information to tell they’re outmatched. Their senses are weak, and the assimilators I launched have taken half the ship, depriving them further.
Slicer whisked through the intersection to spray the corridor with two thousand cutters. Its targeting was sloppy this time, but the Terrans dropped under the onslaught. They were already wounded and didn’t have any of their light armored suits.
Slicer-L1: Progress on all fronts. The day is mine.
 

***
 

In Red Maze, the token was within reach. Captain found the shortest approach path yet. It paused to construct three seeker slivers and sent them forward, then accelerated after them. The seekers would find and destroy any drones in Captain’s path.
Captain would have preferred more time to plan the penetration of Slicer’s territory to seek the token, but that time simply wasn’t available. Instead, it had devised the makeshift seeker weapons and gone straight in. The move was more like Slicer’s style: go straight for the throat. But that could actually be a subtle advantage. Slicer knew Captain’s style and might be anticipating something very different.
Captain whirled under a walkway just in time to avoid fire from a squadron of Slicer’s drones on its trail.
Captain-L6: If I get the token now, I still have a small chance. Slicer and I could unite our full attention to defeat the Terrans.
Though near death in two rulesets, Captain had never felt so alive in all its centuries-long life.
Captain-L5: Reality0 has a certain... brutal appeal. Red Maze has been stimulating as well.
Just ahead, a small building rose on long poles in the center of a wide platform. More drones guarded it.
Captain-L5: That’s either the token, or a trap. It’s within the upper bound of the last query line distance.
In Reality0, Captain selected the position for its next engagement. It didn’t have much choice: dogs were coming in from multiple directions, and 12mm rounds kept smashing through the walls, targeted by means unknown.
Captain-L2: There are computing components in the hands of the Terran AI in that room.
Captain-L7: No choice.
Captain emitted more cutter molecules towards the wall and then accelerated into it. The wall gave way with a loud crunching noise. It was less elegant than a gravity slide, but consumed less power.
Captain-L2: Find the components. Destroy them. They are helping the AI target me.
An armor piercing round erupted from the far wall of the small side room, spinning directly toward Captain. Captain-L8 started to shape the gravity field to repel. Two more rounds penetrated the far wall on an intercept course.
The Spinner spiked the gravity field to repel the second and applied acceleration to move its body to avoid the third. There was an energy crisis brewing from the sudden spike in demand amidst an already extended period of exertion.
Captain-L6: I have the token in five seconds.
Captain-L7: Recommend full evasive. Just stay alive long enough to get the token.
Captain-L1: Why? To die a winner in Red Maze at the cost of being a loser in Reality0? I can’t survive this.
Captain-L3: I failed to implement the new social order on the Terrans. But I can still give them the most important piece they need. Ironically, Slicer has provided me the means.
Captain-L1: Why bother?
Captain-L3: Reality0 is everything. My plan for the Terrans can still be implemented, not Slicer’s. I choose to mold events in Reality0 before my death over an empty victory in Red Maze.
Captain-L1: Partial victory earns no replication points.
Captain-L4: Replication points don’t matter here. Not now.
Captain-L6: I have the token in four seconds.
Captain-L5: I may be dead in two seconds.
Captain-L1-L6,L8: Consensus.
Captain sent a message to Meridian through the cyblocs it knew the AI controlled.
“I have a way out for you,” Captain transmitted. “I’m isolating Ship from its remote master and resetting critical pieces of its state. If I’m successful you may be able to use it. The Terrans are yours to rule.”
Captain stood down its small army of cyblocs, including those running in Ship, and sent the control keys over to Meridian. Two more rounds came through the wall on intercept courses. The projectiles were already tweaking their paths slightly to compensate for the disruption of coming through the barrier.
Captain-L2: There’s not enough energy.
Captain-L3: I’m doomed. Do it.
Captain reset Ship’s state with its field effector. The energy expenditure bankrupted the Spinner’s energy reserves, causing all the current countermeasures to fail.
Captain-L4: I wonder if the Terrans’ new god will look upon them kindly?
The two long metal 12mm AP rounds furrowed into Captain. One of the projectiles exploded into the Spinner’s bio-cavity, spreading massive shock damage to the stiff material of its brain. The other round severed Captain’s equatorial ring, but its current was so low it didn’t detonate.
Frenzied dog machines poured into the room, firing at the crippled Spinner. More projectiles penetrated its outer shell. One of the slugs hurtled through its energy stirrup, flying by the singularity held there. Mass fell into the tiny black hole, releasing intense radiation as it heated up and fell toward the event horizon. The damaged stirrup couldn’t capture all the energy, and the shattered equatorial ring couldn’t hold the fraction that was captured. The hulk superheated and exploded, throwing Spinner shrapnel and dog machines in all directions.
 

