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The Chop Line
Stephen Baxter



I



We’d had no warning of the wounded Spline ship’s return to home space. If you could call it a return. But this was before I understood that every faster-than-light spaceship is also a time machine. That kind of puzzling would come later. For now, I just had my duty to perform. As it happened we were offworld at the time, putting the Kard through its paces after a refit and bedding in a new crew. Kard is a corvette: a small, mobile yacht intended for close-to sublight operations. We had run through a tough sequence of speed runs, emergency turns, full backdown, instrument checks, fire and damage control.



I was twenty years old, still an ensign, assigned for that jaunt as an assistant to Exec Officer Baras. My first time on a bridge, it was quite an experience. I was glad of the company of Tarco, an old cadre sibling, even if he was a male and a lard bucket.



Anyhow it was thanks to our fortuitous station on the bridge that Tarco and I were among the first to see the injured ship as it downfolded out of hyperspace. It was a Navy ship—a Spline, of course, a living ship, like a great meaty eyeball. It just appeared out of nowhere. We were close enough to see the green tetrahedral sigil of free humanity etched into its flesh. But you couldn’t miss the smoking ruin of the weapons emplacements, and a great open rent in the hull, thick with coagulated blood. A swarm of lesser lights, huddling close, looked like escape pods.



The whole bridge crew fell silent.



“Lethe,” Tarco whispered. “Where’s it come from?” We didn’t know of any action underway at the time.



But we had no time to debate it.



Captain Iana’s voice sounded around the corvette. “That ship is the Assimilator’s Torch,” he announced. “She’s requesting help. You can all see her situation. Stand by your stations.” He began to snap out brisk orders to his heads of department.



Well, we scrambled immediately. But Tarco’s big moon-shaped face was creased by a look I didn’t recognize.



“What’s wrong with you?”



“I heard that name before. Assimilator’s Torch. She’s due to arrive here at 592 next year.”



“Then it’s a little early.”



He stared at me. “You don’t get it, buttface. I saw the manifest. The Torch is a newborn Spline. It hasn’t even left Earth.”



But the injured Spline looked decades old, at least. “You made a mistake. Buttface yourself.”



He didn’t rise to the bait. Still, that was the first indication I had that there was something very wrong here.



The Kard lifted away from its operational position, and I had a grand view of Base 592, the planet on which we were stationed. From space it is a beautiful sight, a slow-spinning sphere of black volcanic rock peppered with the silver-grey of shipyards, so huge they are like great gleaming impact craters. There are even artificial oceans, glimmering blue, for the benefit of Spline vessels.



The 592 has a crucial strategic position, for it floats on the fringe of the 3-Kiloparsec Spiral Arm that surrounds the galaxy’s core, and the Xeelee concentrations there. Here, some ten thousand light years from Earth, was as deep as the Third Expansion of mankind had yet penetrated into the central regions of the main disc. The 592 was a fun assignment. We were on the front line, and we knew it. It made for an atmosphere you might call frenetic. But now I could see ships lifting from all around the planet, rushing to the aid of the stricken vessel. It was a heart-warming, magnificent sight, humanity at its best.



The Kard hummed like a well-tuned machine. Right now, all over the ship, I knew, the crew—officers and gunners, cooks and engineers and maintenance stiffs, experienced officers and half-trained rookies—were getting ready to haul survivors out of the great void that had tried to kill them. It was what you did. I looked forward to playing my part. Which was why I wasn’t too happy to hear the soft voice of Commissary Varcin behind me. “Ensign. Are you Dakk? I have a special assignment for you. Come with me.” Varcin, gaunt and tall, served as the corvette’s political officer, as assigned to every ship of the line with a crew above a hundred. He had an expression I couldn’t read, a cold calculation. Everybody is scared of the Commissaries, but this was not the time to be sucked into a time-wasting chore. “I take my orders from the exec. Sir.”



Baras’s face was neutral. I knew about the ancient tension between Navy and Commission, but I also knew what Baras would say. “Do it, ensign. You’d better go too, Tarco.”



I had no choice, crisis or not. So we went hurrying after the commissary. Away from the spacious calm of the bridge, the corridors of the Kard were a clamor of motion and noise, people running every which way lugging equipment and stores, yelling orders and demanding help. As we jogged, I whispered to Tarco, “So where from? SS 433?”



“Not there,” Tarco said. “Don’t you remember? At SS 433 we suffered no casualties.”



That was true. SS 433, a few hundred light years from 592, is a normal star in orbit around a massive neutron star; it emits high-energy jets of heavy elements. A month before, the Xeelee had shown up in an effort to wreck the human processing plants there. But thanks to smart intelligence by the Commission for Historical Truth, they had been met by an overwhelming response. It had been a famous victory, the excuse for a lot of celebration. If a little eerie. Sometimes the Commission’s knowledge of future events was so precise we used to wonder if they had spies among the Xeelee. Or a time machine, maybe. Scary, as I said.



But I accepted there was a bigger picture here. At that time, humanity controlled around a quarter of the disc of the galaxy itself, a mighty empire centered on Sol, as well as some outlying territories in the halo clusters. But the Xeelee controlled the rest, including the galaxy center. And, gradually, the slow-burning war between man and Xeelee was intensifying. So I was glad the Commissaries were on my side.



We descended a couple of decks and found ourselves in the corvette’s main loading bay. The big main doors had been opened to reveal a wall of burned and broken flesh. The stink was just overwhelming, and great lakes of yellow-green pus were gathering on the gleaming floor.



It was the hull of a Spline. The Kard had docked with the Assimilator’s Torch as best she could, and this was the result. The engineers were at work, cutting an opening in that wall. It was just a hole in the flesh, another wound. Beyond, a tunnel stretched, organic, less like a corridor than a throat. I could see figures moving in the tunnel—Torch crew, presumably.



Here came two of them laboring to support a third between them. Kard crew rushed forward to take the injured tar. I couldn’t tell if it was a he or a she. That was how bad the burns were. Great loops of flesh hung off limbs that were like twigs, and in places you could see down to bone, which itself had been blackened.



Tarco and I reacted somewhat badly to this sight. But already med cloaks were snuggling around the wounded tar, gentle as a lover’s caress. I looked up at the commissary, who was standing patiently. “Sir? Can you tell us why we are here?”



“We received ident signals from the Torch when it downfolded. There’s somebody here who will want to meet you.”



“Sir, who—”



“It’s better if you see for yourself.”



One of the Torch crew approached us. She was a woman, I saw, about my height. There was no hiding the bloodstains and scorches and rips, or the way she limped; there was a wound in her upper thigh that actually smoked. But she had captain’s pips on her collar.



I felt I knew her face—that straight nose, the small chin—despite the dirt that covered her check and neck, and the crust of blood that coated her forehead. She had her hair grown out long, with a pony tail at the back, quite unlike my regulation crew-cut. But—this was my first impression—her face seemed oddly reversed, as if she were a mirror image of what I was used to. I immediately felt a deep, queasy unease.



