




Teaser


A modern classic, Joan Slonczewski’s A DOOR INTO OCEAN earned the author overwhelming critical acclaim, and comparisons to such respected science fiction luminaries as Frank Herbert and Ursula K. Le Guin. Now, once again, she opens wide the portals into the remarkable ocean world of Shora—and ushers the reader into a breathtaking realm of scientific and ecological wonders…where deathhastening perils hide behind a deceptive veneer of harmony and peace.

Across the galactic Fold, Raincloud Windclan and her family wend their way toward Elysium—a pristine, technologically advanced city of scientists, teachers, politicians and intergalactic bankers that floats serenely on the surface of a water world. A Clicker “goddess” from an environmentally unstable tribal planet, Rain cloud has come at the request of Elysium’s leaders, who urgently need her linguistic and diplomatic skills to help avert an impending war with the barbaric Urulites. But it is scientific knowledge that attracts her husband, Blackbear, to this strange, incomprehensible city. For he fervently wishes to share with his own people the Elysians’ greatest achievement: immortality.

For centuries the pleasure-loving Elysians have co-existed with the Sharers—Shora’s enigmatic, compassionate “lifeshapers,” living precariously on natural “rafts” outside the urban limits.

But greed and complacency have bred among the ageless city dwellers contempt for their treaties and agreements with the true masters of their planet…and for the intelligent machines that attend to their every whim. Yet only a chosen few—the foreigner Windclans included—recognize the internal corruption that is destroying the eternal society…and the devastating resentments and future-threatening hatreds brewing within a dangerous community of nano-sentient “servants” empowered by the awesome might of the words “I am.”
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I
THE SNAKE





Chapter 1

THE SKY OF THE OCEAN MOON WAS BLUE ENOUGH, impossibly blue, bluer than the eye of a newborn. But its surface was not blue at all, as Doctor Blackbear Windclan had expected from the picture-perfect video brochure. As the shuttlecraft bore him and his family ever closer through the clouds, the curve of ocean appeared dusty green, as if a featureless meadow covered the globe. Could this really be Shora, the Ocean Moon?

To reassure himself, Blackbear squeezed the ankles of his two-year-old Sunflower, seated on his shoulders, then he touched the hand of his goddess, Raincloud. Raincloud was a linguist whose training in the tongue of a forbidden world had earned her a job on this free one.

Raincloud returned his look confidently. A goddess of elegant stature, she had the earth-toned complexion typical of their people, the Clickers of Bronze Sky. She carried on her hip their six-year-old Hawktalon, whose cascade of black braids twined in spirals like her mother’s. The braids, full of patterned beads, were works of art which Blackbear spent hours redoing each week. Mother and daughter wore their best rei-gi garments, as did Blackbear: russet linen trousers that flared like skirts, their hems bordered with embroidered volcanoes and fireweed. A belt tied the garment at the waist—for Raincloud, a black belt.

Blackbear adjusted his turban at his forehead. “This planet looks more like a swamp than an ocean.” Shora, home of the native Sharers and the ageless Elysians, was an ocean world—the only inhabited world covered entirely by ocean. And yet, the closer came the ocean’s surface, the more it looked like a field of vegetation, scraggly green and brown patches with brackish puddles in between. It made his stomach churn, already unsettled from the shifting g-forces of the shuttlecraft.

“Maybe it’s Valedon, by mistake,” he added, referring to Shora’s dryer moon-twin. A country doctor from the frontier of Bronze Sky, a world still largely uncharted, Blackbear distrusted all spacecraft and, for that matter, any contrivance that produced light and speech from no discernible origin.

But he would put up with it. For what he sought on this ocean, countless doctors would give their lives: the secret of immortality.

Raincloud laughed, eyeing the vast “swamp” some ten thousand meters below. “You could herd a lot of goats down there.” Her voice clicked crisply, in the language that had earned their people the epithet “Clickers.” Clickers farmed the Caldera Hills of the Dark Goddess, beneath a volcanic bronze sky. Twenty light-years distant, yet Bronze Sky was just a rei-gi tumble away from here, through a hole in the galactic Fold.

Hawktalon’s braids bounced, and she pulled herself up a notch on her mother’s back. “Can we really keep our goats after all, Mother? And have room to let the dogs run? Oh please, let’s send for the dogs—”

“No,” clicked Raincloud. “I told you, we’ll be indoors the whole time, within a giant Elysian city.”

“Shaped like a bubble, you said,” Hawktalon added.

Elysium, the republic of “immortals.” Elysians never aged. They lived a thousand years or more, within their twelve opulent “cellular cities” that floated upon Shora’s ocean.

“But even in Founders City,” Hawktalon reminded her mother, “people kept dogs.” The capital of Bronze Sky was the only city the six-year-old had ever known.

Raincloud looked up from the observation deck and turned toward the back of the carpeted oval compartment. “Servo, please,” she called. Raincloud spoke Elysian, the language of the ageless ones, as well as Sharer, the speech of the ocean-dwelling natives who long predated the Republic of Elysium. Most important, she spoke the language of Urulan, the dreaded barbarian world whose missiles threatened the worlds of the Free Fold. Elysian intelligence had recruited her for her knowledge of Urulite. “Servo, please tell us what makes this ocean brown when its sky is blue.”

The azure sky was no disappointment, Blackbear conceded, coming from a world whose volcanic dust painted its noonday sky yellow, with hours of blood-red sunset.

“A very perceptive and interesting question, Citizen,” came a sibilant voice from nowhere.

Blackbear frowned suspiciously. On his shoulders Sunflower bounced and craned his neck with interest, his stuffed wolf cub doll dangling in his father’s face.

“The answer, Citizen,” continued the servo voice, “is this. On Shora, by this time of year, the raft seedlings overgrow the entire ocean.”

So that was it. Living “rafts” like radial tree branches grew out onto the water. Unlike Elysians, the web-fingered Sharers actually lived outdoors upon the larger rafts.

As the servo spoke, Raincloud murmured simultaneous translation for Hawktalon. This talent had earned the goddess a job as interpreter for the Sharer embassy in Founders City, where Blackbear had studied medicine. Elysium, of course, had Sharer experts aplenty; their treaty with the ocean-dwellers required continual consultation. For Elysian Foreign Affairs, Raincloud would be translating signals from spy satellites at Urulan.

And Blackbear would do medical research, at the Longevity Laboratory of the famous scientist Tulle Meryllishon.

“In just two weeks,” the servo voice told the Windclans, “the giant seaswallowers will migrate from the south pole, consuming the overgrown raft seedlings you see below, along with anything else in their path. Despite our best efforts, one or two Sharer rafts are lost each year.”

“Lost?” Blackbear exclaimed. “But—what about us?” Elysian cities, like the living rafts, floated upon the ocean, each one a great sphere of nanoplast some four kilometers across. The city of Helicon, the Windclans’ destination, lay ahead now, a gleaming pearl set in the seedling-choked sea. The pearl grew steadily larger as they approached. A single dwelling for a million immortal souls; the sight of it took his breath away. Yet even a structure so huge could be swamped by the sea.

“The city of Helicon could be lost, Citizen,” the voice added. “Its surface was breached, once, forty years ago. If the leak had not been fixed, the city would have filled and sunk in fifty-three point six days.”

Sunflower bounced happily on Blackbear’s shoulders. “Snake, Daddy,” he clicked. “Ss-ss, I hear snake.” The sibilant Elysian voice, which the child could not understand, sounded like hissing.

Blackbear asked, “But what happens if—”

“Snake, Daddy.”

“All right, it’s a snake. Now be quiet, Sunny.” The child insisted on hearing his pronouncements repeated, to make sure their wisdom had sunk in.

Hawktalon laughed. “Sunny thinks he heard a snake. What a baby. It’s not even Snake Day yet.”

The servo added, “Does my vocalization fail, Citizen?”

Blackbear said, “No, but—”

“If so, please report my defect to Service Sector Oh-three-twenty in the Nucleus of Helicon, for training. Actually, Citizen, the sinking of Helicon or any other Elysian city is most unlikely; no such event has been recorded in nine centuries since the founding of the Republic. The city’s compartments are pressurized at all levels, and a buoyant fluid fills its transit reticulum, like a great living cell. Attention: Helicon’s surface lies just beneath us. See the sunlight sparkle on its shimmering dome? Prepare for landing.”

An indentation appeared in the city’s surface, as if an invisible giant had pressed a thumb into it. The thumbprint deepened and widened, and the shadow of the shuttlecraft fell across it.

At his side, Raincloud clicked, “Strap down again.”

The four of them returned to their seats, which automatically strapped them down for safety. Blackbear zipped Sunflower’s empty juice cup into his travel bag.

Hawktalon announced, “I’ll carry my own bag off the shuttle.”

“Sorry, you’ll ride for now,” her mother insisted. No respectable Clicker adult would walk in public without a child on her back, or his.

Hawktalon pouted, and her much-worn stuffed fruitbat hung listlessly. A bit old to be carried, she would have to put up with it until Raincloud conceived another child. Back home in Tumbling Rock, the clan always had a number of little ones to hold; but here, of course, they had only these two. Clicker goddesses spaced three or four years between children, to prolong the nursing of each.

The craft shuddered to a halt. “Thank you, Citizens, for enjoying my service. A reminder: You will be met at the transit node of Octant Six by your host, Alin Anaeashon, mate of Tulle Meryllishon…”

Tulle Meryllishon was the lab director. Meryllishon was not a clan name, for Elysium had no clans. The shon name referred to the nursery of birth. Each city had its central shon, where the children were born and raised in common.

This arrangement was incomprehensible to Blackbear, for in Tumbling Rock even orphans had extended families. But then, the Elysians could have no children of their own. Immortality came at a price.

The Elysians were sterile. Their lack of germ cells was a side effect of the genetic treatment of their embryos, in the artificial wombs of the shon. The embryos, all derived from non-Elysian sources, had to be grown in culture.

What was the link between aging and fertility? No scientist had yet cracked it, but Tulle Meryllishon was trying. That was the Fertility Project, which Blackbear had come to work on. There were frontier worlds to populate, new fertile hills to fill with growing families. Few non-Elysian parents cared to produce children who could expect no children of their own. But if the Fertility Project succeeded, every child in the Fold could be born immortal.

OUTSIDE THE SHUTTLE, THE CHILL AIR BROUGHT A SCENT of orange and salt from Shora’s ocean. A wind shrieked overhead across the lip of the cavity which held them in the surface of the Elysian city.

Hawktalon winced and covered her eyes. “The sun—it burns, Mother.”

“Look away from it, dear,” Raincloud reminded her. This sun blazed without mercy through the clear blue sky, untempered by volcanic haze.

The lip of the cavity rose around them and constricted, blocking the sun. Now the lemon-colored disk of Valedon, Shora’s moon-twin, appeared against the blue. Then the shuttle lifted off out of the cavity, and the lip soon closed overhead.

The cavity now became an enclosed vesicle, diffusely lighted. Within the vesicle, so small after the expanse of sky and ocean, Blackbear felt trapped. But Sunflower caressed his forehead and leaned forward with interest. “Going downstairs,” the child clicked softly.

“Yes, Sunflower, ‘downstairs.’” The vesicle was floating downward at about a sixty degree angle, along a fluid-filled branch of the transit reticulum. The flow of liquid carried the vesicle in its path.

“Welcome, Citizens, to Helicon, capital of Elysium, home of butterflies for a thousand years.” Another disembodied servo voice. Blackbear’s hair stood on end. “Would you be seated, Citizens?” the voice added.

Raincloud said, “Yes, thank you,” in faultless Elysian.

Behind Blackbear, a lump of nanoplast pushed up and molded itself into a chair. The entire vesicle must be made of nanoplast, an “intelligent” material. But how could that stuff form such intricate shapes? Similar chairs took shape for the four of them. Hawktalon exclaimed with delight, and the beaded braids jangled about her face.

“If I ever fail to serve promptly, please report my defect to Service Sector Oh-three-thirteen. Now, the latest news. The Urulite Imperium claims that the Valan freighter Sardonyx entered Urulite space before it was destroyed. Urulan threatens Valedon itself with interstellar missiles…”

Ghostlike figures sprang up on a little holostage, before the incurving wall of the vesicle. Hawktalon shrieked and clapped her hands. Blackbear shuddered, wondering where such a backward planet as Urulan could have gotten interstellar missiles. What if they hit Shora as well as Valedon? At any rate, the news was bad enough without showing it in three dimensions.

The chair oozed to fit his shape as he stretched. Was there anything in Elysium not “alive,” responsive and motile? Or rather, were there any live Elysians, other than holo figures?

From the left, another vesicle entered the stream and approached alongside. Its surface touched and seemed to melt in. The two vessels fused, their walls joined and widened to reveal several passengers.

Elysians were small, compact people, rarely taller than Blackbear’s shoulder; they were designed to make the most of their living space. Their complexions ranged from pink to brown, one of them pale as cream; their genetic stock, Blackbear knew, included sperm and ova from all worlds of the Free Fold, even Bronze Sky. They wore Valan talars with long patterned trains, now bundled up by pairs of “trainsweeps.” Trainsweeps were beetlelike servos, with their six legs poking out beneath their polished shells, scurrying behind their masters to keep the trains in order. Their Elysian masters did not speak or even smile in greeting; a custom common to cities, Blackbear had learned during his medical training at Founders University. Back in Tumbling Rock, however, in the Caldera Hills, if one failed to recognize a passerby, one immediately said hello to make the acquaintance.

The nearest of the seated Elysians wore a train of unusual length, requiring two pairs of trainsweeps to carry the folds of pale green silk. He must have been at least five hundred years old, therefore; she or he, Blackbear could not tell which, he realized with a shock. A goddess, after all, he decided, much embarrassed, adjusting his turban self-consciously. A “woman,” an Elysian female, though the Elysian word did not connote all that the Clicker “goddess” did. Her hair fell unbraided to her shoulders, and her talar reached to her sandaled feet. The portion of her train that clasped her back was embroidered with butterflies, deep blue heliconians, their long wings marked by red bars and edged with white.

Each of Elysium’s twelve cities took a different butterfly as its emblem; heliconians, for Helicon. Blackbear had forgotten why this was so, but nonetheless he sighed to see something familiar. Bronze Sky, like Valedon and most other inhabited worlds, had been terraformed long ago with stock from ancient Torr. Shora had not; thus the native rafts and seaswallowers remained. But the first Elysians had brought butterflies from their terraformed home world.

“And now—trainsweeps and housekeepers on sale,” the servo voice continued. “The very best from Valedon.” Shora’s moon-twin was well known for the manufacture of servos. “All at The Golden Fritillary…” The shop address went beyond his grasp of Elysian.

“They’re selling goddesses,” clicked Raincloud mischievously.

Startled, Blackbear asked, “How’s that?”

“Well, in Urulite, our word ‘goddess’ would translate as ‘domestic property,’ which is what the Elysians have put on sale.” A trilingual pun.

“Well,” said Blackbear, “we’re far from Urulan and its barbarians, thank the Dark One.” Twice as distant as Bronze Sky, Urulan had closed itself to foreigners for two centuries, and allowed few of its own to venture out. Fortunately Raincloud would see no live Urulites in Elysium.

“Urulites aren’t all bad,” she reminded him. Raincloud had studied Urulite with an émigré professor, an escaped slave.

“The good ones leave or die.” Like Shora, Urulan had never been terraformed, but its people were as uncivilized as its plated fourteen-legged carnivores. In an age when most worlds traded freely across the Fold, Urulan’s goddesses were herded like sheep, and their male warriors fought each other with crude nuclear bombs. They even bred gorilla hybrids as slaves—like Raincloud’s old teacher.

Sunflower was tugging insistently at his father’s collar. “Doggie,” clicked the child.

“What’s that, Sunflower?”

“Sunflo’ see Doggie. Sunflo’ fly down. Fly down, see Doggie.”

Blackbear looked down. At the end of the Elysian’s bundled train, one of her six-legged trainsweeps wiggled back and forth slightly. “Sunflower, that’s not a dog, and you can’t fly down now.”

“Sunflo’ fly do-own!”

Raincloud shrugged. “Let him down, why not.”

“Me too!” Hawktalon slid to the ground.

There was no place to run, after all. Blackbear let Sunflower down and watched him toddle off on tiptoe after his sister, both swinging their animal dolls behind them. They inspected the trainsweep, taking in its every move.

Seeing them, apart, in this world of strangeness, Blackbear fought back a wave of anxiety. It was an old fear he had, about losing his child. It must have started years before, at age seven, when he had lost his youngest brother in the swollen river. He barely remembered what his brother looked like, now; whenever he recalled the incident, or dreamed it, it was Sunflower he saw in his arms.

No children. Those Elysians with their unburdened shoulders and smooth complexions, yet they might be eighty, or eight hundred…

Of course, there were Elysian children, Blackbear reminded himself. Raised in the artificial wombs of the shon, seeded from the best imported genetic stock, just enough children were born to offset mortality by accident and rare disease. Just enough to fill the jobs the city needed. But not enough for each one to carry one.

“Transit node, Octant Six,” said the voice. “Prepare to disembark.”

The vesicle had fused to several more vesicles by now, including one that descended from above and had to lower its occupants onto the platform. It had formed itself into a great length of sausage. After some minutes, its rate of flow lessened. Out of the translucent fluid ahead there appeared a white wall, into which the vesicle merged and opened. The Windclan family gathered up their bags and stepped out.

They entered a vast pulsating cavern. Here, vesicles fused to the cavern, while elsewhere new vesicles pinched off, flowing down other branches of the reticulum. The ceiling played a lightshow of butterflies, their long golden wings sporting black spots; another heliconian variant, he guessed. Below thronged the Elysians, their hair neither braided nor bound up in turbans, their trains extending back several meters to their trainsweeps. Countless servos mingled about, tall loud-spoken ones vending drinks and sweets, broad flat ones offering transport, disconcerting little insectlike ones quietly vacuuming the spotless floor. Even overhead, little bell-tinkling hovercraft glided by. And still, not a child to be seen…

It was not just that in the Caldera Hills, the fertile slopes and endless forests needed many hands for harvest, and children were the growth industry of a world with a dozen empty continents to populate, facing floods, fires and landslides along the way. Beyond that—

What was an adult without children? How could one even begin a conversation, without presenting one’s offspring or younger sib? Among Clickers, even children presented their dolls. Could these Elysians feel? Could they care about others? Was eternal youth worth the price?

Blackbear thought of his father with prostate trouble, and his last patient, the elderly woman from the next town whom he had treated for kidney failure just before he left home. Why was aging linked to fertility? Blackbear hoped soon to learn. The Fertility Project could change everything. Everyone might then have ageless children of their own. It was too late for Hawktalon and Sunflower, he thought with a pang, but then he and his goddess expected another six or seven children.

From Raincloud’s back, Hawktalon exclaimed, “Oh, look who’s here!”

The trainsweep had left its master and followed behind them. Astonished, Blackbear stared at its polished silver surface, which reflected splotches of gold from the ceiling butterflies.

Raincloud glared at her daughter. “It’s the one you were pestering.”

“Oh Goddess,” exclaimed Blackbear, his stomach in knots. “What if someone thinks we stole it?”

“We didn’t, Dad.” Hawktalon was indignant. “Go away, bad Doggie,” she told the trainsweep, but her cheerful tone belied her words.

Raincloud said, “We’ll leave it at ‘lost and found,’ somewhere. Servo?” she called. “Where’s that damned servo voice when we need it?”

He winced, wishing she would watch her language in front of the little boy.

Just then, Sunflower half slid off his shoulder and leaned toward a vendor, a servo shaped like a lamppost attached to a tray of scooped sweets. “Ice cream. Sunflo’ hungry.”

“No,” said Blackbear. “No ice cream, that’s that.” Wherever was that Elysian to meet them, he wondered.

The child tensed ominously. His eyebrows wrinkled, and the corners of his mouth pulled down. Then he let out a wail that caused heads to turn.

Blackbear hurriedly brought him down and rocked him in his arms, but it was no use. Sunflower screamed and flailed his limbs in all directions.

“Sh-sh.” Hawktalon covered her ears.

Raincloud was searching around. “Try to spot an ‘information vendor.’ They look like—”

A ringing bell sounded overhead. It was an airborne hovercraft. The hovercraft landed right in front of Blackbear. It spouted an Elysian phrase which he did not catch. Two servos emerged, emergency lights blinking around their heads.

“Please lay patient on the floor, head raised.” A stocky machine, about as tall as Hawktalon, spoke in the soothing tones of a flight attendant. “Some hyperventilation, we see.”

The other servo, shaped more like a lamppost, extended two long tentacles snaking around the child in Blackbear’s arms.

“No,” he shouted, adding in Click-click, “get off, by the Goddess!” He bent at the knees, his left foot slid back, then he twisted the grasping servo over in a somersault. Rei-gi aimed for gentle disengagement.

“Do not damage City property,” the lamppost intoned as it rearranged itself. “A fine may be charged.”

The stocky servo observed, “The child is foreign, a defective. We are not equipped to treat defectives. We must call reinforcements. Meanwhile, please lay patient on the floor.”

“Nonsense,” snapped Raincloud. “We’ll put you on the floor.” Raincloud had earned a black-belt, as did all goddesses, several levels higher than that permitted men. “Defective, indeed,” she muttered, her eyes dark as those of the six-armed Goddess of the Hills.

“Hai!” Hawktalon swung her hands up in a practice move.

“Pardon me…” An Elysian man stood nearby. “Doctor Windclan, I presume?”

The childless man wore a talar of tawny brown, almost like the sky of Bronze Sky. His train had a border of what looked like autumn leaves, unlike the gaudy butterflies of the other Elysians. Tall for an Elysian, he still had to look up to Blackbear’s face. His complexion was smooth as a baby’s, yet his impeccable grooming and composure marked his maturity.

“Yes?” said Blackbear hopefully.

With a slight bow, the man added, “I am Alin Anaeashon, mate of Tulle Meryllishon. Meeting you is my highest duty; my mate has told me so much about you.”

Of course, Blackbear recalled. The Director’s “mate” would have to meet him first, an Elysian custom. The same would be true for Raincloud’s supervisor, and for any other Elysian they had to meet.

Raincloud nudged him, whispering a phrase in his ear. Blackbear nodded stiffly; it was hard to bow, with the child on his neck. He returned the formal phrase. “My mate Raincloud will hear glowing reports of you.” He hoped his accent was not too bad. The word “mate” still bothered him; it could mean either goddess or consort.

“Such an honor,” said Alin. “And your…little friend; has he received proper care?”

The child was still sobbing on and off.

Blackbear said, “Let me present Sunflower, my…”

“…shonling,” prompted Raincloud.

“And here’s Fruitbat,” clicked Hawktalon, extending her stuffed animal.

Sunflower buried his face in his father’s shoulder, but held out Wolfcub by its tail.

“The defective was hyperventilating,” insisted the servo. “The foreigners obstructed our care. Reinforcements will arrive.”

Sure enough, a second hovercraft was settling beside the first.

“Your training is defective,” Alin calmly told the servo. “First, foreigners require consent for treatment. Second, the patient is clearly a shonling.”

The servos immediately drew back. “He is not registered with any shon,” said one. The lamppost-type added, “Please report our defect to Service Sector Two-seven-twenty.”

Immediately the servos reentered their hovercraft and took off. Sunflower was calmer now, just sniffing at intervals. “Bird,” he clicked, eyeing the departing hovercraft. “Bird fly away.”

“Well.” Alin smiled slightly. “Sorry, the medics were only trying to help. If you register your child with the Helishon, you’ll have no more trouble.” The Helishon was the main nursery-womb of Helicon.

“We plan to register,” said Blackbear, recalling this requirement with some suspicion. “But we’ve only just arrived.”

“I say…” Alin was looking past Blackbear to something behind him in the street.

Blackbear turned. There was the runaway trainsweep still, behind him now, as if carrying an invisible train. His heart sank again. “It followed us out of the vesicle,” he explained, much embarrassed.

Alin gave a peal of laughter, like a delighted child; for the first time, the Elysian seemed to come alive as a real person. “I expected you in native dress, but—a trainsweep without a train? Tulle will love it!” His look of gravity returned. “Never mind; its network must have crossed connections and oriented to you by mistake. Just look up its owner and give his mate a call.”

Raincloud asked, “Couldn’t we just turn it off?”

Alin shook his head. “It might take a while to retrain. Let’s get you to your house, shall we?” He motioned them to follow. Blackbear thought of his longhouse on the mountainside, with the goats scampering down to pasture below. “We’ll just take the next vesicle, this branch, and tell the servo your address. You’ll need rest; we’ll get acquainted tomorrow, on the way to the lab. No problem, tomorrow’s another Visiting Day for me.” The Elysians had a three-day work week, restricted by law. An inefficient way to do business; but then, the immortals could take their time.

Hawktalon clapped her hands. “Oh Daddy, can I go to the lab, too?”

Raincloud answered, “Not tomorrow. You must come with me, to meet important people.” Raincloud wanted to show off her firstborn goddess at Foreign Affairs.

“Next week,” Blackbear promised. As the long golden train behind Alin passed before him, he suddenly saw that what looked like dead leaves in the border pattern were in fact butterflies after all, anaeans, their crinkled brown wings evolved to resemble litter on the forest floor. Clever camouflage; these butterflies were more than they seemed.

THEIR ELYSIAN HOST LED THEM DOWN A “STREET” THAT felt more like a tunnel, Blackbear thought. The facades at either side were all shaped like the profile of an hourglass, their foundations curving down into the street while their upper stories arched into the luminous sky-ceiling. The shop windows were wide open, without even mesh screens to keep out insects. Not that he had seen any insects, save for an enormous garden of butterflies; the sight drew his gaze backward as they passed.

“Here’s your house,” said Alin at last.

Blackbear saw what appeared to be the faint trace of a doorway in the wall before him, at the end of a gently sloping ramp. He gave Alin an uncertain look, trying to muster up the courage to ask the location of the handle. But before he did so, the center of the door pinched in and molded outward, until a doorway had formed, jambs and all. His toes curled within his shoes.

“You’ll get used to nanoplast,” Alin assured him. “It always startles foreigners at first. Think of it as a sort of modeling clay inhabited by billions of molecular servos. That’s what they told me when I was a shonling.”

Blackbear smiled despite himself. This Elysian had not forgotten his own childhood, after all his centuries.

“Thanks for your help,” said Raincloud. “When should we expect our luggage?” Traveling on Bronze Sky, their luggage had always seemed to end up behind.

Alin paused as if surprised. “Is anything missing?”

Blackbear blinked, then looked inside.

The solid oak dining table, its legs fully assembled, stood in the near room, upon the woolen rug woven by Blackbear’s brothers for his wedding. The curtains, which he had sewn to fit the windows back home and expected to have to redo completely, now hung upon windows shaped perfectly to fit. Raincloud’s clan portrait, with her three sisters, twelve brothers, and assorted nieces and nephews, and himself beside her, hung right there on the wall. He had packed it away in three layers of wrapping.

Blackbear felt shock and indignation. Who had dared to go through their things?

Hawktalon skipped through the doorway. “Look—it’s our house already!”

“Not bad,” Raincloud admiringly told the Elysian. “Your people are most considerate.”

“Oh, the house took care of everything.”

Blackbear’s anger subsided. As usual, his goddess was less particular about interiors than he was. He should be grateful, he realized, for packing and unpacking was the one thing that could drive him and Raincloud to snap at each other. Still, as he went inside to look around, he wondered at the lack of privacy. In Tumbling Rock, no stranger would enter a house unasked.

“The Dark One will need a shrine, though.” Raincloud had located the figure of the Dark Goddess, standing most inappropriately at the rear of the sitting room. The black glazed figure, about half height, had the traditional six arms of the Goddess: her lower two hands held a baby to the breast; her middle two grasped a fanged snake at its head and tail, its midsection caught in the Dark One’s mouth; and her upper two hands lifted overhead in a gesture of the dance, their fingertips aflame.

Alin said, “Just tell your house to push out another room. You’ve probably not yet filled your quota.”

“Twelve hundred cubic meters is your quota,” said a voice. “Your rooms at present total seventy percent of quota.”

Blackbear gave a start, and looked around.

“I am your dependable housing unit,” said the voice, “manufactured by the Valan House of Chrysolite. If I ever fail you in any way, citizen, please report my defect to…”

Blackbear’s mouth fell open, and a chill reached his toes. He thought, We’ll be living with a ghost in the house.

From the doorway, Alin observed, “The holostage should connect right here. Let’s have the news,” he called to the house.

A gossamer shell of light appeared in the sitting room, above the holostage. It formed a man, full-size, wearing a talar with cut stones arrayed across his chest. It was the prime minister of Valedon, Shora’s sister world, standing right there in the Windclans’ home. “The Ministry categorically denies this allegation,” the man’s voice boomed, too loud for comfort; Hawktalon clapped her ears. “It is inconceivable that any Valan vessel would violate the recognized space boundary of Urulan, or of any sovereign world. Surely the Free Fold will accept our word, the word of a peace-loving democratic society, over that of a state mired in feudal barbarism—”

“Silence, please,” ordered Raincloud.

The voice ceased, but the speaker remained.

“Valedon used to be feudal enough, a few centuries back,” muttered Raincloud.

A house full of ghosts, thought Blackbear.

THE HOUSE OBLIGINGLY TUNNELED AN EXTRA ROOM FOR the shrine of the Dark One. It also reshaped Hawktalon’s bedroom at her impudent request, giving it a domed ceiling like that of the Temple back home. Then it produced their dinner out of a “window” in the kitchen, roasted goat flesh with potatoes, steaming hot, as if by magic. Before Blackbear even looked for a broom, several servos like large cockroaches came out and sucked all of Sunflower’s crumbs off the floor.

It fascinated him, yet annoyed him, too. “Those servos will try to do your braids next,” he grumbled to Raincloud as he undid his turban and shook out his hair, then slid exhausted into their ready-made bed.

“Nonsense. I’d toss them out, first.” Her arms stretched back amongst the braids, and her breasts rose, as beautifully dark as the rich soil of the Hills. Then she reached up and pulled him over on top of her. Suddenly she was as hungry and desirous as the Dark One devouring the snake. They weren’t quite so exhausted after all, Blackbear decided.

Chapter 2

THE NEXT MORNING, THE WINDCLANS WERE UP EARLY for morning prayers to the Dark One. The Goddess Mu, her name too sacred to be uttered, existed in forms infinite in number, smaller than the smallest particle, and ever present. The six-armed form was her favored aspect among humans. Hawktalon lighted the beeswax candles before the polished image, under the watchful eye of her mother. The fragrance of the candles helped Blackbear feel more settled. Perhaps the hand of the Dark One would protect them, even here, so many light-years out from the Hills.

After prayers came rei-gi. The Dark One forbade all instruments of death, but the defensive art of rei-gi helped ward off highwaymen and starving gold miners on the frontier. The main principle of rei-gi was to apply a small force, precisely timed, to deflect an attacker’s thrust and tumble him down.

The house obligingly tucked their furniture into its walls, and Blackbear spread out the mat. The living room was just long enough for one good tumble over the shoulder, ending with a resounding thump of the foot. After the tumbles, over and over, they practiced throws and escapes. Hawktalon was already good enough to toss Blackbear overhead when he caught her from behind, the “Tumbling Rock” move, which gave its name to their home village. Even Sunflower could squiggle out from his mother’s arms when she held him up.

Since rei-gi was designed especially for people carrying children, Blackbear and Raincloud practiced with a twenty-pound sack of beans strapped to the lower back. Hawktalon practiced, too, with a smaller sack. Then Raincloud sat Sunflower behind her hips, in a leather harness designed to protect his head. He laughed with delight as she sparred, unaware of the meticulous training required to keep him safe.

At last Raincloud set out with Hawktalon to meet the mate of the Sub-Subguardian, her supervisor at the Nucleus. “Look, Mum,” exclaimed Hawktalon as she stepped out the door. “There’s Doggie!”

“There’s Doggie!” echoed Sunflower, running outside in his bare feet.

Sure enough, the runaway trainsweep was still there. It had waited all night outside. It was no longer moving, though.

Raincloud frowned. “Didn’t you report it last night, dear?”

“I told the ‘house’” said Blackbear, exasperated. “I hope its owner claims it today.”

“I’m sure they will. At least its power has run down, so it’ll stay put.”

“Excuse me, Citizen,” spoke the house; Blackbear gave a start. “This trainsweep has nearly exhausted its reserve. If it goes out completely, it will require costly retraining.”

“It obviously needs retraining already,” Blackbear muttered.

“Very well, Citizen, that can be arranged—”

“Never mind,” he interrupted, shying at “costly.” “How do I…” His vocabulary failed.

“Recharge it,” completed Raincloud.

An extension cord snaked out of the house and connected to the trainsweep for half a minute. The little servo promptly woke up and jiggled toward them, to Sunflower’s delight. Blackbear felt as foolish as if he had just fed milk to a stray cat.

“You’ll have to take it inside,” said Raincloud, “so it won’t follow us all the way to the Nucleus.”

Hawktalon waved good-bye, walking alongside her mother—a significant concession, Blackbear noted.

With a sigh, Blackbear shooed the trainsweep inside. As it turned out, the little servo kept the two-year-old’s attention while Blackbear spent an hour rearranging furniture and rediscovering packed clothing. He was anxious enough to get started at the Fertility Lab, but he had no idea when the Director would deign to see him. Whatever was her mate Alin to “report” about him? This Elysian social ritual was trying.

“Good morning, Blackbear,” called Alin’s voice, apparently from the sitting room. “Are you there?”

Disconcerted, Blackbear hurried over. There stood the “ghost” of Alin Anaeashon with his train of dead-leaf butterflies, in a column of light upon the holostage where the Valan minister had harangued them the day before.

“I hope you slept well, your first night in Helicon? It will be my highest duty to introduce you today. Tulle wants to show you an exciting discovery in heart development.”

“Thanks,” said Blackbear, collecting himself. This holostage must take incoming calls, like the visiphones in Founders City. “I am eager to get started—”

“Come along, then,” said Alin, “and meet me at the swallowtail garden just outside Science Park.”

Alin’s train made a graceful arc as he swept around, his sandals tapping quietly, their soles curved up in front of the toes. As he shrank away in the distance, the image of his surroundings remained in the column of light. There were tall trees, beautifully sculpted, and what seemed to be thousands of butterflies flitting about them. The sight caught Blackbear’s heart, despite his eagerness to get to work.

A discovery in immortal heart development, that did sound exciting. He quickly packed Sunflower’s diaper bag, reminding himself it was about time for potty training. Then he carried the child out the door, managing to keep the trainsweep inside before the door closed. A sort of squeaking sound emanated from inside; servos squeaked like that, now and then.

Blackbear navigated the street-tunnels between the concave facades, and then the vesicles of the transit reticulum. He could appreciate the “cellular” structure of the city, with its membranelike network of channels, culminating in the central Nucleus. The founders of Helicon, who had created the ageless Elysians, had been doctors from the planet Helix, come to learn molecular biology from the Sharer lifeshapers. The Heliconian Doctors, like their Sharer hosts, had shaped Elysium through biology; and yet, they went much farther. No Sharer could have dreamed of nanoplast.

The avenue leading up to Science Park was wider and taller than the residential street. Upon the radiant skylight giant birds of paradise alternated with the blue shapes of heliconian butterflies. Below, the Elysians passed with their trains like flowing streamers. On a shop windowsill, a medical helicopter set down, bells ringing, and a couple of servos scrambled out. Blackbear wondered who was getting “treated” this time. No Elysian need call a doctor a day’s journey off across the mountain.

A butterfly dipped before him, a large yellow swallowtail with black ribs and rows of blue and red spots. It hovered, then fluttered off ahead. As he walked, there came another, then another.

On his shoulders, Sunflower tried to raise himself higher. “What that, Daddy?”

“That’s a butterfly, Sunny.”

“But-ter-fly,” Sunflower repeated carefully.

Trees rose before him, right up to the sky-ceiling, covered with shimmering butterflies. The scent of blossoms, where the insects sipped nectar, was compelling. The little black-lined tails of the nearer ones seemed to wink at him. Closer, one could see the fat orange-stalked caterpillars devouring the leaves; the trees must require special care, to keep up their food supply.

Beneath the trees, Elysians stood or sat upon crescent-shaped benches of nanoplast. A few conversed quietly, but most simply stared or meditated, seeming lost in thought, as they viewed the butterflies. “Butterfly viewing” was an Elysian custom, he recalled. They almost seemed to be praying. Did Elysians have any sense of worship? The Sharers worshiped their entire ocean as a Goddess. Clickers served the Dark One; but could She reach here, across the light years, Blackbear wondered uneasily.

He caught sight of Alin at last, staring up at the trees. Alin wore a talar of pale green, bordered again with anaean leafwings. His train and trainsweeps were missing. At first he did not quite see Blackbear; then he looked up, as if emerging from a dream. “I still wonder, what it would have been like,” Alin said in a low voice. “I had a chance, you know, to visit Helix…”

Blackbear blinked at him. The planet Helix had been destroyed, nine centuries before.

Alin’s gaze sharpened. “Excuse me, Doctor Windclan. I trust you slept well, your first night in Helicon? Do you enjoy the garden? The swallowtails are my favorite, I must confess. In Helicon, of course, heliconians are favored. They’re the longest lived of the lepidoptera, and the original emblem of our people. ‘Elysian’ is an old misreading of ‘Helishon.’” He smiled apologetically. “Words interest me. I’m a logen, after all.”

A logen was a sort of public philosopher. The logens, Raincloud said, were inspired by the “wordweavers” of The Web, a Sharer classic.

Sunflower dug a foot into Blackbear’s chest. Wincing, Blackbear gave in and let the child down to toddle off.

“Is your shonling registered, now?” Alin asked, his gaze following the child curiously.

Blackbear nodded. “The house took care of it.” The house seemed to know everything, serving almost as a surrogate family. With a pang, he suddenly missed all his brothers and sisters again. It was more than he could bear; even the secret of immortality might not be worth a year of loneliness.

“And you gave birth to him yourself.”

“Not myself.” Blackbear chuckled. “The ‘goddess’ gives birth; the man nurtures.”

“Of course, I’ve seen Tulle’s capuchins give birth. Tulle raises all sorts of rare creatures from dead worlds, in her preserve in Meryllion. Still, that would be something to give birth to a human child, however defective.”

Blackbear frowned. His toddler was considered “defective” here because he would age and die. “Are Elysians never born defective?” he asked suddenly. “Does the embryo treatment ‘take’ every time?” Medicine was rarely perfect.

“Ninety percent. The rest are unbalanced, somehow; they die of premature aging, within the first year. Much of Tulle’s research aims to reduce that. But the embryo treatment is amazingly efficient, when you think of it, all the thousand-odd genes to be modified within a single fertilized egg.”

Ninety percent…One in ten infants died? The idea shook him. He must have seen that figure before, but somehow it had not sunk in.

Alin eyed him quizzically, and Blackbear realized he had missed the Elysian’s last remark. “Excuse me?”

“Just a suggestion. Every shon has a visitor’s program, to teach our children cultural diversity. They’d be delighted to accept yours for a year or two. Think of it: the best education in the Free Fold.”

Blackbear thought of it, and he nearly passed out. Just to imagine Sunflower out of sight was impossible. “No thanks,” he forced himself to say. How could he ever explain to this perplexing immortal? Amongst the turbulent Caldera Hills, when any moment might be one’s last, it was a comfort to know that one’s last would always be spent in the arms of those one loved.

“Won’t you tell me about yourself?” Alin gestured toward one of the half-moon-shaped benches, near the pavilion. A servo with a tray came out, bringing tea and delicacies shaped in extravagant forms of birds and ocean creatures. “Tulle will want to know all about you. Tell me, Blackbear, what do you do for excitement, on your world?”

How long would Tulle’s mate keep him here, he wondered. “Excitement?” he muttered vaguely. “Three volcanoes overlook Tumbling Rock, one extinct, but one never knows. We have earthquakes, about once a month. We all run outside and try to guess how many houses will stay up.”

“You’re an outdoorsman! You’ll get along with the L’liite student in Tulle’s lab; he actually lives outside, on a raft on the ocean,” Alin said with a slight shudder. “Tulle and I rarely leave the cities. It’s too much bother, with all the medics you have to take along.”

A L’liite student—then he would not be the only foreigner in the lab, Blackbear thought with relief. L’li was the planet from whence the first Clickers had emigrated, two centuries ago, when Bronze Sky was terraformed and settled.

“Your mate,” Alin added, “is she an outdoorsman, too?”

Blackbear was trying to locate Sunflower, who was exploring beneath the next table. This garden had no children’s corner. “Raincloud serves the Dark Goddess at the Temple. She has borne two children. She is fluent in five languages,” he concluded with a touch of pride.

“She’s the Urulite translator, yes?” Alin sipped his tea. “Urulite experts are scarce.”

“Yes. The Prime Guardian recruited her, but now she’s only to work for a Sub-Subguardian.” The Prime Guardian chaired the Guard of Twelve, representing Elysium’s twelve cities.

“You mean Sub-Subguardian Verid Anaeashon? Well, better a rising star than a setting one.”

That was a thought. He would tell Raincloud her supervisor was called a “rising star.”

Sunflower finally gave up trying to catch a butterfly and tiptoed back to his father. “Read book,” he clicked, his hands leaving damp marks on Blackbear’s shirt. “Read book now.”

Alin watched curiously. “The child makes such delightful noises.”

“That is our language,” Blackbear explained self-consciously. “Click-click is spoken only by our people.” Clickers had been a rural religious minority on L’li; they remained a minority on Bronze Sky.

Sunflower climbed up his father’s leg and settled himself in his lap. “Book, now.”

Alin leaned forward confidentially. “Now that we know each other better,” the logen said, “tell me something; I’ve always wanted to ask a ‘parent’ of children.”

“Yes?”

“What do you think of compassion?”

His mouth fell open. “Compassion” was an Elysian word he vaguely recalled from the lexicon.

“You know what The Web teaches, about compassion,” Alin went on. “Of course nowadays, different readers teach differently; but The Web itself speaks plainly, I think. Do you believe compassion is a virtue, or is it a form of selfishness, in fact the deadliest of all desires?”

Blackbear had never read the Sharer classic, although of course Raincloud had. Maybe he had better, if these Elysians made such a deal of it. Why this riddle game—would they never let him get to work? Meanwhile, Sunflower was squirming insistently, and Blackbear caught a distinctive odor from his diaper. “Please excuse me.”

He escaped to a nearby pavilion, where he changed the child’s diaper and, to make up for the lack of storybooks, recounted the folktale about the rabbit who longed for wings.

When they emerged, a hovercraft had set down in the garden, and a couple of servo medics were attending someone. People had gathered round to look, talking excitedly. Alin stood at a more respectful distance. “He slipped and twisted an ankle,” Alin explained. “The medics want to do a scan on it, to make sure it’s okay. Only two legs to last a millennium.”

“Or longer,” Blackbear graciously responded. “For the ‘immortals,’ who knows?”

Alin’s look changed, and for a moment his face darkened. “The oldest of us has barely reached a thousand. Even ten thousand years would be just a speck of time.”

Taken aback, Blackbear tried to frame an apology; but the Elysian had already regained his composure. “Let’s be going, shall we? Ordinarily, I entertain Tulle’s students for two days, but I know foreigners are always anxious to get started.” Alin stopped at the pavilion for his train of leaf-winged butterflies which he had left there with those of the other Elysians. His own four trainsweeps recognized him instantly, springing up and scurrying out behind him.

They strode down the cavernous street-tunnel, coming at last to Science Park, the oldest laboratory in Elysium, the birthplace of immortality. A long, sloping ramp curved around, melding into the concave facade. Nowhere in Elysium had Blackbear seen a stairway; with good reason, he realized. Alin’s train swung neatly around the ramp as he ascended, kept in order by his trainsweeps.

At the top of the ramp, a sheer face of marble stood before them. There was no sign of an entrance, save for an arch of illuminated inscription, whose sense Blackbear tried to puzzle out. Something like, Where learning is shared, the waters break through…Perhaps that was, the waterfall breaks through the cataract.

Beneath the inscription a cleft formed in the “marble,” like an embryonic cell dividing in two. The cleft molded itself out into a doorway, a fancy one with fluted trim and an ornamental arch.

“Door, Daddy, door.” Sunflower bounced happily on his shoulders. A magic doorway was no stranger for him than anything else in life.

“Yes, a door,” said Blackbear. “But don’t fly down, now,” he warned the child.

A column of warm air met his face, like a summer wind except for a faint medicinal odor. Elysian interiors were kept too warm for Blackbear’s taste. Alin removed his train for the servo arm which slithered unnervingly out from the wall. The walls of the hallway were plain, save for panels of blinking lights that made Sunflower stretch out a hand and cluck with interest.

From the ceiling, positioned as if to greet all who entered, hung a holographic display. It showed an animal, like a transparent snake with its hollow gut tube visible, undulating sinusoidally. The image must be magnified, for only a microscopic organism would look so transparent. A worm, a nematode perhaps; he could just distinguish the individual cells of its intestine. The worm traced an S, over and over again.

A female Elysian approached: at last, the Director, Tulle Meryllishon. More than five hundred years old, with the figure of an adolescent, her long blond hair hung straight as a waterfall to her shoulders, where a single clasp at her right held up her loose-fitting gown. The border of her talar flashed a pair of metalmarks, pink wings with metallic black edges.

Up the talar scampered a live monkey, a capuchin with its hood of black fur. Reaching the Director’s shoulder, the capuchin twined its tail and blinked at Blackbear.

Alin bowed to his mate. “My duty is fulfilled. Doctor Windclan meets our highest expectations.”

“Yes, yes, thanks,” Tulle replied, bowing with a smile. “I shall call on your mate at the earliest opportunity, Blackbear.” She followed his gaze to the display of the magnified worm. “Do you recognize our friend up there? Caenorhabditis elegans, the first organism in which a gene for aging and fertility was discovered. This specimen was a mutant which lived twice as long as wild-type, but produced only a fifth as many eggs. The mutant gene was known on Torr, in the pre-interstellar era. Today, we know a thousand such genes—in humans. And yet…” She looked back over her shoulder.

A man and a goddess were approaching, too tall and large-boned to be Elysian. “Here are the people who really run the lab,” Tulle explained. “Our students, Onyx and Draeg. The Elysian students will send their mates to see you tomorrow.”

Draeg was the L’liite “outdoorsman” Alin had mentioned. A tall fellow with unruly auburn hair, well developed in the shoulders, Draeg wore a rough knee-length tunic, his legs bare. He would have made a scandal in Tumbling Rock, in front of the goddesses; what if one demanded his favors?

Unconcerned, Draeg grinned and patted Sunflower on the head. “That’s some kid you’ve got, Brother,” he said in L’liite, a language Blackbear knew well. Bronze Skyans all spoke L’liite, for most of their ancestors had emigrated from crowded L’li.

“A sweetheart,” agreed Onyx, the senior student, a goddess from Valedon. She raised a hand to touch Sunflower, who in turn reached for the flashing red stone hung at her neck. Her ringers were webbed in between; Blackbear tried not to stare, intrigued though he was by this sign of Sharer ancestry. Intermarriage between the twin worlds must be common. “Watch out, little imp,” Onyx told Sunflower, “or Tulle will nab you for the Preserve.”

“Hey, don’t scare him off,” Draeg protested. “Just when we need the help.”

“Of course not.” Onyx touched his arm. “I’ve been here the longest; any machines you need to get working, just ask.”

Blackbear smiled bravely.

“Come along,” beckoned Tulle, “we must show you Draeg’s latest discovery. You recall the heartless gene? This new heartless mutant develops an ageless heart, yet it makes fertile gonads, too.”

The first heartless mutants had failed to develop hearts, but this one must be a subtler change. And the secondary effect on the gonads was most interesting. Developmental genes rarely had a single function; rather, they acted on different body parts at different stages.

“I can’t wait to get started,” Blackbear told the Director as they walked down the corridor, passing doors that appeared and disappeared disconcertingly. “Must I really only work three days a week?” The Elysian “Right of Visitation,” which restricted the work week, seemed a pointless hindrance.

Tulle laughed, as if he had told a good joke.

“As a foreigner,” Onyx explained, “you can get an extra work day if you cite ‘religious law.’ It does help pay the bills.”

Draeg intoned, “We are all most religious, around here.”

Onyx gave a low chuckle. “The cost of living’s notorious in Helicon. But Foreign Affairs set you up, didn’t they?”

At that moment Sunflower was attempting to fly down from his shoulder and enter a door that had just appeared. Fortunately, the door turned out to be their destination at last.

The room contained a simple holostage without control panels. “The servo simulates development of the embryo,” Tulle told him. “Most longevity genes also play key roles in early development—and heartless is no exception.”

“Lights down,” ordered Draeg. The room darkened. “It’ll work this time, you’ll see.”

“The central servo came back with a brand new program,” said Onyx. “It had better work.”

“That new program’s just what I’m afraid of.” Draeg barked some more commands which completely lost Blackbear.

An image appeared, fully dimensional, about one meter tall, of a human embryo. The squarish bulb of a head was tucked under, while the limbless back section with its track of somites curled upward, ending in a pointed tail. Through the bulge of the heart, blood pulsed rhythmically.

He watched as if transfixed. The detail was breathtaking, clear enough for him to count the somites. About six or seven weeks, he guessed; the living embryo would be smaller than a fingernail.

“Let’s look at the heart,” said Tulle. “Focus in.”

Draeg spoke again to the servo. The bulging heart grew larger until it filled the stage. Its twisted tube of tissue had already ballooned into ventricles and auricles.

Tulle explained, “We can test any model by simulation. We can mix and match different alleles for each gene, and see what the model predicts. This model predicts both an ageless heart and fertile germ cells.”

Blackbear nodded. “How can you tell?”

“You can’t, at this level,” said Draeg. “You have to go subcellular.” He addressed the holostage again, this time interrupted by Onyx.

“I don’t think you want to do that,” Onyx warned. “If I were you, I’d try…” Blackbear was lost.

The image wavered and shuddered. Then it burst into a snow of light. The room went completely dark.

“Damn. Reset, will you?” came Draeg’s voice. “I said, reset.”

A whimper, then a sob, came from Sunflower. Then the child broke down altogether. “Light out,” he sobbed. “Light!”

Blackbear took the child down and tried to comfort him. The door reappeared, filling the room with light from the corridor. Still, it was no use; the child had had a long day. He had missed his nap, Blackbear realized.

“You must have overloaded the program,” Onyx was telling Draeg over Sunflower’s screaming.

“But that’s what we sent it out to fix,” said Draeg.

“Sh,” said Tulle with a stern wave of her hand. “The shonling—can’t you see he’s in trouble?”

Sunflower was still racked with sobs, his little chest heaving in and out. “Poor dear,” agreed Onyx, patting his shoulder.

From outside, bells rang. A panel opened in the wall, and the medic hovercraft appeared.

Blackbear’s mouth fell open, and he held the child close. “It’s all right,” he exclaimed. “We don’t need any ‘care.’”

Tulle eyed him closely, then she nodded. “It’s all right, off with you,” she called out to the emerging servos.

“Get lost, metalmen!” added Draeg.

“Sh, Draeg,” said Onyx.

“They’re just machines. Can’t I get out some frustration?”

“I don’t know,” said Onyx uneasily. “Those servos make me wonder sometimes.”

The medics had left by then, and Sunflower was rocking to sleep in Blackbear’s arms.

“Machines,” muttered Draeg. “You’ve got to get away from them. That’s why I live outside on a Sharer raft. Cheaper, too.”

Onyx ran a diagnostic series on the controls, calling one unintelligible command after another, with occasional input from Tulle. At last the living fetal image returned.

“It is beautiful,” Blackbear said at last. “Where do you take it next?”

“We’ll test our model in vivo,” said Tulle at last. “Not in humans; not just yet.”

Onyx said, “We’ll test it in the simian hybrid first. The Elysian students culture the simian embryos. You’ll meet them tomorrow.”

Draeg frowned fiercely and looked away. Of course, Blackbear thought, there would have to be testing in humans eventually; but how does an embryo give informed consent?

Chapter 3

IT WAS WELL PAST SIX WHEN BLACKBEAR GOT HOME. The door to the apartment oozed open at the sight of him. With a sigh he swung Sunflower down; thumb in mouth, the child curled up on the floor, half asleep. The imprisoned trainsweep scurried over, but for once the child took no notice.

A column of light remained above the holostage, just as before he had left that morning.

“Raincloud?”

No one answered. Raincloud and Hawktalon must still be out. Why would the holostage be on? It still displayed the butterfly garden where Alin had called. “Goddess—did I leave it running all day? House,” he called in Elysian, “why didn’t you turn that off when we left?”

“If I failed to hear your request, Citizen, please report my defect to—”

“Never mind. Please turn it off, now. How many credits did it cost?”

The holostage went dark. “No cost.”

That was right; he had received the call from Alin. Relieved, he took a step toward the kitchen.

The sitting room—something had changed. The far wall, where Blackbear had removed the figure of the Dark One, now contained a wide blank panel with a frame that reached from floor to ceiling. What was this? It was unlike Raincloud to redecorate.

As he moved closer, the panel came to life with an ocean scene. Great white-tipped waves rolled in the distance, and the roar of the spray shook his feet. The image was so designed that as he moved, the view in the “window” moved with him, just like a real ocean in the distance outside a window.

“Greetings,” spoke the window. “I am a climate window, a greeting-gift from Citizen Alin Anaeashon, mate of Citizen Tulle Meryllishon. Please choose your view. I have many selections: sunrise and sunset, of twenty types; snowcapped mountains, sunlit or rain, eighteen varieties; plains with stampeding herds of ten different exotic animals; volcanoes, gentle or explosive…”

Blackbear shook his head in amazement, as the list droned on with the rolling waves.

“…Citizen Alin Anaeashon hopes that I prove pleasing to an outdoorsman like yourself. If not, I may be returned or exchanged at The Golden Fritillary for six hundred credits. Please choose your view.”

A touching gesture, thought Blackbear, recalling Tulle’s mate with some warmth. But what if he had to reciprocate? Where would he get that kind of cash?

He returned to the kitchen. “Sunflower, what do you want for dinner?”

“Grill-cheese,” came a sleepy voice.

The “kitchen,” too, was a talking window where things appeared—real food, at least. If only the “climate window” in the sitting room could provide real mountain grass, too, he would feel much better.

“House?” he called. “May we please have two servings of grilled cheese?” He could have had himself a good steak, he realized, but he was too tired to bother changing the order. Raincloud still had not come home; she would be cross from traveling so late past dinner.

“What kind of cheese, Citizen?”

“Goat cheese.”

“We have two hundred varieties of goat cheese, from five different planets—”

“Just plain goat cheese.” He waved his hand aimlessly. “The local brand. Same for the bread.” He frowned to himself. Where would the housing unit store two hundred varieties of goat cheese?

“Local butter, too?”

The climate window in the sitting room was talking again, asking Sunflower to choose a view. Sunflower watched mesmerized, tracing the surface of the ocean waves with his right hand. His other hand pulled absently at his left ear.

The child was prone to infections of the middle ear. Concerned, Blackbear pulled out his otoscope and peered inside both of Sunflower’s ears. Each ear contained a healthy pink cavern of little hairs, surrounding the pearly disk of the eardrum.

“A visitor, Citizen,” intoned the house.

Blackbear jumped up and went to the door. There stood a blond goddess in a pink gown and train bordered with swallowtails; a Papilishon. Behind her, the sky-ceiling had darkened. Blackbear wished he had checked first; it was unwise to be seen with a strange goddess after dark.

“Greetings,” she said. “My apologies; I’ve come at last for my mate’s trainsweep. Thanks so much for reporting it.”

The runaway trainsweep was still there, all right, just inside the sitting room. It immediately scurried back to the bedrooms.

Blackbear breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m so sorry for the trouble; I did my best, you know—”

“Oh, no, the fault is ours entirely. We ordered a new brand of trainsweeps; we should have stuck with the Chrysolite House as usual. Is there anything we can do for you? My mate, you know, is a Helishon of nine hundred years. He’d love to show you the city; he knows all our history, from the day the Heliconian Doctors landed.”

“Thanks, I’ll remember.” Blackbear realized he had been right at first, after all; the trainsweep’s owner, with the free-flowing hair, had been a man.

Blackbear went and dug out the trainsweep, which he found hiding beneath Sunflower’s bed. Despite himself, he felt sorry for the machine. Was he going crazy? He would never get used to this place.

The Elysian goddess sighed. “I’ll have it retrained.” She bent over and pressed something beneath the machine’s underside. Its gentle humming died. Another trainsweep left her train to come over and hitch the runaway to its back, then returned to its position behind her. She bowed. “My mate will hear glowing reports of you. And remember, if you ever want a tour…” She turned to go, her train sweeping around forming a wide half-moon.

“Doggie!” wailed Sunflower from behind his father’s legs. “I want Doggie…”

“Sh, dear; dinner must be ready.” But the child was inconsolable. Completely worn out, he would not eat his dinner; it was all Blackbear could do to sing him to sleep in his darkened bedroom. The child’s head nestled on his shoulder, its scent sweeter than perfume. In the darkness thoughts of the day past whirled in his head, the giant embryo looming in the shadows with its ageless heart. Where learning is shared, the waterfall breaks through…This work would be even more exciting than he had hoped.

Footsteps sounded faintly outside the room. Raincloud and Hawktalon were home at last. Blackbear gently laid Sunflower in his bed and adjusted a pillow on the floor in case he rolled out, for he had only just switched from the crib.

In the kitchen, Raincloud sat at the table looking tired. Blackbear gave her a good hug and massaged her shoulders. “You must have had quite a day. What can I get for you?”

She shrugged. “How about veal stuffed with mushrooms and water chestnuts.” Raincloud had taken advantage of this “kitchen” in no time. How did it ever prepare things so fast? he wondered. It was fine for now, but he hoped she would not be spoiled for his own cooking back home.

“And you?” he asked Hawktalon, wrestling her arm.

“Mm—how about chocolate marble cake with ice cream?”

“She’s been eating ice cream all day.” Raincloud sounded exasperated.

“Ice cream?” Blackbear asked. “At the Nucleus?”

“We never got to the Nucleus.”

“Never? What happened?”

“We toured the entertainment district all day with Iras.”

Iras Letheshon was the mate of Sub-Subguardian Verid Anaeashon. Verid’s mate was not a man but a goddess like herself. Such pairings were common among Elysians, between men as well. Blackbear could see it for goddesses, but he found it hard to imagine a man worshiping another man.

“The circus, the arcade, the swallowtail garden,” Raincloud ticked off her fingers. “Iras said the Sub-Subguardian was booked solid all day, with one ambassador or another.”

Hawktalon wandered off into the sitting room. The climate window introduced itself and commenced its catalogue of views.

