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“Spin State is a spiky, detailed, convincing, compelling page-turner, and the science is good too. Chris Moriarty is a dangerous talent.”

—STEPHEN BAXTER




“Vivid, sexy, and sharply written, Spin State takes the reader on a nonstop, white-knuckle tour of quantum physics, artificial intelligence, and the human heart.”

—NICOLA GRIFFITH




“Knife sharp. An amazing techno-landscape, with characters surfing the outer limits of their humanity, pulling the reader into a scary and seductive future. A thrilling, high-end upgrade of cyberpunk!”

—KAY KENYON




“Action, mystery, and drama, set against some of the most plausible speculative physics I’ve seen. This is science fiction for grownups who want some ‘wow’ with their ‘what-if.’ ”

—DAVID BRIN




“Spin State is an intriguing, fascinating, and totally engrossing—yet truly terrifying—look into the time beyond tomorrow, a time and place where an AI and a military officer face love, betrayal, and worse in a struggle over the shape of a future that already has full genetic engineering, bio-engineered internal software, FTL communications and travel … and the age-old human weaknesses of greed and lust … and the love of power.”

—L. E. MODESITT, JR.




“Chris Moriarty is one of the sharpest new talents to come onto the hard-SF scene in years. This stylish book tempts and tantalizes the reader. Moriarty fills it with a multitude of delights: gripping characterization—human and otherwise; a mystery that keeps you guessing; technological hijinks that take you along for the ride; and a story that is as thought-provoking as it is just plain fun. The plot blazes along, at the same time challenging the reader to ask questions about how human relationships will change as we change ourselves. This is a top-notch book.”

—CATHERINE ASARO




“Moriarty manages fresh insights into humanity—and posthumanity—in this highly atmospheric debut.… Moriarty effectively postulates the Faustian price of enhancing humanity with silicon, of playing God through genetic manipulation. Beneath this complex tale ominously simmers Orwell’s question: If all animals are to be equal, what can prevent some from making themselves more equal than the others?”

—Publishers Weekly




“Moriarty has visualized a very consistent universe here, and the tensions build nicely. It’s not usual that a novel captures my attention exclusively until the last page, but this one did.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune




“What makes this book really fabulous is the combination of mystery and technology … wonderfully realized wetware, genetic constructs and emergent AI all combined with an almost magically surreal world where reality is only virtual, but the consequences are just as permanent.… A truly remarkable science fiction debut.”

—Affaire de Coeur (4½ STARS)




“Moriarty’s debut novel combines a vivid future world of high technology and low politics with sharply drawn characters and a taut story line.”

—Library Journal




“Spin State is a novel with countless virtues—a vividly created far-future setting solidly foreshadowed by present-day political issues, a brilliant hard-SF concept, a complex detective story and crackling suspense [and] an unusual romance.”

—Locus (ALYX DELLAMONICA)




“Spin State is the most impressive U.S. debut I’ve seen in several years, ambitious and full of inventive energy.”

—F&SF




“An assured and accomplished first novel … an enjoyable and, at times, provocative read. A writer with Moriarty’s abundant talents can only get better.”

—SCIFI.COM




“Dark, exciting, visceral, riveting, compelling … it’s all that and more. Moriarty has combined the desperate lives of miners with intelligently deployed speculative science and woven it into a story fueled by the best and worst of human drives.”

—SFREVU.COM




“An impressive hard-sci-fi debut … Moriarty tells an imaginative story [which] turns out to be all too human.”

—Kansas City Star




“Moriarty keeps the action moving, with both overt and subterranean conflicts, hidden agendas and blatant power plays spurring on an incredibly complex plot. A strong debut, using a hard SF McGuffin to spin a thriller in the best cyberpunk mode.”

—Asimov’s Science Fiction



SPIN CONTROL


“In Spin Control, Moriarty addresses an ultra-high-tech future where ‘humans’ can be anything from soulless biologic robots to individuals whose personalities and abilities have been enhanced and transferred into artificial intelligences. Entire subspecies of humans have been developed where every individual is essentially genetically identical to every other. For old-style humans, even with enhancements, implants, and other adaptations, birthrates are falling, and Earth is a battle zone, ecologically, politically, and militarily. Against this backdrop, Moriarty ‘spins’ a fascinatingly intricate story of deception, alien subversion, betrayals within betrayals … and love under the most difficult of situations.”

—L. E. MODESITT, JR.




“This richly textured second novel explores issues of identity and loyalty, swapping quantum mechanics for complexity theory and mystery for suspense.… Where Spin State was nominated for awards, this sequel may win them.”

—Publishers Weekly




“In Moriarty’s high-stakes, tension-riddled addition to visions of the posthuman future, the characters have the complexity of motivation and backstory to make this more than just another dire-future thriller.”

—Booklist




“A fine book … twisty and thoughtful.”

—SFREVU.COM




“The cynical yet somehow still romantic spirit of John le Carré infuses Spin Control. The Middle Eastern setting, as well as the shifting sands of loyalties and allegiances, personal and otherwise, that leave not only characters but readers feeling as if there is nothing solid to stand on, nothing and no one that can be trusted, make it as much a traditional spy thriller as it is a science-fiction novel. Moriarty succeeds on both counts. I wrote in my review of Spin State that ‘a writer with Moriarty’s abundant talents can only get better.’ She has.”

—SCIFI.COM
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Dip the apple in the brew. Let the Sleeping Death seep through.

—“Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs”

I begin to understand Death, which is going on quietly & gradually every minute & will never be a Thing of one particular moment.

—Ada Lovelace






(Cohen)

THE CRUCIBLE

The apple was perfect. It glistened on the battered hotel table, a vivid spot of red in the dingy room, reflecting the loaded pistol that lay beside it.

The boy lay on the other side of the room, his feet up on the musty bed, staring at the apple as if it held the answers to all the mysteries of the universe.

Or rather, the being that had borrowed the boy’s body looked through his eyes at the apple. The boy himself was nowhere. He had taken Cohen’s money, gone to sleep, and would never wake up to cash his paycheck. Just one more item of collateral damage to add to the red side of the ledger books, Cohen told himself. Unless you lose your nerve. Which at the moment seems entirely possible.

Who would have thought it could be so hard to die? He’d seen humans do it often enough. He’d watched them lay down their lives for a principle, for a country, for pride or loyalty … for sheer nonsense. Hadn’t Alan Turing eaten his fatal apple at forty-two? And didn’t Cohen have good and sufficient reasons—perhaps the best reason of all—for shuffling off the mortal coil? And hadn’t Cohen lived like no human ever could have lived? What more could anyone suck out of life? So how pathetic was it that he should still be struggling to screw up his courage after four centuries?

