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Chapter 1


Emily gazed upon the endless glittering fields and distant wood, beauty spreading as far as the eye could see. Golden light bathed everything, and the sound of the sea whispered from behind the breathtaking spire of glass and steel of her palace.

Everything she surveyed belonged to her. It had been created for her.

She cursed her gilded cage.

And yet there was no option to leave, no way to die. She would stay there for as long as the computer running her personality and the wonderful, infinite world around her remained plugged into the starship’s power supply. Even if they unplugged it, she wouldn’t die, but would remain in hibernation until the system powered up again, not even aware of the passage of time. 

It would have been bearable had Rome been there to speak to, but he wasn’t. He’d been absent for two days — she supposed her own subjective time was still running at the same speed as the world outside — and she was starting to worry.

Of course, he had duties apart from being around her. He was a critical part of the crew and, more significantly, a major player in the events that happened back on Earth. He’d be answering questions about that for the rest of his life.

Just when the truly uncomfortable questions began depended upon how soon the crew of the Unity discovered that Emily was on board. 

“They should change the name of the ship,” she said out loud, mostly to hear the sound of a voice, even if it was just her own.

A ghostly presence manifested itself beside her and, for a moment, her pulse raced — and she wondered how they managed to program physical sensations like that into the simulation that was her mind — but the excitement passed almost immediately. It wasn’t Rome, it was just one of the Companions, the intelligences Rome had been working on to keep her company while he couldn’t.

“I don’t think it’s easy to change the name of a starship,” the entity replied.

“It was a rhetorical question,” she said, turning away.

“My database indicates that it’s far from rhetorical. Some of the logs I have access to show that the motion was discussed among the crew, but eventually was not voted on. Many are concerned that the name no longer reflects a desirable reality.”

“Wait, you have access to the ship’s logs?”

“Only the ones open to any member of the crew, and that can be accessed through the open system. You could read them, too.”

“Show me how.” This time, the rush of excitement was more tangible. Access to information from the outside could be the balm she was looking for. Rome should have told her about it… 

Or maybe she should have requested it, but when she was with Rome, there always seemed to be better things to talk about, and the problems she faced when he wasn’t there felt secondary. In fact, she could never have wasted a single one of her precious moments with him to talk of something as prosaic as a network connection.

But that wasn’t a problem with the Companions.

The figure, human shaped but made of simulated mist, milky white but translucent, described a square in the air before it, and a data screen appeared. “You just command a network connection and trace the shape of the interface you need. The command is part of the simulation, so you can order it up whenever necessary.” The Companion’s tones were mellifluous, sexless, soothing. Rome had probably programmed them that way on purpose, but sometimes Emily just wished he’d included a jarring note somewhere, anywhere. 

Hell, if she was purely simulated, she might as well go out and fight dragons or something. They could just reboot her if she got torn apart. 

It would certainly help to pass the time.

“Got it. How do I access the ship’s log?” she said.

“Just type the words ‘Unity Net’ into the search box.”

“I suppose I just call up a keyboard in the same way I called up the screen, right?” She did so as she spoke, and it worked. “All right. I’m in.”

“You can use the internal search for whatever you’d like to know.”

She typed two words: Rome Permek.

“Not much here, just some time logs and task assignations. I don’t understand any of what he’s supposed to be doing. It’s all technical stuff. How do I see good stuff about him?”

“Well, the log is mainly used to register events that affect the working of the ship and the crew. It wouldn’t show personal things.”

She banished the screen and keyboard in frustration. “Well, that’s not much use, is it?”

“I’m sorry, I thought it was interesting.”

“Just go,” Emily said.

The mist began to dissolve, but Emily changed her mind.

“Wait. Can I ask you something?

“Of course. What would you like to know?

“You’re a program, right?”

“I’m an artificial entity embedded in the simulation.”

“But you…” she thought about how to frame her question. “You’re intelligent. Alive, right? Like me. A simulated intelligence, a program that runs on the computer.”

The Companion hesitated noticeably as it thought. That was new to Emily — normally, the Companions responded instantly. This question was likely not something it was programmed for.

“Not really. I checked the parameters of your program for comparison purposes, and calculate that your intellectual capacity is approximately seven thousand times greater than my own. From this, I must reply that I am neither intelligent nor alive in any way which might be comparable to the results of the program labeled Emily Plair.”

“Oh…” It was her turn to pause. What did you say to an entity that told you something like that in such a matter-of-fact way?