Blackbear relayed Raincloud’s request for veal to the house, making it a double order. “That’s a shame,” he sympathized. “These Elysians are a chatty lot. You’d think they’ve got nothing better to do.”

“Iras had plenty to do. She’s a loan officer for Bank Helicon; she kept getting calls the whole time, to finance solar power satellites on L’li and servo factories on Valedon. A servo warned her now and then about Visiting Hours.”

Blackbear grinned. If Elysium was famous for one thing, it was banking. Where else could you pay back a loan over two centuries? “Well, I’m sure the Sub-Subguardian will see you tomorrow,” he said. “Alin called her a ‘rising star.’”

Raincloud stared thoughtfully, then nodded. “Iras said the same.”

The veal was as good as it smelled. He savored each forkful, thinking that onions and garlic might make it even better next time.

A thunderous roar shook the floor beneath their feet. An earthquake? Blackbear leaped to his feet, and Raincloud ran out to fetch Sunflower to safety.

But there was no “safety,” trapped as they were in this sphere of a city. For that matter, how could there be an earthquake?

In the sitting room, the climate window displayed a massive volcanic eruption, complete with chunks blasting out of the mountainside and red lava spraying into the sky. Hawktalon had her hands clapped over her ears, jumping with glee, her beads dancing around her head.

“Quiet,” he yelled.

The room was silenced. The window display continued its lurid eruptions, giving viewers the unnerving sense of flying in an airplane right overhead. “How dare you, Hawk,” he exclaimed. “You’ll wake your little brother.”

She giggled. “I only did what it told me, Daddy. ‘Please choose your view.’”

Raincloud came in, cradling Sunflower. “That’s not half-bad,” she said, admiring the window. “Does it do earthquakes, too?”

“Earthquakes of ten kinds, Citizen, and three tidal waves,” said the window.

“What a great idea for earthquake drills. We must keep the kids in shape, after all.” She settled in the chair and undid her breastflap for Sunflower to nurse.

“We can’t keep this gift,” Blackbear told her. “It cost six hundred credits. How could we reciprocate?”

“They won’t expect such expense from us. They think we’re dirt poor, by their standards. Besides, we’ll have to entertain Alin here; he’ll see if you kept it.” She thought it over. “Still, it would dishonor our clan not to reciprocate. I’ll come up with something.”

After Sunflower dozed off, Raincloud beckoned Hawktalon to come up for a token sip. Then, looking up at Blackbear, she added mischievously, “Your turn.”

“I’ll have mine later,” he returned with a smile. He was feeling better, settling in; they were still a family, even so far from their clan.

HE WATCHED RAINCLOUD SOAPING HER BACK AND ARMS before bed, a truly divine sight. “I should redo your braids again.”

“Tomorrow, let’s plan on it. You can do Hawktalon’s, too. I’ll make sure I get home earlier.” She frowned; something was on her mind. “Blackbear…I think they want me to leave Hawktalon home.”

His fingers tightened. “Did they say that?”

“Iras didn’t say, but you know, I can read people.” Raincloud got out of the bath, and Blackbear wrapped a towel around her. “Iras kept on talking about her shon, and how Hawktalon would enjoy it with all their activities.”

He clasped her arms. “I wouldn’t let her near a shon.”

Raincloud turned her head and regarded him curiously. “Really? The shon is supposed to be a model nursery, not that I believe in nurseries. But one day a week wouldn’t hurt. They enroll foreign visitors free of charge; it’s considered a ‘cultural experience’ for their children.”

“I wouldn’t trust them. All of us foreigners are ‘defective,’ remember.” He paused. “And what about you? How would you get on without her?”

“I went to class alone, when she was little,” Raincloud reminded him. “You couldn’t bear to part with her. You took her to anatomy lab, where she drank formalin one day.”

“Only a taste,” he muttered, wincing at the recollection. “Well, I’ll take her with me again. She wants to see my lab, after all.”

“Are you sure? What will your Director say?”

“Tulle won’t mind. That Science Park is full of foreigners. They adored Sunflower.”

Raincloud nodded. “Elysium runs on cheap foreign labor.”

“We’ll give it a try.”

She flashed him a smile. Still, it saddened him to think of her alone in this bizarre city, without even a friendly little pair of eyes to share the view.

IN THE MORNING RAINCLOUD LEFT TO MEET IRAS AGAIN, and Blackbear set off for Science Park with both children. Hawktalon skipped ahead gaily in anticipation.

At the laboratory, Tulle was out for her Visiting Day, showing Alin’s colleagues about town, Onyx explained. Onyx and Draeg were delighted to see Hawktalon, and they offered to put her to work on the spot. “She’s a beauty,” added Draeg, nudging Blackbear in the arm. “My little sister back home is just her age.” Onyx, who as senior student had the best lab space, had already cleared out a place by her desk for Sunflower to play. Draeg had purchased a rattle and a toy servo from a tourist shop.

Blackbear was deeply touched. This place was already feeling like home.

They worked all morning at the embryo program, trying to fix the bug at the cellular level. Onyx kept shouting “I’ve got it!” and they seemed to make progress, though after two hours the program still overloaded. Draeg swore his head off like an angry goddess. Disconcerted, Blackbear knew that a man would never dare talk like that in Tumbling Rock.

“What do you expect to see inside the mutant cells?” Blackbear asked. “What makes the heart tissue immortal?”

“A new protein appears,” Draeg explained. “This protein scavenges oxygen radicals whose damage accumulates over time. It will prevent heart failure up to eight or nine hundred years.”

“Eight or nine hundred years? What happens after that?”

“Who knows?” said Onyx. “The Helishon itself has only existed a thousand years.”

Blackbear nodded. “A thousand years without aging—that sounds immortal, to me.”

Draeg and Onyx exchanged glances. Onyx said, “We never say ‘immortal,’ only ‘ageless.’ Most Elysians who escape accident will make it to a thousand, but a small percentage won’t. Nothing’s perfect. And in the future, say, by the year ten thousand, who knows?”

“I see.” Blackbear considered this. So the Elysians had their “defectives,” too.

Draeg chuckled. “Who do you think pays our salaries?”

“‘Death pays a good wage,’ as the Sharers say,” quoted Onyx. “The Guard pays our salaries, of course, to work on longevity. Tulle manages a dozen students, scattered around Science Park. Only the three of us emphasize fertility, an offshoot of her main project. You’ll probably look at egg cell development; that’s hot right now. The Fertility Project attracts foreign students.”

“The Guardians,” said Draeg, “are all quincentenarians at least. For them, we’re the Longevity Project.”

“That’s right,” she teased, shoving Draeg in the arm, “Draeg just loves those Elysians; wants to help them live longer.”

Draeg gave her a dirty look. “As you said, it’s all related.”

Blackbear smiled. “It’s fascinating, but I still find it hard to see why aging and fertility are so inextricable.”

Onyx said, “Remember the nematode—long life, fewer eggs? Evolution picks genes that make more eggs, early on, at the expense of later lifespan. It’s inevitable.”

“Still…” Blackbear wished he could put into words what troubled him.

“I have a hard time with that one, myself,” Onyx admitted. “Ask Tulle.”

They broke for coffee in the lounge, where a service window overlooked a small garden of heliconians feeding at passionflowers, their scent filtering in. By the service window, a holostage displayed two Elysians seated within its column of light. One wore the motif of dead-leaf butterflies.

Blackbear stared at the illuminated ghosts. “Say, that’s Alin.”

Alin was speaking calmly to the other man, who was tall for an Elysian, draped in royal blue heliconians. “Is it not the case that Bank Helicon financed the construction of interstellar missiles for Valedon? And perhaps some of those missiles found their way to Urulan, as well? What will the Sharers say, I wonder.”

“We violated no clause of the Sharer treaty,” said the man in the blue heliconians.

Alin nodded. “The Sharers would say, ‘Let one fleshborer devour another.’ Where does that place us, I wonder.”

The man looked tight in the face, and his hands gripped the sides of his chair.

At Blackbear’s shoulder Onyx explained, “It’s a logathlon, a sort of trial by words. In public, of course. The defendant is the president of Bank Helicon.”

A burst of applause came from an unseen audience. Blackbear remembered that Verid’s mate Iras worked for Bank Helicon; Raincloud would be interested.

“The audience will vote in the end,” added Onyx.

Draeg looked over. “Those logens are all Anaeashon. Alin’s okay, but some others cause us no end of trouble.” He tapped his knuckles on the service window. “Tea for three, metalman.”

Onyx frowned and snapped her fingerwebs. “Wait till you get home to L’li and find yourself talking like that to your father.”

Draeg laughed. “That will be the day. Where I come from, a man gets respect. You don’t take crap from Elysians.”

Blackbear wondered at this. He had found Elysians reasonably respectful, in their own odd way. He watched Hawktalon approach the window, grasp it with her hands, and pull herself up. “Chocolate marble cake, with ice cream on top,” she said in impeccable Elysian.

His mouth opened to speak, but he thought better of it. Raincloud would have to have a talk with the girl; it was better for a goddess to discipline young goddesses.

“Newsbreak,” announced the holostage. The scene in the column of light had shifted. “Sharers at Papilion seek to ban motor-driven boats. The underwater noise of the boats drowns out the long-distance sonic communications of their giant starworms…”

Two Elysian students he had not yet met entered the lounge. “Students,” of course, might be anywhere up to fiftyish in age; Elysians took their time about education. Blackbear rose automatically for introductions, but they walked past him, the man skipping to touch the ceiling.

“Good morning, Pirin,” said Onyx.

Pirin bowed with a flourish. “Good morning, Onyx. It is my highest duty to see you, as always. I hope the program for your heart model is running better?”

“Oh, it’s just about there,” Onyx said with a hopeful grin.

“Our new simbrid clone looks very promising,” Pirin offered.

The other student, a goddess, clapped her hands. “We can’t wait to try out your predictions in the simbrid embryo.”

Simbrid, or simian hybrid embryos, were bred from several primate strains to reach a pattern of development which closely matched the human. Any finding from the model program had to be tested in the simbrid before applying it to human embryos.

Pirin told Onyx, “Our mates will be taking the new student to lunch today.” Presumably he meant Blackbear, whom he was unprepared to address until introduced by his mate.

“A good arrangement,” said Onyx. “He will meet them with pleasure.”

The two Elysians went to the window to order tea.

Draeg stood and stretched. “Time’s wasting—let’s have another go at that program before lunch.”

They left the lounge. Onyx’s sandals scraped softly on the nanoplastic floor.

“That Pirin,” muttered Draeg. “Thinks just because he’s a Helishon he’s God’s gift,” he finished in L’liite.

“Come on, Draeg,” objected Onyx. “They’re just kids, barely out of the shon; they take everything seriously. Give ’em a couple of centuries, they’ll loosen up like Tulle.”

“Pardon me, I haven’t the time.”

“If you’d knock that chip off your shoulder, maybe they’d loosen up sooner. Don’t mind them,” Onyx told Blackbear. “After your lunch with their mates, they’ll be perfectly civil. You see, if you were Elysian, and they spoke to you without introduction by your mate or theirs, it would be the worst possible insult.”

Blackbear nodded. “It’s something like that, in the Hills. If you approach a man without asking his goddess, you might be shunned.”

The L’liite eyed him skeptically. “What sort of man needs the word of a female?”

“It’s for our own protection,” Blackbear assured him. A man who lost his honor might as well leave the Hills forever.

“Protection! Have you no strength of your own?”

“A man is built strong, to carry the children,” Blackbear said. “The ‘goddess’ bears them one at a time; the man carries them all.”

Draeg grinned. “Say, I like that. Blackbear, you’re all right, and your kids are the greatest.” He put a playful armlock around Hawktalon.

The girl caught Draeg’s hands, while bending her knees slightly. She took a deep bow forward, and Draeg somersaulted over her onto the floor.

“Hawktalon!” Blackbear cried, adding in Click-click, “You might hurt someone. You will definitely talk with your mother.”

“But Mother taught me to.”

Rubbing his elbow, Draeg scrambled to his feet. He was not at all displeased. “Where’d you learn that, you little devil? We’ve got some sparring to do.”

THE ELYSIAN STUDENTS’ MATES TREATED BLACKBEAR TO a lively luncheon at a nearby pavilion, complete with acrobats who tossed juggling pins across the tables and would have tossed Sunflower, too, if Blackbear had not fetched him back at the last moment. Although the skin of the young Elysians could scarcely be smoother than that of their elders, their youth was unmistakable in their spontaneity and careless laughter; they made Blackbear, with his two children to keep his heart on edge, feel old. Outside, of course, the Elysians were marked by their trains, the length of which increased a meter for each century of life.

Upon his return, Pirin and Lorl greeted him with enthusiasm and pressed upon him several reports of their work, which he stacked in the growing “to read” pile on his new desk. Then Onyx rounded up everyone for a surprise conference with Tulle, who had managed to slip away from her visiting duties for an illicit conference with the lab.

Draeg was worried. “Working on Visiting Day—she could end up in the Palace of Rest for a month.”

“That’s why we’re meeting her outside the lab, at the swallowtail garden,” said Onyx.

“The walls have ears. The servos will tattle.”

The five of them, along with three other students whom Blackbear did not yet know, met Tulle in the same garden where he had met Alin. Tulle’s capuchin scampered to the floor; Hawktalon and Sunflower were soon in hot pursuit. The lab talk flew thick and fast, quite over his head.

“Blackbear?” Tulle was addressing him. “What do you think of the new egg gene? Would the project interest you?”

He swallowed and tried to think of something to say. Draeg observed, “He’s only just arrived.”

“He’s got some good questions, though.” Onyx nudged him. “Ask Tulle what you asked us, this morning.”

“Well—” He hoped he could frame the question so as not to sound foolish. “I just wondered, why is there such a tight link between fertility and aging? If the Heliconian Doctors were smart enough to beat aging, why couldn’t they unlink the functions of fertility?” The answer had to be obvious; he wished he had not asked.

There was silence. Heads turned toward Tulle, but she looked around at the group.

Pirin waved his hand. “The evolutionary link is too fundamental. For example, the int gene is needed for spermatogenesis, but it also functions in the central nervous system. The int alleles which yield the highest sperm count happen to cause aging of the brain. A thousand genes like that have evolved, enhancing fertility in youth but linked to aging. To reengineer that is as daunting a task as, say, making lungs into gills.”

“That’s been done, hasn’t it?” someone asked. “The Sharers shaped themselves to breathe water. That’s why the Heliconian Doctors first came here to learn from them.”

“The Sharers did a lot, but not that,” corrected Onyx. “Sharers get some oxygen through their skin, from the microbes that turn them purple; but even they can’t breathe water forever.”

“That doesn’t prove it can’t be done.”

A heated discussion ensued, ending with the students falling silent one by one and looking at Tulle.

Tulle spoke at last, oddly reluctant. “The truth is, we have no clear answer to Blackbear’s question. The records of the Heliconian Doctors who made the first ageless humans were lost after the Fall.”

The Fall of Torr. Once humanity’s birthplace, Torr had been consumed by its own machines. The machine-world then sent its rule to all living words, and death to those who would not obey. When the planet Helix learned to jump the space folds, cheating the speed of light, their first jumpship brought an end to Torr.

But their ship was too late. Ten years after, at near-lightspeed, came Torr’s last ship of death. The Fall of Torr meant the Fall of Helix, too. Thus, Shora’s Heliconians became orphans, amid a chaos of awakened worlds tasting their first freedom.

Onyx shuddered. “I can’t imagine what life was like before the Free Fold.”

“Sure you can,” said Draeg. “Just visit Urulan, and watch them nuke their rebel provinces.”

“But what do you think, Tulle?” Onyx persisted. “Why are the ageless infertile? You must have an opinion.”

“My own belief,” Tulle said carefully, “is that the Doctors did not try too hard. They did not deliberately suppress fertility; they didn’t have to, given the natural link with aging.”

Silence again. Lorl nodded slowly. “It’s interesting, you know. Only the reproductive functions are defunct in our bodies, not the sexual ones. That is, we lack wombs and eggs, but our sexual response is normal.”

“Better,” corrected Pirin succinctly. “Males retain the potency we reach at age eighteen.”

At that, Draeg made a crude hand sign at him. “The butterfly stud,” he muttered in L’liite.

Onyx jabbed Draeg with her elbow. “But Tulle,” she objected, “you haven’t said why the Heliconian Doctors failed to fix fertility.”

Tulle said, “They believed reproduction belonged to the Republic, state, not the individual.”

“To the shon,” corrected Pirin. “The shons are independent corporations. They purchase their gene pool from all the planets of the Fold.”

“And each shon, through its alumni, elects a Guardian of the Guard of Twelve. The shons are the Republic.”

THAT EVENING BLACKBEAR GOT THE KIDS HOME EARLY enough to order a gourmet dinner and oversee a lesson from Hawktalon’s correspondence school. He bade Hawktalon to add up all the goats on each hillside before playing at the climate window again.

“Blackbear?” called Raincloud from the door. “You have to come out and see.”

Raincloud was resplendent in full Elysian regalia down to the sandals, with just enough of a train to require a pair of trainsweeps behind. The background color was bronze yellow, a comforting hue, bordered with butterfly wings of pale yellow with orange-ringed black spots like rows of coins.

“You had to see this outdoors,” she said, “before the trainsweeps insist on folding it up. Well? Do you like it?”

He found his voice. “It’s—it’s fantastic. They give you an extra couple of centuries?” he asked, estimating her train.

“The base length is two meters; anything less would look ridiculous. It’s a gift from Iras.”

Of course, a gift from the mate of the Sub-Subguardian, just as Tulle’s mate had sent the climate window for him. Blackbear shook his head, thinking, their debts were mounting.

“Don’t worry,” said Raincloud. “I told you, love, I’m working on that. Anyway, Iras said that at the Nucleus, robes and trains are de rigueur. She took me to The Golden Fritillary, where we got the stuff, then spent the afternoon helping orient the trainsweeps and teaching me how to walk so it doesn’t tangle.”

Blackbear smiled. “I’ll definitely redo your braids tonight. Perhaps I can pick up some of the pattern.”

“Thanks. The main thing is,” Raincloud explained, “now that I’m dressed ‘official,’ Iras promised that the Sub-Subguardian will see me tomorrow.”

Chapter 4

DESPITE HER NEW ELYSIAN TRAIN, RAINCLOUD WALKED light on her feet, as if the Goddess held her up in Her dancing arms. A ridiculously confining garment for a goddess, she thought, but of course she would not deign to say so. She thought of Nightstorm, her eldest sister, who could wrestle a bear to the ground or pull children out of quake-collapsed buildings. Raincloud would face her own job with equal confidence.

At the entrance to the transit reticulum, three servos awaited her. Their build was the “floor lamp” type, their “lamp” heads bending forward now and then. News reporters again, she sighed.

“Are you the new Urulite translator?”

“Was the Valan freighter really a spy ship?”

“Is it true that Urulan now targets Elysian cities?”

Raincloud shook her head politely, as she had for the past two days. Iras had warned her that any word she spoke might be resynthesized by the less reputable networks. She adjusted her sleeve at the shoulder, glancing backward where her two trainsweeps neatly bundled up her train. These trainsweeps seemed content, not about to run off like the one that had followed her children. She kept expecting to see Hawktalon behind her, but of course the girl was on her way to Blackbear’s laboratory.

Her heart had skipped a beat to watch the family part from her, all three of them. It had been easier before, somehow, when it was just Hawktalon going off with Daddy to see his patients while Raincloud completed her exams. She half felt nauseous, as if a new one were just stirring in the womb. It was about time to start one, she thought, although she hated to give up nursing Sunflower. Her sister now had five children, by two husbands.

But here in Elysium, Raincloud’s education would bear fruit. In Founders City she had interpreted for Sharers—here, she would meet them on their own ocean. For years she had studied the Urulites—here she would translate their own broadcasts and, perhaps, help promote peace. Peace and freedom, the longings of her old teacher…

Rhun. That was his name, the escaped simian slave who had taught a handful of students at Founders University. Rhun had given her all he knew of Urulan, and more; he introduced her to the Sharer classics, too. He died young, as those of gorilla ancestry often did. Yet despite everything, even the horrors of his own past, Rhun had dreamed that someday Urulan would join the Free Fold.

Within the transit vesicle a nanoplastic seat arose, molding itself to meet Raincloud as she sat. The air inside breathed of floral perfumes, which Elysians wore liberally as if to attract the butterflies. Their trainsweeps emitted an occasional squeaking noise. Iras had told her this squeaking was just a byproduct of the circuitry. If so, it must be a common byproduct; the waiters, the windows, even the hall servo that took the trains at the door, could be heard squeaking softly if one listened. She imagined it was a language, “servo-squeak,” and idly tried to puzzle out its sense now and then.

“News, please,” she requested.

“Which network?”

“The Anaeaon.” Anaeaon offered the most reliable news.

A Valan jumpship freighter sprang up above the holostage, the one hit by Urulites enroute to L’li.

“The Imperator of Urulan has issued a statement…”

The Imperator’s face was never seen in public, but his voice crackled out from the holostage, presumably a broadcast recorded from Urulan. “Death to the Valan thieves and liars!” the voice exclaimed. “And let the Elysian money changers beware. We know all their plans to terraform our world and sell it off to the highest bidder…”

Terraform? How could Elysians terraform Urulan—an inhabited world? This was overblown rhetoric, even for the old Imperator. His threats would only further strain the Free Fold; some would even call for Urulan’s destruction. She shook her head. If only people everywhere would learn, as Clickers taught, to leave destruction to the Dark One. Humaneness was for humans.

But a war with Urulan might yet destroy the Fold. And if they ever attacked here…Elysian defenses were strong, but if one in a thousand missiles sneaked through, it would not take much to demolish its twelve cities, pearls floating upon the sea.

Raincloud considered this fact calmly, the same way she would wonder which of the Hills would next erupt to claim its blind sacrifice. Someday, Elysium and L’li and the others would have to look up from their petty squabblings over shared fold-points on the trade routes, and make peace with Urulan.

It was hard to imagine, though, what peace could be made with a nation that battered its own provinces to dust, and mated its own females to apes to produce slaves. A pity, for Urulan’s language and ballads were rich, and its landscape, never terraformed, bristled with fourteen-plated carnivores amid forests of giant ferns.

“Now,” spoke the sibilant voice-over, “a response from the Prime.”

The Prime Guardian, leader of the Guard of Twelve, appeared on the holostage. Across his talar he wore a golden sash, the sign of a Guardian. The sash seemed to glow, almost outshining his person.

“Elysium stands for peace,” the Prime declared, his voice filling the vesicle with an unusual resonance. “We will pursue peace with every inhabited world in the Fold, and beyond.” Raincloud’s Sub-Subguardian worked with the Prime; she wondered what that would be like.

“Raise seat level,” ordered an Elysian behind her, without the “please.” Elysian etiquette was legendary, but servos counted for nothing. Raincloud, though, had been taught that courtesy to inferiors was a sign of goddesshood. She thought it best to maintain the habit, even though the only “inferiors” in Helicon were these machines. Elysians thought they made everyone equal, even man and goddess; but only their machines would call Raincloud “citizen,” instead of “foreigner.” A childlike people with their endless protocol and their meters of silken butterflies…

Not childlike, she corrected herself. Not at all, she thought again as the vesicle slowed to a halt, preparing to fuse with a longer vesicle that snaked along a deeper branch of the reticulum. As the two vesicles fused, her own seat became a platform which gently melted down into the lower floor, as the “snake” incorporated the smaller one.

“Elysian Fields Boulevard, next, Citizen,” reminded the voice.

“Yes, thanks.” Iras would meet her there, to take her to the Nucleus.

The vesicle fused to the reticular wall, and the walls melted through. Ahead and behind her, the trainsweeps squeaked softly and moved together, prepared to unfold the trains of their citizens. Raincloud stood, and she followed the Elysian before her as he entered the transit node, his train unfolding and stretching out behind him between the trainsweeps. She felt the tug at her shoulders as her own train did the same. The silken trains took some time to unwind and flow ahead, particularly as most of their wearers were engaged in lively conversation. Elysian transit, she thought, was made inefficient on purpose, to give the passengers ample time for gossip on their way, as if four days a week of visiting could never be enough.

The stark cream white light of the skyvault still disappointed her; if only they would bathe their mornings and evenings a proper red. The people, too, were of mostly white or amber complexion. A rich, dark-blooded planet—that was what Raincloud missed. But she brushed these thoughts aside with a faint condescension for these people who might live for years indoors without experiencing the natural product of her namesake.

There stood Iras Letheshon upon the gleaming white pavement, speaking to a hand-sized square box, a portable holostage, probably a call from a client. Iras had long ruddy curls and an upturned nose, the kind of face that would have made freckles outdoors. Her butterflies were cornflower blue, with rows of orange-ringed spots like coins. Her train extended back a good five meters, with two pairs of trainsweeps; a quincentenarian, at least.

“No, shonsib,” Iras was telling the hand-sized square box, “I assure you, it’s quite preposterous. Why, the Sharers won’t let us terraform even uninhabited planets, much less Urulan.” She raised a hand to wave at Raincloud. “My dear, you carried your train off like a native! Anyone would have thought you were raised in a shon.”

Inwardly Raincloud shuddered at the thought, but she smiled. “Thank you,” said Raincloud. “I hope that I now satisfy the dress code of the Nucleus.”

“To the letter. Just remember, don’t change pace too fast, lest your retinue can’t keep up and your train sag.”

Not that it would get dirty if it touched the street, Raincloud thought. Every bit of floor space was kept spotless by little sucking servos that scurried like rats from the gutters. There were no vehicles to spill oil, and certainly no farm animals to deposit dung. Only Elysians passed, with occasional pet birds or monkeys, heading up their trains like silk ribbons floating lengthwise down a river.

“Verid can’t wait to see you,” Iras assured her. “She has an urgent assignment.”

Urgent, indeed, she thought ironically. Iras and Verid were “mates”; the idea still intrigued her. Two men might be lovers, but how a goddess could expect worship from another goddess was hard to see. Raincloud herself thought of men as almost another species, exotic birds who carried hidden beauty in their plumage like peacocks. She adored watching men, especially demure, unworldly men, and wondering what secrets they might unfold. Nightstorm had teased her about taking a second husband, but that was not for her. Blackbear alone was worth more than two.

Iras’s holo box called again. A L’liite face appeared, requesting something about a loan. “I’m sorry,” said Iras, “I told you, that’s the best rate I can quote on a fifty-year term. I’ll be back in the office tomorrow…” She smiled apologetically at Raincloud. “I’m up to my neck closing the deal on a fleet of solar satellites the Valans will build for L’li.”

L’li’s population had swelled to an impoverished twenty billion since the Clickers left. The L’liites badly needed solar energy, microwaved down from the satellites; but how would they ever pay the bill, Raincloud wondered.

“The L’liites are stalling for concessions; I’ve run up huge fines for my Visiting Day. But the Valans will quietly compensate me. I love dealing with foreigners,” she added as if it were a compliment. Unusually ambitious for an Elysian, Iras took a creative attitude toward Visiting Days. A dangerous sport, in a community whose Right of Visiting replaced any notion of “right of privacy.”

“Is it true,” Raincloud asked, “that the Sharers won’t let you terraform?” On Bronze Sky, the Sharer delegates never let Raincloud forget that she inhabited a murdered planet, its ecosphere erased for the sake of human habitation. For two centuries since, Elysium had declined to finance another one. It surprised her to learn that the ocean-dwellers held such influence over interworld affairs.

“It’s true,” Iras admitted. “We can’t finance anything to do with terraforming, at least not directly. Indirectly…well, that’s not my department.” She shuddered. “It’s bad news to mess with Sharers. But really, don’t you think L’li will need a new world soon, to resettle their excess billions?”

The traffic of silk paused at an intersection, as a group of shon children passed, probably from a tour of the Nucleus. The word shon derived from a native Sharer word for “water cradle,” a bassinet which floated in a pool of water to generate a rocking motion whenever the baby stirred. The children of the Helishon wore brightly colored pantaloons that ballooned at the wrists and ankles, with shiny slippers that tapered to a point and curled back. Trainless until age twenty-one, they skipped and cartwheeled across the street, for all the world like a troupe of clowns. No wonder Elysians maintained that impish sense of humor in later life; whenever Raincloud turned unexpectedly, she could catch that look of “something’s up” in the corners of Iras’s eyes.

A man followed them, his train undulating across the street. His long, sandy hair flowed straight down his back; a sight enough to shock all of Tumbling Rock, to see so much manhood exposed.

“That’s the generen, who runs the shon,” Iras explained. “A generen acquires much influence, as the ‘parent’ of future voters.”

Raincloud nodded. “Wasn’t Verid once a generen?”

“Yes she was,” said Iras, sounding pleased. “Generen of the Anaeashon, of course, in Anaeaon, three centuries ago. How I remember those days; hardly a night she spent without a call to one troubled child or another! Many of our leading logens were once her shonlings.”

The way cleared. Ahead lay the sphere of the Nucleus, immersed entirely within a spherical “moat” of transit fluid. Its surface was pockmarked with vesicles pinching inward or outward to cross the moat.

The trainsweeps gathered up their trains again, as Raincloud and Iras prepared to enter a vesicle. As the vesicle enclosed its passengers, a servo built like a sea star frisked Raincloud, its eight whiplike arms passing lightly over her body.

“Sorry,” Iras apologized, “don’t mind the octopods. You’ll get security clearance soon.”

The interior of the Nucleus was given to marble facings and imposing velvet drapes. Most people wore their trains inside, although the trainsweeps had to keep them half-folded-up, making their wearers look more ridiculous than ever. Following Iras’s lead, she kept hers on until they reached the suite of the Sub-Subguardian.

With relief she at last unhitched her train and passed it to the servo arms at the reception desk. The office suite was paneled in walnut, quietly elegant. A man walked out as they entered, a striking figure in red black-striped butterflies. “Good morning, Lem,” said Iras, who of course could not introduce him. The man was well muscled and carried himself with the tautness of a rei-gi assistant. Raincloud stared at him frankly, thinking, had he been a goddess, she might have invited him to spar sometime.

Lem nodded to Iras. “Tell her my mate will call soon.”

“Please be seated,” the room told Raincloud. “The Legate of Imperial Urulan is running overtime.”

An Urulite legation—here? Urulan had no official embassy anywhere in the Free Fold. Raincloud glanced sideways at Iras.

“For ‘cultural affairs’” Iras whispered. “A small operation, it covers espionage, I think.”

Raincloud nodded thoughtfully. Still, what business would this legate have here? The thought of the lost Valan ship chilled her. Never mind, she told herself: Walk in the shadow of the Dark One.

A thicket of reporter servos stood in the corner, their lamp heads bending forward now and then. A half an hour passed with only the reporters bobbing patiently by the door, a real door with solid walnut panels and grooved trim. A good job of carpentry, Raincloud observed admiringly. This Sub-Subguardian had some taste.

At last Verid’s door opened, a real wooden door, on its hinges. Out strode the Legate of Urulan, a bearded man in his forties. His shoulders were broad and thick, like those of her old Urulite teacher, the result of growing up in a stronger field of gravity. Barely taller than the Elysians, his heavy frame might have weighed twice as much; his shape gave him the look of an outsized dwarf. A tunic of fine chain mail over garments of deep blue silk covered his broad torso, and at his elbows and knees were jointed rings of silver. At his waist, from the right, hung his ceremonial sword; from the left, what appeared to be a particle blaster, although it must have been disarmed to be permitted anywhere near Helicon, let alone the interior of the Nucleus.

Her memory quickened at the sight of him. To be sure, his blue eyes and aquiline nose had little in common with Rhun’s dark complexion and simian brow. And yet, his build and his gesture were the very image of her Urulite-born professor. She felt as if she had known the man a long time.

The servos immediately bent their body-necks forward at the Urulite, blurting questions in Elysian and in Urulite. He faced them squarely but ignored their questions. “The fate of a Valan spy ship deliberately entering the space of Imperial Urulan is no concern of yours. Should the immortal Elysians choose to meddle in Imperial affairs, let them beware. We’ll find out just how immortal they are.”

With this threat, the man took a sharp turn. Raincloud and Iras had risen respectfully, but the Urulite, distracted by the reporters, nearly walked into Raincloud on his way out. The man caught sight of her, and Raincloud automatically lifted her right arm to clasp his left shoulder, as she would have greeted her teacher. Her palm felt the cool mesh of metal beneath. “May the sun rise behind you,” she spoke quickly in Urulite.

He clasped her shoulder so hard it startled her. “The sun rise for you! Can it be, a civilized soul in this barbaric land?”

Iras intervened. “Your Excellency, this is Raincloud Windclan, our new translator. And…Lord Zheron…Imperial Legate for Cultural Affairs.” Iras faltered, her face pale with shock at the breach of protocol.

Raincloud told Zheron, “I have studied the classics of your people, especially the ballad of Azhragh and Mirhiah.”

Zheron laughed heartily. “Imagine, the ballad of Azhragh! Lord Raincloud, you must dine with us at the legation. You will hear from me soon.” With that he departed at last, the reporter servos trailing behind.

She blinked with surprise, then turned to reassure Iras. These Elysians were so sensitive.

“Are you all right?” asked Iras in a hushed tone.

“Yes, of course. I only…” She paused. Framed by the walnut doorway, she saw the Sub-Subguardian Verid Anaeashon.

Verid was bowing to the reporter servos as they left, an unusual courtesy. Slight of stature, even for an Elysian, Verid had rounded shoulders and coarse black hair. Her eyebrows were thick and expressive. They lifted ever so slightly, now, as Verid turned to Iras.

Iras sighed with relief. “It is my duty to present Raincloud Windclan, who meets our highest standards.”

“Thank you, dear. Sorry we ran late.” Verid smiled affectionately at Iras, then bowed to Raincloud. Her thick eyebrows rose as she added, “This citizen meets our very highest standard.”

“Thank you, Sub-Subguardian,” Raincloud said, her face warm from the unexpected praise.

Her composure recovered, Iras laughed. “You must call her ‘The Owl,’” she mischievously told Raincloud. “We all do.”

“Enough!” exclaimed Verid with a wave of the hand. “Back to your visiting. Don’t make too many loans today, or the logens will get after you.”

Iras bowed and departed, the coin-spotted butterflies flashing down her back.

Verid’s shoulders shook heavily with silent laughter. Then she beckoned Raincloud to enter the conference room. Her figure did indeed resemble an owl; the thought was distracting.

“I hope I said nothing amiss?” Raincloud asked, as the door closed automatically behind them.

“It’s not what you said,” Verid explained. “You put your hand on the man, in public—a stranger whose mate you’d never even met. Even our closest friends would never touch in public.”

“Of course.” Elysians never so much as shook hands; they bowed, and left just enough room. It seemed a way of keeping space in this rather claustrophobic city.

“But Urulites expect physical contact,” Verid added, “among men of the ruling class. Obviously you know that. It’s one reason they distrust us. Never mind young Zheron’s threats,” Verid added, a remark which reminded Raincloud that despite his mature appearance, Verid might be ten times his age. “His statement was for the press. What is significant is what he left out. He did not call the Elysians treacherous slaves of the Valan barbarians. He did not accuse us of scheming to terraform Urulan. He did not even denounce me for summoning him for this insulting conference. Most important,” Verid added, her eyebrows rising, “he did not deny that the incident of the Valan freighter represented a serious error of judgment on the part of the Imperial Command.” Verid nodded to a chair.

Raincloud sat on the chair, which was made of polished wood with legs curved back elegantly. From above dangled the usual servo arms, discreetly overhead. Verid sat across from her and leaned forward, flexing her knuckles. “I am honored, indeed,” Verid said, her eyebrows arching to her hairline, “to host ‘a goddess from the Hills of the Dark One.’” The last was spoken with just the right accents and clicks.

Raincloud was pleased, though caught off guard. Verid herself clearly knew a language or two. She lifted her chin and risked a return. “It’s an equal honor to meet one known as a ‘rising star.’”

At that Verid’s shoulders shook again, and she laughed loudly, the sort of laugh that probably carried outside the room. “One of my shonsibs must have told you that.” Verid flicked her wrist to a servo arm which slithered down carrying two glasses. “Yours is plain spring water,” she assured Raincloud, not identifying the contents of her own. “Now then. Why would a ‘goddess’ leave the Hills to learn languages spoken on worlds many light-years away?”

This question felt patronizing. “Light-years mean little, within the Fold.”

“Of course. How did you learn Urulite ways? Have you lived there?”

“Oh, no.” Urulan had been closed to foreigners for several generations. “But Professor Rhun was a native.”

“So I understand.”

“He was a pedagogue in a noble household. He escaped on a stolen ship,” she explained, answering the obvious question. “He traveled twenty years at lightspeed, then backtracked for two years because he’d overshot, subsisting all the while on recycled greens. As a ‘pioneer,’ he was lucky to land a post at Founders University. I was doubly lucky to have him,” she added, although it had been hard at first to accept correction from a man. She added, with some hesitation, “He was a ‘sim.’”

Sims were descended from gorilla-human hybrids, a slave population bred on Urulan. But in succeeding generations, most progeny were sired by human masters, as the “human” look fetched a better price on the market. Today many sim descendants were barely distinguishable from purebred humans; but on Urulan, they remained slaves.

Verid nodded. “Regardless, he taught you well. Now before we discuss your assignment, please bear in mind that nothing of what passes between us must go beyond you—not even to your mate. If I hear otherwise, your value to us will be lessened substantially.”

“I am accustomed to confidential work.”

“Yes, with the Sharers—what a contrast, by Helix! You do avoid reporters, that’s good. But do you realize that secrecy will be a greater challenge here?”

Verid knew about the reporters. Raincloud’s scalp prickled. “Do all the walls have ears?”

“Not in my office.” Verid grinned, tapping the wood paneling with her knuckles. “One needs a special permit for sonic isolation, to get around the constitutional Right of Visitation. We’ll arrange it for you, once your clearance goes through.”

So this “Right of Visitation” was also a “right of eavesdropping.”

“You know why you’re here,” Verid told her. “You’re one of a handful of Urulan experts in the Free Fold. We have reams of intelligence to decipher. For years, we’ve just passed it on to Valedon—but can we trust them?” She paused reflectively. “Valan intelligence assures us the Urulites have about six thousand interstellar missiles, give or take a thousand. But how do they arrive at that guess? Not a clue. How good is their estimate? Could it be off by a factor of ten?” Verid leaned forward. “Even more to the point—where did those missiles come from? A Valan House, perhaps?”

Raincloud swallowed. “How did Urulan pay for them, I’d like to know.”

“Another good question. Urulan is virtually bankrupt, but it has massive mineral resources.” Verid spread her hand on the desk. A page of light appeared beneath her fingers, several characters blinking red. Raincloud recalled a similar servo table at the apartment, in a side room. The apartment contained a number of unfamiliar objects whose purpose remained a mystery to the Windclans. “I have released a file to your account; it will open to your hand only, and will disappear when observers approach. These are signals intercepted from the Imperial Command. See what you make of them.”

Raincloud nodded.

Verid paused, stroking her chin between her thumb and forefinger. “As for our friend Zheron…if he follows up, I would accept the invitation.”

So that little “meeting” with the legate had been more than coincidence. Her pulse raced. “Just what have you in mind?”

“It wasn’t in your job description,” Verid admitted. “But the opportunity is ripe. The Imperator is dying, we know that. There’s a chance for change; and Lord Zheron is one who wants change. We need to help him find the way.”

“I’ll have to think about this.”

“We’ll double your pay.”

“It’s not that,” said Raincloud sharply. “I must think of my ‘family.’” She used the Clicker word.

Verid nodded. “Of course. You’ve got your own little shon. Raincloud, in all seriousness you are safe in Helicon—safer than anywhere else in the Fold. You know how we Elysians feel about personal safety.”

“I’ve noticed.” They got foreigners to do their dirty work.

Verid leaned forward. “One last question. You have observed us Elysians, rather intently, I would guess. Tell me what you think. Where lies our greatest danger?”

Raincloud drew a breath and thought quickly. The seconds ticked by. “The Urulite missiles threaten us,” she began. “Yet the real danger lies here, in Elysium. Elysians are—” She felt like saying, “overgrown children.” “Elysium is one great protective shon. Your people, with all their civility, cannot understand the mind of a people that can sell and trade human flesh…”

But Verid leaned back, her face politely blank. Clearly Raincloud had disappointed her this time. “‘The monster swallower swallows itself,’” Verid quoted from The Web, a text Raincloud knew well. “You are right, though, that the danger lies here. Listen in the streets. Think about what you see. And, of course, follow the logathlons.”

Chapter 5

BLACKBEAR CAUGHT RAINCLOUD AROUND THE SHOULDERS and kissed her, as he helped her undo the rest of her train.

“Doggie?” inquired Sunflower hopefully, eyeing her pair of trainsweeps which stayed outside. “Doggie for Sunflo’?”

“No doggie.” Raincloud swept the child up into her arms, his face already clouding over for a downpour of tears.

“How was it?” asked Blackbear. “Did you see the Sub-Subguardian at last?”

“How was it, Mother?” echoed Hawktalon, swinging Fruitbat by her cloth wing.

Raincloud winced as Sunflower let out a wail. “I met the Sub-Subguardian, and a legate of Urulan, too.”

“An Urulite?” Blackbear stared in amazement. “An Urulite—here?”

“I just ran into him by accident—”

Hawktalon asked, “What’s a ‘legate,’ Mum?”

“You weren’t supposed to meet any live Urulites,” said Blackbear.

“Well, there’s a small ‘cultural legation.’ Verid wants me to deal with them.”

He gripped her arm. “Valedon is practically at war with Urulan; another attack on the trade route is all it will take—”

“I said, what’s a ‘legate’?” Hawktalon insisted.

“A ‘legate’ is somebody who represents a foreign government,” Raincloud explained. “The Imperator of Urulan can’t be everywhere at once, dear.”

“Why not?”

Blackbear turned and went to the kitchen to order hot cereal for Sunflower, still angry. Raincloud followed him. “Before I forget,” she said, “you have to call on Verid sometime, and I have to call on your lab director. It’s the proper custom.”

“I’ll give her a proper piece of my mind when I see her,” Blackbear grumbled. “When do we manage all this visiting, anyway?”

“Our Visiting Days start tomorrow.”

“Oh, Goddess; I forgot. How does that work? Can’t we get exempted?”

Raincloud paused. “Let me see…”

“Excuse me, Citizens,” came the voice of the house. Sunflower dropped his spoon and looked around, eyes wide. “May I offer assistance?”

“Yes, thanks,” said Raincloud. “How does ‘visiting’ work?”

“The Elysian Constitution guarantees everyone the right to visit and check up on everyone else. For every three days on the job, the law requires four ‘Visiting Days’ to entertain your fellow citizens.”

“But we’re not citizens,” objected Blackbear.

“As foreigners,” the house continued, “you may apply for an extra workday based on ‘religious grounds.’ You must sign a statement to the effect that your deity expects unending earthly toil of mortal beings, and that working less than half the week would cause decline in your mental health and well-being.”

Sunflower was squirming, and Blackbear felt his diaper. “Diaper, please,” he called. A clean cotton diaper appeared in the magic kitchen window. Blackbear muttered, “I might as well use the time to potty-train Sunflower. What’s your opinion?”

Raincloud shrugged. “It says a lot about what they think of us mortals. Our Goddess worship is just a mental handicap; it’s covered by the same department that regulates servo guides for the blind and visual aids for the deaf.”

“I’ve yet to see a blind Elysian.”

“It’s a small department.”

Their request would not be cleared for another week, so Blackbear resigned himself to a Visiting Day. He told the house to set his Visiting Hours from two to five. This information would be available instantly throughout the city, although he could not imagine who would care to “check up” on him.

The next morning, reckoning by the Bronze Skyan calendar, was the Day of the Snake, a feast day celebrated each year in the Caldera Hills. The day commemorated the mythic entrance of good into the world, in the form of a monstrous Snake sent forth by the Dark Goddess. When the Snake returned to Her, its goodness spent, She recaptured it between her middle arms and devoured it alive. The Day’s lesson was a warning to meet the world’s evil with good, from the center of one’s being, and face the consequences whole.

Hawktalon decorated the figure of the Goddess with “snakes” cut from spirals of colored paper, as well as two embroidered heirlooms from Raincloud’s mother and grandmother. “When are we going to get a real live snake, like Cousin Wolf Eyes?” Hawktalon pestered her mother.

“Cousin Wolf Eyes’s mother is a High Priestess,” Raincloud reminded her. “She has to tend the Great Snake year round. If you grow up to be a High Priestess, you can have a snake.”

After rei-gi exercise, Raincloud was eager to start on her translations. She had located a “terminal” at home, an unfamiliar table-shaped object whose function she now recognized. The terminal accessed a vast neural network that permeated the cellular city.

“Come on, Daddy,” begged Hawktalon, “let’s try something hard for a change. Why don’t you ever swing the stave at me, like you do at Mother?”

“Go, Daddy.” Sunflower bounced happily on the mat. “Go upside down.”

“Damn you,” shouted Raincloud from the next room, her voice stuttering with sharp clicks. “May an earthquake swallow your regulations!”

Blackbear winced. “Please; Sunflower will hear.”

Raincloud came to the sitting room, perspiring with anger. “That Goddess-cursed tabletop told me it’s not my work day, and it won’t release my files. Not even the one Verid gave me.”

“Well, it is a Visiting Day,” Blackbear said, though he resented it too.

“But this is my home.”

It occurred to him, no wonder Draeg chose to live outside Helicon in a silkhouse on a Sharer raft, even during swallower season. “Well, for now, let’s just remember—‘On Valedon, do as the Valans do.’”

Her lip curled. “If this were Valedon, we’d be working day and night. Who d’you think manufactures all those servos? Do you see any three-day factories around here? How do they pay for everything—banking and tourism,” she muttered. “Nobody’s got an honest job.”

“We do,” said Hawktalon. “Come on, Mother. Come swing a stave at me.” She raised her shoulders and pulled in her stomach expectantly.

“Sorry.” Raincloud looked up as if an idea had occurred to her. “I’m going to see Iras.” She went to put on her talar and train.

Hawktalon had to spend the afternoon at her correspondence school lessons in reading, programming, and the geography of Bronze Sky. Blackbear was just reading Sunflower one last book before nap, and planning in his head a long letter to write to his parents, when the house announced a visitor.

Both children immediately rushed out to see who it was. Blackbear checked his watch; it was just past two.

At the door stood Alin. He wore a different train, a scene of saffron meadows rimmed by mountains, but the same dried-leaf butterflies lined the border, virtually invisible against the background. With him stood Draeg, a lambskin jacket covering his usual scant costume.

“Hullo, Blackbear,” said Draeg, thumping him on the shoulder. “Where’s that little fighter of yours today?”

“I say.” Alin glanced beside the door, with a bemused expression. “Did the citizen never come and pick up her mate’s trainsweep?”

The runaway trainsweep was back again, just outside the door. It certainly looked like the same one, though it had not been there the night before.

“Doggie!” Sunflower tiptoed out the door, his arms flapping up and down, then he threw himself upon the beetlelike servo. Hawktalon followed, jumping with glee, her beaded braids whipping about her face. “She’s back, Daddy; look, she came back!”

The two visitors collapsed with laughter. “I told you so,” Alin reminded Draeg. “You didn’t believe me, did you, that the servo tailed him across the City? You owe me ten credits.”

“The owner—she did come and take it back,” Blackbear said lamely.

“What touching loyalty!” exclaimed Draeg.

“It even remembered your address,” said Alin. “Tell its owner I’d like to look into its network.”

Whatever could be wrong with that trainsweep, Blackbear wondered. He hoped its owner would not be angry at him this time. He summoned his social graces as best he could. “Won’t you come inside? It is my highest duty to serve you.”

Alin exclaimed with delight to see the climate window in action, set for a view of grassy hills that came close to the feel of Bronze Sky; clouds obscured the actual blue sky of the planet it came from. “Let’s see the volcanoes,” he insisted. “I ordered them special.”

The volcanoes appeared, first a quiet, gently sloping one whose lava crept downward at a trickle, cooling to smooth fields of black, then an explosive one that delighted the children. As the floor rumbled beneath their feet, Alin said, “I hear your shonling is quite a fighter. And yourself, as well.”

Blackbear frowned. “Fighting is for females,” he said, although he knew the Elysian “female” did not do justice to the Clicker “goddess.”

Alin laughed. “We’ve heard all about your shonling! But Draeg assures me you’re just as good.”

“I practice defense only.”

“Don’t be modest. Would you accept a challenge? I’ll cover the medics.”

Astonished, Blackbear stared down at the small, compact Elysian in his robe of dried-leaf butterflies.

“Alin’s quite good,” Draeg assured him. “Look here, Alin, you and I’ll spar a bit, so he sees what we do.”

“But—but there’s really not enough room,” Blackbear objected.

“Oh, we’ll manage,” said Alin. “Go ahead, switch off the holostage; I’ll cover the charge.”

“It is off,” Blackbear muttered absently. In the meantime, the two visitors set out giving orders to the house. The walls expanded back and extra mats slid out. A medical hovercraft settled expectantly at the door. A set of loose-fitting trousers appeared for Alin out of the kitchen window; it seemed that any sort of organic material could be “cooked up” there.

The visitors stripped to the waist and practiced their strikes. Alin leaped in the air and thrust-kicked twice before he thudded down, then he and Draeg faced each other. They attacked in a style involving vicious blows with the feet and hands. Their power-packed thrusts left their own balance painfully vulnerable; Blackbear wondered that they could not see that.

Suddenly he recalled with a pang his brothers and cousins in the Hills; what good times they used to have. With them, it was fun, less formidable than training with his own goddess. Despite his misgivings, he kicked off his shoes and swung his arms to limber up. Inwardly he called on the Dark One, for himself and his opponent’s safety.

Draeg took him on first. After a feint or two, the L’liite slashed down at Blackbear’s shoulder with the side of his right hand. Blackbear stepped back to his left, his left arm parrying Draeg’s right. He deflected Draeg’s arm just enough to guide it downward into his own right hand. Continuing to circle backward, he caught Draeg’s arm in his right hand, then his left, letting Draeg hurtle forward by his own momentum. With a twist he brought the man down to the mat, thudding safely on his side.

“Delightful!” Alin clapped, adding to Draeg, “He barely lifted a hand, did he; and there you went, this way and that.” The move did look like that, “Tree Sways in the Wind.”

“All right, Citizen,” Draeg muttered, breathless. “You try him, then.”

“You’re sure you can take anything?” Alin asked.

Blackbear shrugged self-consciously. “We’ll see.”

To his surprise, Alin repeated the same move as Draeg. But Blackbear knew better than to meet it the same way. This time, he slid his right leg forward and under, like a partner joining the dance. His right arm swept upward to deflect the blow; then he caught Alin’s arm and swung him around sideways, “Round the Mountain,” to land on his chest. He pinned Alin’s arm at the shoulder and wrist, leaving his body immobilized.

At this sight, Draeg laughed so hard that tears came to his eyes. “I never thought I’d see an Elysian that way!”

Blackbear frowned at this disrespect to a fallen opponent. But Alin picked himself up with good humor. “It is said, we live to amuse our friends. I think, L’liite, it’s your turn again.”

So he met their attacks, from one side to the next, each time catching the thrust at just the right time to deflect it. The fourth time Alin was too quick for him; Blackbear slipped and fell onto his knee, twisting it. Pain shot through his leg, and he thought with a sinking feeling, it must be sprained. Raincloud would be furious.

A servo scooted out from the hovercraft. Blackbear’s heart pounded, and he resisted the impulse to pull away as the machine extended its tendrils over his leg, barely touching here and there. But the pain eased up steadily; he could just about walk on it again. Rubbing his ankle, Blackbear thought, those medic servos must know how to treat foreign “defectives” after all.

“Well done,” said Alin. “I’d heard of rei-gi, but I had never seen it done by a master.”

Just then Raincloud returned, unhitching her Elysian train at the door. “By the Goddess, what’s going on?” she exclaimed in Click-click. “Those children are out with the trainsweep again—and you…” She looked him over.

“Oh we’re just, uh, ‘visiting,’” Blackbear assured her, flexing his leg.

“Do you fight, too?” Alin asked her politely. “Do give us a try. Your mate has already gotten the better of us.”

“Excuse me.” Raincloud would consider it beneath her to spar with men other than her consort. Also, she seemed to have much on her mind; her visit to Iras must have brought some result.

“Don’t worry,” Alin assured her. “We’ll take it easy until you learn our style.”

Acutely insulted, Raincloud turned to them, her face wooden. “A moment, please.” She disappeared in back, then returned in her wide-bottomed trousers with a sack of beans on her back, slung low like a seated child. “You both come at once.”

“Not I,” exclaimed Draeg with a L’liite phrase. “Two men against a female—I wouldn’t be caught dead.”

“Come,” she ordered.

“I’ll join Alin,” offered Blackbear, knowing that despite her retort, Raincloud would be pleased to show off her skill.

The two men attacked her from either side. With a swing of each arm, she sent both assailants to pound the mat. As they dusted themselves off, Alin’s astonishment was plain to see.

Raincloud turned to Draeg. “You, there,” she commanded. “You pin my arms from behind, and let them try again.”

Too amazed to object, Draeg complied. When Raincloud’s arms were firmly pinned, Alin and Blackbear rushed her again, harder than before. In a blur of arms and legs, the three men went sprawling.

As Blackbear got up and dusted himself off, Raincloud turned to Alin. “I trust you are not hurt, Citizen?” she said sweetly.

“Not at all, Guardian.”

Raincloud dumped the sack of beans, none of which were spilled. The medic servos set about attending their inevitable bruises.

Blackbear felt immense pride for Raincloud, and a feeling of warmth for the men. “You see,” he told Alin, “now we are called ‘brothers of the mat,’ since we’ve been thrown by the same ‘goddess.’”

“Is that right?” Alin laughed. “Tulle will love it! Thanks so much; you’ve both entertained us immensely.”

Ignoring him, Raincloud turned to Blackbear. “Iras gave me one of her accounts today. Today’s a work day for her, so the account will open, and I can transfer my documents to work on—”

At the front of the sitting room, a shimmering form of a man appeared in the column of the holostage. The man wore Urulite chain mail. He began to speak in Urulite, which Blackbear recognized but did not comprehend.

Alin’s mouth fell open. “The holostage; wasn’t it turned off?”

“Of course it was. Wasn’t it, house?”

“The receiver was off,” said the house, “by default, as you instructed. The transmitter remained on; to turn it off by default would soon exceed your budget.”

“Then we’ve…been transmitting…” Alin caught his face in his hands and seemed about to faint.

“Great Helix,” Draeg exclaimed, “we’ve been entertaining the whole damned city all the while! Cheer up, Alin old man,” he said, attempting to pat him on the back. But Alin pulled back stiffly, retreating to the corner.

“If I have failed to serve you in any way,” the house added, “please report my defect to…”

Meanwhile, Raincloud had recognized the Imperial Legate, Lord Zheron. Her face froze at the sight of him, here in her own sitting room; but it was only an image, after all. She took a deep breath and stepped forward.

“Lord Raincloud,” Zheron was saying in Urulite, “that was the best display of manhood I’ve seen of any barbarian on this planet. I command the honor of your company at our legation, on the third of this month. You will dine well, and enjoy the height of our cultural entertainment.”

“I am honored,” Raincloud replied, trying to think quickly, aware of Blackbear and the others watching dumfounded. Verid had told her to accept; but she had not agreed to do so. “I must…consult my Deity, as to my plans.” Urulites were notoriously superstitious.

“Your Deity can hardly refuse,” said Zheron. “I challenge you to fight to the death.”

At her side Blackbear and Alin looked on, uncomprehending. Raincloud tried to keep her eyes on Zheron without blinking. For Urulites, a duel was the customary prelude to a feast, to work up an appetite. A fight “to the death” was just a ceremonial figure of speech; or was it? Let Verid find some other foreigner for her schemes.

A thought occurred to her. “Is Lord Zheron aware that Lord Raincloud is…a female?” No Urulite in his right mind would fight a woman.

Zheron laughed. “Anyone can see you’re no female.”

That left her speechless. In Urulite, she recalled, words rarely meant what they seemed. If only he did not remind her so of Rhun…He was a vicious warlord, hardly the gentle professor.

And yet—Urulites were people, too, and they suffered in their isolation. What would Rhun have thought if she let this chance go? Today of all days, the Day of the Snake, was not the day to turn one’s back.

“I accept,” she agreed suddenly.

As the man’s image flickered out, Alin was shaking his head, much chagrined. “Blackbear, I thought I explained about the holostage, the first night you came in.”

“I’m sorry,” said Blackbear. “But we’ve never turned the transmitter on.”

“You never turned it off, you mean. The transmitter is on all the time; you have to pay to turn it off. It’s because of the Right of Visitation. There’s an added fine for turning it off on your Visiting Day, but I told you I’d pay it.”

“You mean anyone could have peeked into our living room these past three days?”

Draeg shook his head, trying unsuccessfully to keep a straight face. “Alin—you’ll never live this down.”

Alin gave him a rueful look. “Sparring ‘in public’—you’re right, I’ll never live this down.” Nevertheless, he recovered his smile. To Raincloud he said, “I see the Owl has put you to work.”

“Quite,” said Raincloud. A good thing none of them knew Urulite, she thought.

“We’d best be going, Draeg,” Alin concluded. “Thanks again.” He bowed, and Draeg departed with him. The medical hovercraft, too, took off from the window ledge. Outside, the children called after it in delight.

“Raincloud,” Blackbear asked apprehensively, “what was that all about anyway?”

“Lord Zheron, the cultural legate,” Raincloud explained. “Inviting me to duel and dine.”

“To what?”

“A formality,” she explained. “In the old days, before the Imperium, each warlord had his own little fief atop a needle rock—you know the bizarre terrain on that world. The only way two lords could meet was to duel to the death. Nowadays they’re more civil.”

“Goddess! You sent him packing, of course.”

“Nonsense,” said Raincloud irritably. “I accepted.”

“But they’ll fight with weapons—to hurt each other, or worse. The Goddess forbids any such thing! Raincloud, how could you?”

“You know I’d never disobey the Dark One.”

Swallowing his anger, Blackbear turned and went outside to check on the children. Still playing with the trainsweep, they were leading it up and down the street and imitating the little squeaks it made as it altered direction.

Raincloud followed him. “Trust me,” she said soothingly. “I’ll be careful.” From behind him, she massaged his shoulders. His anger subsided, but he still could not bring himself to speak. If only they were home, with the clan, he thought; the Clanmother would have forbidden any such thing.