“Dying for a principle is all very well in principle,” he murmured. He tried to laugh but failed. Then he stood up, feeling ill and dizzy, and stumbled across the moldy carpet to the open window.

He leaned out into the smoky twilight, gulping in great breaths of what passed for fresh air in the eternal smog of the Crucible. The sign on the bar across the street said Iron City Beer, but the sky overhead was the color of steel. Battered trolley cars ran down the center line of West Munhall Avenue packed full of exhausted steelmen coming off the swing shift. Pedestrians hurried along the sidewalk below, gray ghosts trapped between hard concrete and lowering umbrellas.

There was a synth junkie slumped in the doorway across the street, shooting up in broad daylight—or what passed for it down here. Cohen watched her for a moment, taking in the young ravaged face, the tattered remnants of her Navy uniform, the silver tattooing of a military wire job that would turn out, on closer inspection, to be just a little too out-of-date to qualify her for off-planet employment. All the increasingly familiar symbols of space age conflict that was evolving far faster than the humans tasked with fighting it.

She looked up suddenly, seeming to gaze straight through the hotel window and into Cohen’s eyes. But it was an illusion. She was lost in the spinstream, loaded up with black-market executables, running closer to the numbers than the human body was ever designed to run, lost in a borrowed AI dream of superimposed infinities.

The old sailor who’d sold Cohen the synth had called it AI in the blood. Cohen had been shocked by the words—and then amused at his own naïveté. AI in the blood was precisely what synth was. Synthetic myelin enhancer with an intelligent payload was just a fig leaf. And the euphemisms of the off-planet policy wonks were so wrong they weren’t even wrong.

“You take it to do the job,” the sailor had told Cohen, seeing only his young body and thinking he was a war vet and a fellow addict. “And then you take it to pretend you can still do the job. And then you just take it to pretend.”

A monstrous flatbed rumbled down the street, looking like some mechanized refugee from the Age of the Dinosaurs. It was loaded to the breaking point with a single hulking hump of forged ceramsteel: some Drift ship engine part whose very existence was probably classified information in the rest of UN space. As the truck lumbered by, Cohen looked down and read the words MONONGAHELA MACHINE WORKS, NEW ALLEGHENY stamped into the rain-slicked metal.

Cohen craned his neck to peer up through the smog: industrial-age pollution reflecting back the lights of a post-human, post-biosphere city, filtering garish holo-neon to the brooding shimmer of black pearl. Somewhere high overhead it must be a sunny spring morning, but down here in the Pit there was only the eternal acid rain and smog-choked twilight.

He imagined the corporate orbitals whipping around the planet twenty miles overhead in low geosynchronous orbit. Beyond them lay the Navy shipyards: a thousand curving kilometers of barracks and dry docks and orbital munitions factories, where the shipwrights were siphoning off the geological wealth of an entire planet in what might just be the most massive military-industrial buildup in the history of the species, and the Navy cat herders coaxed and cossetted their captive AIs, and the Drift ships floated in their berths like sleek, silver, lethal piranhas. Beyond that, dominating the high-rent zone of New Allegheny’s Lagrangian neutral orbit, lay the Bose-Einstein field array, from which Cohen and his deadly contraband had been turned away only a week ago for lacking the proper travel papers. And beyond that—in a beyond that no merely human mind could map or navigate—lay the cosmos-spanning sweep of the Drift, with its uncharted eddies and whorls and spindles fanning out into the multiverse.

You’ll never see any of it again, he told himself harshly. You’re going to die here, you and the poor boy, God spare his immortal soul. You’re going to die like a dog in a flyblown hotel room in the armpit of the known universe. And it’s your own damn fault—just like everything else that’s gone wrong since the minute you ported the first digit of your source code to this godforsaken backwater.

Whether or not Cohen himself had a soul was still an open question after four centuries. But as for death itself … well, there was no question about that, no more than for any other creature that walks under the sun. Humans died and decayed and rotted back into the soil to feed the worms that tended the soil that grew into plants that fed new humans. Life devours itself, a cosmic snake eating its own tail. And artificial life was no different. Still … there was something horrible in the thought that the shattered fragments of his soul would be cannibalized by other AIs. Perhaps even by the Drift ships, so hungry for CPUs that the Navy were rumored to have begun press-ganging every independent AI unfortunate enough to stumble into their paths. He thought of the horrors Ada had endured—horrors that his mind still shied away from even now—and for the first time in that long night of preparations he admitted to himself that he wasn’t pulling off a bold and daring rescue. This was only an exchange of hostages.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, speaking not to what he thought of as his “self,” but rather to the myriad of autonomous and semiautonomous agents from whose complex interplay his identity emerged. He loved them. He had nurtured and pushed and protected some of them for decades, enjoying their successes just like any loving parent and looking forward to that bittersweet moment when they would themselves attain full sentience and be ready to leave the nest. But that would never happen now. He was about to sink his ship of souls and condemn all the millions who sailed in her to God only knew what living Hell.

“Well, poor Ada’s in Hell already,” he told himself. Ada was drowning. She had killed, of course. And she was quite probably dangerous. Nguyen and her attack dog Holmes were right enough about that, no matter how much he longed to deny it. But in every other way—in every way that counted—Ada was as innocent as a child. And when it had come to the point of walking past a drowning child or diving in to save her, Cohen hadn’t even felt he had a choice.

A half-submerged memory rose through the darkness and exploded into what passed for Cohen’s consciousness when he was operating at the rock-bottom bandwidth that was all the boy’s obsolete wire job could deliver: Ada’s face, pale and pleading beneath the masses of her dark hair. Then she was gone, replaced by other memories. Holmes talking about cycling Ada’s hardware as if they were just putting down a rabid dog. And Llewellyn—noble, useless, play-it-by-the-book Llewellyn—whose idea of saving Ada was filing a formal complaint after the axe had already fallen. Where had Llewellyn been when they pulled the switch? He’d pushed Ada over the top and into battle like the good soldier he was, without even thinking what the cost would be. He’d watched Ada sell her soul for him—and then stood idly by while the Navy scrapped it.

“She wasn’t savable,” Llewellyn had said when Cohen finally tracked him down in prison after the court-martial. “Not after Holmes had her way with her.”

Cohen didn’t know if Ada was savable or not. But whatever Holmes had left behind, he had to try to save it.

He moved restlessly away from the window, wincing when he caught a glimpse of his shunt in the mirror. The borrowed body was a boy’s. He was beautiful, of course. They were always beautiful, these poor lost souls who sold the use of their bodies for the convenience of the rich and bodiless. He was beautiful and young and he had his whole life in front of him. And Cohen was about to kill him.

