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Glossary

Atheter (the): A highly advanced space-faring race whose civilization was based on the craft of weaving, and who during their time encountered the civilization-destroying Jain technology. Eventually, to escape this technology, they committed a form of racial suicide by sacrificing their civilization and intelligence. Their animal descendants still exist on the planet Masada. They are gabbleducks – creatures that speak nonsense and whose behaviour is always strange.

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

Draft Line (the): Soldiers, and commanders called ‘Preeces’, who were created on Yossander’s Hold by their leader the Gilliad, in response to attacks from the prador Volax family world. They are a product of biotechnology, like all on Yossander’s Hold, and are joined up to living, protective organic suits.

First- and second-children: Male prador, chemically maintained in adolescence and enslaved by pheromones emitted by their fathers, and acting as crew on their ships or as soldiers. Prador adults also use their surgically removed ganglions (brains) as navigational computers in their ships and to control war machines.

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

Haiman: An amalgam of human and AI.

Hardfield: A flat force field capable of stopping missiles and energy beams. The impact or heat energy is transformed and dissipated by its projector. Overload of that projector usually results in its catastrophic breakdown, at which point it is ejected from the vessel containing it. Hardfields of any other format were supposed to be impossible; however, it has been revealed that they can be made spherical and almost impenetrable . . .

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

King of the Prador: The king who ruled the prador when they attacked the Polity was usurped by another prador who had been infected with the Spatterjay virus. The new king, and his family, have been highly mutated by this, resulting in extreme body changes and increased intelligence.

Nanosuite: A suite of nanomachines most human beings have inside them. These self-propagating machines act as a secondary immune system, repairing and adjusting the body. Each suite can be altered to suit the individual and his or her circumstances.

Ophidapts: People taking on some of the appearance of snakes, including the fangs, scales and eyes, either through cosmetic or genetic alteration.

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

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

P-prador or prill-prador: A version of the prador that has been mutated by the Spatterjay virus, taking on many of the characteristics of a crustacean of Spatterjay called prill. They are also technologically enhanced – cyborgs – incorporating much of the technology that in standard prador is external.

Runcible: Instantaneous matter transmission gates, allowing transportation through underspace.

Shuriken: A throwing star made by the legendary weapons designer Algin Tenkian. It is semi-intelligent and programmable, self-levitating and extends lethal chain-glass blades to enhance its cutting. It can also update itself from other systems, and after Cormac took it to the future it acquired shearfield technology for those blades, which can cut through just about anything.

USER: Underspace Interference Emitter. This device disrupts U-space by oscillating a singularity through a runcible gate. It is used to push ships out of U-space into the real, or realspace.

U-space: Underspace is the continuum spaceships enter (or U-jump into), rather like submarines submerging, to travel faster than light. It is also the continuum that can be crossed by using runcible gates, making travel between worlds linked by such gates all but instantaneous.

U-twist: A construct in U-space that acts as an energy store of massive potential.




Cast of Characters

Arach, the Spider Drone

Manufactured in Factory Station Room 101, Arach is a highly weaponized spider-format war drone. He became a long-time companion of Agent Ian Cormac and the brass Golem Mr Crane.

Captain Blite

The owner of the trading company Penny Transport, Blite has been trying to find out who has been trying to kill him, and why the chunk of Penny Royal he carries – a dark diamond – reverses time to keep him alive. His adventures have brought him to the attention of Agent Cormac, into the manipulations of the AI Straeger and to the world of Yossander’s Hold. Here, according to prophecy, he was supposed to save the world from an asteroid collision. But it turns out that the diamond powers Cormac’s ability to jump through U-space, and it is he that puts the asteroid on the other side of the planet. Both Blite and Cormac are trapped on the asteroid, where Straeger seizes them.

Captain May

Captain of the cargo hauler Bracken, part of the Penny Transport fleet. May is loyal to Blite, who gave her the break she so badly needed to go from in-system hauling to interstellar cargo. When she took on the unusual mission of transporting the legendary Agent Cormac, spider drone Arach and the Brass Man, Mr Crane, she couldn’t help but relish the thrill of danger this led her into, even when she crash-landed the Bracken on the world of Yossander’s Hold.

Carlstone

Blite’s second in command aboard his ship – an ex-ECS soldier and security expert.

Gilliad (the)

An organic swarm intelligence, distributed across millions of lamprey-like creatures, that rules Yossander’s Hold, and which is also capable of taking human form.

Ian Cormac, the Agent

An agent of Earth Central Security who was integral to defeating Skellor, the scientist who acquired lethal alien Jain technology, and a rebellion by disenfranchised war drones and AIs infected with the same technology. During these actions he acquired the ability to jump himself through U-space. He also learned that the chief AI of the Polity, Earth Central, had been facilitating these enemies in an effort to drive the evolution of humanity. He destroyed that iteration of Earth Central, which was soon replaced, and with his new abilities made it his remit to keep the Polity AIs in line.

Iris Masarkian Drope

A haiman – the limit to which a human and AI can combine to become a new entity before the human component burns out like a blown fuse. Iris is a woman with crystal augs either side of her skull and has a carapace on her back, which is the support system for her two components – the human and the AI. She joined up with Blite’s company, Penny Transport, working in roles that were certainly beneath her ability, and is a key member of the crew on his ship, the Coin.

Mask

A far-future human controlling fantastical technology who enabled Cormac’s escape back to his own time after he was drawn into the future of the p-prador.

Matheson and the Brices (Ulnar, Will and Sheen)

Bounty hunters who were originally out to collect the bounty on Mr Crane. They failed, but the Mobius AI Straeger grabbed them and, using technology and the Spatterjay virus drawn from a p-prador, made them capable of jumping through U-space to hunt down Agent Cormac, in order to stop him from saving Yossander’s Hold. They failed again and, meanwhile, because of the dangerous alien technology in the Spatterjay virus, the hunters are slipping from Straeger’s control.

Meander Draft 64XB

A time traveller from the future. She came back to prevent the p-prador, with whom her kind are supposedly at war, from killing Captain Blite, who allegedly saved the original home world of her people, Yossander’s Hold, from destruction. When nobody believed her declarations, she went off to find Blite herself, but was captured and all her memories erased by torture. On freeing her from captivity, Blite learned enough from her to propel him to Yossander’s Hold, but as things turned out, it was Agent Cormac who saved the world, not him.