I don’t know many captains, but she immediately recognized me. “Oh. It’s you.”



Tarco had become very tense. He had thought it through a little further than I had. “Commissary—what engagement has the Torch come from?”



“The Fog.”



My mouth dropped. Every tar on Base 592 knew that the Fog is an interstellar cloud—and a major Xeelee concentration—situated inside 3-Kilo, a good hundred light years deeper toward the center of the galaxy. I said, “I didn’t know we were hitting the enemy so deep.”



“We aren’t. Not yet.”



“And,” Tarco said tightly, “here we are greeting a battle-damaged ship that hasn’t even left Earth yet.”



“Quite right,” Varcin said approvingly. “Ensigns, you are privileged to witness this. This ship is a survivor of a battle that won’t happen for another twenty-four years.”



Tarco kind of spluttered.



As for me, I couldn’t take my eye off the Torch’s captain. Tense, she was running her thumb down the side of her cheek.



“I do that,” I said stupidly.



“Oh, Lethe,” she said, disgusted. “Yeah, I’m your older self. Get over it. I’ve got work to do.” And with a glance at the commissary she turned and stalked back toward her ship.



Varcin said gently, “Go with her.”



“Sir—”



“Do it, ensign.”



Tarco followed me. “So in twenty-four years you’re still going to be a buttface.”



I realized miserably that he was right.






We pushed into the narrow passageway.



I had had no previous exposure to Spline organic “technology.” We truly were inside a vast body. The passage’s walls were raw flesh, much of it burned, twisted and broken, even far beneath the ship’s epidermis. Every time I touched a surface my hands came away sticky, and I could feel salty liquids oozing over my uniform. The gravity was lumpy, and I suspected that it was being fed in from the Kard’s inertial generators. But that was just background.



Captain Dakk, for Lethe’s sake!



She saw me staring again. “Ensign, back off. We can’t get away from each other, but over the next few days life is going to get complicated for the both of us. It always does in these situations. Just take it one step at a time.”



“Sir—”



She glared at me. “Don’t question me. What interest have I got in misguiding you?”



“Yes, sir.”



“I don’t like this situation any more than you do. Remember that.”



We found lines of wounded, wrapped in cloaks. Crew were laboring to bring them out to the Kard. But the passageway was too narrow. It was a traffic jam, a real mess. It might have been comical if not for the groans and cries, the stink of fear and desperation in the air.



Dakk found an officer. He wore the uniform of a damage control worker. “Cady, what in Lethe is going on here?”



“It’s the passageways, sir. They’re too ripped up to get the wounded out with the grapplers. So we’re having to do it by hand.” He looked desperate, miserable. “Sir, I’m responsible.”



“You did right,” she said grimly. “But let’s see if we can’t tidy this up a little. You two,” she snapped at us. “Take a place in line.”



And that was the last we saw of her for a while, as she went stomping into the interior of her ship. She quickly organized the crew, from Torch and Kard alike, into a human chain. Soon we were passing cloaked wounded from hand to hand, along the corridor and out into the Kard’s loading bay in an orderly fashion.



“I’m impressed,” Tarco said. “Sometime in the next quarter-century you’ll be grafted a brain.”



“Shove it.”



The line snarled up. Tarco and I found ourselves staring down at one of the wounded—conscious, looking around. He was just a kid, sixteen or seventeen. If this was all true, in my segment of time he hadn’t even been born yet. He spoke to us. “You from the Kard?”



“Yeah.”



He started to thank us, but I brushed that aside. “Tell me what happened to you.”



Tarco whispered to me, “Hey. You never heard of time paradoxes? I bet the Commission has a few regulations about that.”



I shrugged. “I already met myself. How much worse can it get?”



Either the wounded man didn’t know we were from his past, or he didn’t care. He told us in terse sentences how the Torch had been involved in a major engagement deep in the Fog. He had been a gunner, with a good view of the action from his starbreaker pod.



“We came at a Sugar Lump. You ever seen one of those? A big old Xeelee emplacement. But the nightfighters were everywhere. We were taking a beating. The order came to fall back. We could see that damn Sugar Lump, close enough to touch. Well, the captain disregarded the fallback order.”



Tarco said skeptically, “She disregarded an order?”



“We crossed the chop line. The Xeelee had been suckered by the fallback, and the Torch broke through their lines.” A chop line is actually a surface, a military planner’s boundary between sectors in space—in this case, between the disputed territory inside the Fog and Xeelee-controlled space. “We only lasted minutes. But we fired off a Sunrise.”



Tarco said, “A what?” I kicked him, and he shut up. Unexpectedly, the kid grabbed my arm. “We barely got home. But, Lethe, when that Sunrise hit, we nearly shook this old fish apart with our hollering, despite the pasting we were taking.”



Tarco said maliciously, “How do you feel about Captain Dakk?”



“She is a true leader. I’d follow her anywhere.”



All I felt was unease. No heroes: that’s the Druz Doctrine, the creed that has held mankind together across fifteen thousand years, and drilled into every one of us by the Commissaries at their orientation sessions every day. If my future self had forgotten about that, something had gone wrong. But now the gunner was looking at me intently. I became aware I was rubbing my thumb down my cheek. I dropped my hand and turned my face away. Captain Dakk was standing before me. “You’d better get used to that.”



“I don’t want to,” I groused. I was starting to resent the whole situation. Dakk just laughed. “I don’t think what you, or I, want has much to do with it, ensign.”



I muttered to Tarco, “Lethe. Am I that pompous?”



“Oh, yes.”



Dakk said, “I think we’re organized here for now. I’ll come back later when I can start thinking about damage control. In the meantime, we’ve been ordered to your captain’s wardroom. Both of us.”



Tarco said hesitantly, “Sir—what’s a Sunrise?”



She looked surprised. “Right. You don’t have them yet. A Sunrise is a human-driven torpedo. A suicide.” She eyed me. “So you heard what happened in the Fog.”



“A little of it.”



She cupped my cheek. It was the first time she had touched me. It was an oddly neutral sensation, like being touched by your sister. “You’ll find out, in good time. It was glorious.”






Dakk led us back through Kard’s officer country. Commissary Varcin met us there.



Here, the partitions had been taken down to open up a wide area of deck that was serving as a hospital and convalescent unit. There were crew in there in all stages of recovery. Some of them were lying on beds, weak and hollow-eyed. Many of them seemed to be pleading with the orderlies to be put back on the Torch despite their injuries—once you lose your ship in a war zone, it can be impossible to find it again. And many of them asked, touchingly, after the Torch itself. They really cared about their living ship, I saw; that battered old hulk was one of the crew.



An awful lot of them sported pony tails, men and women alike, apparently in imitation of their captain.