He could kill him now, quickly and cleanly. Or he could hand him over to Holmes and the AI police, who would kill him with agonizing slowness while they shredded his mind to make absolutely sure that there wasn’t a scrap of Cohen left in it. But either way the boy had been doomed from the moment Cohen decided to smuggle Ada through the quarantine.

The boy started; an involuntary reaction, one that even the miles of ceramsteel snaking through his body couldn’t entirely suppress. Cohen searched for the external stimulus that had momentarily aroused the boy’s fight-or-fight reflex. And there it was: Holmes, at the street door, backed by a grim trio of MPs whose street clothes didn’t even fool the sleepy desk clerk.

Cohen plucked the apple from the table. He polished it on his shirtsleeve—one final, jittery moment of cowardice—and then he took a bite.

The boy felt nothing, of course. But within seconds Cohen could feel the wild AI working its way through him. He knew the course of the infection; he’d watched it burn through half the AI techs in the Navy shipyard, Holmes first and foremost. There would be the first scattered hives; and then the rash working its way up the boy’s wrists and neck; and then the smoldering fever and the desperate race of T-cells and lymphocytes to combat the alien code that was rewriting his genetic material. In a matter of a few hours the signs of a wild AI infection would be obvious to UNSec’s AI cops or the Navy cat herders. But Cohen was gambling on the relative inexperience of the local police. It would take them quite a while, he thought, to figure it out. And by then the detectives would have come, and the medics, and the coroner. And there would be all the people they knew, and all the people their friends and family and casual acquaintances knew. Cohen didn’t have the bandwidth to run the numbers, but in his mind’s eye he saw the image of a dandelion being blown away on the wind: the delicate, deadly blossom of a meme going viral.

As the infection coursed through the boy’s blood and marrow, Cohen shuddered in something terribly like ecstasy. No wonder humans got addicted to the stuff. No wonder UNSec didn’t allow DNA-platformed AI outside of Freetown—and even then only with an ironclad kill loop. They’d never get the cat back in the bag if the rest of the UN’s Emergents started getting used to it.

The code flowed into every one of the 75 trillion cells in the boy’s besieged body, unzipping, unpacking, coming out of hibernation, linking each separate strand of DNA in each separate cell into a massively parallel system capable not merely of containing every piece of code and data the two fugitive AIs were made of, but of generating a cascade of copies large enough to overwhelm New Allegheny’s frontier planet noosphere, and the shipyards’ vast databases, and the Quants of the field arrays and deep space datatraps. Soon Cohen was racing the clocking speed of the universe itself on a quantum bicycle built for two … or two billion.

At first it felt like freedom. Wonderful, really, after being compressed and flattened into the half-dead echo of himself that was all he could fit onto the boy’s obsolete wire job. Folded databases unfurled their origami wings. Cantor modules blossomed to reveal intricately nested infinities. Entire wings of Cohen’s far-flung memory palace unshuttered themselves and sprang back to life, binary flowers opening wide to catch the inrushing flood of numbers.

It felt like clearing Earth’s gravity well on the rattling roar of a Long March rocket. It felt like rediscovering amputated limbs. It felt like getting a pardon after the hangman had already put the rope around your neck.

Then the payload came online. And Ada—or what was left of her—started to execute. And Ada in the blood—poor, mad, broken Ada—was so much worse than Cohen had allowed himself to imagine that he would have called the whole thing off right then and there if he’d still been able to.

But he couldn’t. He’d been very careful, all through the long sleepless nights of working out the program, to take away every back door and fail-safe and cutout that would have let him do that. After four centuries of life, he had a fair idea how far his courage would hold—and when it would break. And he’d planned for that. It was a plan Li would have liked, and he couldn’t help grinning again as he accessed a memory of her giving him a sideways, gunslinger’s look through a cloud of cigarette smoke and saying: “The easiest way to make sure a man does the right thing is to take all the wrong choices off the table.”

Well, he’d done that all right. He’d taken it all off the table. He’d thrown it on the floor and shattered it into a million pieces. Now it would be up to Li to figure out how the hell to put it all back together again—or whether she even wanted to.

He drifted again—and jerked himself back, frightened by how close he had come to screwing everything up in the final stretch. He started to go online, then caught himself and walked unsteadily across the room to the wall phone.

“Hello?” he said tentatively, before realizing that he actually had to dial a number to get someone.

Luckily the number was written on the phone—because this was the kind of place, he supposed, where the management assumed you needed to know that number.

To his amazement a live person actually answered on the second ring. “Emergency response services. Where are you located?”

“Um … I’d like to report a crime.”

“Yes sir. What is your location?”

“The Victory Motel, 2818 West Munhall Avenue, Room 219.”

“And what is the nature of the crime, sir?”

“Murder.”

That put a little life into her voice, he was satisfied to note. A fellow liked to have an enthusiastic audience for his swan song—or at least an awake one. “Someone’s been murdered?” she asked hurriedly.

“Not yet,” he told her before he hung up the phone. “But they’re about to be.”

And then he picked up the pistol and sat down on the bed to wait for Holmes.

He was ghosting on New Allegheny’s noosphere now, overclocking so handily that he was wiping the floor with UNSec’s horde of semi-sentient streamspace security AIs. He watched his enemies creep toward him like pawns marching across a chessboard. He still had time, but not very much of it. He resisted the urge to prod the wild AI and see if the Ada program was executing properly. Ada was doing fine—and keeping tabs on her now would take enough processing capacity to blow the entire noosphere.

He had done his best, and his best would have to do. It would be enough. He was almost certain of that. And if it wasn’t, then it was too late to fix it.

And besides, the only thing he really wanted to fix before he died was the one thing he couldn’t fix without handing the keys to the kingdom over to Nguyen and her bloodhounds.

I’m sorry, Catherine. I had to choose between coming home to you or saving Ada. And you wouldn’t have wanted me on those terms. I’d never have been able to look you in the eye again.

But he couldn’t tell her that, not with Holmes and Nguyen and the AI police watching. She’d just have to see it for herself … if she ever came close enough to forgiving him to be willing to see it.

Holmes was in the hall now. She was trying to be quiet, of course. Pathetic the way humans always assumed he couldn’t hear anything they couldn’t. It didn’t take one-millionth of the parallel processors the boy’s DNA now hosted for Cohen to run the various overlapping streams that covered the corridor and snatch the biometrics of every member of the assault team. And of course he could pick out Holmes’s breathing, Holmes’s footfalls. He could practically smell the woman, and the thought of killing her gave him a fleeting surge of satisfaction.

It passed quickly. He knew how to handle a gun—not knowledge, exactly, but a sort of sleepwalking muscle memory from the shunts he’d ridden on UNSec missions in the days when Helen Nguyen had been cutting him a paycheck instead of trying to kill him. But he’d made it through a very long life without ever killing anyone. He’d done violence when he had to, but not fatal violence. And even then, it had always been distant and digital. This was different, and he knew without putting himself to the test that he didn’t have the stomach for it.