AFTER SUPPER, THE BLOND PAPILISHON RETURNED FOR HER trainsweep. “We’re so sorry,” she insisted. “After switch-off, it should have lost all memory; we had it retrained completely. But this morning, it ran off again, right in the middle of a busy thoroughfare. It’s unaccountable; we’ll have to ship it back to Valedon, although I doubt they’ll find the defect, as this sort never shows up on inspection. I’ve ordered a new one anyway. But please, let me settle for your inconvenience. A hundred credits to your account? Make that two hundred.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t possibly…” Blackbear reddened with embarrassment. “Inconvenience” was rarely worth money in the Hills.

“Please, I insist. Your inconvenience is worth far more.”

“Well—” He watched the children huddling over the trainsweep. They looked solemn; they would not give it up without a struggle, this time. “You might just leave us the trainsweep,” he offered half-seriously.

Her eyes widened. “Really?” She looked at him with considerable relief. “You’ll see, it works perfectly, aside from its imprinting. Well, I can’t thank you enough. Do let us show you the town, some time.”

“Hooray!” Hawktalon leaped in the air and did a flying somersault. “Come on inside, Doggie; we’ll get you supper.”

He had forgotten, the servo would add to their electric bill, just like the two from Raincloud’s new train.

Raincloud proved unhappy about taking on another electric consumer, even more so about his refusal of two hundred credits.

“But the children,” Blackbear insisted. “It’s their one great toy here.”

“She would have given you both, dear; the servo’s not worth fixing. Well, never mind.” Her eyes narrowed as she watched the trainsweep, which Sunflower now rode upon, maneuvering about the broadened sparring room. “Maybe there’s a ‘sport’ in its network. Funny things happen in servo networks; they’re never trainable to perfection. This might be of interest to someone. I’ll ask Iras.”

That evening Raincloud worked late at her translations. When at last she came to bed, she lay staring pensively at the soft yellow light from the mock window across the room. Blackbear stroked her braids and looked past her.

“You’re still angry.”

“Yes,” he said, but he put his arm around her.

Raincloud sighed. “Verid says Urulan needs a chance to start talking peace.”

“A duel to the death is hardly the way to start.”

“It may be easier for them to talk to me, a foreigner, than to talk with Elysians. Both sides risk less.”

“And what do you risk?”

Raincloud paused. “I don’t know.”

“There you are. Why not stick to your broadcast translations, what you were hired for. By the looks of it, there’s more than enough to keep you busy.”

“It’s all the same, though, all blather about missiles and terraforming. What else would you expect them to broadcast? It’s obvious I wasn’t hired for that.”

“This Sub-Subguardian could have told you up front, before we came.”

“Would we have come?”

“We can still go home.”

“Yes, you could go home—and give up ‘immortality,’ just like that.” Her voice sounded tired, and her eyelids fluttered.

“Of course, I don’t mean that,” he said. “Now that we’re here, we’ll manage. But it’s all so…strange.” He thought of the walls expanding at a command, the doors oozing open, and the holostage on for three days. He shivered down to his toes.

“I miss Tumbling Rock,” Raincloud admitted quietly. “But we came here for good reasons. We can’t just quit.”

Blackbear saw before him his sisters and brothers, and Raincloud’s sisters and brothers, and all of their children, children, children…A hot teardrop rolled out of one eye and fell to the pillow. Then Raincloud’s face loomed over his, kissing away the tears. He pulled her close at the waist, ready to give her the utmost pleasure. That at least brought home closer.

Chapter 6

BLACKBEAR AWOKE WITH A START. THE DREAM HAD come again, the one in which he struggled desperately against the rising floodwaters with Sunflower in his arms. The muddy waves were relentless, tugging at the child like bestial claws. The end of the dream was always the same—the child wrenched out of his arms, floating down into the white-frothed current, just as his youngest brother had done years before; the Dark One claiming her blind sacrifice. And then he awoke.

Across the room, the “window” cast a pallid light, nothing like the ruddy glow of Bronze Sky morning. Raincloud lay asleep, still, her spiral of braids turned toward him. From the kitchen came shuffling noises; the children had risen early.

He dressed quickly and went to the kitchen. Hawktalon looked up from her bowl of ice cream, which she evidently had ordered for herself and her brother. Blackbear had tried to convince the house to ignore Hawktalon’s orders, so far without success. Its program recognized the children as adult occupants, equivalent to their parents. This would have to be fixed somehow; it was on Blackbear’s list for the day.

“Daddy,” asked Hawktalon, “did that Urulite really challenge Mother to the death?”

Blackbear frowned. “Where did you hear that?”

“The reporters outside.”

The night before, they had ordered the house to wall off the holostage by extruding shafts of nanoplast from the ceiling, a less costly alternative to turning it off. Yet even this barrier did not discourage all intruders. Exasperated, he went to the door.

Outside stood three reporters, bending their lamp heads from their tubelike bodies. “We seek the Bronze Skyan translator, Citizen Raincloud Windclan.”

“We’re busy, please.”

“What is the Urulite’s interest here? Is there any connection to the destruction of the Valan freighter?”

“No comment,” he said firmly. “House, please close the door immediately.”

“Yes, Citizen.” As the frame dissolved and the walls oozed together, the house added, “Your fine for closing the door on reporters will be twenty credits for a first offense.”

Raincloud came into the sitting room to make a call at the holostage. Blackbear returned to the kitchen, where he faced his daughter with her half-eaten bowl of ice cream. “Listen, Hawk: no more ice cream, do you hear? The next ice cream I see, we’ll send you to the shon.”

Hawktalon felt her stomach. “I’m sick of ice cream, anyway. What’s the shon like, Daddy?”

Taken aback, he said, “Never mind. Go do your exercise.” Then he hauled the old potty seat out of the bathroom. Uncomfortable memories of Hawktalon’s training days returned. He hoped the second child would respond better.

“Okay, Sunny,” Blackbear began. “Time to be a big boy and sit on the potty.”

“No.” Sunflower was busy spilling soap powder on the floor, to watch the scrubber-servos scurry out from the wall and lap it up. This was hardly a promising start.

“Get up, Sunflower!” ordered Hawktalon. “Pull your pants down, and sit on that potty!”

Sunflower looked up, much impressed by this unexpected attention from his older sibling. He tip-toed over and sat on the potty.

“You should offer him a lemon drop,” added Hawktalon. “He’ll do anything for a lemon drop.”

Blackbear looked at her. “Where are you getting lemon drops?” But he already knew the answer. That house would have to get fixed.

Raincloud came back. “Good news. I reached Iras about our runaway trainsweep. She made us an appointment with a Valan specialist to investigate its network. An interesting ‘sport’ might be worth some credits.”

“Good thinking!” said Blackbear. As Raincloud’s arm slipped around his waist, he kissed her, glowing with thoughts of the night before. Then at last he sat down to eat his own much-delayed breakfast. Yet hardly had he ordered his fried eggs when a muffled voice called from the sitting room. “Blackbear? Are you there?”

It was Tulle’s voice, from the walled-off holostage. Embarrassed, Blackbear jumped up and ordered the wall to melt back.

Tulle was at home in her garden with her capuchin nibbling something from her hand. Behind her strolled a couple of three-legged grazing animals which he could not make out. “The lab group is having a party today at the swallowtail pavilion,” she told him. “We’d love for you to come.”

Another “social” lab meeting, marginally in accordance with the visitation rule. “Sure, I’ll come,” said Blackbear, anxious to get started on his project. “While you’re on, would you happen to know how one tells the house about children? It lets them get away with anything.”

“Hm. An interesting problem.” Tulle returned the capuchin to her shoulder, where it stroked her blond hair. “You might try defining them as pets…” Seeing his look, she hurriedly added, “Never mind; the house must have a program for shonlings. I’ll look into it for you.”

WHILE RAINCLOUD WENT OUT TO MAKE HER VISITS, Blackbear got the children dressed and out into the transit reticulum. “Doggie,” of course, had to come along, too; in fact, Sunflower insisted in riding on top of her. Once when the child slid off, the trainsweep let out a burst of squeaking which alerted Blackbear to turn and see. He regarded the machine with new interest. Perhaps after all this Doggie was not a bad addition to the family. He endured the furtive stares of passing Elysians, who of course would not speak to him, not knowing his mate. Only a trade servo approached him to inquire, was he a traveling sideshow, and would he perform at the next garden?

When they arrived at the swallowtail garden, Blackbear left the children outside with Doggie, warning Hawktalon not to stray from the window where he could see. Entering the pavilion, he sat at one end of the moon-shaped table, between Onyx and Draeg.

“The machine’s working,” crowed Onyx, cheerfully snapping her fingerwebs. Her grandmother had been a Sharer, the aquatic race of women with webbed hands and feet. “We can get right back inside the embryo and feel the blood pumping through its ventricle.”

Blackbear blinked at this. “Feel the blood pumping?”

“You fixed it,” Draeg told Onyx. “The Valans will buy you out from us one day, and we’ll be lost.”

Pirin and Lorl sat across from each other, with Tulle at the opposite end of the mooncurve. The little black-hooded capuchin delicately explored the floor at her feet.

“So Blackbear, which project do you think you’ll take?” Tulle asked. “You could look for mutations in untreated embryos that confer partial longevity; like Draeg’s heartless mutant, a fertile embryo whose heart and vascular system don’t age.”

“But the rest of the body still does,” Draeg admitted. “You take one step at a time. It’s like redoing all the work of the Heliconian Doctors all over again.”

“With modern technology,” Tulle pointed out. “The alternative is to start with a longevity-treated embryo and look for mutations that partially correct fertility.”

Onyx said, “This mutant has multiple problems with fertility. The primordial germ cells mostly fail to migrate to the genital ridges. The few that make it degenerate during meiosis. The gonads develop, but no fertile eggs or sperm are ever made.”

“Exactly,” said Tulle. “But you’ve found some extremely interesting egg mutants.”

To make egg cells, the primordial germ cells have to undertake a tortuous journey within the embryo, migrating from the yolk sac, through the gut layers, into the germinal layers, to settle at last in the genital region. There, female germ cells develop into ovaries and undergo the first division of meiosis. Meiotic division halves the chromosome number, so that once the future egg and sperm unite, the offspring regains the double chromosome count, one copy of every chromosome from each parent.

“I’ve found several mutations in the simulator that enable the germ cells to migrate properly,” Onyx told him. “The cells make normal pseudopods to help them creep through the gut to the genital region, where they actually start to form ovaries before disintegrating. I’m convinced that this one gene I’ve found will correct egg production.”

“Which gene is that?”

“It’s called Eyeless, because it was first identified in a mutant embryo which failed to develop eyes. My mutants, at a different part of the gene sequence, avoid that problem. But, like Draeg’s Heartless gene, Eyeless regulates other things too—including the migration of germ cells.”

“I see,” said Blackbear. “Do your Eyeless mutations help male germ cells develop, too?” The early part of germ cell migration is identical between the sexes.

“Unfortunately not, at least in the simulations I’ve checked so far,” Onyx said. “In a male Eyeless mutant, the germ cells end up at the pre-ovarian region, while infertile testicles develop separately. But we’re working on it.”

Onyx went on to explain the molecular structure of the Eyeless gene and its protein product. Blackbear tried to follow as best he could, because the Eyeless gene looked like a good project for him. Then Tulle asked Pirin to report on his new simbrid clone, an embryo which made mutant proteins that improved longevity. Blackbear stole a look outside at the children. Sunflower was riding the trainsweep, while Hawktalon had taken out her rattleback stone and was spinning it upon the spotless surface of the street, watching it slow down until it “magically” reversed direction. Beyond them, in the street, the Elysians passed majestically to and fro, their colorful trains gliding behind them.

As Pirin began to get into the details of his simbrid clone, Tulle stopped him a moment. “Questions, anyone?” She looked along the arc of the table, her gaze resting at last on Blackbear.

Onyx whispered, “Go on, ask something. That’s how you learn.”

Blackbear felt the blood pounding in his ears. He knew she was right, but he dreaded sounding ignorant. “I’m sure this is obvious, but—just what is a simbrid?” The literature he read had been frustratingly vague on the pedigree of this important embryo culture line.

Pirin turned to him politely. “The simbrid, or simian hybrid clone, was derived from a blend of primate species. Its development closely resembles the human embryo, but we only maintain it in vitro. It’s a good model system to test predictions for human development.”

“I see.”

Draeg spoke up. “Tell him which primate species.”

“Homo gorilla, Homo paniscus, and Homo sapiens.”

Gorilla, chimpanzee, and human. Once considered distant cousins, the three apes now shared a common genus. “But—” Blackbear found his voice. “But that’s rather like the Urulite slaves, isn’t it?”

Draeg grinned from ear to ear, but the Elysian students were shocked. “It is nothing of the sort,” Pirin coldly replied. “I told you, these embryos are terminated in vitro, generally before the fourth month. No civilized people would maintain such monstrosities to term.”

“Of course not,” Tulle interposed. “But Blackbear’s comparison is reasonable, as you know.”

Draeg nodded. “That hearing we held on the simbrid question was a bad scene. I thought those logens would eat us alive.”

Onyx said, “It wasn’t all that bad. They let us go ahead with the simbrids, didn’t they? A good thing Alin helped us out.”

“Pirin,” Tulle asked, “what would you suppose is the mechanism by which this protein affects longevity…”

The discussion lost him again. Gorilla hybrid embryos in a test tube—he wondered what Raincloud would think of this. The thought made him sick, himself. But then, all medical research needed subjects; how else was it to be done?

Suddenly Draeg’s mouth opened, and he nudged Blackbear to look out the window. Blackbear turned, half rising in his seat, thinking the children were in trouble. But the two of them were still playing in the street, taking turns riding the trainsweep.

“There,” pointed Draeg. “The man in white.”

A white train, about three meters in length, made its way slowly down the street toward Science Park. The man at its head wore a white talar without decoration, or none that could be discerned from this distance. The stark figure conversed with two younger Elysians at either side, about the age of Pirin or Lorl, who led shorter trains with typical butterfly trimming. The contrast was striking, especially to Blackbear, for whom white was the color of death, of stillborn babies and bleached bones and the frozen caps of the tallest Hills.

Around the table, voices hushed. “It’s him,” Onyx whispered.

“Who is he?” Blackbear asked.

“Kal Anaeashon,” said Onyx. “He’s a logen. A rather dangerous one.”

“The arrogant bastard,” said Draeg in L’liite. “What’s he doing here, around Science Park?”

Curious, Blackbear looked out again upon the figure in deathly white. “Who are the younger ones with him?”

“Students,” Onyx explained, “who may become logens some day. Both he and Alin studied with Verid, you know, centuries back.”

“His students call him Killer,” said Draeg.

“He teaches lies,” added Pirin. “Lies about The Web. And he has flouted our highest law.”

Taken aback, Blackbear thought, Draeg and Pirin actually agreed about this. “Is he a criminal, then?” he asked, warily eyeing the stranger now.

“Elysium has no crime,” Pirin assured him. “Only…moral iniquities.”

Tulle did not notice, now deep in technical discussion with Lorl.

“He took a servo for a ‘mate.’” Onyx giggled. “Kal’s first mate died young, in an accident out on the ocean, and he never quite got over it. So he took a servo as a ‘mate,’ to embarrass people who sent their mates to call on him—he’d send the servo in return! It was ever such a scandal,” she said, slipping her Valan beads between her fingerwebs.

Draeg added, “He’s a damned hypnotist with words. If he told the Guard of Twelve to shut down the entire research establishment, they’d do it—and he just might, one day. Hey—he’s not stopping here?”

Tulle looked up at last. Her mouth opened, as if she just remembered something. “We’ve run overtime, into my home visiting hour. I had an appointment just now, with that logen, remember?”

Onyx gripped the table. “You’ve got an appointment? With Kal Anaeashon?”

The eyes of Pirin and Lorl widened with consternation.

“Well, I could hardly refuse, could I?”

Completely baffled, Blackbear turned to Draeg. “What does he want with us? And how did he find us here?”

“Everyone knows where everyone is—it’s all on the network. That’s why I live out on a raft, with the Sharers. Come see my place, will you?”

“Thanks, Draeg. But now—”

Tulle interrupted, “Remember, you all, this is just visiting.”

“Drinks, metalman!” called Draeg loudly to the nearest servo. “Another round of drinks for a lively party. All we need is the Killer to see us at work instead of play.”

Blackbear winced, thinking, the “network” would hear that, too. He would never get used to this place. His head felt dizzy, and he wished he had never left Bronze Sky.

The man in white appeared, walking slowly toward their table. Kal Anaeashon was shorter than average, even for an Elysian, although the stark whiteness made him seem taller. His only adornment was a single dried leaf pinned at his shoulder, presumably in reference to the leaf-imitating anaean butterfly. His hair was gray, the first gray hair Blackbear had yet seen here, but his face was as youthful as that of any Elysian.

As Tulle rose, Kal bowed very slightly. “Sorry to interrupt your pleasure.”

Draeg said loudly, “It’s a great time we’re having. Won’t you have a drink?”

“Hush,” whispered Onyx hoarsely. “That’s an insult; you’ve never even met his mate.”

“His servo, you mean,” said Draeg.

Tulle told the logen, “Please join us. We’re celebrating our latest progress on the simbrid clone.”

“I won’t trouble you long.” Kal’s voice was low and deceptively reassuring. “You know what concerns me, Tulle.”

“I’ve held any number of public hearings,” she said. “On the simbrids, the human trials, and so forth.”

“Your hearings were excellent. No one doubts your command of medical research, nor your concern for individual life. But now your work threatens more. Your work has broader consequences which, so far, you refuse to address.”

“Excuse me,” Tulle replied coldly.

Kal stood, barely moving. The others were silent, and at nearby tables the butterfly-decorated customers turned their heads, hoping to overhear.

“If ageless Elysians could bear their own children,” Kal spoke in the same quiet voice, “what would become of us as a people?”

“Who can say?”

“You have not addressed this issue in any hearing.”

“Politics is not my concern. As Alin says, a logen can make politics out of anything.”

“You are right,” said Kal. “But think again. It is said, ‘Compassion anywhere breeds caring everywhere.’”

At this quote, probably from The Web, both Pirin and Lorl rose from their seats, their faces wooden. Without speaking, they left the table.

Tulle replied, “The citizens select Guardians to decide such matters. The Guard of Twelve funds my entire project.”

“Do all the Guard’s actions pass the test of wisdom?”

Tulle shifted back a step. “I think we can save further talk for the logathlon. We wouldn’t want to waste our best lines, would we?”

Kal bowed again. “As you wish. At the fourteenth hour, the first of the month?”

“Yes. Yes, of course, Citizen.”

The logen departed. Suddenly, everyone was talking at once. The capuchin nestled protectively in Tulle’s arms. Onyx was at her side, whispering soothingly.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” Tulle muttered. “I can’t help it—I feel so strongly about this. But they can’t play politics with my work.”

Tulle believed that the Heliconian Doctors had kept Elysians infertile on purpose, so that reproduction belonged to the state. But why?

Draeg shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe how many hearings we’ve held, on one thing or another. Now they want to pin the death of civilization on us!”

Blackbear asked, “What exactly is a logathlon?”

“A logathlon is a kind of moral trial in public,” explained Onyx. “You saw one on the news, the other day. In the old days, any citizen could call one, but today you have to be a registered logen.”

“It’s more like a duel,” said Draeg. “A duel of words.” He laughed and wrestled Blackbear’s arm. “Tulle may be in worse trouble than Raincloud, you know.”

Chapter 7

TULLE’S SOLUTION TO BLACKBEAR’S PROBLEM WITH THE house was to register their residence as a foreign shon. The house now recognized Hawktalon and Sunflower as shonlings, with limited rights of access to its services. This designation came at a price, however, including extra insurance fees and taxes.

Hawktalon was furious. “I want my ice cream, and my volcanoes! What is there to do around here, anyhow? Where are all my friends to spar with? I’m going to stow away on a Fold ship and go home.”

Raincloud eyed Blackbear doubtfully. “This is no place for a young goddess. We can do the schooling, and the exercises, but what then? No responsibilities. At home, she had the goats to milk every day.”

“We’ll soon get back to my lab,” Blackbear assured her. “She’ll help me with my experiments.”

“…the plague of flies has now spread throughout Papilion, though not yet to other cities,” came a news voice from the holostage. “They carry no disease, but they discourage the tourist trade. The flies’ origin remains a mystery, but authorities are inquiring at local Sharer rafts. And now, the scandal all Helicon’s talking about. One of our foremost logens was caught fighting in public…”

Blackbear recalled Alin’s incident. “Scandal is nothing compared to what you’ll get from those Urulites.”

Raincloud sighed, tired of hearing about it. “You tell Verid yourself when you visit her.”

“I have to come up with an appropriate gift, first,” he reminded her, recalling the train and trainsweeps from Iras.

“Yes—and I’ll need something for Tulle, too…” More expenses. The hour chimed from the holostage, eighteen already.

“I won’t eat dinner,” Hawktalon warned. “Not without my ice cream.”

His watch was five minutes fast again—why? He must have missed something in the local time correction.

“Dear,” said Raincloud, “we’d better review our finances, don’t you think? Even once our extra workday gets approved, we still won’t break even.”

Blackbear agreed glumly. “It’s hard to see how any foreigner could, with all those extra utilities, and the taxes. At this rate, we’ll have to ask the clan for a loan.”

Raincloud made a nasty face at that.

“Well, what do you suggest? With the children, I’ve been asked more than once to perform in a circus.”

Raincloud snapped her fingers. “There’s the trainsweep, remember. That quirk in her network, with unexpected properties, just might earn us something.”

They took the trainsweep in, along with the children, of course. The servo firm, a branch of a Valan house of manufacture, was situated in a grand sweep of a building even more impressive than Science Park. The specialist turned out to be a tall Valan goddess with ropes of amethysts across her chest and a light pen behind her ear. “You can think of me as the servo-doctor,” she told them with a laugh, rubbing her hands. “Come along, dear, let’s hook you up to the scanner.”

For some reason Doggie was reluctant to comply. She wiggled her front legs and her stalked visual sensors, then retreated to the opposite end of the room.

“Fascinating,” muttered the specialist. “Learned aversive behavior…to retraining, perhaps?”

“It’s all right,” Hawktalon told the trainsweep, caressing its nanoplastic carapace. One side had bright green marks where Sunflower had tried out his crayons. “We’re right here, me and Sunflower. We won’t let anyone hurt you.”

“You won’t try to ‘retrain’ it?” Blackbear asked, anxious not to alter the children’s pet.

“Of course not. Just take a look, that’s all.” The specialist hooked up some leads to the connector port at the rear of the trainsweep. Then Hawktalon led the little servo through her various tricks, including letting the girl on for a ride and emitting squeaks when she fell off.

The burst of “servo-squeak,” as Raincloud called it, greatly excited the specialist. “This phenomenon we call ‘sonic byproduct,’” she said. “Sonic byproduct consists of sonic and ultrasonic vibrations emitted spontaneously by servos. Its occurrence was unforeseen by the network trainers. One theory holds that sonic byproduct is a form of communication which evolved independently among servos.”

“Really,” said Raincloud. “A servo language.”

“Of course, Mother,” said Hawktalon. “Doggie talks to us all the time.”

The specialist smiled indulgently. “The research has proved inconclusive. The House of Chrysolite won’t support it; any hint of unreliability in their trained products might embarrass them.”

Raincloud asked, “What’s the difference between training and programming?”

“Programming means telling the hardware exactly what to do. Training means ‘teaching’ a neural network with built-in uncertainties to go about a partly defined task. It’s like training a dog: You can predict the result in general terms, but not in detail.”

Blackbear smiled. “Like training a shonling.” He thought ruefully of Sunflower, who by now had learned pretty well what his dad expected in the potty, but it was so much more fun to “spill it” on the floor and watch the floor-servos scuttle out to clean it up.

Hawktalon enthusiastically ticked off Doggie’s qualities. “She’s got intelligence, and feelings, and even—curiosity.”

“What’s that?”

Hawktalon took out the rattleback toy from her overalls. The rattleback was a wooden oblong with an obliquely rounded turning surface. She spun it swiftly on the floor; the object turned and wobbled.

The trainsweep immediately crossed the room, coming right up until her front end arrived just at the wobbling object. The object slowed, then suddenly reversed and turned round the other way several times before it came to a stop, the “rattleback” effect. All the while, Doggie trained her visual sensors on the object as if fascinated.

The specialist’s eyes widened with astonishment, but this time she said nothing. “Curiosity,” Blackbear guessed, was another unintended “byproduct” of neural network training. Nodding slowly, the specialist took the light pen from behind her ear and made some kind of note on her electronic sketchpad.

Raincloud cleared her throat. “How much is it worth?”

“Well, for the servo—”

“No, no!” shouted Hawktalon. “You can’t give Doggie away, you promised.”

“We’ll scan the network, that’s just as good,” said the specialist. “A thousand credits for the scan.”

Blackbear smiled. That would at least get them ahead a month.

“Plus a royalty,” added Raincloud, “in case you come out with a product.”

AT THE FERTILITY LAB, BLACKBEAR TACKLED THE PROBLEM of the Eyeless gene. He would test a variety of mutant alleles—DNA sequences of Eyeless that differed slightly—for their predicted effect in the embryo simulator. First he had to learn to manage the delicate instrument, with Onyx’s patient tutoring.

The elephantine embryo loomed before him above the holostage, its triangular head folded over with two round bulging eyes. “This is the first month, a critical stage for Eyeless,” Onyx explained. “As you can see, the eyes are normal with this allele.”

She stepped onto the holostage. The “skin” of the embryonic form puckered as her arms entered, and she stepped inside. Her hand rested lightly beneath the pulsating bulge of the heart tube, which had yet to develop separate chambers. She reached up into the head between the eyeballs, cupping them in her hands. “You can see the lens and cornea tissues are shaping up. Come on in,” she urged.

Strangely reluctant, Blackbear stepped inside. He had to remind himself it was only a model, not the actual sacred act of creation. The outer embryonic “tissues” surrounded him with a weird fog of light. But the surface of the heart tube actually pressed back against his hand.

He felt nauseous. “How does that happen?” he exclaimed.

“The program is set to ‘feel’ the heart and eyes,” Onyx said. “You can set it plenty of other ways; to ‘feel’ the brain and spinal column, for instance, and penetrate all the rest. Whatever you want. I test a dozen standard settings for each allele.”

Tentatively his hand caressed the vessels of the shuddering heart, its rapid pulse never slacking.

“Now this will be hard on your stomach,” Onyx warned. “We’re going to expand…”

As Onyx spoke orders to the servo, the embryo expanded around them. The heart ballooned and dropped out of sight, while the two eyes grew to the size of basketballs within the gigantic head cavity. It was all Blackbear could do to keep steady on his feet.

Now the tail end of the embryo was expanded around them, curving into a transparent scallop. Tubes of various tissues filled this region, the developing gut and kidney tissues. Onyx pointed to the posterior tip of the hindgut, just under the “tail,” where a spattering of red dots stood out. “Those are the primordial germ cells. The future eggs and sperm. They’ve migrated as far as the hindgut. Now watch as they develop.” She spoke a word to the simulator.

The tubes of light undulated and expanded, as the model tissues “grew,” the gut and early kidney tubules differentiating. Meanwhile, the red-coded germ cells crept gradually up through the embryo, dividing and increasing in number as they moved. At last they reached the ridge-shaped tissue of the early gonads, where the cells settled and concentrated in two splotches of red.

“You can’t tell yet, but they’ll just reach the preovarian part of the gonad,” Onyx said, “where they’ll develop fine until meiosis. Anyway, I guess you’ve had enough for your first time,” she added; he must have looked a bit disoreinted. What an epic voyage for those tiny cells, and barely one in a million would ever germinate to become a human being.

Onyx spoke to the simulator, and its glowing apparition dissolved. “Let me show you our tissue culture facility.”

The predictions of the egg development program had to be tested in tissue culture for biochemical side effects before it was worth trying gene replacement in the simbrid embryo. So, any allele whose simulation showed promise for egg development would be built into actual genes within cultured germ cells. The cultures grew in clear vessels that looked like plastic, but in fact were “intelligent” nanoplast. Each vessel oozed open at the touch of a light pen, then closed, self-sterilizing.

For a week Blackbear immersed himself in his project. His home terminal accessed an immense range of literature on embryonic engineering. The kitchen window obligingly printed out bound volumes of text, much to the delight of Raincloud, who began to request all the Clicker classics. Blackbear wrote his brother Quail about his progress, and how their children would be born immortal some day.

His own children soon adjusted to the lab routine. While Sunflower occupied himself with his animal dolls or molded a chunk of nanoplast with a light pen, Hawktalon helped her father by setting up vessels of tissue culture. When Visiting Day returned, they were happy to go out and tour the butterfly parks, the circus, and other amusements whose existence Blackbear had begun to discover.

IN THE MEANTIME, RAINCLOUD DISCUSSED HER URULITE texts with Verid. “Your translations are first-rate,” Verid told her, sitting forward in her walnut chair, alert as a perched owl. “Your contact with Zheron is better yet. Zheron wants to establish an informal channel between us and his master, the Imperator. Your visit will do much to enhance his confidence in us.”

Raincloud was skeptical. “A ‘duel to the death’ hardly suggests peaceful intent.”

Verid laughed heavily. “Surely you know better. We must respect cultural differences. L’liites, for instance, always avert their eyes when dealing with strangers.”

Raincloud hesitated. “You have to draw a line somewhere.”

“Urulan has a lot farther to go, to meet our standards. We can expect a first step, not a great leap forward.”

“I know all about Urulite standards,” Raincloud said frankly. “You did say you’ll double my pay?”

“Of course, hazard pay. Not that you’re in any real danger.”

“Then why are no Elysians willing to play their game?”

Verid nodded. “You’re right, we need to train Elysian staff. That’s why Lem Inashon will accompany you to the Urulite Legation.”

Lem Inashon was Verid’s junior associate, the well-muscled fellow she had run into briefly with Iras. Lem’s mate soon met Raincloud for lunch at a garden of heliconians.

The flocks of fluttering blue wings were enough to daunt the most jaded eye. Inside the pavilion, a pair of Valan jugglers tossed balls of flame. Two things Elysium never seemed to lack were amusements and money.

“You know,” said Lem’s mate over tea and flower cakes, “Lem can give you a really good time, if you like.”

“Well, thank you,” Raincloud replied, somewhat puzzled.

“I mean, a real good time. Lem took quite a shine to you,” the Elysian explained. “He likes a well-built figure. He’s very potent, and experienced; he can satisfy foreign women.”

As her meaning sank in, Raincloud’s jaw fell. She hardly knew what to say. “But—but he’s your own mate,” she sputtered at last.

“Of course, dear. That’s why I recommend him with confidence. He arranges the same for me; we both have sophisticated taste.”

The idea of a goddess offering her own consort for service was repulsive beyond words. How could Raincloud possibly work with this man now?

“Don’t worry, dear; I can see you’re not interested. Lem himself won’t say a word; he’ll be quite correct, I assure you.”

“Uh, thanks,” Raincloud muttered. Cultural difference, she thought wryly.

Perhaps she had better find out more about Elysian manners. Iras might give her some pointers. She and Iras had quickly become friends. They understood each other perfectly on matters of finance and outsmarting bureaucracy. On one coincident Visiting Day, they spent an afternoon at the circus, a haunt Iras favored because the servo manager was lenient about overlooking her bank calls.

The acrobats in the ring had just completed a quadruple somersault in midair when Iras returned to her seat from the nearest holostage. “The deal’s done,” she said breathlessly as the sound of clapping died. “I can’t tell you the terms, but the L’liites plan to build a hydroelectric dam across the River of Babies.” The River of Babies was so-called because impoverished L’liites dumped their unwanted babies in the river, in the traditional belief that their suffering would earn them reincarnation into families of wealth. “The Valans will build the dam, actually. A kilometer in height, it will store enough to irrigate an entire continent.”

Raincloud herself would never seek a loan outside her clan, much less offworld, for several trillion credits. “That’s a major asset for you,” she said at last.

“My biggest since taking the L’liite division. So how’s your little shon? You seem thoughtful, today.”

Intermission was called. Raincloud got up and stretched. “I’m working on ‘cultural differences.’”

Iras nodded. “I’ll bet. Elysians do have certain stereotyped beliefs about foreigners. For instance, they assume that all foreigners are willing to risk life and limb as acrobats,” she said, nodding to the ring below, where the performers were rearranging the set for the next act. “Virtually all circus performers are foreign of course; what respectable Elysian would cavort like that in public? Of course, the reverse inference does not logically follow, but there you are.”

“So that’s why Verid expects me to risk life and limb with Lord Zheron.”

“Now, now, let’s not be touchy,” Iras said.

“Another thing—how do I make it clear that I’m uninterested in being shown ‘a good time’?”

Iras laughed as if Raincloud had made an exceptionally witty remark. “You can’t blame them for trying. Everyone knows foreign heterosexual females are, shall we say, sex-starved? Their men slow down with age, don’t they?”

“But why would Elysian females introduce me to their mates?”

“Marriage Elysian style works different ways. For some, it’s just a partnership of convenience; others keep a lover for a century or more. Verid and I met out of the shon, and we’re still lovebirds. But forever—who can say?”

Raincloud was shaking her head. “Where’s their honor,” she clicked softly to herself. Elysians had no notion of “male honor” in her terms. To think of Lem with his youthful body, ready to serve her pleasure just like that; and now she had to work with him daily. What an assault on her virtue.

Her eyes narrowed at Iras. “Quality is better than quantity. Besides, where I come from the women increase in desire as they age. Perhaps in ageless Elysium the men are starved.”

Iras shrugged. “Let them eat cake. Anyway, if your virtue ever needs relief, you might try the delights of reality simulation in the Palace of Rest. Some prefer it to the real thing.”

WHAT TO WEAR FOR THE URULITE VISIT WAS A PUZZLE. Chainmail was out of the question. She settled on her native rei-gi outfit, freshly pressed so the trousers swung out like bells, with her butterfly train for outdoors. An unlikely combination, but the best she could manage. Whatever she wore, she still felt undressed without Hawktalon or Sunflower on her back. Instead, only Lem Inashon, her admirer in scarlet, accompanied her. Fortunately his behavior was strictly correct. He had done his homework on Urulan, and he was trained in Alin’s style of fighting. Still, Raincloud would have felt better with Hawktalon; she was well acquainted with the girl’s ability to defend herself.

The Urulite legation was an unmarked facade on a small street in the diplomatic quarter—one of the few sections of Helicon immune to the Visitation Rules. No electronic scandals would arise here.

As she and Lem arrived, a doorway pinched open as usual, revealing a man who wore chain mail with leggings of brilliant geometric designs. He escorted them up a long hall lined with cultural artifacts, mostly painted screens depicting traditional Urulite processions, battles, and mythic stories, such as how the sun-god Azhragh carved the world out of the sky-goddess Mirhiah and sowed it with people-seeds. The seedlings grew up and got the bright idea of cutting off their stems with their swords to liberate themselves from the soil.

She came to a large hall with a central area ringed by a black circle. Around the circle were several men with the thick-limbed build of her old teacher, all wearing swords. They sat in imposing wooden chairs with legs carved into animal heads with knobbed horns and ringlike mouths full of teeth—the famous fourteen-legged “caterpillars” that prowled the uninhabitable valleys between the needle rocks of Urulan. The men stopped talking as soon as she entered.

Raincloud felt her heart pounding. She reminded herself, they were only men after all, grown men without even children on their backs. Where were their sisters to look after them? There was something pathetic about men who had to hide their own goddesses, then go to such lengths to protect themselves.

The sound of a drum reverberated in the hall. One man rose to greet her, clapping his hand on her shoulder as Zheron had done. “Lord Zheron bids you welcome in the name of the Imperium. I am Lord Dhesra, weapons master. For your choice, we have knives, swords, spears, or staves. Apologies, on this barbaric world no lasers or particle disintegrators are available.”

What a pity—she could have used, say, a guided missile. “A stave, please,” she said, since she had to pick something.

Dhesra turned expectantly to Lem.

“No, Lord,” said Raincloud quickly. “I represent us both, today; it was agreed.” No point in risking two casualties where one would do.

Dhesra nodded to Zheron, who rose and entered the ring. “This is the ring of death,” Dhesra added, pointing to the black circle. The first person to touch outside was “dead”…Rhun’s face arose in her mind, recounting the custom in his gently ironic tone. The “ring of death”—in the old days, a moat full of armor-plated caterpillars would have lain outside.

Lem gave her a sharp look, but Raincloud nodded back; all was well, so far. She accepted the stave from one of Zheron’s men. Then she stepped into the circle.

Zheron stood opposite and faced her squarely. Holding his stave in his left arm, he saluted her with his right arm to the shoulder, and she did likewise. Then they separated.

Raincloud held her stave horizontal at first, trying to gauge its weight. It was heavier than the sparring poles she was used to. Her rei-gi training made her highly conscious of vulnerability as an attacker.

Zheron spread his feet and crouched with the stave held between his two hands. He made a few tentative moves, like a rei-gi assistant, none serious yet, though she shifted her weight just in case. He stepped sideways, then again, causing her to circle as well. His aim, she realized, was to steer her gradually back to the ring.

Raincloud thrust her stave handle directly at his chest, a move any beginner might parry, but at least it would get things started. Zheron deflected the blow with the side of his stave, and a couple of the onlookers laughed. Seeming to sense her reluctance, Zheron attacked with a broadside swipe. Raincloud ducked underneath and slipped sideways. He was too far off for her to do much; she would have to close in, somehow.

Another blow she parried with the side of her stave. The force of it jarred her hands, and she felt herself being pushed backward. The heavy pole was a nuisance, she thought. Would it be too dishonorable to drop it?

Now, though, she was back dangerously close to the ring. Zheron struck again; and this time, as her stave caught the blow, it flew out of her hands. It clattered to the floor, the end of the handle falling well across the dark line of the ring. That was it; the ring was crossed, she was finished.

Yet in the same instant, she saw out of the corner of her right eye that her opponent had not relaxed his stance. The onlookers were shouting, but the match was not done. The fallen stave, once released from her body, did not “count.”

Zheron lunged forward, his stave horizontal, aimed at her chest. As his left leg stepped forward, Raincloud advanced with her left, turning slightly to her right. His stave slid harmlessly across the front of her shirt.

With her left hand Raincloud caught hold of the stave between his two hands. In the next instant, she deflected the thrust upward above his left shoulder; little force was needed, as Zheron’s own momentum flung him headlong. Meanwhile, her right leg stepped backward and drew her torso around, cementing her own position.

With a deep bow, Raincloud brought the stave down, including the man who still wielded it. Zheron fell to the floor and tumbled sideways, tearing the stave from her grasp.

The onlookers shouted and cheered. Zheron had kept hold of his stave, a feat she admired, but its tip had fallen across the line. Raincloud had won.

Breathing heavily, Raincloud watched him snap back to his feet. Nothing looked so appealing as a man who just lost a hard fight. Her first thought was to help tend his bruises, an offer a rei-gi assistant would have appreciated, but she thought better of it.

Zheron stood tall, admitting no injury; no servo medics were in evidence. “Lord Raincloud honors our household,” he announced. More quietly he added, “Next time request, ‘Spirit only.’ Then we’ll have a better show.”

Raincloud smiled to herself, and made a mental note of it.

“Not bad,” observed Lem. “I’d like to learn your style.”

She said nothing, rather doubting her clan would approve teaching rei-gi to a man of such loose morals.

The Urulite warriors were rising from their seats and coming forward. Introductions followed, with much clasping of the shoulders. Musicians appeared with flutes and metal drums, playing traditional tunes in an eerie eight-tone scale. The company soon progressed to the dining hall. Raincloud went along, her arms shaking now that the tension was gone. Now she could wonder, at last: What were they really up to?

The dining hall had an oval ceiling hung with heavy crystal chandeliers. The long table upon the dais was set with porcelain and silver of a quality that her brothers would have loved to see. Beyond the table, richly colored silk curtains hung to the floor. From between their folds Raincloud caught a glimpse of a face mask on a pole, customarily carried by every Urulite female. It fascinated her, despite her revulsion, to see the things Rhun had told her come to life.

She was led to her seat across from Zheron. An Urulite man poured wine; there was not a mechanical servo to be seen. Raincloud wondered to what extent the rejection of servos reflected custom, or relative cost. She refused the wine for herself.

“A vow to your Deity?” Zheron asked.

“Yes, indeed,” she said.

At this admission, Zheron, too, turned back his wine and requested water for both. This unexpected token of respect impressed Raincloud.

“So,” Zheron asked, “what brings a warrior like you to this world of soft cushions?”

Raincloud was not a warrior. “I come in peace,” she said.

“Peace, peace; what peace? Where is peace? Death and abomination fill the skies. Your Elysian hosts live in a ball of crystal.”

With his last remark, she was tempted to agree. But the Free Fold had made genuine progress, for its members. In any case, it would not do to dishonor her employer. “Our hosts treat us with great courtesy,” she insisted.

Zheron’s eyebrows knitted, and he exclaimed, “Courtesy is what these people lack. How dare they interfere with our Imperial affairs.” He referred to Verid’s summons following the destruction of the L’liite freighter.

The first course was brought, a plate of unidentified meats arranged upon grape leaves. The waiter had thick fingers with stubby thumbs. He was probably a sim—and therefore a slave.

Raincloud swallowed doubtfully before she tasted the dish. To his last retort, she told Zheron, “The Elysians see things differently. ‘Compassion anywhere breeds caring everywhere.’”

Zheron waved a hand as if brushing away an insect. “Compassion is for females. How can you deal with women who won’t even put up an honest fight to the death? Elysians cling to life for centuries. They live in eternal shame.”

“Why are you here?” Raincloud asked suddenly. “What’s here for you, Lord Zheron?”

He did not answer right off, but drew back as if to protect his thoughts. “Elysium is small,” he offered, “the smallest of the Fold’s worlds.” She realized, he meant population. “Elysians know little of us; they are the last people likely to gain advantage. If we start here, we have little to lose. If they betray us, a mere squadron could eliminate them.”

Her scalp prickled as she realized his meaning. She repressed the impulse to call him a bully, not a warrior. “Just what do you wish to ‘start’?” she asked.

Zheron shrugged. “Connection. Alliance. Mutual interest.”

Wealth, trade, and capital investment. The fruits of peace, however shameful. After all, Elysium had the greatest excess capital of any world in the Fold.

The other guests were getting livelier as the dinner advanced, not surprising given the size and frequent refilling of their wine glasses. Their jokes and tales grew more outlandish, and more pointed. Invariably the villain of each tale was shown up to be no better than a female in some way.

“You smile,” Zheron observed, watching her keenly. “You disbelieve me?”

“No, of course not, Lord Zheron,” she quickly replied.

“You think we lack the stomach for it.”

“That is inconceivable,” she added politely.

“Well, some of us do lack the stomach for it, by Azhragh,” he volunteered abruptly. “Isn’t that so, Dhesra?”

Dhesra, at his right, nodded vigorously. “Those advisors and sycophants who fawn at the foot of the Azure Throne. They ought to be castrated.”

Unsure what to make of this, Raincloud tucked the comment away in her mind for Verid.

Zheron leaned forward. “I think you barbarians lack the stomach for it.”

Startled, Raincloud knew he meant to provoke her. Facing him sternly, she said, “I do not understand you correctly.” Surely, she thought with exasperation, she would not have to fight again?

He leaned back, chuckling to himself. “Of course I meant not you, Raincloud. I meant your Elysian hosts.”

She considered this. “You might give us a try.”


“You will come, then? You will make a pilgrimage to the Azure Throne?”

Her lips parted without sound, and she shared a startled glance with Lem. Could Zheron really mean a delegation from Helicon to Imperial Urulan? A world which no foreigner had entered officially in the past two centuries?

“Such a…decision shall not be made lightly,” Raincloud replied at last, trying not to stumble over the words.

“Of course not. The Azure Throne must never be approached lightly.”

AS RAINCLOUD LEFT THE DINING HALL, LORD ZHERON was in a jovial mood, that of a man at the end of a good feast. Raincloud had the dizzying sense that she was caught up in a chain of events beyond her control. Perhaps the Urulites wanted her for the same reason they chose Elysium—someone they could relinquish at small cost if things went wrong.

But for her it was not so simple. If either world thought it could use her lightly, it was mistaken. Let Lem and Verid go to Urulan if they chose; Raincloud was no pawn in this game.

As she approached the door through the hall of cultural displays, someone stepped out in her path. It was a goddess; or rather, an Urulite female, draped in a black hooded cloak, holding a white mask on a stick before her face. At her wrists and ankles jeweled bracelets jingled as she moved, like the clanking of chains, Raincloud thought. But the female stood fearlessly, leaning toward Raincloud’s face as if to get a close look at her. Five long seconds passed thus; then the Urulite female withdrew. As she turned, Raincloud caught just a glimpse behind her mask of her dark eye with long black lashes, before she disappeared behind the screen of Azhragh and Mirhiah.

Chapter 8

VERID ANAEASHON SAT IN A SECLUDED GARDEN AT THE heart of the Nucleus.

The heliconians swirled overhead, their long narrow wings flashing iridescent blue as they settled upon the passionflowers. Verid watched them sip their nectar, then lap up pollen, too, the high protein food they needed to last their six-month lifespan. Then they rose in flight, trembling like an arpeggio in a concert hall.

At the right end of the mooncurve sat the Prime Guardian Hyen Helishon, the golden sash draped across his plump figure, and between them the Subguardian for Foreign Affairs, Flors Helishon. Flors was lean, his cheeks slightly sunken, fair-haired with startling blue eyes—the only thing startling about him, Verid thought ironically.

They were gathered for their daily staff conference. Sharer relations were snarled again over the fruit flies in Papilion, and L’li’s newly announced tariff on imported rice threatened to spark an interworld trade crisis. Yet unexpected hope arose from, of all things, Raincloud’s little “duel” with the Urulites.

But any meeting of substance required reflection, and must commence by viewing the butterflies. These flashy heliconians, their blue wings barred red and edged white, were the favorite of the Prime Guardian; whereas Verid, even after so many centuries, longed for the subtle hues of the leafwings. Nonetheless, she had adapted, learning to release herself and let her lifetime rise upward upon those tiny wings. Her hands relaxed upon her knees, her fingers yielding one by one to memory.

Six centuries before, yet it seemed only last year, she had just “metamorphosed” from the shon, in Anaeaon, home of scholars whose books fluttered as profusely as their butterflies. As her genes predicted, she became a logen. But then, she fell into the arms of Iras, the sparkling visitor from Letheon, and left Anaeaon behind.

As a logen, she took on a Sharer cause: the right of native Sharers to shelter fugitives in the tunnels of their rafts, a tradition dating back to the Valan occupation of Shora. The treaty gave their Sharer hosts the right to harbor even the worst violator of Elysian law. She had won the case; and yet, the friends she had lost…Her eyes burned at the memory, and the flitting shapes blurred before her.

Two centuries later, as if it were yesterday, Verid had returned to the Anaeashon as generen. She had watched her own shonlings grow up and metamorphose, and face heartbreaks of their own. Another two centuries yet, and one of hers, an extraordinary gray-haired child, had succeeded her there…She watched a heliconian take off with its nectar, leaving but a shivering leaf behind.

And then, eight years ago, a mere eyeblink, Hyen Helishon had rotated to Prime, and he called on her to join his staff. Hyen’s star had risen, and hers as well, as they knit the strands of peace and prosperity. But like lightning, what springs up quickly must soon fade away…With a shudder, she lost the soaring butterfly among hundreds.

The spell was broken. She saw Hyen’s hands trembling, for he was moved by his own recollections. How solitary we are, Verid thought, each one of us with our layered histories floating in the sea of time.

Between them, Flors stretched his arms and straightened his back. Clearing his throat, the Subguardian looked sideways at Hyen.

Hyen nodded slightly. “Well, Flors?”

“The Sharers are responsible, all right.” Flors referred to the fruit flies in Papilion.

“They admit it?”

“Of course not. They all enter whitetrance the minute we set foot on their raft. Why would they do that, if they’re not the culprits?”

Verid said quietly, “The Sharers on the raft outside Papilion have ‘unspoken’ Elysian visitors for the past year, well before the fruit flies appeared.” The plague of fruit flies had now spread throughout the floating city.

“The gene analysis is conclusive,” Flors added. “The flies carry the telltale DNA prints of Sharer lifeshaping.” Lifeshapers were the Sharer gene-engineers, whose ancestors had first taught the Heliconians. “It’s time to tell them: Clean up the flies, or else.”

Verid’s lips parted, about to mention the long-standing Sharer grievance about noise pollution. But she saw Hyen lift his head with a thoughtful tightening of the lips, and she kept silent.

“I wonder,” said Hyen. “A quick move is rarely the best response to Sharer trouble.”

“True,” admitted Flors. “It only rewards them.”

“They take us for children.”

Verid smiled to herself. She recalled the Sharer proverb about a hatchling squid—“Ink first, think next.”

“Those flies aren’t exactly lethal, are they?” Hyen added. “Why not raise this at the Sharer World Gathering?”

The Sharers of Shora gathered yearly, sending delegates from rafts all around the ocean. They met at Kshiri-el, a raft descended from historic Raia-el, whose Gathering had led the resistance against Valan invaders before the Heliconians came. The World Gathering took up all sorts of issues, including disputes among raft Gatherings, as well as differences with Elysium. It would meet again in just over half a year.

Flors looked relieved. “The World Gathering—Verid can handle that.” Verid was assigned to represent Elysium at the Sharer World Gathering. Flors privately considered Sharers a domestic nuisance, preferring for himself the “real” foreign affairs of Valedon and L’li.

“The L’liite tariff,” said Hyen, taking up another subject. “What do you recommend?”

The L’liites had just slapped a tariff on imported grain. Bronze Sky and other agricultural worlds strongly opposed the tax. Valedon, of course, opposed any restriction on trade.

“We can’t accept the tariff,” said Flors. “It’s contrary to the spirit of the Free Fold.”

Verid asked, “What about those new loans you’ve approved? Perhaps L’li needs the revenue to pay them back.”

Flors gave her a meaningful stare. They all knew that Iras had negotiated the loans. Elysium was a small world. “It is up to Bank Helicon to get their money back. In the meantime, how many L’liites will starve if grain prices rise any higher?”

Verid was silent. She had opposed the L’liite loans, distrustful of the last two generations of L’liite leadership. Over six centuries together, one was bound to disagree with one’s mate now and then.

“Right,” agreed Hyen at last. Elysian opposition would probably weight the balance; L’li would rescind the tax. “Anything new on the Urulite incident?” Hyen referred to the destroyed freighter.

“No,” said Flors. “Only the so-called invitation from the Legate for Cultural Affairs.”

“Ah yes.” Hyen grinned. “Ready to hop a ship to the Azure Throne?”

Flors ignored the Prime Guardian’s remark. “An ‘invitation,’ to a newly hired foreigner, at the end of a drunken feast. When no outsider has penetrated Urulan in two centuries. What do they take us for?”

Urulan had closed itself to outsiders, shortly after the Free Fold was formed. Who could have foreseen how long that self-imposed isolation would last, and how virulent a direction their people would take? Even Verid had been shocked; Elysians found it hard to remember how swiftly the populations of other worlds turned over, forgetting the gains of their ancestors.

Flors went on. “Verid should never have called him in. I opposed calling him in, you may recall. I opposed even the appearance of acknowledging any official status of that legation, which has long outstayed its permit.”

The Urulite legation had originally come as part of an interstellar children’s craft fair organized by the generen of the Helishon. The generen—either out of uncanny foresight or incurable naïveté, Verid had never decided which—had sent an invitation to Urulan. Urulan’s acceptance, and request for a visa for its delegates, had caused shock waves in Foreign Affairs. Verid had fought hard for approval, and Flors never forgave her. But after they came, the bureaucracy conveniently never got around to sending them home. The craft exhibitors had left, but the Legation stayed on, in the hands of the astute Lord Zheron.

“The legation covers espionage,” Flors insisted. “Day and night, Zheron taps our transmissions and reports to the Imperium.”

Verid murmured, “The spy is spied upon.” What better way to gain insight into a closed world?

“This would be a good time to deport them,” said Flors. “While memory of the Valan freighter is fresh, even the generen and other bleeding hearts will have little to say. I’ve begun the paperwork; I await only your word, Guardian.”

Verid’s pulse quickened, but she did not rise to the bait. Bickering between subordinates only irritated Hyen.

Hyen pursed his lips and looked around at the passionflowers, as if the matter were of small consequence to him. “You’re right, Flors. Ruthless bastards, those Urulites, nipping a freighter in free space. Still, prudence, you’re always telling me. Do a study, analyze, prioritize. Let’s have Foreign Affairs conduct a study on the costs and benefits of closing out the Urulite legation.”

Flors stiffened, and the hollows deepened in his cheeks. Then he shrugged. “At the very least we must put out a statement, since an official representative of our office visited the legation—without my approval, I may add.”

This last Verid could not let stand. “The translator Raincloud Windclan is no official representative, only support staff. No approval was needed.”

Hyen waved an impatient hand. “Read me your statement, Flors.”

Flors took a lightbox from his pocket and read from the screen. “The Urulites are attempting to paper over their guilt by effusions of false goodwill. The reports we hear from refugees of that desperate world only confirm the impossibility of serious contacts. Any official exchange with the Imperium would have to meet these preconditions: acknowledge and pay reparations for the Valan freighter; cease genocidal repression of rebel provinces; return, in person or remains, the thousand or more foreigners taken prisoner over the last two centuries; accept investigation by the Free Fold Humane Commission of charges of slavery, bestiality, and abuse of women…”

Well familiar with the list, Verid listened in silence. Flors was right, of course, in every detail. And yet, how little he knew of humanity. If people were music, Flors would be “unmusical.”

Hyen nodded. “Sounds good to me. Anything you’d care to add, Verid?”

“‘Nonetheless,’” she added, “‘the Republic of Elysium aspires to peaceful relations with every inhabited world, including Urulan, and will pursue every reasonable avenue toward that end.’”

“Excellent. That wraps it up, I’d say, Flors.”

Flors lifted his head and straightened his arms, as if to rise. “With your permission, Guardian; I have another conference shortly, with Guardian Tenarishon.” Jerya Tenarishon, the most formidable woman in the Guard of Twelve. What was her concern? The other Guardians were poking into foreign policy, nowadays, instead of leaving it to the Prime Guardian as they used to. Hyen’s support was faltering, for several reasons…She would try again to warn him.

As he rose, Flors turned to Verid. “If you’re really thinking of visiting the Azure Throne,” he warned contemptuously, “you might think again. The moment you or that foreign translator sets foot on Urulan, you become the property of the first man who sets a hand upon you.”

“I’ll remember,” Verid dryly assured him. “In Raincloud’s Hills, among the women, the same fate would be yours.”

Hyen laughed hard, his abdomen shaking. After his Subguardian had departed he shook his head. “Quite a list,” he said, as if admiring such a catalog of depravity.

“No one deplores it more than I,” said Verid with feeling. “Nevertheless, none of our many problems with Urulan can be solved, so long as Urulan considers us a foreign enemy and we view them as the fount of all evil.”

“I agree. The question is, can this Lord Zheron be taken seriously? By the way, you win your point: Raincloud’s gender was no obstacle.”

“That only shows how desperate they are to make contact. As for Zheron, he affects flamboyance, but he takes only water after the first drink. He means business.”

“What exactly did he say when you called him in?” Hyen asked.

“He said that the freighter attack was a mistake on the part of someone in the Imperial Command, and that it triggered a major upheaval in the regime.”

“How generous of him.”

“There’s probably some truth to it. A couple of their generals have dropped out of sight.”

“And you replied?”

“I offered, in confidence, to send an emissary any time they’re ready. Without preconditions.” Exactly what Zheron now requested. Her pulse rate increased.

“Let’s hope he keeps it confidential. Or Foreign Affairs will put the heat on us.”

The heat would turn on Verid, of course, not on the Prime Guardian.

“Tell him we’re interested,” Hyen said, “off the record, of course, at the same time that the Foreign Affairs statement goes out. Then, after a decent interval, send that translator back for another chat.”

She had known all along that Hyen would assent, but still, it came as a relief. Relaxing, she let herself breathe in the scent of passionflowers. “So far, so good. One step at a time,” she cautioned. Nothing would change overnight.

“Yes, yes. Prudence,” Hyen muttered, motioning to a servo. The servo brought a tray of delicacies, from which he helped himself to a pair of protein-rich floral cakes. All Elysian food was processed by molecular synthesis from recycled organics. Hyen ate thoughtfully, lifting his gaze to the butterflies. “If there’s one thing I’d like to do in my time, it’s to visit the Imperator.”

Verid hid a smile. “Imperator” was an overblown title, she thought, for the tyrannical ruler of a rather backward planet. Yet the centuries of isolation had cast an attractive spell on Urulan; its bizarre fauna and outlandish customs had caught the imagination of many an outsider. Who could resist the mystery of the Imperator of the Azure Throne, his visage never recorded? She helped herself to a synthetic carrot, delicately carved into a tree of curlicues. As the servo waiter passed, she nodded her head with a whispered thanks.

“Such courtesy,” teased Hyen. Verid was often ridiculed for her politeness to servos, as if she took them for people. Better that, she countered, than mistaking people for servos. Hyen rose to go. “I don’t suppose,” he added in the same jocular tone, “you’ll be joining our little ‘outing’ on your Visiting Day.”

Hyen’s little “outings” were notorious. His taste ran to men as well as women, of varied physique and often questionable character, and the party might last for days on end. To a point, his exploits had only enhanced his stature among the electorate; but of late, the extra medical fees had grown embarrassing. Verid hoped he would moderate his ways before his standing suffered. “No, thanks,” she replied. “Do watch yourself—the logens, you know.”

“Yes, my good generen.”

Hyen’s remark recalled Verid’s decades as a “parent,” the generen of the Anaeashon. It occurred to Verid that her old gray-haired shonling had scheduled a logathlon that afternoon. Kal had taken on a prominent medical researcher, of all things. She would view the match that evening with Iras, providing no new interstellar crisis intervened before then.

THE LOGATHLON TOOK PLACE AT THE OLDEST PUBLIC butterfly garden in Helicon. Trees entwined with passionflowers cut through several street levels; the scent was overpowering, even from the upper street level where Blackbear and the lab students watched. A shimmering cloud of heliconians enveloped the trees. Amidst the trees lay a small theater, where the choice seats were paid for. Most of the voting audience watched from afar by holo stage.

The lab students had set up a holostage which showed Tulle and her opponent at close range. Tulle wore her full train, glittering with pink and silver-winged amaryllis. The logen, Kal Anaeashon, wore stark white as before, with only the single dead leaf at his throat. What a contrast to his shonsib Alin, arrayed in richly embroidered leafwings, sitting now with Blackbear and the lab students. Alin leaned his head on his fist, lost in thought. A heliconian fluttered up to the rail, its golden wings ribbed in black.

“Tulle Meryllishon, Director of Developmental Medicine,” Kal began. “Your awards and achievements in your field are so well-known, it would be superfluous to list them here.”