When they saw Dakk, they all shouted and cheered and whistled. The walking wounded crowded around Dakk and thumped her on the back. A couple just turned their heads on their pillows and cried softly. Dakk’s eyes were brimming, I saw; though she had a grin as wide as the room, she was on the point of breaking down.



I glanced at Tarco. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Among the medics I saw a figure with the shaven head and long robes of the Commission. She was moving from patient to patient, and using a needle on them. But she wasn’t treating them. She was actually extracting blood, small samples that she stored away in a satchel at her side. This wasn’t the time or place to be collecting samples like that. I stepped forward to stop her. Well, it was a natural reaction. Luckily for me, Tarco held me back.



Commissary Varcin said dryly, “I can see you have your future self’s impetuosity, ensign. The orderly is just doing her duty. It’s no doubt as uncomfortable for her as it is for you. Commissaries are human beings too, you know.”



“Then what—”



“Before they went into battle every one of these crew will have been injected with mnemonic fluid. That’s what we’re trying to retrieve. The more viewpoints we get of this action, the better we can anticipate it. We’re ransacking the ship’s databases and logs too.”



Call me unimaginative. I still didn’t know what unlikely chain of circumstances had delivered my older self into my life. But that was the first time it had occurred to me what a potent weapon had been placed in our hands.



“Lethe,” I said. “This is how we’ll win the war. If you know the course of future battles—”



“You have a lot to absorb, ensign,” Varcin said, not unkindly. “Take it one step at a time.”



Which, of course, had been my own advice to myself. At last, somewhat to my relief, we got Dakk away from her crew. Varcin led us down more corridors to Captain Iana’s plush wardroom. Tarco and I stood in the middle of the carpet, aware of how dinged-up we were, scared of spreading Spline snot all over Iana’s furniture. But Varcin waved us to chairs, and we sat down stiffly.



I watched Dakk. She sprawled in a huge chair, shaking a little, letting her exhaustion show now that she was away from her crew. She was me. My face—reversed from the mirror image I’d grown up with. I was very confused. I hated the idea of growing so old, arrogant, unorthodox. But I’d seen plenty to admire in Dakk: strength, an ability to command, to win loyalty. Part of me wanted to help her. Another part wanted to push her away. But mostly, I was just aware of the bond that connected us, tighter than any bond even between true siblings. It didn’t matter whether I liked her or loathed her; whichever way, she was always going to be there, for the rest of my life. It wasn’t a comfortable notion.



Varcin was watching me. I got the idea he knew what I was feeling. But he turned to business, steepling his fingers.



“Here’s how it is. We’re scrambling to download data, to put together some kind of coherent picture of what happened downstream.” Downstream— not the last bit of jargon I was going to have to get used to. “You have surprises ahead of you, Ensign Dakk.”



I laughed, and waved a hand at the captain. “Surprising after this? Bring it on.”



Dakk looked disgusted. Tarco placed a calming hand on my back. Varcin said, “First, you—rather, Captain Dakk—will be charged. There will be a court of inquiry.”



“Charged? What with?”



Varcin shrugged. “Negligence, in recklessly endangering the ship.” He eyed Dakk. “I imagine there will be other counts, relating to various violations of the Druz Doctrine.”



Dakk smiled, a chilling expression. I wondered how I ever got so cynical. Varcin went on, “Ensign, you’ll be involved.”



I nodded. “Of course. It’s my future.”



“You don’t understand. Directly involved. We want you to serve as the prosecuting advocate.”



“Me? Sir—” I took a breath. “You want me to prosecute myself. For a crime, an alleged crime anyhow, I won’t commit for twenty-four years? Is there any part of that I misunderstood?”



“You have the appropriate training, don’t you?”



Dakk laughed. “This is their way, kid. Who knows me better?”



I stood up. “Commissary, I won’t do it.”



“Sit down, ensign.”



“I’ll go to Captain Iana.”



“Sit. Down.”



I’d never heard such command. I sat, frightened.



“Ensign, you are immature, and inexperienced, and impetuous. You will have much to learn to fulfill this assignment. But you are the necessary choice.



“And there’s more.” Again, I glimpsed humanity in that frosted-over commissary. “In four months’ time you will report to the birthing complex on Base 592. There you will request impregnation by Ensign Hama Tarco, here.”



Tarco quickly took his hand off my back.



“Permission will be granted,” said Varcin. “I’ll see to that.”



I didn’t believe it. Then I got angry. I felt like I was in a trap. “How do you know I’ll want a kid by Tarco? No offence.”



“None taken,” said Tarco, sounding bemused. Now the commissary looked irritated. “How do you think I know? Haven’t you noticed the situation we’re in? Because it’s in the Torch’s record. Because the child you will bear—”



“Will be on the Torch, with me,” said Dakk.



“His name was Hama,” the commissary said. I swear Tarco blushed.



“Was?” I felt a kind of panic. Perhaps it was the tug of a maternal bond that couldn’t yet exist, fear for the well-being of a child I’d only just learned about. “He’s dead, isn’t he? He died, out there in the Fog.”



Varcin murmured, “One step at a time, ensign.”



Dakk leaned forward. “Yes, he died. He rode the Sunrise. He was the one who took a monopole bomb into the Xeelee Sugar Lump. You see? Your child, Dakk. Our child. He was a hero.”



One step at a time. I kept repeating that to myself. But it was as if the wardroom was spinning around.



II



In Dakk’s yacht, I sailed around the huge flank of the Assimilator’s Torch. Medical tenders drifted alongside, hosing some kind of sealant into mighty wounds.



The Spline had been allowed to join a flotilla of its kind, regular ships of the line. Living starships the size of cities are never going to be graceful, but I saw that their movements were coordinated, a vast dance. They even snuggled against each other, like great fish colliding. Dakk murmured, “Some of these battered beasts have been in human employ for a thousand years or more. We rip out their brains and their nervous systems—we amputate their minds—and yet something of the self still lingers, a need for others of their kind, for comfort.”



I listened absently.



Dakk and me. Myself and myself. I couldn’t stop staring at her. The yacht docked, and the captain and I were piped aboard the Torch. I found myself in a kind of cave, buttressed by struts of some cartilaginous material. We wandered through orifices and along round-walled passageways, pushing deeper into the core of the Spline. The lighting had been fixed, the on-board gravity restored. We saw none of Dakk’s crew, only repair workers from the Base.



“You haven’t served on a Spline yet, have you? The ship is alive, remember. It’s hot. Underway, at sleep periods, you can walk around the ship, and you find the crew dozing all over the vessel, many of them naked, some sprawled on food sacks or weapons, or just on the warm surfaces, wherever they can. You can hear the pulsing of the Spline’s blood flow—even sometimes the beating of its heart, like a distant gong. That and the scrambling of the rats.”