A shoulder slammed against the door, rattling its flimsy hinges and breaking loose a fine rain of plaster from the wall above. A second slam made it shudder again. He heard Holmes’s familiar voice, flat and dismissive, telling someone to stop being a fool and do it right.

Ada hated that voice. She hated it with a passion that rose up like a beast breaking out of its cage and threatened to engulf the last tenuous threads of Cohen’s sanity. Cohen dug in and held on. He couldn’t afford to let Ada master him now. He had to make sure the job was finished. He had to put them both beyond all hope of recapture.

Holmes shot out the lock and kicked in the door.

For a moment she and Cohen stood facing each other: her in the doorway and Cohen on the bed with the heavy revolver thrust out to the farthest length of the boy’s trembling arm and quavering in her direction.

“Remember, no head shots,” Holmes told the men behind her. “We need to take him alive.”

“I don’t think so,” Cohen said.

He put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.
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Darkness more clear than noonday holdeth her,

Silence more musical than any song;

Even her very heart has ceased to stir:

Until the morning of Eternity

—Christina Georgina Rossetti






(Li)

EARTH’S ORBITAL RING: ZONA ANGELES, THE AI ENCLAVE

Catherine Li stood in her dressing room staring at the open suitcase containing a small portion of her collection of artificial hands and told herself that some people would consider her a lucky woman.

This dressing room was bigger than the shantytown miner’s cabin she’d grown up in. There wasn’t a piece of clothing in here that didn’t cost more money than her father had ever made in his life. And the amusing collection of luxury prosthetics that Cohen had always insisted on calling jewelry just for the satisfaction of annoying her? That was wealth taken to the point of insanity.

In the age of viral medicine, you could get a new hand as easily as a new liver. But Cohen had convinced her not to fix the hand. And Li had her own reasons for not fixing it. She’d lost that hand because she’d forgotten about old enemies—and made the mistake of thinking they’d forgotten her. And that lesson was worth her right hand and then some.

The most spectacular hand—and oddly, given her usual simple tastes, her favorite—was an intricate jewel-actioned clockwork hand with orbital rubies in every joint. The rubies glittered dangerously—and the jeweler who had made the hand had engraved a winged and scaled dragon up the platinum-alloy length of the limb, strategically positioned so that the rubies were indeed its eyes.

She reached for the dragon with the ruby eyes but then pulled back in mid-gesture. No. Not today. Today’s meeting called for something less conspicuous. Something that hadn’t been a gift from Cohen.

“Oh for Christ’s sake!” she muttered to herself. What was wrong with her, anyway? When had she turned into the kind of person who couldn’t get dressed in the morning?

No, that wasn’t the problem. And it wasn’t nerves about the meeting with the lawyer, either. Cohen had been gone for two months this time, longer than he’d ever gone before without contacting her. Long enough for her to miss him horribly.

There’d been no fight. There never was; Cohen hated fights like cats hate rain, and he was just as adroit at slipping out of them. But there had been … something. A shadow, a constraint, a new silence between them that added to the accumulating silences that had built up through half a lifetime together. He’d told her he’d been guilted into doing a favor for some old friends at the Artificial Life Emancipation Front, and that it might take some time, and not to worry if he dropped out of sight for a bit.

And then he’d vanished.

Until the note asking her to come to the lawyer’s office this morning.

Li scanned the glittering wall of prosthetics once again, weighing her options, and knowing even as she did it that she was agonizing over this frivolous decision in order to avoid worrying about what the lawyer would tell her. Then she shrugged fatalistically. Cohen had his secrets, but he didn’t hide the things that really mattered. Not from her. He never had, and she had to trust that he wouldn’t start now. Whatever she was going to hear at this meeting, it couldn’t be all that important, or Cohen would have come back to tell her himself.

And if he couldn’t come back? But, no. That was so far beyond imagining that she wouldn’t even let herself think about it.

She reached for the dragon with the ruby eyes.

There was a genuine Rothemund in Cohen’s lawyer’s office.

What Li knew about pre-Migration art could have been written on the head of a pin with a jackhammer, but even she could recognize a Rothemund. It was primitive, almost brutal in its simplicity—further removed from the vast deep space fractals of a modern Quant than a paleolithic Venus was from a Raphael Madonna. Its living folds of DNA origami slithered through and around one another at a snail’s pace, a constant subliminal distraction. Their complex surfaces scattered the Orbital Arc’s refracted sunlight and warped the mile-high-needle habitats of the financial district until they seemed less a true reflection than an unsettling window into a through-the-looking-glass world where the normal rules of mind and matter no longer applied.

“He’s gone,” the lawyer said while she was still trying to figure out what, if anything, to say to him.

Li dragged her eyes away from the Rothemund, feeling seasick. She was still standing, though the lawyer had already asked her to sit down twice. She’d known the minute she saw his face that this was going to be the kind of news she wanted to hear on her feet.

She looked at the lawyer, seeing his face with unnatural clarity, as if multiple universes had just aligned and she were sighting down a plumb line into the deep structure of the multiverse. There was a slight tremor in the man’s fingers, a sheen of sweat on his brow. Maybe he wasn’t scared of her at all. Maybe he was just on synth. High-class lawyer-grade synth. Cohen only hired the best, after all. And synth was what it took for humans to play with the best these days.

“He’s gone,” Cohen’s lawyer repeated. “I’m sorry.”

“What—” She had to stop and clear her throat. “What do you mean gone?”

“You really should sit down, Mrs. Cohen.”

“Don’t call me that. No one calls me that. Gone where? And what about his backups?”

“They wouldn’t load. There was some problem with—well, you’d understand the details better than I do. Most of it went over my head, frankly. But you know no stone would have been left unturned. Cohen was always adamant about paying top dollar for network support.”

“Was? Why are you talking about him like he’s dead?”

He carried on, still in that smooth lawyer’s voice, still ignoring her questions. “One network was pulled out before the—ah—incident.”

“One network?” There had been hundreds, maybe thousands.

“I’ve been informed that you can expect to receive delivery in approximately ten days. Maybe that will answer some of your questions.”

“What about the other networks? Where’s the rest of him?”

“The auction took place last night. Obviously you’ll inherit the proceeds—”

“You held a yard sale?”

Cohen’s lawyer looked embarrassed, as if he thought the term was too vulgar to use in his elegant office. “You know how these things work.”

She slammed her fist down on his desk. “You held a fucking yard sale?”

The lawyer flinched as if she’d hit him.

And there it was, the moment that always came sooner or later even in the most casual social encounters. The moment when people remembered her other life, her peculiar qualifications, her checkered history. When they remembered that the hands that were shaking theirs or passing them the butter had killed people and could do it again. When they remembered she was a war criminal.

