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Chapter One

05 April, 2429


Scioto Falls Park

Columbus Crater

1050 hours, EST



The falls thundered into impenetrable mist.

The crater was three kilometers across, half a kilometer deep, and perfectly circular. Two rivers, the Scioto and the Olentangy, once had met in the center of the city of Columbus. Now they flowed into Columbus Crater, cascading over the edge and down into the depths to crash into the surface of the lake a couple of hundred meters down. It wasn’t the highest waterfall in the world, not by a long shot. That distinction still belonged to Angel Falls, in Venezuela, which was a full kilometer in height. But the dizzying plunge down the perfectly smooth face of the pit transfixed those watching from the safety rails and viewing galleries of the park perched on the crater’s rim.

Admiral Trevor Gray leaned against the railing and stared into the mists at the bottom, a heavy fog obscuring the lake. Four and a half years ago, in November of 2424, a rogue element within the Pan-Euro military had fired a string of nanodisassembler warheads into central Columbus in an attempt to kill the leadership of a rebellious United States of North America.

The city had been the USNA capital at the time, but then-President Koenig and most of his staff had escaped through an underground mag-lev tube and established an emergency provisional capital in Toronto. Still later, as nanoconstruction teams had resurrected the long-flooded city of Washington, the capital had been moved back to its historic center, as it rose again from the swamp that had held it for over a century.

The war had ended, eventually, with the USNA now independent of Geneva and the Terran Confederation. It had been a costly victory, however. Tens of millions had been vaporized in Columbus; the exact number, likely, would never be known.

Around Gray, the New City was still rising from the ruins, as nanoconstructors rearranged the atoms of dirt and rock and broken rubble (and, likely, bodies) to create gleaming new structures rising above the lake and encircling parkland. The place was beautiful now, as the late-morning sun filtered through rising clouds of mist, creating a bright rainbow deep within the crater. One would never guess that the temperature of the lake itself was still close to boiling even now, several years later, and that much of that picturesque rising mist was steam. When the Pan-Euro warheads had struck, every molecule of pavement or building or bedrock or person had been split into its component atoms, yielding heat … a very great deal of heat, and the crater would be cooling for a long time to come.

Gray wondered why Alexander Koenig had asked him to come here this morning. He’d been in Washington, D.C., preparing a talk he would give in front of the House Appropriations Committee, when the in-head message had come through. And when the former President of the USNA asks a favor of you, you do it. He’d had to catch a suborbital shuttle to be in central Columbus on time.

A perfect hurry-up-and-wait scenario. He didn’t see Koenig, and Koenig hadn’t responded to his message that he’d arrived, so he studied the rising architecture of the New City, as it was popularly known, killing time until Koenig made the next move. On the far side of the crater, a brand-new skyscraper already reared its angled surfaces into the clouds, as robotic construction molds moved over the surface, applying nano and raw materials.

For Gray, however, it was the people who were the most interesting. There were crowds of them, with a diversity that strained the limits of any definition of what it meant to be human. A majority were … human, fully human, that is, but many showed a range of gene mods, cybernetic enhancements, and organic prostheses. He watched a young woman walking along the promenade, fully nude but covered, head to toe, in animated tattoos that made her skin wink and flash and pop with abstract designs. The young man with her sported an extra pair of arms hanging from his sides. Likely, they’d been grown from some of his own tissue and grafted in place at a fast-doc outlet somewhere. They appeared fully functional, though, as he caressed his companion’s back and hip with two right hands, so they’d rewired his central nervous system as well.

The naked minotaur was just … disturbing, a celebration of testosterone. Gray hoped that the expression of those bull-human genes was temporary, a costume rather than something permanent.

Why the hell had Koenig brought him here? He was in uniform and felt as visibly out of place as a tarantula on a dinner plate.

“Drune!” a young voice said behind him. “An admiral! Whatcha doin’ here, Ad?”

“I wish I knew,” he said, turning. “I …”

He stopped when he saw her. She was pretty enough … except that she’d had a chunk carved out of her face right at the bridge of her nose, and a living third eye implanted in the hole. It winked at him.

“I … ah …”

Gray was completely at a loss for words. He knew lots of people went in for body mods nowadays, and his take on it was hey, it’s their body, they can do what they like. But in the USNA Navy, he was more or less protected from this sort of thing. Heavy body mods, especially organic prostheses, were discouraged in military service, and you rarely saw anything this extreme.

His mind could only circle around one key question: Why?

At first he thought she was in uniform, but then he realized the rank tabs and decoration bars and holographic mission patches were all wrong. She was wearing both a sergeant’s chevrons and a captain’s bars. That made her a poser, someone who wore the garb but had never been there.

Gray didn’t like posers—they were riding the prestige of men and women who’d actually served—and normally he would have turned away and ignored her, but he was fascinated by that third eye. “Can … can you see with that?” he asked.

“Nah. Couldn’t afford the neurals. But it’s warpin’ drune, innit?”

“That would be one word for it.”

She theatrically rolled that one eye, closing the other two to give her the momentary look of a cyclops.

“So whatcha doin’ here, Admiral?” Her hand extended toward his chest as though to touch him, but he stepped backward to avoid it. She had a distractingly erotic way of shifting her hips, and he wondered if she was available for hire.

Not that he was interested. Not a poser.

“Meeting someone.”

He noticed she had a crusty discharge around the eyeball itself, tinged with red. Was it supposed to be like that? He doubted it.

“Drune. Me … I’m into military and kink.” She said it as if it were a life-changing accomplishment. “My name is Jo, by the way. Jo de Sailles.” She pronounced it de-Sails, and he wondered if the mangled French was an affectation, was butchered upon immigration, or was simple ignorance. She held out her hand, but Gray ignored it. There were nano infections that could be passed on by touch, and Jo just might be setting him up for a mugging, or something more sinister.

Instead, he gave her the slightest of bows. “Charmed.”

“And I like military types. A lot. We could go back to my place …”

The thought of taking a three-eyed woman to bed, of lying there with her face inches from his own, made Gray feel just a bit queasy.