It sounded cozy, but not much like the Navy I knew. “Rats?”



She laughed. “Little bastards get everywhere.”



On we went. It wasn’t as bad as that first hour in the chaotic dark. But even so it was like being in some vast womb. I couldn’t see how I was ever going to get used to this. But Dakk seemed joyful to be back, so I was evidently wrong. We came to a deep place Dakk called the “belly.” This was a hangar-like chamber separated into bays by huge diaphanous sheets of some muscle-like material, marbled with fat. Within the alcoves were suspended sacs of what looked like water: green, cloudy water.



I prodded the surface of one of the sacs. It rippled sluggishly. I could see drifting plants, wriggling fish, snails, a few autonomous ‘bots swimming among the crowd. “It’s like an aquarium,” I said.



“So it is. A miniature ocean. The green plants are hornweeds: rootless, almost entirely edible. And you have sea snails, swordtail fish, and various microbes. There is a complete, self-contained biosphere here. This is how we live. These creatures are from Earth’s oceans. Don’t you think it’s kind of romantic to fly into battle against Xeelee super science with a droplet of primordial waters at our core…?”



“How do you keep it from getting overgrown?”



“The weed itself kills back overgrowth. The snails live off dead fish. And the fish keep their numbers down by eating their own young.”



I guess I pulled a face at that.



“You’re squeamish,” she said sharply. “I don’t remember that.”



We walked on through the Spline’s visceral marvels. The truth is, I was struggling to function. I’m sure I was going through some kind of shock. Human beings aren’t designed to be subject to temporal paradoxes about their future selves and unborn babies. And working on the inquiry was proving almost impossible for me. The inquiry procedure was a peculiar mix of ancient Navy traditions and forensic Commission processes. Commissary Varcin had been appointed president of the court, and as prosecutor advocate, I was a mix of prosecutor, law officer, and court clerk. The rest of the court—a panel of brass who were a kind of mix of judge and jury combined —were Commissaries and Navy officers, with a couple of civilians and even an Academician for balance. It was all a political compromise between the Commission and the Navy, it seemed to me. But the court of inquiry was only the first stage. If the charges were established, Dakk would go on to face a full court martial, and possibly a trial before members of the Coalition itself. So the stakes were high. And the charges themselves—aimed at my own future self, after all—had been hurtful: Through Negligence Suffering a Vessel of the Navy to be Hazarded; Culpable Inefficiency in the Performance of Duty; Through Disregard of Standing and Specific Orders Endangering the War Aims of the Navy; Through Self-Regard Encouraging a Navy Crew to Deviate from Doctrinal Thought…. There was plenty of evidence. We had Virtual reconstructions based on the Torch’s logs and the mnemonic fluids extracted from the ship’s crew. And we had a stream of witnesses, most of them walking wounded from the Torch. None of them was told how her testimony fitted into the broader picture, a point that many of them got frustrated about, and all of them expressed their loyalty and admiration toward Captain Dakk—even though, in the eyes of Commissaries, such idolizing would only get their captain deeper into trouble. But all this could only help so far. What I felt I was missing was motive. I didn’t understand why Dakk had done what she had done. I couldn’t get her into focus. I oscillated between despising her, and longing to defend her—and all the time I felt oppressed by the paradoxical bond that locked us together. I sensed that she felt the same. Sometimes she was as impatient with me as with the greenest recruit, and other times she seemed to try to take me under her wing. It can’t have been easy for her either, to be reminded that she had once been as insignificant as me. But if we were two slices of the same person, our situations weren’t symmetrical. She had been me, long ago; I was doomed to become her; it was as if she had paid dues that still faced me.



Anyhow, that was why I had requested a break from the deliberations, and to spend some time with Dakk on her home territory. I had to get to know her—even though I felt increasingly reluctant to be drawn into her murky future. She brought me to a new chamber. Criss-crossed by struts of cartilage, this place was dominated by a pillar made of translucent red-purple rope. There was a crackling stench of ozone.



I knew where I was. “This is the hyperdrive chamber.”



“Yes.” She reached up and stroked fibers. “Magnificent, isn’t it? I remember when I first saw a Spline hyperdrive muscle—”



“Of course you remember.”



“What?”



“Because it’s now.” Someday, I thought gloomily, I would inevitably find myself standing on the other side of this room, looking back at my own face.



“Don’t you remember this? Being me, twenty years old, meeting—you?”



Her answer confused me. “It doesn’t work like that.” She glared at me. “You do understand how come I’m stuck back in the past, staring at your zit-ridden face?”



“No,” I admitted reluctantly.



“It was a Tolman maneuver.” She searched my face. “Every faster-than-light starship is a time machine. Come on, ensign. That’s just special relativity!



Even Tolmanis the name of some long-dead pre-Extirpation scientist. They teach this stuff to four-year-olds.”



I shrugged. “You forget all that unless you want to become a navigator.”



“With an attitude like that, you have an ambition to be a captain?”



“I don’t,” I said slowly, “have an ambition to be a captain.”



That gave her pause. But she said, “The bottom line is that if you fight a war with FTL starships, time slips are always possible, and you have to anticipate them. Think of it this way…there is no universal now. Say it’s midnight here. We’re a light-minute from the Base. So what time is it in your fleapit barracks on 529? What if you could focus a telescope on a clock on the ground?”



I thought about it. It would take a minute for an image of the clock on the Base to reach me at lightspeed. So that would show a minute before midnight….



“Okay, but if you adjust for the time lag needed for signals to travel at lightspeed, you can construct a standard now—can’t you?”



“If everybody was stationary, maybe. But suppose this creaky old Spline was moving at half lightspeed. Even you must have heard of time dilation. Our clocks would be slowed as seen from the base, and theirs would be slowed as seen from here.



“Think it through. There could be a whole flotilla of ships out here, moving at different velocities, their timescales all different. They could never agree. You get the point? Globally speaking, there is no past and future. There are only events—like points on a huge graph, with axes marked space and time. That’s the way to think of it. The events swim around, like fish; and the further away they are, the more they swim, from your point of view. So there is no one event on the Base, or on Earth, or anywhere else, which can be mapped uniquely to your now. In fact, there is a whole range of such events at distant places.



“Because of that looseness, histories are ambiguous. Earth itself has a definite history, of course, and so does the Base. But Earth is maybe ten thousand light years from here. It’s pointless to map dates of specific events on Earth against Base dates; they can vary across a span of millennia. You can even have a history on Earth that runs backward as seen from the Base.



“Now do you see how faster-than-light screws things up? Causality is controlled by the speed of light. Events can have backward time sequences only if light doesn’t have long enough to pass between them. But in an FTL ship, you can hop around the spacetime graph at will. I took a FTL jaunt to the Fog. When I was there, from my point of view the history of the Base here was ambiguous over a scale of decades…. When I came home, I simply hopped back to an event before my departure.”