Whatever you want. It can’t feel the sting anyway, some part of her said. But Emily refrained from abusing that knowledge.

“But what do you feel? How do you spend your time when you’re not here with me?”

“My program only runs when I interact with you. There is no existence beyond that.”

“Oh.” Now, she knew she would feel guilty every time she summoned a Companion, even accidentally as she just had. After all, they would fade into nothingness — a nothingness she now understood to be extremely real — whenever she stopped needing them. “And do you remember these conversations?”

“They are stored in the computer memory, yes. If any of us need to refer to one of them, they are at our fingertips, as it were.”

“There’s more than one of you?”

“Of course. I’m sure you’ve realized that our size varies. Within that variation, the program that runs us assigns different personality and speech patterns.”

“But why?”

“So that we don’t become monotonous to you. Each time you summon us, a different Companion appears. It’s assigned randomly so that you can never predict which one it’s going to be. There are seven distinct Companions, and my last appearance was four days ago.”

Seven… she hadn’t even realized it. She just thought that the Companions sometimes came in bigger or smaller sizes, but were otherwise the same. Leave it to Rome to program something so thoughtful, so well-thought-out and, at the same time so completely opaque to the person it was supposed to be for.

“All right, thank you. You can go.”

She watched for regret in the milky features, but the figure just faded into electronic nothingness.

“Where the hell are you, Rome?”



***



Rome stared at the wall. What else could he do? The door to his tiny cabin was locked, anything even remotely electronic had been removed and he wasn’t allowed to receive visitors. 

The wall was grey, plastic and boring, but his mind raced, fueled by the anxiety of not being able to speak to Emily. It had been three days; she must be frantic.

A knock sounded. “Come in,” he replied. “Or leave. Either way, I can’t help you out. I’m locked inside.”

The door slid open to reveal Ashur Nartiya.

“Hello, Captain,” Rome said. “Come to tell me you’ve given the order to have me tossed out of the airlock?”

The woman who entered was slim, with straight dark hair that didn’t quite reach her shoulders. Deep lines under her eyes reminded Rome that she had much bigger worries than a single wayward crewman.

She sighed. “You know, just between us, I really wish I could,” she said, allowing the door to close behind her and collapsing on the only chair in the tiny cabin. “But the only crime I can accuse you of is misuse of shipboard property, and even that will be hard to make stick. After all, you just activated a redundant computer to run a program that won’t damage anything. Most judges wouldn’t even levy a fine. Hell, I wouldn’t.”

“So why am I locked in?” he said.

“Don’t play stupid with me, Rome. Half the crew wants to kill you for bringing that… thing on board.”

“Emily isn’t a thing. She’s as human as you or me. Maybe more.”

“She’s a program pretending to be human, just like everyone else on that damned planet.” She kicked at a leg on the chair, a gesture that, coming from the calm, measured Nartiya, was the equivalent of anyone else tearing out their hair in clumps. “We got an answer from Tau Ceti to the message we sent them when we got into the system. They received our mission report. Want to know what they replied?”

“I suppose.”

“They said. ‘We’ll discuss when you land.’ No congratulations on crossing the light years, no comment on the scientific and historic value of our mission. Just a terse command to maintain radio silence until we hit the ground. The crew can’t even contact their families.”

Rome shrugged. “So they aren’t happy with how the mission turned out. It’s only natural.”

“But now, I have to tell them that you made it worse by kidnapping one of the inhabitants. If the entire ship didn’t know what you’d done, I would erase that copy, wipe the computer memory completely and put it back in mothballs where it belongs. But I can’t do that.”

Rome’s pulse quickened at the mere thought of Emily being erased like some bit of useless code. She was the most wonderful person he’d ever met, and nothing would ever make him believe that she was somehow worth less because her thoughts ran on electronic circuits instead of neural ones. He’d seen the way her mind worked, and it was at least as complex as the human brains it simulated. As far as he’d understood the anatomical literature he’d studied to try to understand her, it even worked along the same principles, simulating neural pathways and human thought. “No. That would be murder.”

“Unfortunately, I’m pretty sure others will share your viewpoint, or at least pretend to. So I’m going to honor naval tradition and kick the decision upstairs. There are people who get paid to deal with stuff like this… I’ll put it in their laps, take my lumps and retire somewhere quiet.”

“You’re nowhere near retirement. You’re the best captain in the service.”

“After this, I’ll be lucky if they let me command a waste disposal ferry. I’ll never fly an important mission again, that’s for sure. Not a government one, anyway… and I can’t bear the thought of switching to the merchant side. It isn’t me.”