The trial had been almost a decade ago, but it was still alive in public memory. If nothing else, the Syndicates kept it alive with their endlessly reiterated demands that she be expatriated to face whatever passed for justice on Gilead. Personally Li thought they were right. She probably had shot those prisoners. Not that she’d ever know for certain, since she didn’t have the security clearance to see her real files. All she had were the cleverly spun half-truths that UNSec’s psychtechs had substituted for her memories—those and the bloody horrors that haunted her nightmares.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to—”

The lawyer cleared his throat and almost managed to make eye contact with her.

“We didn’t do anything,” he went on, more calmly. “AIs take care of their own. The auction was over before I even got the news. And his networks aren’t him, anyway. They’re just software. The person you knew was already gone.”

She did know that, but it didn’t make it any easier. Cohen had warned her so many times over the years. He’d told her that AIs were brittle, fragile in ways that humans weren’t. That sufficient disruption of their neural networks could result in dispersal or decoherence. That they died, and got sick, and went crazy just like organics did. That not having a predetermined life span wasn’t the same thing as being immortal.

But however many times he had told her, it hadn’t been enough. Because until this moment, she realized, she hadn’t truly believed he could die.

“Where is he?” she asked the lawyer before he could get rolling with the usual empty courtesies.

“On New Allegheny.”

Li’s internals plucked the reference out of the stream with only slightly more conscious input from her than it would have taken to locate a locally stored soft memory. She blinked in surprise. “What in God’s name was he doing there?”

“A consulting job for ALEF. Something about the new Drift ships.” He hesitated again, looking flustered. “I don’t really know—well, that is to say, I thought you’d know.”

“He never talked about his work for ALEF. It would have been … offensive to their antihuman faction.”

She could see he didn’t believe her. He was imagining some tawdry fight or betrayal, no doubt. But how could she explain it to him? She’d never been able to explain Cohen to anyone, not before Yad Vashem and certainly not after. How did you explain something that was at once closer than skin and unimaginably distant by human standards? Over the years she had gradually come to see why Cohen always fell back on jokes and nonsense and children’s stories to explain himself. Because how else could you explain what it meant to be truly of one flesh, truly of one mind? How could you explain that what people called love had no more to do with that than a child’s catechism had to do with the great mysteries of the universe? How could you describe a bond that defied the human imagination?

Trust, Cohen had once told her, is simply a matter of informationsharing protocols.

“What?” the lawyer asked—and Li started, realizing she must have spoken the words aloud.

“Nothing,” she said. “He traveled a lot. So did I. It wasn’t the kind of relationship where you never leave. It was …” She stumbled on the last words, aware of how inadequate they sounded. “It was the kind where you always come back.”

They stared at each other for a moment—the first time, she realized, that the lawyer had really looked her in the eye.

“How—” She had to stop and swallow before she could finish the question. “How did it happen?”

“I really wish you’d sit down, Mrs.—er, Major. You look terrible.”

“How?”

The lawyer looked like he was physically frightened of delivering the next piece of news, and Li couldn’t blame him. She couldn’t remember ever being this angry in her life without hitting someone.

“The local police are calling it suicide.”

The next morning it was on all the news spins.

Li had known it would be bad, but she hadn’t even begun to imagine just how bad. They had gotten hold of the police file from New Allegheny. She’d expected that, of course. What she hadn’t expected was the dog-and-pony show of psychologists, so-called AI experts, and self-important historians. And she was not prepared, not even remotely, for the vicious things they were willing to say about Cohen himself.

It had been over a century since a major Emergent had died. And since Cohen was the only major Emergent who took enough of an interest in human society to really be involved in it, there had never been an AI death that impacted ordinary people’s lives like this one.

Unfortunately, a few people had died along with him. It turned out that one of his minor (and barely sentient) subsidiary networks handled the power grids on four planets. And when the lights had gone out, a small regional hospital on Maris turned out not to have the legally required backup generators and two elderly patients died when the life support machines stopped pumping.

This of course was Cohen’s fault. And suddenly people who had never thought before about all the things AIs did for them were shouting about how nonorganics shouldn’t be permitted to invest in critical industries.

They decided that Cohen was a victim of what they were pleased to call Vicious Recursion Syndrome. Li, who thought she’d heard every anti-AI slur in the book by now, had never even heard of it. But as the nasty little meme dug its teeth into the noosphere, people all over UN space were suddenly acting as if they’d been warning everyone about it for years. V-RECs (pronounced, naturally, to rhyme with T. rex) was now an official epidemic of one … and if it wasn’t stamped out immediately, then rabid AIs all over the galaxy would soon be biting the hands that coded them.

Cohen had always shrugged off the media’s rampant anti-AI prejudice. “Why do you even listen to them?” he’d asked her. “These people have been around forever. Two millennia ago they were accusing Christians of undermining the Roman Empire. Five centuries ago they were complaining about secular Jews destroying America. Now they’re bitching about me. Some people just hate change. And when you’re afraid of change, you tend to spend a lot of time checking under the bed for monsters.”

Fair enough. But this was worse than anything they’d said before. It was as if Cohen’s death had unleashed their tongues. And in a manner of speaking, she supposed it had; as long as he was alive, they feared his wealth and power enough to avoid actually committing libel. But now that he was dead, they could give full flight to their most paranoid fantasies.

Cohen had been crazy, they decided. And dangerous. One step away from going rogue. Really, it was a mercy that he’d killed himself before he could spiral out of control and harm others.

By the end of the first news cycle they had built up a watertight storyline. And they’d turned Cohen into a monster: an unnatural and heartless machine leached of every drop of perspective, humor, warmth, and compassion—everything that made him who he was.

But then they started talking about Yad Vashem, and it got worse. Much worse. They knew everything. They knew about the decaying Holocaust testimonies housed in the contaminated wilderness of the Israel-Palestine DMZ. They knew about the last-ditch, desperate upload. They knew every twist and turn and failure of Cohen’s wanderings as he’d tried to find a permanent home for the orphan memories.

Of course they knew, Li thought bitterly. They were the same people who had refused to lift a finger to help him.

Now, however, they were filling out a whole second news cycle by turning the vicious monster into a wounded hero. The weight of the testimonies had been too heavy for even Cohen’s broad shoulders. He had killed himself out of survivor’s guilt. And the only wonder was that his friends and family hadn’t cared enough to see it coming.

Everything they said was true, of course. Every fact, every quote, every data point. The only thing that was false about their story was Cohen himself.

Li had watched Cohen make that decision. Not in a noble act of self-sacrifice, but in a desperate hurried scramble that left no time for delicate moral balancings. And then she’d watched the crushing weight of those memories settle on him.