I nodded. “But it was just an accident. Right? This doesn’t always happen.”



“It depends on the geometry. Fleeing the Xeelee, we happened to be traveling at a large fraction of lightspeed toward the Base when we initiated the hyperdrive. So, yes, it was an accident. But you can make Tolman maneuvers deliberately. And during every operation we always drop Tolman probes: records, log copies, heading for the past.”



I did a double-take. “You’re telling me it’s a deliberate tactic of this war to send information to the past?”



“Of course. If such a possibility’s there, you have to take the opportunity. What better intelligence can there be? The Navy has always cooperated with this fully. In war, you seek every advantage.”



“But don’t the Xeelee do the same?”



“Sure. But the trick is to try to stop them. The intermingling of past and future depends on relative velocities. We try to choreograph engagements so that we, not they, get the benefit.” Dakk grinned wolfishly. “It’s a contest in clairvoyance. But we punch our weight.”



I tried to focus on what was important. “Okay,” I said. “Then give me a message from the future. Tell me how you crossed the chop line.”



She glared at me again. Then she paced around the chamber, while the Spline’s weird hyperdrive muscles pulsed.



“Before the fallback order came, we’d just taken a major hit. Do you know what that’s like? Your first reaction is sheer surprise that it has happened to you. Surprise, and disbelief, and resentment, and anger. The ship is your home—and part of your crew. It’s as if your home has been violated. But most of the crew went to defense posture and began to fulfill their duties, as per their training. There was no panic. Pandemonium, yes, but no panic.”



“And in all this you decided to disobey the fallback order.”



She looked me in the eye. “I had to make an immediate decision. We went straight through the chop line and headed for the center of the Xeelee concentration, bleeding from a dozen hits, starbreakers blazing. That’s how we fight them, you see. They are smarter than us, and stronger. But we just come boiling out at them. They think we are vermin, so we fight like vermin.”



“You launched the Sunrise.”



“Hama was the pilot.” My unborn, unconceived child. “He rode a monopole torpedo: the latest stuff. A Xeelee Sugar Lump is a fortress shaped like a cube, thousands of kilometers on a side, a world with edges and corners. We punched a hole in its wall like it was paper.



“But we took a beating. Hit after hit.



“We had to evacuate the outer decks. You should have seen the hull, human beings swarming like flies on a piece of garbage, scrambling this way and that, fleeing the detonations. They hung onto weapons mounts, stanchions, lifelines, anything. We fear the falling, you see. I think some of the crew feared that more than the Xeelee.” Her face worked. “The life pods got some of them. We lost hundreds…. You know why the name “Sunrise”? Because it’s a planet thing. The Xeelee are space dwellers. They don’t know day and night. Every dawn is ours, not theirs. Appropriate, don’t you think? And you should see what it’s like when a Sunrise pilot comes on board.”



“Like Hama.”



“As the yacht comes out of port, you get a flotilla riding along with them, civilian ships as well as Navy, just to see them go. When the pilots come aboard, the whole crew lines the passageways, chanting their names.” She smiled. “Your heart will burst when you see him.”



I struggled to focus. “So the pilots are idolized.”



“Lethe, I never knew I was such a prig. Kid, there is more to war than doctrinal observance. Anyhow what are the Sunrise pilots but the highest exemplars of the ideals of the Expansion? A brief life burns brightly, remember—and a Sunrise pilot puts that into practice in the brightest, bravest way possible.”



“And,” I said carefully, “are you a hero to your crew?”



She scowled at me. Her face was a mask of lines, carved by years into my own flesh. She had never looked less like me. “I know what you’re thinking. I’m too old, I should be ashamed even to be alive. Listen to me. Ten years after this meeting, you will take part in a battle around a neutron star called Kepler’s. Look it up. That’s why your crew will respect you—even though you won’t be lucky enough to die. And as for the chop line, I don’t have a single regret. We struck a blow, damn it. I’m talking about hope. That’s what those fucking Commissaries never understand. Hope, and the needs of the human heart. That’s what I was trying to deliver….” Something seemed to go out of her. “But none of that matters now. I’ve come through another chop line, haven’t I?



Through a chop line in time, into the past, where I face judgment.”



“I’m not assigned to judge you.”



“No. You do that for fun, don’t you?”



I didn’t know what to say. I felt pinned. I loved her, and I hated her, all at the same time. She must have felt the same way about me. But we knew we couldn’t get away from each other.



Perhaps it is never possible for the same person from two time slices ever to get along. After all, it’s not something we’ve evolved for. In silence, we made our way back to Dakk’s wardroom. There, Tarco was waiting for us.






“Buttface,” he said formally.



“Lard bucket,” I replied.



On that ship from the future, we stared at each other, each of us baffled, maybe frightened. We hadn’t been alone together, not once, since the news that we were to have a child together. And even now, Captain Dakk was sitting there like the embodiment of destiny.



Under the Druz Doctrine, love isn’t forbidden. But it’s not the point. But then, I was learning, out here on the frontier, where people died far from home, things were a little more complex than my training and conditioning had indicated.



I asked, “What are you doing here?”



“You sent for me. Your future, smarter, better-looking self.”



The captain said dryly, “Obviously you two have—issues—to discuss. But I’m afraid events are pressing.”



Tarco turned to face her. “Let’s get on with it, sir. Why did you ask for me?”



Dakk said, “Navy intelligence have been analyzing the records from the Torch. They have begun the process of contacting those who will serve on the ship—or their families and cadres, if they are infants or not yet born—to inform them of their future assignments. It’s the policy.”



Tarco looked apprehensive. “And that applies to me?”



Dakk didn’t answer directly. “There are other protocols. When a ship returns from action, it’s customary for the captain or senior surviving officer to send letters of condolence to families and cadres who have lost loved ones, or visit them.”



Tarco nodded. “I once accompanied Captain Iana on a series of visits like that.”



I said carefully, “But in this case the action hasn’t happened yet. Those who will die haven’t yet been assigned to the ship. Some haven’t even been born.”



“Yes,” Dakk said gently. “But I have to write my letters even so.”



That seemed incomprehensible to me. “Why? Nobody’s dead yet.”



“Because everybody wants to know, as much as we can tell them. Would it be better to lie to them, or keep secrets?”



“How do they react?”



“How do you think? Ensign Tarco, what happened when you did the rounds with Iana?”



Tarco shrugged. “Some took it as closure, I think. Some wept. Some were angry, even threw us out. Others denied it was real…. They all wanted more information. How it happened, what it was for. Everyone seemed to have a need to be told that those who had died had given their lives for something worthwhile.”



Dakk nodded. “You see all those reactions. Some won’t open the messages. They put them in time capsules, as if putting history back in order.” She studied me. “This is a time-travelers’ war, ensign. A war like none we’ve fought before. We are stretching our procedures, even our humanity, to cope with the consequences. But you get used to it.”