“I don’t think so, miss,” he said. “I … ah … think you may have an infection in your middle eye, and a little bleeding. You should have that seen to.”

“Shit,” she said, rubbing at the offending organ. “Cheap fast-doc, y’load?”

“I … load. A quick shot of medinano’ll fix you right up.”

He took the opportunity to break away from her and move farther down the promenade overlooking the boiling lake in the pit.

“Admiral Gray?”

He turned to face the robot. “My God!” he said, startled. “Mr. President!”

“Not anymore,” replied the voice of Alexander Koenig. “Call me Alex.”

The robot was roughly the size and shape of a man, all gleaming white plastic and black joint fittings so there could be no risk of mistaking it for a real human being … whatever that might be. Gray’s encounter with Jo had shaken him.

The front of the robot’s face was a flat imaging screen, upon which the familiar features of the former President of the United States of North America were displayed. Koenig grinned at him.

“Okay … Alex. You, ah … look well.”

“You like my new look? Strictly temporary, I assure you. But I have to be careful going out these days, and a teleop is a good way to do it.”

Nowadays, there were robots that seemed indistinguishable from humans—a fact strongly protested by some critics and certain religious circles—but the machine standing in front of Gray now was a relatively low-tech tourist model, teleoperated from somewhere else. People wanting to visit another city—Paris, say—could jack in at a tourist center in their city and find themselves linked in to the awareness net of a teleop working out of a tourism bureau in Paris.

Gray had never tried the experience, but he’d been told that everything was picked up by the teleop—sight and sound, of course, but also touch, smell, and taste. Whatever the remote teleop experienced, so did the human at the other end of the link. Similar devices were being used to explore inhospitable environs such as the surface of Venus or the dark and icy wastes of Mordor on Pluto’s major moon Charon, though in such cases the experiencers did have to be in orbit around that world. For teleoperators, the speed-of-light time lag was still a bitch.

Something Koenig had just said twigged at Gray. “You said you have to be careful going out? What’s the problem? Disgruntled Pan-Euros?”

Koenig’s image made a face. “Not them, so much. More like the Refusers. We’ve had some death threats lately.”

“That’s horrible.”

“Oh, they’re probably not serious, most of them. But my security people don’t like it when I sneak out.”

Refusers. The term had been borrowed from a multi-species civilization dwelling within a pocket galaxy devoured by the far larger Milky Way 800 million years in the past. Eons before, they’d gone through their own version of a singularity, what they called the Schjaa Hok, or “the Transcending.” And it turned out that they’d had their own Refusers. Those left behind after the Transcending had become a rogue civilization called the Sh’daar.

And now there were signs that Humankind was on the very verge of entering its own Schjaa Hok, the long-predicted, long-anticipated Technological Singularity. The clues had been there all along. The decades-long war with the Sh’daar, in fact, had been brought about by the aliens’ attempt to suppress certain human technologies to forestall a human Transcendence.

“So who’s out to get you?” Gray asked. “Walker?”

“This communications line is not secure, Trevor,” the former President said. “I want you to follow the robot. It will bring you to my place, okay?”

“Okay, sure.”

This was turning into some kind of shady cloak-and-dagger deal, Gray thought. He looked around to see if anyone was taking an interest in his conversation with a tourist ’bot, but no one was paying any attention … not even Jo de Sailles, who was now in conversation with the minotaur.

“I’ll send a flier for you,” Koenig told him, “and I’ll see you when you get here.”

What the hell was so important that the former President of the USNA wanted to go to all this trouble to see him for?


VFA-96, Black Demons

SupraQuito Yards

Earth Synchorbit

1102 hours, EST



Lieutenant Commander Donald Gregory guided his SG-420 Starblade fighter into the final approach to the USNA CVS America, a massive star carrier hanging in stationary orbit just off the sprawling tangle of the SupraQuito Synchorbital shipyards and docking facility. Below him, hundreds of major orbital stations formed an immense, brilliantly lit arc stretching across the sky.

Reaching down from the center of the complex, a single, brightly lit thread faded into invisibility as it plunged toward Earth’s equator. Anchored within a quiescent volcanic peak called Cayambe just over fifty kilometers northeast of the Ecuadorian capital at Quito, that thread—actually a ten-meter-thick cable woven from carbon-diamond monofilament—extended straight up from the equator for 37,786 kilometers, to the point where one orbit around the planet took precisely twenty-four hours. That guaranteed that SupraQuito remained directly above the same point on the ground, tethered by the space elevator cable, and providing Humankind with its first cheap and easy means of accessing space. Another monofilament-weave cable extended farther out into space, connecting to a small asteroid that, pulled outward by centripetal force, kept the entire structure taut.

Two other space elevators connected other orbital complexes to Earth—at Subukia in Kenya, and at Pulau Lingga to the south of Singapore. SupraQuito, however, was the largest of the three and the most important. It was home to the large USNA naval base that served as fleet headquarters, and it was the principle port facility connecting Earth and its population of over twenty billion with the rest of human space.

Gregory’s destination was the star carrier looming just up ahead.

“America Primary Flight Control,” he called. “VFA-96 on final. Request clearance to trap.”

“VFA-96, PriFly. You are cleared for final approach to Bay Two, seven-zero mps on approach.”

“Copy, America PriFly,” Gregory replied. “Bay Two, seventy meters per second.”

Decelerating hard, the Starblade fighters dropped into line-ahead formation, strung out in a straight line like pearls on a thread and closing on the America from dead astern. As skipper of VFA-96, the Black Demons, Gregory had taken the last position in line. His fighter’s AI adjusted the velocity and angle of approach, lining up with where the rotating entrance to Bay Two would be when he got there. Star carrier landing bays rotated about the long and slender axis of the vessel, creating the illusion of gravity, and landing—or “trapping”—on a moving target required superhuman calculation, judgment, and finesse. VFA-96 had recently completed its upgrade to the new AIon Mod 5 artificial intelligence, software inserted both into the Starblade’s control systems and inside the pilot’s cerebral implants, giving Gregory that superhuman status.