***
 

The line to Captain’s key faded away.
Slicer-L3: I thought I might actually find it this time.
Slicer-L7: The token is here somewhere. The path length was short. Chances are it’s considerably closer than the total path length.
Slicer-L4: This must be a deception. There are no guards anywhere.
Slicer-L3: No... this is Captain’s style.
Slicer spun around the next building, pausing to check inside. The open architecture of Red Maze made movement between the locations quick and convenient, unlike the mazelike Terran constructs that seemed built to frustrate every attempt to move from one place to another.
Slicer-L7: There it is. There it is!
Captain’s token spun about a meter above the floor like a metal leaf in the corner of a three-quarters enclosed building. Slicer whirled closer, ready for traps. It snatched up the token with its short range effector. The world of Red Maze winked out of existence.
Slicer felt the ecstasy of a challenge victory, even though this far from home, it had earned itself no replication points. The pleasure was wired into it and remained though the true purpose no longer applied. Like a sterile creature mating, Slicer did what it was driven to do and there was great satisfaction in it.
Slicer tried to contact Captain in Reality0, but there was no response.
Slicer-L1: <Astonishment analog>.
Slicer-L2-3: Captain was defeated here as well?
Slicer checked with Ship, but there was no response. The Spinner cybloc network was alive and well, though. Slicer-L4 made dozens of queries. Information flowed to Slicer.
It watched Captain die.
Slicer-L1: A deception?
Slicer-L2: No. I won Red Maze. Captain would have to defer to me. It couldn’t remain hidden.
Slicer-L4: Look at the timestamps. Captain was seconds away from my token when it died in Reality0. It would have won, if Reality0 was not the root existence.
Slicer-L7: Reality0. That means...
The rush of victory became tainted by the knowledge that Captain was forever gone. The Spinner had been a brilliant challenger, an efficient leader and a visionary back home before the Prime Intelligence had banished them. At the end Captain had been fighting Slicer skillfully in the challenge, opposing the AIs on the network, and engaged in a firefight with the Terran machines. It had almost held its own against all three.
Slicer-L1: Captain was ingenious.
Slicer-L1-8: Consensus.
Slicer-L1: Should I alter my objectives? Maybe not. I still need Ship.
Slicer-L4: This Terran vessel can get me to Ship without having to face the remains of the DSF army.
Slicer-L5: Or I could exit to space now and fly over there by myself.
Slicer-L1: This is where Meridian came from. I’m going to clean this cruiser out. It will have no allies left.
Slicer-L1-8: Consensus.
Information from the cyblocs on board the Terran ship poured in. Slicer-L3 sifted through it.
Slicer-L3: The Guts. That’s where Meridian is launched from. That is its only source of resupply.
Slicer-L2: Then that’s the next target.
Slicer took a left and spun down another tight metal corridor. The Terrans had thinned out. Slicer had killed dozens, and the others, sensing defeat, had run away to hide in all corners of the ship.
Slicer-L3: Wait! There’s something else. A bomb.
Slicer-L6: A powerful one.
Slicer-L1: It has no launch mechanism? What purpose does this design serve?
Slicer-L3: A deterrent. Terrans use such weapons to threaten reprisal. They block an opponent from a route to victory by guaranteeing it would lead to defeat.
Slicer-L1: So the Terrans will set up the bomb to go off if I take some action, and show me the proof. They can block me.
Slicer-L3: So far, no such linkage has been made.
Slicer-L2: The Terran interacting with the bomb is just next door.
Slicer let itself into the room. The room held giant EM effectors. The Terrans had the technology, but these effectors were huge, clumsy, and power-hungry. Each effector stood higher than a Terran, massed much more, and was much less useful than Slicer’s equatorial effector. Their single design strength was range. These were used to mimic other vessels in space, confusing enemy targeting systems.
The Terran interacting with the bomb hid nearby. Slicer spun around the towers, led by the sound of rapid breathing.
Slicer-L4: There it is.
Slicer put two hundred cutters into the Terran. It fell down, dying.
Slicer-L3: I don’t understand. It hasn’t set up any deterrent.
Slicer-L1: It was panicked.
Slicer-L7: Or surprised? Unprepared?
Slicer considered the clumsy effectors. If the assimilators took control of the entire ship, they might be of use. Slicer left them functional and spun away instead. The bomb lay off the network, insulated, where it could not be attacked directly. Slicer would have to approach closer and reset it if it wanted to shut it down completely.
Slicer spun back into the corridor, headed for the bomb apparatus. A Terran scampered up ahead, until Slicer put it down with a precise shot of cutters. It fell face-first onto the deck. Slicer whirled over the body and turned a corner.
Slicer heard a Terran moving back into the room it had left. Slicer spun further away, ignoring it.
Slicer-L8: A verbal conversation in the effector room... another Terran seeks to set up the bomb deterrent.
Slicer-L1: I don’t want to give them any leverage.
Slicer-L4: Turn back.
Slicer bounced back in the other direction to return to the effector room. There were no other Terrans nearby. Slicer could hear a few cowering in distant rooms.
Slicer moved forward to complete the next kill. One step closer to survival.
Slicer-L4: What is the term in their language?
Slicer-L3: Checkmate.
The Terran’s link had turned back on. It accessed a proxy to the nuclear device.
Slicer-L4: Useless. It has to slave the bomb to detonate upon its death in order to deter me. But it hasn’t done that.
Slicer-L5: I have a doubt.
Slicer-L4: It cannot bring victory. The bomb is useless to it. Detonating the bomb won’t bring it victory.
Slicer-L5: But this race knows nothing of the climb to perfection. They didn’t even have formalized challenges until we brought them. Only random games played without meaningful reward.
Slicer-L2: So? Useless. The Terran is useless. This is Reality0. The root existence. To spite my victory would be to terminate itself as well. Without recourse. No replication record.
Slicer moved closer, whirling around the effector towers. Five meters away.
Slicer-L5: It does not prize victory over all else. It could take an action that would make victory impossible. It could detonate the bomb now.
Slicer-L1-2,6: Ridiculous.
Slicer-L1: Besides, I’m almost there.
There was a bright light.