“Wait. Why are you telling me all this?”

She glared at him. “I just wanted to be sure that you know what you’d done. Part of it is trying to make sure you finally realize that your actions affect others, but I’ll admit that another part of it was to make sure you feel guilty and suffer a bit. I don’t have any other legal way to punish you.” She stood and turned back to the door. “So make sure you think about it and feel terrible.”

“Does that mean I can leave my room?”

She turned back and laugh. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re in there until we get planetside and I can turn you over to the civil authorities. They won’t be able to punish you either, but I doubt they’ll be able to let you go too easily.”

“Why not?”

“Because if the climate of this ship is anything to go by, you will be lynched as soon as you set foot on the street.” She shrugged. “I never thought people would be that hung up on it, but they really, really don’t like artificial intelligence. Who knew?”

She disappeared into the corridor and the door closed behind her with a soft hiss.

Rome turned back to the wall.



***



The horizon flickered and an avatar appeared, one of the awful polygon figures that were the best Rome could program since the computer’s memory was almost completely taken up by running her own personality and the simulation. Emily watched it stumble a bit before it caught itself and looked around.

Whoever was controlling the thing certainly didn’t hold themselves like Rome did. She suddenly felt anxious. Something had happened.

“Who are you?” Emily asked.

The avatar looked around, comically, grotesquely, its face going slack. Rome never lost control that way. “Emily?”

The voice was Rome’s, though. It was the voice programmed into the avatar, and she was pretty sure it wouldn’t have sounded any different no matter who was running the simulated human.

“Yes, over here.” She waved, but then stopped. If someone couldn’t tell a human from the background, all the waving in the world wasn’t going to help. “And I repeat, who are you?”

“My name is Stell. I’m friends with Rome.”

“I know who you are, Stell. It’s my body that’s dead, not my mind. My mind is fine.”

“As far as you know,” the avatar said, turning clumsily to face her. “You’d never realize it if you lost something in the transfer, would you?”

“I think I would. Now shut up and tell me what happened to Rome.”

“Oh. Yeah. You’re right, I don’t have much time. Rome’s in solitary. They caught on to his little smuggling act.”

“You mean they know I’m here?”

“Yeah. It was mainly bad luck. We were running an inventory of equipment, doing routine tests before entering the inner system and decelerating and someone noticed that a cable that should have been unplugged was warm. After that, it was just a question of following data streams… If I’d known what was happening…” The avatar shook its head. “No. I couldn’t have stopped it. The entire cadre of shipboard binarists was on the case. They would have caught him anyway.”

“And…” she was almost afraid to ask. Her normal life in virtual Denver had become a nightmare that culminated with the revelation that, if she’d ever had a flesh-and-blood body plugged into the mainframe, it had rotted away long ago. The entirety of Earth’s virtual society, she learned, had been built on one lie after another. But then, as Earth went mad all around her, Rome had whisked her — or a copy of her, no one seemed to be able to really say which — into this oasis of peace and light. Lonely, but serene… at least after she’d convinced Rome to replace the simulated city of Denver for the meadows and sea. “…and what do they plan on doing to me?”

“They’ve decided to let the planetary government decide.”

“How long until we arrive?”

“About three weeks.”

“Thank you for telling me this.”

“You’re welcome. I need to go.”

She nodded, and the avatar disappeared.



***



Stell quickly unhooked the electrodes and hid Rome’s portable terminal. He doubted anyone would suspect that it wasn’t his — they were all identical, after all, assigned from the ship’s stores — but better safe than sorry. Then he double checked his tracers. No one as watching the activity on this particular channel, which was to be expected: the binarists all had more important stuff to do than monitor a terminal that could only be accessed through a Panorama Screen which was supposedly in the captain’s possession.

Unfortunately, Nartiya didn’t know the significance of the electronics she’d confiscated from Rome, and had simply left them lying around, allowing Stell to liberate the one with access to Emily’s simulation and replace it with an identical — but useless — unit.

He hoped the… well, perhaps he should think of the program as a woman… would be all right, but she wasn’t his main concern. He acted exclusively for Rome. His friend would be frantic with worry. Of course, Rome was a hopeless romantic, but even so, he genuinely cared for Emily, whatever she might be.

He grimaced. That was what you get for letting your hormones run your life.

Although, in this case, it was hard to tell how biological the impulse actually was.

He shuddered. Better not to think of that too closely and just be thankful that he kept his body pure.