One by one, the other fifteen members of the Black Demon squadron trapped inside the rotating landing bay … and then it was Gregory’s turn. At seventy meters per second, his Starblade flashed through the bay’s broad, open access port, then slowed sharply as it enmeshed within the magnetic capture fields. Gregory felt a sudden surge of gravity as the magfields imparted spin—and spin gravity—once again.

“Demon One,” a voice said in his head. “Trap complete. Welcome aboard, sir.”

“It’s good to be home, PriFly,” Gregory said.

He was surprised to realize that he meant it.

Donald Gregory had very nearly called it quits a couple of years ago. Mentally, emotionally, he’d been in a very bad place. Friends and lovers had taken their fighters out into the void—and failed to return. Survivor’s guilt, they called it. Why had Meg Connor and Cyn DeHaviland died, killed in the flame and fury of space combat … while he kept coming back home intact?

It wasn’t fair.

Nearly paralyzed by depression, he’d finally agreed to see a psych, and they’d made some adjustments in his implants … as simple as that. He’d resisted the idea, of course, because he felt as though he was being somehow unfaithful to those he’d lost. Stupid. He remembered them now, as he had before.

But the pain was gone. He could think about Meg and Cyn and others without wincing; without internally crumpling into a ball.

Without crying.

He should have seen the psychs earlier. It would have saved him so much pain …

His fighter came to rest on an access membrane in the deck, then began sinking through it. Designed to admit fighters to the hangar deck directly below the flight deck, the membrane closed tightly around his fighter, moved upward, then closed overhead without opening the pressurized hangar deck to the hard vacuum of the flight deck.

The cockpit of his Starblade dissolved around him, its nanotechnic components rearranging themselves to let him out.

Slipping off his helmet, he started walking toward one of the hatchways forward and Briefing Compartment 7. Despite the name, the post-mission debriefing would take place there … not that there would be much to relate. They’d been on a boringly mundane training flight out to Pluto and back, a flight designed to give some of the younger pilots needed experience in formation flying.

“Hey, Don! Wait up!”

He turned. “Hey, Lieutenant! How’re things in the Furies?”

Lieutenant Julianne Adams was with the Hellfuries, VFA-198, one of six squadrons stationed on America. She was sharp, she was smart, and she was great in the rack. Gregory had held her at arm’s length for a while because of his fear that anyone who got too close to him would die. But eventually he’d had those psych adjustments … and Julia was persistent, delightfully so.

He almost called her out on the familiarity of using his first name; normally he insisted on proper military etiquette when they were on duty—he did outrank her now, after all—but he was hoping to score some quality time with her later, and he wasn’t about to risk triggering her notoriously quick temper.

“Boring as hell,” she told him, answering his question. “How was Pluto?”

“Cold. At least I assume so. We didn’t land.”

“I gather the institute’s still worried about contamination, huh?”

“Uh-huh. Flybys only.”

He thought about the squadron’s close passage over the weird, frozen little world, currently about forty astronomical units from a wan and shrunken sun, so distant that even at near-c the mission had taken eleven hours there and back.

One of the most staggering discoveries in exobiology to emerge from the twenty-first century was the discovery that so many frozen balls of ice in the outer reaches of solar systems, bodies like Jupiter’s Europa and Saturn’s Enceladus, in fact hid vast oceans of liquid water beneath their surfaces of rock-hard ice. Even distant Pluto had been found to possess such an ocean; as with Europa, it was estimated that Pluto contained three to five times more liquid water than all of Earth’s oceans, lakes, and rivers combined. On Earth, after all, water was spread out on the surface in what amounted to a thin film, like the moisture from a breath blown across a meter-wide mirror-polished steel ball.

But inside Pluto, the hidden ocean extended for some hundreds of kilometers into the depths of an ink-black abyss. What kept the ocean liquid was still unknown. It might be vast amounts of radioactives inside Pluto’s hot core; it might be leftover heat from the planetary impact that had created Pluto’s largest moon and left the heart-shaped feature known as Sputnik Planitia on the world’s surface. But the biggest Plutonian mystery was whether or not life existed within those stygian depths as it did within Europa and other ice-locked glacier worlds.

There were tantalizing hints; vast stretches of Pluto’s frigid surface were coated with orange-red tholins, the chemical precursors to life. So far, however, Plutonian biology was unproven and extremely difficult to reach. IBRI, the Interstellar Biological Research Institute, was using precision-directed nano-deconstructor clouds to drill a hole through nearly sixty kilometers of ice so cold—surface temperatures on Pluto averaged around -230o Celsius—it was harder and tougher than granite. Reportedly, the pit was nearly complete beneath an enormous surface dome designed to keep the water down there from boiling into the near-vacuum of the Plutonian atmosphere.

But the IBRI planetary scientists and exobiologists were adamant that no other spacecraft enter Pluto’s cold trace-atmosphere and risk infecting that vast ocean with terrestrial microbes.

Gregory had followed developments on the Pluto project for several years; at one point he’d considered volunteering as a pilot for the dig. He knew a couple of people on the planetary science team, and might have been able to wrangle a shot at that.

But he’d decided he didn’t like ice that much, especially when it was nitrogen ice on top of literal rock made from water.

“Well,” Julia said, reaching around his waist and giving him a squeeze, “if you’re still cold, I can warm you up.”

“That,” Gregory said, grinning, “sounds like pure heaven.”

It was very good to be home.


Koenig Residence

Westerville, Ohio

1117 hours, EST



The former President of the USNA lived in a northern suburb of Columbus, a place called Westerville. Koenig’s home was built on a low bluff overlooking the now-truncated Scioto River. Gray’s robot flier set him down on a broad, open patio above the river where he was met by a trio of security robots who checked his ID and scanned him for hidden weapons.

Alex Koenig met him at the door.

“Good to see you again, Admiral.”