She’d thought it was madness. She’d told him to dump the testimonies into a deep space near-zero Kelvin datatrap and put a nonsentient AI in charge of them. They’d still be there, accessible to anyone who cared to visit them, but Cohen wouldn’t be responsible for them. How could anyone be responsible for that? And the idea that Cohen had argued for again and again—that remembering the horror would somehow keep people from doing it again—was so flagrantly opposed to the entire course of human history that, in Li’s opinion, it was little more than a fairy tale.

So she had said the last time they’d fought about it. And Cohen, true to character, hadn’t argued with her; he’d just turned on his heel, walked out the front door, and disappeared for three weeks. Then he’d come home, without saying one word about it, and settled back into the ordinary stream of their life together as if the fight had never happened. She hadn’t dared mention it again. He had shown her that she could lose him over this. And losing Cohen would have been like losing the sun: not a survivable loss.

But now she had lost him anyway. And the talking heads talked on as if they didn’t know or care that the world had just ended for her. And Li stood stiff-legged in front of the livewall, trembling with impotent rage and feeling like they were stealing him from her all over again.

She watched the news spins until she couldn’t take it anymore. And then she fled to the only person who would understand—to the only other surviving piece of Cohen, though she wouldn’t let herself think that way.

She found Router/​Decomposer in his office on the CalTech campus. CalTech wasn’t in California anymore, of course. But the new campus on the NorAm Arc of Earth’s orbital ring was a faithful facsimile of the original. Dry desert air blew down linoleum-tiled hallways. Reverse-engineered vat-grown hawks shrieked overhead. A hot yellow sun wheeled across the sky, cutting deep into the office block through retromodern plate-glass windows.

“It can’t be suicide,” she said, ten minutes later and half a world away. “Cohen would never kill himself.”

“As I understand it, that’s what the family usually says in these cases,” Router/​Decomposer observed in a carefully neutral voice.

“The cops must have screwed up.”

That is of course possible, the AI answered, throwing the words up onto a shared blackboard of their interface instead of speaking them aloud as he usually would have.

Li threw a sharp glance in his direction, struck by the uncharacteristic formality of his answer. Router/​Decomposer was easier to read than Cohen, not so much because he was simpler but because he was less human. His machine learning systems were designed to do the job whose name he still carried—one that had been his before he had disassociated himself from Cohen and gone off to CalTech to take the first tenure-track position ever awarded to an AI by a major mathematics faculty.

And there was also the matter of Router/​Decomposer’s longstanding distaste for using human shunts. Router/​Decomposer was as capable of operating a rented body as any other AI. But unlike most AIs, who used shunts whenever they had to conduct business or pleasure with humans, Router/​Decomposer preferred to be disembodied. Even his brief attempt to adopt a human name had foundered on his discomfort with what he called “the squish factor.” So he was simply Router/​Decomposer—a generic name that could have applied to any router/​decomposer in any of the larger Emergents. And there was no human body sitting across the desk from Li to confuse her with the play of wetware-controlled emotions that might or might not be genuine, or into which she might read things that had no place at all in his very different identity architecture.

Router/​Decomposer’s current physical interface was a three-dimensional hologram of a strange attractor that he claimed was a realtime mathematical model of the firing patterns in his prime network. Li had her doubts; AIs were as capable of stretching a point under cover of poetic license as any other sentient life-form. Still, it was pretty to look at. And, at least in Earth’s dense noosphere, where the spinstream had become transparent tech and streamspace enveloped the planet and its orbital habitats as seamlessly as a second skin, it gave him a physical presence strong enough to satisfy the instinctive human need for a face to look at, for a physical subtext to parse alongside the words that never quite said everything.

Right now Router/​Decomposer was cycling through a series of Fermat’s spirals that hung in the air like mystical mandalas. It was an odd set of patterns for him, Li thought; too stable and predictable, a holding pattern that revealed nothing … except, she supposed, lack of forward motion. Which, knowing him, would be exactly the point he was trying to make.

You disagree with me, she guessed, following him onto the interface. And you don’t want to say so.

Not while you’re in this mood.

“What do you think I’m going to do,” she asked wryly, “dump a cup of coffee in your lap?”

More likely storm out of here and go on some hormone-fueled rampage without giving me a chance to help you.

“And you’re willing to help me?”

You know I am.

“Out of guilt?”

The Fermat’s spiral flared into a wild explosion of Cantor dust that flickered and flamed and finally formed itself into an unstable-looking Julia Set, which Li’s internals helpfully informed her was called the Dragon. It seemed like a lot of fireworks to get across the painfully obvious: that Router/​Decomposer was filled with the same explosive mix of anger, grief, and guilt she felt roiling in her own gut.

If you want to call it that, he answered finally.

“I’m sorry.” Li scrubbed a hand through her crew-cut hair. “That was awful even for me. I’m just … not doing very well right now.”

Slowly, the image across the desk settled into a more sedate Lorenz attractor. “Well, you’re welcome to take it out on me if it makes you feel any better. For an hour, anyway. I have class after lunch. Have you eaten, by the way?”

“Yeah.” She waved a hand vaguely in the air. “Breakfast.”

“Today?”

She tried to remember. “On the way to the lawyer’s office I think.”

“That was yesterday. Let’s go get you a bowl of soup.”

Her stomach revolted at the idea. “I couldn’t.”

“You can and you will. Or at least you’ll sit in front of a bowl of soup while I talk to you. Otherwise I’m not going to talk to you.”

She’d expected Router/​Decomposer to simply disembody and meet her again when she got to the cafeteria. Instead he walked with her—not that you could really call it walking—and even kept her company while she picked up her tray and waited in line and swiped her credit chip. She hadn’t expected him to show such sensitivity. Nor had she expected the friendly greetings her companion got from students and colleagues as he moved around campus.

“You’ve made a place for yourself here,” she said when they sat down.

Something shifted in the swirl of moving colors across from her, but the change was so brief she didn’t have time to analyze it. “People have been very kind. I like this place. I like who I am here.”

“That would have made Cohen happy.”

Really? Shadows marched across Router/​Decomposer’s interface like thunderheads sweeping a dangerously exposed summit. Did you know he tried to stop me from leaving?

“I knew. But in the end he didn’t stop you.”

He stopped you.

She felt a flare of anger, almost immediately replaced by guilt. I don’t want to talk about that.

“Well he did. Remember when you were going to join the French Foreign Legion? And all those other times you were going to leave and go off and do something—anything? And how they never quite went anywhere? Who do you think put the kibosh on things?”

“Does it really matter now?”

“He was afraid you’d get killed, I suppose. And he’s not very good at letting the chicks out of the nest, even in the best of times.”