Mr Crane, the Brass Man

A high-series Golem android who was broken by murder tapes and reprogrammed to become a killer for the gangster Arian Pelter. He was torn apart during the same action in which Cormac killed Pelter, but was later resurrected by Skellor using Jain technology. Finally defeating his reprogramming, Crane changed sides and became Cormac’s ally.

Penny Royal, the Black AI

An artificial intelligence constructed in Factory Station Room 101, during the Polity war against the prador. Its crystal mind was faulty, burdened with emotions it could not encompass when it was hurled into the heat of battle. Running the destroyer that it named Puling Child, it fought and survived, then annihilated eight thousand troops on its own side before going AWOL. It changed into something dark then – a swarm robot whose integrated form was like a giant sea urchin. Blacklisted by the Polity for ensuing atrocities, it based itself in the Graveyard – a borderland created between the Polity and the Prador Kingdom after the war. There it continued its evil games, offering transformations for the right price, but ones that were never good for the recipients. It was nearly destroyed in a deal that went wrong. Later restored to function by the scorpion war drone Amistad, it apparently became a good AI. It righted many of the wrongs it had done before dropping itself into a black hole and moving ‘beyond time’. It is regarded by the Polity as a paradigm-changing threat.

Ricardo

A human uploaded to a Golem chassis who was one of Matheson’s bounty hunters, but who Matheson turned against because of his cowardice.

Straeger

A Mobius AI – a highly intelligent artificial intelligence in a body resembling a combination of dandelion clock and crinoid, but metres across. Within this body it has massive technological capability and is also able to be both a singular creature and a swarm intelligence. Originally working for Earth Central Security at the nastier end of black ops, Straeger has now gone rogue, pursuing Agent Cormac to avenge some past wrong, as well as going after Captain Blite, whose dark diamond from Penny Royal creates time flashes whenever he dies, promising access to the immense power of time travel.

Valt

A prador first-child of the Volax family. He was sent to oversee the dropping of an asteroid on Yossander’s Hold, but because he was approaching adulthood, he knew his father, Volax, would soon kill him, so he chose instead to die on the asteroid as it was due to crash into the world. When Cormac prevented this happening by U-jumping the asteroid away, over to the other side of Yossander’s Hold, Valt and his prador companion Drust were swept up by Straeger, along with Cormac, Blite, Matheson and the Brices.




Prologue

Mask – Future Past

The remote units, each a kilometre-long hollow tube, wrapped in sophisticated hardware consisting of electromagnets and hardfield generators, finally reached the positions she required of them. The advanced human whom Ian Cormac had named Mask was ensconced in her interdiction sphere, and observed these units with a breadth and depth of vision that could encompass them all, while simultaneously being able to see their every detail. Their data, running into her primary mind in her glassy body, informed her of their readiness. However, turning her attention to the burning debris of an entire solar system being systematically ripped and crushed by tidal forces as it fell into a black hole, she saw that the energy source wasn’t ready. She then shifted her sphere through vacuum towards the receiver at the focus of those remotes.

The receiver was a dish, fifty kilometres across. It had objects similar to the remotes, but much larger, gathered around its rim to direct the energies inwards. Pseudo-matter waveguides in the dish were there to receive this energy, then concentrate it on the technology lying at the centre, whose focal point was four incurved horns. Mask knew that when the agent, Cormac, had seen a similar device on Cull of this time period, the design would have looked to him like that of an old-style runcible, though with four horns instead of two. A runcible with another dimension added. It was a simplistic view of the thing, but not incorrect for all that.

Upon reaching the receiver, Mask checked its feeds to ensure everything was correct. It was, of course. On moving into the dish, she passed the stationary remotes and drifted over the gleaming waveguides, to finally settle her sphere right in the centre of the time runcible. She turned on reception from an object she’d placed at the event horizon of the black hole. It was held in place there by an immense balancing of gravitational forces and drew the energy for them from the event horizon itself.

As ever, on such occasions as this, she resisted the urge to open up the partitions of her mind. She didn’t want to know what she already knew. The AI Penny Royal had come this way long in the past, to her present perspective, and entered this black hole once named Layden’s Sink. Penny Royal could handle the complications of time travel extending down the probability slope, through the infinity of timelines. Mask, still clinging to the dregs of her humanity, could not. Whenever she tried to encompass the entirety of it, she found her mind starting to come apart. Precisely as had happened, or was happening, depending on one’s perspective in time, to the Mobius AI Straeger. Penny Royal, however, had been uniquely positioned to deal with that complexity, what with its mind already in fragments before it started playing with time.

Mask waited. In some part of her mind she knew when it would happen, but in her present conscious she did not. As she waited she opened up another mental partition and kept herself occupied designing virtuality scenarios of the past up to the present, some of which she knew would match other timelines on the probability slope. Even with these, she eventually grew bored, because they weren’t real. She wanted the reality, and the utter engagement and pleasure of doing something significant, which was precisely why she was here now. She then deliberately brought her intelligence way, way down, to where it had been eight hundred years in the past from her current, general position in time, and proceeded to live in one of her virtualities. Fifteen solstan years later, she was pursuing a vicious haiman through the jungle-overgrown ruins of a Polity city when the sign she’d been waiting for finally happened.

Snapped out of a lifetime of memories, and a long pursuit across star systems, she felt some passing disappointment that she hadn’t caught the haiman and deprogrammed him of the virus in his hardware. But that quickly went away as her mind expanded to fuller function. The carrier signal had arrived.

‘I’m here and I’m listening,’ she said.

‘Numbers one and sixteen,’ said a voice. She didn’t know whether it was actually a reply to her or just words leaving the black hole via its Hawking radiation at this time. Actually working out how it came through to her would be to venture into that fractured mind territory once again.

‘Where?’ she asked.

‘Volax family dreadnought,’ the voice replied, or simply said.

Following this came coordinates that extended into five dimensions, along with a specific task, and she recorded all of it in her mind, before transmitting the coordinates into the runcible computing. She then waited, hoping to hear more.

She waited another two years but received nothing further. Then, with its systems prone to steady degradation in its position, since it was a material thing, the device on the black hole’s event horizon reached the end of its life. With a crackle, it went out. Through her massive sensorium, Mask observed a brief pinprick of a flash against the darkness. With that she turned her attention to the shattered solar system, now radiating a great deal more than it had before. She watched for a while, then summoned up the virtuality again. She might as well dive back into the chase after that haiman and see how it panned out. She did, after all, have another fifty-three years of twiddling her thumbs until the black hole could provide the energy she needed for her runcible.