Tarco said apprehensively, “Sir, please—what about me?”



“I thought you’d like to hear that from your captain in person.” Gravely, Dakk handed me a data desk.



I glanced at its contents. Then, numbed, I gave it to Tarco. He read it quickly. “Hey, buttface,” he breathed. “You make me your exec. How about that. Maybe it was a bad year.”



I didn’t feel like laughing. “Read it all.”



“I know what it says.” His broad face was relaxed.



“You don’t make it home. You’re going to die out there, in the Fog.”



He actually smiled. “I’ve been anticipating this since the Torch came into port. Haven’t you?”



My mouth opened and closed, as if I was a swordtail fish. “Call me unimaginative,” I said. “How can you accept this assignment, knowing it’s going to kill you?”



He seemed puzzled. “What else would I do?”



“Yes,” the captain said. “It is your duty. Can’t you see how noble this is, Dakk? Isn’t it right that he should know—that he should live his life with full foreknowledge, and do his duty even so?”



Tarco grabbed my hand. “Hey. It’s years off. We’ll see our baby grow.”



I said dismally, “Some love story this is turning out to be.”



“Yes.”



Commissary Varcin’s Virtual head coalesced in the air. Without preamble he said, “Change of plan. Ensign, it’s becoming clear that the evidence to hand will not be sufficient to establish the charges. Specifically it’s impossible to say whether Dakk’s actions hindered the overall war aims. To establish that we’ll have to go to the Libraries, at the Commission’s central headquarters.”



I did a doubletake. “Sir, that’s on Earth.”



The disembodied head snapped, “I’m aware of that.”



I had no idea how bookworm Commissaries on Earth, ten thousand light years behind the lines, could possibly have evidence to bear on the case. But the commissary explained, and I learned there was more to this messages-from-the-future industry than I had yet imagined. On Earth, the Commission for Historical Truth had been mapping the future. For fifteen thousand years.



“Fine,” I said. “Things weren’t weird enough already.”



My future self murmured, “You get used to it.”



Varcin’s head’s expression softened a little. “Think of it as an opportunity. Every Expansion citizen should see the home world before she dies.”



“Come with me to Earth,” I said impulsively to Tarco.



“All right—”



Dakk put her hands on our shoulders. “Lethe, but this is a magnificent enterprise!”



I hated her; I loved her; I wanted her out of my life. III



We were a strange crew, I guess: two star-crossed lovers, court members, Navy lawyers, serving officers, Commissaries and all. Not to mention another version of me.



The atmosphere had been tense all the way from Base 592. It was all very well for Varcin to order us to Earth. The Navy wasn’t about to release one of its own to the Commission for Historical Truth without a fight, and there had been lengthy wrangling over the propriety and even the legality of transferring the court of inquiry to Earth. In the end, a team of Navy lawyers had been assigned to the case.



But for now, all our differences and politics and emotional tangles were put aside, as we crowded to the hull to sightsee our destination. Earth!



At first, it seemed nondescript: just another rocky ball circling an unspectacular star, in a corner of a fragmented spiral arm. But Snowflake surveillance stations orbited in great shells around the planet, all the way out as far as the planet’s single battered Moon, and schools of Spline gamboled hugely in the waves of the mighty ocean that covered half the planet’s surface. It was an eerie thought that down there somewhere was another Assimilator’s Torch, a junior version of the battered old ship we had seen come limping into port.



When you thought about it, it was a thrill. This little world had become the capital of the Third Expansion, an empire that stretched across all the stars I could see, and far beyond. And it was the true home of every human who would ever live.



Our flitter cut into the atmosphere and was wrapped in pink-white plasma. I felt Tarco’s hand slip into mine.



At least we had had time to spend together. We had talked. We had even made love, in a perfunctory way. But it hadn’t done us much good. Other people knew far too much about our future, and we didn’t seem to have any choice about it anyhow. I felt like a rat going through a maze. What room was there for joy?



But I clung to hope that the Commission still had more to tell us. There could be no finer intelligence than a knowledge of the future—an ability to see the outcome of a battle not yet waged, or map the turning points of a war not yet declared—and yet what use was that intelligence if the future was fixed, if we were forced to live out pre-programmed lives?



But, of course, I wasn’t worrying about the war and the destiny of mankind. I just wanted to know if I really was doomed to become Captain Dakk, battered, bitter, arrogant, far from orthodoxy—or whether I was still free. The flitter swept over a continent. I glimpsed a crowded land, and many vast weapons emplacements, intended for the eventuality of a last-ditch defense of the home world. Then we began to descend toward a Conurbation. It was a broad, glistening sprawl of bubble-dwellings blown from the bedrock, and linked by canals. But the scars of the Qax Occupation, fifteen thousand years old, were still visible. Much of the land glistened silver-grey where starbreaker beams and nanoreplicators had once worked, turning plains and mountains into a featureless silicate dust.



The commissary said, “This Conurbation was Qax-built. It is still known by its ancient Qax registration of 11729. It was more like a forced labor camp or breeding pen than a human city. The 11729 has become the headquarters of the Commission. It was here that Hama Druz himself developed the Doctrine that has shaped human destiny ever since. A decision was made to leave the work of the Qax untouched. It shows what will become of us again, if we should falter or fail….”



And so on. His long face was solemn, his eyes gleaming with a righteous zeal. It was a little scary.



We were taken to a complex right at the heart of the Conurbation. It was based on the crude Qax architecture, but internally the bubble dwellings had been knocked together and extended underground, making a vast complex whose boundaries I never glimpsed.



Varcin introduced it as the Library of Futures. Once the Libraries had been an independent agency, Varcin told us, but the Commission had taken them over three thousand years ago. Apparently, it had been an epic war among the bureaucrats.



Tarco and I were each given our own quarters. My room seemed huge, itself extending over several levels, and very well equipped, with a galley and even a bar. I could tell from Captain Dakk’s expression exactly what she thought of this opulence and expense.



And it was strange to be in a place where a “day” lasted a standard day, a



“year” a year. Across the Expansion, the standards are set by Earth’s calendar—of course; what else would you use? A “day” on Base 592, for instance, lasted over two hundred standard days, which was actually longer than its “year”, which was around half a standard. That bar made a neat Puhl’s Blood, though.



On the second day, the court of inquiry was to resume. But Varcin said that he wanted to run through the Commission’s findings with us—me, Captain Dakk, Tarco—before it all unraveled in front of the court itself. So, early on that crucial day, the three of us were summoned to a place Varcin called the Map Room.






It was like a vast hive, a place of alcoves and bays extending off a gigantic central atrium. On several levels, shaven-headed, long-robed figures walked earnestly, alone or in muttering groups, accompanied by gleaming clouds of Virtuals.