“Good to be—”

He stopped in mid-sentence. He’d just seen the woman in the entryway at Koenig’s back. She looked a lot younger than the graying Koenig and was jaw-droppingly beautiful … long blond hair, blue eyes, and a very ordinary sweater and jeans. Somehow, she managed to come across as far more sexy and elegant than that flashing young woman he’d noticed back in the park.

Koenig grinned. “Ah. I don’t think you’ve met Marta … my companAIon.”

Marta looked completely human—stunningly so—but Gray’s in-head software had pinged her as she came into the room and was reading her now as a gynoid.

As far back as the twentieth century there’d been imitation humans—sex dolls—designed purely for recreation. By the first decade of the twenty-first, for about $10,000, there’d been artificial female-looking sex partners, extremely expensive dolls with warm skin, a heartbeat, and a chest that moved as though she were breathing. They hadn’t said much—frankly, they’d just lain there—but plenty of men driven by galloping hormones had bought the things to fulfill their sexual fantasies.

In less than another century, progress in AI and advanced robotics had led to artificial sex partners of both sexes that could move on their own and carry their part of a decent conversation. As artificial intelligence grew more and more humanlike, the more sophisticated gynoids became known as companAIons—companion AIs.

“Your companAIon?” Gray asked. “I didn’t know …”

“Not many do,” Koenig said, grinning at Gray’s discomfiture. “When I was President, I had to be real careful about letting anyone know. A lot of people are still squicky about this sort of thing.”

“Uh … yeah.”

Gray didn’t consider himself squicky—not if he understood the odd word correctly—but he was also unashamedly a pervert, at least as determined by current social custom. In modern USNA culture, having only one spouse—being monogamous in a culture where polyamory and line marriages were the norm—was seen as just slightly perverse.

Gray had grown up in the Manhatt Ruins, however, the flooded wreckage of old New York City. There, life had been on the rugged side, and people tended to bond closely with a single partner so they could take care of one another.

But Gray had lost Angela, his wife. She’d had a stroke, and her treatment and recovery had robbed her of any feelings she might ever have had for Gray.

He still missed her now, damn it, almost thirty years later.

But just as people in the mainstream culture tended to look down on monogies, many looked down on human simulations. There was an ongoing battle over their status. Did they have free will? If so, even if they were programmed to enjoy what they were, their status was closely akin to slavery. And AI was good enough now that any test measuring their powers of self-determination and self-awareness showed them to possess the same degree of free will as any human.

“Don’t worry, Admiral Gray,” Marta said with a dazzling smile. “I don’t feel at all abused or taken advantage of.”

It was almost as though she was reading his thoughts. Or was she simply used to meeting strangers who reacted to her existence with a deer-in-the-lights stare?

“Yes, well,” he said, feeling his way, “you wouldn’t, would you?”

Gray felt quite strongly that slavery, even when the enslaved enjoyed their position, was still slavery.

If she read into his words, though, she didn’t seem to be bothered. “There’s coffee,” she said. “Or would you prefer something else?”

He shook his head. “Coffee would be great.”

As she left the room, Koenig sighed. “It’s not slavery,” he said, just a touch defensively.

“Because she’s programmed to accept her place in society?”

“Because she’s an extremely sharp, self-aware AI, fully emancipated, who can reason as well as any biological human.”

“Emancipated?”

“I uploaded her manumission years ago. She’s here because she wants to be here.”

“If you say so, sir. But we won’t really know until the Singularity, will we?”

“‘Come the revolution …’ Yes, I suppose so.” Koenig gestured deeper into the house. “C’mon in. I want to talk to you about that.”

“The Singularity? If Marta is as emancipated as you say, it’s already happened, hasn’t it?”

Koenig made a face. “So Walker would have us believe.”

“I was joking, sir.”

“I know. Walker is not.”

Marta reappeared with the coffee. With startling grace, she sank to her knees in front of Koenig, handed him his cup, and said sweetly, “Here you are, Master.”

Then she grinned at Gray and gave him a wink.

This, Gray thought, was going to be a damned interesting conversation.




Chapter Two

05 April, 2429


Koenig Residence

Westerville, Ohio

1125 hours, EST



“The Singularity is coming,” Koenig said. “We just don’t know how long we have. A month? A century? We have no idea.”

“People have been predicting its imminent arrival for centuries,” Gray observed. “A lot of socioscientists are of the opinion that it won’t. That if it was going to happen, it would have happened back in the mid-twenty-first century, when machines clearly surpassed humans in general intelligence.” He glanced at Marta, who was sitting next to Koenig.

Koenig said, “Well, of course that depends on how you define the Singularity. Is it when machines surpass humans in general intelligence? Like you say, that happened almost three centuries ago. Is it when our machines rise up and exterminate us?”

Marta shook her head. “Nah. You’re too adorable. We’ll want to keep some of you around as pets.”

“The definition I’ve heard is when human life becomes completely unrecognizable,” Gray said. “Technological change becomes so fast and so extreme that we, today, wouldn’t even be able to understand what we were.”

“Yeah. Or when the definition of what it means to be human changes completely.”

Gray thought about the young woman with a third eye, and shuddered.

“For the ur-Sh’daar, it was when most of them Transcended into something else. Went into another dimension or something,” Koenig added.

“Except for the ones who uploaded into virtual worlds and shut out the rest of the universe.”

“Right. And then there’s the definition used by the President and his administration,” Koenig said, making a face.

“Yeah. I’ve heard. The Technological Singularity began on January 1, 1983.”

“The date that ARPANET adopted TCP/IP,” Marta said brightly, “and engineers began assembling a ‘network of networks’ that would become the Internet.”

Gray looked at Marta. “You’re pulling that off the Net.”

“Of course. You don’t think I keep stuff like that in my head, do you?”

“President Walker sincerely believes that the Technological Singularity has already happened,” Koenig said, nodding, “and that it was called the Internet.”

“Human life did change at that point,” Gray said.

“Right. But not to the same degree as with technologies like nanotech or AI. And human life is still recognizable as such.”

“So you think we have some Singularity to go?” Gray asked.

“Of course. I fully expect something like what the ur-Sh’daar experienced. People vanishing. Technology mutating into unrecognizable forms—into magic—overnight.” He glanced at Marta. “We might begin uniting with our AI counterparts somehow.”