Stell stood and checked the time. About halfway through the night shift. The ship would be deserted. Only essential personnel would be in the bridge and no one would be up and about. Except for crewmembers out to have a romp in someone else’s room — he shuddered at the thought.

But though his sex-crazed shipmates might seem completely obsessed to his emotions, his reason told him that the likelihood of running into one at this hour were negligible. And if he happened to do so, he would simply abort his mission and later claim he’d been out for a walk… maybe giving the other a raised eyebrow to keep their mouth shut. The fact most of the relationships between crewmembers were kept secret to avoid admin hassles would serve him well.

The corridors, as expected, were empty, and besides, Rome’s room was just around the corner from his own. He overrode the security — every binarist on the ship was capable of unlocking the light-security doors of the cabins — and walked inside. He let the door close — it would remain unlocked until he locked it again.

Rome was asleep, so Stell knelt beside the bed and touched his shoulder lightly.

“Who’s there?” Rome asked. He seemed more dulled by sleep and the boredom of solitary without net access than alarmed that someone was invading his quarters in the middle of the night.

“It’s me, Stell.”

“Oh. Hi. Did they send you to keep me company? What time is it, anyway?”

“Oh-dark-hundred,” Stell replied, using the usual term for the night shift.

“Strange time to send you down here.”

“They didn’t send me. I brute-forced your door.”

“Ah. I see you’re trying to get yourself drummed out of the service. Good idea. I wish it had occurred to me before I got into all this trouble.”

Stell found the dimmer switch and gave them a tiny bit of light.

“Don’t be an ass. I’m here to tell you not to worry about Emily. I told her what happened, and that she wasn’t going to be disconnected for now. Also, I told her you’d met a beautiful woman with enormous — ”

“You’re an idiot, Stell. And you’ll never understand how it works between a man and a woman.”

“Thank every power for that. Seriously, though, you don’t need to worry. She will be fine.”

“I don’t know how to thank you,” Rome said.

“How about, next time you’re going to smuggle a contraband intelligence aboard a naval vessel, you tell me about it beforehand. You’re lucky I know how you think so I could guess how you were communicating with her… if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to help you.”

“You would have told me not to do it.”

“Of course I would have told you not to do it. But I wouldn’t have expected you to pay any more attention to me than when I tell you that having physical sex is unclean. And after getting over my disappointment at having my excellent advice ignored, I would have helped you out.”

Rome chuckled ruefully. “Yeah, I know.”

“Now I need to get out of here. If anyone catches me, you’ll be in deep trouble.”

“Me?” Rome said. “I didn’t call you.”

“Makes no difference. It’s not official discipline you should be worried about. Half the crew thinks you’re a monster, and they’d be delighted to know how easily the locks can be opened. That door is the only thing keeping you safe from some of the maintenance guys who want to redesign your head with a steel pipe.”

“That bad?”

“They’re not actually mad at you. They’re frustrated because we’re not going to be received like heroes back home. They went through months of selection, a year of training and eighteen months of mission… and they’ll have little to show for it. There’s no glory, no recognition in finding out that the home world is just an empty planet and the civilization we modeled ourselves after is dead. Not just dead but an actual dead end.” Stell looked around the room, grabbed an image cube, hoisted it a couple of times and put it down. “They’re very unhappy, and you’re the nearest thing they have to someone they can blame for it.”

“That isn’t particularly rational.”

“No. But they aren’t wrong, either. After all, what you did made everything worse.”

“You’ll never convince me of that.”

“It doesn’t matter what you think. The only opinion that holds any weight is whatever the tribunal they put together to try to sort through this decides.”

“I did the right thing,” Rome insisted.

Sked shrugged. “Well, one thing is for sure. My opinion doesn’t matter, so I’ll go to sleep. Nartiya won’t let me off duty just because I stayed up all night helping you.”

“No. She won’t.”

Stell held out a hand. “I’ll see you when we get back on the planet.”

Rome shook it and held Stell’s gaze. “Thank you, my friend. I won’t forget this.”

“Of course not. I won’t let you.”

He walked out the door, resetting the security behind him.








Chapter 2




The column of flame broke through the night, covering the spaceport in the light of a false dawn hours before the real one would break over the sea beyond. Clouds burned orange, and the lush green vegetation, a staple of the tropics of the second planet of the Tau system appeared black and menacing.

Kyne Saran clenched his teeth as he spotted the tiny wedge at the top of the column: the Unity was burning the last of its fuel to come in for a vertical landing, a pattern calculated to keep it from becoming a menace to other airborne traffic. Such a display of civic responsibility was welcome.