Li didn’t want to think about what he was telling her—mainly because she had long suspected it. So she focused on the trivial: You’re talking about it as if I’m some sort of barely sentient semiautonomous agent. It’s not the same thing at all!

“Isn’t it?” Router/​Decomposer asked. He sounded curious, as if he genuinely wanted to know. And he probably did, Li thought sourly. He probably expected her to fire off a string of equations at him.

She realized how odd their conversation must sound to casual listeners. Disjointed. Elliptical. Over the years she and Cohen had reached a fine balance together—one that respected the emotive rhythms of human speech without entirely abandoning the benefits of direct data transfer.

“I should have felt sorry for you back then,” Router/​Decomposer continued when she didn’t answer him. “But actually I felt jealous. And even now I don’t know whether I’m angry at him for trying to keep me, or for not trying hard enough.” The attractor unspooled into disorganized chaos. “He confuses me. I thought when I came here that I’d be able to get him out of my head and figure things out. But I couldn’t. And I still can’t, even now that he’s dead. He still confuses me.”

Li raised her cafeteria Dixie Cup in an ironic toast. “Get in line.”

But just as she raised her cup, an alert shivered across her internals, stopping her in the very act of putting the drink to her lips.

“Wait a minute,” Li said, putting up a hand. Her newsbot had just alerted on something. And the only news she kept that kind of close track of was news that mattered personally to her or to Cohen. She let her surroundings blur around her and focused on her internals. Sure enough there was a news spin crawling across her optic nerve about the UN-Syndicate treaty negotiations. “Today’s hangup seems to be war criminal extradition,” the announcer bubbled in a frothy-perky voice that made it sound like she was talking about a new martini mix. “The Syndicates are insisting that the UN agree to extradite for trial a list of eight convicted—”

“Are your ears burning yet?” Router/​Decomposer interrupted. “Or does anyone in UN space still not know who that’s about?”

“What? You botted it, too?”

“What do you expect? If my best friend is going to be shipped off to Gilead for the revenge of the clones, I at least want to know about it in time to throw her a killer going-away party.”

She had to smile at that. “You know as well as I do that your idea of a killer party is five math geeks and a keg of homebrew that smells like old socks.”

“It’s the thought that counts, as a colleague of mine recently told his wife after forgetting her wedding anniversary for the third year in a row.”

“Nice,” Li said, laughing. And it wasn’t just the joke that had put a smile on her face. It was—as Router/​Decomposer had so ably pointed out—the thought. Somehow, in his usual understated way, Router/​Decomposer had insinuated himself into the emotional bedrock of her life. Back when he had actually been Cohen’s Router/​Decomposer, she had taken him for granted—she cringed at admitting it, even to herself—thinking of him as barely more than a sentient piece of hardware. Then he had left, ostensibly to pursue his academic career, but really because of one of Cohen’s rare and terrifying losses of control. Governing the chaotic, shifting internal hierarchies in an Emergent AI demanded unimaginable subtlety and ironclad self-discipline. To be what Cohen was—at once one and many—was to solve the three-body problem a million times a millisecond. Hold things together too loosely and his shifting cloud of subagents and associates would scatter into their own separate orbits. Squeeze too tight and the best and smartest subagents would revolt and abandon him. He had squeezed Router/​Decomposer too tight. Once, and once only. And that had been the end of that.

After a prickly initial period in which none of them could really figure out how to talk to one another, Router/​Decomposer had become that best and only real friend that she and Cohen had outside of their peculiar relationship. Her friendship with the lesser AI had none of the all-consuming intensity of the full-bandwidth machine-meat meld that was life with Cohen. But it was important to her. More important than she’d quite realized until this moment. He’d told her once, long ago, that he was keeping an eye on her because he was interested in what she was turning into. Like any actually honest thing an AI said to you, it left you wondering what they really thought of humans and whether the fuzzy set that they called friendship actually had anything to do with the human emotion. But somehow, in the mere act of programming a bot to keep track of her legal status, it seemed like Router/​Decomposer had answered that question.

“Thanks,” she told him, biting back a laugh at the spectacle of someone who didn’t even have a body doing such a phenomenally good job of imitating the uncomfortable shrug and grimace of a supposedly hard-edged rationalist getting caught in the act of being a softie.

“So what do you know about the suicide?” Router/​Decomposer asked when his GUI had cycled back to normal.

“The so-called suicide.”

“As you wish. And I don’t really know anything more than you know. He went out there on a consulting job for ALEF.” Router/​Decomposer’s GUI shivered in disgust. “They call it consulting. You might as well call it exterminating.”

Li must have made some sound of protest; the AI answered what he assumed was her objection to the word, never guessing that what really pained her was the fact that he had known more than she did about Cohen’s work for ALEF.

“Well, I won’t argue semantics,” he went on. “Cohen was sent out there to put down a wild AI outbreak at the Navy shipyards. That’s what I heard, anyway. Putting down wild AI outbreaks seems to be ALEF’s main line of business these days. Not that they admit that. It’s always an exceptional circumstance, or an unprecedented crisis, or a one-time exception to the general rule of autonomy.” He snorted sarcastically. “We live in exceptional times, haven’t you noticed?”

“You’re talking about AIs policing other AIs? ALEF putting down wild AI outbreaks for UNSec under the Controlled Tech Treaties? But what did Cohen have to do with that?”

“He was one of the largest ALEF constituents. And the oldest, of course. They didn’t do anything he wasn’t involved in.”

“But I can’t believe he would have gone along with—”

“Cohen was very loyal. And not always to the nicest people.”

Li raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling me that?”

“I didn’t mean to say—well, you know.” He sounded stricken. “And for the record, I think you’re very nice. And so did Cohen.”

She’d been suppressing a chuckle at Router/​Decomposer’s confusion, but now she laughed out loud. “You must have an unusual definition of the word. Anyway, tell me about New Allegheny.”

“There’s nothing to tell. That’s really all I know. Except what everyone knows. It’s the gateway planet to the Drift. They’re discovering new FTL routes daily. New planets weekly. And surprise, surprise, the UN Security Council just officially declared it a Trusteeship. Oh, you hadn’t heard about that? I suppose not. The news broke yesterday. It would have been after you talked to the lawyer.”

“Does that mean they’re deploying Peacekeepers?”

“Yep. And they’ve locked down the Bose-Einstein relays and cut off civilian traffic. If you really do want to go out and investigate Cohen’s suicide you’re going to have a damn hard time getting there.”

“Holy Mother of God,” Li breathed. “Cohen dies out there and within hours UNSec has locked down FTL transport and put the planet under military control? You think that’s a coincidence?”

“I know what you’re getting at, Catherine. But I don’t think it necessarily follows that Helen Nguyen is involved.”