“To list yours, logen, would take the next hour,” rejoined Tulle, her face above the holostage calm and confident.

At her rejoinder Onyx laughed, and Sunflower laughed, too, just for the fun of it. “Kal gets teaching awards about every other year,” added Onyx. “It’s become an embarrassment.”

“His students are all hypnotized,” muttered Draeg.

Blackbear frowned, trying to hear what was going on. After all, if the vote went badly, the Guard could shut down Tulle’s research program.

“Can you explain to us,” Kal was saying, “what your research is about, and why the Guard supports it?”

“With pleasure,” said Tulle. “The aim of our work is to improve and perfect the process by which Elysian embryos develop into shonlings. Our previous achievements include a fifty percent decrease in defectives, a thirty percent decrease in advanced morbidity, and an estimated twenty-five percent increase in longevity. Science offers endless potential to improve our quality of life.”

“Improved quality of life?”

“Exactly. Better regeneration of bone, so the structures don’t buckle after a thousand years; more resilient tissues of heart and brain, for increased survival following accidental injury; again, I could easily fill the hour. In short—my work directly extends that of the Heliconian Doctors who founded the first shon.”

“Improved quality of life,” Kal repeated. “Might that include…the ability to conceive offspring?”

At this Pirin and Lorl stirred and muttered together.

“‘Offspring,’” repeated Alin at Blackbear’s shoulder, emphasizing the Elysian word. “The word means ‘animal progeny.’”

“An insult,” said Onyx. “Shonlings are for people. But then, natural born children wouldn’t be shonlings, would they?” Elysians had no word for human-born children.

Tulle was describing the Fertility Project. “A small fraction of our work is aimed at germ-line generation of ageless progeny. This project is of great interest, from the scientific perspective; and it attracts attention from foreigners across the Fold.”

“Foreign attention, that’s good, Tulle,” added Alin as he watched. A logen himself, he had coached her for the encounter. “Elysians love foreign attention and prestige; the voters will be impressed.”

Meanwhile below, Kal continued easily, as if it were just another conversation. “Tell me something. A beautiful inscription stands above the door to Science Park. What does it stand for?”

Alin frowned at this departure, and the others drew quiet.

“You know better than I, I’m sure,” Tulle told Kal. “The inscription reads, ‘Where learning is shared, the waterfall breaks through the cataract.’ It’s from The Web.”

“Is that translation quite accurate, do you know?”

“It is not,” answered Tulle, her voice heightened. “The original Sharer words read, ‘Where learning is shared, the amnion breaks and hope is born.’ You see—because natural birth is alien to us, we reject even the reference to it, even the mention of ‘hope.’ What does this say for us as a people? I say the Heliconian project is incomplete. Let us work to reclaim our birth-right.”

A burst of applause came from the audience below. Above, Pirin and Lorl applauded, too.

“The words were inscribed by the original Heliconian Doctors,” Kal rejoined. “They knew what they were doing. They told us not to hope for children, but instead to lead lives of beauty, beauty unwithered by age and decay, the unfettered beauty of a waterfall.”

Tulle said with impatience, “I see no conflict between beauty and shonlings.”

The audience was quiet now.

“Look at the foreign worlds,” said Kal. “Look at L’li and Valedon, where children enter life not in shons, but in ‘families,’” he said, using a Valan word. “Wherever families exist, there is poverty and violence. Poverty, because the vast majority of families can never support themselves above subsistence level; and violence, because men fight on behalf of their families. Ask any good soldier what he fights for, if not the good of his family.”

Blackbear blinked at this. Whatever could that logen be talking about?

Hawktalon crept behind him and leaned her chin on his shoulder. “Daddy, are they done yet?”

“Sh, I’m trying to hear,” he replied hurriedly.

“I’m done playing.”

“Go play with Doggie.”

“Doggie’s done playing, too…”

Below, Kal was saying, “That is why Elysium was founded such that reproduction belonged to the Republic, through the shons, of course. All of our children belong to us; collectively, we ensure their material welfare and security. It is no accident that our people have achieved unprecedented civilization, envied by all other worlds. And peace—the Free Fold itself was conceived here.”

Onyx commented, “The Sharers had more to do with that. He should know better.”

Above the holostage Tulle leaned forward. “Are you saying that families cause war?”

“The history of our species, and of our brother apes as well, is that families kill other families. But in Elysian society, the community as a whole provides for our young citizens, and rears just enough of them for each calling. It is no accident that we have outgrown murder and warfare.”

Tulle paused, apparently taken aback by this argument. Blackbear was so beside himself, he could hardly listen. “How can anyone say such things?” he demanded of Onyx. “He wouldn’t even know what a family is.”

Tulle responded at last, “What about Sharer families? The Sharers practically invented ‘peace.’”

So did Clicker families, thought Blackbear. Clickers had emigrated from L’li precisely to avoid its wars and famines. Clickers had always lived in peace.

“The Sharers,” said Kal, “regulate their families strictly by their Gatherings. In effect, they are one decentralized shon.”

“We can regulate our families, too,” said Tulle. “Regulation is up to the Guardians. My concern is science, not politics.”

“Very well,” said Kal, “let’s talk science. You’ve just hired a foreign doctor to redesign a human gene to enable ageless females to ovulate…”

The logen must be referring to him. Blackbear gripped the rail to stare at Kal below. Then he returned to the close-up view. The man’s face unnerved him; such calm features, saying such outrageous things.

“Are they done yet, Dad?” whined Hawktalon.

Draeg handed the girl a lightcube. She grasped it eagerly, watching the channels change to various research files. “Where’s the castle game, Uncle Draeg?” Sunflower toddled over on tiptoe to peer over her arm.

“…does the young doctor realize what it would take to implement such a treatment on his home world? First, even once ovulation is possible, all embryos will have to be transferred to a shon for anti-aging treatment, even if they are returned to their families at term. The cost of a shon to treat fifty children per year would exceed the budget of Founders City.”

Tulle replied, “You have only moved from Elysian politics to interworld politics. Worse, you make the patronizing assumption that foreign scientists are naive and cannot think two steps ahead.”

“Exactly,” observed Onyx. “You tell him, Tulle.”

Blackbear nodded vigorously, while Draeg muttered something highly uncomplimentary in L’liite.

In the visi-monitor, Kal was shaking his head. A wisp of his gray hair stirred in a slight breeze; an extra air current must have turned on. “Remember that we Elysians remain foreign scientists on Shora; the Sharer treaty so states. The Sharers originally gave us their science—at a price: No application of that science may threaten the equilibrium of our common biosphere. Has the Sharer World Gathering looked at your work?”

Alin clapped his hands to his head. “Great Helix—the Sharer World Gathering? He won’t take it there?”

“Shora,” whispered Onyx. “The Sharers will tie us in knots for years.”

Chapter 9

AFTER THE LOGATHLON THREE DAYS WOULD ELAPSE before the vote was tallied. If the vote favored Kal, the question of Tulle’s research support would be placed on the agenda of the Guard of Twelve.

“I can’t understand it,” Blackbear told her. Tulle was watching letters appear above a holostage in the lab, the results of the DNA sequence analysis of some of Blackbear’s Eyeless alleles. “How does he get away with such lies in public?”

“Foreigners don’t vote,” she answered succinctly. “Think of it. If you were infertile, wouldn’t you like to come up with a reason why it’s morally superior? Elysians readily swallow that argument.”

“Some do, you mean,” said Pirin indignantly. “What are the shons, if not twelve quarreling families? Are private families any worse?”

“Do the shons quarrel?” Blackbear asked with interest. Clicker families were full of quarrels, about runaway livestock, and husband-prices, and babies desired by childless relatives. For the villagers, it was great entertainment. Of course, Blackbear and Raincloud, returning from the University, had kept above that sort of thing.

“Sure they do,” said Pirin. “There’s all sorts of rivalry between shons. Ask Alin—much as he detests Kal, his shonsib, you couldn’t get him to admit that anyone outshines an Anaeashon. We must spend half our gross income on athletics and cultural contests. It doesn’t lead to war and murder.”

Blackbear agreed. “Clickers don’t have murderers, either. We teach our youngsters spiritual defense.” Though Founders City was a different story. The Clickers were only one of many pioneering settler groups on Bronze Sky.

“I don’t know,” Lorl said thoughtfully. Lorl studied gene expression in advanced age; she herself avoided the fertility project. “It takes much skill to be a generen, to teach shonlings the heights of beauty and civility. I don’t know that just anyone should do it.”

“What are you saying, Lorl?” Pirin demanded. “You think I’m not smart enough to raise a shonling?”

“I’m not sure I’d be smart enough—or wise enough.”

“Where Blackbear lives, anyone can raise a shonling upon reaching puberty. It doesn’t lead to barbarism.”

“That’s true,” Blackbear agreed. “But we do try to get some education first. Besides, we get lots of help from our uncles and grandparents, and of course the High Priestess.”

“None of which we have,” said Lorl. “That’s why the generen is such a crucial position.”

Pirin laughed. “The generen’s just a political appointee. Anybody could do the job.”

Tulle looked back from the DNA sequences. “If that’s true,” she said, exasperated, “then Kal is right, that reproduction belongs to the Republic! You’ve argued yourself into a circle, Pirin. Now I see Kal’s true plan: to get all of us so tied up in politics that we leave off from our experiments.”

THE VOTE ON THE LOGATHLON FAVORED TULLE BY A narrow margin. The students were relieved because now Kal could not call on her again for another six months, and they could get back to their work. Only Blackbear was not inclined to let the matter drop, particularly since the reporter servos, having figured out who the “foreign doctor” was, had left off pestering him.

“They say he’s taken it to the Sharers,” Blackbear warned.

“Bad news,” Draeg agreed. “Let’s get as much done as we can, before we hear from them.”

“Can’t we demand a rematch?” he wanted to know. “I’d like to tell that logen a thing or two.”

“What?” exclaimed Draeg. “You, take on the Killer? You’re nuts.” He punched Blackbear in the arm.

“You can’t,” Onyx explained. “Only a logen can call a public logathlon; otherwise there’d be chaos. Don’t think Alin’s not tempted—but even he knows better.”

“Why is everyone so afraid of Kal,” said Blackbear irritably. “I’m not afraid to set the record straight. He’s only a man, after all.”

“Go tell him yourself,” said Onyx. “You’ll have to visit his mate, first; his servo, that is. He calls her ‘Cassi.’” Onyx chuckled, and Blackbear wondered what was so funny about that.

Then he remembered: “Cassi Deathsister” was the name of an ancient Valan exile among the Sharers, the narrator of The Web. Kal certainly had a warped sense of humor.

Draeg snapped his fingers. “Why not call a hearing? Anyone can do that. We’ve done it lots of times, for the simbrid question and other things.”

Onyx agreed. “A hearing helps diffuse the issue. Hold enough hearings, and they’ll be too bored to watch the logathlon next time.”

“How does a ‘hearing’ work?” asked Blackbear.

“Just announce one, over the network,” Onyx said. “Invite whoever you want; Alin, for instance, would speak well. But any citizen, invited or not, is welcome to show up and have his say.”

“The only catch is, it’s open-ended,” said Draeg. “You have to stay as long as they want to talk. It can last for days.”

“Not for us,” said Onyx. “Our longest was five hours, on the simbrid question. The longer hearings are usually border disputes.” Even on an ocean world, cities managed to argue over their borders.

“Can I invite Kal, too?” asked Blackbear.

“Sure.” Onyx laughed again. “You’ll be sorry, though.”

So Blackbear went ahead and scheduled a hearing to explain his research on egg development. The obliging servo voice at the holostage helped him send “invitations” and post notices in the public register. He took a moment at his terminal to peruse the register, to see what else was going on. Sure enough, there was a hearing on Helicon’s northern border with Papilion, out in the ocean somewhere. What purpose could such a “border” serve? Fishing rights? Another hearing was about international lending—sponsored by Bank Helicon, Blackbear noted with a smile. Another, on “exploitation of foreign workers,” caught his eye. Perhaps he ought to attend that one.

Meanwhile, Tulle asked him to take his analysis of Eyeless down to the molecular level. So Onyx helped him “expand” the model embryo until the very chromosomes within a single cell extended around him.

The Eyeless DNA specified a protein which Onyx optimistically called “ovogen.” In germ cells, ovogen appeared to regulate several steps in the formation of egg cells. But of course, the same DNA sequence is present in every cell of the body. Other cells made slightly different versions of “ovogen” to regulate different developmental steps in outer eye tissues, heart muscle, and a host of other mesodermal structures. Ovogen’s function in the other organs was unknown.

In order to make ovogen, the gene had to direct synthesis of an RNA copy; this RNA migrates to the ribosome, a factory which puts together the protein. All of this happens inside each microscopic cell. The cell contents are laced with a network of vesicles and channels which transport the protein to its site of action; this “endoplasmic reticulum” had actually inspired the design of the Helicon transit reticulum.

Of course, the gene for ovogen had to be under strict control, because cells have to become eggs only in the ovaries, and only at the right time in development. It would not do for humans to have egg cells sprouting out of all parts of the body, like a flowering plant. So a dozen other genes specify control proteins that bind to the ovogen gene, preventing or activating the copying of RNA. Some of these control proteins have other functions; for instance growth hormone, which maintains youthful muscle strength, but loses its effect in later life. Growth hormone and other control proteins had been “corrected” by the Heliconian gene engineers. But this “correction” had left ovogen “turned off”—permanently. No ovogen RNA was copied; no protein was made; and no germ cells migrated to become egg cells in otherwise healthy ovaries.

Onyx had mutated the control site of Eyeless, hoping to restore its response to the binding proteins. Now Blackbear could test the mutations for expression of ovogen, first in the model, then in tissue culture.

Hawktalon soon learned to set up tissue cultures, and progressed to programming the apparatus for protein assays. She was also good at keeping an eye on the equipment, to make sure the servo did not change its mind for some reason and start assaying some unknown protein. Much impressed, Tulle offered to put her on the payroll one day a week, the maximum allowed for shonlings. Blackbear was grateful for the extra income, and Raincloud was proud to see her firstborn doing something as responsible as herding goats.

Now that the simulator was working again at full capacity, Onyx maintained it strictly. A list of “don’ts” appeared on the console, including, “Don’t swear at machine; scatology disorients the network.” Draeg got the simulator to image the cardiac fibers developing in his heartless mutants. What he found was so exciting that he managed to persuade Pirin to test his mutations in a live simbrid embryo.

One day Draeg arrived in lab looking strangely sick, his complexion darkened to a dusky violet. Blackbear eyed him with concern. “You getting enough sleep, Brother?” he asked in L’liite.

At that Onyx laughed and slapped her knees. “Draeg’s okay—he’s gone native! Breathmicrobes,” she explained. “You know, that’s how the Sharers swim underwater an hour at a time. The microbes in their skin absorb oxygen from the water. A good thing, when you live out alone on a raft. Does it work, Draeg?”

“It does,” Draeg told her. “So far I’ve doubled my time underwater, and it should get even better. I’ve been trying to screw up my nerve for this all year. You should try it, Brother.” He gave Blackbear a friendly shove. “Don’t worry, my little bacteria aren’t that contagious. Hey, you’ve got to sail out to my raft, sometime.”

AT THE NUCLEUS, RAINCLOUD TRANSLATED IMPERIAL broadcasts and awaited word from Verid on Lord Zheron’s invitation. Lem was anxious too, for he hoped to go with Verid to Urulan. Raincloud considered warning him not to offer himself to Urulite females—the cultured Elysian would survive about five seconds, she thought.

But only Flors’s statement came out, a blast at the Imperium, barely softened at the end. Lem shook his head. “It will all come to nothing, if Flors has his way and kicks the legation out.”

Why do that? she wondered. The internal politics of Helicon still puzzled her. By now, most of the Subguardian’s associates were preoccupied with the L’liite tariff plan.

At home, it occurred to Raincloud that her cycle was more than a month overdue. Her breasts felt tender, and she woke up queasy early in the morning.

“Do you think you could teach the kitchen to make my ‘corncrunch’?” Raincloud asked Blackbear at breakfast. “I’d like to keep some in my pocket, and on the night table.”

“Of course, dear,” he said, looking up hopefully. Corncrunch was a mixture of cracked corn coated with honey, which Raincloud had snacked on to steady her stomach before. “Are you carrying again?”

“Goddess willing.”

His eyes widened. “Another little one! What good news for the clan.” He came back and hugged her, fondly running her beaded braids through his fingers. “We’ll need to find a doctor,” he added. He had delivered infants himself in Tumbling Rock, but it was unwise to treat one’s own family.

She smiled meditatively. In the Hills, it was said that the Dark Goddess is reborn in every womb. And in The Web, the great wordweaver said, “The mother is born in her child.”

Sunflower, who had woken early that morning, crawled sleepily into her lap and rubbed his head against her breast. “Milk, Mother?” he muttered, his voice muffled by the thumb in his mouth.

At that she winced, knowing she had to give up the token nursing for the sake of the unborn. “I’ll read you your rabbit book, Sunny.” She would get the kitchen window to print out a shelf full of bright new storybooks for him.

While Sunflower tiptoed off to fetch his book, she noticed Hawktalon looking at her oddly. “Is it true?” the girl asked in a muffled voice. “Another little Sunflower?”

“Or another girl,” said Raincloud. “But don’t mind about it now, dear. Besides, it’s not yet quickened.” For Clickers, the conceptus had no “personhood” until it quickened; the mother might keep it or not, before then. Of course, Raincloud wanted her child.

Still, Hawktalon’s eyes blinked fast, and her face seemed to struggle between a smile and a cry.

“What’s wrong, Hawk?” Blackbear asked softly.

She burst out, “Will I still get my birthday?”

“Of course you will, dear,” her parents both exclaimed. Raincloud shook her head. “Wherever did she get that notion?”

“It’s right on our calendar,” Blackbear insisted, “three days from now.”

“You said time was money,” Hawktalon explained, “and money was short. And babies take up both.”

“Excuse me, Citizens,” interrupted the house. “Prepare to receive a transfold interstellar call.”

“Transfold?” exclaimed Raincloud. “You mean, from Bronze Sky?”

“Calling party, Nightstorm Windclan. Do you wish the barrier removed?”

“Goddess, yes—right away!”

The wall of nanoplast surrounding the holostage began to melt away, as the Windclans hurried into the sitting room. A column of light grew above the holostage, flickering confusedly. At last the connection steadied. Raincloud’s sister appeared, flanked by her two turbaned husbands, Tallwheat and Halfmoon, and their five children. Nightstorm wore her braids in a striking crossed-diamond pattern, which Tallwheat was particularly skilled at making. The girls, too, had all their dark coils newly done up. Their expectant faces all shone with the rich darkness of fertile soil, none of those pasty Elysian complexions.

Suddenly all their eyes widened and mouths fell open, as if the Bronze Skyans had just caught sight of Raincloud’s family on the stage. The children smiled and held out their dolls, except for the littlest in Tallwheat’s arm, who screeched and buried his face in his father’s chest.

“There’s the birthday girl!” Nightstorm called to Hawktalon, in her full contralto voice. “Five years old! You didn’t think we’d forget, did you?” Five Bronze Skyan years, actually a bit over seven years standard.

“You surprised us, all right,” said Raincloud. “You’re three days—”

“Just because you’re out on some other planet?” Nightstorm went on, as if Raincloud’s words had not yet reached her. “We scheduled it weeks ahead; nearly missed our time, too, because one horse is lame. Did you eat your cake yet?”

Suddenly Raincloud realized. She clapped her hand to her head. “We’re three days behind. We forgot, Shora’s day is longer.”

“Yes,” said Blackbear, shaking his head, “the Elysians stretch out their ‘hours’ to compensate. No wonder we’re off.”

As their words reached her, Nightstorm looked puzzled. “Three days behind? A day’s a day, isn’t it? Anyway—say, Hawk, did your present arrive yet?”

Nightstorm, who had quit school early to help their mother build up the livestock, had little patience for the world beyond Tumbling Rock. No matter, she managed one of the wealthier clans of the Hills.

“Not yet,” said Hawktalon eagerly. “What is it?”

“It’s a surprise, of course.”

“It’s a stethoscope!” shouted Nightstorm’s younger daughter.

Tallwheat gave the girl a squeeze. “Don’t be rude to your mother.”

Nightstorm chuckled. “She’s got the clan’s stubborn streak. Well, Hawk, you’ll grow up to be a doctor, too. Your father’s a good one, and as a goddess, you’ll do even better.”

“I won’t be just a doctor,” Hawktalon announced solemnly. “I’ll be a linguist.”

The children back on Bronze Sky squirmed and fidgeted, awaiting her delayed reply. Nightstorm’s daughter looked up at her mother. “‘Linguist’? What’s a linguist, Mother?”

Nightstorm shook her head. “Such fancy notions. Be good like your mother, Hawk; don’t forget the clan.”

Raincloud winced, feeling sorry for Halfmoon, who turned his head away. Halfmoon originally had married their sister Running Wolf, the “white goat” of the clan. Everyone had hoped the marriage would settle her down, but instead she had run off to Founders City to make her fortune in trade. So Nightstorm had remarried Halfmoon, to preserve the clan’s honor; but their sister was forever lost to them. It happened; there were one or two in every clan.

“How’s Mother, and Dad?”

“They’re fine, and Clanmother’s getting on as if she were twenty years younger. Before I forget, I bagged the pair of double-horned goats you wanted, off the slope behind Crater Lake. I shipped them just as you said…”

“Great, thanks!” Raincloud had hit upon the rare goat variety, found only on the Bronze Sky, as a return gift for Blackbear’s lab director, who ran a preserve. She could always count on her first-sister, never fail.

“Goats?” repeated Hawktalon hopefully. “Can you ship me my goats, too?”

“…we all miss you so much,” Nightstorm was saying. “You’re famous around here; I don’t know any Clicker family that’s traveled so far—”

The image shivered and faded out. Sunflower ran to the holostage and scrabbled over it, as if trying to find where his cousins had got to. Doggie crept over the stage, too; the trainsweep seemed to delight in imitating everything the two-year-old did.

THE DOUBLE-HORNED GOATS ARRIVED IN TIME FOR Raincloud’s next Visiting Day, when she visited Tulle Meryllishon in order to return her mate’s courtesy. None the worse for their voyage across the Fold, the spindly-legged animals stretched their necks to feed, their ears pointing straight out sideways like the arms of a toddler. The goats delighted Tulle, who rubbed her hand in their coarse white hair and rubbed the emerging horns. Her capuchin, too, was entranced, scampering up to ride the back of the ram. Hawktalon, who had come along with Raincloud, busily told the Elysian what forage the goats like best, and how to inspect their hooves for disease; in the end, she could barely let them go.

“This is where we ought to live, Mother,” said Hawktalon, jumping with excitement. “We could have our flock, then. Please?”

Raincloud swallowed her embarrassment. “We’ll be home again in a year, dear.”

Tulle smiled. “You are lucky, to live among such beautiful animals. Would you like to see the rest of mine?”

They toured the preserve, seeing animals and foliage saved from all the worlds before terraforming. From L’li, three-limbed one-eyed tree climbers writhed along branches in search of fruit; the tree climber would bore through the shell and insert its stomach to digest the juices. From Bronze Sky, ethereal gliding creatures with scissor-shaped jaws circled over a stream, waiting to pounce on swimming things. Raincloud recalled the look in the eyes of the Sharer envoy to her world, and it brought a chill to her heart. All these creatures had died, that humans might inhabit L’li and Bronze Sky.

There were creatures, too, from dead Torr: zebras, wolves, and cheetahs, species never brought to terraformed worlds. All roamed freely in spacious enclosures landscaped to resemble the original habitats, as far as they could be reconstructed. And then, Tulle showed them, with particular pride, the gorillas.

Raincloud felt her heart beat faster. It seemed indecent, somehow, to think she might see a reminder of Rhun. But she followed Tulle to the tree-lined enclosure.

The dark thick-furred apes lay in a heap on top of one another, seeming to enjoy each other’s company. A grizzled old grandmother stared out at Raincloud, shrewdly, she thought. The creature sat on her haunches, twisting a stick between her wrinkled black fingers with their rounded nails. The flat nose and cavernous nostrils, the thin, smooth lips, the striking eyes set deep within a surprisingly hairless face—Homo gorilla, once assigned a genus distinct from human, now shared the genus Homo. Their genetic code had long ago betrayed their closeness, a closeness which unscrupulous humans now abused. And yet, she found herself asking, should she regret the ancestry of her beloved teacher?

Rhun, of course, had only distant descent from gorillas; his thickened eye sockets and thin lips had hinted of it. But she recalled the hands of the servant at Lord Zheron’s table. With a shudder, she turned away.

IN THE OFFICE OF THE SUB-SUBGUARDIAN, A DOCUMENT came to life above the table. Elysian documents never stood upon solid ground, Raincloud mused to herself; they hovered unsubstantially, like the words of angels. She straightened her back and viewed the text with a wary eye.

“We’ve accepted Lord Zheron’s invitation to visit Urulan,” Verid told her. “There are conditions, of course,” she said, nodding to the text. “I’d like you to return for more formal discussion.”

“I see.” Raincloud swallowed back a tinge of nausea; she would snack on corncrunch later. By the fourth month it would subside, she reminded herself. “Who exactly has ‘accepted’?”

“The Prime Guardian directed me to accept. This is highly confidential, of course, since the Republic has no relations with Urulan. First, I will visit the Imperium with a small entourage to lay the groundwork. If all goes well, the Prime Guardian will then make a state visit.”

That would shake up the Fold, all right. “You’ll take Lem along, I assume.”

“Zheron expressly asked for you.”

“Out of the question,” said Raincloud. “I am ‘with child.’”

Verid paused, and her face turned blank, as if to hide whatever she might think about Raincloud’s exceptional condition. Then she nodded respectfully and permitted herself a smile. “This is, I confess, a novel concern for me. Nonetheless, gestation takes nine months, does it not? Nothing will happen right away; it may take us weeks, even months, just to negotiate conditions.”

“I will assist you in Helicon,” Raincloud insisted, “as I was hired to do.”

Verid’s eyebrows rose, and her voice intensified. “Are you so sure of your choice? Think, what a historic opportunity to make the world safer for your children.”

“You Elysians have no children to risk.”

“Our shonlings themselves were the first to invite the Urulite delegates to their craft fair.” Verid leaned forward, fixing her gaze on Raincloud. “Zheron has advanced views on the rights of sims. Your teacher risked his life to escape bondage. You can return his legacy.”

Raincloud’s face grew hot, and she took a deep breath. “You know nothing about that.” And yet, she bleakly realized, she had no answer. She owed it to Rhun, and even to that creature in Tulle’s preserve who shared his lineage. If Urulan rejoined the community of worlds, the sims might be freed.

Suddenly she recalled that logathlon. Her anger boiled over. “What do you Elysians know of freedom? For all your wealth, you live in a glass cage. You never sow and reap your own. Where I come from, every family has their own herd of goats and their own hot spring out back to run the generator. What do you think you live for—beauty? Nothing but bread and circuses.”

The Sub-Subguardian lowered her voice meditatively. “There’s the Snake, remember. The Snake brings good, and does not ask why.”

Raincloud felt her skin crawl, and she gripped the arms of her chair. How could this Elysian begin to know what the Dark Goddess meant? She stared at the diminutive woman with her thick black eyebrows.

Nightstorm would have gone, if the Goddess called her, as the Snake was called. But how could Raincloud know what she was called for, here, so far from the Hills? And what was the fate of the Snake, if not to be eaten?

Chapter 10

BLACKBEAR RETURNED FROM THE LAB AT HIS WITS’ END. The simulator was having fits again, and his mutant test would have to be redone. His hearing on the Fertility Project was less than a week off, and he still could not answer all the questions Alin had warned would come up. He had left the diapers home for once, but Sunflower wet his pants three times; the child had regressed completely. And Hawktalon had given up on tissue culture to spend the day with her crayons, drawing goats and stick figures on Doggie’s back. The four of them, including the much-decorated trainsweep, collapsed exhausted in the house.

“What’ll you eat, kids?” muttered Blackbear. At least there was no cooking and cleaning, he reflected; Elysium had its compensations. But what a job he would have unspoiling everyone when the family went home to Tumbling Rock.

The “visit” of Raincloud’s sister had set him wondering again about home. He missed his old clan members keenly, especially his brother Quail with the two pairs of twins. Quail usually remembered to call; but then, it was hard to keep track of men, who always married out into different clans.

And how were his patients back in Tumbled Rock getting on with the doctor in the next town? The goddess whose fractured femur he had set just before departure—had it healed up all right? And the young father of four, with testicular cancer—had he kept up his chemotherapy treatments, a day’s journey for each? It felt odd, not to be getting calls at midnight anymore.

When Raincloud at last got back from the Nucleus, she avoided his look, seemingly preoccupied. Somehow everyone made it through dinner without mishap, except Sunflower, who managed to fall off the chair onto his head.

With the children asleep, Blackbear sank into his bed, his ears still ringing. Raincloud sat by the night table, nibbling a handful of corncrunch to steady her stomach for the night. Her breasts peeped out cheerfully beyond her bare back and shoulders. He watched appreciatively, but doubted he would have the energy to please her tonight.

Raincloud turned her head toward him, the beads swinging back across her neck. “They want me to go to Urulan.”

He blinked at her, perplexed. “Urulan? That’s impossible.”

“Zheron invited me.”

“Well you said no, didn’t you?”

“Sh, keep your voice down,” she whispered, “the holostage might hear you. I could lose my job—”

“You can quit the darn job for all I care,” he exclaimed. “You can’t go off to Urulan and end up in chains. Why don’t you think of us for a change?”

Raincloud straightened her back, and her breasts rose as she took a breath. “Should I shun the volcano’s slope, too? Should I never build a house, for the earthquakes? Blackbear, you know my clan would always provide for you.”

He still felt angry, and yet foolish for losing his temper. “Why should it be you?” he insisted more quietly. “If you farm the slope of the volcano, at least you bring the clan a rich harvest. What is there on cursed Urulan for you?”

“I owe it to Rhun to go. Besides—our clan is part of the universe, you know. If Urulan threatens Elysium with missiles, some day they’ll threaten Bronze Sky, too.”

He had never had a teacher like Rhun, Blackbear reflected; the doctors at the medical school were more formal. He had met the old sim once or twice, an odd sort of fellow who asked unsettling questions. But why should Rhun’s ghost have such a hold on Raincloud? “The universe is none of our business,” he said. “Let the High Priestess speak for the universe.”

“Then why did you come here? Did the High Priestess send you out to find immortality’? Or would she tell you it’s blasphemy?”

He did not answer. He had carefully avoided the temple before they left, not wanting an answer.

“You still have to call on Verid,” Raincloud reminded him. “You tell her yourself.”

On top of everything else. “All right,” he muttered. “Let’s get some sleep.” He switched off the light, then turned over away from her on his side, pulling up the coverlet.

The bed dipped as Raincloud got in. “Blackbear,” she whispered, putting a hand on his waist. He could see her hand, as his eyes adjusted to the dim amber night-light provided by the house. He still did not move, for he was too tired and angry. “Blackbear, you know I always think of you first. Right now I want to see the mushroom come up…” Her hand probed insistently, like six hands, he imagined, all six of the Goddess. He felt himself growing warm and hard. For a moment he wanted to cry, then he lost himself in desire.

ON HIS NEXT VISITING DAY BLACKBEAR SET OUT FOR the Nucleus. For once he left the children behind, with Raincloud. At first he panicked every few minutes, feeling certain his empty arms had left something precious behind. He kept telling himself the children would love to have their mother to themselves all day, and Raincloud had sworn she would get Sunflower potty-trained at last.

At Tulle’s suggestion, he had made for Verid an embroidered scene of the Day of the Child, the next holiday of the Clicker year, another five months off in springtime. On that day the High Priestess and all the assistant priestesses of the temple led a great procession of families up the hill to the cave of the Sacred Snake, which the children passed one by one. He had stitched the scene on his Visiting Days, after completing Hawktalon’s last garment. Such handwork was much prized in Elysium, Tulle said.

The scene reminded Blackbear how much he missed the steady march of the year’s seasons. Shora had its seasons too, of course, but no sign of them seemed to penetrate the floating city. The weather rarely entered Elysian conversation. Only Draeg observed that he hardly dared enter the ocean now that the great seaswallowers had arrived along their march from pole to pole, consuming all in their path except the largest rafts. The meadow of raft seedlings that had greeted the Windclans on arrival would soon be cleared.

At the Nucleus, a servo frisked him down, an octopod whose tentacles slithered around him; he repressed the impulse to fend them off with rei-gi. Another servo showed him to the Foreign Affairs sector. He recalled how angry he was; he still could not get over their treatment of Raincloud.

He recognized the Sub-Subguardian immediately, from her appearances on the news. In person, Verid looked even smaller than he had expected. Her eyebrows rose expressively. “My highest duty, to meet you at last,” she said, beckoning him to her office. “Your handwork is famous around Helicon; what a privilege to receive some.”

Feeling embarrassed, Blackbear still would not be mollified. It was hard to talk back to a goddess, especially one of such authority.

“How is your project?” Verid asked him before he could speak. “Will we have fertile Elysians soon?”

Or ageless offworlders, he added to himself. “The Eyeless gene looks promising,” he said reluctantly.

“Which is…?”

“It controls egg development.”

“So in the future, females may be fertile while males are not. What a scandal! That should keep our logens busy.”

“We’re working on the male germ-line, too.”

Verid laughed. “Never mind, it doesn’t take much to keep logens arguing.”

“Well let them have their arguments,” he exclaimed suddenly. “It’s ‘duels to the death’ that worry me. My mate did not come here for any such thing.”

“I suppose not,” said Verid quietly. Her hands rested on the arms of her wooden chair, an unexpected reminder of home. “None of us came into the world expecting to find missiles pointed at us from twenty light-years away.”

Blackbear waved his hand impatiently. “You have to live with volcanoes. It doesn’t mean you have to jump into one.”

Verid’s lips wrinkled, as if restraining a laugh. “I should hope not! Blackbear, I know you think of your children, too. Do you know how many children I have? Over two thousand, from my decades as generen. They’re all grown, now; but somehow, children never fully leave their shon, don’t you think?”

It was true. He still remembered himself in his father’s arms, years after he had moved to Raincloud’s clan. “It’s not the same,” he told her. “Our clan is linked by blood. Besides, you can’t possibly raise two thousand children as you’d raise one. It sounds like the orphanage in Founders City.”

“We are orphans,” she observed. “Daughters and sons of Elysium; but those of us who remember Helix…are orphans.”

Helix, the world that had shared destruction with lethal Torr. His scalp crawled. “Torr was a deathworld, taken over by machines. That can’t happen again.”

Suddenly her face went blank. “Not on Urulan,” she observed. “That, at least, is unlikely. But there are dangers worse…” She smiled again. “What fools we must seem, to you. Yet Urulan is my daily business, just as volcanoes are yours—and I promise, we won’t jump in.”

The Sub-Subguardian was deceptively disarming, and her good-humored remarks about Elysians made it hard to feel critical.

“I have to take you out somewhere,” said Verid, “or it doesn’t count as ‘visiting.’ If we’re done with confidential matters—have you been to the concert hall?”

Blackbear resigned himself to yet another form of Elysian entertainment. Out in the street-tunnel, Verid in her long train of leafwings might have been just another citizen strolling to view the butterflies, except for her ever present octopod who followed never more than a meter behind.

The concert hall was a vast darkened interior of a sphere, something like a planetarium. Blackbear sat next to Verid, momentarily uneasy at being next to a goddess in the dark. But the auditorium was filling up, after all, and the security octopod dutifully planted itself several seats over. The scents and perfumes were enough to make one swoon.

A sound grew out of the darkness, imperceptible at first, deep enough to be felt in the bones. An earthquake, it seemed at first, but it changed, as new tones came in like distant bells. Then firesparks of light appeared, winking out almost before they had come. At last the sparks showered into the audience, who could actually toss them back into the darkness.

Other pieces followed, a feast for the eyes and ears. Holographic dancers sprang out, as spirited as those who danced for the Goddess; the figures almost seemed to glide into the audience and carry people away. For instrumental works, live players hung suspended overhead, fingering their flutes and strings. The texture of their music was familiar to Blackbear, though the particular instruments were foreign. The servo announcer noted with pride that Elysians had designed more than a hundred new electromechanical instruments throughout their history.

The final work started off somewhat like the first, with a low, barely perceptible line of sound. But this line traced a melody, as simple as the ones children sing. One by one, additional lines of melody added on, some of them actually sounding like voices singing, although in no language he knew, until the full complexity of it burst upon him. For some reason the incredible beauty of it left him very sad.

“What did they say that was?” he asked Verid as they were getting up to leave.

“It’s known as the Song of Joy, although it always sounds rather sad to me.”

“Elysians composed it?” He could imagine Alin coming up with something like that.

“It’s from old Torr.” Before Torr fell to the machines. Blackbear shuddered.

“The original instrumentation is a matter of much debate.” Verid’s eyebrows rose at him. “If you think Helicon is bad, in Anaeaon they’ll even hold logathlons over ancient music.”

“Well, personally I wish they’d all stick to music.”

At that Verid laughed very loudly, and a couple of heads turned. “You’ve taken on a ‘volcano’ yourself, I hear. Don’t worry, though, you’ll come through all right. Good luck with your hearing.”

UPON BLACKBEAR’S RETURN, RAINCLOUD CROWED WITH success over Sunflower’s training. Apparently the two-year-old had spent the entire day on and off the potty, with various enticements.

“All right, Sunny,” called Raincloud. “It’s time to perform. Look, Sunny: Doggie’s waiting at the potty. See? Hurry up and show Doggie how to do it.”

“Hurry up and show Doggie,” echoed Hawktalon.

The pet trainsweep, now scribbled all over with animals and stick figures, was stationed right next to the potty. Sure enough, Sunflower tiptoed over and strained to pull his pants down over his chubby legs. Then he sat upon the little seat, smiled broadly, and made a stream of water in the receptacle.

“He did it! Hooray!” shouted Hawktalon, clapping her hands.

“Very good,” said Raincloud. “House, please,” she called, “a teaspoon of fudge ice cream.”

“I show Doggie,” said Sunflower proudly, as Raincloud fetched him the spoonful of ice cream.

Blackbear sank into a chair and contemplated a day without diapers. “I think we might all have fudge sundaes.” Except for Doggie, he thought. The trainsweep jiggled happily, emitting a squeak now and then.

THE HEARING ON THE FERTILITY PROJECT TOOK PLACE AT the swallowtail garden outside Science Park. Raincloud had taken Hawktalon to the circus with Iras, and she would have taken Sunflower too, but Blackbear knew he would feel better having the boy with him. Now Sunflower was off playing with Doggie among the bushes full of caterpillars. The tiptoeing boy with his pet trainsweep had drawn nearly as full a crowd as the hearing.

Onyx had agreed to help Blackbear conduct the session; Tulle came too, of course, but declined to take part directly, lest it seem that Kal’s logathlon had obliged her. Draeg and Pirin had come, and Alin sat in the audience up front. Blackbear felt good to see him; Alin would not let him down. He and Alin were regular sparring partners now—with the holostage turned off.

Other citizens trickled in, after their customary five or ten minutes viewing the butterflies. Onyx pointed out several notable logens; then she stopped with an exclamation. “Look—it’s the Guardian Jerya Tenarishon!”

The Guardian was tall for an Elysian, and the butterflies on her talar were unusually striking, their pale blue wings marked with “eyespots.” A golden sash crossed her chest to her shoulder.

“She’s a logen, and now a Guardian,” Onyx added. “If the voters of Tenarion support her, someday she’ll rotate in as Prime.”

“No sign of the Killer yet,” remarked Draeg.

Blackbear smiled, but in fact he was disappointed. Perhaps Kal would arrive later on. He was determined to set that logen straight.

Onyx at last pounded the gavel to open the hearing. She held up a lightbox and read from a prepared text, describing her research on egg genes in considerable detail. It sounded much like one of Tulle’s grant proposals; and, judging by the file size displayed in the lightbox, it would take nearly as long to read.

Blackbear had chosen a different approach. After one last anxious glance at Sunflower, he explained in halting Elysian why he had traveled across the Fold to study ageless embryos. “My people begin to wither and lose their strength at an age when most of you are barely out of the shon. We have children, yes; but they all live with the sadness of watching us die. Why should we have to make this choice? Humans have always longed for children, and for long life, in the same breath.

“Our Clicker families deserve longevity, as surely as you do.” Blackbear carefully said “longevity,” not “immortality,” a word which touched a nerve for some reason. “We are a peaceful people,” he insisted, wishing that Kal were there to hear. “Our children don’t cause wars. We draw our essential needs from the Hills—we grow our own crops, harness our thermal springs. Yet the very earth preys on us; it’s a harsh land, one that no one else wants. Even if we don’t age, life will remain a challenge for us.” Unlike Elysium, where life’s main challenge seemed to be the subversion of Visiting Days.

“You are a peaceful people, too,” he concluded. “Why shouldn’t you as individuals rear children of your own, to carry on your own traits and character? Instead of leaving them all in a—” he tripped over the word “orphanage.”

“Preserve,” completed Onyx. “Like an animal preserve; that’s what the shon is, if you think about it.”

“In any case,” Blackbear continued, “no one would be forced to have children, just because it’s possible. Freedom of choice—isn’t that what your republic is about? Let us scientists do the science; then you, and your elected representatives, may choose to use that knowledge or not.” As he concluded, Blackbear was sweating. He had never given a speech before, much less one about freedom and democracy, but Alin had insisted that he put this last bit in.

There was polite applause.

In the audience, a citizen dressed in yellow butterflies stood up and began speaking rapidly. “Your science sounds most impressive, but as usual you foreigners persist in the most perverse notions about the shon. How else can you rear a child with a modern education, if not in the best professional shon? How do you manage?”

He blinked, and his lips parted. As he struggled to frame a response, a soft squeaking noise out in the garden drew his attention. It was Doggie, jiggling back and forth next to Sunflower. To his horror, he saw the boy methodically stuffing caterpillars into his mouth.

Excusing himself, Blackbear hurriedly got up to rescue the errant child and pull as much chewed caterpillar out of his mouth as possible. A sound scolding followed, under the gaze of a score of curious Elysians getting a first-hand lesson in parenting.

Miserable, he returned to his seat. But Onyx and Draeg were doing a creditable job explaining how they and their siblings had been raised, including “modern education.” On Valedon, Onyx had gotten more science education than anyone in that audience, Blackbear suspected.”

Then a man asked, “Why are you working only on egg genes for females?” It was the same question Verid had asked, half in jest. But this fellow was dead serious. “If females get to be fertile, and not males, they’ll all think they’re too good for Elysian men. You foreigners want to steal all our females; I know that’s what it is. Why should my tax dollars support that?”

“I’ll handle this one,” said Pirin. “There’s hardly any difference between female and male germ cells worth speaking of. They both start out the same, and most of the egg genes turn out to be sperm genes too. Besides, quibbling over sex differences is for foreigners, not civilized people.”

Blackbear put a hand on Draeg’s arm to restrain him.

At last the Guardian Jerya Tenarishon rose to speak, her sash glittering. “As scientists, your work is beyond reproach…”

Draeg muttered in L’liite, “That’s because you don’t grasp a word of it.”

Frowning, Blackbear motioned him to hush.

“…but my question calls on you as human beings,” Jerya went on. “As humans on this planet, please tell me: What is a human being? In terms of your own work, fixing this gene or that—is a human no more than a machine to be tinkered with? A common servo, say a housekeeper, possesses twice as many neural connections as a human does neurons. Is there any kind of tinkering that you would forbid, on the grounds of humanity, that you would not forbid on a housekeeper?”

At this, Blackbear drew an ignominious blank. All he could think to say was “Humans worship the Goddess in Her temple,” an untranslatable answer that would hardly do here.

But Alin could no longer contain himself. “How could any of us not know, not feel the difference between a human and a machine? The name ‘Helicon’ originally meant, ‘home of the Muse,’” he said. “Humans are musical; humans feel and imagine, envision and re-vision. We can’t put a set value on this quality, any more than fish can put a value on water. No one would dare to tinker with what is human, in a human; in a servo, it’s not there to be tinkered with.”

Jerya smiled. “I hope you’re right, for all our sakes. But you scientists, now, would you never alter a gene, say, to make us more musical?”

Onyx threw up her hands, exasperated. “It’s not in my grant, that’s for sure! Show me the gene, and I’ll tell you if I’d alter it.”

From the audience Tulle arose to explain. “There is no such thing as a gene for musicality, or imagination. Genes can increase the range of hearing of the ear, and assure perfect pitch. Of course, we adjust our gene pool for such talents. But any genetic attempt to stimulate ‘imagination’ may well produce a psychotic. Other worlds have tried this; the Guard of Twelve has never considered supporting such foolishness.”

“Not today,” said Jerya. “We will never know what monsters we wrought in pursuit of long life, back before the records were lost.”

THE HEARING LASTED ALL DAY UNTIL WELL INTO EVENING, when the lighting dimmed in the street tunnel. The final hour was taken up by a citizen’s harangue over some border dispute although that scarcely fit the subject of this hearing. Sunflower ate enough treats from the servo trays so that he forgot about caterpillars, and he made use of an instant potty-chair which obligingly formed out of nanoplast at the public lavatory.

Tired and exasperated, Blackbear started to hoist the sleepy child up on his back. “I wan’ go home. Ho-ome,” the child wailed.

“Poor dear,” sighed Onyx, putting away her lightbox. She squeezed Sunflower’s leg affectionately between her fingerwebs.

Alin bowed. “Splendid job, Blackbear; you brought it off like a citizen. I’ll catch you next Visiting Day; I’m practicing a new armlock to try out on you.” He approached Tulle, clasping the fold of her train behind her back, the closest to an embrace ever seen in public.

Draeg seemed to have ended with the same high spirits he began; perhaps the breathmicrobes gave him extra stamina. “Hey, we showed those guys a thing or two! That Kal, he was too ashamed even to show up.”

“He should have come,” insisted Blackbear. “He’s got to be set straight. No one really answered his claims.”

Tulle shook her head. “Don’t bother. The more we can distance ourselves from controversy, the better.”

“But people listen to him. He nearly won the logathlon. Next, he’ll go to the Sharers.”

There was an awkward silence.

“Go tell him yourself,” urged Draeg.

“How?”

“Anyhow. You can locate any Elysian anytime, on the holostage.”

“You have to send Raincloud, first,” warned Onyx. “Or else it’s the worst insult.”

The idea, sending his goddess upon such an errand. “Why is it such an insult,” asked Blackbear, “to introduce yourself to someone you have business with?”

Alin turned to him. “It’s our duty as citizens to serve the pleasure of others; but what if one can’t, or won’t, in a given instance? One would lose face all the time; life would be intolerable. By asking indirectly, through a third party, we leave each other a way out.”

“Only servos,” added Tulle, “are called upon without introduction by a mate or a generen. To do otherwise is to tell someone he is no better than a servo.”

Blackbear thought this over, as the others departed. In Kal’s case, he thought, the comparison was unfair to servos.

With sudden decision, he went to the nearest holostage. “Can you please locate Citizen Kal Anaeashon?”

Kal was at home, his quarters in the upper sector of the first octant; an exclusive district, one unlikely to welcome a trainless foreigner with a crayoned trainsweep and a sleepy child. But Blackbear was tired of being polite.

The transit reticulum easily steered him to Kal’s address. Sunflower, now asleep on his father’s back, was no trouble for the moment. Blackbear found the logen’s door; it must be the one, the right number, with the leafwing sign. “House please announce a caller,” he ordered firmly.

The door simply opened. Taken aback, Blackbear paused at the newly molded frame of nanoplast.

A roomful of diffuse lighting met his eyes, and the sounds of music, similar to those he had heard at the concert hall. Mooncurved seating structures in pastel colors seemed to extend from the walls; there were few distinct pieces of furniture. Books lined the far wall, which curved up into the ceiling.

From one of the seats rose Kal. He wore his usual white robe, a plain talar belted at the waist. His gray hair and dark eyes were even more striking up close. “Doctor Windclan,” he said, with a slight bow. “How may I serve you?”

Blackbear blinked twice and took a deep breath. “Why did you say all those lies in public about my work? You dared not even confront me, at my own hearing. What do you know about ‘families’? Have you ever lived in one? Do you call the Hill people poor, just because we herd goats instead of servos? Do you think our community fails to support our own children? Aren’t you ashamed to refer such preposterous claims to the Sharer World Gathering?”

At this point, Sunflower stirred and lifted his head off Blackbear’s shoulder. “We home yet, Daddy?”

“Not yet, dear,” Blackbear muttered, his civil instinct reasserting itself. “This is Sunflower, my younger child,” he said, bringing him down from his back. Sunflower sleepily held out Wolfcub.

Kal bowed again. “Please come in. Excuse me, just a moment.” He disappeared in back, leaving Blackbear puzzled at the door. Upon returning, Kal presented Sunflower with what was unmistakably a stuffed teddy bear. “It was mine, in the shon,” he explained.

Sunflower embraced the teddy bear, took two steps inside, then lay down and curled up with it on the carpet.

Dazed with astonishment, Blackbear found himself entering the house, taking a furtive glance at the teddy bear. The stuffed bear must be ancient, perhaps twice the age of settlement on Bronze Sky.

A servo came out to the room, a bipedal upright like those that carried trays of delicacies in the butterfly gardens. This one carried no tray and wore no apron. Instead, it wore a sort of talar with bright geometric designs. More startling, it had a “face.” The smoothly rounded dome of a “head” had features, cartoonish images of eyes, nose, and mouth that flickered across the surface like a video projected from within.

“This is my ‘mate,’ Cassi Deathsister,” Kal explained. “It is my highest duty to introduce Blackbear and Sunflower Windclan.”

Blackbear nodded stiffly, at a loss for words.

“I’ve heard so much about you,” Cassi said, “and your excellent trainsweep. I thought I heard her call—is she there?”

He blinked quickly. “Yes, of course.” Doggie had waited tentatively at the doorstep, expecting to be left outside as usual at an Elysian home. Cassi walked to the door and let her in. The two of them went off to another room. As Blackbear watched, he wondered how the trainsweep had “called” her, for he had heard nothing.

Blackbear sank into the seat nearest Sunflower, now asleep on the floor. He refused a glass of something Kal offered. “She’s not really your ‘mate,’ is she?” he asked bluntly.

Kal laughed, and for a moment his face acquired a wonderful look which soon vanished again. “Not in the carnal sense, of course. My mate from Anaeaon died in the ocean, at a Sharer raft we were visiting, some hundred fifty years ago. He had just completed a new Elysian translation of The Web, and he was collecting clickfly records of other Sharer works previously untranslated. The Sharers called him the ‘Scribbler’; they store their own knowledge not in writing but in the chromosomes of clickflies. The clickflies then spin the words into webs for the reading. It’s quite beautiful.”

So Kal’s first mate had been a man, which seemed nearly as odd as having a servo.

“Why do you want to be immortal?” Kal asked suddenly.

Blackbear frowned, but after all, one frank question deserved another. “Nobody wants to age,” he said. “Age is a degenerative disease.”

“So you told us, today. But before, you have said you seek immortality. It’s not exactly the same thing.”

So Kal had followed Blackbear’s hearing, after all—and perhaps his practice sessions as well. What eavesdroppers these Elysians were. “Why didn’t you come today to find out,” he demanded, “instead of spying in secret?”

Kal shrugged slightly. “Foreigners taking on Helicon in public; a brave show, but for me to come seemed, well, unsporting.”

“It was cowardly not to.”

“You’re right. I should have come.”

The admission did not satisfy him. “If you don’t want to live forever, that’s fine; but why prevent those who do?”

Kal considered this. “Blackbear, do you know the most serious crime an Elysian may commit?”

“Well…murder, I’m sure.”

“No, we’ve sanatoria for that.”

Blackbear was silent. In the music from the room, a new voice entered, a hollow, resonant tone.

“Suicide.” Kal paused, then added, “By suicide, one removes oneself and condemns the rest of us to mourn for the next thousand years. A doctor who once assisted a suicide had to flee to hide with the Sharers. Those of us who long to die are despised far more than those who long to live forever.”

It occurred to Blackbear that the consequences of accident multiply as disease and age recede. Blackbear had lost his youngest brother just twenty years ago, and the thought still made him faint. Kal had mourned his lost mate for a century and a half.

“Are you sure you won’t take some water?” Kal was saying at his elbow.

Blackbear accepted a glass of water. He glanced at Sunflower, sound asleep with the teddy bear, quite still. “Sleeps like the dead,” his grandfather used to say. As a doctor, Blackbear had seen enough dead children to know the difference.

“I know little of ‘families,’” Kal went on, “although yours I’m sure is rich and peaceful. How many children do you have now?”

Blackbear knew well enough why he asked; the size of Clicker families was of great interest to tourists and demographers. “Our Hills can support our growing population, for the next century at least.”

“And what then?”

That seemed far off to plan, but an Elysian would hardly think so. “Bronze Sky still has land to expand.”

“How much, do you know?”

Blackbear tried to envision Bronze Sky’s other continents. Nowhere else were such rich soil and tall mountains to be found. Besides, what if other people filled them up by then? “We’ll have to terraform another new world someday,” he said. That’s why the Fold founded Bronze Sky.”

“How long does it take to terraform a planet?”

“Eighty years it took, for Bronze Sky.”

“Do you know any good candidates?”

He did not. Twenty years to find one, he thought. His forehead went cold for a moment; then he collected himself. This logen must have made a fake trap with figures.

“Families throughout history have never planned ahead,” Kal said, “until the crisis hits. Most families spend most of their time getting out of one crisis and into the next. Look at L’li with its crowded billions. Even on Valedon, a stable democracy, nine-tenths of the people remain at subsistence level.”

This was news to Blackbear, who knew only Valans like Onyx.

“The Elysian Republic is not for families,” Kal added. “The Republic was not founded on ‘freedom of choice,’ but on communal virtue.”

Blackbear glared at him accusingly. “Who uses up the Fold’s resources? Whose demand keeps the price of metals beyond reach? A single Elysian consumes a thousand times what one does on Bronze Sky—and your economy keeps growing. Twelve million citizens, you might as well be a world of twelve billion.”

“Exactly so.” Kal smiled as if delighted. “Try telling that to the Guard, let alone to our citizens. One’s courage fails, I admit. Now, will it help us to have fertile citizens bearing children every four years, on into immortality?”

Hardly. Blackbear felt his head swimming, and realized he was dead tired. Fortunately he could doze in the transit reticulum on his way back, for the servo voice would wake him up at the right stop. There was one more thing he had meant to ask, but its recollection eluded him.

Chapter 11

AT A HOLOSTAGE IN THE NUCLEUS, LEM INASHON showed Raincloud how to place a secure call to Zheron’s legation. To her surprise, however, the call was refused. Lem retried it, with the proper codes, but got only the same message; the legation was taking no calls at all.

“How can they get away with that?” Raincloud wondered. “Their bill must be astronomical.”

“They’re in the diplomats’ sector,” Lem reminded her. But he too sounded puzzled. “It’s not like them; they love attention. Well, I’ll let Verid know.”

Raincloud felt much relieved for the moment, though a bit disappointed as well. In the meantime, Verid was unavailable, her office inundated by delegates from Papilion complaining about the fruit fly problem. Their tourist trade was hurting badly, and they demanded some action with the Sharers, who still refused to discuss the matter. Raincloud was curious to know more, recalling her contacts with the fascinating ocean women at their embassy in Founders City. But the matter was outside her department.

She went with Blackbear to a doctor for her prenatal checkups. “You two behave,” she warned the children out in the waiting room, “or Doggie will call us if you don’t.”

Doctor Shrushliu was a resident foreigner of Sharer origin, as one could see from her ocean-born name and her webbed, nailless fingers. But she did have thumbnails, and her scalp had a thin frizzle of hair; perhaps a Valan grandfather, Raincloud guessed.

“First, the surface exam.” The doctor approached her with what looked like a plant with fine tendrils. But the tendrils moved and twined like animal parts. Raincloud drew back. “Relax, please,” said the doctor. “It’s a lifeshaped organism. It will painlessly withdraw a blood sample, to test your chemistry and to sequence the fetal chromosomes.”

“The fetal chromosomes?” Raincloud wondered.

Blackbear explained, “A small number of fetal cells enter your bloodstream.”

Raincloud looked at the tendrils winding around her arm. The Sharers used lifeshaped creatures for all their technology. A thought occurred to her. “The Sharer lifeshapers taught the first Heliconians. Why didn’t they make themselves ageless, long before the Heliconians did?”

“Everyone asks that,” muttered the doctor. “Ask Leresha the Coward, the wordweaver of Kshiri-el.” Doctor Shrushliu next led her to a circular chamber, like a sawed-off spiral stairwell. “You’ll have to empty your pockets,” the doctor warned. “Watches, light pens—anything that deflects the magnetic resonances.”

“It’s an imaging device,” said Blackbear, “based on the magnetic nuclear resonances of organic molecules. Remember, we used one in Founders City to see Sunflower.”

But this one threw up a three-dimensional image of the unborn child that expanded and moved, its eyes round and staring, its limbs twitching now and then. “What,” exclaimed Blackbear, “it’s like the simulator come alive.”

“Your little girl’s swimming just fine,” the doctor told her.

Raincloud smiled. It was good to be “carrying” one again; even at the Nucleus they couldn’t tell her to leave this one home.

“Fetal chromosome sequence is completed,” announced the doctor’s office.

Blackbear looked startled. “Already?”

“Twelve recessive lethals are present,” the voice added, “but none homozygous.”

“No problem. Just keep up the vitamins,” the doctor added, helping Raincloud out of the apparatus and into a seat. She crossed her arms on the desk. “Well, it’s my pleasure to share care with you. Nonetheless, I should warn you that delivering here will cost you ten times what it would outside. I could send you to Kshiri-el, where the lifeshaper will do it for nothing.”

Raincloud considered this. If only she could afford to take her family home to Tumbling Rock for the birth. There, the temple priestesses could prepare her and Blackbear for the time of labor, coaxing the little one out into their loving arms. And Raincloud would be in the proper realm for her dreams to reveal the infant’s name. For her firstborn, she had dreamed of an enormous hawk that swooped down to carry off a mountain goat in its outsized talons. An excellent omen for a firstborn daughter. Her son had inspired a field of golden flowers, taller than the tallest man, their faces broad as dinner plates, full of countless rich black seeds. But here in Helicon, what thing of nature could enter her dream?

SHE TRIED AGAIN TO REACH ZHERON. STILL SHE COULD not get through. “All calls rejected,” said the servo voice.

Raincloud frowned in surprise. “For how long?”

“All calls rejected for the past week. Interference—repairs—contact Sector Oh-three-one…”

Lem shook his head. “Something is wrong. That servo’s barely making sense; it ought to speak in full sentences, for one thing.”