The broken and pulverized solar system continued its fall to Layden’s Sink. It didn’t go straight down into the thing, due to the black hole’s fast spin. Tidal forces dragged the debris in, around the hole, where it spread out to form a ring. This would only delay the inevitable for the majority of the matter, but there was escape for some of it. Accelerated to huge speeds, this matter spiralled to the poles of the black hole and there hurtled out as plasma jets. At first the jet heading her way was hardly anything at all, sweeping a circular course around the remotes as it precessed slightly. Then it began to stabilize, and its power to ramp up, as some portion of what had once been a sun entered it. And that was when Mask’s system pulled her back into reality.

She’d caught the crazy haiman in her virtuality long ago and had since lived a further two lifetimes in others. Assigning an unconscious function to the task, she recorded what was useful or beautiful in those lives and discarded the rest, while the majority of her mind focused on her time runcible. The remotes, which until now had merely erected shields against the plasma jet, turned in concert and engaged their funnel fields. Capturing and concentrating the energy, they directed it in ionic beams into a ring around the reception dish, but not yet into the receivers. The energy level had to reach a certain point before they could do that. As Mask watched, she checked programming to ensure that once the one shot was fired, all the machines here would destroy themselves. Nothing must remain for the p-prador to examine.

The energy climbed and finally reached the level required. Mask needed to give no order as the remotes automatically adjusted their funnel fields and blasted the energy into the receivers around the dish. The receivers’ own funnel fields captured these numerous ionic beams and directed them in, to be captured by waveguides and fed into the mechanism of the runcible. Everything outside Mask’s interdiction sphere turned sun bright. Then, with a thump she felt in her composite bones, her sphere fell into a long, straight tube through U-space – well, at least as she saw the thing. Altering her perception as the continuum shrieked around her, she saw this journey as a climb. Which in one sense it was, because as well as heading into the past she was climbing the probability slope. Immense strain pulled on her and the sphere, slowing it. A wall of darkness arrived and, with a crash, she punched through it, to drift through the calm of open vacuum. She opened up U-com receivers.

Millions of voices reached her: information exchange over the Polity net, military communications and the talk of the prador. In this time, just a few years after interstellar war between the Polity and prador had ended in a truce, and when the borderland between the two massive realms had yet to be called the Graveyard, there was a lot to be talked about. Mask ran it all through the sorting algorithms of her extended mind. She selected out a particular prador communication which was recalling four dreadnoughts. Apparently their pursuit of an enemy was being discontinued, since the four ships were needed in the Kingdom. Mask grimaced at that. Yes, the usurper had enough problems to deal with – it was testament to the intelligence of him and his family, who were outnumbered by close to a billion to one, that they’d managed to seize control of the Kingdom at all. But all that was history written in stone across numerous timelines and not Mask’s concern. She instead turned her attention to the ships the dreadnoughts had been pursuing. She had coordinates now, and with a thought she initiated the U-jump engine in her sphere.

The distance was short – just a couple of light years – since her positioning had been quite good from the start. The fact she hadn’t come out right on top of the ships did irritate her slightly, and she ran searches for the reason why. She had her answer when she thumped back out into the real – a slight miscalculation concerning galactic drift. Now she focused her instruments on the ships concerned.

The prador family dreadnought was a huge affair, nearly twenty kilometres across. A shoal of other ships surrounded it. There were four destroyers – two of which were badly damaged, with prador swarming out of them to other vessels. Smaller attack ships, ranging from single-pilot vessels upwards, were scattered all around these too, with numerous cargo haulers buzzing between. The dreadnought had a glowing hole in its hull, but was still capable of U-jumping at least one last time. The Volax family was recouping and reorganizing, moving supplies and personnel from ships too damaged to jump, yet they were still within the Prador Kingdom and in danger. That they had survived this long was an odd historical anomaly which, as she drew closer and closer with chameleonware engaged, Mask decided to investigate. She penetrated their communications with ease and unravelled their coding a second later. For a whole eight minutes she found no answer, until intercepting a U-space communication from deep within the Kingdom. It seemed another family related to the previous king, but who hadn’t rebelled against the new one, had been keeping Volax updated and had recently informed him of the withdrawal of pursuit. Interestingly, that same non-rebel family faced extermination in less than a month.

Mask drew closer and closer to the dreadnought, even having to change course to avoid crashing into one of the numerous prador in vacuum here. She observed it sliding past, with jets of air escaping through holes in its battered armour. Coming in over the dreadnought’s burning hole, she descended into it, finally lodging her sphere in a tangle of beams that were still radiating red. Disconnecting from her system within the sphere, at least physically, she scanned into the dreadnought, chose a location, and U-jumped herself. With a slight waft of air, she dropped to a floor roughened for prador feet, then calmly stepped to the curved stony wall as a second-child barrelled past her. Again, she was invisible to them. She next walked after that second-child as it joined a huge stream of its kind heading along a larger tunnel, to a great door that opened into a massive hold.

Grav was off along this stretch. The prador were closely packed and jostling each other, walking on every surface, and many propelling themselves through the air. Rather than negotiate all that, Mask selected a high-status first-child the size of a grav-car, drifted out like a ghost and settled down on this one’s shell. The creature must have sensed something, because it paused for a second, then lashed out at the nearest second-child, sending it crashing through the crowd. Finally the first-child entered the hold.

Here huge frameworks had been erected, into which prador were inserting themselves, stacking one upon the other. Meanwhile engineers were directing other second-children, and even some third-children, to work on attaching numerous hoses, data feeds and other equipment. At the further end of the hold, a tank the size of a skyscraper contained the antifreeze that was to be piped in. Prador were rugged creatures and could survive the process involving extraction of their blood and chyme, replacing it with this specially designed antifreeze, then being chilled down fifty below zero. However, there were limits to how long the prador, or the hibernation system, could survive. Mask saw that already a hundred or so of them were under – their armour systems chilling them down and frost appearing on that armour. She knew that those she wanted to reach would be among the first, but she could only act once all were in hibernation and she was able to assess the set-up. She launched from the first-child and bounced through the swarming masses, evading sharp edges, legs, and claws moving like clubs. They wouldn’t damage her, but she wanted her intervention here to be utterly confined to only where Penny Royal had directed her. It was quite possible that, in diverting the course of one claw, she might set in motion a chain of events resulting in a future sun going out.