I think all three of us lowly Navy types felt scruffy and overwhelmed. Varcin stood at the center of the open atrium. In his element, he just smiled. And he waved his hand, a bit theatrically.



A series of Virtual dioramas swept over us like the pages of an immense book. I knew what I was seeing. I was thrilled. These were the catalogued destinies of mankind.



In those first few moments, I saw huge fleets washing into battle, or limping home decimated; I saw worlds gleaming like jewels, beacons of human wealth and power—or desolated and scarred, lifeless as Earth’s Moon. And, most wistful of all, there were voices. I heard roars of triumph, cries for help.



Varcin said, “Half a million people work here. Much of it the interpretation is automated—but nothing has yet replaced the human eye, human scrutiny, human judgment. You understand that the further away you are from a place, the more uncertainty there is over its timeline compared to yours. So we actually see furthest into the future concerning the most remote events….”



“And you see war,” said Tarco.



“Oh, yes. As far downstream as we can see, whichever direction we choose to look, we see war.”



I picked up on that. Whichever direction… “Commissary, you don’t just map the future here, do you?”



“No. Of course not.”



“I knew it,” I said gleefully, and they all looked at me oddly. But I thrilled at the possibilities. “You can change the future. So if you see a battle will be lost, you can choose not to commit the fleet. You can save thousands of lives with a simple decision.”



“Or you could see a Xeelee advance coming,” Tarco said excitedly. “Like SS



433. So you got the ships in position—it was a perfect ambush—”



Dakk said, “Remember that the Xeelee have exactly the same power.”



I hadn’t thought of that. “So if they had foreseen SS 433, they could have chosen not to send their ships there in the first place.”



“Yes,” Varcin said. “In fact, if intelligence were perfect on both sides, there would never be any defeat, any victory. It is only because future intelligence is not perfect—the Xeelee didn’t foresee the ambush at SS



433—that any advances are possible.”



Tarco said, “Sir, what happened the first time? What was the outcome of SS 433



before either side started to meddle with the future?”



“Well, we don’t know, ensign. Perhaps there was no engagement at all, and one side or the other saw a strategic hole that could be filled. It isn’t very useful to think that way. You have to think of the future as a rough draft, that we—and the Xeelee—are continually reworking, shaping and polishing. It’s as if we are working out a story of the future we can both agree on.”



I was still trying to figure out the basics. “Sir, what about time paradoxes?”



Dakk growled, “Oh, Lethe, here we go—”



“I mean—” I waved a hand at the dioramas. “Suppose you pick up a beacon with data on a battle. But you decide to change the future; the battle never happens…. What about the beacon? Does it pop out of existence? And now you have a record of a battle that will never happen. Where did the information come from?”



Tarco said eagerly, “Maybe parallel universes are created. In one the battle goes ahead, in the other it doesn’t. The beacon just leaks from one universe to another—”



Dakk looked bored.



Varcin waved a hand. “They don’t go in for such metaphysics around here. The cosmos, it turns out, has a certain common sense about these matters. If you cause a time paradox there is no magic. Just—an anomalous piece of data that nobody created, a piece of technology with no origin. It’s troubling, perhaps, but only subtly, at least compared to the existence of parallel universes, or objects popping in and out of existence. What concerns us more, day to day, are the consequences of this knowledge.”



“Consequences?”



“For example, the leakage of information from future into past is having an effect on the evolution of human society. Innovations are transmitted backward. We are becoming—static. Rigid, over very long timescales. Of course that helps control the conduct of a war on such immense reaches of space and time. And regarding the war, many engagements are stalemated by foresight on both sides. It’s probable that we are actually extending the war.” His face closed in. “I suspect that if you work here you become—cautious. Conservative. The further downstream we look, the more extensive our decisions’ consequences become. With a wave of a hand in this room, I can banish trillions of souls to the oblivion of non-existence—or rather, of never-to-exist.”



My blood was high. “We’re talking about a knowledge of the future. And all we do is set up stalemate after stalemate?”



For sure, Varcin didn’t welcome being questioned like that by an ignorant ensign. He snapped, “Look, nobody has run a war this way before! We’re making this up as we go along, okay? But, believe me, we’re doing our best.



“And remember this. Knowledge of the future does not change certain fundamentals about the war. The Xeelee are older than us. They are more powerful, more advanced in every way that we can measure. Logically, given their resources, they should defeat us, whatever we do. We cannot ensure victory by any action we make here, that much is clear. But we suspect that if we get it wrong, we could make defeat certain. All we can hope for is to preserve at least the possibility of victory. And we believe that if not for the Mapping, humanity would have lost this war by now.”



I wasn’t convinced. “You can change history. But you will still send Tarco out, knowing he will die. Why?”



Varcin’s face worked as he tried to control his irritation. “You must understand the decision-making process here. We are trying to win a war, not just a battle. We have to try to see beyond individual events to the chains of consequences that follow. That is why we will sometimes commit ships to a battle we know will be lost—why we will send warriors to certain deaths, knowing their deaths will not gain the slightest immediate advantage—why sometimes we will even allow a victory to turn to a defeat, if the long-term consequences of victory are too high. And that is at the heart of the charges against you, Captain.”



Dakk snapped, “Get to the point, Commissary.”



Varcin gestured again.



Before the array of futures, a glimmering Virtual diagram appeared. It was a translucent sphere, with many layers, something like an onion. Its outer layers were green, shading to yellow further in, with a pinpoint star of intense white at the center. Misty shapes swam through its interior. It cast a green glow on all our faces.



“Pretty,” I said.



“It’s a monopole,” said Dakk. “A schematic representation.”



“The warhead of the Sunrise torpedo.”



“Yes.” Varcin walked into the diagram, and began pointing out features. “The whole structure is about the size of an atomic nucleus. There are W and Z



bosons in this outer shell here. Further in, there is a region in which the weak nuclear and electromagnetic forces are unified, but strong nuclear interactions are distinct. In this central region—” he cupped the little star in his hand “—grand unification is achieved…. “



I spoke up. “Sir, how does this kick Xeelee ass?”



Dakk glared at me. “Ensign, the monopole is the basis of a weapon that shares the Xeelee’s own physical characteristics. You understand that the vacuum has a structure. And that structure contains flaws. The Xeelee actually use two-dimensional flaws—sheets—to power their nightfighters. But you can have one-dimensional flaws—strings—and zero-dimensional flaws.”



“Monopoles,” I guessed.



“You got it.”



“And since the Xeelee use spacetime defects to drive their ships—”



“The best way to hit them is with another spacetime defect.” Dakk rammed her fist into her hand. “And that’s how we punched a hole in that Sugar Lump.”



“But at a terrible cost.” Varcin made the monopole go away. Now we were shown a kind of tactical display. We saw a plan view of the galaxy’s central regions—the compact swirl that was 3-Kilo, wrapped tightly around the core. Prickles of blue light showed the position of human forward bases, like Base 592, surrounding the Xeelee concentration in the core. And we saw battles raging all around 3-Kilo, wave after wave of blue human lights pushing toward the core, but breaking against stolid red Xeelee defense perimeters.