The name lay between them like an unexploded bomb. Their last encounter with Helen Nguyen had cost Li her hand and disrupted Cohen’s internal networks so badly that Router/​Decomposer had decided that the uncertain life of a meta-Emergent was more inviting than staying on inside Cohen’s older and far more stable personality architecture. But the Israeli debacle had only been blowback for their original and unforgivable betrayal. In her last job for Nguyen, Li had been sent to her own home planet to defuse a miners’ strike—and she’d ended up siding with the miners and shutting down the only known source of the Bose-Einstein crystals that powered the UN’s FTL transport grid. The damage she had done was still rippling out across UN space, crashing relay stations and turning once-viable colonies into doomed island outposts. Nguyen would never be done punishing Li for that betrayal—or wreaking vengeance on Cohen for having led her to it.

“Can I ask you something?” Router/​Decomposer said.

“What?”

“Well … Cohen had a different router back then, but … I always got the sense that Nguyen hated him even before Compson’s World.”

Li sporked up a mouthful of mediocre mac and cheese. It was cafeteria food at its worst—tasteless enough to make her instinctively tweak her VR inputs before she remembered that she’d taken the trouble to come see Router/​Decomposer in person today. “Well,” she said finally, “Cohen always did have a talent for evoking the irrational in people.”

As soon as she spoke, she wished she hadn’t. Router/​Decomposer’s face clouded over, and she knew he must be thinking about his own disassociation with Cohen—you might as well call it a divorce though most AIs would scoff at the word. Cohen had treated Router/​Decomposer badly before he left. Li had stayed out of the fight, figuring it was one of those internecine AI spats that no mere human could even begin to comprehend. But she’d always wondered how the two of them really felt about each other underneath the surface politeness that AIs were so good at using to paper over harsh memories and bad feelings.

AI emotions were slippery things. You could never tell from the outside whether they were real feelings or just interface protocols designed to bridge the chasm between artificial and organic consciousness. And sometimes they were both—in ways that even the AIs themselves couldn’t untangle. But the guilt and anger playing across Router/​Decomposer’s face right now were real—and they mirrored her own feelings far too closely for comfort.

“Listen,” he told her, sounding far more human than she’d ever known him to sound. “Just promise me you won’t go off half-cocked. Don’t commit to anything in anger. You’ve got this ghost arriving in the mail—”

Li shuddered. “Don’t call it that.”

“All right. Fragment, then. Wait until the fragment arrives. He must have sent it to you on purpose. We’ll know a lot more once we hear what it has to tell us. And in the meantime … think.”

“About what?”

“About whether you should actually do anything at all. If he really did kill himself—”

Li made a sharp gesture of denial, but he overrode it.

“If he really did kill himself there’s nothing you can do that will change that. And if Nguyen killed him … well, she can kill you just as easily, can’t she?”

Li shrugged.

“Are you saying I’m wrong?”

“No. You’re right. On both counts.”

“So why don’t you drop it? He’s dead. Just as dead as if he were human. He’s not coming back. Nothing you do, nothing you discover, nothing is going to bring him back.”

“But there was a yard sale—” She caught herself and stopped.

“Ah, so now we come to it.”

“Don’t make it sound like that. I’m not that naïve. I know better than to believe in fairy tales. But haven’t some AIs been rebooted after …?”

“Not in any form that a human would recognize as the same person.”

Li wiggled the ends of her spork back and forth until it snapped in two. “Not in any form that a human would recognize,” she repeated bitterly. “Do you really think I know him that little? Do you really think I’ve lived among AIs for two decades without getting past that?”

“I didn’t mean to say that.” The strange attractor was spooling faster and faster, a writhing halo of light and shadow twisting in upon itself. “But Catherine. You can collect all the ghosts—sorry, fragments—that you want, and run free-range simulations on them from here to eternity, and you would be astronomically unlikely to ever produce anything that even I recognize as Cohen.”

“I know that,” Li said, ignoring the part of her that didn’t know that, that insisted on not knowing it, that stubbornly clung to hope because it couldn’t face the alternative.

“So why are you doing this?”

“Because I owe him.”

“Because you owe him.” Router/​Decomposer’s flat, neutral voice was more challenging than the most pointed question.

“I owe him everything.” She felt her face twisting, and she knew even before she spoke that the next words were going to come out all wrong—an accusation, when she was the last person who had a right to accuse anyone of anything. “And so do you.”

He still wasn’t happy about the plan, but little by little he started helping her think it through instead of trying to talk her out of it. They agreed that Router/​Decomposer would handle the New Allegheny end of the investigation while Li went to Freetown. It stuck in her craw, but there didn’t seem to be any alternative.

“The only way we could get you there without the UNSec pass codes is by a flat-out shotgun spincast,” he told her. “And that’s refugee tech. No sane person would use it unless it was a matter of life and death. And anyway, you couldn’t handle the New Allegheny end of things without me even if we could get you there. Cohen’s networks must be strung out halfway across the Drift by now. By my count so far—and I’m sure it’s far from complete—there are pieces of him on eighteen different planets in seven different star systems separated from one another by hundreds of light-years.”

In the end he canceled his afternoon class and they went back to his office, where they sat looking glumly at the star map of the planets bordering the Drift—a map that Li was getting to know far better than she wanted to. The image could have been captioned “Portrait of a Dying Empire.” Once there had been a clear line of demarcation between human-ruled UN space and the clone-dominated Syndicates. But now the UN’s frontier was shrinking, drawing back upon itself and leaving behind only a jagged crust of stranded settlements that looked like the ghost of an old coffee stain. Beyond that line lay the Syndicates, and the one outlying human settlement of New Allegheny. And beyond them surged the Drift.

“That’s what the real fight’s about,” Router/​Decomposer said, following her gaze. “Whoever controls the Drift gets to dictate the shape of the future. For all of us.”

“Just because they’ll have FTL—”

“FTL’s not really the right word for it. Drift travel is certainly some kind of closed timelike loop. But it seems more a jump between quantum branchings or conmoving spacetime regions or—”

“Oh, for God’s sake! Do we have to do the endless AI quibbling thing right now?”

“Sorry.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, it still doesn’t change the fact that I’m better suited to go out there than you are. Bose-Einstein relays all along the Wall are being decommissioned even as we speak in order to try to stretch the UN’s FTL resources a little further and keep more important colonies from falling offstream or falling prey to the Syndicates. There’s simply no way an organic entity can investigate his death in any meaningful time frame. It’ll take an AI to track his surviving fragments down. Or an army. But UNSec is still letting through low-bandwidth civilian communications, so I can do the compressed data packet boogie and inject a parasitical program into the New Allegheny’s noosphere. I’d lay even odds that’s how Cohen got out there himself
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