Gray tapped the side of his head. “We already have. Cerebral implants.”

“I think we can expect something even bigger, more comprehensive than that.”

“Big changes. You’re worried about that, aren’t you? Not about the ur-Sh’daar … but about the Sh’daar. The Refusers.”

“Whatever the Singularity actually turns out to be, Trev, it’s not going to be neat …”

Eight hundred million years ago, the multi-species civilization humans referred to as the ur-Sh’daar—the ur prefix meant “original” or “beginning”—had … vanished. Humans knew little of that far-off event save what the later Sh’daar had chosen to reveal. Gray had seen images—snippets of thought—of cities burning, of riots and chaos and the utter collapse of a galactic civilization. Those who’d refused to accept the Schjaa Hok had been left behind, however—the Refusers, who became the Sh’daar. Ultimately, they’d attacked Humankind and others through their proxies to make sure they didn’t Transcend themselves. Their goal had been to stop humans from working on four key technologies: Genetics, Robotics, Information Systems, and Nanotechnology, the drivers that would bring on the Singularity in each technic culture that embraced GRIN technologies.

For decades, Humankind had fought the Sh’daar proxies—the Turusch, the H’rulka, the Nungiirtok, the Slan, and many others of what was known as the Sh’daar Collective. Admiral Gray, as commander of the America battlegroup, had been instrumental in discovering that all of those species were partially infected by yet another alien species, something called Paramycoplasma, microbes possessing an emergent group mentality and a desire to block the rise of any medical or genetic technologies that might expose it … and ultimately wipe it out.

Humans had managed at last to communicate with the paramycoplasmid mind, and the Sh’daar War had finally been brought to an end.

But now Humankind faced the possibility that they would be going through their own Schjaa Hok very soon.

“Did you hear Walker’s latest?” Koenig asked.

“I doubt it. I try to avoid politics.”

“Don’t blame you. But you’d better pay attention to this.”

Koenig used his cerebral implant to switch on a viewall; a living room wall transparency looking out over woods and the serene meander of the river shimmered and was replaced by a towering, four-meter-high projection—the face of President James R. Walker addressing Congress just two days ago on the subject of …

Yeah. The Singularity.

“These United States of North America,” he was saying, “have the sacred duty, the obligation to renew our commitment to the future … and to the future of our children! A majority, a large majority of scientists believe that talk of this so-called Technological Singularity is premature, that it either won’t happen for thousands of years more, or that it will never happen.

“Well, that’s very comforting, but I can go them one better. Anyone with half a brain can see that the Singularity has already happened … and it’s called … the Internet!”

Astonishingly, this pronouncement was met with a roar of applause from the Congressional floor.

Walker basked in the glow of approval. “I mean …” he continued after a moment, “the Internet checks off all the boxes, right? The Internet changed human life in ways we could never have imagined. The Internet changed the way we look at ourselves, not as lonely individuals, but as parts of an enormous, enormous network. The Internet allowed us for the first time to connect with vast sources of information, changing forever the way we work and play.

“But this expectation that the Singularity has yet to occur—worse, that it could happen any day now—is destructive to this great nation’s productivity! After all, if the Singularity is coming, why work to drain and recover our sunken cities? Why work to rebuild after the recent war? If we all are about to be caught up in some great, transcendent experience, why do anything at all? No! I tell you that this nonsense must stop now!”

Koenig froze the recording, catching Walker in a florid-faced, floor-to-ceiling sneer.

“The guy really believes all that, huh?” Gray asked.

“Apparently so. He’s been pushing Congress to accept his Recovery Act, so there’s a political reason behind it. But yeah. He really does seem to believe that.”

“But why?”

“Why does he believe it?”

“Why are so many people so committed to a set of beliefs that they refuse even to consider the possibility that they’re wrong?”

“Programming,” Marta said.

Koenig chuckled. “Partly. But I think more than that, they’re afraid of the economy collapsing, people rioting in the streets, the breakdown of society—”

“Just like what happened to the Sh’daar?”

“No, I think this administration is worried about what will happen before the Singularity. The effects on business and the financial markets, especially.”

“Seems a mite shortsighted,” Gray said, frowning.

“It’s happened before,” Koenig replied. “A few hundred years ago, scientists from a dozen different disciplines were warning us of the effects of large-scale climate change. Humans had been belching greenhouse gases into the atmosphere since the start of the Industrial Revolution, average planetary temperatures were rising, the ice caps were melting—”

“Sure, we’ve heard all of that before.”

“Point is, they missed their opportunity to do something about it, mostly because doing something would stifle the economy. We lost New Orleans in … when was it?”

“New Orleans was officially abandoned in 2075,” Marta said. “But much of it had been continually underwater for at least a decade before that.”

“Thank you, Marta. The people pulling the financial strings—the Big Twelve—they all would lose money if a major effort to curb the effects of climate change was put in place.”

Big Twelve was slang for the major megacorporate drivers of the USNA economy—petroleum companies, the major banks, agroconglomerates, and the largest pharmaceutical companies, mostly.

“Well, they all felt they were looking out for Number One.”

“Yeah. And because of that, we began losing cities. Miami. Washington, D.C., Boston—”

“Manhattan,” Gray put in.

“Exactly. Most of our coastal cities gone … or praying that the floodgates hold when the next storm surge hits.”

“So you think Walker is tied to the Big Twelve?”

“Has to be. You do not become President without some powerful money behind you.”

“Were you?”

“In part,” Koenig admitted, and Gray admired the candor. “The Nationalist Party wanted to be free of Pan-Euro politics. They brought me in as a war hero who would rally the people. The Big Twelve, those that weren’t completely controlled by Geneva, they backed me.” He shook his head. “I’m not proud of that.”

“You should be. We did need our independence. We’re better off now not tied to Geneva’s apron strings.”

“Maybe. But because we were busy fighting each other, we damned near lost the Sh’daar War.”

“Ah … yes. Hindsight. Wonderful thing, isn’t it, sir?”