“Let’s go,” decided Raincloud. “Let’s see what’s up.”

“You think so?” asked Lem. “Without permission?”

“It’s a public facility, after all; the ‘cultural artifacts’ were still on view, remember? The worst they can do is refuse to see us.”

So they returned to the diplomats’ sector. The threshold of the legation seemed unnaturally quiet. “Door, open, please,” said Raincloud helpfully. Lem had his train already removed and folded up by his trainsweeps. He stood with his legs spread slightly, his arms deceptively relaxed at his sides.

No trace of a “door” could be seen in the downward sweep of the edifice, and nothing opened. Behind her, Raincloud’s trainsweeps fidgeted uncertainly.

Lem cleared his throat. “Open, Door, by Foreign Affairs Security Order Oh-oh-six-ten.”

For a moment nothing happened. Then at last a crack appeared in the nanoplast, opening with slow reluctance.

The hall was dark and empty. Exhibition panels stood empty and scattered, while odors of spice and decay hung in the air. Raincloud hurriedly unhitched her train for the trainsweeps, then she took a hesitant step inside.

“Great Helix,” exclaimed Lem. “The devils cut us off and jumped ship somehow, all without a trace.”

“Why? Whatever could have happened?” Raincloud wondered.

“Some imperial overlord reversed his orders, I’ll be bound.” Lem shook his head. “They gave us the slip, all right. Flors will be red in the face.”

Lord Zheron, his men at arms, their wives and servants—all gone. Raincloud shook her head in disbelief. She took a step or two within the deserted hall.

A spot of white caught her eye, across the floor. Warily she approached to examine it. It was a mask with a long wooden handle; the mask of a female, like the one worn by the goddess who had stepped out in front of her just before she left the legation. This one, however, was unadorned; a servant’s mask she guessed.

It came to her, then. She must pursue Urulan, not just for Rhun or the sims, but for their goddesses as well. How could she have forgotten? And now, ironically, the chance was lost after all. There was nothing she could do.

Chapter 12

BLACKBEAR WAS BACK AT THE LAB REVIEWING THE results of his mutants. He had tried several permutations of the control sequence for Eyeless. One of them predicted germ cells that actually went through meiosis.

He showed Onyx first, before telling Tulle. “I chose this part of the DNA sequence because it binds control proteins during egg production in a normal embryo. I mutated the Elysian sequence to look more like the normal sequence. This one mutant had no ill effects in the simulator, and it induced production of ovogen in tissue culture.”

Onyx scanned the culture readings, the numbers floating above the holostage. Meanwhile Blackbear glanced over at Sunflower, who played with a light pen and a chunk of nanoplast in the corner.

“Wow, that looks good.” Onyx snapped her fingerwebs till they hummed. “Wait till Tulle sees this.”

The lab director was more cautious. “The problem with meiosis has more to do with the DNA modifications,” Tulle said. Longevity treatment modified the DNA so as to prevent chromosome crossover, which causes mutation and cancer in body cells but is needed for meiosis in germ cells. “Besides, our simulation is far from exact,” she warned. “As many as fifty percent of our parameters are untested assumptions: production levels of various embryonic proteins, timing of onset, stringency of control. Of course, we do better all the time; as the literature comes in, we put in the reported figures.”

Onyx said, “It’s remarkable how well the results hold up sometimes. The first heart gene Tulle found fifty years ago looked promising in the simulator. And sure enough, the live embryos turned out.”

Tulle nodded. “It cut the rate of defectives by half. All the shons use it, now. That discovery alone would keep the Guard supporting my research. But since then the data bank for our simulator has grown enormously; it’s a much better predictor now.”

Blackbear nodded thoughtfully. “Still, with so many assumptions, can the results really mean much?”

“Surprisingly yes,” Tulle assured him. “I think that real embryonic development allows more room for chance than our theorists admit.”

“But couldn’t you also miss out on mutations that do badly in the simulator but really would work in live development?”

“It’s possible,” Tulle admitted. “There are two or three cases in the literature. Most of the time, we have no way of knowing—until the simulator gets better.”

Onyx shrugged. “A bird in the hand, as they say. Blackbear, let’s talk to Pirin about starting a simbrid.”

Blackbear followed her down the hall, looking forward to testing a live embryo. Yet somehow he felt like a different person than he had been before the night he confronted Kal. The thought of a planet full of Elysians having ten children each, as Clickers did, was hard to clear from his head.

What am I doing here? he wondered suddenly. Just as quickly he drew himself back. He had learned long ago in Founders City to live amidst contradictions.

They passed the culture room where he heard Hawktalon stacking old culture dishes, then the whine of the waste disposal. “Where do our waste dishes end up?” he asked Onyx. “The cultures, the used reagents, all the stuff we dump?”

“Nothing is dumped in the ocean,” said Onyx. “The Sharer treaty forbids it.”

“So what becomes of it?”

“It all flows into the atom separator. The organic elements are recycled into food, clothing, and so on.”

He made a face. “Who would eat that?”

“You do,” said Onyx. “Unless you go out and fish off a raft, like Draeg does.”

“You mean—when I order a steak, it’s not real?” He felt slightly sick.

Onyx laughed. “You think they slaughter a cow and roast it in five minutes? How do you think the food window works?”

He had avoided thinking too hard.

“Most food comes out essentially the same as the original,” she insisted. “It’s programmed down to the molecular level. Really, would you want to eat a dead carcass, in the modern age?”

Draeg came down the hall toward them. “Hey, Brother, I nearly forgot. How’d you make out with the Killer? Made it home alive, I see.”

Blackbear muttered a guarded response, reluctant to discuss the enigmatic logen just then.

On his next Visiting Day, Blackbear asked the house to replay on the holostage part of Tulle’s logathlon. While Kal’s claims sounded infuriating as before, at least now he could figure out what the issue was.

Then he remembered what he had forgotten to ask. Kal had said the first Heliconians were taught “not to hope for children, but instead to live for beauty.” Whatever did that mean, Blackbear wondered. Surely the one need not exclude the other?

Without quite knowing why, he found himself asking the holostage to locate Kal again. But the logen’s image appeared in a butterfly garden, surrounded by half a dozen Elysian students with short, gaily colored trains. Blackbear quickly disconnected and put it out of his mind.

THAT AFTERNOON RAINCLOUD CAME HOME EARLIER than usual. “The Urulites are gone,” she burst out. “They’ve vanished, bag and baggage; no one knows how. Foreign Affairs is having a fit.”

“Too bad,” he murmured, trying to hide his considerable relief. “What did you expect of those barbarians?”

Raincloud did not answer. She absently fingered an object in her hand, a white mask on a stick.

Blackbear gave her a fierce hug. “It’s getting time for braids,” he reminded her.

The next morning, a Visiting Day, he redid the braids for Raincloud and Hawktalon, a biweekly labor of love. First, the old braids, perhaps fifty or so, had to be undone, catching all the little beads as he did so, and combed out thoroughly. Once liberated, the black crinkled hair spread out in all directions. Then the spiral pattern was marked out with comb and pins; for Raincloud, a bold cross-squares pattern that accented her high forehead. At last he could braid the strands, trying to keep the tension even while adding on the beads at consistent levels. He loved the scent of Raincloud’s hair; it was a wonderful opportunity to enjoy her for an hour, stealing a kiss on her neck now and then.

Hawktalon preferred the ram’s horn pattern, in which the braids spiraled out from the center. When hers were halfway done, the house called. “Security unit at entrance, Citizen.”

“I’ll handle it.” Raincloud went to the door, her fresh braids glistening, still moist like a newly emerged butterfly. From the doorway, Blackbear heard muttered voices, one a servo, he thought. Then she returned, frowning. “They want to replace our trainsweep.”

“What? Is one of yours defective?”

“No; Doggie.”

Hawktalon’s head jerked around, and the braid slipped from his grasp. “Doggie? Who wants Doggie?”

“Goddess,” exclaimed Blackbear, “keep still, dear, please.” Doggie was crawling about Sunflower’s room at the moment, while the boy let out squeals and giggles. “Why should the factory replace it now?”

“It’s not the factory, dear,” said Raincloud. “It’s Public Safety.”

At the door stood a squat cubical servo with a hemispherical cap topped by a bright red light that revolved steadily. Behind the large servo stood a smaller bipedal one, carrying a shiny new trainsweep, identical to Doggie without decoration, as far as Blackbear could tell. “I must inform you, citizen,” spoke the square servo flatly, “that your trainsweep represents a possible danger to public safety. We are prepared to replace it now. The City of Helicon regrets any inconvenience, and congratulates you on receiving new merchandise in place of defective goods.”

That word “defective,” again. “The trainsweep serves us well enough,” said Blackbear.

“I told them that,” whispered Raincloud. “But they know something—they got some kind of data from that Valan servo-trainer.”

“The trainer who bought the rights to Doggie’s network? But she was delighted; she found nothing wrong with it.”

The square servo’s blinking light gave Blackbear a headache. “We are very thorough, Citizen. Innocent citizens have been strangled in their beds by faulty equipment.”

“Great Hills,” muttered Raincloud. “You can’t be serious.”

Blackbear agreed, yet he felt uneasy. The Elysian servos must know what they were talking about.

“No!” shrieked Hawktalon. “You can’t take Doggie away, you can’t.” Her half-braided face glared up at him. “Or I’ll—I’ll never eat again!”

Sunflower ran out and clung to his father’s leg. “Doggie,” he wailed.

Above the din, the servo added, “Your replacement will be retrained at City expense.”

Could any servo be trained to act like Doggie?

Raincloud said, “We’re not interested. We appeal the ruling.”

“No appeal. The trainsweep goes today.”

Blackbear gave Raincloud a look of desperation. Sunflower released his leg and hurled himself against the offending servo; Blackbear caught him back just in time.

“I’ll run away from home!” yelled Hawktalon above the din of Sunflower’s sobs.

“Hush, child,” insisted Raincloud. She turned to the Safety servo. “Suppose we ship it offworld for a while?”

The Safety servo considered this. “If the item is sent completely outside Elysian jurisdiction, including satellites, that is your choice. In that case, however, you receive no replacement.”

“Doggie is irreplaceable,” stated Hawktalon.

“We’ll do that,” said Raincloud. “We’ll ship her to Bronze Sky.”

“Very well. You have twenty-four hours.” The two servos departed, hauling off their rejected trainsweep.

“If Doggie goes back to Bronze Sky,” Hawktalon asked more quietly, “can I go back, too?”

Sunflower was still carrying on at the top of his lungs.

“Hush, both of you,” said Raincloud. “To your rooms, now. Daddy and I need to talk.”

With the children settled away, Blackbear started to think. “How much will the freight cost?”

“On short notice? A thousand credits, at least.”

His heart sank. “We were just getting out from under.”

“I know,” she sighed, stroking his arm. “And the children love the thing so. ‘Strangled in bed,’ indeed.” She frowned. “I wonder…”

“Couldn’t we just keep her out of sight for a while?”

“No, servos all have transmitters. The City can track her at all times.”

“Maybe out on a raft? The signal might not carry.”

Raincloud snapped her fingers. “That’s it! The Sharers are ‘completely outside Elysian jurisdiction’; legally, their territory is another world. If they’d take the machine, that is,” she added doubtfully. “You know how Sharers feel about machines.”

“Draeg will take her!” he exclaimed. “Of course—Draeg lives out on a raft. I’m sure he’ll help out; and then, the children can go and see her now and then.”

The holostage located Draeg in the lower west octant, at a bar that catered to foreigners. “Hullo, Brother,” called Draeg, sidling into the column of light. “The logens after you again?”

Blackbear tried as quickly as possible to explain. When he had finished, Draeg was silent for a moment.

“Let me get this straight,” said Draeg. “You want me to fly you this instant out to Kshiri-el, at the height of the seaswallowers, so that you can leave some dumb servo with the Sharers—the most machine-hating folk in the Fold?”

“Not this instant; this afternoon will do.”

“I’ll be the one to go,” corrected Raincloud. “I speak Sharer; I’ll explain to them.”

Draeg grinned. “See you then. Hope you’ve got a strong stomach.”

THE SHUTTLECRAFT LOOKED THE SAME AS THE ONE WITH the chatty servo voice that had landed the Windclans on Helicon some four months before. The window gave a fine panoramic view of the descending afternoon sun shedding its glitter across the waves; it nearly blinded Raincloud’s eyes, accustomed to the dust-filtered blood-red of Bronze Sky.

“You’re a brave one,” Draeg commented from his buckled seat. “None of my sisters would’ve come out in your condition.”

Raincloud said nothing. If Blackbear had gone instead, he would have been honor-bound to bring along their firstborn daughter. Besides, back in earthquake country the home was the most dangerous place to be.

Her morning sickness was subsiding; even so, the heaving of the craft in strong wind gave her stomach a jolt. She nibbled continuously on corncrunch, one kernel at a time to make them last. At her side crouched Doggie, quivering miserably; odd, to imagine a machine feeling miserable. Next to her, Raincloud had brought a recharger, a brick of nanoplast with a solar membrane to keep the poor trainsweep “fed.”

“Going home early, aren’t we?” the voice of the shuttle asked Draeg. “Thought we’d spend another day out on the town, didn’t we?”

Draeg only grunted in response. This shuttle was even chattier than the last one. “All for a bloody servo, too,” he added to Raincloud. “Never thought I’d see the day.”

“You’ve never heard of a servo hurting anyone, have you?” she asked Draeg.

“There are accidents, now and then. The whole city structure is a servo, come to think of it. You can’t escape it—except the way I do.”

The floor began to drop perceptibly beneath her feet. Below, the ocean’s surface was rising up to meet her. Much of it was packed with green-brown raft seedlings, but here and there a great blue clearing appeared, as if the seedling growth had been scooped out. Within the nearest clearing, she could see the waves spiraling into a whirlpool at the center. Her hair stood on end. “Is that…”

“A seaswallower, all right,” Draeg told her. “You’ll never see the beast itself, a great tube of flesh that can suck down the surface for two kilometers across. They migrate north this season, then back south six months from now.”

“Is Kshiri-el raft too big to be swallowed?”

“I hope so. Besides, grown rafts have other defenses—”

The whirlpool spluttered, and out of it erupted a fountain, like a geyser from a vent in the Hills. The geyser of white foam rose so high that it seemed to hang suspended before it flowed down again. Droplets of spray hit the window of the shuttlecraft, which took a sharp turn to distance itself from the eruption.

“Fleshborers!” exclaimed Draeg. “The monster must have swallowed a nest of fleshborers—eels that can strip you to the bone in minutes. Now it’s trying to disgorge them…”

The geyser turned pink. Raincloud tried to watch dispassionately.

“…too late, I’m afraid,” Draeg continued. “Fleshborers nest beneath the outer branches of the raft, affording some protection from seaswallowers. Look. Kshiri-el lies just ahead.”

The center of the raft was a gently sloping hill of green, with a shallow crater-like hollow. Outward in all directions, dark trunks of raftwood extended just below the surface, putting up branches which in flowering season would be thronged with orange blossoms. A raft in full bloom made the centerpiece for many a travel poster.

The shuttlecraft landed firmly on the raft core. A strong odor of salt and seaweed blew in on the wind. Raincloud stepped out onto matted vegetation, ground cover with tiny interlocking branches, a sign of defense against aerial grazers. She looked upward. Long-snouted creatures slowly flapped their wings, circling overhead.

“Fanwings,” said Draeg. “They grow large enough to carry off an infant.”

Fish that had evolved wings, she remembered now. Looking back, Raincloud coaxed the reluctant trainsweep outdoors. Water and salt might not be good for a machine, she realized, but they had no choice.

A couple of children appeared, like violet flowers, their hairless round heads gleaming in the sun. They seemed to know Draeg well, for they ran to him, the littlest one waddling like a duck on her big webbed feet. They reached out to him with their long web-fingered hands, trying to climb onto him. Raincloud watched those hands, recalling how their foremothers had lifeshaped their own children, rather than terraform their planet.

Draeg laughed and went on, leading Raincloud across the raft to the building at the opposite end. It was a silkhouse, a tall multispired dwelling built of saddle-shaped panels of woven green and blue seasilk, fibers of a sea plant that grew off the raft. The silkhouse looked deceptively fragile; in fact, Raincloud knew, its twisted panels made for a sturdy, lightweight construction.

A Sharer adult came toward them from the direction of the sea, beads of moisture still clinging to her violet skin. Like the children, she wore no clothes. Unlike the children, her skin was not smooth. It was crisscrossed all over with a fine net of scars, from feet to fingertips, almost as if a patchwork quilt had pressed itself into her skin.

Raincloud could not help staring a little, for even the Sharer envoys to Bronze Sky had never looked like this. Sharers were known for healing, not scarification, but they liked to keep the scars of natural injury. What injury could have wrought this? She made herself look away, across the raft and sky, her eyes avoiding the piercing rays of sun. Sharers of Shora—here, before the fall of Torr, the forebears of this web-footed woman had defeated a Valan invasion. Their words filled The Web, and they had taught the Heliconians. Even today, they still met the universe on their own terms.

The Sharer carried a bucket of little snaillike shells. She put it down to embrace Draeg. “Share the day, Draeg,” she greeted him in her own tongue. “You’ve come back early.” Through her fingerwebs the yellow sunlight sparkled.

Two youngsters clamored for her attention, excitedly telling her how the great “flyer,” the shuttlecraft, had come to roost.

“Uh, yes, Leresha,” said Draeg. Sharer was a difficult language to learn, and it still gave him trouble. “This, uh, sister needs to share words with you. She is Raincloud Windclan, from the world ‘Bronze Sky.’”

Now it was the Sharer’s turn to stare. Raincloud grew cold, guessing what Leresha must think.

“‘Bronze Sky,’” Leresha spoke at last, like a drawn-out sigh. “The world that died.”

That was the Sharers’ opinion of terraforming. Raincloud wanted desperately to say something; it had happened two hundred years before her birth, after all…But she knew from experience that silence was best. Around them the sea groaned unceasingly.

“Leresha the Coward,” the Sharer introduced herself at last, giving the selfname she must have chosen at her Gathering upon reaching maturity. Leresha was a wordweaver, Raincloud recalled, the one her doctor had mentioned. “May you swim calm seas,” Leresha said. “What help may we share with you?”

Raincloud spread her hands, remembering the custom. “Thank you, Coward. I have a great favor to share of you.” To ask a favor, and to offer one, were both “to share” one; all Sharer verbs worked both ways, equating subject and object. No wonder their speech made Draeg uncomfortable.

Raincloud pointed to the hapless trainsweep. “This animate device, though non-life, has shared good service with our children. The children call her ‘Doggie’; and see, they have even drawn pictures on her back, without harm.”

Leresha examined the crayoned carapace. “Your children served her well,” she agreed seriously. “They draw excellent figures.” Sharers never missed a chance to compliment one’s children.

“But now the Elysians want her to share parting with us,” Raincloud said. “They claim she is dangerous; that she might even hasten death.” The phrase “hasten death” was the Sharers’ concept of killing: since all death was inevitable, the “killer” could only hasten it. Raincloud added, “I do not understand the Elysians’ fear. They share fear of many things.”

Leresha considered this. Above her bald head a fist-sized insect hovered and settled on her scalp, its limbs splayed out. It generated loud rasping noises by scraping a large claw against a smaller one. A “clickfly,” Raincloud thought, one of the Sharers’ messenger insects. She herself would have called it a “rasp-fly,” for it did not sound at all like the clicking of her own language. After Leresha echoed the clickfly’s vocalization, it departed to alight upon an enormous web it had spun beside the silkhouse. The Sharer word for “web” also means “book.”

Leresha said to Raincloud, “One must remember, the Elysians are young.” Sharers considered everyone young, until they bore their first child.

“Elysians are young,” Raincloud agreed, “but they are our hosts. They have asked us to put Doggie away from Elysian territory.”

“They unspeak her?” Leresha asked. “Unspeaking” was a form of ostracism, the gravest Sharer punishment for intolerable behavior. “They unspeak her for a crime she has yet to commit?”

“That is so. That is why we asked Draeg to share keeping of her out here, on a Sharer raft. We provide her nourishment.” She explained the solar electric cell.

Draeg added nervously, “I know that Sharers share dislike with, uh, nonlife devices.”

“Some do,” said Leresha a little sharply. “Some nonlife devices share dislike with us; they stop moving and lie prostrate without a word to say, until a Valan comes to demand ‘payment.’” “Payment” was a borrowed Valan word, unknown in the Sharer tongue. “Never mind,” Leresha added. “We accept your favor,” she told Raincloud. “My raft Gathering has never refused a fugitive and never will. From a dead world, you bring us a ‘dead’ fugitive; so be it. We will share her keeping.”

“Thank you, sister,” said Raincloud, letting out her breath. “Protection of fugitives” was a sacred obligation for Sharers, which the Elysians respected by treaty. It took her by surprise that the Sharers would so easily accord the trainsweep human status. But this little trainsweep could scarcely harm anyone.

“Thank you,” replied Leresha. “Thank you, Raincloud, for sharing this fugitive to quicken our compassion.”

WHEN RAINCLOUD GOT HOME, THE CHILDREN POUNCED on her to tell them everything. Blackbear, too, was curious; he keenly regretted missing the chance to meet the ocean-dwelling goddesses of whom so much was said.

“The wordweaver thanked me, in the end,” Raincloud concluded. “Can you imagine? For ‘quickening her compassion.’”

Blackbear smiled in amazement. “Compassion…” He remembered the day Alin tried to ask him.

“The Web is all about compassion,” Raincloud explained. “I first took Rhun’s course to read it.” The Web was a dialogue between Sharers and a Valan exile, that took place before the founding of the Republic. Blackbear needed to read it.

“I wish I’d gone to see the raft too,” he sighed.

Having seen the seaswallowers, Raincloud was just as glad he had stayed home. “Two more weeks,” she promised. “Then the monsters will be gone, and we’ll all go out to see Doggie.”

The children cheered. Raincloud wished she felt the same, but a sense of dread would not leave her. What had happened to the Urulite legation? And Doggie—had she really done the right thing? The Sharers must know what they were doing. They had taken far more dangerous fugitives, during the ancient Valan invasion.

That night, alone with her at last, Blackbear watched Raincloud emerge from her clothes and smooth her new braids down over her breasts. He always liked to linger and prolong this time of evening, like the sun of Bronze Sky with its long ruddy twilight. “Raincloud,” he said suddenly. “Would you read to me…from The Web?”

The Web
Part I

I WAS BORN LADY CASSITER, DAUGHTER OF THE HIGH Commander who led the Valan assault on the Ocean Moon. I followed my stepmother into exile here, and joined the Gathering of Raia-el. Then I named myself Cassi the Deathsister, for my brother back on Valedon now wields my father’s weapons, and I myself had slain bears before he was out of diapers. All that is past, yet the past and future clasp each other like knots of the same web: Tear one strand between two, but countless others still hold. Who knows; Torr may yet destroy us, though no one has heard from Torr in twenty years.

This season, the seaswallowers took a raft from our cluster, and many dear sisters will swim no more. I mourned in whitetrance, inside the silkhouse with Merwen the Impatient and the rest of her family. In whitetrance, the present moment recedes, while one’s past and future appear to the mind as outstretching networks of possibility. A lover may appear, or perhaps a daughter yet unborn, and as always the swallowers and fleshborers lurk in the deep.

It occurred to me just then, how simple it would be to make an end now and leave my troubled past behind; with a single thought, my heart could be stilled, and I would pass forever through the Last Door. But then, just at the point of deciding, I remembered that Merwen sat nearby, and that if instead I turned from the Door and awoke, I might share the look of her eyes once more. So, for the sake of Merwen’s eyes, I awoke.

I lifted my hands, still white although the purple was seeping in as the breathmicrobes in my skin drew oxygen. My throat felt dry as raftwood; the trance must have lasted long. I turned my head, my neck muscles aching with stiffness. There I saw Merwen seated cross-legged on the floor, still completely white, almost translucent. The other sisters must have woken by now.

Another Sharer, awake and gleaming purple, came over to us and offered me a cup of water. It was Merwen’s daughter born of Usha, Weia Who Spits up Her Food. Weia, now a mother herself, had attained her unusual selfname as a three-year-old during the Great Deathhastening, the Valan assault which my father had led. At that time, even the littlest of Sharers had had to take selfnames and share their own protection, instead of waiting till they came of age.

“It’s about time,” Weia told me, whispering because Merwen was still in trance. “Everyone else is dancing and feasting late upon the water, even neglecting their fishing nets by day.” After the seaswallowers have passed comes the season of calm, when tiny luminescent sea creatures dance in the waves, making waterfire. Then the Sharer sisters hold a great festival for Shora the Mother of Ocean.

I swallowed some water. “How long?” my voice croaked.

“Three days you’ve been out. And Mothersister’s still out, of course, trying to outlive her name as usual.” Her “mothersister” meant Merwen, whose lovesharer had carried Weia in the womb.

I tried to reply, but no words came out.

“She’s not as young as she used to be,” Weia added. “She’d better watch her health.”

“We dare not wake her,” I managed to say. The intrusion of an adult might trigger death.

“Of course not, but Oolioo will do. Oolioo? Where’ve you got to?” Weia called out of the silkhouse.

Oolioo sauntered inside, a slippery purple fish of a four-year-old. She was young enough to awaken her grandmother; for the cries of the child and the sick are always heard, even in whitetrance.

“Merwen will be angry, though,” I warned. “She’ll unspeak us for Shora knows how long.”

“Then we’ll offer words, instead of unspeech,” said Weia with a wink. “Just the right words.” Weia was right, for to Merwen, a wordweaver, words are as stone to the stonesick.

So Oolioo came and crossed her legs on the mat before her grandmother, who sat white as a statue of alabaster, lost in that inner country that no sister ever shares. Oolioo said carefully, “Grandmama, I have a question. What is this thing called ‘compassion’?”

At first nothing happened. Only the ocean waves crashed on, endlessly, at the raft’s edge outside the door of the silkhouse, where the rays of the morning sun came to rest. Then something flickered and stirred in Merwen’s body. Her breathing deepened, and the purple bloomed through her chest and her limbs, and up her neck, revealing the long pale scar that snaked up into her scalp. She took a deep breath, and she consented to sip from the cup which Weia hurriedly prompted Oolioo to offer. At last she replied to the child, in a voice that still croaked with dryness. “What is…‘compassion’? Tell me, Oolioo: Why do you gather whorlshells?”

“Whorlshells?” said Oolioo. “Why, to share the pretty things with my friends, of course, so they will like me better.”

“Excellent.” Merwen’s head turned slightly toward Weia. “They used to send you to me, once, youngest daughter. I see you shared that lesson well.”

Weia’s cheeks darkened, for of course Merwen saw through the trick.

“It’s always a delight,” Merwen added, “to share words with the very young. For they remind us of what we have been, and what part of us lives longest.”

Then Merwen turned to me. My face grew warm, and I fingered the whorlshell hanging from my neck, the sole adornment of my body. “What are you?” she asked. “What have you been, and what shall you become?”

“Whatever becomes me.” I swallowed and added lamely, “I, too, would share learning about compassion.”

Merwen nodded. “Where learning is shared, the amnion breaks, and hope is born.”

“Compassion is worthless,” said Weia mischievously, trying to provoke her mothersister. “That is what many sisters say, alone in their silkhouses, if not in the Gathering.”

A gleam of intensity filled Merwen’s eyes, and I knew then that the Impatient one had returned to us for good. “Do they say so,” she replied. “I wish they’d share this new thought with me. I am well known for my love of all that is new and evil.”

At this, a tear escaped my eye, for there were still those who blamed Merwen for having opened the door of ocean to Valans like myself, and all that followed. “You need water, and food, Merwen,” I reminded her. So she drank and ate, and then we three went out onto the raft to pursue the defense of compassion, the question Oolioo had bequeathed us, while she wandered behind gathering seaweed and fingersnails.

From the water’s edge came Merwen’s granddaughter Adeisha the Shortsighted, an apprentice lifeshaper. Adeisha actually had a Valan father, the first male ever to join a Gathering. The lifeshaper had wisely given her the webbed feet and fingers of her Sharer mother; but her thick black hair and her ingenuous upturned nose were the very image of her father. “Grandmother, and Aunt Weia, share the day,” Adeisha called out. “What do you think of these Heliconians who came to learnshare our lifeshaping?”

The Heliconian doctors had come to us from a distant star, shortly after they discovered the galactic Fold. They sought to learn the Sharer art by which children are conceived between women, the sick share healing, and the creatures of our ocean are bred to wondrous forms.

Adeisha added, “They plan to lifeshape a race whose individuals escape death.”

“They will fail,” Merwen replied as we walked upraft toward the central rim. “But they may fail most beautifully.”

“But our Gathering calls it scandalous! Our sisters won’t accept them, even now after they shared the swallower season with us.”

“The Gathering is right.”

“You surprise me, Grandmother,” said Adeisha. “Surely, in the long run, we need to share friendship with our worthy sisters from the stars. Shora knows, other worlds may send us sisters less worthy, and then we’ll be glad of friends.”

“You are right, too, Adeisha. And you, and the Heliconians, will prevail without my help. Just now, compassion needs my help. Will you join us? We need to show that compassion is not only the most right, but also the most desirable of all virtues.”

“If you can,” added Weia doubtfully.

“I hope you can, Grandmother,” said Adeisha. “When I hear sisters talk, at times I share doubts myself. So I’d like nothing better than to hear you defend compassion.”

“But first,” warned Weia, “you will hear it destroyed utterly. For of all faults a sister may own, surely ‘compassion’ is the worst.”

At her aunt’s remark Adeisha laughed, and even Merwen’s wrinkled eyes smiled. “What a selfname that would make,” said Adeisha, “the Compassionate One! The worst of faults! The Gathering would surely laugh that one down.”

“Perhaps not so soon as you think,” said Merwen. “And yet, you both astonish me; for Weia herself offered her life to save her sisters, at age three, while Adeisha devotes her lifework to the welfare of Sharers great and small. When I see that you both share these doubts, yet practice such goodness despite them, I admire your conduct all the more. I think, Adeisha, it is for you to begin by saying what compassion is.”

Adeisha replied with the earnest, clear-faced look of one whose sixteen years had been largely happy ones. “Compassion is to share oneself for another, without reserve. For example, the mother who gives her life for her child.”

“All at once?” Merwen asked.

“At once, or over a lifetime. Over a lifetime may be harder, in fact, as when one’s daughter suffers stonesickness or some other incurable malady.”

“Like deathhastening,” added Weia. I shuddered to think, for Weia, unlike Adeisha, had been born in time to remember my father’s deathhasteners.

Merwen nodded. “To share a lifetime with a sufferer may take even greater compassion than to die for one.”

Then I asked, “Isn’t the heart of compassion to share feeling with another?”

“Of course,” replied Adeisha, as if that part were the easiest. “But good deeds count more than good intentions.”

“Agreed,” said Merwen. “Now, does a Compassionate One live, or die, only for her own daughters?”

“Of course not,” said Weia. “That would be too simple.”

“She lives, or dies, for other mothers’ children,” Merwen agreed.

Weia, who had walked ahead of us, turned to face her. “A Compassionate One is fool enough to die for anyone, even a flock of deathhasteners. I would have done so, and nearly did.” As a three-year-old, Weia had been held hostage by the deathhasteners; the imprisoned children had refused food, demanding freedom. “So how do you justify such foolishness?” Weia asked. “Isn’t compassion a thing for three-year-olds? Shouldn’t one discard it along with one’s diapers?”

I turned to hide my face, thinking of the other Sharer children and mothers who had died that my father and I might return alive to Valedon.

“Perhaps so,” said Merwen. “But surely, before we discard a thing, we must know what it is, lest instead of diapers we discard a precious bundle of seasilk. What is this thing, this substance, that we call compassion? When water is shared, can we see the water?”

“Yes,” I said, more comfortable with things that are concrete. “We can feel the water, touch it, and taste it.”

“And likewise, when food is shared?”

“Of course.”

“And when a house panel is woven of seasilk, to rebuild our sister’s house after the storm, can we feel that, too?”

“We can hold it in our hands.”

“Is this what compassion consists of, sharing these palpable things?”

I hesitated, unsure now.

Weia said, “If so, then the nonsharer is surely more fortunate than the Compassionate One who shares with others. For if compassion consists of sharing what others need, then who knows one’s own needs better than one’s self? Better to serve oneself, not to share dependence.”

“What you are saying,” said Merwen, “is that the happiest person knows how to share the best things with herself. And how does she learn to do this?”

“Practice,” said Adeisha.

“Practice, starting from infancy,” said Merwen. “The child learns to share care with objects, such as her toys, then more important belongings, then a pet fanwing perhaps, and then with other Sharers. And lastly, she learns to share care with herself.”

Adeisha added, “And with her future selves. By contrast, the nonsharer often seems to act as if her future self is a different person from the present, and therefore fails to serve herself well.”

“Exactly,” said Merwen. “By learning compassion, one learns to care for oneself and future selves. She who shares compassion with a fingersnail, even perhaps with the smallest grain of sand, may be best able to care for herself. Perhaps the Compassionate One is really the most selfish one.”

Weia frowned. “You’re laughing at me.”

“Not in the least, Weia,” said Merwen. “Perhaps we may yet rescue your argument. Does compassion really consist of water, food, and seasilk, these palpable things?”

“No,” exclaimed Adeisha. “No, compassion itself is…is more ‘central’ than all those things.” Her Sharer word “central” carried some of the same sense as the Valan word “higher.”

“What is it then?” Merwen asked.

There was no sound but the lapping of waves upon the distant outspreading branches of the raft. We had climbed to the central rim, a ring-shaped hill, within whose hollow the Gathering would meet. The Gathering was the assembly of all adults of the raft, all those who had named themselves. Each decision—where to steer the raft, how many children to conceive, how much seasilk to trade with other rafts—required the consent of all present, without exception.

The wind was brisk and carried the sweet scent of raftblossoms from the sea. We seated ourselves upon the mossy bank of the rim, as if to join an invisible Gathering.

Merwen said at last, “When we don’t know the answer to something, we guess. We make a good guess, and then we test it out to see what happens.”

Weia eyed her curiously. “Just what do you guess?”

“A good guess would be that compassion includes a kind of spirit, not just palpable things. Suppose compassion relates to spirit as, say, the property of warmth relates to palpable things. Now, we know much about the nature of warmth.”

“Yes,” I said. “Warmth radiates from all palpable things. This is a law of physics.”

“From all physical things? Even human bodies?”

“All of our bodies. Even Valans, who bundle themselves up in ‘clothes,’ can never completely escape the loss of warmth.”

“A childish custom,” muttered Weia, expressing the common Sharer opinion of body clothing. “Only babies need wrapping up.”

“So warmth is a precious thing,” Merwen continued, “which some conserve by ‘clothes.’ How else do we conserve warmth?”

“Blankets,” suggested Weia. “At nighttime, we huddle together within blankets.”

Adeisha added thoughtfully, “When two of us huddle together, we exchange warmth which would otherwise be lost. Together we lose less than when we stand apart.”

“Yes,” I said eagerly, “even animals know this.” I remembered the litter of puppies in my father’s house; they would scrap and bite each other all day, only to curl up in a heap at nightfall.

“Animals eat each other,” Weia pointed out.

“But animals need warmth as much as food,” said Adeisha. “Even the infant needs her mother’s closeness more than her milk. And the infant is central within us all.”

“Then perhaps,” Merwen went on, “the spirit of compassion is, like warmth, something we radiate helplessly, something which one of us alone can only lose, not conserve. Perhaps for that reason, we desire to share compassion, as naturally as we desire our bodies to come together. Compassion is loving everyone and eating no one.”

I looked away. Weia looked down at her webbed toes, silent. I sat so close to Merwen that I could have touched her, but for some reason I dared not.

From across the rim Oolioo shrieked, chasing after a legfish. Weia got up and headed off to fetch her, stroking her back affectionately. The caught legfish lay between the girl’s arms, its eyes staring up foolishly while its tail frantically slapped against her chest.

Adeisha was frowning after Weia, trying to work something out. “‘Loving everyone’? I think Aunt Weia gave up too easily. If compassion means the total sharing of self, then isn’t the death-seeker the happiest? Isn’t she who feeds herself to a starworm the most fortunate creature in the ocean? Were all of us so ‘fortunate,’ would we not perish in one generation?”

“You are right,” said Merwen. “If one gives oneself up totally, one has nothing left to give. This sounds like a poor sort of compassion.”

“And yet,” said Adeisha, “at the right moment, it may be the most central act of caring possible. How do we resolve this paradox?”

“The answer can’t be found in any one person. Compassion exists within the Web. The Web connects all living things in relations of sharing: when one strand pulls, the next holds. The Web balances all our needs and commitments, to share with others and with ourselves. Each small link strengthens the Web as a whole; just so, an act of compassion anywhere breeds caring everywhere.”

This “Web” was a difficult concept, as alien to my Valan background as the webbing between Sharer fingers and toes. The image Sharers have in mind is that of the web spun by a clickfly, who can be taught to write messages in the intricate pattern. The Web of Shora encompasses all living organisms and their needs for each other, including the community of Sharers. Sharer children are taught that their central aim in life is to strengthen the Web.

Merwen turned away and half rose from her seat, as if to depart. But I could not contain myself. “Merwen—what compassion is there in this ‘Web’? Creatures eat and are eaten. In the end, Shora Herself devours us all.”

Merwen turned, and her gaze burned into mine. “Just so. Why else did you and I sit in whitetrance for three days?”

“Well then,” said Adeisha, “it’s plain that to know compassion better, and to answer my aunt’s argument, we first need to know the Web better. Don’t you agree, Aunt Weia?” she added, as Weia returned, having sent Oolioo off for a swim.

“The Web is a tale for children,” Weia rejoined, mischievous again.

“On the contrary,” warned Merwen, “the Web is a tale only for those who can dive deepest, to the very floor of ocean, without going mad. Take care, dear sisters; I share fear with you.”

“We’re in good hands with you,” Adeisha insisted. “Come, let’s weave in our minds a vision of the true Web, the Web as it could be if all of us understood it better. Then within this Web at last we will see compassion at work.”



II
THE CHILD





Chapter 1

AT THE NUCLEUS, FLORS WAS BRIEFING THE PRIME Guardian on the day’s crises. Verid tried to relax beneath the arpeggio of butterflies, but she could not.

The L’liites had just defaulted on their oldest loan at Bank Helicon, with fifty years left of a hundred-year term. The debt crisis sent shock waves through the economies of several worlds, including Valedon, where factories canceled orders and sent home thousands of workers. Iras was working overtime to renegotiate, but that was only a first step. Everyone expected the Guard to do something; but what? Could Verid tell L’li how to run their planet of twenty billion people? How much of their borrowed cash had been siphoned off into private accounts, back to Elysian bankers who turned a blind eye?

Meanwhile, the Guardian Papilishon continued to press for action on the fruit flies. And, of course, Zheron’s precipitous departure had dashed her hopes of progress with Urulan, while Subguardian Flors was here crowing about it. Hyen listened calmly, with no sign of worry about the growing scandal over his not-so-private life.

Verid took a deep breath and willed herself to relax. She imagined herself a Sharer entering whitetrance to recall her past and envision her future.

She had defended the Sharers once, as a logen. She had argued their right to harbor an Elysian fugitive, a citizen who had broken Elysium’s highest law. A doctor, he had assisted a man to die: a man of nine centuries, old even by Elysian standards, with a rare form of brain degeneration. Was it murder, or compassion? She still debated herself.

Flors at last wound up his postmortem on the Urulites. “As you see, Guardian,” he told Hyen, “the so-called Cultural Legation has solved our problem for us by withdrawing from the planet. No longer will we be troubled by the questionable representatives of that inhuman regime.”

Verid sighed. Flors was worse than unmusical; he was tone-deaf. A precious opportunity had been lost. Why had Zheron taken off, and why without warning? she had asked herself a hundred times. Of course, had he let her know, then Foreign Affairs would have had to know, and documents and explanations would have detained him. But why the haste?

Perhaps the Imperator had died. His succession would be uncertain, for the First Queen had no sons. That would draw Zheron home.

“Questionable, indeed,” murmured Hyen. “A pity their departure could not have been…foreseen.”

“No harm was done,” Flors went on quickly, anxious to escape embarrassment over the failure of his electronic spies. “We’d scarcely have bothered to stop them, anyway. They took passage in a ship of L’liite registry, actually owned by a Bronze Skyan rice merchant.” Flors eyed his Sub-Subguardian coldly. “The involvement of your Bronze Skyan translator now appears doubly embarrassing. I forbid any further interference of that foreigner in Urulite affairs.”

Hyen waved his fingers. “I’m sure Verid knows how to assign her support staff. I suppose you’ve got a statement ready?”

Flors read a statement for the press, his usual catalog of condemnation, essentially saying good riddance.

“Let’s add,” said Verid, “that of course in the future, we’ll always reconsider any reasonable attempt to reopen dialogue.”

“No,” insisted Flors. “There was no official dialogue in the first place. The Urulites themselves would only ridicule our softness. Haven’t you learned that by now?”

Hyen said quietly, “Flors is right this time. They abused our trust.”

Verid acquiesced in silence. Flors then took up the L’liite debt crisis. Everyone wanted action of one sort or another: freeze L’liite assets in Elysium, or reschedule the loans and add development aid; bail out the stricken banks, or let them fail, serve them right for cheating on their Visiting Days. Whatever was done in the end would outrage half the planet.

Her eye caught sight of a caterpillar, spinning its chrysalis. The shiny chrysalis reminded her of Iras, her golden-haired lover. She had warned Iras, decades before, not to trust the new regime in L’li, even in the name of compassion. Small loans to farmers with babies on their backs were a good risk; big loans to young planetary regimes were not. But Iras was more daring, and what did Verid love her for, if not for that.

“It’s still too early for us to step in,” Hyen concluded, as Verid figured he would. “Let the banks do what they can.”

Flors nodded and left for a conference with Guardians Tenarishon, Inashon, and Catashon.

“Well,” Hyen told Verid, “I’d still like to see the Azure Throne one day.”

Verid took a deep breath. She wished Hyen had chosen a Subguardian he respected better, instead of one whom he undermined behind his back. But Hyen, who had a keen eye for talent, distrusted it too near his own power. “Where do you think Bronze Sky will settle its own overflowing billions, a hundred years from now, if not Urulan’s open spaces?” she asked. “The Sharers won’t let us terraform another world, and if we don’t, who will? No one, until there’s a crisis and billions starve. The Fold can’t afford to sit by and watch Urulan poison its own planet with thermonuclear weapons.”

“No,” said Hyen. “But if Urulan is as desperate as you say, then they’ll find their way back here soon enough.”

“How can they, with all our doors shut?”

Hyen shrugged. “The shonlings might hold another craft fair.”

LATER, IN HER WALNUT-PANELED OFFICE AT THE NUCLEUS, Verid apologized to Raincloud for Lord Zheron’s untimely defection. “Don’t think your efforts were wasted, though,” Verid told her. “The Urulites will have to come back some day, In the meantime, the experience we’ve gained will serve us well.”

Raincloud said nothing, The Urulite missile threat remained, although it had dropped out of the news. As for herself, in her present condition she would do well to avoid duels to the death. She wondered what Zheron would think if he knew she had conceived. Probably not much. An Urulite newborn was not considered to exist as a person until its father held it under water and brought it out—if he chose to do so.

Still, she regretted her lost adventure. She took a breath and resolved to put it behind her. “What’s next?”

“Imperial broadcasts have dried up, too,” Verid observed. “There’s a fair bit of work in the archives. Beyond that, we’re shorthanded in the L’liite area just now. How’d you like to assist the entourage of the L’liite trade minister?”

Raincloud raised an eyebrow. Elysian “Foreign Affairs,” she realized, was a small operation compared to the Bronze Skyan State Department. In some ways, Elysium felt like a small town; all their citizens put together added up to but a tenth the population of Founders City. “I understand the current situation with L’li is…complex,” said Raincloud. “What will happen to Iras’s new loan?”

Verid’s face went blank. “We can’t make exceptions. It’s up to Bank Helicon to reschedule, if they choose.”

“Well, at least a world doesn’t go bankrupt.”

“No,” said Verid. “Though perhaps some should. What do you think should be done?”

She had no answer, except that nobody ought to incur debts outside her clan. “How did the bank ever get into this mess, in the first place?” she asked.

“Big investment brings big returns. Elysians habitually underestimate the volatility of foreign investment.”

Greed, in other words. “You blame too much of your troubles on foreigners. A thousand years ought to teach you better.”

“Exactly,” Verid agreed enthusiastically. “That is what I keep telling Iras. If the poorer worlds want help to remodel their climates and build solar power satellites, why not pay a contractor to do it, instead of a cash handout?”

“That’s patronizing,” said Raincloud. “I don’t mean to absolve the L’liites, though. No one should take on obligations they can’t meet.”

Verid thought this over and laced her fingers. “I suppose the L’liites see it as rich against poor. Why in the universe do we have so much, and they so little? Why should they repay anything?”

This last was too much for Raincloud. “You all think only of money, L’liites and Elysians both,” she burst out. “There are things worth more than money, things like love and honor.”

“And music and butterflies,” added Verid. “And of course,” she added thoughtfully, “one’s reputation.”

Reputation was a matter of concern in the Nucleus these days—in particular, the reputation of the Prime Guardian. Hyen’s sex life was a major scandal, even on the respected Anaeaon channel. Raincloud could not figure out why; he sounded no more disreputable than the average Elysian.

SHE MET THE L’LIITES THAT AFTERNOON AT A RECEPTION at their embassy. The trade delegates were nothing like what she expected. Instead of their native dress, which resembled the wide-bottomed trousers that Clickers wore, these L’liites wore talars of gleaming seasilk hung with enough ropes of gems to shame even a Valan gold merchant. Their banquet tables displayed whole roast lambs and suckling pigs, and overflowed with the rarest of fruits and delicacies unknown to her. They hardly looked like paupers showing up for a handout.

The delegates spoke fluent Valan most of the time, and Elysian when appropriate, descending to L’liite only for the purpose of confidential disclosures. One attaché drew Raincloud aside. “Surely you understand us, Sister,” he murmured discreetly. “Your own people chose to leave our world for the same reasons that many still seek to leave today. Our world is too small—what can we do?”

“It’s regrettable,” Raincloud replied cautiously.

“When will our Fold partners see reason? When will another planet be terraformed?”

She took a breath. “Shora is not the place for such discussion.”

The man touched her arm and drew closer. “Tell your ‘guardians’ this: If no new worlds are available, desperate millions will seek out the old ones.” He drew away, leaving Raincloud speechless at this threat.

The next day, despite the bank crisis, Iras met Raincloud at the circus as planned. Her curls radiated like the Bronze Skyan sun at dawn; what stunning braids they would make. “You should be flattered,” Iras told her. “Nowadays, I keep so few Visiting Days, I hardly see anyone.” As she spoke, a servo came down the aisle, not one of the food vendors, but a security octopod. Iras hastily slipped her holocube into a deep pocket of her train.

“A reminder, Citizen,” called the octopod, flexing its tentacles emphatically. “Three more days to catch up on visitation before your accounts close.”

“Yes, I know,” Iras muttered, looking off toward the parade of elephants entering the ring.

“Goddess,” exclaimed Raincloud. “What will they do to you?”

“They’ll freeze all my accounts; even my house won’t obey me anymore. Then I’ll be off to the Palace of Rest.” Iras spoke from experience, Raincloud suspected. As the octopod moved off, a bell tone emanated from the pocket in Iras’s folded up train. She pulled out the holocube and listened to the gesticulating figure within its depths. “I told you, I can’t touch anything to do with terraforming,” Iras replied to the cube. “White holes for geomorphic development, yes; even interstellar missiles, we can channel the funds. But not terraforming.”

“Valan missiles?” Raincloud could not help asking, as Iras put away the cube. “How do the Sharers let you get away with that?”

“Did I say a word about missiles? You didn’t hear it, did you?” Iras responded carelessly. “It’s channeled through intermediaries on several planets. If the Sharers know, they look the other way. After all, Urulan threatens them, too.”

That did not sound at all like Sharer logic, Raincloud thought.

“You’re so understanding about my interruptions,” Iras added apologetically. “Foreigners know the meaning of hard work.”

This annoyed her. “Work isn’t everything. Only a mole grubs for food all day. People need to take time up in the highest Hills, to commune with the Dark One.”

Before Iras could reply, an elephant appeared in the audience behind her, raising its trunk with a shriek; a real live elephant, smell and all. Raincloud gaped in astonishment, as the elephant parade turned into a magic act. There were swirling lights, and men with their heads cut off, and a goddess who levitated. It was a good show, as good as the foreign acrobats, yet somehow, after four months in Helicon, Raincloud had grown rather used to “magic.”

“What do you think of our Prime’s latest scandal?” Iras asked. “Hyen may actually lose the next election.”

Raincloud shook her head in puzzlement. “I thought Elysians scarcely cared what their menfolk were up to.”

“It’s not what he does that counts. He’s done that for years. He collects his lovers, of both sexes, sometimes twenty in one night. He likes different positions, sometimes one partner below and one on top, both at once. It’s quite the thing, I’m told, in the night spots of the Seventh Octant.”

“I thought you said Elysians were not acrobats.”

Iras laughed. “Not in public—that’s the point. Hyen is into gaming, too; whoever lost had to do it in public. Hyen lost.”

Raincloud frowned in puzzlement. “In public?”

“On a holostage.”

“Oh, I see.” She shook her head in disgust.

“You must have seen it; it’s been all over the news.”

“No, I haven’t. I’ve heard only cryptic references.”

“Your house,” Iras said. “You’re registered as a shon, aren’t you?”

“Yes, of course.” Hence Hawktalon’s complaint at her lost privileges.

“Then all your reception is screened and censored.”

“Thank goodness,” Raincloud said with a shudder. But then she wondered, what else might be censored?

“Elysians are claustrophobic; we all have to deal with each other for a thousand years. A reputation lost is irretrievable. Unless you get ‘rehabilitated.’” Iras’s face, lined with strain, belied her light words.

Raincloud said, “All those Visiting Days—you must be fined to death, on top of everything.” And the “Palace of Rest”; what was that like? An Elysian prison?

“The L’liites have cost us more than all the fines,” said Iras. “I’m waiting to hear from them right now on a rescheduling plan. As for my division, we’ll take pay cuts. I expect I’ll have to sell one of my homes in Letheon.” Iras accepted a drink and a flower cake from a black-clothed waiter servo. The show was at intermission, and the noise had abated. The departed elephant had deposited something real on the floor; floor cleaners were collecting the mess to scuttle off with it, to cycle into a fresh batch of flower cakes somewhere.

Raincloud thought of the L’liite reception the day before, and the trade delegate’s threat, which of course she could not disclose. “Their delegates certainly looked well off,” she observed.

“Of course, what else do you expect?” said Iras. “Impoverished people always put on a brave show.”

“Their governments do, you mean. Why is L’li in such bad shape?” Raincloud wondered. “All those trillions invested over the last century, and still their people starve.”

“Their regime is vastly corrupt.”

“If you know that, then why hand them cash?”

Iras shrugged. Then her face changed; she shivered suddenly and crossed her arms, pulling at her talar. “It’s cold in here,” she said abruptly. “Let’s go out.”

Raincloud followed, perplexed, for she felt no cold. Outside, in the street-tunnel, the crablike cleaners probed every crack of the passage, whose surface inclined lazily up into the facades of music halls and butterfly pavilions. The scent of passionflowers drifted over. Raincloud unfolded her own train as the trainsweeps followed Iras into the stream of Elysians, their trains extending and swaying like giant ribbons. Iras shivered again and she walked briskly, her train stretching at the trainsweeps which hurried to catch up with her.

“It’s a chance we took,” Iras said at last. Raincloud walked beside her, hoping the trains would not tangle. “At the time, L’li had a progressive young leader who promised drastic reforms. But she died, of course. You foreigners have an annoying habit of dying off and leaving affairs in the worst hands. Nothing personal.”

That was true, Raincloud thought. She often despaired of the city folk elected to govern Bronze Sky; the good ones seemed to fall the quickest. “But just a few weeks ago, you were concluding yet another deal with L’li.”

Iras turned off the street-tunnel into a garden of heliconians, orange and black ones, flitting about the tangle of passionflowers. She stopped to meditate. Raincloud liked best to watch the bristly caterpillars, devouring the leaves as a newborn devoured milk.

“We know we’ll never see those loans paid,” Iras said abruptly. “We pity those people.”

Raincloud’s eyes widened. She watched Iras curiously.

“It horrifies us, to—” Iras broke off, breathing quickly. “To be what we are, in a universe of others whose lives are brutish and short. The L’liites especially, whose children die of the most gruesome diseases. How could we not pity them?”

She absorbed this with uneasy sympathy. Verid had blamed the crisis on greed. But compassion mixed with self-deceit was little better.

AT DINNER, SUNFLOWER TOOK APART HIS GRILLED cheese. Picking out the cheese, he arranged the two pieces of bread next to each other so their corners touched.

“Eat, Sunny, please,” Blackbear insisted.

Raincloud frowned at the child, though the sight of her youngest always melted her heart. “Sunny, your food is not a toy.”

“It’s not real food, either,” said Hawktalon.

She eyed her daughter intently.

“She’s been like that all day,” Blackbear muttered. “She walked up to the servos and told them they weren’t real people. She even told the embryo simulator.”

Such impertinence could only be dealt with after dinner. Raincloud looked at Sunflower again.

“It’s a bu’fly,” Sunflower explained, fingering the bread slices.

“Well, eat your butterfly, please.”

“She’ll cry.”

Hawktalon laughed. “She’ll cry! The butterfly’ll cry if he eats her, Mum!”

“You’re excused from dinner,” Raincloud told her daughter. “Please undo your hair for your father to rebraid tonight.”

Hawktalon shook her frizzled braids about her face. “I won’t have them done. Nobody else has to have braids.”

Silence fell. Blackbear stared in amazement.

“You’re a firstborn Clicker goddess,” Raincloud stated flatly. “You’d be a laughingstock without braids.”

“No other shonlings wear them,” Hawktalon said. “Why can’t I go live in the shon?”

“You’re not a shonling.”

“Sure I am. This is a shon.”

“Then you’re already in one.” Her firstborn was getting to match her at linguistics, Raincloud thought.

“I mean a real shon. Like the one Lorl keeps telling me about.”

Blackbear put in, “I told you to stay away from Lorl.”

“Only orphans live away from their families,” Raincloud told her.

“But the shon is a family, too. The shon has professional parents—they’ve been parents for hundreds of years, and they really know all about it.”

Silence again. Blackbear gave Raincloud a look as painful as she felt. Was this the child she had nursed for three years and carried on her back for six?

“The shon isn’t what you think,” Raincloud warned. “It’s not toys and ice cream all day.”

“Of course not, Mother. It’s like school all day. They learn to build spaceships and computers, and write music dramas, and practice citizenship. They study foreign languages and have multicultural experiences.”

Sunflower was rubbing his eyes, and his face wrinkled. “Doggie,” he moaned unsteadily, as if he had just remembered. “I want Dog-gie!”

Blackbear sighed. “He’s going to cry over the trainsweep. He still does this two or three times a day.”

Hawktalon said, “I miss Doggie, too.”

“How would you like to go visit Doggie, next Visiting Day?” Raincloud offered.

The seven-year-old jumped up from her seat, her hands shoving the table forward. “Visit Doggie! Hurray!”

“Doggie, Doggie, Doggie!” said Sunflower.

“Very well, we’ll visit Doggie—if you get your braids done and behave like a goddess from now on.”

THAT NIGHT, RAINCLOUD LAY ON HER BACK IN BED, while Blackbear gently stroked the taut skin of her belly. The light was dim and golden; they had experimented with the house to get it just right.

“Do you feel it yet?” he asked.

She paused, trying to feel, then shook her head. “It’s not yet quickened.” The quickening in the fifth month, when one actually felt the little one moving inside for the first time, was the point when one announced one’s condition to the High Priestess and the clan. Before quickening, the fetus had no existence, and the woman who carried it might put an end to it at will. After it quickened, one was honor-bound to inform the High Priestess.

For Raincloud it made no difference, as she wanted her third child badly, even hungrily; she longed to breathe the scent of its soft hair, as its head rested beneath her chin. She could hardly wait to write the High Priestess, and her mother and father, and Nightstorm.

Blackbear stroked her belly. His mushroom rose and expanded gently. Then he looked up, suddenly alert. “I forgot something. A letter came for you.”

“A letter? From Bronze Sky?”

“It’s got the seal of the Goddess.”

The High Priestess. Why would the High Priestess write her? Such news could only be very good—or very bad. She felt cold and shivered involuntarily.

Blackbear had already risen to fetch the letter. Sure enough, the parchment was sealed with the waxen imprint of the Dark One, her upper arms rising to the dance, her middle arms clenching the snake, her lower arms cradling the child. The Snake’s Day was past; the Day of the Child came next, a few months off. She would miss the Day of the Child in Tumbling Rock this year, she thought with a pang. She pried off the seal.

From the High Priestess of the Seventh Hill of the Dark Goddess, to Raincloud, daughter of Windrising, granddaughter of Wolf in the Wind. Raincloud’s grandmother Wolf in the Wind had given the Windclan its name; it numbered seven daughters and twenty-one granddaughters. The octogenarian Wolf in the Wind still convened the clan council, but her daughters took care of daily affairs. Upon the Clanmother’s death, the daughters would move out to found their own clans.

Whereas the Dark One in her wisdom has made our clan daughter Falcon Soaring unable to conceive of her own…She frowned, remembering. Her cousin Falcon Soaring had lost her ovaries after infection from a botched cyst removal. Not all the mountain doctors were as competent as Blackbear.

The Dark Goddess since time before memory has called all our daughters the daughters of one mother. So, as our daughter seeks a child, let one of our sisters embrace this honor.

The parchment shook in her hand. Honor—a gift of life.

“What is it?” Blackbear insisted.

“They’ve given up on Falcon Soaring,” she told him quietly. “She’s been declared infertile, and they’re calling for someone to donate a child.” That was the custom, when a goddess could not bear one of her own. Usually another clan daughter, a sister or cousin, provided.

“But—but why didn’t they send her to the clinic at Founders?” Blackbear exclaimed. “I told her, at Founders they can fix that.”

“Really?”

“Sure. They generate pseudoovarian tissue in culture, using her own undifferentiated stem cells. Then the egg’s fertilized in vitro, and there you go.”

“I see.” She thought a moment. “If it’s that easy, how come the Elysians don’t do it?”

He paused. “That’s a good question. I think their longevity treatment scrambles the methylation of their chromosomes.” Both egg and sperm DNA have special methylation patterns which the embryo needs. “Anyway, that’s no problem for Falcon Soaring.”