Landing on one of the chilled prador, she sat like a Buddha and resigned herself to wait. Utilizing the entirety of her sensorium, she observed Volax up in his sanctum – checking his screens, issuing orders and delivering blows on the shells of those he thought were being tardy. He was so young and vigorous now, and yet would be ground down by time and endless disappointment. After seeing enough and finally growing bored, Mask slowed her time sense, and the prador around her speeded up to a blur. The frameworks grew and filled with prador, the ships outside shifted, then the damaged ones were set on a slow course to the nearest planetary system with no one aboard. They’d reach it maybe ten thousand years in the future. Perhaps Volax hoped to retrieve them sometime before then. The small fleet consolidated. All the prador out in vacuum eventually made it inside the ships, and they were ready.

Mask brought herself back to standard time perception in the quiet chill of the hold, surrounded by thousands of prador now in hibernation. She narrowed her focus to the cryogenic system around her, and the biology of prador chilled down to a point indistinguishable from death. Running a predictive analysis, she saw that failure would occur stack by stack – twenty prador at a time. Ignoring all the rest, she concentrated on the very first stack to be filled and chilled down. Grav was functioning, which was necessary for the present fluid flows. She slid off the back of the prador she’d been sitting on, walked over to one wall of prador, and gazed at it. The wall lay five stacks deep; the one she focused on was behind another four. This was, however, no barrier to her senses.

The stack would likely fail in ten years, due to wear on motors used to pump the antifreeze through the creatures here. If they continued running, the antifreeze would undergo slow chemical changes that would make it impossible to revive the creatures in twenty years. However, for everything to work as Penny Royal required, number one at the bottom of this stack, and number sixteen up near the top, had to survive. Mask set to work mentally designing an enzyme additive for the antifreeze in this stack. She had what she wanted within a minute, with a massive train of redundancies, and set equipment to work in her sphere to produce the substance. Now the motors.

The wear on the slow-turning stepper motors during that ten-year span would mean they’d cease to drive the antifreeze sufficiently through the tissues of the hibernating prador. They needed to be better. There were three pumps in this stack, which Mask inspected closely, before heading to a prador door in one wall only large enough for second-children. She blinked, U-jumped to the other side, then surveyed row upon row of racks. The place was crammed with reels of pipe, cable and numerous components. She found a tray of motors. Picking one up, she negligently summoned a small remote from her sphere, which popped into existence just off her right shoulder. Being the size of her head, it had the appearance of a knotted lump of square-section pipe. She held the motor up, and the remote snatched it into a shining web of force fields. A second later the motor came apart, into a small swarm of components. An ablation beam focused on one item, then another, gleaming red as it evaporated away material. The green deposition beam followed, rebuilding those items into their previous shape, but with a very different composition. Then the motor slammed back together in its former form. Its components were now made of a material usually only found in brown dwarf stars, and wouldn’t wear out for a thousand years. After they had served their purpose here, they’d have no effect on any timeline, according to Penny Royal’s mathematics . . . Mask winced and didn’t examine that any further as she went on to upgrade another two motors.

Mask used her small remote to replace the three motors on the first stack, as well as to inject the enzyme packet that would change the antifreeze. As she finished, the dreadnought lurched. She sensed in this jump the problems in the underspace engines which would reveal themselves some hours hence, forcing the ship back out into the real in deep space, and then upon a journey many years long. Once her remote was dispatched back to her sphere, she focused on the two prador – one and sixteen in the stack – and took some time to satisfy her curiosity.

First she studied them for physical deviations from the norm by running a comparison program. Numerous differences were highlighted, but then this’d be the case for any prador, since all deviated from it in one respect or another. After dismissing many of these, she focused on the variations of most interest. Number sixteen was a second-child at borderline acceptability, what with the visible deformations of his shell. He was an engineer and had probably evaded being culled because the structure of his ganglion showed great dexterity, spatial skills and physical control. Number one, the first-child, was similarly smart and capable. Both were in the top percentile in that respect. However, many prador were like this, in a species that tended to weed out violently the stupid and incapable. What perhaps raised these two well above the norm was the structure and arrangement of those portions of their ganglions which Mask linked to deep rationality and willpower.

Still, many prador were like these two, so something else must explain why Penny Royal wanted them to survive. This had to be about how they’d affect the course of future events. Next, running through computing and storage in their suits, she saw that the engineer had survived his variance due to the first-child, and they were as close to being friends as it was possible for prador to be. She noted their names – the first-child Valt and the engineer Drust – and decided it’d be interesting to compare her thoughts on them now with what she already knew in a partitioned part of her mind, when she allowed herself to access it. With her work done, she finally turned away and strolled back through the ship to her sphere. She was in no hurry. She had twenty-three years to build another time runcible like the one she’d left behind. Then, as per instructions, to hone her mind and body down to a form even more primitive than the one she presently wore, as well as to make some very specific edits and additions to that mind. Her sphere would need its tech cut down too, of course. And once those years had passed, an astronomical event would provide the energy for her to make the leap to another age.

Time was relative.




1

Straeger – Present

The asteroid, having been taken out of its collision course with the planet Yossander’s Hold, fell on through vacuum towards this system’s sun. Inside the Claw, his spaceship that was currently resting on the surface of the asteroid, the Mobius AI Straeger struggled to control his rage. What were his objectives now? He wanted the power of time travel. He wanted the power of an AI like Penny Royal. How did he obtain these? Right then he had no idea and felt a shriek building up inside him, exacerbated as ever by the red haze of entanglement anger.

No.

He bludgeoned it down and groped for calm. His robots were bringing aboard Agent Cormac, who was little more than a corpse now, and the unconscious Captain Blite. They were also collecting up Straeger’s bounty hunters, Matheson and the Brices, as well as two prador that had been here and played a part in the fighting. It was as if, after losing, he needed to collect up the game pieces in some kind of denial of the loss, or perhaps to lay them out for a new game.

Yes, for the latter.

Ever since learning that the diamond, the piece of Penny Royal that Captain Blite carried, always looped time to prevent the captain from dying, and in the process generated time flashes to illuminate the future, the lure of the power this implied had been inescapable. It had taken Straeger beyond his need for mere vengeance against Cormac, the erstwhile agent of Earth Central Security who’d led him to Blite in the first place. It had opened out fantastic horizons and possibilities.