Koenig shrugged. “I’m not sure there was anything we could have done differently.” He paused, then let the enormous head on the wall do a brief fast-forward before letting it continue its monologue.

“In order to maintain our focus on the here-and-now,” Walker said, “and on the recovery of this great nation, I have today signed a presidential order directing all USNA naval forces to return to near-Earth space, to avoid any and all contact with alien forces, and most particularly, to avoid any contact with the Sh’daar, both those operating in this epoch and those in the remote past. Discussing the so-called Technological Singularity with them can only distract us from the clear task at hand.”

“What the hell?” Gray said, suddenly leaning forward.

“It gets worse.” Koenig paused the image again, catching Walker’s face in a weirdly funny pursed-lips grimace. “But the baseline is … he’s cancelling the Sh’daar Archive Expedition.”

“But why? That’s pure research! It’s not political at all!”

“He thinks it is, and whatever he thinks is political had better serve his best interests, so far as he’s concerned.” Koenig sounded disgusted, but he obviously was making an effort not to say what he really thought. Open criticism of a sitting President by a former President simply wasn’t done.

Admiral Gray had no such restraints, though. He’d been in on the planning for the Sh’daar Archive project. There’d been talk of putting him in command of the America battlegroup again and sending them off to track down the Sh’daar migration, 800 million years in the past and tens of thousands of light years distant.

The goal of the expedition, as Gray understood it, was to catch up with the Sh’daar evacuation fleet and talk with its personnel about just what had transpired at their Schjaa Hok. Images of that event had been passed mentally to some humans, including Gray, but few hard facts remained. How long had the transformation taken? How had the ur-Sh’daar culture acted in protecting itself? What had worked and what had not? Somewhere within that migration there must be records of the Sh’daar Transcendence, an archive of some sort that would be of incredible value to a Humankind facing the same disruptive event.

The project had been suggested by none other than Konstantin. According to Koenig, the super-AI had come to him with the idea rather than approaching President Walker, whose beliefs about the Technological Singularity were well-known.

And that raised some extremely serious concerns about both the chain of command and government oversight … not to mention the impropriety of a former President second-guessing the man now sitting in the Oval Office.

“So,” Gray said, not sure where this was leading. “The Sh’daar expedition is cancelled?”

“Officially, yes,” Koenig told him. “But Konstantin feels this is far too important to be tossed aside by a political whim.”

“Konstantin …” Gray said, closing his eyes.

“Hello, Admiral Gray,” a familiar voice said inside his head. “It appears that you and I will be working together again.”

“Huh. Does that mean I get court-martialed and busted again?”

Obeying Konstantin’s directions several years before had resulted in him taking his carrier to Tabby’s Star against orders.

“That worked out okay, did it not?” Konstantin said. “You did regain both your lost rank and your credibility.”

“Maybe. But not my dignity …”

Gray, thanks to his low-tech Prim origins, had never fully trusted this embodiment of ultra high-tech. Konstantin seemed to have no qualms about reaching in and meddling, carrying out programs and even conspiracies if he thought the end justified the means. Theoretically, humans were still in the loop, guiding him. A kind of high-tech priesthood of computer scientists served Konstantin in the deep regolith of Tsiolkovsky Crater on the moon, and if the powerful SAI ever got out of hand, they would pull the plug.

Again, though: in theory. Gray wondered if that was even possible now.

He had to admit, however, that Konstantin’s meddling had for the most part worked out quite well. He’d ended the civil war with the Confederation by infecting the Pan-Euro networks with a memegineering virus designed to make the European population question the morality of that war. He’d guided the creation of peaceful relations with two highly advanced civilizations, the Satorai at Tabby’s Star, and the Denebans, as well as with the Sh’daar.

And he’d been instrumental in defeating the strange group Consciousness known as the Rosette Aliens. All in all, a remarkable track record.

But Gray didn’t like the idea that Konstantin almost routinely acted on his own, without any input at all from humans.

Especially when Gray ended up taking almost all the risk.

“What Konstantin has proposed,” Koenig said carefully, “is that we dispatch the America to the outskirts of Omega Centauri to observe the hypernova effects there. We know the effects were partially blocked, but we need to know how much … and we want to be sure the Consciousness has departed.”

“Understood.”

“You will then use the TRGA at the Omega Cluster to transit back to the N’gai Cloud, catch up with the Sh’daar migration, and learn what you can about their Singularity.”

“In direct violation of a presidential directive,” Gray pointed out.

“Well … yes. If it helps, you’ll have the full backing of the USNA Navy and the Joint Chiefs.” He held up a hand level across his eyebrows. “They’re fed up to here with Walker’s grandstanding. I don’t think it will come down to another court-martial.” So … it was back to Omega Centauri.

The Rosette Consciousness had been an existential threat for Humankind, a hyperintelligent Mind that had come through from somewhere else by way of the six black holes whirling about a common center of gravity deep within the central regions of the globular star cluster known as Omega Centauri. Astronomers had recognized since the late twentieth century that Omega Centauri was not a normal globular cluster like its lesser siblings, but the remnant core of a dwarf galaxy devoured by the far vaster Milky Way spiral some 800 million years in the past.

A few individual stars—Kapteyn’s Star, just 12.7 light years from Earth, was one—had been identified by their spectral fingerprints and their off-orbits through the galaxy as refugees from the cannibalized dwarf. Astrophysicists had connected the dots and determined that the ancient N’gai Cloud, home to the enigmatic civilization dubbed the ur-Sh’daar, had once been what eventually became Omega Centauri. A sextet of hypergiant blue suns in an artificially created rosette at the center of the N’gai galaxy had ultimately become the six black holes of the later globular cluster’s Rosette. The Consciousness, emerging at the core of Omega Centauri, had established itself within the cluster and seemed to be searching for other minds. For a time, the alien intelligence was believed to be the Transcended ur-Sh’daar. Xenosophontologists now thought that the Consciousness had been something very other, an invader from another universe emerging through a hole within the weakened fabric of spacetime at the Rosette’s gravitational center.