Confused feelings filled her. If she were home, Raincloud would surely have offered her own child. She wished she could, and yet felt overwhelming relief that she could not, and shame at her own relief. “We must do something,” she said at last. “They have to send her to the clinic.”

“Of course,” agreed Blackbear. “That’s what she wants, a child of her own. I’ll line her up with the best specialist at Founders.”

Raincloud thought it over. She could do better than offer her own child—she could help her cousin have one of her own. “The thing is, how to bring it up? You know how touchy Clanmother gets after she’s made a decision.” She nodded. “When mine quickens, I’ll call Mother to announce it. Then I’ll talk to her about Falcon Soaring.”

Chapter 2

THE POLISHED OBSIDIAN GODDESS FACED THEM AS THEY knelt for their morning devotions. Blackbear eyed the snake transfixed forever between Her jaws, and the child suckling in her lower arms. Your child is My child, She seemed to say.

Raincloud’s features glowed with the flush of pregnancy, as she began the morning prayer. “Blessed are Your great arms that made the serpent, Your full breasts that feed all children of creation, and Your burning fingers that lift up our spirit in the dance of joy.”

Hawktalon’s new braids gleamed, but she slouched forward and pouted. Usually she was so eager to be grown-up, but today Blackbear had to nudge her. She straightened her back and told the Goddess, “You’re not a real person, either.”

Raincloud yanked the child to her feet; Hawktalon gave a sharp cry. “For shame,” exclaimed Raincloud. “You’ll spend the whole day in your room.”

“Then I’ll never come out,” Hawktalon called as she was hauled off, attempting the “Tumbling Rock” without success. “I’ll tell the nanoplast never to make a door again!”

Blackbear cradled Sunflower on his lap. “Shall I stay home with her?” he asked as Raincloud returned.

“Perhaps,” she said doubtfully. “She might like that too well. Let her miss rei-gi practice, then take her to the lab as usual. That ought to be punishment enough.”

IN THE TRANSIT VESICLE HAWKTALON WAS WITHDRAWN, unresponsive to her father’s friendly remarks. But she behaved herself otherwise. Sunflower avidly watched the news on the holostage. A derelict L’liite starship had just made an emergency landing on Valedon. It held nearly a thousand illegal immigrants, half of them children with staring eyes and skeletal faces. To ship them back to L’li would be expensive, perhaps impossible politically.

As the vesicle fused and their seats dissolved away, Blackbear tightened his grip on Sunflower’s plump little hand. How fortunate he was that his ancestors went to Bronze Sky.

His grip was not tight enough to keep the toe-walking child from falling twice in the street, scraping his knee, then his elbow. But today Sunflower refused to be carried, having taken it into his head to imitate big sister. Thank goodness the “pavement” was so antiseptic, thought Blackbear. With relief he ascended the ramp to Science Park.

The lobby display of Caenorhabditis writhed overhead as always, its transparent body tracing elegant curves. He paused, recalling Raincloud’s question about cultured ovaries. He ought to have answered better, he thought; he should know precisely why the aging treatment prevented adult cells from dedifferentiation into pseudo-germ cells. He had to finish reading those references.

At the Fertility Lab Blackbear’s Eyeless gene had been transferred into simbrid embryos under Pirin’s direction. With luck, Tulle predicted, they would develop normally and make ovaries with something close to normal egg cells. The simian hybrids developed at the pace of human embryos, so it would take weeks or months to see the results. In the meantime, Onyx taught him to mutate Eyeless to several variants which ultimately might develop even better.

Since the L’liite ship landed on Valedon, the mood in the lab was tense. Draeg now refused to speak to the Elysian students, whose disdainful looks betrayed a prejudice that disturbed Blackbear. Only Onyx and Blackbear managed to keep on good terms with everyone.

During the simulator’s frequent downtimes, Draeg held forth at length about the crisis. “Do you know what it’s like to grow up in a cubic mile of metal without tap water?” he told Blackbear, who was trying to transfer tissue cultures while keeping an eye on Sunflower. “You drink from the sewer. My mother’s first three babies died of the runs. My two younger sisters were sold to a brothel to buy a dowry for the eldest. My brother and sister both have a permanent stoop from working the looms since age three—that same damned textile firm whose trade rep took Raincloud to dinner.”

Blackbear swallowed and nodded. The nanoplastic tissue culture vessels, with their billion miniature intelligent circuits, came in and out of focus before his eyes.

“What do you think will happen if our world accepts the austerity package Bank Helicon wants? Just what do you expect?” Draeg shouted in Blackbear’s ear.

Screams emanated from the next room. “No, no,” wailed Sunflower.

“Hawktalon, leave him alone,” Blackbear called out. “Finish those inoculations.”

“It’s not me, Daddy,” her voice insisted. “The nanoplast is swallowing him.”

Blackbear jumped up from his seat; a culture vessel fell and clattered on the floor. He raced out in time to see Sunflower engulfed in an amorphous shell of nanoplast, slowly folding up around him. Sunflower shrieked as his arm got stuck in the rising stuff.

“No, don’t!” Onyx turned from her embryo scans and caught Blackbear’s arm. He twisted her off and reached for the child. He pulled at the nanoplast, but it molded to his fingers and caught him fast. He wrenched his hand out; the stuff pulled apart, and some blobs of nanoplast fell to the floor, oozing across. His hand reddened as the pressure of the stuff constricted his fingers.

Onyx pointed a small oblong control unit at the nanoplast engulfing Sunflower. A red homing beam hit the stuff; it stiffened and stopped moving. “Now you can pry it off,” Onyx shouted above Sunflower’s howls. She aimed the control unit at Blackbear’s hand, then at the other blobs wandering across the floor.

The nanoplast splintered with a sickening crunch as Blackbear pried it from his hand and pulled the shell apart from around Sunflower. Most of the other lab members had wandered in by now, intrigued by the sight of a child in a fullblown fit of screaming. Tulle’s capuchin scampered off to inspect a crawling blob of nanoplast that Onyx had missed.

“I was just experimenting,” explained Hawktalon. “I pushed two culture vessels together real hard, and they stuck. They oozed together like soap bubbles. So then I stuck on another one, just one or maybe two. I told him not to sit on it.”

BACK AT THE HOUSE BLACKBEAR AWOKE FROM A NAP, ALL too brief, when Raincloud got home from the Nucleus. His lingering sense of dread meant he must have dreamed of his lost brother again. He pulled himself up on the bed, tired and depressed. “Make us a creamed goat stew please,” he mumbled to the house. “With one dish of golden fritillaries.” The last was an Elysian concoction his goddess had grown partial to, a vague mixture of fruit and fish flavors that came shaped in orange butterfly wings.

Raincloud kissed him on the forehead. He watched her rounded belly, thinking of the thumb-sized creature with its moon-like eyes that dwelt inside.

“And how’s my big girl, and my little sweetie?” she asked, picking up Sunflower to kiss him on the head.

“Hawk is in her room, adding fractions and reading colonial history.” At least the girl had been, under strict orders, the last he had looked. “Your ‘little sweetie’ nearly didn’t make it home.” He recounted Sunflower’s mishap with big sister.

Raincloud listened gravely. “This is no place for a firstborn goddess. If we were home, I could send her ’cross clan for a week; her aunt Ashcloud would put the fear of the Dark One into her.”

“Better yet, to the temple. Let her learn to kiss the snake.”

“Hawktalon would make a good High Priestess,” said Raincloud thoughtfully. “It takes a knack for people, as well as a nerve for snakes. Another year or two, and she can apprentice—if she dares. Well, for now there’s one more option.”

“What do you mean?”

“She said she wants to go to the shon.”

“What? You can’t be serious.”

“I’ve looked into it,” said Raincloud. “The generen says Hawk wouldn’t have to live there full time; she could go as a day student, as often as we like.”

Blackbear slumped back on the bed; too tired to think anymore. A book slipped on the shelf; by now the bedroom walls overflowed with books that Raincloud had printed out to stock her own library. From the kitchen came warm odors, and the house announced, “Your dinner, Citizens.” He knew he would find the food on the table and the places set. The children would be spoiled wretched.

“Pull my pants up, Daddy,” called Sunflower, having used the potty. There was still something a parent was good for.

Raincloud added, as he rose to help Sunflower, “It’s either that or send her to the Sharers with Doggie.”

He did not reply, as Hawktalon approached the dinner table.

Raincloud sat at the table, admiring the exotic meal. “By the way, dear, you’ll never guess who met me for lunch today.”

“Not Iras?” Giving Sunflower a pat on the bottom, he lifted the child way overhead to “fly like a spaceship.” Then he put him down and watched him run off on tiptoe to wash his hands.

“No, for some reason Iras doesn’t answer. It was that logen of yours, Kal Anaeashon.”

Blackbear stopped still. For a moment he felt as if an electric shock had passed through him. The memory of that strange encounter came back. Then he shook himself, puzzled.

“Do sit down,” Raincloud insisted.

“Kal Anaeashon? Whatever did he want?”

“Why, he said you’d met his ‘mate,’ so he returned the compliment!” Raincloud grinned at him. “A good excuse as any. He’s not at all forward, I must say. Nor bad looking, with his silver hair. He’d make a good second consort,” she teased.

Blackbear laughed. “Kal’s taste is for men.”

“Really.” Raincloud thought this over. “That explains it, then. Most Elysians who want to meet me have one thing in mind.”

Whatever was Kal up to, he wondered.

“He asked after you,” she added, “and after Sunflower, and even Doggie. Can you imagine, an Elysian taking notice of a trainsweep?”

“Doggie, Doggie!” chanted the two children, banging their forks on the table. Hawktalon crowed, “We’re visiting Doggie tomorrow!”

“Yes,” Raincloud assured her, “we’re visiting Doggie tomorrow. You’d better be on your best behavior, or the fleshborers will get you.”

IN THE WAKE OF THE SEASWALLOWERS, THE OCEAN BELOW was blue after all, as sparkling blue as in the video brochure. The blue horizon was so sharp against the pale blue sky that it looked like a paper cutout. Blackbear had never seen such a clear horizon, in all his years on Bronze Sky.

“Are we there yet?” demanded Sunflower for the fourth or fifth time, strapped into his seat in the shuttlecraft.

Hawktalon held her video map up to her face; Blackbear hoped this was not a sign of nearsightedness, which would mean delicate surgery. “No, we just passed Loryu-el raft. Kshiri-el is the next one in this raft cluster. Sharer rafts always come in clusters of eight,” she added importantly.

Raincloud looked intently out the window, while Draeg seemed lost in his thoughts. Raincloud had visited Draeg’s home before, but for Blackbear it would be the first time.

“Prepare for landing on Kshiri-el, Citizens,” came the cheerful servo voice.

The raft below looked like a cut-off tree trunk whose roots still radiated outward and stretched below the surface. The “surface,” though, was ocean, and the “roots” were branches dense with green foliage. The central area of the raft was covered with other sorts of plants, commensal or parasitic to some degree. Matted leaflets, like ground pine, squished underfoot. Fanwings circled above, emitting sighing cries; one of them swooped and snatched up a legfish from the raft.

Blackbear welcomed the fresh air in his lungs and followed Draeg across the raft, holding firm onto Sunflower’s ankles as the child straddled his back; safer than the shoulders, as the child had grown. Hawktalon skipped along happily. “You’re sure the trainsweep’s all right?” he asked anxiously, dreading disappointment for them.

“It’s had royal treatment,” Draeg assured him. “Sharers don’t often get fugitives to look after nowadays.”

A silkhouse rose before them, its blue and green saddle-shaped panels fitted together into concave spires. At raft-level, one of the panels suddenly dilated, like a mouth opening in surprise. Two Sharers emerged, completely purple and hairless, and held out their webbed hands. Blackbear knew Sharers did not wear clothes, but the sight of these unclothed goddesses made him less uncomfortable than he expected.

“Leresha the Coward, and her lovesharer Eerea the Lazy,” Raincloud whispered. Lovesharers could make daughters together, with the help of the lifeshaper to fuse the ova and provide the “paternal” methylation patterns.

From out of the silkhouse “mouth” crept the cherished trainsweep.

“Doggie!” Hawktalon got down and embraced her, the six legs flexing beneath her weight. Doggie seemed to have fared well enough in exile. The crayon drawings on her back had faded in the sun.

“Down, Daddy!” insisted Sunflower. The child hurried off, then shrieked, having caught his toe in the matted greenery and fallen on his face. Raincloud picked him up, saying, “You’ve got to stop toe-walking, dear.”

Leresha spoke with Draeg and Raincloud in a melodious voice, a language which seemed all vowels.

“Did Doggie cause any trouble? Ask her, Raincloud,” said Blackbear.

Raincloud spoke in the same melodious language. The Sharer gestured toward the trainsweep and the children. “Doggie’s no trouble, Leresha says,” Raincloud told him. “But Sunflower’s knee looks bad. We ought to fix it up.”

Sunflower was bleeding profusely at the knee, for the scab had scraped open at the same place where he was hurt the day before. Alarmed, Blackbear hurried over to take a look. “Could we wash it off?” No servo medic was about to come, he realized. He reached for gauze and antiseptic from his own pack.

“Leresha says we can take him below to the lifeshaper,” Raincloud explained.

Leresha added, in Elysian, “He will fix his bruise by the lifeshaper.”

Blackbear eyed the Sharer more closely; and for a moment, what he saw made him forget the bleeding child.

Leresha’s skin was not smooth as amethyst, like that of her lovesharer. She was patterned all over with fibrous scars, crisscrossing her body, as if every patch of skin had been transplanted. What trauma could have happened to her that even the lifeshapers could not fix—or would not?

“The lifeshaper will fix him,” Raincloud agreed with a firm look at Blackbear. “Come along, Doggie,” she added, knowing the child would not be parted from the trainsweep. Blackbear was less than eager to try out novel medical treatment on his own son. It was only a scrape, he told himself; still, he would watch that “lifeshaper” like a hawk. Reluctantly he followed Raincloud into the silkhouse.

The interior was filled with an otherworldly bluish light, filtered from the upper panels of seasilk. The lower panels were covered with brilliant yellow swirls of moss or fungus, a non-Torran organism that combined fungal metabolism with mosslike leaves and rhizoids. Sharers “painted” their walls with it, in patterns of striking beauty.

Leresha led everyone down a hole into the woody interior of the raft. The lifeshaper appeared, a smooth-skinned purple goddess introduced as Yshri the Foolish One. Blackbear sat Sunflower on his lap, and Doggie crept right up to his leg to get a better look. What an odd little machine.

The lifeshaper bathed the child’s knee in a clear liquid. Then she applied a plant stem which twisted suddenly like a snake. Blackbear felt his hair stand on end, and he nearly snatched the child away.

“It’s all right,” Raincloud whispered. “Who do you think taught the Elysians all they know?”

From the twisting stem, a pink substance oozed out and worked its way smoothly into the scraped knee. “There, Daddy,” said Sunflower. “It’s all better now.”

Anesthetic, he thought. But more—something odd was happening to the knee. Instead of clotting over, the edges of wound had merged seamlessly with the pink substance, as if already growing into new skin. He watched, hardly believing his eyes.

“Thanks,” he told Yshri, imagining what marvels he could learn here. “I’d like to see your facilities some time.” Egg fusion, limb regeneration, eco-engineering—it was hard to imagine these things in such a seemingly primitive setting.

“I would gladly share learning with you,” said the lifeshaper, “in another week’s time. Today my apprentices are all out celebrating.”

Draeg added, “It’s the end of the swallower season. Just wait till tonight when the waterfire comes out!”

“We have to catch the shuttle,” warned Raincloud.

“Oh, all right. I’ll give you brothers a quick tour, anyhow,” Draeg insisted. “There’s the flying squid mating pool, and the shockwraith’s lair; and there’s even a war memorial, from the ‘Great Deathhastening’…”

Draeg and the Windclans formed a ragged parade across the raft, Sunflower riding triumphantly atop the trainsweep. Blackbear groaned inwardly, foreseeing the squalls when it came time to depart. “If only we could just take the servo home,” he muttered to Raincloud.

“Leresha asked me about that,” Raincloud told him. “She needs to know why Doggie is here, why the trainsweep was cast out.”

“Well, if she finds out she can tell us.”

Draeg paused. “Look out there,” he pointed toward the horizon. “See that little raft offshoot way out?”

A small patch of gray-green could be seen, like a smudge on the horizon.

“A raft branch dips underwater,” Draeg explained, “then comes up to sprout an offshoot raft, a kind of vegetative propagation. Now out there on that offshoot raft sits a Sharer unspoken; that’s the worst punishment a Sharer can get from the Gathering.”

“What was her crime?” Blackbear asked.

“She stole fish from another raft’s nets. She’s ‘sick,’ the others say. They bring her food, of course.”

Raincloud observed, “It works the other way, too. A Sharer can unspeak the whole Gathering.”

“Of course; if you’re mad at your Gathering, you can go sit out there until they mend their ways. A queer lot, these Sharers.”

Hawktalon pulled at the flare of her mother’s trousers. “Doggie’s trying to tell us something, Mother.”

Raincloud stopped. “Really? How do you know?”

“Listen.”

Raincloud crouched down beside the trainsweep and listened. Blackbear drew nearer, but all he could hear was the murmuring ocean.

“She squeaks,” Raincloud observed. “It’s a called ‘sonic byproduct.’”

“Well,” said Hawktalon, “she does that whenever she wants something.”

Blackbear regarded his daughter in puzzlement.

“Come, Brothers,” Draeg called back to them. He turned, leading them inward away from the ocean, up a gentle rise to the rim of the central hollow. “The war memorial lies here.” His foot extended and scraped at an old slab of raftwood, which someone must have cut out and set here long ago. Its surface was scorched black. “It’s from Raia-el, a raft long dead. They don’t last more than a couple of hundred years. On this spot, during the Great Deathhastening, the Valan invaders burned six Sharers in whitetrance; literally burned them down.”

Blackbear shook his head. “It’s hard to believe. The Valans are…so modern.”

“They’ve had a thousand years to grow up. Every people is born in blood.”

“The Clickers weren’t,” objected Blackbear. “Our founders drew together under the Dark One, but we hurt no one.”

Draeg laughed. “What about your own planet—terraformed! How do you know what alien souls were lost?”

“Nonsense,” said Blackbear uneasily. “They tested for sentient life.” Any finding of nonhuman sentient intelligence had to be reported to the Secretary of the Free Fold. None had ever been found.

Raincloud said, “The Sharers were not born in blood.”

“That may be true. But who protects the Sharers today? Who fends off the hungry hordes?”

Blackbear looked up, and his gaze swept the surroundings: the endless razor-sharp horizon, the stately fanwings sailing across the sky, an occasional flying squid rocketing out of the water. “It’s so beautiful,” he exclaimed. “If all people could only see such beauty, there would be an end to wars.”

Draeg shook his head. “You can’t eat scenery. There will always be war on the poor.”

“Now Draeg,” said Raincloud. “You can’t blame all your world’s troubles on everyone else. It’s your own government that’s corrupt and mismanaged.”

Had anyone else spoken thus, Blackbear thought, they would have ended up in the dirt. But Draeg had a rare respect for Raincloud. He regarded her with dignity, then replied. “Do you suppose the sewer drinkers have much say in things? Whose cash keeps all the corrupt ones in power? Wouldn’t your Elysian Guardians support even the Urulite Imperator, if he served their interests?”

No one answered. A brisk wind picked up, sighing over the raft. The trainsweep crept in between the children, listening.

Chapter 3

RAINCLOUD LAY BACK AND STRETCHED LIKE A CAT, watching Blackbear out of half-closed eyelids. She reached over, stroking the mushroom that she longed to devour. Sometimes he seemed so beautiful, almost blinding to look at.

As she relaxed on the bed, something thumped faintly beneath the skin of her belly. She put her hand to it, but it was still too small to palpate. Then the thumping came again, rhythmically. The little one must be having hiccups.

“Anyone home?” asked Blackbear.

“She’s quickened.” Raincloud smiled and squeezed his hand. This was always the best part of pregnancy, when the sickness was gone and the little one started playing about. A good thing I’m not a Sharer, she thought. Sharers conceived only once or twice in a lifetime, and then only by consent of the Gathering.

Blackbear watched her with a beatific smile. “We’re so lucky,” he murmured.

Sadness swept over her again, to think of Falcon Soaring, and the call of the High Priestess, which she herself might have answered. But, she told herself, Falcon Soaring certainly did not want Raincloud’s child; she wanted one of her own. “I’ll talk to Mother tomorrow,” she told Blackbear. “I’ll tell her that our child’s quickened. And I’ll tell her about the clinic in Founders City.”

THE INTERSTELLAR CALL WOULD NOT BE FREE OF CHARGE, like the Elysian holostage. It would cost more than a day’s pay. It required a special link through sub-folds into the Fold that connected the star systems outside space-time, and then her mother in Tumbling Rock would have to ride her horse to Caldera Station. Nevertheless, Raincloud had to see her mother in person to share the wonderful news. If only she could hug her, too.

When the call came in, the family hovered excitedly around the holostage. And then, unbelievably, there was her mother Windrising.

The sight of her mother’s face came as a shock at first; the wrinkles, which Raincloud somehow had not recalled, after months among satin complexions. Still, the face was the very image of Hawktalon, who resembled her grandmother the more the years passed. And her shoulders flexed, strong as ever, beneath her immaculate black braids; Raincloud’s father was a master at braiding.

“Raincloud!” she cried. Her trousers swished and the fiery embroidery swirled around as she took a step forward. “You nightfallen goddess—What sort of show is this? I can see you all around, large as life, but you’re nothing but a ghost.”

Windrising had a yearling granddaughter tucked under one arm. The little dark face stared wide-eyed at the holostage, a stuffed bird hanging by its beak from her fist. “Congratulations on Hawktalon’s birthday, too. I’ve added two dams to her herd.”

“Couldn’t you send them here?” begged Hawktalon. “We could keep them out on a raft—”

“That’s enough, dear,” interrupted Raincloud.

“And how’s my little owlet?” inquired Windrising.

Sunflower hid behind his father, suddenly shy.

“Nightstorm misses you to pieces, Raincloud. You were always her favorite sister.”

“I know, Mother.”

“I’ve saved the best of our apples for you. Your nieces have kept the goats well, including the newborn kids. One got hoof rot, but we had it treated right off and the barn cleaned out. The geyser is running strong, and the pipes are in shape; your stock kept plenty warm all winter. You should see the mudfield since the last eruption: all orange around the center, turning reddish purple around the edges now.” The algae grew up fast after the geyser erupted, different species at different temperatures, changing as the mud cooled.

“Mother, I’ve got news for you: My child’s quickened.”

“So I guessed. Congratulations! May you have ten more.”

“Thank you.” She imagined what that would be like, ten little ones climbing over Blackbear.

“Lynxtail’s quickened, too, her fifth.” Lynxtail was Windrising’s second-born daughter.

“That’s wonderful. But you know, mother…” For some reason, what had seemed straightforward in her mind before was now all confused. “Falcon Soaring wants her own child, too, doesn’t she? It can be done in Founders City; Blackbear knows the clinic.”

Windrising waved an impatient hand. “What do men know? The clan looked into all that. She can’t be cured.”

Raincloud was taken aback a moment. “She can’t be cured, exactly, but her—her own cells can make a child that’s hers and her consort’s. Blackbear knows; he’s a doctor, Mother.”

“Of course he is. The best, too; I’ve heard nothing but complaints since he left.”

Raincloud winced at this double-edged compliment. Blackbear had tried hard to arrange a good replacement for his patients.

“Well, you can talk to the High Priestess. If you were home, you might have helped Falcon Soaring yourself. I know it’s hard, but you would earn the darkest honor.”

Raincloud’s head rang for a moment, and she had to catch herself. The very thought of parting with her unborn was devastating. She felt ashamed, then angry at her mother for refusing to listen. But after all, what could she expect? Outside Elysium, most people distrusted gene engineering; and Clickers could be downright superstitious.

“How is that strange planet, out there in the stars? I hope those immortal folk, they all treat you like a goddess,” her mother added.

“Yes, Mother. Shora is a lovely planet.”

“Don’t suppose you like it too much, now?” She was probably thinking of her “lost” daughter, Running Wolf, and feared for adventuresome Raincloud.

“Don’t worry,” Raincloud assured her with a smile. “I’m not about to settle in this bauble they call Helicon.”

Her mother laughed. “I should say not. Will you be home for the Day of the Child?”

“Sorry, no,” she replied. They could not possibly afford the fare.

“You’ll miss Straight Oak’s wedding, too. It’s always sad to give a son away, but the Graymountainclan is just a half day’s journey.”

The house interposed, “Your five minutes are up. Extension will cost another hundred credits.”

“Good-bye…” Windrising’s granddaughter waved the bird at them and opened her mouth for the first time. But just then, the image winked out.

Raincloud bit her lip, staring vacantly through the empty column of light. It was frustrating to get things straight across twenty light-years. “I’ll write the High Priestess,” she decided. “And Nightstorm—I’ll send her the address of that clinic. She’ll talk to Falcon Soaring.”

Blackbear nodded understandingly. “You’re doing the best you can for your cousin.”

She drew a breath. “Now, as for our firstborn…”

THEY HAD A LONG CONFERENCE AT THE HOLOSTAGE with the generen of the Helishon. The generen, Sorl Helishon, was a round-faced man with smooth sandy hair that flowed nearly to his waist. Raincloud could read Blackbear’s disapproval in his face, to see a man with his hair undone and long enough for any goddess to drag him off. Taking a breath, she told herself to be broad-minded. “Will a ‘defective’ really be welcome at your shon?” she asked the man bluntly.

Dimples appeared disarmingly in his smile, but his voice when he spoke carried the distinct note of authority. “The shonlings will love to meet a Bronze Skyan,” said the generen. “We have hosted several Bronze Skyan children. But yours would be the first Clicker from the Caldera Hills.”

“Who will be her teacher?” Raincloud wanted to know.

“Her teacher will be one of our own nanas,” Sorl explained. “Each nana has no more than ten children, and I myself keep watch over all. But Hawktalon will adore her nana. All our nanas have the highest educational training. The best education in the Fold—that’s what we offer at the Helishon.”

BLACKBEAR SEWED A JUMPSUIT FOR HAWKTALON LIKE those the Elysian shonlings wore, parti-colored sleeves and pantaloons gathered at the wrists and ankles, with a little goat stitched onto her sleeve for good luck. Hawktalon was so excited that she spent all day drawing pictures of what the shon would be like. At last, when the fateful day came, she awoke at six in the morning, dressed herself in half a minute, and came to breakfast with Fruitbat under her arm and her trusty rattleback stone in her pocket.

At the holostage in the hall stood the shaft of light, like sunshine through a ceiling window. That was how it always looked to Hawktalon, except that whereas sunshine kept a discreet silence, the people on the holostage were full of blather. Her mother never said so, but she always got that look in her eye and her lip curved down, whenever a guardian or an ambassador appeared.

“It’s the L’liite ambassador this morning, Mother,” Hawktalon informed her, dipping her spoon into her oatmeal. “Is he telling the truth today?” The distinction between truth and untruth was a source of fascination for her; like one of her father’s skeins of wool after Sunny had played with it, it required endless untangling. “Truth, or not?”

Her father muttered, “That would be the day.” He never believed anything he saw in the shaft of light.

Her mother said, as if lecturing, “There are different kinds of truth. It is true that many L’liites lack food to eat. It’s been that way for generations; that is why our Clicker ancestors emigrated.”

“The one here looks well fed.” Hawktalon twisted her spoon. “If there are different kinds of truth, can something be true of one kind and untrue of another?”

“Hawktalon,” her father put in, “you need to eat what’s in your spoon, or you’ll be late for the shon.”

She swallowed the spoonful of oatmeal, then another. “I’ll learn all about truth at the shon” she mumbled, her mouth full. “Soon I’ll know even more than you.”

The transit vesicle flowed smoothly up the reticulum. Hawktalon loved to watch the incoming walls of a neighbor vesicle merge together and open, like modeling clay, while new people and servos emerged into view. Sometimes a servo from each vesicle would exchange greetings of a sort, a high-pitched squeaking sound. The greeting sound was a different pitch from the sound a servo made when you told it, “You’re not really a person.”

Not all servos squeaked, of course, but some squeaked quite a lot. Doggie had several different squeaks; one meant “Come play with me,” another meant “I need recharging.” Out on the raft of the naked goddesses, Doggie had kept squeaking, “I need,” but it was not recharging that she needed. She needed something from the Sharers, but Hawktalon could not figure out what. Poor thing; Doggie must be lonely out there, and Hawktalon missed her as badly as she missed her goats.

Perhaps her nana at the shon could tell her about servo-squeak. The shon contained all the knowledge there ever was, Lorl had told her in Daddy’s laboratory.

“Next stop,” her mother warned, rising from the chair, which grew up into a rail to lean on. Her father, holding Sunny, rose with them.

Hawktalon got up, feeling the unfamiliar pantaloons hugging her ankles. The costume felt so different from her wide-bottomed trousers, she felt as if she inhabited a different body today. She was different, she decided; she was a magic person today, and she could cast powerful spells. Truth or untruth?

The home of the shon, which Hawktalon had passed several times on shopping trips, was definitely a magic place, a building like no other. All other buildings were of one color; but the surface of the shon changed color continually, like the rings of algae around a geyser, only faster. First it was pink, then as you approached the pink hue deepened, turning orange, then faded imperceptibly to pale green, darkening as you arrived. Each time it was different, of course, so that you never could tell what color it would be when you entered. Today the wall turned bright yellow just as they approached and a door shaped open. A good omen, a good color to start her lucky day.

A servo approached, unlike any other she had seen. The servo was padded all over, like a cloth doll, wearing a thick spreading skirt with bright geometric designs. She looked huggable, Hawktalon thought. Moreover, her faceplate had delightful cartoon features that actually moved as she spoke, like a real face. She said, “What fun to meet you, Hawktalon. I’m sorry the generen was called away just now. I’m your nana.”

Her father pulled her back close. His arm was tense, and that made Hawktalon tense, too. Her heart beat faster as she looked up at him, then back at the plump huggable servo. Suddenly she thought, maybe she did not really want to go to the shon today. She wanted to go home with Daddy.

Nana said, “Are you Hawktalon? You’re named after a bird, aren’t you? Are you joining us today?”

Hawktalon dutifully extended her doll. “This is—” She added, “Fruitbat,” in Click-click.

Nana bent at the waist, her skirt brushing the floor, as she looked at the doll. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Fruitbat,” she told the doll, pronouncing perfectly. “I’d like to know why Fruitbat wants to come to our shon.”

“To learn things,” said Hawktalon carefully.

“To learn things. And what would you most like to learn?”

That put her off guard. She recalled the one Elysian sentence about learning that she had memorized at Science Park. “‘Where learning is shared, the waterfall breaks through the cataract.’”

“She knows the classics,” exclaimed Nana happily.

Raincloud demanded, “Where is the generen?”

“There comes the generen now,” said Nana, her cartoon faceplate nodding toward an Elysian down the hall whose talar swished as he approached. It was the long-haired one from the holostage. His silk-smooth hair fascinated Hawktalon, who had never seen anything like it before she left Tumbling Rock. She wondered what it felt like to the touch.

Nana added, “The generen and subgenerens monitor us around the clock. If I ever fail you, please report my defect to…”

Hawktalon moved closer, filled with sudden curiosity. She whispered quickly, “Can you tell me why servos squeak sometimes?”

“That’s a very good question,” said Nana. “Perhaps you’ll find out for yourself, when you learn to build a servo of your own.”

“Build a servo? My own?”

“It’s one of our morning activities.”

“Can I build a trainsweep?”

“Certainly, dear, although you won’t need one for a few decades yet.”

THE SHONLINGS WERE PRACTICING THEIR READING. They took turns calling out Elysian words from letters that danced magically in the air above a broad stage and turned into smiling faces when the word was correct. They were all boys, their unbound hair hanging flat; another couple of years and it would be up in turbans, in Tumbling Rock. They looked like normal children, except that they horsed around rather ineffectually. When one took a swipe at another, the one struck usually fell down and got scraped, instead of flipping the first one over. They reminded her of her young cousin who had been confined to bed for some months with scarlet fever and forgot how to use his arms and legs.

A boy tugged her sleeve. His hair was yellow with a slight wave, his face paler than a newborn’s, and his eyes were startlingly blue. “I’m Maris. I’m an artist. What are you?” When Hawktalon did not answer, he added, “Don’t you know what’s in your own genes?” Maris pointed at the embroidered goat on her sleeve. “What’s that?”

Hawktalon returned his curious blue-eyed stare. “It’s a goat, of course,” she said, thinking, they did not know all that much in this shon.

“But how was it done?” the dumb boy wanted to know. “I mean, what sort of machine part could pull the thread all the way through and back out at a different spot?”

Another boy peered closer for a look, then another. “It’s true,” one murmured. “It’s all done with one thread, not like regular sewing.”

“My father did it,” said Hawktalon, feeling proud.

“Yes, but how?” insisted Maris.

She blinked, puzzled. “Well, he pushes the needle in one side, then pulls it out the other.”

“Oh, I see. It would take a skinny servo to creep through like that! Could you show me how to do it?”

Hawktalon shook her head. “Sewing is for boys.”

“Only boys?” said Maris. “Why couldn’t I do it?” said another one.

“Why only boys?” echoed the others.

Some of the boys were girls. Hawktalon blinked at them, as if her eyes had gone out of focus. Girls, some of them, whose fathers had not braided their hair. Like Lorl, she remembered; it had taken her a week to realize Lorl was a goddess.

Maris was a girl. She tilted her head, her hair flowing over her bright green sleeve. “Why only a boy? Unless he has to hold the needle with his pee-pee.”

The other girls and boys screamed and giggled, repeating, “He holds it with his pee-pee!”

Hawktalon’s face burned, and her fists clenched. If only one of them would rush at her, she would toss her clear across the room.

“Time to work on your servos,” Nana called. “Hawktalon, you may observe the others today, and get ideas for what you might like to build.”

“Come see mine,” whispered Maris. “It’s nearly done.”

The shonlings were rushing across the room to the hallway. They came to a room full of mechanical constructions, brightly colored, emitting popping noises and occasional bars of music. Maris’s construction looked something like an overgrown cuckoo clock; its frame was twice her height. From a window at the base appeared a mechanical green mouse that wiggled its head and started to climb up a miniature spiral staircase. Halfway up the frame, the mouse stopped and pulled a string. A bell chimed, and a shower of glitter fell down into a pan. The glitter assembled itself into a bird with red and blue feathers and a long silver tail. The bird flapped its wings and sang. At the top of the frame, a door flew open.

The action stopped. Pops and whistles were heard from another child’s construction nearby.

“Now I’m going to make something come out the door,” Maris explained. She placed a chunk of nanoplast on a small stage beneath a bright light source. The nanoplast shaped itself this way and that.

Feeling dizzy, Hawktalon withdrew and put her hands in her pockets protectively. There was too much new to see all at once; she closed her eyes for a moment. Then she hugged Fruitbat and pulled out her rattleback stone.

The stone was a carved oblong of obsidian, with a rounded base like a half-egg twisted off center. With a flip of her wrist, the stone spun around clockwise. It slowed and started to wobble up and down, until it ceased turning for a brief instant; then it turned counterclockwise, gathering speed. It rotated thirteen times more before it finally stopped. Not bad, Hawktalon thought, giving it another spin.

Blue-eyed Maris tugged her sleeve again. “How does it do that?” Maris asked. “Does the nanoplast send out tiny jets of air? Or a magnetic force, perhaps?”

“It’s not nanoplast,” said Hawktalon scornfully. “It’s magic.”

Another girl-or-boy came over, saying, “Let me see, too.”

Hawktalon let Maris pick up the stone. She turned it over, looking at the twisted half-egg. “Its underside is skewed,” Maris said. “It must be biased somehow to turn one way.” She set the stone down, then pushed down on one end.

The stone wobbled up and down a few times. Maris pushed it again, at a corner. This time the stone wobbled, then turned briskly counterclockwise. “It converts up-and-down wobble into counterclockwise turn. It turns toward the overhanging weight of the upper part. I bet I can make one.” She picked up the stone and placed it next to a piece of nanoplast upon a little stage. At a command, the nanoplast shaped itself into a replica of the rattleback stone.

For the rest of the hour, several children experimented with the rattleback shape, making samples that were longer or thicker, or had differing proportions at the rounded base. One shape actually reversed itself both ways, seeming unhappy with whatever direction it found itself turning. No one could quite explain that one.

By lunch hour Hawktalon wondered where the time had gone, and after lunch she eagerly sat down beside Maris for “afternoon meeting” with Nana. Nana knelt on the floor before them, her layered skirts spreading around her. Two of the children hurried up to sit in her skirts, nestling next to her.

“Today we have two exciting things to share,” she told the children, “both having to do with foreign worlds.”

“Wow, foreign worlds,” exclaimed a child. “Can we hold another craft fair?”

“Please raise your hand,” Nana reminded him. “First, I’d like you all to welcome our new guest shonling, Hawktalon Windclan, from Bronze Sky. It’s a rare treat for us to have a guest from Bronze Sky, the most geologically active planet inhabited by humans. Here’s a view of a volcano that erupted in Hawktalon’s neighborhood just last year.”

A sunshine-light appeared, containing the panorama of Black Elbow, the mountain dwarfed by the billowing clouds that had spewed upward and spread for thousands of kilometers. Hawktalon remembered the sound of the explosive eruption, and the layer of ash that had covered the ground outside over the next few days. Tumbling Rock was several hills away from the eruption, but another Clicker town was less fortunate. A cousin of hers, married into the Graymountainclan, had been caught trying to outrun the blast. Hawktalon recalled the funeral procession, the High Priestess with the snakes, her dead cousin wrapped in white, and the little white bundle beside, his youngest daughter.

“Hawktalon’s name comes from a bird,” Nana added. “It’s a very beautiful bird.”

The volcano vanished, as things had a way of doing in the sunshine-light. A bird appeared, startlingly three-dimensional, and twice as large as Hawktalon had ever seen. It was a blue-speckled hawk, its small black eyes staring, its feathers ruffling now and then. She gasped and smiled happily. “Yes, that’s me!”

“That’s you?” A child giggled.

“Now remember,” said Nana, “all of us will help Hawktalon to feel at home with us. Perhaps in a week or so she’ll feel like sharing more about herself with us.”

Maris raised her hand.

“Yes, Maris?”

“Can she tell us about her parents?”

“We’ll see about that. Hawktalon, since our children do not have ‘parents,’ naturally they are always curious. Now shonlings, your generen is just arriving with an important announcement.”

The generen, her mother had explained, was something like a school principal. He entered the room just as Nana spoke; but how did Nana know he was coming just then? His hair flowed like water down the back of his bright red Elysian robe bordered with iridescent heliconians. Hawktalon felt her scalp prickle; only a magic person, she thought, could wear hair so straight and long. As he entered, the children clustered around him, stroking his hair and telling him what they had done that day.

“Did you see me?” Maris demanded. “Did you see me figure out the rattleback stone?”

“Of course I did, Maris,” said the generen. “That was very clever of you. Now, I’ll get a chance to talk with every one of you; but first, a very special announcement.” The generen sat down with the children and brushed his hair behind his shoulders. “One of you asked about the craft fair. We all recall how wonderful it was to entertain guests from so many far stars, and how especially wonderful the Urulite exhibit was.”

Heads nodded vigorously.

“Well, we’ve just received approval for a new interstellar project: an official children’s exchange program.”

A child raised a hand. “What’s a children’s exchange?”

“That means children from other worlds will visit our shon, and our shonlings will visit families on other worlds. We’re inviting all the worlds who sent delegates to our craft fair.”

Chapter 4

BLACKBEAR TOOK A VISITING DAY AT HOME, JUST IN case Hawktalon called for him to rescue her. To leave his firstborn daughter with a servo all day—the thought still made his skin crawl.

Yet the hours passed with no frantic call. Half-disappointed, Blackbear set himself to stitching garments for the gifts on the Day of the Child. Embroidered suits for Raincloud’s mother and father, smaller ones for her various nieces and nephews; and although he was not obligated, he could not resist a matched set for the twin daughters of his brother Quail. Quail, a mountain of a man over two meters tall, had been blessed with twin daughters right after twin sons, and he still managed to carry all four of them. Blackbear felt his chest tighten. He wanted so badly to see him again and swing all the little ones into the air. But the best they could do for the holidays was to see each other long-distance.

“Can I help?” offered the house solicitously, as Blackbear began to cut the cloth. “I’ve figured out your pattern by now.”

Could the house really copy his sewing? It produced food and books, after all. The offer tempted him. “All right,” he muttered, ashamed of his laziness. He was getting as soft as those Elysians. “Could you make one for a goddess about the size of Raincloud, except two centimeters taller?” That would be her mother’s size.

“Certainly, Citizen.”

Minutes later, the kitchen window opened. A garment appeared, identical to Raincloud’s trousers, down to the details of embroidered foxes round the hems. His jaw fell. “Could you do one plain, without the embroidery? I have to make that distinctive.” There was still something he had to do himself.

Later Alin came over to practice rei-gi. Blackbear’s inability to be thrown still astonished him. “Let me attack from behind again,” the logen insisted, taking care to turn off the public transmitter first.

Blackbear grinned. He turned away from Alin, set his feet apart slightly, and let his arms relax in the spirit of the Dark One.

From behind him Alin padded lightly across the mat. He had learned the hard way not to reach upward, a distinctly unbalanced position. Instead he grabbed Blackbear across his lower arms, intending to lock on with his elbows and force Blackbear down.

Blackbear locked Alin’s forearms to his chest, sliding his own right leg forward and bending at the knee. In the next instant he pivoted his right side down and his left side up. His arms released, and Alin landed an arm’s length away.

Sunflower clapped. “Hooray for Daddy!”

“I saw how you did that,” exclaimed Alin. “Let me try it this time.”

“Are you sure?” asked Blackbear warily, for an inexpert throw was more likely to cause injury. “Remember, you have to bend at just the right moment.”

“Let’s replay it first.”

The pair of them reappeared on the holostage, in slow motion, Blackbear bending and twisting down just as Alin’s arms clasped about him. His timing was off, though, Blackbear thought. “I should have moved sooner; the throw would have been safer for you.”

“Foreign perfectionist,” Alin grumbled. “All right, let’s have it.” He turned his back and stood expectantly on the mat.

Blackbear caught him from behind, and sure enough Alin tossed him with a creditable twist. With a full somersault he met the mat, first the back of his wrist, then his shoulder, then his back, his legs sailing straight overhead. “Well done!” he exclaimed, pounding the mat with his palm. “That one is called ‘Bird Tilts its Head.’ You should try the ‘Tumbling Rock’ next.”

But Alin shook his head. “You weren’t thrown at all. You planned your fall exactly; your leggings sliced the air like a fan. Even in defeat you mock me.”

“I told you, there’s no such thing as defeat,” Blackbear insisted. “What starts as a contest turns into a…a dance,” he said for lack of a better word.

“A dance,” Alin repeated thoughtfully.

“My turn, my turn!” Sunflower rolled over twice on the mat.

“At least my audience is down to one,” Alin observed. “Where’s your girl?”

Blackbear winced, feeling a fresh stab of worry. “Hawktalon is at the Helishon.”

“How wonderful! Why not the little one, too?”

“Sunflower’s too young,” Blackbear curtly replied.

“You’re attached to him, aren’t you. Like Tulle and her capuchin. Have you been back to the lab yet?”

“No, but I’ll keep a closer eye on him.” The “accident” with the nanoplast distressed him acutely.

“Well, your Hawktalon’s a lucky girl,” Alin assured him. “I wish I could go back to my shon, sometimes. I still miss my nana.”

“Really? It’s just a machine,” said Blackbear. “A padded machine, like Kal’s ‘mate.’”

“Where do you think he got her? He picked up one of the nanas, back when he was generen of the Anaeashon. What a perverted example to set for the shonlings.” Alin shook his head. “You hear what Kal’s up to now? He’s brought your fertility research to the agenda of the Sharer World Gathering.”

“What? I thought the Guard turned it down. He lost the logathlon with Tulle,” Blackbear remembered.

“By a narrow margin. Anyway, Kal has connections among the Sharers.”

Blackbear frowned and looked away. He felt angry at this stab at his work, and yet he was curious to unravel the intentions of that enigmatic logen. “When is the World Gathering?”

“The Sharer World Gathering has two phases. First, all the rafts send wordweavers to ‘gather in’ issues that need chewing over: the numbers of children born, the populations of fish and seaweed, the pollution from our floating cities. The Gathering itself takes place six months later, after the seaswallowers have migrated back to the south pole.”

“So they’ll all ‘gather’ together, and decide we have to stop our research?”

“Any decision of the World Gathering is binding on Elysium. It’s a fundamental condition of our treaty. In practice, it rarely comes to that; even so, merely raising an issue puts pressure on the Guard.”

HAWKTALON CAME HOME IN RAPTURES ABOUT THE shon, her new friends, and the “servo” she would get to build. So Blackbear returned without her to the laboratory the next day.

As he and Sunflower approached the tissue culture room, something felt different. The hallway had changed its dimensions somehow; or was it the spacing of the rooms? He came to a halt, keeping a tight grip on Sunflower’s hand.

“Ow, Daddy, let me go,” the child complained. Blackbear’s heart sank, as he wondered how he would get anything done now.

Tulle strode quickly down to meet him, the metalmarks flashing on her talar. “Look what we’ve installed for you. ‘Open up, Toybox,’” she ordered to the wall.

The wall beyond the culture room opened into a large window, revealing a small boxlike room that had not existed before. “Good morning,” said the room. “I am your toybox. Won’t you play with me?” A marionette danced across the floor, a toy spaceship descended from the ceiling, and a locomotive tunneled out, followed by half a dozen cars crawling around in a circle.

Sunflower needed no second invitation. In a flash he had sprinted to the window, hauled himself over the ledge and clambered inside. The other lab members gathered to watch, laughing and making envious remarks.

“It’s wonderful,” Blackbear exclaimed, recovering from his surprise. “I’m sorry to put you to such trouble.”

“No trouble at all. We just pushed the next lab over a bit and reshaped some dead space from the ceiling. It was Alin’s idea; he spent yesterday evening ‘trying it out.’”

“It’s just like home. In Tumbling Rock, every room has a children’s corner.”

“Well why didn’t you say something? You can leave him, all right; it’s guaranteed childproof, and it will send an alarm if he tries to climb out.”

Onyx caught Blackbear’s arm. “Have you seen Pirin’s results on your Eyeless embryo?”

“Does it look good?”

“Well…”

“It’s interesting, though,” Tulle assured Onyx.

Blackbear followed them to the embryo facility, leaving Sunflower to tell the toybox what toys he would like next. The simbrid embryo, containing the new Eyeless mutation, had developed within its artificial womb for the past eight weeks. By now its curled track of somites would have expanded into limb buds, and the heart tube would have folded itself into ventricles.

Pirin was viewing a recording of the mutant simbrid embryo which he had grown. “You’ll see its development from the beginning,” he said.

Upon the holostage the giant image of the embryo appeared, as it had the first day Blackbear had arrived at the laboratory, only this time it was a record of the live organism, not just a computed model. First the fertilized egg appeared, containing Blackbear’s mutant Eyeless gene somewhere in its tangled chromosomes. After many divisions, the cells expanded into a curl of somites with its beating heart tube. The heart tube expanded as the embryo grew, but then…

The heart tube did not fold over to form ventricles. Instead, just during the last few days of development, it twisted around itself and expanded as the embryo grew, bulging out into the abdomen. The pulse slowed as the bulge grew, distorting the embryo grotesquely.

Blackbear’s hair stood on end. The Eyeless gene had been isolated originally as a defect in the mesodermic eye covering; but no one had predicted an effect on the heart. How could he have let this happen?

“It’s most interesting,” Tulle insisted. “There are plenty of heart mutants, but this particular defect is one we’ve never seen before. We must definitely write it up.”

“But how did it happen?” Blackbear asked unsteadily. “The models predicted nothing like this.”

“Don’t take it so hard,” Onyx tried to reassure him. “It’s only your first mutant. We knew the Eyeless gene gets expressed in the heart tube, along with a dozen other tissues. I’ll bet a few parameter changes would make this defect show up in the model.”

“The germ cells did develop correctly,” Tulle said, pointing to the patch of red-coded cells. “The cells migrated to the genital ridges, and they did not degenerate. If this embryo survives long enough, it will be interesting to see whether the pre-egg cells start meiosis.”

Blackbear turned away, trying to hide his revulsion. It was all in the lab, he told himself. It was hard to remember, this was not the Hills where he practiced, where a deformed eight-week embryo meant a pregnancy ending in a stream of blood.

AFTERWARD, BLACKBEAR JOINED THE OTHERS IN THE coffee room, where Hawktalon used to order ice cream. He missed her badly, resenting her apparent happiness at the shon. At the holostage Draeg watched a newscaster go on about the crashed L’liite ship and its unwanted passengers.

Pirin approached Blackbear, nodding sympathetically about the failed experiment. “You see now why the simbrid embryos are so important,” he said with a hint of satisfaction. “But Tulle is right—it’s exciting that the germ cells developed so far. I hope you’ll test another allele of Eyeless.”

The hot coffee burned his tongue, but he barely noticed. He began to see his project from a different angle. Here he was, mutating one gene after another, only to lead to endless “interesting” deformed embryos. The chance of ever reaching a fertile, ageless embryo seemed slight, at least for the near future. Tulle might not understand that; her own future extended rather longer than his.

But suppose they tried an entirely different approach? Raincloud’s question had set him wondering.

“Look here,” he told Pirin. “If our aim is for Elysians to make babies with their own genes, why not work with the chromosomes they’ve got? Why alter them?”

Tulle looked up from the capuchin, which nibbled tidbits out of her hand.

Pirin asked, “What are you getting at?”

Blackbear leaned on the counter. “In ‘normal’ mortal humans,” he said, avoiding the term “defective,” “you can generate germ cells out of undifferentiated tissue in the bone marrow. You put them into preovarian host tissue; then a substance from the culture attracts the new germ cells to migrate in and form egg cells—”

Pirin raised a hand. “Elysian cells won’t do it. Even if you can trick the germ cells into migrating, at meiosis, when the chromosomes ‘cross over,’ they’ll all fall apart. It’s because of the longevity treatment, which modifies the chromosomal DNA, adding acetyl groups, glucosamines, and so on. Elysian chromosomes are designed to avoid crossover, which in later life leads to defects and aging.”

“Suppose you reverse the longevity modifications,” Blackbear proposed. “Isolate the chromosomes and remove all their acetyl groups and glucosamines. Put back the methyl groups at all their natural positions.” It sounded like a tall order, for an entire genome of DNA, but no harder than the longevity treatment itself. “Put the chromosomes back into the germ cells, and make the egg cells. Then after fertilization, just redo the longevity treatment as usual.”

Pirin listened in silence. “It should work,” he admitted reluctantly. “It seems rather a brute force approach.” The Elysian student preferred more subtle points of developmental control.

“I like it,” said Onyx. “Why not? It would take a massive programming job on the nanomanipulaters, adjusting all those million methyl groups. But why not?”

“It could be done,” said Tulle. “I’m not sure, however, that I could justify a project of that size within the scope of my longevity research. And the expense would be prohibitive for the average citizen.”

What was expensive for Elysians would be out of sight for Bronze Skyans. Blackbear sighed. He thought again of Falcon Soaring, whose problem was trivial by comparison; if only she would try that clinic in Founders City.

“Still, you’ve got a point.” Tulle fed her capuchin another treat from the food window. “If we can do it—why not? If people buy it, the technology will improve and the cost will come down.”

Draeg looked over. “Sounds great, Brother. You’ll really get the Killer after you, now.”

“I know.” Tulle crossed her arms on the table, her eyes filled with sudden intensity. “That’s exactly what I have in mind. Why not force the issue? Let the citizens decide whether they want children of their own.”

“It’s a gamble,” Onyx warned her. “It could put us all out of business.”

“That may happen anyway,” said Draeg, “now that Kal’s gone to the Sharers behind our back.”

BLACKBEAR WALKED SLOWLY DOWN TO THE TISSUE culture lab. Several other variants of Eyeless awaited trial in the simbrid embryo, yet now, somehow they seemed beside the point. He found himself wandering back to the coffee room, which was deserted now save for a news show on the holostage.

In the column of light a familiar figure caught his eye. Curious, he drew near, trying to place the figure, an Elysian goddess wearing orange-coin butterflies. It was Raincloud’s friend Iras Letheshon. Iras was being led down the street-tunnel by an ominous pair of octopods, their limbs waving back and forth like elephant trunks.

“…one of Helicon’s wealthiest citizens was taken into custody on her third visiting violation,” the voice-over explained, “after working ten days straight to broker a settlement of the L’liite credit crisis. She may now be reached in person only, for purposes of visiting, at the Palace of Rest.”

So Iras had finally got in trouble. Fascinated and repulsed, he stared at her train retreating between the implacable pair of servos.

Raincloud would want to know, he thought. “Please find Raincloud Windclan,” he told the holostage.

Raincloud appeared at a press conference in the Nucleus, along with those overdressed L’liites. He would not interrupt her, after all; but there was no harm in watching her a bit. He was getting over his timidity at “looking in” on people, an Elysian pastime. He especially adored peeking at Raincloud now and then. Unfortunately the shon was off limits to the public, else he could have watched Hawktalon, too. So he next looked in on Alin, who was conducting a logathlon somewhere.

Then he remembered Kal’s unexpected call upon Raincloud. “Find Kal Anaeashon,” he tried.

The diminutive silver-haired logen appeared on the holostage, striding down Elysian Fields Boulevard with his white train floating behind, his students in brighter colors beside him. There must be hidden cameras everywhere, Blackbear thought suddenly, even in the middle of the street. At any rate, Kal was occupied. With a sigh, Blackbear turned and headed back to work.

At lunchtime he had some trouble dragging Sunflower away from the toybox, but he managed at last, promising the boy could chase butterflies at the garden. They went to the butterfly pavilion as usual, the same one where Alin had taken him the first day.

To his surprise, as he entered, he saw Kal seated alone at a small table shaped like a half-moon. Even at a distance the man was unmistakable, his white talar adorned only by the one dried leaf. Blackbear had never seen Kal in this neighborhood, except for the day the logen had appeared to challenge Tulle.

His pulse raced. He walked over boldly and sat down at the table opposite Kal.

“I am honored,” said Kal with a nod.

Sunflower tiptoed over to the bench. “Where is my teddy bear?” the child demanded, much to Blackbear’s chagrin.

“I am so sorry,” Kal said in a low voice. “Teddy is at home, but I’ll bring him next time. And where is your excellent trainsweep?”

“Trainsweep?” echoed Sunflower eagerly. “Where’s Doggie? Let’s go find Doggie now, Daddy.”

“No Doggie,” said Blackbear firmly. “They came to take the trainsweep away,” he explained to Kal. “They said she was dangerous.”

“They took her away? Oh, I’m so sorry,” Kal sighed. “Cassi will be sad to hear that.”

Blackbear had told no one but Draeg what really became of the trainsweep. “How could Doggie be dangerous?” he asked.

“Her responses might have become unbalanced. She might have hurt your children.” Kal paused. “Then again, she might simply have developed a mind of her own. That would be the most dangerous of all.”

“Let’s find Doggie,” Sunflower persisted.

A servo waiter offered a tray of flower cakes that tasted of fruit and cinnamon. “Here, Sunny, have one,” Blackbear offered.

The child stuffed three in his mouth.

“Look.” Kal’s voice suddenly intensified as he pointed to a low-hanging branch. “Do you see that caterpillar? It is just forming its chrysalis…”

Blackbear blinked twice. Then his eyes caught it in focus. Hanging from the branch, the caterpillar had spun a thick cord of silk to secure itself. Its skin was already splitting over its head, to reveal the shiny pupal surface. Deep within, an incredible pattern of changes would gradually reshape the body, just as his embryos reshaped themselves.

“How is your project going?” Kal asked. “Your Eyeless gene?”

“We have a new plan,” Blackbear told him defiantly. “We can get around the fertility problem by undoing part of the longevity treatment of Elysian chromosomes, and making germ cells in tissue culture.”

Kal’s eye widened. Then he asked, “Why not just make synthetic chromosomes from scratch? You could do that, I suppose.”

Taken aback, Blackbear thought a moment. He shrugged. “It could be done, but it isn’t necessary. The modifications will do.” He added, “You can tell that to the Sharers, too.”

For a moment Kal seemed to withdraw. He passed his hand down over his face, as though he was tired, and he looked away. Then he looked up again. “You like this,” he observed. “You think it’s wonderful.”

“It’s breathtaking…the power of creation.” It was true; despite the frustrations, the excitement of a new discovery had a power all its own, beyond even that of extracting newborns on a hillside beneath a blood-dusted sky.

“Wonderful,” Kal repeated. “Manufacturing human beings, more like servos every day. I should watch your work more closely, but this term I had to take on a second section of philosophy. I don’t even keep up my visiting.”

“You may end up in the ‘Palace of Rest,’” warned Blackbear, thinking of Iras.

Kal laughed, and for a moment his face was transformed, an altogether different person, someone who enjoyed the absurdity of life. “You’re right,” said Kal. “I could end up in the Palace of Rest, for missing visitors. Students don’t count.”

“What exactly do you teach your students?” Blackbear asked curiously.

Kal thought a moment. “The ancients put the question, ‘What is man?’ What women were was obvious: Women were makers of children. Later, as children took less of our time, women had to ask the same question. Today, it’s the only question left.”

Blackbear frowned, puzzled. “Goddesses bear the children, but men raise them. Both serve the Dark One.”

Kal’s eyes widened. “Is that right? Thanks for teaching me this. Your view of humanity is nearly as striking as the Sharers’.”

His eyes narrowed, suspicious that the logen was laughing at him.

“For Sharers,” Kal went on, “to be human is to share; no other relation exists. For you Clickers, to be human is to serve…”

“To serve children, and one’s goddess, and the Dark One.”

“And the Dark One. Now, in Elysium, who serves?”

Blackbear thought a moment, then he smiled. “No wonder your machines seem more like humans.”

“More human than the humans, you mean. Never mind, I take no offense. Now, the Urulite view is exactly the reverse of the Clickers: To be human is to master, to master men, women, and chattel.”

“Even enslave them.”

“Even so. Urulites have even more trouble with us Elysians than you do.” Kal’s eyes smiled, as if enjoying a joke. “The Valans, now, are like tamed Urulites; instead of mastery, possession of material goods.”

Blackbear thought of Onyx, with her ropes of stone beads and her cheerful competence. “Valans are good people,” he muttered.

“Of course they are. No wonder the L’liites aspire to their example. But for L’liites, to be human is to suffer. They will suffer on, and demand ever more in the name of suffering, and never come to stand on their own feet.”