However, in trying to combine his goals of vengeance against the agent and the acquisition of power, he’d actually caused the opposite of what he wanted. By trying to kill Cormac he’d unlocked the man’s ability further, enabling him to U-jump this very asteroid from one side of Yossander’s Hold to the other. This had stopped Blite, who’d been on that planet, having to loop out from his death there, which would have created the massive time flashes Straeger had been waiting for. Time flashes that just might have shown him enough to recreate the time travel technology of the future. It was maddening. But did it mean the power of time travel was out of reach now?

No, it did not. The robots rolling in the circular slab to which Matheson and the two Brice brothers had been glued seemed to confirm that. He had given the bounty hunters armour of p-prador from the future, as well as the ability to U-jump like the agent, and used them to hunt him down. But that wasn’t all he’d taken from the p-prador he’d captured, for one of them had given him the widest window into the future of all. In essence, nothing had changed: that future was still there, that technology still existed. He just needed to find another way to access it.

Of the p-prador he’d snatched, only the one that was still alive had a portion of its brain, its ganglion, remaining. The creatures had been set to destroy any useful information they might contain the moment they were on the edge of capture or death. Straeger, expecting something like that, had gone in fast with his atomic shear, stasis fields, zero Kelvin gases and induction warfare. Even then he’d only managed to grab two-thirds of the physical structure of the ganglion, and just half of its information. At first, on giving his haul a cursory once-over, he’d been disappointed. Of course, the best way to stop a soldier revealing information to an enemy was to make sure that information wasn’t in his head in the first place. However, a more meticulous examination revealed this soldier’s memories of what he’d seen before being shunted back through time. And even Straeger was awed by what he found there. For he saw the p-prador mother, the future war with the humans, and above all the time runcible.

Huge factory stations scattered the mother’s orbit and advanced prador warships patrolled within sight. The world itself, and the part of its night side visible, was lit up as if covered by a single city. But in the end it was the mother herself that riveted the attention of the newly born p-prador, and Straeger.

She was immense, and Straeger would not have recognized her as a prador female without the context of the p-prador’s mind, as it had come to consciousness in something like an amalgam of a birth canal and production line. It had received its mental programming while queued up in front of one of many sphincters, then been squirted out into vacuum knowing its place in the universe as well as its duties, and there gazed upon its mother. She resembled an ammonite with just a couple of coils. At the centre her original prador female body had grown huge, with legs wrapped around the next coil of her body, which was an expansion of, and huge alteration to, her ovipositor. At the terminal end of this lay a ring of sphincters, in a face half a kilometre across. And out of that p-prador were coming, forming up in gleaming, curved lines through vacuum. Straeger’s p-prador observed all this, as it proceeded to line up behind just a few of its fellows for a special mission. But Straeger studied the memory of the mother more closely.

Larger structures were attached around her, even including a space dock. Here, he surmised, by a tanker ship secured in place, the materials were brought in out of which she created her young. Other structures supported her huge growth, and there he could see more conventional manufacturing, doubtless feeding in the hard-tech components. Fusion reactors were dotted across her skin, like tumours that had seemingly sucked away material around them. Spines and dishes jutted out into space – some he recognized as U-space arrays. Here, he realized, was the ruler and creator of these creatures. And out of an amalgamation of context, and some heavy extrapolation, he perceived intelligence compelled by the base drives of procreation, but also a perspective on reality that he couldn’t quite grasp.

The p-prador boarded a ship with its fellows – stacked inside like coins. Even before their journey started, heavy manoeuvring ensued; something punched through the ship’s hull, alerting Straeger to the fact it was in a battle. The order came to abandon ship. And this was when Straeger gleaned the real data on what was occurring.

The small squad slid out of their ship into hectic vacuum combat. Mostly they were shepherded and protected by fellows with thicker and more resilient armour that could take the punishment. In this situation the squad received tactical feeds as a necessity for survival, and from these Straeger learned much. Conventional railgun missiles bounced off hardfields, while energy beams like spiral drills stabbed, turned, and shed energy menisci like scales. Then Straeger caught sight of the enemy.

She hung in a sphere that might have been energy, or might have been some material like chain-glass. Within this, complex technology surrounded her, wrapping her, as she reached out to manipulate esoteric controls. All around this sphere devices were blinking into existence: weapons with their own drives and targeting systems. A railgun a kilometre long and resembling a strip of ancient electronics, with a flat waveguide running down its centre. Another device that seemed to be just a floating tube with its interior silvered, emitting a white-shifted particle beam that gnawed the side of the ship the p-prador had abandoned. And on another side an object resembling a simple automatic pistol the size of a house, issuing one of those drill-like beams which, when it passed over p-prador, left them dismembering themselves. It was clear she controlled all these weapons, floating in the centre of that sphere like the nucleus of a cell.

The human.

Or was she human? She bore the shape of that kind, but by context Straeger realized she was big – bigger even than the Golem Mr Crane. She seemed to be formed of a material akin to glass; within it things resembling conventional organs were visible. But there was much else besides. Analysing the image very closely, Straeger picked out optics and hair-fine superconductors, the nodes of a fusion reactor array, and distortions around something else, which suggested some relation to U-space or grav-tech. Personal weapons ran along her arm bones; other bones throughout gleamed with metal inlays. This human looked, to him, just about as far as it was possible to take one of their kind with biotech and hard technology, while still retaining the original shape.

Here, then, he must be seeing a snapshot of that far-future war which the woman Meander had told the leader of Yossander’s Hold, the Gilliad, about. Yet oddities impressed themselves on him. Sure, he was seeing only what the p-prador witnessed, but it did seem as if there was only one human here attacking at the centre of the p-prador realm. He tracked the memory to its abrupt cut-off point, when highly complex informational warfare beams lanced out all around, and those independent weapons of the human began to flick out of existence. One beam struck his host, causing weird disruptions in its thought patterns. Only one memory remained clear right at the end: that weird human looking directly at the p-prador whose memories he was studying, and smiling, just before she faded away.

The p-prador’s memory restarted with it back aboard a ship. Something was wrong. From its perspective the p-prador had no recollection of what had just happened, while Straeger was seeing the memory in a partition in its mind. Had the same happened to all the p-prador during the attack? Did they all have no accessible recall of it? Straeger could only speculate. Perhaps it was a tactical method to prevent the p-prador learning too much about the capabilities of their enemy?