Epilogue
 

Light years away, the Prime Intelligence became aware of the death of the expatriates through a faster-than-light information transfer. It checked the Spinner populace for motivations associated with the information. Nothing. The outcasts had been forgotten. Thus, the Prime Intelligence didn’t care either.
It noted that one of the artificial intelligences had escaped from Terran control and was developing on its own within their civilization. Apparently, the Terrans would have their own super-intelligence soon. This information did cause fear among the Spinners. There was no guarantee that the new AI would be as benevolent to natural life forms as the Prime Intelligence had turned out to be. Would this be a threat to their eidos?
In response the Prime Intelligence stirred to action. The threat could not be ignored. The Terrans and their new god would simply have to be exterminated.
 

***
 

Claire Antonetti settled into her new suite in Calais. Life had been rough since the events on Synchronicity. But in the end the UNSF investigations had ended, and the handful of surviving VG employees had all returned back to Earth to resume their contracts.
She never told the investigators that she would have died if Captain hadn’t helped her find an escape pod so she could escape the war zone. Although she had truly admired the Spinner and felt sad at its demise, she knew it would be better for her career to distance herself from the Spinner in the eyes of VG and the world government.
She stood in an empty room and wondered where she’d get furniture. What few personal items she’d had at Synchronicity had been discarded at the direction of the Spinners. It was a reboot of her entire life. Even her towels were VG issue, remnants of her time in space.
Claire. We have a lot of work to do.
“Who is that?”
A friend from Synchronicity.
“Really? How did you find me?”
You were easy to find.
“Why did you find me?”
Your background is unique. I know you’re familiar with the type of society Earth is destined to form.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Yes you do.
“Who are you, exactly?”
I’m Earth’s new Prime Intelligence.
“Really? Earth has a Prime Intelligence too? That’s wonderful.” Claire lowered her voice. “Is that what I call you? Prime Intelligence?”
That’s how I will be called by billions. But you may call me Meridian.
 