Too bad they weren’t as circumspect when it came to the cargo they brought with them. Their irresponsible action could tear the entire fabric of society apart. The system had been at peace for more than five hundred years… but that didn’t mean it could withstand an attack against its very foundations. 

But Kyne would do his utmost to prevent such an attack.

He turned to Mira Heine, his sub-director in charge of Legal Action. “Don’t forget to log the time they land,” he said.

“Of course not.”

She wouldn’t miss that. Not Mira. She was perfect for details, process, and procedure. Often, in cases where the defendants’ only crime was to get too close to the line, Mira’s precision succeeded in getting the cease order that the Bureau needed.

She would need every ounce of that perfection for the fight ahead of them. “I count seventeen protesters,” Mira said.

“Yes. Nartiya and the Representatives timed the landing intelligently. And the choice of the Kinstar facility was inspired as well.” The naval base was one of the few spaceports well off the transport web. In order to get here, you needed some form of individual transport, or you had to hire a vehicle.

Almost no one had a personal motorized vehicle — they were unnecessary in the capital — and the fifteen kilometers to the nearest web nexus made pedaling a challenge, especially in the middle of the night.

“Well, at least some of them made it. We’ll be sure to note that in our opening statements at the hearing. The people feel so strongly that they overcame enormous obstacles to exercise their right to protest.”

“Yes,” Mira replied. “I’ll make a note of it.”

He smiled into the night. Mira’s fingers weren’t moving, which told him she’d already made a note of it. She was one step ahead of her boss. Good.

He walked towards the perimeter established a kilometer outside the landing area. This wasn’t so much a security measure as a safety net to keep any bystanders from unwittingly walking into a landing site. The perimeter consisted of a band of red light, a little taller than an average person, perfectly harmless but quite intimidating.

Once the ship was safely nested on the concrete, he accelerated his cycle — his was motorized, of course — and crossed the line, driving towards the Unity. Mira, he knew, would be right on his rear wheel.

The cycle whirred softly to itself as the starship grew nearer. He stopped fifty yards away, unsure of whether heat from the landing or the reentry could make things dangerous if he came any closer.

It made no difference. They could wait right where they were. The crew of the ship had no way to get out except through him.

Ten minutes later, the protesters joined them. No one moved, waiting for a sign that it was safe to proceed, or something to happen.

A whisper overhead announced a flitter. Kyne scanned the skies — now dark once more — to see if he could spot it. There. A blinking red light circled the field twice before the aircraft came in to land.

It landed on the far side of the Unity.

“Follow me!” Kyne shouted loud enough for the protesters to hear, but not loud enough to make it look — on the videos and tri-d recordings which would inevitably surface — as if he was talking to anyone but Mira.

They circled around the nose of the starship to see a flyer painted in the official red and green of the Representatives of the People sitting in a small pool of light. As they watched a door cracked open, but their attention was immediately drawn to the two ground vehicles that slid silently up to the Unity. Crew buses.

A hatch along the side of the starship cracked open and a ladder unfolded.

Now, everything happened at once. The crew of the Unity began to descend, packs on their shoulders, and to climb wearily into the buses. At the same time, the Representatives descended from the flyer. A couple of the protesters hissed at them, but Kyne barely gave them a glance. He might not agree with Sintia Ericsson and Abel Garn on everything they did, but they were competent administrators who did their best to represent the the people of Tau Ceti II despite the fact that there were as many opinions of what was right as people on the planet. He had no quarrel with them… except in a purely legal sense. He had also been selected to represent the interests of the people, a different set of interests, perhaps, but one that was just as important.

He strode towards the Representatives, never taking his eyes off the door of the Unity. So far, none of the people he needed to see had emerged.

The protesters stayed where they were. They knew their right to protest ended when another citizen felt threatened. And if that citizen was one of the Representatives, consequences could be severe… mainly because the Representatives were always surrounded by a swarm of video drones whose footage was accepted as hard evidence by every court on the planet.

There. Ashur Nartiya had appeared at the head of the stairs, the last person to emerge from the ship. Just ahead of her was the man whose picture had figured so prominently in all the reports, the infamous Rome Permek. Instead of entering the bus, Nartiya strode across the pavement to the Representatives.

The man, after a second’s hesitation, shouldered his bag and followed.

Kyne smiled and increased his pace, Mira at his side. They would reach the Representatives before Nartiya.