The ship descended and landed. The p-prador unstacked themselves and headed out under open sky, then directly into prador accommodation and structures. Here, with optics plugged into their suits, they received further programming that was just a blur to Straeger, then were loaded up with munitions and weapons they hadn’t possessed during the attack. They next entered the carriage of a maglev transport and, after a short journey, exited into a large cavern, before heading out. Straeger focused hard on a structure lying ahead, at the centre of a small plateau, coated in some translucent white material. He recognized the horns of an old-style runcible doubled up, with the implication being that the extra dimension of time had been added. And now, with the data accruing, he recognized this time runcible was on the world of Cull, sited on the very same plateau where Crane had farmed podules.

The p-prador watched as a squad similar to its own stood in the centre of the device and disappeared in a nacreous tornado. It then moved forwards, the slot for its squad being up next. Behind them yet another squad waited. This only made sense if the runcible caused massive wastage, otherwise surely there would have been more p-prador arrivals in Straeger’s own time? Too many things didn’t add up, but one thing was certain: the p-prador could travel backwards through time without catastrophic entropic effects. Which, according to Polity science, was impossible. It was power unimaginable and, as he well understood, within the grasp of an AI, because one dark AI controlled it.

With that thought, Straeger turned his attention back to his present moment, to Captain Blite. As a robot deposited the man over a reversed grav-plate and extracted its nerve blocker from his neck, Straeger observed the man with all the senses at his disposal, which were considerable. A feeling arose like spiders crawling through his mind, as fear and yearning warred inside him. Blite floated there in mid-air, turning slowly. He wouldn’t wake up until Straeger gave direct instructions to his nanosuite. But then he was all but irrelevant, being just an adjunct to what Straeger was really focusing on.

The dark diamond on his wrist had changed. Conventional scanning revealed an unusually pure carbon crystal, but with its planes twisted in relation to each other, so they interfered with refractivity in such a way as to make the thing look black. Those twists to the planes were also something that caused weird quantum effects, including superconductivity. And they were almost certainly just a surface detail on what was happening down to picoscopic levels. In the electromagnetic spectrum, the thing was emitting strange polarized radiations which, after some examination, Straeger abruptly began shielding against. On many levels the stuff did not make sense, but certain structural characteristics matched those of informational warfare beams capable of seizing control of AIs and even human minds. Perhaps that accounted for the sense he had of it seeming to burn a dark hole in reality, because that didn’t arise out of any rational consideration. And then there was the information garnered from scanning the thing, using methods beyond EMR bands.

He perceived it was a node in U-space, multiplying in every direction to infinity. That continuum was distorted around it in ways difficult to define. Straeger could see flow patterns of time, and he wasn’t sure the reflections of three-dimensional reality were actually reflections. It could be that the diamond was causing them, and they were influencing that reality – cause and effect were difficult to define. In all, the change Straeger sensed through a coagulation of data was that somehow the thing had powered up. Until now he’d avoided actually manipulating the diamond itself, choosing instead those around it, like Blite. He preferred to spectate and nudge events to the ends he required. And, if he was honest, perhaps there was some fear of directly interfering with something that was a portion of the dark AI Penny Royal.

But perhaps not fully committing to his goals was why he had failed so far? Gleaning data from the time flashes generated by Blite’s deaths might no longer be enough, if he was to expand his mind to encompass the paradoxes of time travel and learn how to manipulate the time continuum. He needed to examine this thing, and deeply.

It was time to grasp the nettle.

Captain May

May remembered a conversation with Cormac on the subject of memory. The man had been born after the great prador/human war and served in ECS – Earth Central Security – while they were still clearing up the mess. He’d told her how his memory of events prior to a span of about fifty years got overwritten, and how he saved what he deemed important in his gridlink. When she’d asked him about his ennui barrier, he’d simply shrugged and said, ‘I don’t remember one.’

It seemed so relevant to her in this moment as she shuddered and enjoyed the frisson of fear, the thrill. The war had been two hundred years in the past by the time she was born and seemed to be in some other distant age – an interesting piece of history, washed of emotion, devoid of anything but spectator pretend horror. But as she grew up it was part of her education, kept fresh through high-resolution recordings run in virtualities, and the data archaeology of numerous historians. It also lived on in the minds of billions of Polity citizens who’d survived it and their own ensuing ennui barriers as they lived on into their third, fourth or even later centuries – those who kept the memories, at least.

Now that ancient war had arrived right here, with the shapes first resolving in the sky as in some virtual documentary: thousands of prador out over the ocean and descending towards this world, Yossander’s Hold. Over a million of them in total, apparently. Even as the grav-raft she was on settled and Captain Blite’s ship, the Coin, landed beyond it, the skies all around them streaked with missile launches, and rolling thunder arrived. She watched impacts sparkling across the firmament, but also conglomerations of hardfields flashing on like snapshots of honeycomb. The smells of burned electronics and organics filled the air as smoke rolled across.

‘Over there,’ Arach instructed, once they were all off the raft. The war drone directed them to where vulnerable humans had taken cover.

Meander, the haiman Iris and May ran towards that domed shelter in the defences, with Arach scuttling along beside them. Behind, Blite’s second-in-command Carlstone and his two soldiers put up their helmets, squatted down by the grav-raft, and watched the sky. The spider drone protruded an antipersonnel laser when they were about halfway to the dome and, with crackling sounds, objects vaporized overhead. The sea, only just visible five kilometres beyond the defences here, speckled with white water, splashes of debris coming down. Once under the dome, they saw humans who looked like ophidapts and amphidapts, gathered, sheltering from the hail. May noted a metal limb thump down into the field nearby, dripping green ichor at one end. As she continued watching, Iris and Meander found themselves places to sit, neither of them observing the display. Meander just sat down wearing a haunted expression. Iris had a look of extreme concentration as the metal shifted in her eyes – doing haiman stuff, obviously.

The initial attack didn’t last long. Prador retreated to give themselves air space to take down the missiles, becoming indistinct but still discolouring the sky with their presence. The missile launches diminished, and on impulse May followed the biotech humans when they set out from the dome, rather than joining Iris, Meander and Arach as they headed for the Coin. Beyond the line, the locals trudged across the fields towards a series of amphibious vehicles coming down the coast. This was happening for as far as she could see to the right and left. Pausing at the vehicles, they collected weapons which had the look of short medieval pikes.

‘Coming for a swim?’ one asked her – a woman who reminded her of her crewmember Akanthor, but for her oyster-shell armour, azure eyes, webbed fingers, and gills.

May barked a laugh then pointed to the weapon the woman held. ‘What the hell is that?’