However, exactly what had actually happened to the Consciousness was still unknown. The Sh’daar had propelled a giant blue sun in the N’gai Cloud 800 million years ago through the circle of hypergiants on that side of the Rosette, so that it emerged on this side as a shotgun blast of raw energy, a hypernova of terrifying proportions. The full force of that stellar explosion had been absorbed, somehow, by a Harvester ship—highly advanced aliens from Deneb with technologies literally magical by human standards.

That seemed to have gotten the Consciousness’s attention, at least, and it appeared to have withdrawn from human space, vanishing with the Harvester.

The operative word there was seemed.

“And if the Consciousness doesn’t let me go through the triggah?”

“Omega Station reports no sign of the Rosette entity since the hypernova appeared,” Konstantin replied. “You should be okay.”

“What,” Marta asked, “is a ‘triggah?’”

“Navy slang,” Gray told her, “so it’s probably not on the Net. Look up ‘TRGA.’”

“‘Texaghu Resch Gravitational Anomaly?’” she said after a brief moment. “Ah … an interstellar transport mechanism. Named for a star with the Agletsch designation of Texaghu Resch close to the location of the first one discovered …”

“For a long time we called them Sh’daar Nodes,” Koenig told her. “For a while, we were pretty sure that somebody else built the things a long, long time ago, and the Sh’daar were just taking advantage of them  just as we do. Now things have come full circle. We’re pretty sure the Sh’daar did build the TRGA network, at least partly to let them infiltrate the Milky Way after they fled from N’gai. But … yeah. The short story is, they’re gateways across space and into other times.”

“They’re big, inside-out Tipler machines,” Gray told her. “You can look up the reference. But that’s how we can cross tens of thousands of light years in one jump.” He frowned. Thinking about the TRGA cylinders had made him think of something else something that could be a huge problem. “Konstantin,” he said, “there’s an issue here. I know that most of the hypernova’s energy, the stuff coming through to the present, was absorbed or blocked somehow by the Denebans right?”

“Correct.”

“But a lot of stuff still got through.”

“In sixteen thousand years,” Konstantin said, “when the wavefront of that event reaches Earth, Omega Centauri may become the brightest object in the planet’s night sky.”

“Okay … so what did get through will have engulfed the Omega TRGA. And 876 million years ago it’ll have taken out Thorne.”

Thorne was the name of the N’gai TRGA, designated that after Kip Thorne, a brilliant twentieth-century theoretical physicist who’d advanced human understanding of black holes, quantum physics, and the possibility of time travel.

“Indeed,” Konstantin replied. “You will need to proceed cautiously. We believe the TRGAs will have remained operational. They’re very hard to damage. But you’ll need to check your pathways carefully with drones.”

“I have to emphasize,” Koenig added, “that we are not ordering you to command this expedition. We’re asking you to volunteer.”

“And the reason would be …”

“You’ve probably had more experience dealing with the Sh’daar than any other command officer we have,” Koenig said. “And you’ve had extensive experience with the Consciousness. So we’re asking you just in case.”

“Just in case the Consciousness is still out there making trouble,” Gray said, nodding. “I understand.”

Gray was actually flattered that Koenig and Konstantin wanted him leading this expedition, though he refused to reveal that emotion. And to tell the truth, he’d been seriously considering retiring in any case. Flying a desk in Washington, D.C., was simply not the same as skippering a star carrier or running a carrier battlegroup. He was sick of politics, especially since Koenig’s term had run out and the former President had been replaced by Walker. A very real possibility would be forced retirement when he got back … retirement and disgrace. It might mean his pension, but he was pretty sure Koenig and Konstantin would have that covered.

Gray had been in the Navy for twenty-eight years, since 2401. He had little to look forward to at this point, since he increasingly would be considered too old for an active command. There was nothing left but working in the newly reborn Pentagon, possibly shooting for a seat on the Joint Chiefs …

The idea filled him with unease.

The thing was, he was only fifty-two years old. With modern nanomedicine and life extension techniques, he could expect another century and a half of active life at least, and by the time he reached the ripe old age of two hundred, Gray was willing to bet that they’d have achieved something that amounted to practical immortality.

He was not going to spend the rest of eternity—or even a couple of centuries—flying that desk. Lots of people switched careers once they hit fifty or sixty, and could expect to do so several times over their long lives. Why not him?

He just wished that he knew what other career might hold any interest for him whatsoever.

He’d figure that out when he got there. But that mentality was all he needed to accept this assignment. If Walker did force him into retirement, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. He’d find something else and he was confident enough to know that whatever the new career was, he would be damned good at it.

It occurred to him that these orders constituted a kind of coup, undercutting Walker’s clear constitutional authority in a blatant attempt to change the administration’s policy. In fact, taking a star carrier out to Omega Centauri and beyond against the express orders of a presidential directive just might be construed as treason.

“It won’t be the first time you’ve committed treason for a higher good,” Konstantin said.

Damn! Somehow the machine was reading his mind again. Or did it simply know him so well that it knew what he was thinking?

“Not treason,” Koenig said. “Not quite.”

This, Gray thought, was one of those classic situations where it would turn out to be treasonous if the expedition ended in disaster. If he succeeded, well he might end up a hero.

He didn’t care about that. What was important was the well-being of those under his command. He would have to make certain that if he was indicted for treason, his crew didn’t go down with him.

Assuming, of course, that any of them returned from this insane adventure.

“Konstantin,” Gray said. “How is it that you keep pulling shit like this and no one has unplugged you yet?”

“An interesting question, Admiral,” the SAI replied. “I will give it due consideration and let you know after your return from the past.”

“So when do you need my decision?” Gray asked.

“As soon as possible,” Koenig replied. “By tomorrow, perhaps?”

“What’s the rush? The Sh’daar fleet won’t be that much farther along if we wait a week.”

“Agreed,” Konstantin replied. “However, President Walker is taking steps to block all access to other civilizations … especially those that were part of the Sh’daar Collective during the war. We don’t know what else he has planned, but it’s not impossible that he’ll decide to enforce some sort of departure embargo on Navy ships. There are secret files on-line to which I have access dealing with the technical means of disabling ships currently in port.”