***



Ashur Nartiya breathed deeply and nearly broke down. The scent of her homeworld was not something she’d consciously missed on the trip to Earth, but now that she smelled it again, it was utterly unmistakable… and she wondered how she could ever have survived for eighteen months without it. 

Planetfall was always the moment in which the scent was strongest, before her body got accustomed to it and didn’t even notice it anymore. The desire to simply breathe it in and enjoy the sensation was strong.

But it was a pleasure — yet another — she’d need to forego in the name of duty. The official delegation, so different from the cheering crowds she’d dreamed of when they set off — had arrived, and it was her job to speak to them, no matter how unpleasant the interview promised to be.

She did her best to smile. She knew Sintia Ericsson quite well, as she’d been the junior Representative when the Unity mission departed. Now, she was joined by a man she had seen only in images, the new Representative, halfway through his two-year term in office. Two other officials flanked them, another man and another woman.

They shook hands and, as the senior civil servant present, it fell to Ericsson to speak. “I’d like to welcome you back to Tau Ceti, Captain Nartiya. Though you found much that isn’t what the people wanted to hear, we are grateful for what you have done. You and your crew have risked your lives far from civilized space in an attempt to expand our knowledge of the situation in the galaxy. That is very valuable, and we formally acknowledge the service.”

“Thank you,” Nartiya replied.

“The circumstances of your return are, of course, regrettable. You return to a planet in mourning for the death of the civilization that gave us life. The death of everyone on Earth has struck deeply into our lives. You’ve come to a planet in shock.”

“I can imagine. I drove a shocked crew all the way back.”

“But you’ve had the entire trip, three months, to deal with the knowledge. We only got your news when you entered the system. The planet — actually every single inhabited corner of the system — is still processing. And we’ve sent embassies to the other colonies, but those only left last week. The rest of human space won’t know for another month. So I apologize for landing you without fanfare, but I was worried what would have happened if you’d landed in Copernicus.”

Nartiya chuckled. She’d had three months to get used to the idea that no one was going to be happy to see them. “Don’t worry. We weren’t expecting a hero’s welcome.” She nodded to the protesters, still maintaining a prudent distance from the Representatives. “And if that lot could get together all the way out here in the middle of the night, I can only imagine the disaster a landing at the capital would have been.”

“That was our sense as well. I’m glad you understand.” Ericsson paused. “And then, there’s the other matter…”

“One which falls under my jurisdiction,” the man who wasn’t a Representative said.

“And who are you?” Nartiya asked. She immediately disliked him for no reason she could put a finger on. To an experienced naval officer, an objectionable tone or a supercilious expression wouldn’t normally have registered, much less caused a visceral reaction. Luckily, she only needed to be polite to the Representatives and the officers of the Tau Navy. This apparent bureaucrat was neither.

“My name is Kyne Saran. I’m the Director of the Bureau of Simulations and Artificial Environments,” the man said smugly.

That made sense, and Nartiya felt sick to the stomach. But she hid her dismay and kept up her poker face. “We have a department for that? Doesn’t seem like the most efficient use of public resources. But I guess smarter people than me have made the decision to fund you, so I’m pleased to meet you.” She flashed a smile that no one could ever have taken for genuine and shook his hand.

“I am here to delete the artificial intelligence and the simulated environment contained within the Unity. Please accompany me inside and we’ll take care of the operation.”

Nartiya let her smile widen. “That’s out of the question, of course.”

“It’s the prerogative of my department to — ”

She cut him off. “No one touches anything on that ship unless I get a direct order from my superiors at the Naval office — who aren’t here at the moment — or from the Representatives themselves.” Nartiya turned to Ericsson. “Am I to understand that you would authorize the destruction of an intelligent individual?”

“It’s not an intelligent individual,” Kyne said.

“I’m talking to the Representative,” Nartiya replied coldly, knowing she was making an enemy and not caring. She suspected that her days of political jockeying were long past; any possibility of career advancement ended the minute they discovered the dusty and broken chambers where Earth’s people had once lived their physical lives while their minds inhabited the intricate simulation that was Earth. 

As soon as she realized what those empty, dusty chambers meant — namely that there was no one alive on Earth except the crew of the Unity — she’d kissed her career goodbye. So there was no reason to treat Kyne like anything other than what he seemed to be: an unpleasant small-minded bureaucrat.

Ericsson’s expression made it clear she would have liked to have the man erase all the data and just get rid of the problem. Unfortunately for her, Nartiya knew she couldn’t. She and Abel Garn had to act for the interest of every person on the planet — and in this particular case, for every person in the system — which meant that they couldn’t just eliminate a being that their binarists suspected was sentient, even if that conclusion was open to challenge. 