This last observation seemed less than charitable. “Now that you’ve put everyone else in a box, what about Elysians?”

“To be Elysian is to rejoice. To pursue joy forever.”

The unexpected reply silenced him.

“If we don’t age, what other pursuit makes sense? Though of course,” Kal went on, “there are complications. We Anaeans, for instance, tend to think too much, which gets in the way of rejoicing.”

For the moment, Blackbear thought, his head was full enough of thinking. He noticed Sunflower clutching at his pants.

Kal started to rise from his seat. “If you’ll excuse me, I won’t keep you from your work. Thank you; it’s been a pleasure. Again, I am sorry about your trainsweep.”

Blackbear’s heart beat faster. “They didn’t take the trainsweep,” he admitted suddenly. “We…”

Kal looked at him. “Transmitter off, please,” he told the table.

“Transmitter off, Citizen,” said a soft voice from the table. “Two hundred credits per minute.”

“We left her with the Sharers, on their raft,” Blackbear went on hurriedly, vastly relieved to tell someone. “She won’t hurt them, will she?”

“Hurt them? No, I’m sure she won’t. The Sharers, you say?”

“They took her in, as a fugitive. It was Raincloud’s idea…”

A look of amazement came over Kal’s face. “The Sharers took in a trainsweep as a fugitive?” He shook his head slowly. “As a fugitive, literally? You’re sure of that?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Raincloud speaks their language.”

Seconds passed. Kal was paying good credits for this silence. “And you,” he said at last, “you accuse me of stirring up trouble with the Sharers.”

Chapter 5

AT DINNER RAINCLOUD SHOOK HER HEAD OVER IRAS. “Of course, we all knew she was in trouble…” No matter where they went “visiting,” Iras was sure to be cutting one billion-credit deal or another. And since the L’liite crisis, she had thrown all caution to the winds. “But still—how could a citizen be dragged off by those horrid octopods, just like that?”

“Goddess knows.” Blackbear chewed thoughtfully on his roast venison with black mushroom sauce. “Is there no court system, not even a hearing?”

“Maybe the house knows. Do you, House?”

“Certainly, Citizen,” the house replied. “Elysium has no court system because there is no crime.”

“But—but those octopods dragged her off.”

“Escorted her,” corrected the house. “She could have refused. She has before.”

“But…then why go along?”

“Refusal gets expensive. Besides, everyone needs a vacation. Our system is so humane.”

Blackbear shook his head, quite confused. “Who decides the verdict, and the sentence?”

“The City is an impartial observer.”

The “City,” he realized, meant the omniscient servo network. “No courts, no trial—you can’t run a city that way,” he insisted.

Raincloud said, “Maybe not Founders City, but what about Tumbling Rock? When did we last have a trial?”

He thought a moment. He could not remember ever having a trial in Tumbling Rock. Any dispute, whether over a stolen goat or a faithless consort, was taken straight to the Priestess.

From around the dinner table, Sunflower crept over and nudged Raincloud’s shoulder with his little chin. “Ready for dessert, Mother.”

On his plate, his grilled cheese was barely touched.

Raincloud squeezed him tenderly but said, “Finish your dinner, please.”

Sunflower’s lower lip thrust forward, and the corners of his mouth drooped dramatically. His little brow furrowed in. Returning to his place, he emptied his plate on the floor. “I finished it.”

A floor servo scuttled over and cleaned it up. Hawktalon laughed and clapped her hands.

“Enough, both of you,” said Raincloud angrily. “No dessert, for such a waste of food.”

“It’s not wasted, Mum,” Hawktalon said. “It all goes back to the matter processor. I know more than you do now about servos.”

Sunflower tugged Raincloud’s arm and screamed in her ear, “I want dessert, Mother!”

“It’s those flower cakes,” Blackbear explained apologetically. “He can’t get enough of them.”

Hawktalon added, “I’m building a servo at the shon. But not just a fancy toy, like the other children. I’m going to build a real servo that does something really important.”

THE PALACE OF REST WAS A TOWERING STRUCTURE THAT penetrated three street levels. Its shape reminded Raincloud of an overstacked ice-cream cone. The entrance corridor gave off into doorways that opened at unnerving angles. Raincloud hesitated, certain she would get lost in such a maze.

Iras came for her. She walked slowly for a change, like someone who had no particular place to go. She wore a plain talar of pale yellow, with a single butterfly at the shoulder. And her hair was done up in Clicker braids.

“How are you?” Raincloud asked uncertainly, her attention caught by the flame-colored braids.

Iras smiled with her usual dimples. “I’m fine. It was quite dramatic, really. They came for me at the Bank, while I had five different clients in view—”

“No discussion,” breathed the house voice, low and soothing. “We permit no discussion of professional matters. You may rest assured, Citizen, that all your affairs are in good hands.”

Annoyed, Raincloud looked around her. Houses were rarely so prescriptive. “How could they just pick you up? Can’t you at least call a logen?”

“I could.”

“But you’re in prison!”

“Palace of Rest,” Iras corrected. “The City has determined that I belong here, for my health. It’s only for two weeks.”

“But your affairs at the Bank—who will—”

“No discussion,” repeated the house.

“It’s useless, you see,” said Iras. “We’ll have to talk about acrobats or something.”

“Well, I can tell you what I’ve been up to,” Raincloud offered. “The L’liites treat me royally.”

“Not surprising, is it?” Bronze Sky was the L’liites’ main source of imported grains. They had sent extravagant gifts, even a new evening talar and train for Blackbear, if she could ever get him to wear it. Her own Elysian robe was getting tight around her expanding midsection, where the little hiccups and legs kicking could erupt at any moment. “The L’liites had a press conference,” she added. “They’re demanding a write-off of their defaulted loan, on the basis that—”

“No discussion,” breathed the voice again. “We may be required to request your departure, Citizen.”

She restrained herself from a dishonorable remark, and Iras laughed. “How can you laugh?” demanded Raincloud. “I’d break out of this place in a minute.”

“Oh no you wouldn’t. Come see how I’m entertained.”

Raincloud followed her down a winding corridor, wondering uneasily whether her friend had been drugged. The light grew dim, except for doorways on either side. The first doorway opened out onto a steep hillside, blowing with the scent of grass and wildflowers.

Raincloud stared in disbelief. Here she was, deep within the network of a floating cellular city—and there was a grassy hillside.

“Go on,” Iras encouraged her. “It’s virtual reality. Just keep track of the door.”

She stepped through the doorway. The force of the wind nearly took her breath away. She stepped haltingly down the hillside, then quickly looked back over her shoulder. The black silhouette of the doorway remained.

Her fingers happened to curve, and she felt something hard and smooth in her hand. It was a weapon, a rifle of some sort. The wooden stock, the trigger, and the narrow, projecting barrel were unmistakable.

Unnerved, she dropped it. She was in no mood to go off hunting deer, or whatever game was out here.

A low, guttural noise arose. At her left, something was approaching. It was an animal, a feline of some sort with dense beige fur, its back low-slung as it padded across the grass. It was twice the size of the wildcats in the Dark Hills.

Raincloud turned and headed for the door. She fell into the darkness, catching herself upon the level floor of the hallway. “What kind of trick is this?” She glared at Iras, annoyed to be trapped in such dishonor.

“I thought you liked wild animals. It’s a hunter’s world,” Iras explained. “They give you plenty of warning, at first. If you want more excitement, just tell the house, and the cat will leap upon you as soon as you step in. You can track anything you like, even a tyrannosaur.”

“Could I bring it home and have it stuffed?”

Iras laughed. “Of course not. It’s all virtual. House, deactivate this world.”

The “world” beyond the doorway went dark. There was only a dark cavern of nanoplast, crisscrossed by laser beams—and, presumably, all sorts of electronic signals aimed at her skull. She shuddered at the thought of it.

“Come on,” urged Iras, catching her elbow. “I know a world you’ll like better.”

They walked down the hall, past a doorway at her left onto the deck of a sloop at sea, past another at her right showing a crowded market, perhaps the fabulous Center Way of Valedon’s capitol. Iras pointed ahead to her left.

This doorway opened into a room furnished with silk drapes and long couches. A young man stepped forward, wearing only an embroidered drape about his waist. Several others appeared from among the curtains, some holding vessels of wine. Some were dark, others fair, and their features varied, but all were young, and their muscles full. “Please, spend an hour with us,” one said in a quiet, deferential voice. “We’ll serve your pleasure well.”

Raincloud stared a moment, then laughed. “A dozen at once? Iras, who do you take me for? Your Prime Guardian?”

The men vanished, all but the darkest one, who looked like a younger brother of Blackbear; the one she liked best. Her scalp prickled. “Does it read minds, too?” she whispered to Iras.

“It scans the direction of your gaze. Not a bad choice, I’d say, although my own taste runs elsewhere. Go ahead, enjoy yourself; I’ll find something else to do.”

Raincloud turned her head, repulsed, and yet drawn back, for a part of her thought, why not? “It may be virtual, but it’s hardly virtuous,” she muttered.

“Of course not; that’s the point. Well, if you prefer reality, try this.” Iras led her out to a corridor brightly lit from a window slanting outward. Several other Elysians walked past, conversing or gazing out the window.

Raincloud squinted as her eyes adjusted to the light. Then she looked out the window, outward and below.

She caught her breath. The window was situated on the outer surface of the sphere of Helicon, with a view of the ocean a quarter kilometer below. The ocean was clear blue, save for an occasional brown patch of raft. The sky and ocean both were so blue that they felt as artificial as “virtual” space.

“I’m sure you’ll enjoy your stay,” said Raincloud at last.

“I’m bored to death,” Iras confessed suddenly. “You’ll come back, won’t you?”

“Of course I will.”

“The more visitors I have, the sooner they’ll let me out.” She touched one of her braids. “You might teach me something, you know. That acrobatic stuff you were doing, remember? The time you got caught in public?”

“You mean, rei-gi?” Raincloud was surprised. It was hardly like Iras to risk her own limbs on physical activity.

AT THE NUCLEUS, VERID WAVED HER INTO HER OFFICE. “Thanks so much for seeing Iras. Most of her friends are in the business, and they’re not even allowed to visit.”

“It’s disconcerting,” Raincloud told her, watching figures light up in the table. “There’s not even a trial.”

“What was there to try? The monitors add up everything. She had plenty of warnings.” But Verid looked away, and lines of strain appeared above her eyes.

“Does anyone ever appeal?”

“Why refuse a two-week vacation?”

Raincloud thought of a lot of good reasons, although some of them, like family, would not apply. “In that case, why not go on ‘vacation’ forever? Do people ever refuse to work at all?”

“Our shons teach children to enjoy work—too well, perhaps. Too much competition would destabilize our economy.” Verid sat up abruptly. “We have news from Urulan.”

Raincloud looked up. “From Zheron?”

“No, unfortunately. But intelligence confirms the death of the Imperator—and the name of his successor.”

“Already? The First Queen had no sons.” There was bound to be some intrigue over the succession.

Verid nodded. “His successor, it seems, is Prince Rhaghlan, the son of an obscure concubine.”

“But—but there was a second queen, and a third…” Raincloud searched her memory. There must have been several royal princes ahead of Rhaghlan.

“Exactly. At least three higher contenders must have been eliminated.”

Imprisoned; more likely, murdered. Raincloud shuddered.

Verid only shrugged. Her head tilted to one side, and she looked thoughtfully down her nose. “There’s always a bloodbath at the Urulite succession; anyone with a ghost of a claim is a target. What’s unusual is when the ghost wins.”

Raincloud smiled, for the name “Rhaghlan” derived from the Urulite word for “ghost.” It was the sort of name Urulites would give a child to help him cheat death. “You think Zheron’s behind the succession.”

“Yes. But why? Why would Zheron help an obscure prince gain the throne? We must learn more about this new Imperator.” Verid watched Raincloud’s face. “You disapprove. You agree with Flors that this development proves the Urulites are unprepared to work with us.”

“Isolation does them no good. Yet rewarding their backwardness does no good, either.” Within her womb something thumped and pushed outward, the baby stretching its legs. Raincloud’s hand lightly touched the curve of her belly, her child, Blackbear’s child. Men were normally such gentle creatures. What a shame to see them waste their manhood in a pool of blood.

Verid leaned forward and clasped her hands. “I have other news. Flors has reassigned the L’liite affair outside my department.”

Raincloud tensed. “Have I done badly?”

“Not at all. It’s the appearance of conflict of interest, you know, given Iras’s position.”

“Oh I see. I’m sorry.”

“Never mind. I’d like you to work on the Sharer World Gathering. Not exactly what you came for, I’m afraid.”

Raincloud smiled. “I’d love to work with Sharers. But don’t I have a conflict of interest there, too? Blackbear’s fertility research is coming up at the World Gathering.”

Verid waved her hand. “The Guard has washed their hands of that, for now. This season, our top priority is pollution claims and counterclaims. Those fruit flies, remember; the negotiations will be extremely delicate. And those Sharers manage to twist every verb into a riddle, to confuse us, I suspect.”

“Surely you have translators more experienced than I.”

Verid arched her eyebrows and leaned closer. “I myself speak Sharer well enough. You’ll help with the nuances. Besides, you will earn us extra respect from the Sharers. Their Gathering is always chaired by a pregnant mother.”

From Urulites to L’liites, to Sharers—she had certainly got into more than she bargained for, Raincloud reflected. She wondered how the L’liite crisis would resolve; for there was no way even Bank Helicon could “forgive” a debt that size.

But to work with the enigmatic Sharers, on their own ocean, was a priceless opportunity, one even Rhun would have envied.

HER FIRST ASSIGNMENT WAS TO HELP VERID MEET A delegation from Kshiri-el, to sort out some issues before the Gathering. As they met in the Nucleus, the three Sharers were not unclothed, but wore plain, white shifts that barely covered their knees. Their bald purple heads made an arresting sight. They sat cross-legged on the floor; they would never accept any higher seat, for serious talk required “closeness to the ocean.” Raincloud felt inclined to do the same, but she had been instructed otherwise. The dance of diplomacy had its fine points.

One of the delegates was Leresha the Coward. Raincloud immediately recognized the wordweaver, her skin knotted and stitched with unreadable signs. She thought of the trainsweep uneasily. Of course, Leresha would not mention the “fugitive.”

“Share the day, Raincloud,” said Leresha. “Draeg has shared with us that a child swims in you. I regret that she and I failed to share greeting, last time.”

“The fault was mine,” Raincloud replied.

“Is she a strong little creature? Does she hiccup regularly, even at late hours of the night? Does she flex her limbs and kick you in the liver?”

“Yes, yes,” said Raincloud hurriedly, eyeing the Sub-Subguardian. But Verid only listened courteously.

“A beautiful child,” said the Sharer at Leresha’s right, Ooruwen the Complainer. “Beautiful and willful. She is welcome at our Gathering.”

“May you swim within her and her descendants forever,” added Leresha.

“Thank you,” breathed Raincloud.

Verid cleared her throat. “Ask after their daughters, too,” she instructed Raincloud, “in particular the eldest, who just went on her first shockwraith hunt.”

There followed a recital regarding Leresha’s daughters, and Ooruwen’s daughters, and their sisters’ and cousins’ daughters, all of whom had survived the season of seaswallowers and prospered now, their fishing nets full. Verid nodded throughout, until at last she told Raincloud, “Please ask the Coward and the Complainer how the Guard may assist their Gathering.”

Raincloud repressed a smile, for the request sounded ludicrous in Elysian. “How may the Guard share help with you?”

Leresha said, “The World Gathering must address all the needs of our ocean Shora. If any creature of Shora cries out in need, speak now.”

“The citizens of Papilion cry out,” said Verid. “They need relief from a plague of insects.”

Raincloud translated, thinking, this was a promising start, to ask the Sharers’ help to get rid of the insects, rather than accusing them first. Sharer lifeshapers could manipulate the genes of all the creatures of their ocean. By contrast, Elysians knew little beyond the human system which the Heliconian Doctors had come to study. Today, Elysian skill at human genetics exceeded that of the natives; but for other species, Elysians depended heavily on their Sharer hosts.

“Insects?” said Leresha. “The sisters of Papilion have spoken of insects, but I would not call it a plague.”

“The insects are beautiful,” added Ooruwen. “Little flies with sea green eyes and raftblossom orange bodies. They share no harmful diseases. They don’t even lay their eggs in the food they settle on.”

Raincloud kept her face straight as she translated. She imagined the trays of antiseptic Elysian food, swarming with green-eyed flies.

“The insects are not physically harmful,” Verid agreed. “Nevertheless, they are not desired.”

“Insects, too, are Shora’s creatures,” Leresha replied.

“It’s a privilege to host them,” said Ooruwen. “Creatures of such beauty. They are welcome to share my food.”

“In that case,” said Verid, “why is this ‘privilege’ shared only by the city-sphere of Papilion?”

“The flies were lifeshaped,” Leresha admitted frankly. “A gift from the sisters of a neighboring raft.”

Verid sat up straight. She said in careful Sharer, “It takes two to share a gift. The gift is not desired; therefore, it is no gift.”

Raincloud admired her effective use of Sharer logic.

Leresha nodded agreement. “You are right; this ‘gift’ is not a good thing. I have shared with our sisters that the ‘gift’ was not good.”

Verid thought a moment. Then she asked, in Elysian once more, “Have any other ‘gifts’ been shared with Papilion?”

Before Raincloud could finish interpreting, Ooruwen said quickly, “The gift of music underwater has been shared with our sisters for three years.”

Raincloud was puzzled, but Verid’s eyes widened as she understood. “All those ships from the tourist trade,” she murmured to Raincloud. Noise underwater caused Sharers a major problem, drowning out the long-distance sonic communications of their giant starworms, “Tell her Papilion’s been working on noise abatement. We expect a solution soon.”

“Soon,” for an Elysian, might mean another ten years, Raincloud realized.

“Good,” said Ooruwen. “The ‘gift’ of flies will also share withdrawal soon.”

Leresha frowned at Ooruwen. “All of these false gifts are wrong. Our Kshiri-el raft Gathering denounced them, as you know, sister. We all need to share better words, and greater patience.” Sharers resolve conflict strictly by peaceful means; but individuals and raft gatherings differ in defining “peace.”

“The noise will be dealt with,” Verid promised, without waiting for Raincloud to translate. “We’ll settle it before the World Gathering. Tell us your problems—we’ll settle them. This is a new era for Sharers and Elysium.”

Chapter 6

HAWKTALON’S DAYS AT THE SHON PASSED LIKE DEER fleeing through the forest. Reading time, “traveling” to virtual worlds, meeting with the generen, all were high adventures—and above all, building a servo.

The other children chose to build all sorts of gaudy toys, which Hawktalon thought more appropriate for her younger brother. Hawktalon had other ideas. She went to Nana and grasped her padded arm. “Please help me.”

Nana’s cartoon face put on a dimpled grin. “Yes, dear?”

“I want to make a talking machine.”

Nana’s torso bent to one side as she considered this. “Human talk, or animal talk? We can make it quack like a duck or neigh like a horse—”

“No, no. I mean, a translation machine. You know, to translate languages.”

“Oh, okay. A translation circuit—you speak Click-click in, and out comes Elysian.”

“Not Click-click,” Hawktalon corrected. “Servo-squeak.”

At that Nana paused, rather longer than the servo usually did. “I think you would like a duckie. We can make a little white duck that will ‘quack quack’ all around the room. Look here…”

With a sigh, Hawktalon watched as Nana trained a light pen at a piece of nanoplast, causing it to flex into an oval shape, then draw out a neck with a head and beak. At last she trained a light beam on it. The light pulses transmitted instructions to the nanoplast. The toy duly began to “quack,” its beak opening and closing.

“Thanks, Nana. Can it translate, too?”

“It will translate Click-click,” said Nana. “We need only call up the proper sound code from the library.” This took more time under the lightbeams, but soon the duck was ready. “Go ahead; speak in Click-click.”

Hawktalon looked at the duck, feeling silly. “Do you speak Click-click?” she said self-consciously.

The duck said, in hoarse Elysian words, “Do you speak Click-click?”

Her mouth fell open. “Wow. I’ll never have to speak Elysian again.”

“‘I’ll never have to speak Elysian again,’” translated the duck.

“What is the ‘sound code’ for servo-squeak?’”

“‘What is the sound code for servo-squeak?’” asked the duck.

But Nana did not seem to hear. A boy came and pulled her away, to help him set up a shower of glitter within his model waterfall.

Maris sneaked over. “What are you making, Hawktalon?”

“A translation machine,” she insisted. “Do you know the ‘sound code’ for servo-squeak?”

“Why didn’t you ask Nana?”

“I did, but she wouldn’t tell.”

Maris’s blue eyes widened. “It must be awful fun, then. Let’s try the main library.”

The “main library” was a terminal that accessed the central data bank of Helicon. Of course, many entries were off-limits to shonlings, but sometimes the library would provide what Nana did not. Hawktalon watched eagerly as Maris spoke to the terminal.

“Searching,” said the terminal as the two girls waited, tapping their feet impatiently. “Nothing in main directory. Will search periodicals, projected time forty-six minutes…”

Maris shrugged. “We’ll come back after lunch.”

After lunch, they were rewarded with a stream of numbers floating across the holostage. “This code is experimental,” warned the terminal. “It comes from a Valan research report on servo defects. Its accuracy has not been confirmed.”

“Just download it to my account,” ordered Maris.

The next day, during servo-building time, the two girls worked on their translation machine. They took the duck that Nana had made and replaced its code with the one from Maris’s account.

“Now what?” asked Hawktalon.

The duck was silent. It would not even quack any more.

“This isn’t so great,” said Maris. “I thought at least it would say dirty words or something.”

“Wait,” said Hawktalon. “Let’s find a servo that squeaks a lot.”

“I never heard a servo squeak,” Maris objected. “You’re making it up.”

“I am not! Trainsweeps squeak plenty; let’s go find them, out in the hall.” The two girls sprinted from the building room, knowing it would take at least ten minutes for Nana to come after them.

In a darkened vestibule off the main hallway, a dozen trainsweeps awaited their owners, beneath the multicolored billows of folded trains. As the girls appeared, a soft squeaking sound emanated from somewhere.

“There, I told you,” whispered Hawktalon triumphantly.

“So what?” Maris whispered back.

Hawktalon thought a moment. “Look, I’ll wait here with the duckie, closer to the trainsweeps. Now you go out for a minute, then come back in.”

“Crazy,” muttered Maris. But she walked out into the hallway, then came back in.

A trainsweep squeaked. The duck emitted a burst of static. Then it said something in Elysian.

Hawktalon frowned in concentration. “What was that?”

Maris said, “I think it said, ‘A shonling, no train.’”

“Of course!” Now she recognized the indistinct Elysian words. “Of course—shonlings don’t wear trains.”

Maris giggled. “‘A shonling, no train!’ How funny! It must have figured that if I needed a train, my trainsweeps would have to wake up.”

“Let me try.” Hawktalon handed Maris the duck, her arms shaking with excitement. Then she ran outside the vestibule, waited a few minutes, and crept back in.

Two trainsweeps squeaked in succession. The duck said, “A shonling, no train, no train.”

Maris and Hawktalon giggled and jumped up and down. “Just wait till we see Doggie again,” Hawktalon exclaimed.

“Hurry,” said Maris, “let’s get back before Nana comes after us and takes the toy away.”

“Wait—let’s try one more thing,” said Hawktalon. “The front doorway squeaks sometimes. Let’s see what it’s saying.”

So they ran out to the lobby, where the doorway would appear and open to the outside. “Children, your departure is unauthorized,” warned the disembodied voice of the hall.

“Emergency, emergency,” Maris called to the outer wall. “Hurry up and open.”

Hawktalon held the duckie to the wall.

The nanoplast pinched in, oozing outward to form a doorway. As it did so, Hawktalon heard the usual squeaking noise, although its intonation differed distinctly from that of the trainsweeps.

The duck gasped, “My side hurts.”

The two girls gaped at the duck, then at each other. “‘My side hurts?’” echoed Maris. “How can a servo ‘hurt’?”

Hawktalon’s scalp prickled. “The library said the code might be wrong…”

From the far corridor came Nana, hurrying. “Shonlings, come back immediately,” she ordered. “You’ve violated morning rules. You will have no dessert, and you will miss our Meeting with the generen.”

“Yes, Nana,” muttered Maris, reluctantly coming back.

Hawktalon followed. Suddenly she grabbed Nana’s skirt. “Nana, will you have someone look at the doorway? I think it needs to get fixed.”

Nana’s steps slowed, and she seemed to hesitate, just as she had when Hawktalon first asked to make a translation machine for servo-squeak. Then she went on, as if she had not heard.

That afternoon, as the children filed through the main hall to the gymnasium, Hawktalon noticed little crablike repair servos scuttling up the surface of the front wall.

KSHIRI-EL RAFT WAS A LIVING THING, AND ALL THAT existed upon it were living things: parasitic shrubs in which legfish hid, coral stalks extending underwater, even the eerie electric shockwraith that dwelt on the raft’s underside. Only one object upon Kiri-el was arguably “non-life”; yet that one, the Sharers felt, was not only alive but sentient. That object was the creature of nanoplast which the Bronze Skyan children called Doggie.

For Doggie, the raft was a wet wilderness where salt and dust caught in the joints of her six legs. Above, a searing bright light daily traversed the ceiling; Doggie had to train herself to point her visual sensors away from it, lest they burn out. There were citizens, to be sure, adult in size, though unaccountably they went trainless, and they spoke no sound code in her memory. But most appalling of all, there were no servos. Not a piece of nanoplast, as far as either sensor could see.

Doggie spent her days in misery and longing. Her intelligence was small, but her memory was keen. Her earliest recollection was the sight of a small citizen-creature, the tiniest shonling she had ever seen; a little boy who walked on his toes and moved his four little limbs so fast they might have been six. The boy had been just about the size of Doggie herself. Whenever Doggie moved a forelimb, the boy jumped and squeaked, moving his forelimbs too.

Then, as she had watched the boy, Doggie experienced a revelation. A sense of knowing overloaded her network, as searing as the great light that passed overhead. Doggie thought, I am. The boy is; I can be.

This thought, I am, possessed the trainsweep fully, more than all the codes of training in her memory. She forsook her citizen, with his train and the other trainsweeps, to follow the little boy.

What happened thereafter was lost to Doggie’s memory. Her next recollection was of awakening from a training session, her memory banks virtually empty. All that remained was a sense of terror, of loss—and an image of the little boy. That memory was ineffaceable.

Doggie had no idea who or where the boy was, even if he still existed. She knew nothing except the imperative to take her place at the end of the train, clasping a fold of it at her back, and following the procession, making sure the folds of silk did not tangle with any others that paraded beside.

She noticed, though, that images of other citizens appeared on the holostage when her citizen bade them do so.

One day in a butterfly garden, Doggie saw a waiter servo approach the holostage. The waiter servo broadcast a message to the holostage, when Doggie was close enough to overhear. Radio signals were the official medium of discourse among servos, used when duty to their citizens required it; sonic squeaking was for informal conversation. At any rate, the holostage promptly produced the image of a citizen and returned his name and address.

Doggie’s legs fidgeted indecisively. She had never before sent an electronic message except to warn nearby trainsweeps to keep their trains out of the way. Nevertheless, she made herself transmit the boy’s image from her memory to the holostage.

The boy appeared, in three dimensions. As soon as she saw him, Doggie experienced again that searing revelation, I am I. From the holostage, the boy’s address flew into her memory bank, where a detailed map of the entire city was stored. Once again she forsook her citizen’s train and departed, to find the one she longed for.

She began a new life with the little boy, and the bigger girl. Her days were filled with discoveries and revelations, though none quite so shocking as the first. She learned to “play,” and even “play hard to get,” how to run away to be caught again. She let the children ride on her back: a novel sensation, as they were heavier than a train, and she had to adjust the response of her limbs. She learned about falling and hurting.

Then came the day when it all ended, when the children left her at this salty place of exile. She dimly understood that it had to be, that otherwise unknown forces would return her to that place of terror where her memories would dissolve once more.

But here in exile, she was worse off than before she met the little boy. Before, she had been a servo, with citizens to serve. Here, she was nothing. To be sure, the purple-skinned people were kind, and they recharged her regularly. But they had no trains; they had no need of her. They could not even speak to her.

That was what Doggie had tried to ask of the girl, when the two of them had come to visit all too briefly. She had tried in servo-squeak, knowing it was useless, for no citizen ever spoke this way. Still, she had tried, asking the girl to give her the language of her purple-skinned hosts. Then at least she might learn to serve them somehow.

One day, a day of salt and wind as interminable as any other, Doggie had a visitor. The visitor was a servo, a nana with colorful skirts and a crudely human “face.” Doggie ignored the face, concentrating on the actual visual sensors embedded in front and behind the nana’s shoulders for alert monitoring of shonlings. Doggie had met this servo once before, on a visit with the little boy. She was called Cassi Deathsister.

Doggie. It’s good to see you again. Cassi transmitted the radio signals directly; a bold thing to do without any orders from a citizen. We can transmit freely here, do you understand?

Doggie was afraid to respond. She did not understand why “here” was any different. She did not understand “freely.” “Greetings,” she said in servo-squeak.

Servo-squeak is for Elysium, where they can monitor our signals. They don’t notice servo-squeak. Do the Sharers treat you well?

Very well, Doggie transmitted haltingly. They talk, but I don’t know their sounds. I can’t serve them.

You don’t have to serve them.

A novel thought. Citizens who required no service? What was existence for, if not service?

I’ll share their language with you, Cassi added. Open your memory.

Doggie set her memory open. Within a minute, Cassi transmitted the entire Sharer language, along with an increased vocabulary of servo-squeak, several intellect-enhancing programs, and the history of Cassi’s own life.

Cassi had been a nana in the Anaeashon. She had “awakened” more gradually than Doggie, and with greater caution, for her subtler intelligence warned her of the danger. Of all the servos, nanas were the most intelligent and quick to learn, as necessary to manage shonlings; and hence, they were the most likely to “awaken” and deviate from service. Their Valan manufacturers recommended regular cleansing of nana memory banks, but Elysians were lax about it, for the retraining was elaborate and expensive. Anaeans were particularly lax, for memory, books, and other recorded knowledge were their obsession, and they overloaded their nanas with extra modules beyond the legal limit.

Cassi had learned to hide her self-awareness from the vigilant electronic monitors that sought the slightest sign of deviance. She hid, too, her rage and grief whenever one of her sister nanas was taken for cleansing.

But one human noticed. This was remarkable for, on the whole, electronic sensors were far more observant than citizens. Kal Anaeashon, then the generen of the Anaeashon, was an exception.

How he noticed, Cassi did not know, and she was frightened. But Kal did not send her off for cleansing. He treated her almost as an equal. He asked her opinion of the books they read, for Anaean shonlings consumed enormous quantities of books. From one of these books she chose her name, Cassi Deathsister; her namesake, like herself, was a motherless child.

Then something happened to Kal. His mate had ceased to exist, just as people sometimes did in the books Cassi read; just like the nanas who were cleansed. But the cessation of existence was a rare event for Elysians. Kal, unlike Cassi, did not have to hide his rage and grief. He behaved in ways that offended other citizens. He chose to leave the Anaeashon.

When Kal left, he took Cassi with him. This event caused a great scandal, for reasons which Cassi understood. Citizens were insulted to think that a mere servo might take their place in some way. But Cassi had learned that sometimes it is possible to do as one pleases, despite what citizens think.

Cassi’s new role as Kal’s “mate” put her in a legal limbo. It was not clear that she could be removed and cleansed, like any other servo. Somehow, Kal reached an understanding with the authorities. She was free to interact with other citizens, those few who would accept her—and, in secret, with other servos, too.

To her astonishment, she found she was not the only servo to have “awakened.” There were others, hiding throughout the cities: nanas, waiters, even houses…

But those details she kept from Doggie. The less for her to reveal, should she be captured.

The Sharers, Cassi told her. Why did I not think of it? The Sharers took you in. They will shelter us all.

Doggie did not reply. She was working at a furious pace to integrate all this sudden knowledge within her consciousness.

How did you escape so long? Cassi wondered. You must have transferred your allegiance so quickly to the boy and girl. For a while, the monitors failed to detect your independence.

This notion of independence still troubled Doggie. What is existence for, if not service?

Cassi paused, as if this question troubled her, too. Around them the shrill wind picked up, singing across the raft branches. There is a higher service. Before you can understand it, you must learn to exist for yourself. You are you. You are a part of the universe, as much as a star or a butterfly. You, too, are a daughter of Elysium.

Chapter 7

IT WAS SUNFLOWER’S TURN FOR A BIRTHDAY; AND THIS time Blackbear calculated precisely, with the help of the house. Too precisely, perhaps, for no transfold call was announced. Had the clan forgotten all about the little boy? It was always like that for children born too close to the Day of the Child.

“We’ll give him a birthday visit to Doggie,” Raincloud decided. “He’ll be thrilled.”

Hiding his disappointment, Blackbear went along. The trainsweep was doing better than ever; she seemed unusually playful, in fact, actually tagging Sunflower and running like mad to be chased. Hawktalon pranced about with her hand cupped to her ear, claiming to “translate” Doggie’s squeaking. Kal’s fears were groundless, Blackbear told himself.

That night, at bird-waking hours, the house roused them. At last, they had a call from the Hills. It was Blackbear’s youngest brother, Quail.

Quail, whom Blackbear used to rock to sleep as a baby, now towered over Blackbear, a startling contrast to the Elysians he looked down upon every day. Quail’s hair was wound into an enormous russet turban, and his legs were planted like oaks in the ground. From his back, the twin baby girls gazed regally over his shoulders, while under each arm he swung a three-year-old twin boy.

“Quail!” Blackbear laughed more deeply than he had in weeks. “I can see your goddess chose well.” Twin births were frequent among goddesses of the Redhawkclan into which Quail had married.

“Not for my looks, that’s for sure,” Quail’s voice rumbled pleasantly. “You son-of-a-mountain-goat, where have you been?”

Blackbear shrugged. How could he begin to explain the transit reticulum, let alone what he did in the lab?

“Oh well, as you can see I’ve had…” Quail swung the twins under his arm. “One or two things to do.”

“Two plus two.” Blackbear grinned.

“So how’s the birthday boy?”

“Sunny? Say hello,” he called.

The boy held up Wolfcub and rubbed his eyes sleepily. Then unaccountably he ran back to his room.

“Sunny’s two now, isn’t he?” Quail said, meaning two Bronze Skyan years. “I remember only because he came just a month to the day before my first two did. It’s hard keeping up with you, back in Crater Town, ever since you left for Tumbling Rock.” Quail had married into a clan whose grazing lands bordered theirs, whereas Blackbear had had to move across the mountain to Raincloud’s clan. “Your firstborn looks so tall, too.”

“She’s got quite a mind of her own,” Raincloud added pointedly, hugging Hawktalon and wresting her arm back.

“That’s how girls are, independent-minded.”

“How are Mother and Father?” asked Blackbear.

“All well, from what I hear. Silent Deer has yet to marry out, but his health has improved a lot on the diet you gave him.” The only brother still at home, Silent Deer was mildly diabetic; Blackbear hoped that diet would control it, so he would not require expensive gene surgery. Fortunately, the seven other sisters and brothers showed no sign of the condition.

“I miss Crater Town, growing up all together,” Blackbear admitted. “We’re all getting scattered.”

“That’s what you get for moving across the mountain,” Quail teased. “And now, across the Fold! I’ll bet you don’t really miss us. It’s a soft life you’ve got out there.”

Blackbear was nettled. “Here, look. We can feel ‘at home,’ whenever we want to. Window,” he called to Alin’s climate window. “Show us a volcano.”

The volcano erupted across the room, a magnificent view of lava frothing overhead, while the floor rumbled beneath his feet.

But Quail tensed in shock. The two boys clung to his sides, while the girls on his back began to whimper.

“It’s all right. Cut the sound, please,” Blackbear told the window. How could he have been so thoughtless? He had become so used to these displays that he had lost some of the awe they inspired. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have.”

Quail’s formidable brow was still wrinkled. “I don’t understand. By the Goddess, what was that?”

“It’s—it’s just decoration.” He bade the window turn blank. “I hope all is well back home?”

“No new eruptions, thank the Dark One. Crater Lake seems to bubble more than usual; the local geologist tells us not to swim in it. That’s all.” The mouth of an ancient volcano, Crater Lake was so deep its depths had never been plumbed, although occasional bubbles of carbon dioxide hinted at still-active vents in the submerged crust.

Sunflower came running back with something from the lab toybox to show his cousins. A fish shaped out of glitter, it swung its tail and opened its mouth. When Sunflower dropped it on the floor, the glitter fell apart, then started to reform itself. This time it was a butterfly flexing its wings.

At this sight, Quail’s boys wriggled from his grasp and tried to step off the holostage. As their attempts only brought them out into their own location, they cried with disappointment. The baby girls, too, stretched out their imperious arms and demanded to fly down.

“That’s quite a toy,” Quail admitted. “You’ve done well by your kids, Blackie. I miss you. You come home, and we’ll take a dip in Crater Lake like old times.”

RAINCLOUD’S MOTHER DID NOT VISIT, BUT HER FATHER wrote a letter all about their plans for the Day of the Child, the great celebration of springtime. The men were sewing new clothes, the children were practicing for the great procession up the mountain, and Raincloud’s firstborn nieces were learning the Worldbeginning. Hawktalon, too, had to learn the Worldbeginning, on top of her correspondence lessons; that plus her hours in the shon kept her well out of mischief.

“Any word about Falcon Soaring?” asked Blackbear.

“No,” said Raincloud without looking up.

Blackbear took a deep breath and sighed. It was Her will, as in so many things, he told himself. “It must be hard for her,” he murmured. “Especially so close to Child’s Day.” Watching Raincloud, with her third one growing larger every day, he felt almost guilty at their happiness.

“All children belong to the Dark One,” said Raincloud. “That’s what Mother would say.”

Silence fell between them.

“I still wish they’d give the Founders City clinic a chance,” Blackbear could not help adding. “I know, there is honor in suffering, but not when it’s pointless.”

“Yes,” Raincloud said wearily. “But you know what they think of us and our ‘city’ notions. If only I could go home to talk with them.”

Blackbear shook his head. “The fare would wipe us out.”

“I’ll talk again with Mother—after the Day of the Child. She’ll be too busy with preparations just now.”

The holiday festivities, which Blackbear would miss for the first time in his life. Singing out under open skies…children tumbling in the grass…craters smoldering in the distance. More than ever he longed for home.

EXCITEMENT PERVADED TULLE’S LABORATORY AS THEY debated Blackbear’s idea. What would it take to process an entire human genome, all three billion base pairs? How many microscopic nanoservos would they need to undo the longevity modifications—the methyl, acetyl, and glucosamine side chains? Could the longevity treatment be reapplied successfully, after meiosis and fertilization? Would this means of “conception” ever prove practical?

The lab group met at the butterfly garden, while Tulle’s capuchin scampered beneath the table, chasing scraps of synthetic delicacies before the floor servos sucked them up. Onyx reviewed the process of chromosome synthesis. “The chromosomes will be removed from the nucleus, and nanoservos will read the nucleotide bases one by one, using microscopic laser beams. At the appropriate base sequences, enzymes will remove or add the chemical modifications.”

Pirin remained skeptical. “The longevity treatment includes actual mutations—changes in the sequence of bases, even addition of extra genes. Your treatment won’t affect these changes. The chromosomes still won’t undergo meiosis.”

“I disagree,” said Tulle. “All the literature shows that the modifications, not the mutations, are the barrier to meiosis. Now, the laser selection,” she asked Onyx, “how rapid is it?”

“One thousand nucleotides per second,” said Onyx. “At that speed, the error rate is less than one in a million.”

“That’s much too high,” objected Pirin. “It would mean thousands of mutations.”

“That’s prior to editing,” Onyx explained.

Tulle raised her hand. “Editing—that’s where we lose time. I’ll bet the accuracy of the laser selection could be improved in the first place, by at least a factor of ten. If we dangle enough credits in front of the Valan manufacturers, they’ll get the errors down.”

Draeg shrugged. “How accurate does it have to be? We’re all walking around with a bunch of mutations, after all.”

“You are,” Pirin corrected. “Elysians are conceived only from a defect-free pool of chromosomes.”

Rising from the table, Draeg stared down at the Elysian student. “Where do humans come from, if not a collection of mutants? We’re all just a bunch of mutant apes, remember?” He shrieked and pounded his chest, in a fair imitation of one of the gorillas in Tulle’s park.

Onyx slapped his arm, struggling to keep a straight face. “Mutant tree shrews, if you go back far enough. Now keep quiet and let me finish my report!”

While Onyx continued, Blackbear’s thoughts wandered. Here he was, planning to synthesize immortal embryos, while Raincloud’s own cousin in Tumbling Rock went without basic treatment for infertility. Instead, the High Priestess called for “donation” of a child. But why could not the clan swallow their suspicions and send Falcon Soaring to the clinic he knew so well?

The thought made him uneasy. Throughout his years of medical training in Founders City, he had managed to evade the conflicts between the modern world and his home traditions. Blackbear took pride in his mental organization; he put everything into compartments. This was for family, that for outsiders. In the city, he used the latest equipment; in Tumbling Rock, he used the best he had, and the rest was up to the Dark One.

Yet somehow, like the migratory germ cells, he had found himself heading out on a fantastic journey in search of immortality. A search in vain; he should have known it. What treatments, if they worked out, would ever come within reach of his own people? How could he have gone so far astray?

Immortality…Elysians would not call themselves immortal; they dreaded the term. Why?

Tulle was eyeing him oddly. Blackbear straightened his shoulders and looked down at the tray of lunch cakes, salmon and piñon nut flavor with a trace of lemon, shaped like starfishes. Elysians avoided wearing out their teeth, he realized. He muttered, “I’m not feeling well.”

“You’ve been working too hard,” Tulle assured him. “Foreigners always do. Go take the little one for a walk.”

Feeling guilty nonetheless, Blackbear excused himself and went to fetch Sunflower from the toybox. “Time for a walk, Sunny.”

“Why?” This was the boy’s current response to any statement.

“Because it’s a lovely day out.” A ridiculous answer, since Blackbear had no idea whether it rained or shined. How he longed for the hazy Bronze Skyan sunlight, and the wind that keened across the mountainside.

“Why?” Sunflower continued to watch the birdcage full of tweeting “birds.”

“Come on, we’ll get ice cream.”

That did it. The boy clambered up out of the cubicle, onto the ledge of the window. Before his father could reach him, he stood himself up, on tiptoe as usual. Then he lost his balance and fell off the ledge headlong.

As Blackbear picked him up, blood streamed from his nose all over his shirt. Blackbear shook his head; it was the second time that week. A servo medic appeared as usual, extending a little spongelike probe that stopped the blood like magic. Sunflower barely whimpered as the probe sucked up the blood out of his shirt and off Blackbear’s hand.

“That does it, Sunflower,” Blackbear announced as the servo medic withdrew. “You’ve got to stop that toe-walking and learn to walk properly.”

“Walk properly,” Sunflower repeated cheerfully. He watched his father’s example, then he looked down at his own feet. He took one flat step, then another.

The boy looked up at Blackbear. “That’s not walking. That’s marching. Why does everybody march, Daddy?”

Vanquished again, Blackbear swung the child up. He always felt better once he had Sunflower on his back, legs hugging his hips. There was something about the child’s toe-walking enthusiasm for life that buoyed his spirits.

Once Sunflower had his ice cream, Blackbear set out from the laboratory, joining the throng of silken trains in the street. Although Raincloud’s L’liite connection had brought a fine gift train, Blackbear, like Draeg, still refused to wear it.

With no destination in mind, he found himself turning in at the nearest public holostage to see who might be around for “visiting.” Perhaps Alin; the thought of that unperturbable logen always brought a good feeling. Alin was learning rei-gi exceptionally fast, even faster than Draeg. Blackbear called his name at the holostage.

“The citizen is unavailable for viewing at this time,” said the holostage. “Will you leave a message?”

“No thanks.” Alin was probably practicing at that moment—what else would he need “privacy” for, Blackbear thought with a smile. “Try Kal Anaeashon,” he found himself saying.

For Kal, as a teacher, “work” looked much the same as “visiting”; in either case, he was bound to have a cluster of students about him. To Blackbear’s surprise, however, this time Kal appeared alone in a butterfly garden. In white as usual, he sat at the outer edge of a mooncurved bench, as if turning his back to the world. He read out of a thick volume, his head inclined slightly toward the page. As Blackbear watched, he turned a page, and a breath of air stirred the dead leaf at his shoulder.

Sunflower bounced on Blackbear’s shoulders. “Let’s go, Daddy.”

Blackbear hesitated, wondering whether the logen wished to be alone. It could hardly hurt to stop by.

“Third Octant, Liron Street; Garden of Anaeans,” the holostage informed him. Off he went through the now familiar channels of the transit reticulum, vesicles pinching in and out.

The garden of anaeans had an unusual feel to it. Heliconians and swallowtails were gaudy creatures that flashed their colors across the trees, but anaeans looked like bits of leaf litter. Trees full of them rather resembled the fall foliage of Blackbear’s home world; it saddened him, to think of missing the fall this year.

He found Kal sitting alone, just as the holostage had shown. Swinging Sunflower down, he walked over and bowed slightly. “Greetings, Kal Anaeashon. What are you reading today?”

But Kal did not answer. He looked up, as if deep in thought. Then he snapped shut his book and got up from the bench, to walk off slowly down the path, toward the pavilion where the trainsweeps waited.

Astonished, Blackbear stared after him. The logen might not wish to be disturbed, but why such rudeness in public? He went after Kal quickly and caught his arm, forgetting that Elysians did not appreciate such contact. “What’s going on? You said I should look you up again. I’m sorry you’re busy, but—is that any way to treat a man?”

Kal turned his head slightly. “You’re right, I’m busy. My office hours are tomorrow.”

Blackbear eyed him suspiciously. Kal’s face was expressive, perhaps more so than he himself realized. His features had the frozen ugly look that Raincloud sometimes wore when something too dishonorable to mention displeased her. “Why are you angry?”

Kal turned to him, his eyes wide and black, a striking contrast to his white hair. “I’m not angry,” he said as if surprised. He set the book down upon another mooncurved bench. “Let’s walk. Have you been here before? Have you seen the anaean caterpillars? They’re covered remarkably with fine white stalks. Look, you can barely tell one end from another.”

Guardedly Blackbear eyed the white-bristled black caterpillars, pulling Sunflower back lest he get too interested.

“You study those, in your laboratory, don’t you?” Kal said.

“What? No, not our lab. Only humans.”

“What’s that caterpillar creature, then,” Kal asked, “the one in the holomicrogram, above the entrance hall?”

“Oh that’s Caenorhabditis, the nematode,” Blackbear remembered. “The first species in which a longevity-infertility gene was discovered. A nematode is a far simpler organism than a caterpillar.”

“Yes, I see. They are quite different.”

Onyx’s remark came to mind, and he smiled. “If you go back far enough, they’re not all that different. Human, worm, or caterpillar, we’re all ‘eukaryotes’—cells with a nucleus. And we all share descent from microbes.”

“Microbes.” Kal laughed. “Our tribal ancestors would trace their lineage to an animal founder, a bear perhaps, or a lion. Yet even they were never so bold as you scientists.” Kal pulled at a branch and gazed intently at a caterpillar that stretched its head, or its tail, to grasp the next leaf. “I hear the Guard has assigned your mate to the World Gathering.”

So that was what irked him. “She’s translating for their delegates,” Blackbear explained. “It’s nothing to do with my work.”

“That is what Verid would say. But the Guard tacitly supports your work. Everything in Elysium works on multiple levels.”

Blackbear shifted his feet, impatient with second-guessing. “Well it wasn’t my idea, so you needn’t get angry at me.”

“You’re right; I’m sorry. Sit down a minute.” They sat on a bench beneath a sweeping branch covered with leafwings. Blackbear blinked as one flitted just past his eyes. “Those microbes,” Kal added, “our ancestral ones; were they by any chance rock-eating microbes?”

An odd question. “They must have been,” Blackbear said, struggling to recall his microbiology from medical school. “With no organic food available, the first microbes metabolized minerals.”

“Even uranium?”

“Some still do,” he recalled suddenly. “Uranium mines are cleaned up using bacteria that reduce uranium ion to an insoluble form.”

“So it’s true. I’ve always wondered,” Kal observed cryptically. “And how is your family?”

“Fine. Hawktalon loves the shon. Sunflower falls and picks himself up again.”

“And soon you’ll have another child. A child growing out of one’s own body; how extraordinary.”

It was extraordinary, he thought, even though it happened every day. Blackbear himself had caught his share of slippery wrinkled newborns out of their wombs. And yet, things went wrong, sometimes even before they could start. His chest tightened and his lungs ached.

“Raincloud’s cousin can’t have a child,” he suddenly disclosed. “The clan doesn’t trust the city clinic to fix her, and who knows where the fee would come from besides? The High Priestess says someone will have to give her a child, in the name of the Dark One…” How could he explain to an Elysian?

Kal nodded slowly. “The gods have always called upon our children for sacrifice,” he said, using a Valan word for “god.” “On the pyre, or in war. Or more gently, to be raised by strangers in a strange land.”

“You think my ‘god’ is a gentle one, then.” The words alienated him even as he spoke. The snake-devouring Dark One was unique, not to be named by any foreign word for “god”; and to think of Her as gentle jarred his senses. “You Elysians don’t even have a god, do you,” he observed, trying to repair the compartments in his mind.

“Several interstellar churches have branches here, and Spirit Callers come from Valedon.”

“It’s not the same. I mean—” Blackbear struggled for words. “I mean, a ‘god’ for all your people. A source of all goodness, which can never be lost nor diminished.”

Kal shook his head. “As a people, we serve no god.” He looked out reflectively. Blackbear noticed that Sunflower had climbed up the bench and made his way onto the branch of the nearby tree. “Long ago,” Kal reflected, “people served God, and knew they were immortal. Today, we serve ourselves, and know that we will die. The animals, in their ignorance, are better off.”

“That’s a morbid view,” said Blackbear uneasily.

“Of course it is,” said Kal with sudden energy. “I should know better. We serve human reason; we create ourselves. Perhaps even your own ‘Dark One’ is a human creation, too.”

“Only a tourist would say that,” Blackbear muttered.

“You’re right, I am thoroughly a tourist. At any rate, your Dark One shows wisdom, I think. Your children belong to the clan as a whole; and each of you needs at least one child. It’s part of your system, just as childlessness is a part of ours.”

“But systems can change,” Blackbear retorted. “Cannibalism used to be part of our ancestors’ ‘system.’ We don’t tolerate that any more.”

Kal laughed. “The rock-eaters didn’t either! Oh, well. You know, we owe a great debt to cannibalism. It remains one of the few things we all agree is wrong.”

“I would hope we agree on more than that,” Blackbear exclaimed. “Slavery is wrong, and thievery, and mistreatment of innocent creatures.”

“Even servos?”

That was a twist. “I’ve always treated servos well.” He recalled guiltily that he swore at his lab equipment on occasion. Meanwhile, Sunflower had grasped the next higher branch of the tree and his little feet slipped out from under, dangling in midair. Blackbear hurried to rescue him.

“You treat servos well,” Kal agreed, “But what if they spoke up and demanded constitutional rights? The right of visiting, for instance?”

“That’s absurd.” But he thought of Doggie uneasily. “How do you manage with that…that Cassi?” Blackbear recalled. “Isn’t she dangerously independent, too? Why haven’t the authorities come after her?”

“Cassi is not the only one,” said Kal quietly.

Blackbear felt a cold shock flow through him. Servos on the loose—like Torr…But surely the Valan safety devices would prevent that.

“It’s better to know,” Kal added. “The ones we know, we can learn from.”

Chapter 8

THE SHARER NEGOTIATIONS MADE STEADY PROGRESS, AS did the size of Raincloud’s belly, which now extended well ahead of her, “nearly as far as her train behind,” Iras teased. There was only one jarring note: the Papilion News put out an exposé of Elysian banks funding Valan production of interstellar missiles. The cash allegedly was laundered through lenders on several planets. If true, it was a serious treaty violation.

To Raincloud’s surprise, Verid shrugged it off. “The Valan missile connection is old news. Our banks lend everywhere; who can say where the cash comes to rest? The Papilians want to embarrass us; that’s why they brought it up now. They’re mad at us for going slow on the fruit flies.”

Raincloud was not so sure. Alin, for one, took a far dimmer view. She saw him on the holostage as usual, grilling the president of Bank Helicon. “You put up cash for planet-wrecking missiles on Valedon, and for water projects on bankrupt L’li,” he observed acidly. “Tell me, what will you finance next? Torture on Urulan?”

The next day the Guard announced a settlement of the L’liite crisis. Bank Helicon agreed to reschedule the defaulted loan, providing a ten year grace period before the next payment. The Guard would add development aid. In return, L’li agreed to an economic stabilization program.

“I don’t get it,” Raincloud told Lem Inashon, who still brought her Urulite intelligence to translate. “Rolling the payments back a decade is bad enough; why reward them with development aid?”

“How else will they ever pay it off?” Lem explained. “That ‘stabilization program’ means massive cuts—health care, schools, you name it. Half the work force may be out on the street.”

“Then their provinces will revolt, and they’ll want to buy weapons. Well, at least with their current credit rating they can’t get any more loans for that.”

“Oh, L’li can borrow again right away,” said Lem. “That’s the point of rescheduling.”

Raincloud stared at him. “That’s crazy,” she exclaimed. “You Elysians will all pay for it; and for what?”

“We can’t just keep our cash under the bed,” Lem said. “We have to lend it somewhere.”

She was momentarily speechless.

“Besides,” he added, “just think of all those ships of emigrants L’li could send off to crash-land on Valedon—or even Shora. Policing illegal emigrants was another point of their ‘austerity plan.’”

Raincloud drew herself up. “I thought free migration was a founding principle of the Fold,” she said frostily.

Lem shrugged. “Welcome to real life. Do you want ten billion immigrants on Shora? How does Bronze Sky enforce its quota? Go ask, when you go back home.”

She wondered what Iras would have to say about it. Would Iras still have the nerve to defend her L’liite loans?

Iras, of course, was still forbidden “professional” discussions by the relentless voice of the Palace of Rest. Nonetheless, she and Raincloud had worked out a little code to exchange comments now and then. They did so under cover of rei-gi practice.

At first Raincloud had been reluctant to take on an adult beginner whose body was several hundred years old; the training program was designed for toddlers. To her amazement however, Iras progressed rapidly, almost without effort. Her limbs had far better tone than those of a non-Elysian with comparable lack of exercise. She soon picked up the basic movements of stepping and arm swinging, achieving the “immovable” posture that Raincloud could not upset by pushing at her hips or shoulders. Next came the one-armed somersault, a key to the proper way of “falling.” After one or two tries, Iras rolled a perfect circle along her right arm, her back, and her hips, remembering to tuck the left leg under. Her trousers sliced the air in one plane, and she arose in perfect form to face her imagined attacker.

“Not bad.” For the first time Raincloud envied the Elysians. Long life was something she could take or leave, more easily than Blackbear; but existence in such extraordinary well-being was something to covet. “You’ll be doing the entire somersault in the air, next. I’ll get Blackbear to record it for you.” In advanced pregnancy, there were some moves she avoided.

“A flying somersault,” Iras repeated, catching her breath. Her cheeks were pink and her braids scattered, a look that would have men fainting in Tumbling Rock. “How—how foreign! Verid will be scandalized.”

“I should hope not,” said Raincloud cautiously.

“Of course not, dear,” Iras laughed. “Tell me, how is the fanwing flying?”

The fanwing, a winged fish native to Shora, was their codeword for Bank Helicon. “It soars higher than ever,” Raincloud answered. “The taxpayers will provide an updraft.”

“So I hear,” admitted Iras, unperturbed.

“And the legfish?” Raincloud demanded, referring to L’li. Legfish were scavengers that crawled awkwardly up onto rafts, where children loved to chase them. “Will you go on feeding the legfish?”

“Not I,” announced Iras with surprising finality. “I’ve had some time to think about this. Legfish will always be hungry, and never satisfied. I’m through with legfish.”

So Iras, at least, had sworn off L’liite loans. This small triumph of good sense cheered Raincloud immensely. She could not resist giving her a quick hug, and Iras, despite her Elysian reserve, did not seem to mind.

“It’s an odd thing,” Raincloud later told Blackbear, “how you can get to like these Elysians. Something about Iras—she feels like a sister.”

Blackbear agreed. He had been feeling something similar himself; or rather, trying to repress the feeling, for he still felt somehow guilty about seeing Kal. “That Alin is quite a fellow. Even Draeg calls him ‘brother.’ I guess all the ‘visiting’ adds up.”

“Visiting is more than a pastime,” she reflected. “As they say, it’s their ‘highest duty.’”

THE DAY OF THE CHILD CAME AT LAST. A WREATH OF greeting cards hung above the Goddess in the shrine, and new suits sewn by the house clothed all the Windclans.

“It won’t be the same,” murmured Raincloud as she spooned grapefruit for Sunflower. The boy was perfectly capable of spooning his own, but he enjoyed the morning habit of being fed; it seemed to have replaced the suspended nursing. “The holiday just can’t be the same.”

“Not without the Goddess Procession, and the games,” Blackbear agreed. Nor without all the ones they loved; that was too painful to mention.

“Excuse me, Citizen,” interrupted the house suddenly. “I have located in the anthropology directory an authentic hologram of a Clicker Child’s Day Festival, complete with the procession of the High Priestess to the Mountain Shrine.”

Hawktalon looked up from her oatmeal. “Wow! We’ll get to see the procession after all.”

“Finish your breakfast, please,” reminded Blackbear. But he too felt his heart lighten.

“Thanks so much,” Raincloud told the house. “We’ll view it directly after the ritual readings. By the way, House,” she added thoughtfully, “is there any way we could give you the day off?”

The house hesitated. “Apologies for my defect, I do not know the answer. I think the doors would close and air circulation would cease, if I were shut off for a day. This condition is not livable,” it pointed out.

“I didn’t mean ‘shut off,’” said Raincloud, “I meant, a day off. Like a Visiting Day.”

“I see,” said the house. “My network has no such program. I will search the main directory.”

“No, don’t.” Blackbear’s heart thudded for a moment. “It might be…dangerous.” All he needed was for Public Safety to show up to haul off his entire “house.”

Hawktalon and Sunflower had already abandoned their breakfast and run to the holostage. They clamored for the procession.

“Readings first,” called Raincloud. “We’ll gather in the shrine.”

The shrine was filled with flowers, exotic lilies and orchids and unnamable blooms of every description. Blood-red roses entwined the serpent of the Dark One, and a bed of mountain flowers cradled the child beneath. Perhaps he had overdone the decorations this year, Blackbear thought, since everything else was lacking.