“This is the next phase of the war,” Varcin said. “In most futures, these assaults begin a century from now. We get through the Xeelee perimeters in the end, through to the core—or rather, we can see many futures in which that outcome is still possible. But the cost in most scenarios is enormous.”



Dakk said, “All because of my one damn torpedo.”



“Because of the intelligence you will give away, yes. You made one of the first uses of the monopole weapon. After your engagement, the Xeelee knew we had it. The fallback order you disregarded was based on a decision at higher levels not to deploy the monopole weapon at the Fog engagement, to reserve it for later. By proceeding through the chop line, you undermined the decision of your superiors.”



“I couldn’t have known that such a decision had been made.”



“We argue that, reasonably, you should have been able to judge that. Your error will cause great suffering, unnecessary death. The Tolman data proves it. Your judgment was wrong.”



So there it was. The galaxy diagram collapsed into pixels. Tarco stiffened beside me, and Dakk fell silent.



Varcin said to me, “Ensign, I know this is hard for you. But perhaps you can see now why you were appointed prosecutor advocate.”



“I think so, sir.”



“And will you endorse my recommendations?”



I thought it through. What would I do in the heat of battle, in Dakk’s position? Why, just the same—and that was what must be stopped, to avert this huge future disaster. Of course, I would endorse the Commission’s conclusion. What else could I do? It was my duty. We still had to go through the formalities of the court of inquiry, and no doubt the court martial to follow. But the verdicts seemed inevitable.



You’d think I was beyond surprise by now, but what came next took me aback. Varcin stood between us, my present and future selves. “We will be pressing for heavy sanctions.”



“I’m sure Captain Dakk—”



“Against you, ensign. Sorry.”






I would not be busted out of the Navy, I learned. But a Letter of Reprimand would go into my file, which would ensure that I would never rise to the rank of captain—in fact, I would likely not be given postings in space at all. Not only that, any application I made to have a child with Tarco would not be granted.



It was a lot to absorb, all at once. But even as Varcin outlined it, I started to see the logic. To change the future, you can only act in the present. There was nothing to be done about Dakk’s personal history; she would carry around what she had done for the rest of her life, a heavy burden. But, for the sake of the course of the war, my life would be trashed. I looked at Tarco. His face was blank. We had never had a relationship, not really—never actually had that child—and yet it was all taken away from us, no more real than one of Varcin’s catalogued futures.



“Some love story,” I said.



“Yeah. Shame, buttface.”



“Yes.” I think we both knew right there that we would drift apart. We’d probably never even talk about it properly. Tarco turned to Varcin. “Sir—I have to ask—”



“Nothing significant changes for you, ensign,” said Varcin softly. “You still rise to exec on the Torch— you will be a capable officer—”



“I still don’t come home from the Fog.”



“No. I’m sorry.”



“Don’t be, sir.” He actually sounded relieved. I don’t know if I admired that or not.



Dakk looked straight ahead. “Sir. Don’t do this. Don’t erase the glory.”



“I have no choice.”



Dakk’s mouth worked. Then she spoke shrilly. “You fucking Commissaries sit in your gilded nests. Handing out destinies like petty gods. Do you ever even doubtwhat you are doing?”



“All the time, captain,” Varcin said sadly. There was a heartbeat of tension. Then something seemed to go out of Dakk.



“Well, I guess I crashed through another chop line. My whole life is never going to happen. And I don’t even have the comfort of popping out of existence.”



Varcin put a hand on her shoulder. “We will take care of you. And you aren’t alone. We have many other relics of lost futures. Some of them are from much further downstream than you. Many have stories that are—interesting.”



“But,” said Dakk stiffly, “my career is finished.”



“Oh, yes, of course.”



I faced Dakk. “So it’s over.”



“Not for us,” she said bitterly. “It will never be over.”



“Why did you do it?”



Her smile was twisted. “Why would you do it? Because it was worth it, ensign. Because we struck at the Xeelee. Because Hama—our son— gave his life in the best possible way.”



At last, I thought I understood her.



We were, after all, the same person. As I had grown up, it had been drummed into me that there was no honor in growing old—and something in Dakk, even now, felt the same way. She was not content to be a living hero. She had let Hama, our lost child, live out her own dreams. Even though it violated orders. Even though it damaged humanity’s cause. And now she envied Hama his moment of glorious youthful suicide. I think Dakk wanted to say more, but I turned away. I was aware I was out of my depth; counseling your elder self over the loss of her whole life isn’t exactly a situation you come across every day. Anyhow, I was feeling elated. Despite disgrace for a crime I’d never committed, despite my screwed-up career, despite the loss of a baby I would never know, despite the wrecking of any relationship I might have had with Tarco. Frankly, I was glad I wouldn’t turn into the beat-up egomaniac I saw before me.



Is that cruel? I did understand that Dakk had just lost her life, her memories and achievements, everything important to her—everything that made her her. But that was the way I felt. I couldn’t help it. I would never, after all, have to live through this scene again, standing on the other side of the room, looking back at my own face.



I would always be tied to Dakk, tied by bonds of guilt and self-recognition, closer than parent to child. But I was free. Tarco had a question to ask. “Sir—do we win?”



Varcin kept his face expressionless. He clapped his hands, and the images over our heads changed.






It was as if the scale expanded.



I saw fleets with ships more numerous than the stars. I saw planets burn, stars flare and die. I saw the galaxy reduced to a wraith of crimson stars that guttered like dying candles. I saw people—but people like none I’d ever heard of: people living on lonely outposts suspended in empty intergalactic spaces, people swimming through the interior of stars, people trapped in abstract environments I couldn’t even recognize. I saw shining people who flew through space, naked as gods.



And I saw people dying, in great waves, unnumbered hordes of them. Varcin said, “We think there is a major crux in the next few millennia. A vital engagement at the center of the galaxy. Many of the history sheaves seem to converge at that point. Beyond that everything is uncertain. The further downstream, the more misty are the visions, the more strange the protagonists, even the humans…. There are paths to a glorious future, an awesome future of mankind victorious. And there are paths that lead to defeat—even extinction, all human possibilities extinguished.”



Dakk, Tarco, and I shared glances. Our intertwined destinies were complex. But I bet the three of us had only one thought in our minds at that moment: that we were glad we were mere Navy tars, that we did not have to deal with this. That was almost the end of it. The formal court was due to convene; the meeting was over.



But there was still something that troubled me. “Commissary—”



“Yes, ensign?”



“Do we have free will?”



Captain Dakk grimaced. “Oh, no, ensign. Not us. We have duty.”



We walked out of the Map Room, where unrealized futures flickered like moth wings.
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