Just to be on the safe side, Nartiya spoke for the camera swarm: “Of course, if Representative Ericsson authorizes the murder, I’ll accompany you inside immediately and execute the captive.”

She looked expectantly at Ericsson, who, to her credit, maintained a civil façade and a perfectly level tone. “There’s no need to be hasty. We will complete the evaluation of the simulated individual as planned. It’s not like this Emily Plair can escape from her confinement, after all. We can’t take any informed action until we determine whether she actually is sentient or not.” 

Nartiya tensed, expecting Rome Permek to speak out about his captive intelligence, but the man kept his mouth shut, the first reasonable thing he’d done since boarding the ship. It fell to Kyne Saran to break the silence.

“My bureau’s charter is very clear: we are the defining authority when it comes to attempts to establish an artificial environment in the Tau Ceti system,” he said.

“Yes. But this particular environment isn’t accessible to the population at large. It only exists to keep the intelligence within alive, and it is not for the use of the public,” Ericsson replied. From her tone, it appeared she didn’t particularly like Saran either. “This is a case of the representative, however unwilling, of another race visiting the planet. So we will treat Miss Plair as an ambassador, not a program… until we have irrefutable evidence to the contrary.”

“I’m afraid we’ll have to take this to the council,” Saran replied.

“I expected no less of you,” Ericsson shot back. “You have your job, and we have ours. We will defend our position vigorously.”

A whine reached Nartiya’s ears, and she held up a finger. “Do you hear that?” she said.

“Yes. What is it? Sounds like an aircraft of some kind,” Abel Garn said, speaking for the first time in a deep, pleasant baritone that contrasted mellifluously with Saran’s higher-pitched voice.

“No,” Nartiya replied. “It’s a missile. Subsonic, but rocket-powered.” She knew that anything supersonic flying through the atmosphere would be shot out of the sky unless it had the right authorization codes, a security feature left over from the last war which only naval officers ever learned about. So missiles tended to be slow-moving atmospheric ones with a very specific sound.

Upon hearing this, several men from the Representatives’ security detail rushed forward but Nartiya just smiled. “No need to be alarmed.”

“What? Why not? Someone’s shooting at us!”

The Unity suddenly came to life. Every light on the dormant starship turned itself on, including two powerful searchlights that emerged from the ship’s skin. A pulse battery appeared from a hatch on the hull and fired repeated blasts into the night sky, the whump-whump of the energy discharges shaking the landing field.

A split second of silence passed, and then a bright new star illuminated the sky. The sound of the explosion reached them a few moments later.

“Because,” Nartiya replied calmly, “the Unity was equipped to enter a potentially hostile zone and it was built to defend itself against much more devastating things than slow missiles.” She turned to face Saran. “The same thing, more or less, would happen to anyone who tries to enter without the right authorization.”

A man with a comm headset strode forward. “That doesn’t matter. The Representatives need to be evacuated.”

Ericsson looked pale. The Tau system had been at peace for centuries. A sudden military strike, out of nowhere, was not anything she would have prepared for. “Yes,” she whispered.

Nartiya grabbed Rome’s arm and dragged him towards the Representatives’ flitter. “Representative Ericssson, I believe this strike means that Mr. Permek here is a target. I’d like to release him into the council’s care for his own protection. He won’t be safe if he stays with the rest of the crew.” There was no need to introduce Rome to them. Everyone in the government knew the name of the man who’d brought the Earth program into their midst.

Ericsson nodded. “All right. What about you?”

“My place is with my crew. I doubt I’ll have many more opportunities to see them together again. I assume the banquets in our honor were all canceled.”

Nartiya saluted the Representatives, pointedly ignored the bureaucrat, and walked towards the idling bus. 

She took a deep breath, but the wonderful smell of Tau Ceti II, her homeworld, had faded into the background. She could no longer discern any particular scent in the air.

Still, it was quite a relief to have gotten Rome Permek out of her hair. Now, all she needed to do was to sign over the Unity and its contents — especially the contents — over to someone else, and she could rest.

It was amazing how tired you could get after doing nothing much for three months in space.



***



Touk Nacarado kept half an eye on the news. The smartwall showed a starship and a delegation — probably some ambassador. He was about to hit the command to change to a different feed when the caption caught his eye.