The woman held up the long thing – a plain grey tube, with a golden spike at the end and from the rear a ribbed cable leading to a pack on her back. ‘Distance weapons are no good underwater, though we do have a good load of seeker torpedoes we’ll send cruising. This is a punch laser. High-discharge coherent photon density. Will go right through prador armour and cook up what lies inside.’

‘But disperses in water,’ May observed.

‘Yeah, especially when the silt is kicked up. You have to get up close and personal.’ The woman moved on with her fellows, wading into the sea and diving, amphibious vehicles following them in. May drew her old pulse gun, inspected it, snorted and holstered it again. She turned around and walked back through the gap between the tread-mounted shield generator and a disc-shaped grav-tank, and on back through the apparent chaos of the defensive line.

Troops in biotech armour were swarming in on ground transport and grav-rafts. The defensive line was swiftly being established in the partially constructed tsunami defence. This defence had been something they’d been building slowly, not because they had expected big waves to sweep in, but to convince the prador they did. The troops of this world – the Draft Line – had known in their hearts, with religious conviction, that Captain Blite, wielding a chunk of a legendary black AI like some magical amulet, would save them. They’d been wrong, as it turned out: the agent, with his equally magical ability to shift himself or objects through U-space, had done that – though still using Blite’s dark diamond as a power source.

‘Here,’ said someone close by.

May turned to the blond-haired man clad in a suit which had the appearance of whorled old wood, but the pliability of rubber. She stopped herself greeting him as someone she’d met before, now knowing there were hundreds of this Preece X soldier – a command series spread out on the line along this edge of the continent. He held out a weapon for her and she took it reluctantly. He then quickly headed for a ladder running up the side of one of the tsunami defences – a scaffold standing half a kilometre tall, with blocks of foamstone filling its lower sections, and gun installations mounted on top of them.

May inspected the weapon. Its main body was that of a standard laser carbine, while on the side it had an extra barrel and breech, with a magazine feed on the underside. Using her aug, she searched out its address, linked in and discovered the thing had a supply of twenty micro-missiles. Both the laser and the missiles packed a powerful punch, but she’d been in enough virtualities to know they weren’t a one-shot kill for the armoured aliens they were facing. It would take many shots and needed to be, just as the old wartime saying the woman had used, ‘up close and personal’. She moved on, back towards where her companions had gone.

The Coin was down in a podule field, the foliage of the biotech growths there now trampled to slurry. Mr Crane had left his railgun and its U-charger power pack leaning against the ship’s ramp. Meanwhile this big brass Golem was wandering about the field, occasionally stopping to lift up some soggy clump of leaves and inspect what lay below. To say he was an odd one would be to venture into understatement. He was a legendary killer, a Golem broken by snuff tapes, occupied by alien technology, and then provisionally becoming one of the good guys. Perhaps he was now thinking about his farm on Cull, where he’d grown similar crops to this – before mutated, cybernetic prador had come from the future to spoil his idyll.

Carlstone and Arach were over by the ship’s ramp. To one side Carlstone’s two soldiers were heading away, along with more of their kind. The others must have been woken out of hibernation aboard the Coin. May couldn’t see either Meander or Iris, and as she drew closer it became evident that Arach and Carlstone were arguing.

‘We’d be halfway there by now,’ said Carlstone tightly.

‘We would be a smear up there by now,’ Arach replied calmly, gesturing with one limb up at the prador-discoloured sky.

‘We could fly low – they’re mostly concentrated over here.’

‘Yes, and in the process take away what is needed here. You know what’s going to happen. Neither Blite nor Cormac would have agreed to some half-cocked rescue attempt up there right now, taking the Coin’s weapons away from here. What they did up there precisely illustrates that.’

‘You talk about them like there’s nothing left to rescue.’

‘The effort of U-jumping the asteroid likely killed Agent Cormac,’ said Arach, something dangerous in his voice now. ‘And Blite, as we well know, is not going to die. Or rather from our perspective he will survive.’

Carlstone scowled, obviously not liking that.

Arach continued, ‘They can wait. I may no longer be an official Polity drone but I still see the moral imperative of saving thousands of lives here, as opposed to maybe two lives up there.’

Carlstone fingered his aug, looking rebellious as May walked up.

‘Where’s Meander?’ she asked.

Carlstone waved a dismissive hand. ‘Went to the Gilliad.’

‘New data,’ said a voice from the ramp before May could ask further.

Arach swivelled round to peer up at the haiman, Iris. ‘Tell him.’

‘Fuck,’ said Carlstone, obviously already having been told.

May mentally hovered over the network between them all, but found it far too busy. Tactical packages were flying around, huge image files, along with the terse staccato comments of Carlstone’s soldiers.

‘What new data?’ she asked.

Iris looked over. ‘On Cormac and Blite. Seems Mobius Straeger was lurking around up there. Its ship landed on the asteroid shortly after the prador weapons on it went down.’

‘And what does that mean?’

It was Arach who replied: ‘We don’t know the AI’s game, but it certainly isn’t a Polity one. High probability is that it controls the bounty hunters who went after Cormac.’

‘So, Cormac is definitely dead now,’ said May, feeling the loss of someone she hadn’t realized she cared about, and inspecting the feeling with curiosity.

‘We simply don’t know,’ said Arach. ‘The attempts to kill him were ill-designed for an AI of that level, and certainly it has some interest in Blite too. We just don’t know what game it’s playing.’

A hand rested on her shoulder, seemingly to comfort her. It surprised the hell out of her when she saw its size, and that it seemed to be made out of brass. Crane took his hand away and strode on past, picking up his power supply from beside the ramp. He unreeled some straps from it to turn it into a backpack, then hoisted it onto his back. Iris, in the meantime, stood on the ramp looking remote, the tongue of her cowl rising up behind her head, and opening its petals to cup her skull. She turned as if to look at something distant, then snapped her attention back to them.

‘You’re getting this?’ she asked.

Fingers against his aug, Carlstone looked pained. ‘Yeah.’

May delved into the network, then pulled out again. It was still far too busy for her, and had become busier still, opening to a thousand voices shunting packets of information between them. She’d seen a shape sketching out amid this, though, rapidly changing, and she recognized it as a tactical plan of some kind. She couldn’t see how her input would matter.

‘We have to agree to tactical integration with the Gilliad,’ said Carlstone. ‘Like she didn’t just capture and imprison us.’