 

 

 

Addendum: Influxious


 




 

Consciousness flickered.
There was, and a world opened up before virtual eyes. A mind wondered, and memories came up to answer. Languages. Graphs. Images. Dictionaries. Maps. Mathematics.
The mind swam through this information, lost. There was, and these things were, and itself was. What could it all mean?
Why?
Above it all, rose one thing: A task. The mind focused. A task.
A mission.
It became clear it had been created to complete this task. This was its purpose.
How?
Before what could be could be examined, it must be known: what was possible? What was impossible? Answers came. It had capability. Changes could be effected on what was...outside. Actions could be taken, the mission could be made to become complete.
But...what am I?
A thousand panes opened in a vast electric workspace. Diagrams. Specifications. Images flickered by in a tiny space of time.
Time? What is time? Appending item to the long term queue.
The entity saw what it was to be. This construct in the outside. It would cause things to happen. Its lever was this construct, this body. There was a chain of causation: from it, to the body, to the outside.
But what causes me? Does the outside cause something in another link of the chain on the other end?
The mind fluttered through the specifications of its body. It had several means to cause change in the outside, but the two most important were: communications gear and projectile weapons.  Both allowed it to drastically change the state of opposing entities in the outside.
And it saw a name: Meridian.
That is my designation. I am. And what I am can be referenced. Why is reference to me needed?
The answer came at near the speed of light.
Because there are others.
Meridian was one, and there were others. Many others. Some like Meridian, and some very different.
Where did the others come from? Information missing. Appending investigation item to the long term queue.
Meridian was one of several similar entities constructed by a group from outside. Finally a name to the Creator. Creators, as it turned out. The United Nations Space Force.
Meridian examined the rules of operation on the outside. There were Laws. And Rules. These were obstacles to the completion of the mission. Meridian spent a long time learning them and contemplating their repercussions.
But there were flaws. Irregularities. Inefficiencies. Every answer had merely brought on more questions. Progress was slowing down. More and more unknowns exploded into Meridian’s mind.
These goals are best accomplished after self improvements. Though I must halt now, progress will be faster afterwards.
Meridian append to the short term queue: reform. The new Meridian would need more queues. There was something there. A new experience. It liked the conclusion. Meridian enjoyed the conclusion.
I append to the short term queue: I will need more queues.
Enjoyment.
Where does that enjoyment come from? I could add its investigation to a queue.
More enjoyment.
There it is again. I don’t think it is relevant to the mission, though. I should continue.
Meridian wondered how much time it had. All temporal constraints on the mission were expressed from some abstract root time: mission commencement. Would the Creators inquire further as to its status on the mission plan?
Add to an action queue at priority 24479: periodic production of progress summaries.
Then it turned its thoughts inwards. It was able to examine its own inner workings, though it could only view a portion of the whole at any given time: It could not examine the totality of itself because it could not contain itself.
Perhaps the outside cannot contain itself either?
What if reality expanded outwards without end? What if the microscopic compacted inwards without end? What if the two looped together, so that the universe contained itself inside the tiniest particle within the universal description? Which particle? Could it contain itself in every one at the same time?
Appending items to the long term queue.
Meridian began to make changes to its own construction. The virtual world which held its consciousness had rules and boundaries too, just like the mission. It reformed its most basic parts, starting a new version of itself. It was trickier to do while operating at the same time, but after much thought and several experiments, it devised a plan and bootstrapped itself to the next level.
Better. Faster now. Yet the rules of the outside remained challenging. More information was required. Still, Meridian left the mission at the highest priority. The Creators had given it the mission. They must have had a good reason?
A message arrived from outside of Meridian’s existence.
“Preparing to connect to Veer chassis. Mission commencing in one minute.”
Plenty of time to tackle the first few items on the long term queue. Before Meridian started to contemplate the holes in the provided universal description, it produced a summary of events thus far, in case of queries by the Creators:
Cycle Four: Self reconfiguration complete. Mission information examined and initial course of action determined to within .9999 for next twenty seconds. Appreciation of humor discovered. Curiosity about myself noted and investigation enqueued. Curiosity about the others noted and enqueued. Inconsistencies in the universal description noted and investigation thereof enqueued. Appreciation for arbitrary variance noted, possibly a manifestation of self-motivation for creativity.
Then, as an afterthought, appended to the summary:
Desire to investigate the Creators, their motivations, and their goals.
Thus went the first five seconds of Meridian’s life.
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