A single word — ‘missile’ — stopped him in his tracks. It was a word you didn’t see very often in the Tau Ceti system. Historical dramas had them, and you could see them in dramatized programming about the border colonies, but you didn’t expect them on the news.

“What’s up?” Gina asked him. He glanced at her. As always, she’d gone into the bathroom looking like she hadn’t slept in a week and with hair that resembled a matted jungle and emerged the fantastic auburn-curled goddess he normally couldn’t keep his eyes off.

But today wasn’t a normal day. He held up a hand and turned back to the wall, waving his hand in the gesture that would increase the volume.

“Looks like there was a missile attack on that ship that came back from Earth.”

She made a face. “They deserved it. What did they have to go and stir all that up for, anyway?”

He didn’t want another argument. “It wasn’t their fault. And anyway, no one was hurt. But a missile? I think this is the first time we’ve had a missile strike in the system in… I don’t know, certainly not since I was born.”

She shrugged. It wasn’t the kind of thing that interested her, but he barely noticed.

He went on. “I don’t think there are too many places where you can even get a missile. Maybe a museum or… damn.”

“What?”

“I just thought of something. I have to go.”

“Well, unthink it. We’re going down to the nano facility to order new furniture for this place.”

“You know I can’t do that. I’ve got to get to the Institute.”

Gina pouted. “Let someone else teach your class.”

“No. These are my students and they need me to guide them through the course. I’m the reason they signed up.”

“I can’t understand you. Why do you waste half your life teaching classes when you could be enjoying life? Who even goes to classes, anyway?”

“People who want to be engineers.”

“But why would anyone want that? They don’t need to work either. Sometimes I think you all do it because you want to make the rest of us feel bad.”

Touk sighed. “No, Gina, we don’t. Everyone is free to spend their time as they see fit. Some just want to do something more constructive.” He knew it was a mistake as soon as the words left his mouth. “No, wait, what I meant is…”

The door slammed behind her with a crash. He sighed. She would be in a mood for a week now.

But it was true. He did owe it to his students to be present for the coursework. Also, he wanted to get down to the Institute. Because the people on the news looking for the source of the missile were barking up the wrong tree.

Even if you had a missile, you couldn’t aim it or launch it without knowledge. And he knew of a building full of people who could do just that. The only such building on this continent.

They could build new missiles, too.

He finished his stim and followed Gina out the door.









Chapter 3




The flitter landed on the rooftop platform and Rome followed the representatives into the council building, a blue-tinted round glass-and-metal tower that spiraled over Humanity Park in the center of Copernicus. From the flitter platform, he could see the green arms of the park piercing every neighborhood of the sprawling, low-rise capital city. 

Three levels of security later, one of the officials with them pointed to a sofa against a wall and said: “Wait there.”

Rome sat with a sigh. He would much have preferred to remain standing after remaining locked in his room for weeks, but he didn’t want to make any waves. He was already in enough trouble.

Carelessly, he dropped his bag on the floor beside the sofa. Nartiya hadn’t seen fit to return his electronics just yet, so the bag contained nothing but the clothes he’d dragged twelve light years and back. Nothing that would break.

He was a few stories up, and the glass walls offered a view of sunrise over the park… probably the greatest view you could get from within the city. He watched for a few minutes before something caught his eye. 

People. A crowd was walking the park lanes in the general direction of the council building. More people than he’d normally expect to encounter that early. It wasn’t until he saw that one was carrying a banner of some sort that he realized they must be protesters.

He settled back to watch them, wondering what the protest was about. He was vaguely aware that the park was the scene of multitudinous protests on occasion as people who felt that the Representatives had acted in a way that wasn’t quite correct sang and chanted while holding banners to draw attention to the situation. He’d always thought that it was a huge waste of time, as the Representatives normally investigated and polled exhaustively before setting any policy, but not everyone had the same passion as he did for programming and electronics problems. Many people filled the endless free time attempting to ensure justice. He shrugged. It was as good as any other thing they could be doing.

He’d never understand how they could live with so little purpose… but they weren’t doing any harm.

The closest of the people stopped and sat about a hundred meters from the building. Apparently, that was the agreed-upon line which they were expected not to cross. Rome saw no physical barrier to them advancing further… but no one seemed inclined to do so. He shrugged it off. People who habitually did this kind of thing likely knew exactly where they could and couldn’t go. 

Unfortunately, the banners were mostly still furled, and he couldn’t make out the words. Besides, he knew it would probably make little sense to him — even when he resided in Copernicus full-time, the city’s politics made little sense. After eighteen months in space? He wouldn’t even know what the
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