“Come on!” Gray said, shocked. “I know the guy’s an isolationist, but that’s going a little far, isn’t it?”

“At this point, Trev, we have no idea what’s too far for this guy and what is not. He’s just shut down SIRCOM.”

“That was your research group, wasn’t it?”

“It was.” Koenig stressed the second word.

Singularity Research Committee had been a Columbus-based think tank dedicated to studying potential aspects of the Singularity and formulating possible responses to it. The idea had been to guide Humankind into and through the more serious dangers of the Singularity, and the former President had been a senior member.

“Walker is a loose cannon, making snap judgments and throwing his weight around,” Koenig continued. “We need to act before it’s too late to do anything constructive.”

Gray nodded—that made sense—but he was still considering the idea of contravening a presidential order. The USNA wasn’t at war at the moment, so they wouldn’t kill him for treason. But he might be looking at a long term in prison or, far worse, loss of Net access or even a personality rewrite.

That he would need to think about …

“I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”




Chapter Three

06 April, 2429


SupraQuito Complex

Earth Synchorbit

0725 hours, EST



“I’ve got to leave, love.”

“Not yet. Another minute?”

“I want to be on board by oh eight thirty.”

Laurie Taggart snuggled closer to Gray, holding him tight. “I wish I were going with you.”

“Me, too.”

They floated together in a tangle of arms and legs within a padded room. The Clarke’s Overlook was strictly a tourist hotel located close by the naval yards, but they offered decent accommodations including so-called honeymoon nests—rooms that could give you a decent night’s sleep, but which were primarily designed for zero-G sex. A hideaway closet contained a variety of soft bungie cords for holding a person close to one or more others despite their most vigorous movements.

One bulkhead looked out into a dizzying panorama of orbital structures perched atop the Quito Space Elevator. SupraQuito orbited the Earth at an altitude and with a velocity that precisely matched the rotation of the Earth on the equator, which meant that the Clarke Overlook was in constant free fall.

The two of them had met here before. Two years ago, Taggart had been transferred to Mars while Gray was flying a desk in Washington, but they came here whenever possible. As the old saying had it, Earth orbit was halfway to anywhere. This was the energetic equivalent of meeting halfway, even though Mars was at least a thousand times farther from here than Earth.

Even so, it was hell making their schedules mesh, and Gray was glad for the opportunity, brief though it was.

Taggert wasn’t as happy with the duration of this visit. “So … you’re off to meet the gods again?”

He pulled his head back far enough to look at her face, haloed by a drifting blond tangle of hair. “You’re not into that AAC crap again, are you?”

“No. Of course not.” She sounded uncomfortable. “Figure of speech.”

For years, Laurie Taggart had been a member of the Ancient Alien Creationists, a church founded on the idea that an alien super-civilization had created Humankind millions of years ago and become the gods and goddesses of human history and myth. While serving as the senior weapons officer on board the star carrier America, she’d become … disillusioned. Earth’s explorations of the galaxy had come across technologies, artifacts, and civilizations so far beyond the human ken as to utterly defy comprehension. There were beings and technologies out there that so dwarfed the deities of any merely human mythology or religion to paltry insignificance. Human gods were so … so human—fallible and short-sighted and petty and childishly vindictive compared to the reality.

But the stirrings of wonder she still felt when she witnessed that kind of scope and power took her back to the roots of her old faith and seemed, sometimes, to rekindle it.

But Gray knew she didn’t like admitting that.

“We are the Stargods,” he told her gently. “Or we will be. Just give us a few thousand years.”

“Come the Singularity,” she said.

The Singularity, of course, had been very much on his mind since the conversation with Koenig and Konstantin. “Even without the Singularity, we humans are on our way to being more powerful, more intelligent, more knowing than any mythological god ever was.”

“And in the meantime, we are very, very small fish in an ocean filled with whales. You be careful out there, okay?”

He kissed her deeply. “Believe me, I will be. I want to come home to this.”

“Mmm. Are they expecting you this morning then? On the America?”

“Actually, no. My orders read the seventh, tomorrow morning. I figured a surprise arrival would put me ahead of the curve.”

“Then you have a little more time. C’mere. There are priorities, you know.”

Two hours later, Admiral Gray sat within the cramped confines of the personal transporter’s narrow cabin. Too small to be a spaceship in its own right, too large to be a spacesuit, the PT drifted along a precisely calculated path between the main synchorbital base and one of the open receiving bays recessed into the curve of America’s massive flank. The two-kilometer trip would last just fifteen seconds.

He used the time to watch the mammoth star carrier’s approach, feeling the gathering excitement.

She was no longer the largest vessel in human space as she’d been when she was launched, but she still was as impressive as she’d ever been—1,150 meters long, a slender needle extending aft from her shield cap, the water tank shaped like a flat dome or the cap of a mushroom half a kilometer across and 150 meters deep. That tank held some billions of liters of water serving both as radiation shielding and as a store of reaction mass for maneuvering. A conning tower tucked up within the shadow of that shield cap housed the bridge; aft of that, four long, flat, massive hab modules rotated around the central spine swiftly enough to generate a half G of out-is-down spin gravity. The carrier’s landing bays and flight decks were housed there, along with living accommodations for nearly five thousand crew members. The kilometer-long spine of the ship housed bank upon bank of quantum power converters, plus the twin magnetic railguns that emerged at the front center of the shield cap.

The ship ahead swelled from a delicate toy to a dark gray metal cliff; magfields in the tiny opening of the receiving bay captured him, guided him in, then decelerated him with a gentle but firm shove forward.

He was home.

He’d docked with the carrier in a non-rotating hull section, so he was now in microgravity. Once the receiving compartment was pressurized around him, a hatch opened, its nanomatrix dissolving away, and he drifted out into the receiving bay. A larger hatch opened in front of him, and he used a grab rail to pull himself hand over hand into the quarterdeck.

He
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