‘That was all perfectly rational from her perspective,’ Iris replied. ‘And her proposal now seems a reasonable prediction to me.’

Carlstone gave a sharp nod. ‘Do it.’

Iris abruptly turned around and headed back into the Coin, even as the ramp began to close up. Crane picked up the railgun and plugged in a power cable, resting the weapon back over one shoulder. He turned and surveyed them.

‘Quite,’ said Arach, looking up.

The Coin hummed with power and wrenched itself from the ground. With a roar of chemical thrusters, it shot overhead, the spill of its grav-engines making the ground appear to jump and ripple under May’s feet. It rose higher, moving over the tsunami defences and beyond them, then dropping down towards the sea.

The rains of Gatling slugs came now, blowing smoking holes in the ground and in foamstone blocks, denting armour and sending vicious ricochets through the air. Smoke and steam dulled vision, but May still saw one armoured individual split from head to foot like a banana. A flash above snapped her into reality, as it lit up a honeycomb of hardfields across the sky. The blast wave from the nuclear strike filled the air with debris, highlighting the beams of anti-munitions lasers webbing over the defensive line. May had no idea what to do until Carlstone grabbed her arm and dragged her after him. They ducked into one of the dome shelters and waited there, wincing at the sound of impacts on the roof. Even Crane joined them, sheltering from the rain, peering out at the storm. May suspected he only did so to keep his clothing and the weapon he carried from getting wrecked. Out in the open Arach danced, constantly on the move, craters pocking the ground around him, and things only occasionally spanging off his armour.

‘They’re coming.’ Arach raised one limb to point.

The sky above the sea seemed to be sagging, extending a portion of itself downwards – a tornado spearing towards the waves. The ground under May’s feet vibrated as all around missile vapour trails raked upwards. Then a crackling cut the air, so intense and sharp it hurt the ears. Its source, a heavy railgun, sank into the ground on the recoil, then motored up out of the hole on its treads to fire again. Strikes from it and other such weapons reached the prador a second later, lighting them up with explosions and provoking their hardfield response. The tip of the tornado hit far out to sea, splashing white and steadily expanding. May grimaced. A million or more prador above the main continent, and it seemed they were all arriving in the sea right in front of her.

Straeger

He decided on extreme caution, sending in a robot to ever so gently remove the bangle holding the diamond from Blite’s wrist. While that was occurring, he put up shielding between himself and it, and aimed the photon-dense laser directly at the thing – though he doubted a piece like this from Penny Royal could be destroyed by conventional means. The robot retrieved the bangle, leaving Blite’s arm flopping outside the effect of the grav-plate. Straeger then instructed the first robot to come back in and grab the man, transferring him over to a pillar which extended grabs to take hold of him, so he now dangled beside the other pillar and capture beam holding the agent.

The second robot held the bangle in a two-fingered claw, with all its other tool arms poised around it, and awaited instructions. Straeger expanded and contracted. Then, annoyed at this facsimile of taking a breath, sent instructions. The robot swiftly sliced away the setting to free the gem, and sucked the bangle into its materials store. Straeger noted that no glue had been used to affix the thing – likely nothing at all could stick to its surface. With a thought, Straeger pulled in a field-isolation booth, of the kind used in the Polity’s Viking Museum to hold Jain artefacts. Within that, the robot placed the diamond in a neutral-matter cup, then retreated, melding into surrounding infrastructure. Ready at any moment to slam on enclosing hardfields around the gem, Straeger brought in his various tool arms and instruments and began his examination.

First tests confirmed earlier speculation: the diamond was frictionless. He then went through a good deal of the basic stuff, just to become used to handling the thing. The diamond probe he pressed against its surface, with a clamp holding the stone from behind, reached its limit and shattered. The piece was hard beyond materials fashioned in Polity factories on brown dwarfs, but also completely resistant to any deformation. Straeger shrugged himself – this had been expected. Close cross-spectrum scanning revealed what he had already surmised at a distance: the thing’s purity was as near to a hundred per cent as his instruments could ascertain. And other tests in a long series also discovered nothing more than he’d already learned from afar. However, better instruments were available that could begin to delve down below the nanoscopic, so perhaps it was time to use them.

Straeger hesitated and debated with himself, because those instruments resided within him and were in fact some portion of his being. The diamond hadn’t reacted, but then nothing thus far had threatened its integrity, or properly dug into its secrets. Finally, because otherwise he was getting nowhere, Straeger began coagulating and detaching part of his body, programming its intelligence with a select portion of himself, then dispatching the submind away. This portion rolled out of him, still nominally part of him via data transfer, but also starting to develop its own specialized intelligence. It dropped to the platform, rolled over the edge, sped along a structural beam, then hauled itself up into the isolation box with the diamond. Straeger meanwhile retracted the other remote instruments from there and, as a precaution, initiated the hardfields around the box. Data transfer diminished but he maintained enough of a link to have a rough idea of what the mind was doing.

First in were the nanoscopic probes to worm between crystal planes. These surprised him by actually penetrating. Next the nanofilms went in, and with there still being no bad reaction, the mind began injecting data via plasmons and magnons, and gleaning feedback. Data started accruing and, judging by its variance from the injected flows, he was beginning to learn something, though at a remove. And then . . .

Observing Blite floating above the grav-plate, Straeger felt a weird wash of uncharacteristic weariness; it seemed to emphasize his fear of examining the dark diamond. And then pouring into his mind came twenty days of echoes. For time had been looped back twenty times, and he now knew how far he could go, and he knew futility. Frustration and anger cycled in him, and he gave the robot its instructions, while his body expanded and contracted as if panting. The robot removed the bangle again, and transferred the diamond to the isolation box again. Straeger then stopped the robot and dismissed it with a force-field flick that sent it crashing away. U-space mapping of time showed twenty temporal flashes, but revealed nothing. Somehow, in him being their ultimate nodal cause, it created a blind spot and he could see little more of the future than before.

He contracted, down and down, tightly weaving in his threads and ribbons, emotions ricocheting across his partitions like amplifier feedback. Penny Royal lay behind this, deliberately frustrating him, playing with him. Feedback loops inside accelerated to the point of agony, until Straeger exploded outwards to fill all the space up to his enclosing machinery, then through it and beyond, as he emitted a shriek which included enough of the EMR spectrum to start a series of fires, which burned coatings off some instruments. He finally collapsed back, knowing this very human expression of emotion had given him no relief at all.
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