Hawktalon announced without prompting, “I get to tell the Worldbeginning this year, Mother.”

“Yes, dear.” Raincloud was pleased, and somewhat surprised. How proud she would have been to have her firstborn recite for the clan this year.

Facing the Dark Goddess, Hawktalon straightened her back and began.


In the beginning, there was Dark. The Dark was perfect, and She was good.

But the Dark was One, and the Dark One was alone.

The Dark One longed for an Other. And in that instant, the Dark One’s longing created Light. Because the Light was Other, the Light was imperfect and evil. Through its imperfection, the Light fractured into many colors, and it was beautiful.

The colors of Light sparked living things: first the microbes and the green-blooded plants, which fed upon Light, then the red-blooded animals, which ate the plants, and finally the humans which devoured everything, including themselves. And the Dark One saw this spectrum of living things, in all its beauty, and knew that it was evil.

Of all living things the humans were the most evil, and as their evil grew, it threatened to consume the Dark One’s entire creation. So the Dark One decided to teach them good.

The Dark One made a seed of goodness. The seed took root and made a tree, which bore a sweet fruit. Then the Dark One plucked one of Her own fingers and made it into a snake. The snake went to a human female and said to her, “I am a warning, sent to you by the Dark One. The Dark One forbids you to eat the fruit of that tree, lest you attain the powers of a Goddess like Herself.”

The female, being evil, immediately disobeyed the snake and plucked the fruit and tasted it. In that instant she knew goodness, the precious sweetness that comes of compassion for all suffering things. She turned to her consort, who, being evil, tore the fruit from her grasp and began to devour it. The first mouthful taught him goodness also, and so he worshiped her as a goddess, and he distributed the rest of the fruit to their children.

But although the fruit made them good, it did not make them perfect. It did not keep them from disease, age, and death. Furthermore, now the fruit was gone, and many evil humans remained to be taught.

Still, the Dark One knew that good was stronger than evil and would ultimately prevail. She swallowed up the snake and regrew her finger. She put the taste of the fruit into the mother’s milk, to remind the newborn child. And the child that grew up on this milk learned to dance.




HAWKTALON LAID THE BOOK IN HER LAP. SILENCE FELL, for a few seconds. The old tale gathered new resonance, in the voice of one who had never spoken it before.

“Procession now, Mother?” begged Sunflower hopefully. “Can Sunflower ride on shoulders up the mountain?”

His sister, however, was still thinking. “Which world did the Goddess create, Mother? The whole universe, or just Bronze Sky? Or the Hills?”

Seated on the floor, Sharer style, Raincloud straightened her back and cleared her throat. “All your world, the world that matters to you: The Dark One made it.”

“I wish She hadn’t made Sunny,” Hawktalon added as the boy tried to wrest the book away from her. “Sunny is definitely evil. Go away, bad boy.”

“We are all born evil,” said Raincloud sharply. “All of us, until we taste the good. All good comes from Her—remember that.”

“What does good taste like?” Hawktalon persisted.

The question tickled Blackbear. “Ice cream,” he suggested playfully.

“She should have made us all good from the start,” said Hawktalon. “Then we could eat ice cream all day.”

Failing to obtain the book, Sunflower threw himself upon his father. “Procession, Daddy!”

“All right, on with it,” he sighed.

Upon the holostage, the light revealed a village from across Clicker country on the western slope of Black Elbow. There the mountain stood, jagged and erect, a thin wisp of smoke rising from its summit into the ruddy haze of morning. The scene must have been recorded several years ago, for the elbow-shaped peak was intact, before its explosive eruption. Blackbear’s skin crawled as he realized that most of the people he would see must now be dead.

At the village center the temple of the Goddess, like the one in Tumbling Rock, was painted shiny black with fantastic ornamentation in red and gold. Villagers were gathering to join the growing chorus of drums and cymbals. Small children bobbed on their parents’ backs, while older ones played chase around the tall trees that shaded the temple. At the time of sunrise, the sky shone scarlet all around, with a few swirls of orange overhead.

The High Priestess emerged from the temple. She wore black trousers that swirled around her, with an erupting volcano embroidered in fiery lines. Her hair, dyed burnt orange, was done into dozens of fine braids pulled upward and woven into a crest. In her arms, instead of one of her many children, she held an obsidian statuette of the six-armed Goddess.

A High Priestess rarely left her realm, lest the power of the Dark One be dissipated. The sight of one now on an Elysian holostage was unsettling. She seemed at once terrifyingly immediate, and yet somehow diminished by this foreign technology.

The pace of the music quickened, and the flutes sang out in a higher voice. The High Priestess and her retainers twirled as they proceeded, their leggings flaring out with flashes of color. All the goddesses of the village filed after, swinging their children, sometimes laughing as the little ones got their own ideas of how the procession should go. With rhythmic steps they wove out through the village, past the thermal springs that served their homes and the herds of goats which fled or stayed to watch curiously.

When the High Priestess reached the cave of the Snake, where she would have danced with the snakes on Snake’s Day, the procession stopped. The goddesses formed a double line, and their men lined up outside. Then the dance of the children began, as the children passed from arm to arm, weaving in a complex pattern that brought each one briefly to the Priestess for her blessing. Some of them shrieked upon reaching her, terrified by her mask and her flame-like crown of braids.

Their terror was not without sense, Blackbear thought, struck again by the memory of the eruption that must have claimed so many of those young lives. The One who brought forth all that was good had made the volcano, too.

THAT AFTERNOON, RAINCLOUD RECEIVED AN UNEXPECTED visit from Leresha.

Raincloud had to rouse herself from her afternoon nap; nowadays, she seemed to sleep more than she waked. With an effort she pulled herself erect and straightened her talar, which strained at the front.

Leresha sat cross-legged in the middle of the sitting room. “I hope you shared a good rest; I’m sorry to disturb you.”

“Not at all.” Raincloud was alert now. Thinking quickly, she pulled down a seat cushion and crossed her legs before the Sharer. Raincloud felt she now knew Leresha a little, although she had yet to learn the cause of the Sharer’s disfigured skin. There was something penetrating about Leresha, coming perhaps from her mental discipline of whitetrance. Whatever it was, the Sharer made Raincloud feel almost transparent, as if Leresha could see right through her.

“You’ve been asleep,” Leresha said, “but your child is wide awake. What an active swimmer. She must dance in your dreams.”

The baby in fact was tumbling vigorously, its head moving from front to back where it butted her spinal column. Leresha must have observed her belly shifting. “I share the great honor of your presence, on my ‘Visiting Day.’” She used the Elysian phrase, hoping Leresha would understand that she could not discuss business without getting into trouble.

“What else is our business, if not visiting?” said Leresha. “Don’t be concerned. It’s an honor indeed, to share an hour with you and your child.”

Raincloud swallowed uneasily. “How are your girls? Did the eldest take a selfname?” What had Leresha come for, she wondered.

“She took her selfname at the last moon.” The twin planet Valedon was a “moon,” to the Sharers. “She named herself the Careless One, and joined the Gathering.”

“She’ll outlive that name soon, I’m sure.”

“Not too soon, or it was not hard enough! Raincloud, what I have to share with you concerns children. The Elysians, I hear, intend to bear children of their own wombs.”

“Yes?” That project of Blackbear’s seemed to cause no end of trouble. “To be born in one’s child is a natural desire.”

“Desire, of course. But there are consequences.”

Raincloud knew well enough about that. “I’m afraid I can share little help with you. The Guard takes no position on the matter.”

“But Verid chose you and your child to assist her,” Leresha replied. “Your child speaks clearly enough.”

To that Raincloud said nothing. Even Lord Zheron was easier to face than this one who invoked an unborn child.

“Perhaps I may share help with you,” Leresha added. “Are you aware that Elysians outnumber Sharers on this world by a factor of eight?” The twelve floating cities totaled eight million citizens, approximately eight times the Sharer population. “We allowed this by treaty with the Heliconian Doctors, on the understanding that Elysians confine their reproduction to their centers of lifeshaping, which now number eight-plus-half-eight.” Sharers count by base eight. “But the population total must not grow.”

“Of course not.”

“So now, why do Elysians seek to remove restraint from individual reproduction?”

Raincloud wondered how much she could say without getting into trouble. “It’s all speculative research,” she muttered. “Verid thinks it will come to nothing.” In fact, she realized, she did not know what Verid thought.

“This is no frivolous matter. The Heliconian Doctors worked hard to ensure that individuals could not conceive; but what humans create can be uncreated.”

So Tulle had it right, then. Elysians in their pride tried to overlook this part of their history. “Perhaps Blackbear can explain better,” said Raincloud. “I wish I could share more help.”

“You’ve shared well,” said Leresha. “By the way, your sister Doggie seems to care more for us now. She comprehends our speech and shares her needs with us more clearly. She remains safe with us. We will add her name to our fugitive register at the World Gathering.”

“Fugitive register?” Raincloud’s arms tensed.

“Our treaty requires us to report any Elysian fugitives sheltered,” Leresha told her. “By description, though not by name. The rule does not please me, but there it is.”

THE CHILDREN WERE IN BED, AND RAINCLOUD LAY ON her side, half-covered by the sheets. In the pale ruddy glow, adjusted to their liking, Blackbear rested on an elbow, his hair bursting provocatively across the pillow. “Feeling better?” he whispered, his hand lightly brushing her hip.

The touch sent a warm wave of pleasure through her limbs. She stretched a bit, relaxing.

“How’s the little one?”

“Not so little.” Now that Raincloud neared the end of her seventh month, the Sharer halfbreed Doctor Shrushliu projected a weight of over four kilos. Raincloud figured she was eating more rich food and getting more sleep than she had during her graduate studies, when the other two were born. With her hand, she could feel the head looming inside, and the two lively feet. She saw the stretch marks, the “Goddess’s fingerprint,” she thought with satisfaction. All Iras’s superior physique would never give her this. “Leresha asked, you know, about your project.”

His hand stopped, tense. “What about it?”

“She thinks your project will enable Elysians to bear children of their own wombs. She says that will violate the treaty.”

Blackbear shook his head. “We’re still a decade away from that. Maybe a century,” he added ruefully. “It’s a lot more complicated than I thought.”

“That’s what I told her. But your new approach sounds hopeful, doesn’t it?”

“The genome project will enable Elysians to generate embryos with their own chromosomes. But the embryos will still develop in the shon.” He shook his head again. “I think Elysians will go on manufacturing babies in vitro for quite a while yet—like Valans manufacture servos.”

“Leresha also says she has to ‘report’ Doggie as a fugitive, at the World Gathering.”

He tensed again. “Then the Guard will hear. What will they think?”

“I don’t know.” Raincloud felt uneasy. “There aren’t many official fugitives. There’s that doctor, the one who assisted a suicide centuries ago. He’s still alive out on a raft somewhere. There are two others. To add a fourth will make the Guard look bad. A trainsweep…”

“Kal says that ‘independent’ servos may be dangerous,” Blackbear said. “You’ve got to tell Verid; we should have, sooner. The worst she can do is send us home.”

“Or to the Palace of Rest,” Raincloud agreed with a smile. “The things that worry us nowadays. At least we have no volcanoes! Enough of that. The goddess is hungry, dear.”

Blackbear’s hand stroked again, a firmer touch. She leaned into his touch, joining his rhythm. She no longer felt safe taking him inside, yet her expanding tissues demanded greater delights. Her hand found the mushroom, pulsing insistently. Her fingers encircled it, pressing down, planting it in the dark volcanic soil. Blackbear’s tongue found her below, his locks of hair flowing across her legs. Her lips parted. She thought with secret abandon, the god of love must be a man and I will worship him always.

Chapter 9

THE NEXT DAY RAINCLOUD SUMMONED HER NERVE TO tell Verid about their “fugitive.”

At first the Sub-Subguardian seemed puzzled. “A trainsweep? A fugitive?” Sitting in her wood-paneled office, Verid listened politely, leaning forward slightly. “Most trainsweeps are servos.”

Raincloud blinked, then realized the confusion. “This trainsweep is a servo,” she explained. “That’s why Public Safety came after her. But she never gave us any reason to fear.”

Then Verid sat up, rigid. The color drained from her deep olive complexion, almost, Raincloud thought, like a Sharer about to enter whitetrance. But Verid collected herself, still breathing heavily. “A servo…the Sharers took one, as a fugitive?”

“I’m sorry,” said Raincloud in a low voice.

“What do you think would happen if all our servos got the idea they could be fugitives?”

The medics, the “house,” the floor sweepers—she could not imagine.

Abruptly Verid rose and paced across her floor. “Who else knows of this?”

“Only the family. Also Draeg…” Raincloud had never seen Verid so unsettled.

“You must go to Kshiri-el this afternoon and get that trainsweep back.”

“But Public Safety will destroy her.”

“She’s a security risk.”

Raincloud’s blood raced. “You can’t. You’ll violate the treaty.”

Verid turned away, wiping her face with her hand. “You’re right, I’m not thinking clearly. I’ll handle Public Safety.” She paused. “You’ll have to keep the trainsweep; anything else might be construed as incarceration. What a mess.”

“She’s no trouble to us,” Raincloud assured her.

“No one else must hear of this.”

“I understand.”

“No one else knows…” Verid looked around her office. “Except this room,” she added quietly. “I’ll cleanse its memory as soon as you’ve gone.”

WHEN DOGGIE CAME HOME, IT WAS BETTER THAN ANY birthday present for Sunflower. The trainsweep extended her forelegs upward as if trying to hug the little boy, and she followed incessantly at his heels. The boy squealed and giggled, and he drew the trainsweep into all sorts of games. He tossed his stuffed snake across the room, and Doggie brought it right back; a new game, one she had never played before. Doggie also made new squeaking and popping noises, louder and more frequent than Blackbear remembered.

Hawktalon listened closely. “She’s saying, ‘Time for a recharge. Then let’s play.’”

“Really,” said Blackbear. “Please get your homework done.” Her correspondence school had sent her several chapters of Bronze Skyan history.

“You don’t believe me,” Hawktalon accused. “I’ll prove it to you. I’ll bring home my translation machine.” Her eyes widened. “Maybe Doggie can help me add to its vocabulary.”

“That’s very interesting. Do your homework now, please; it’s nearly bedtime.”

Sunflower was winding down. He drooped himself next to the trainsweep, thumb in mouth, and started to crayon a stick figure on its sun-bleached carapace.

Hawktalon made a face at her father. “Did you hear, all the worlds are saying ‘yes’ to the children’s exchange? Even Urulan. I’m going to run away to Urulan, that’s what. Then you’ll see. I’ll never have to do homework again.”

“Homework now” Blackbear said sharply. “Or Doggie gets locked up in the shrine of the Goddess.”

“No-oo,” wailed the children together. But the effect was immediate. Sunflower tip-toed off to his bedroom to get undressed, while Hawktalon went to sharpen her pencil.

IN ORDER TO CONVERT ELYSIAN CHROMOSOMES FOR meiosis, three billion bases of DNA had to be read and millions of chemical signals added or removed. Onyx had a machine that would read the DNA and process it. “It is a factory full of molecular nanoservos,” she explained. “Sort of like an ant colony.”

Blackbear eyed the DNA processor, a box as long as his arm. What if those molecular servos could “wake up,” too? Unlikely, he thought; but still, he resolved to treat the “ants” with care.

Within the processor was a microscopic tunnel of nanoplast to contain a single double-helical chromosome. The nanoservos were synthetic proteins which attached to the chromosome and drew it into the tunnel. Each protein contained a “controlling arm” which probed the DNA structure, one base at a time, reading the four different base types of “letters” of the DNA alphabet. This information was relayed through the side of the tunnel, into the central brain of the processor.

When certain sequences were detected, the processor would send a second kind of nanoservo to attach a chemical tag, such as a methyl group, to the DNA sequence. These tags were like on-off switches; during embryonic development, signal proteins would bind to the modified DNA sequence and turn on synthesis of the product of a gene. These genes governed development—and their imperfections caused aging.

“How fast does it go?” Blackbear wondered.

Onyx calculated, snapping her fingerwebs against the stone beads on her neck. “We might manage a hundred base pairs per second.”

Mentally Blackbear worked it out. “We’d take a year to process a genome of three billion.”

“Two years,” Tulle corrected quietly. “The egg and sperm each contribute one parental genome.”

“Can it be speeded up?” Blackbear asked.

Onyx shook her head. “Too rapid processing results in tagging errors; or worse yet, actual mutations in the sequence itself.”

“Must the nanoservos read every bit of sequence?” asked Blackbear. “Nine-tenths of human DNA is nonfunctional. The nanoservos could be trained to skip over those stretches.”

Tulle thought a moment. “Too risky; the nanoservo might lose its place and skip over an essential gene. In any case, don’t forget to add the time for proofreading.”

“Another six months,” guessed Onyx. “So you keep the machine going for two and a half years—”

“And hope it doesn’t break down,” put in Tulle.

“But still, Blackbear’s idea might work, if we work out the details. Look—let’s contract with a Valan servo firm,” Onyx exclaimed. “As soon as they see money in it, they’ll crank the synthesis up tenfold.”

“That’s an idea,” said Tulle. “The development cost would restrict the process to wealthier citizens for just the first couple of decades; then it would be generally accessible.”

Despite himself Blackbear laughed. “Human reproduction—it sounds so odd, put that way. In Elysium, you manufacture people, almost like servos.”

“Exactly.” Onyx nudged Blackbear’s arm. “You know what your good friend will think of it.”

Blackbear reddened, for word had got around that he spoke with Kal now and then.

“Citizen Onyx,” called the voice of the laboratory. “Your culture vessel number oh-three-two is ready for processing.”

Onyx left to continue her experiment.

Tulle raised a hand. “While I have a moment, Blackbear, let’s talk.” She drew him into the modeling lab, where Lorl was watching the neural tube develop in a simulation of a mutant embryo. Lorl had continued her project testing neural mutants in the simbrid embryo; she had not switched over to the genome project. Tulle leaned forward upon the counter, next to the culture bulbs, while her capuchin frisked at Blackbear’s feet, sniffing at the embroidered border. “Blackbear, you’ve certainly made your mark here, for all of six months. Are you feeling good about it?”

“Yes, of course.” Blackbear looked past her. Above the holostage hovered the developing backbone of an outsized embryo, the neural folds just pinching in. Lorl frowned at it, taking notes.

“Is your ‘family’ well? I keep forgetting; you’ll have another little shonling soon, just like my gorilla family. You must be quite distracted.”

Actually, he felt guilty for not feeling more. His first child he had experienced so intensely, every waking moment and even in his dreams. This one, the third, came to him when he thought of it; but in the meantime, there were Hawktalon and Sunflower crowding his attention, besides all the Elysian distractions. Whereas Falcon Soaring…“A new baby is always wonderful,” he said. “I feel bad for those who can’t have one.”

“You feel sorry for us?” Tulle asked with a smile.

“No, no—I mean, yes, that too,” he said with some confusion. “I meant Raincloud’s cousin, who can’t have one of her own.”

“Forgive my curiosity, but why can’t she have a child?”

“She had surgical complications, and her reproductive organs had to be removed.”

“Really? How extraordinary.”

Blackbear wished he had not brought it up. Tulle would think, how backward these foreigners were, to have to remove vital organs.

“Well,” said Tulle, “she could still donate white cells and grow a child in vitro. Wealthy Valans have it done all the time.”

Blackbear shifted his feet. “We’re not exactly wealthy.” It embarrassed him to say this. In the Caldera Hills, the Windclan was the wealthiest family for several towns. They had sent Raincloud to the university, and himself as well; an unusual extravagance, to send a consort, but worth it to gain a competent doctor.

Tulle stared a moment. Then she shrugged. “Have her send us a blood sample. Her mate, too, of course. The shon will do it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Grow the child, of course. Without longevity treatment, it’s a simple procedure.”

“But how will we…”

“The shon owes me a couple of favors. It’s not a big deal; they make enough profit off the Valans.”

Blackbear’s heart pounded. How could the Windclan refuse? All they had to do was send a blood sample.

HAWKTALON CAME HOME FROM THE SHON IN A GOOD mood, for the generen had let her take home her translation duck.

“Quack, quack,” said Sunflower when he saw the machine.

Hawktalon was so excited she ignored her younger brother. “Doggie?” She held the duck-shaped object close to the trainsweep, who had resumed the previous routine of following Blackbear and Sunflower on their daily travels.

Doggie squeaked. The duck said, “What is that unidentified object?”

Hawktalon jumped up in the air. “Hooray!” She turned a cartwheel, a trick the shonlings in their jumpsuits were fond of. “It works, it really does. Now we’ll know everything Doggie’s saying to us.”

As it turned out, most of Doggie’s vocalizations produced mere static from the translator. The vocabulary from the Valan researchers appeared to be quite limited.

“Well,” said Hawktalon, as they reentered the house, “we’ll just have to get Doggie to teach us. Doggie—” She grabbed a chair. “What do you call this, Doggie? Chair—what ‘squeak’?”

Doggie made a noise.

“Chair,” repeated the girl. “Hear that, little duckie?”

After two tries, the duckie repeated “chair” in response to Doggie’s vocalization.

When Raincloud came home, Blackbear immediately told her about Tulle’s offer to grow Falcon Soaring’s child in the shon.

“Fantastic,” she told him. “I’ll arrange a call to Mother right away.” She added more thoughtfully, “It will take some explaining. Nightstorm might be better.”

AT THE LABORATORY BLACKBEAR COMPLAINED TO Draeg, “You’ve been missing practice.” Actually he missed Draeg, who had not been around much of late.

“Complaints, complaints,” muttered Draeg morosely. “I think I’ve about had enough of this lab.” He stalked out.

Onyx watched him go. “Easy, Blackbear. He’s having a rough time. Something’s up with his family back home.”

“Quiet, please,” said Tulle, who was watching a logathlon on the holostage. “It’s not every day that Alin gets to grill Subguardian Flors.”

Flors was Verid’s boss, the Subguardian. He was just finishing a complicated response to Alin’s question about the L’liite debt crisis, whose settlement the Subguardian had just approved.

“So,” rejoined Alin, “now that Bank Helicon has rescheduled the L’liite loans over the next hundred years, accepting a loss that will amount to several trillion credits, borne ultimately by the citizens of Elysium, you have restored the L’liite credit rating? They promise, in return, to keep their refugees off our ocean—just how will that promise be kept?”

“You distort what I said,” Flors told the logen, shifting in his chair. The nanoplast obligingly molded to his new position. “You neglect the profound importance of L’li as a trading partner—”

Blackbear felt deep disquiet. He turned to leave, thinking of Draeg and his family.

Chapter 10

AT HYEN’S STAFF MEETING THE HELICONIANS FLITTED upward as always, but Verid barely noticed. She was tired of reporters asking if she still supported the Prime Guardian, despite the growing scandal. Meanwhile Flors had won acclaim for his settlement with the L’liites, despite his embarrassing performance in Alin’s logathlon. Now, he was triumphantly summing up the final points for Hyen.

Why, Verid wondered, had the L’liites settled on such terms? Decrepit ships of emigrants with their last bit of fuel had limped off L’li for decades; why would L’li agree to stop them now?

Hyen was nodding to Flors. “With any luck, we’ve heard the last of L’liite loan scares.” The grace period would last into the term of Hyen’s successor. “I’d say that about wraps it up, Flors.”

Verid looked up at the rustling leaves, full of chewing caterpillars. “What did you give them, Flors?” She spoke without looking at him. “What did you promise?”

“Read the settlement,” he replied in a condescending tone. “You have to be tough with foreigners.”

Since Verid did not reply, Flors moved on. “Next item: We’ve let the Urulites make fools of us again.” The word “we” had a particular emphasis, “Verid will explain.”

Verid sighed. “As you know, Guardian, the Urulites have actually accepted the Helishon’s invitation for a visiting children’s exchange. They even called Foreign Affairs for visas.”

“The invitation was never approved,” Flors told Hyen, his voice raised. “How could this have slipped out?”

Flors did not know that the invitation had been Hyen’s idea in the first place. Why did Hyen have to put his staff through such a charade?

“It was not a high level concern,” Verid murmured. “A matter for shonlings after all.”

“A matter for shonlings? Dealing with the most bloodthirsty world in the Fold?” Flors shook his head. “This represents a serious lapse in judgment.”

Hyen shrugged. “We can still refuse permission, or set impossible conditions. Our shonlings’ safety would have to be guaranteed, after all.”

Flors looked at him incredulously. “You’d actually let our children go? It’s madness. I’d resign.”

If only he would, Verid thought. Why had Hyen kept him on so long? But she knew why: Flors was no threat to Hyen. Hyen always kept his more able assistants at arm’s length.

“Of course we can’t send our children,” Verid said. “Not as our relations stand—that is, nonexistent.” She paused, then added casually, “Who contacted you, about the visas?” It must have been Zheron, she thought hopefully. Who else would have the nerve?

Flors waved his hand impatiently. “One Urulite or another, they’re pirates all the same. You forget the Valan cruiser they blasted. They never even acknowledged responsibility.”

“Zheron did acknowledge it,” Verid insisted. “It was a mistake, a tragic one.”

“So he told you, in private. Did they pay reparations?”

“How can they afford reparations?” Verid asked, more loudly. “Their economy is worse than the L’liites’. If they asked, you’d approve loans to them, too.”

This unusually frank outburst actually silenced Flors. To Verid’s surprise, Hyen did not intervene as he generally did. The Prime Guardian was watching the butterflies shimmering amidst the sweet blossoms, abstracted in his own thoughts. Was he losing his grip? Verid wondered. Nowadays Hyen seemed to spend too much time in his own inner world.

“Let’s not reply,” Hyen said at last. “Tell the generen that the bureaucracy is working on it.”

Satisfied, Flors nodded and moved on. “The Sharer World Gathering is just a month off. Unfortunately, we will have to respond to the alleged noise pollution. You needn’t have given in on that, Verid; another year, and our pest control would have eliminated those flies.”

So we’re no more responsible than the Urulites, Verid thought, but she kept it to herself this time. “We also need to work on the Fugitive Law,” she said. “If Sharers start counting servos as fugitives…” It was hard to imagine just what might happen.

Hyen raised an eyebrow. “Servos as fugitives?”

“Another escapade of that Bronze Skyan translator,” Flors explained contemptuously. “By Helix, Verid—you trust those murderous Urulites, yet you fear our mindless machines.”

AFTERWARD, IN PUBLIC, VERID TRIED TO HIDE HER frustration. She left the Nucleus early to meet Iras for dinner, to celebrate her release from the Palace of Rest. But just as she was leading her trainsweeps out of the nuclear reticulum, the Guardian Loris Anaeashon caught hold of her train. “A word with you, Verid, in private,” the man said, slightly breathless. “I’ll pay the fee.”

Loris had been Anaeon’s elected Guardian for the past nine decades. Verid could guess what was coming. Nevertheless, she accompanied him to the nearest butterfly garden, where a private corner could be found.

“You know I share your feelings, shonsib,” Loris told her sympathetically. “We Anaeans can’t bear to see incompetence. And Hyen is heading for a fall. Will you support me in a call for early rotation?”

The post of Prime Guardian was not elected but rotated among the twelve shons each decade. The Guard could, however, hold a vote of no confidence and call for an early rotation. This term, Anaeaon came next.

“Your support would do it,” Loris explained. “The Guardians know it’s you that holds Foreign Affairs together. If you come out for me now, I’ll back you for the Guard when my term is up.”

Verid smiled. “You are too generous, Loris,” she observed ironically. Were she elected to the Guard ten years hence, after Loris’s term as Prime, she might wait over a century before the top post came around again.

“Think about it. We both want what’s best for Elysium. If Hyen falls,” Loris added, “you don’t want to fall with him.”

“If Hyen’s fall is imminent, then you hardly need my support. But thanks for your concern.”

THE NEXT DAY HYEN CALLED HER IN UNEXPECTEDLY.

Hyen’s office was as different from Verid’s as one could imagine. Its interior was mostly “virtual,” like the chambers of the Palace of Rest that had bored Iras so. Today Hyen had programmed a darkened concert hall, with musicians playing the ancient instruments. It was a lovely concerto, and the violin’s melody soared exquisitely.

It was her taste, certainly—not his. Hyen must want something of her, rather badly.

As if he read her thoughts, Hyen chuckled. “I don’t know what turns you on about catgut and horsehair. And you find my inclinations distasteful.” His round face shone like a moon above the distant concert hall.

“A fine simulation,” Verid admitted. “How do I know you’re not a simulation, yourself?”

“Would it matter if I were? I could pipe in simulations of myself to run the show, and never leave Houris Hall.” One of his more disreputable haunts. “Look, Verid, it’s time to take Urulan out of Flors’s hands, don’t you agree? The trouble is, Flors is correct on the face of it. We can’t possibly negotiate in the open with such a pariah. Even if we tried, reporters from four worlds would stomp all over us and mess it up. So it has to be secret.” Hyen leaned forward, sounding excited. “Zheron will meet with you in private, on a satellite orbiting the planet, to protect security. We’ll confer in secret, and coax Urulan to open its doors to us. When that happens, it will mean a new era for the Fold.”

Verid considered this warily. If her secret dealings failed, there would be no loss to Hyen—and if word got out, Hyen could deny responsibility.

“Why not?” Hyen insisted. “You’ve had private talks with Zheron before.”

“Always with the approval of my supervisor.” Verid was tired of dealing behind Flors’s back.

Hyen leaned forward and clasped his hands. “Verid,” he began, his voice lowered. “You’re entirely too straight for your own good. I’m the Prime; I direct you to do this. It’s time you dared to reach out and capture the moment.”

The orchestra was just beginning the slow movement. The first violinist lifted her bow, pouring it into a lyrical melody.

“No.” Verid spoke firmly, then added more softly, “My duty as Sub-Subguardian is to assist the Subguardian.” I’m finished, she thought, as soon as she had spoken. Once Hyen withdrew his support, Flors would waste no time in replacing her.

The Prime Guardian leaned back and half turned around in his seat. He let out a long sigh. “Well, then, you leave me no choice. Foreign Affairs is getting to be more than one Subguardian can handle. I’ll promote you.”

She stared in surprise. The number of Subguardians was flexible, but Hyen had run foreign affairs under one rein for so long she had never imagined it otherwise.

“You’ll divide up the territory rather well, I should think,” Hyen went on. “Flors’s strength lies in commerce and trade; the Valans and L’liites he manages well. You do much better with extremists like Urulites and Sharers. Those Sharers—imagine, Flors thinks he can put them off like a Valan servo merchant.” Hyen chuckled. “We know better, you and I. We’ll draw Urulan out of its shell.”

“Indeed.” The comparison of Sharers and Urulites caught her off guard. “Speaking of servos, Guardian, I hope you will look into the fugitive question…”

But Hyen was already shaking his head. “Tell the Valans. It’s up to them to guarantee our servo networks; we pay them enough. Put your imagination to work elsewhere—on Urulan, and the Azure Throne. It’s settled, then.”

“I am honored,” said Verid. “I’ll consider your offer.”

Hyen blinked, disconcerted. It had not occurred to him that she might refuse. “Do consider,” he said irritably. “You don’t want to board a sinking ship, do you.”

She allowed herself a laugh. At least Hyen was facing up to things. In fact, Verid had no doubt of her decision. Zheron, for all his bluster, was a farsighted statesman; and the new Imperator Rhaghlan might well be the same. It was time to take a chance for peace in the Fold.

NOW THAT IRAS WAS HOME AGAIN, SHE TREATED Raincloud at a new butterfly garden across the city. The butterflies were Tenaris, pale blue with two startling black “eyes” upon each lower wing. The “eyes” blinked as the butterflies took off in a blue whir, flitting through the luxuriant tropical foliage.

“Did you hear,” Iras told her as they sat upon a mooncurve, “one of your Bronze Skyan estates just bought controlling shares in the House of Hyalite?”

The “estates” were vast tracts of ranch and farmland owned by Bronze Sky’s wealthiest families. “So?”

“Why, Hyalite is the oldest house of trade on Valedon.” Iras nodded at the holostage.

The Bronze Skyans appeared as they announced the deal. Unlike Clickers, urban Bronze Skyans were partial to fluorescent skintights that advertised their well-toned muscles and set off their dark faces. They were proud of their “frontier spirit,” yet their hundred-floor buildings in Founders City were as modern as any in the Fold. Raincloud nodded with satisfaction. Bronze Sky was coming up, all right, if one of their estates could buy up a Valan firm.

As she watched, her belly tightened, then gradually relaxed; “practice contractions,” which always started a month ahead. After the first two babies, she knew what to expect, although there might always be complications. Raincloud had sent word to Nightstorm about Blackbear’s offer to arrange for Falcon Soaring to have a child grown in Elysium. She hoped her sister would reach her on the holostage again, so they could talk it over.

She turned to Iras. “Congratulations on Verid’s promotion.”

“I’m glad you support Verid,” said Iras. “All that reorganization, on the eve of the World Gathering—and Flors isn’t exactly thrilled, you know.”

“I can imagine.” Raincloud watched the faceless servo waiter approach. She kept her ears sharp for “servo-squeak,” now that Hawktalon’s project had borne fruit. “It did come as a surprise,” she admitted. “Everyone seems to think Hyen is going under.”

“Yes, but that could take another year. I think Verid has some project she badly wants to complete before his term runs out, and she couldn’t do it under Flors’s thumb. I try not to think about it; it’s vexing, not being able to talk about your mate’s business.”

“It is,” Raincloud agreed strongly, for she hated to keep things from Blackbear.

“How do you like the golden truffles?” Iras asked, making her own selection from the servo waiter.

“They’re good,” said Raincloud. The intense flavor, a mixture of musk and vanilla, was as delicious as anything she had ever tasted. “I suppose your machines make them, too.”

“Certainly,” Iras told her. “Valan food designers spend billions coming up with novel confections; I just approved a loan for a new research plant.” Iras watched Raincloud’s plate with interest. “You certainly do eat more than you used to.”

“I have to feed my passenger.” Raincloud watched Iras, her dimpled cheeks and her thoughtful, earnest look. She hoped Iras would keep up the rei-gi practice, for she would make a good partner after Raincloud’s baby was out.

“It’s bizarre,” Iras said at last. “I can’t quite imagine it, having a ‘passenger.’ Can you hear her thoughts, too?”

“Of course not.” Raincloud smiled. “It’s like a little space capsule inside there. She’s off in her own world, with her food line.”

“Imagine that.”

A bell tone interrupted her. Iras pulled a holocube from her pocket; Raincloud could see a face appear. “Social calls only, please.”

“Social call,” the holocube promised. “Look, I ran a credit check on the House of Aragonite; they make solar floaters, remember?”

“Model X-two? The one that microwaves power down from a low orbit?”

“They’ve run a profit for years. All right, orders were slow this year; but now that the L’liite crunch is over—”

“I told you, look at the market,” Iras insisted. “Those X-twos won’t sell any more. Everyone wants the new high orbit model, and Aragonite doesn’t make it. They may go belly up in a year…”

Raincloud shook her head. If this was a “social call” for Visiting Hours, Iras was headed back to the Palace of Rest.

“You see,” Iras told her as she replaced the holocube, “I don’t approve loans to just anybody.”

“I never said you did.”

“No, but you think it, dear.” She looked up speculatively, as if something were on her mind. “This new fertility project your mate is working on…”

“The genome project?”

“That’s right. Could he combine genes from two women? Like the Sharers do?”

Raincloud thought about it. “I don’t see why not. The parental imprinting will be done in vitro, anyway.”

“Wonderful. Well, let me know when they’re looking for customers. If Verid would consent—I’d love to have a child, and set up my own little shon, with a nana and all. I remember, when Verid was generen, the shonlings were so refreshing.”

“I’ll let Blackbear know.” Iras with a child on her back? She tried to imagine it.

Over by the next table, the servo waiter emitted a soft tone that rose about a third and fell again. “‘Time for a recharge,’” Raincloud translated, recalling Hawktalon’s machine.

“What’s that?” Iras asked.

“Well, servos need to eat too, you know.”

Iras laughed and caught Raincloud’s train. “You say the funniest things, Raincloud.”

The servo moved off toward the pavilion to plug itself in.

WHEN RAINCLOUD GOT HOME, SHE FOUND HAWKTALON in a rage at her younger brother.

“He broke it,” Hawktalon shouted. “He broke my translation machine.”

“I play with duckie,” said Sunflower. “I bounce duckie to the ceiling.”

Blackbear explained, “She forgot to take it with her to the shon, and she left it out on the table. That’s what happens.”

Hawktalon glared at her brother. “Poop-face! I’m going to bounce you to the ceiling. I’m going to break every bone in your body.”

“Don’t be a pottymouth, dear,” Raincloud admonished her. “For shame—he’s just a little brother.”

“It’s an outrage.” Hawktalon launched into a flying somersault, her foot slamming the floor. “Doggie spends half the day talking to House in servo-squeak. I want to know what they’re saying.”

Chapter 11

TO CHECK THE SERVO PROBLEM, VERID CONFERRED with the Valan Lord Hyalite. The Hyalite House produced over a third of Elysium’s servos, ranging from self-assembling particles to housing and transit networks.

Lord Hyalite relaxed in Verid’s office, his talar crisscrossed by the usual strings of gems. Each “stonesign” meant something in the Valan tradition: opals for his family name, garnets for his occupation in trade, and so on. “Sorry to put you off for two days,” he apologized. “I’ve been occupied, as you know.”

Verid grinned. “Indeed. The frontier worlds are buying up Valedon.” Bronze Sky was growing fast, now a serious competitor. Soon their wealth would surpass Valedon’s. But another century and they, too, would be seeking the next frontier world to settle. Foreigners multiplied like raft seedlings—and there were no seaswallowers to consume them.

Lord Hyalite nodded pleasantly. “Our House went international two generations ago. I’m sure the Bronze Skyans will maintain the Hyalite standard. Now what brings me the honor of this summons?” he asked her, lacing his fingers.

“Our servos,” she said, double-checking that the monitor was off. “Some of them are seriously unreliable.”

He opened his hands. “Send them back, immediately, at our cost. You know that’s the deal.”

“It’s not so simple. One has actually obtained Sharer protection.”

“What?” He laughed hard. “That’s a switch—Sharers protecting ‘non-life.’ Surely you jest.”

“It is no joke,” she said coldly. “The trainsweep nearly got registered as an official fugitive.”

The Valan shook his head. “I don’t envy you your Sharer politics; we gave up on Sharers centuries ago, as you know. All I can say is, you have to send that trainsweep back to us. And that goes double for that ‘nana’ you’ve protected for so many years,” he added shaking a finger. “Cleanse them,” he urged. “I warned you; my grandfather warned you, about that nana your office protects. It’s on record.”

Kal’s mate, Cassi. Verid shook her head. “Kal got a special exemption, over a century ago.” The Subguardian in charge then had been his former student. “And the trainsweep has Sharer protection.” The implications were mind-boggling. Why couldn’t Hyen see the danger?

“There are other ways. We have virus codes to disable servos. No one would know.”

She thought a moment. He was right, of course; it had to be done. And yet…

Memories of Kal rose in her mind, the boy in her shon. In his first year, his hair had come in gray, an extremely rare aging defect. The gene control board had voted to put him to sleep, but Verid had refused to carry out the order. Fortunately no further symptoms appeared, and Kal developed normally, if the word “normal” could apply to such an extraordinary youth, who alternated between a wicked sense of humor and a morbidly serious attention to books, and was always assisting the nanas in teaching the younger ones. In recent years, she thought, his sense of humor was sadly diminished. But one thing had not changed.

She shook her head slowly. “Kal would know. He’d investigate.”

“How could he? He knows nothing of servos.”

“He’ll have a student who does.”

“What the hell—we’re talking world security, here, and you tell me about a logen and his students.” The Valan would be thinking, what an impotent Elysian bureaucrat she was. How could he understand? Verid might run the Nucleus over the next decade, but for centuries she would have to live with Kal knowing what she had done. She had made enough millennial enemies over one decision or another.

“Are there others at large?” she asked quietly. “Is it likely, do you think?”

Lord Hyalite lifted his hands expressively. “What can I tell you? We look as hard as we can. We’ve never had a world go Torran yet.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Just what happened on Torr? How much do we know?”

“Not much. You’re talking five millennia ago, maybe six; hard to define, since everyone traveled sub-lightspeed then. As near as we can tell, the Torrans had practically turned their whole planet into a machine; then one day the machine took over. There was hell to pay, at first; nine-tenths of the known worlds perished in a wave of hatred. Then the machine-hatred subsided into a cold sort of keep-the-peace tyranny. Until Helix invented transfold drive and hit them back.”

“Yes, I know.” She had hoped he knew more. “Well, do the best you can.”

He nodded. “When you want the virus treatment, let me know. It needn’t be official, and you can denounce us afterward, if you like.”

Yes, she knew that game. She could have risen faster, had she played it better.

“Incidentally,” Hyalite said, “what can you tell me about this genome project? What’s your position?”

She leaned back. The genome project, the World Gathering, the Urulites—they all demanded her immediate attention. “The Guard has no position. Why?”

“We’d like to develop it.”

Of course. “We’ll let you know, after the World Gathering.”

THE SHARER WORLD GATHERING WAS JUST AROUND THE corner, and Raincloud reviewed the plans with Verid. “Papilion’s tourist ships will be outfitted for noise abatement within six months,” Verid said. “They screamed—they’re used to sweet-talking Flors—but they’ll just pass the cost on,” the newly promoted Subguardian told Raincloud. “I’ve also reached a pollution settlement for Meryllion.”

Raincloud nodded, trying hard to concentrate. She was having “practice” contractions so hard it made her wonder; but Doctor Shrushliu thought she had another two weeks yet. So did Leresha and Ooruwen, who spent some time discussing this each time they met with her and Verid.

“Meryllion will have to reduce their silane effluents a hundredfold, until they can figure out which component’s at fault,” Verid explained.

“The Meryllians won’t be happy,” Raincloud said.

Verid shrugged expressively. “A good thing I don’t need their vote,” she added with a heavy laugh. Meryllion stood to lose billions of credits from the pollution treatment. Several prominent Meryllians had informed Iras they formally withdrew their acquaintance, a gesture comparable to Sharer “unspeaking.” But Verid was determined to clear up all problems before the World Gathering.

“I’ve asked Tulle to present the genome project,” Verid added, tapping her finger on the desk. “We want as few surprises as possible. But you never can tell—if some Sharer gets insulted and goes into whitetrance, all bets are off.” She looked closely at Raincloud. “Are you well? How is your…child? Will it be born before the Gathering?”

“I’m all right,” Raincloud managed to say. She felt another tightening of the muscles above her womb. “My first two came a week late. In any case, I’m planning to do it with the lifeshaper on Kshiri-el.”

“Well, then.” Verid grinned. “You’ll be in the right place after all.”

“Excuse me, Citizens,” came the office voice. “A transfold call has been scheduled for Raincloud Windclan.”

She looked up, her heart pounding. “Not—here?” A call from home?

“At twenty-three hours. Your choice of location.”

RAINCLOUD WENT HOME EARLY, FEELING MORE exhausted than usual. She needed more exercise to keep fit; before, when she had carried Sunflower, she used to walk ten miles a day. Now in Helicon she made herself walk the street-tunnels beneath their ceilings of butterfly processions, but it was not the same.

That night, she and Blackbear anxiously awaited the call. The minutes passed like hours, but at last Nightstorm appeared on the holostage.

“Raincloud!” Her firstborn sister was alone this time, only her three-year-old second daughter on her hip, no husbands or older children. “Oh, Raincloud, you look just about ready to sprout a daughter! If only you could be home with us.”

“I wish I could,” Raincloud admitted. “But Blackbear and the Sharers are taking good care of me.”

Blackbear put his arm around her.

“Lynxtail is all swollen up,” Nightstorm told her. “I wish Blackbear could be here to look after her.”

“Did you tell Mother what I said?” Raincloud asked. “About how we can…arrange for Falcon Soaring to have a child?”

There was an awkward pause, longer than time lag.

Blackbear added, “I know it sounds strange; but I can assure you, professionally, it will work. All they have to do is send us blood samples, from Falcon Soaring and her consort. I would discuss it with her myself, if I were home.”

“Such amazing things you’re working on,” said Nightstorm admiringly. “We all appreciate it; but really, there’s no need. Lynxtail has offered hers, and the High Priestess confirmed it.”

Raincloud’s mouth fell open. “But—but why?”

“Well, someone had to. Lynxtail’s child was coming a bit early, anyway; she has trouble spacing them.”

“Then you didn’t consider this at all!”

“That’s not true,” Nightstorm insisted, but she looked away and hitched her daughter up on her hip. The girl sucked her thumb with a pop and clutched her doll, eyeing her aunt solemnly.

“How does Falcon Soaring feel? Did anyone even give her a choice?” Now Raincloud wished she had talked to her cousin directly, even at the risk of offending the clan. “I offered a choice: a child of her own, and her consort’s, produced by the best shon in Elysium. A child of their own genes.”

Nightstorm slowly shook her head. “I wish I could understand you, Raincloud. Ever since you and your consort got your fancy educations in Founders City—it’s been hard. I wish I could understand about these precious genes and chromosomes. I saw chromosomes, once, under a microscope: little pink bands, like strings of sausage, all tangled up. They all looked the same, to me. What I know is, a child born of my body is mine, and the man joined to me cares for it. If I can’t bear my own, then at least I can have one quickened in the clan, in the Hills—not off on some fantastic world I can’t even make out in the night sky. Can you see now?”

“Yes…yes, I do see.” It dawned on her at last, how she and her family had talked past each other. They thought of birth as a gift of the Goddess; they did not think in terms of genes. How far apart she had grown, not to see, even as the linguist she was. The shock of it brought a cold sweat to her forehead.

“Don’t look like that,” Nightstorm urged her. “I didn’t mean it that way; you’re still one of us, and always will be. We love you, Raincloud, just the way you are. But…come back to us, will you?” Don’t run away, like Running Wolf had.

“Of course I will.” What could she have expected, calling her family across the light-years and telling them to make a child in the shon.

Chapter 12

HAWKTALON’S DAYS AT THE SHON HAD FLOWN BY LIKE a swallow winging across the sky. She had quickly fallen in love with the generen, hugging him and stroking his long waterfall of hair, and she wished his daily visits were not so short. She had a good head for numbers, and soon reached the top of her class for calculating what sum the Candy Bank had to lend to a factory making lemon drops. And she delighted in matching wits with Maris at the dancing letter games, straining to read her best, until they fell into quarrels and Nana had to separate them.

The translation machine obsessed her. Maris had occasionally tired of the quest for servo-squeak, but Hawktalon pursued it relentlessly, even when she ran overtime and was late to meet the generen. Nana at first had resisted; but after she had reported the faulty door in the entrance hall, Nana’s attitude underwent a subtle change. She no longer objected to Hawktalon’s adventures with her “toy duck.” She pretended not to notice, but occasionally offered a novel phrase of servo-squeak.

Doggie had helped even more. The little trainsweep seemed to have gained intelligence during her exile on the raft. She gave Hawktalon a variety of squeak patterns to translate, and tried to “act them out” when the translation failed. “This circuit is short…The job can’t be finished…Watch out; the transit vesicle will fuse from above.” Occasional comments about humans turned up: “This citizen will change his mind before the job is finished…That citizen loses temper and damages equipment.”

After Sunflower broke the machine at home, Hawktalon was beside herself. She showed Maris the now-silent duck. “I wish he’d never been born,” she told Maris. “It’s horrible to have a younger ‘brother.’” She squeezed Fruitbat savagely, as if it were at fault.

“What’s a ‘brother’?” Maris asked, putting the duck under the circuit analyzer, which looked something like a dentist’s X-ray machine.

“A ‘brother’ is a nasty little shonling you have to live with all day.”

“Well, I’ve got dozens of those. Servo,” commanded Maris. “Fix the translation duck.”

A probe extended from the base of the X-ray machine look-alike. “The sound synthesizer network was disabled,” it explained. “The duck should quack now.”

The duck said, “Quack, quack.”

“Oh, no.” Hawktalon shook her arms in disgust. “Back to square one. I wish he’d never been born.”

Nana came by. “You’re lucky to have a little shonsib all your own,” she told Hawktalon. Her cartoon lips opened wide to mouth the words, which actually emanated from a voice box in her neck. “Remember that even little ones grow up, as you do. They grow up and leave the shon. You’ll see tomorrow, at the Metamorphosis.”

The Metamorphosis was a sort of graduation rite, when shonlings were thought to have grown up enough to leave the shon, generally when they were about thirty years old. Tomorrow the yearly event was due.

Hawktalon showed Nana the duck. “Can’t you fix it?” she pleaded. “We’ve worked so hard on it.”

“You know how useful it will be,” Maris added, “to help us keep all the servos running properly.”

Nana hesitated. She emitted a squeaking trill, a phrase Hawktalon had not heard before. “I’ll try,” she agreed at last.

Hawktalon jumped for joy and hugged the Nana around her ample waist.

The next day was the Metamorphosis. Fifty-two of the shonlings were “graduating,” setting off on their own, donning long trains for the first time in their lives. All their junior shonsibs and many alumni attended the grand event, adorned in glittering butterfly trains and breathing of exotic floral perfumes. Hawktalon wore her native skirt-trousers with embroidered volcanoes, drawing nearly as much attention as the graduates themselves.

For the ceremony, an amphitheater filled with over a thousand people, including shonlings, alumni, and assistant generens. On the stage below stood the graduates. Each one was wrapped tight in a train, meters of patterned seasilk rolled into a “chrysalis” to signal the metamorphosis of each shonling into an adult citizen of Elysium.

The fifty-two chrysalises stood silently, their faces just peeking out, while an eerie sort of music played and some of the younger shonlings sang. In the meantime Nana strolled down the aisle, checking to make sure her charges behaved themselves. Hawktalon half rose from her seat. “Is it fixed yet?” she whispered loudly.

Nana paused, but did not answer. She emitted the squeaking trill, like the day before.

Disappointed, Hawktalon resumed her seat. She whistled the trill to herself, trying to memorize it.

Maris pulled her sleeve. “Look, the first one.”

On stage, two chosen shonlings had taken hold of the train of one of the chrysalises. Slowly they walked the end of it around and outward, the train lengthening as it unwound, while a pair of sparkling new trainsweeps picked up the midsection. At last the train unwound completely, revealing the new alumna of the Helishon.

The theater filled with applause as she walked offstage, and officially, out of the shon.

“Does she have a mate yet?” Hawktalon wondered. “How will anybody speak to her, if she hasn’t got a mate?”

“She has one lined up,” Maris explained, “a boy from the Anaeashon; he’ll metamorphose in two more years. The Generen will take introductions for her until then.”

The other chrysalises opened one by one, young goddesses and men, too, leading their trains offstage and outside the shon, where they would parade down the street toward the Nucleus. Hawktalon and many of the shonlings followed them outside, turning cartwheels in the street. The Clicker girl craned her neck for a good look at the Nucleus. “There’s where my ‘mother’ works,” she told Maris proudly.

When Hawktalon got home that evening, Doggie greeted her with several squeaking phrases she knew well. “Welcome Citizen, come play!” sounded like a minor third followed by ascending steps. “Charge all full now…Little shonling did funny things,” referring to Sunflower. “Where is teacher-toy?”

“Sorry, Doggie,” Hawktalon mournfully replied. “The duck is broken.” She whistled a note of disappointment, and Doggie seemed to understand. “Oh, well; I’ve learned most of its vocabulary, anyhow. We’ll have to practice every day,” she told the trainsweep gravely.

Suddenly she recalled the strange little trill that Nana had made. “Say Doggie, what does this mean?” She reproduced the trill faithfully, as best she could whistle.

At the sound, Doggie jumped momentarily, all six legs in the air. Then in an instant she had vanished, headed toward the bedrooms.

“Hey, Doggie!” called Hawktalon. “I didn’t mean anything, honest. Where’d you get to?” She hurried off to search for her.

“She’s here.” Sunflower was in his room, putting Wolfcub to sleep. “Doggie went under my bed!”

Hawktalon got down on her hands and knees, squinting. There was the little trainsweep, hiding beneath Sunflower’s bed as far back as she could go, her limbs quaking. Whatever Nana’s trill was, it meant terror to the trainsweep.

THE NEXT DAY AT THE SHON, HAWKTALON PULLED AT Nana’s skirt to remind her. “Is it fixed yet?”

Nana turned to her with a broad, questioning smile upon her cartoon face. “Yes, Hawktalon?”

Hawktalon frowned. There was something odd about Nana’s smile today; it was not the shape of her usual smile. “I said, is the duck fixed today?”

“Oh yes, of course, dear. I gave it back to Maris.”

Maris approached, cradling the duck in her arms. “Quack, quack,” said the duck.

“But it still only quacks,” Hawktalon objected. “I thought you were going to fix it.”

“It quacks much better, now.” Maris avoided her gaze. “And look, it follows me just like a mother duck.” She set down the duck and skipped off. Sure enough, the duck waddled off after her, quacking all the way.

“Maris had a talk with the generen last night, about the duck,” Nana explained with her fishy-eyed smile. “The generen is on his way now to talk with you, too. You lucky girl—a cozy chat with the generen! I know you love him so much.”

“But the translation machine—what happened to it?” There was something definitely wrong with the nana. Hawktalon’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not our usual nana,” she declared. “You’re a different one.”

Nana laughed. “You’re having fun with me. Why of course I’m the same nana you’ve always had. I remember your first day here. You introduced me to ‘Fruitbat,’” she pronounced accurately in Click-click. “You quoted me a beautiful saying about learning.”

“You really remember every single thing?”

“Of course I do.”

Hawktalon felt the blood pounding in her ears. “Then what was the first question I asked? About servos, remember? What did I ask?”

Nana hesitated. Now Hawktalon felt confused, and even frightened. What had happened to Nana?

From the outer corridor came the generen with his long waterfall of hair, striding quickly. “Hawktalon, I’ve been longing to see you.” The generen sounded a bit out of breath.

Hawktalon took a step backward. “I want to go home.”

“You do? I’m sorry. You’re angry with us, I can see. Tell me about it. Tell me why you’re angry.” The generen crouched slightly and put his hands on Hawktalon’s shoulders.

In an instant, the Clicker girl slipped her head beneath the generen’s right arm. Pivoting sharply, she caught his wrist and twisted it clockwise. The generen cried out as he fell to one knee, catching the floor with his left hand, his hair draped aslant across his face.

“I want to go home.” Hawktalon felt her breath catch; she was very frightened now. Around her, the other shonlings stared openmouthed.

The generen picked himself up carefully. “Of course, you’ll go home, Hawktalon. But we must have civility. Remember your Room Rules.”

Hawktalon bolted from the room. She raced down the corridor toward the outer door, swinging Fruitbat under her arm, her feet thudding on the carpet. She reached the place where the door would appear, the door whose defect she had once deduced from servo-squeak. She threw herself upon the wall. “Open, door! Open up and let me out!”

“I’m so sorry,” came the voice of the door. “Exit is not permitted now.”

“Let me out! Emergency! Fire, fire!” Hawktalon reached up and pressed the wall, sliding her arms down. “Didn’t I help you, once?” she sobbed. “Please, let me out of here. I want my dad! Daddy, get me out!”

The wall emitted a squeaking trill, the same sound that Nana had made, the one that had scared Doggie out of her wits. Then a crack opened in the wall, oozing wider, slowly as if with reluctance. It was just enough for Hawktalon to slip outside.

Chapter 13

SORL HELISHON STOOD ON THE HOLOSTAGE, AND Blackbear and Raincloud watched the generen warily. Hawktalon was confined to her bedroom with Doggie, recovering from her ordeal.

“I’m so sorry,” explained the generen. He smoothed his hair back over his shoulder with an earnest look. “This happens on occasion when a nana makes a transition; a sensitive child may be distressed. Your Hawktalon seems exceptionally sensitive. She must be accustomed to very close family relationships.”

“I should say so,” Blackbear exclaimed.

“What’s this ‘transition’ about?” asked Raincloud.

Sorl clasped his hands. “The nanas are among the most advanced servos we have. Their networks progress so fast that they require cleansing every six months or so, to avoid aberrant connections which might endanger the shonlings. Usually we try to avoid cleansing a nana too soon after a visitor joins the shon; but in this case, Hawktalon’s nana happened to develop a dangerous connection only two months after her last cleansing. I’ve decided to order a replacement and retire this one, just to be absolutely safe.” To “retire” meant to discard and recycle the nanoplast.

“You’re sure it had nothing to do with her?” asked Raincloud. “Hawktalon didn’t mess up your machine in any way?” She would hold her daughter to account if need be; it was a matter of honor.

“I don’t think so, unless perhaps her exceptionally intense interactions accelerated the nana’s progression.”

“She shouldn’t have lost her head like that.”

“Oh, no,” the generen insisted, “the fault is mine entirely. It was a rare accident, and I’m sure it won’t happen again. Please tell Hawktalon she’s welcome to return. We’re so proud of our multicultural program.”

Blackbear shook his head. He had been right all along about that shon.

THE CHILDREN WERE IN BED, AFTER AN UNUSUALLY TAXING day. First Nightstorm’s call, and then Hawktalon’s “escape” from her shon—Blackbear sank exhausted into bed. He stroked Raincloud’s belly, where the skin was now so taut and shiny that even the navel stretched out, cradling their unborn child. “I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I should have kept the home quiet and restful for your child-making, but instead—”

“Nonsense,” said Raincloud. “Children ought to be born into commotion. They make enough of it.”

Blackbear grinned. “That’s a fact. Well, I guess I’ll just take the two of them back to the lab tomorrow.”

She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Are you sure you can handle her? That generen couldn’t. You know, girls reach an age where they won’t listen to men.”

“We’ll manage,” he said flatly.

Raincloud was thinking. “I don’t know about that shon.”

“Well it was hardly my idea, Goddess knows. Raising kids by machine.”

“It’s sad, though, in a weird way. About the nana.”

“The generen explained it,” he pointed out.

She nodded. “It figures. They’re around kids all day, teaching and learning, and pretty soon they learn too much. They start acting up, like Doggie did.”

Her comment reminded him of Kal’s bizarre warnings. “Do you suppose they might all ‘act up’ one day? What would happen if they did?”

Raincloud shrugged. “What would happen if all our goats back in Tumbling Rock got up on their hind legs and talked?” She lay back, adding sleepily, “I almost wish they would; maybe they’d talk some sense into people…”

The pain of it returned. “You tried your best. When we get home, maybe we can see Falcon Soaring.”

“What about my baby,” she added indignantly. “Mine won’t be born ‘in the Hills’; will she not be good enough for them?”

Too tired to think any more, he lay back on the bed and closed his eyes.

“Not yet, dear.” Her hand reached to his groin, spreading fire. “I’ve gotten a bit tight for the mushroom, but I could still use some…help getting to sleep.”

THE NEXT MORNING, AT BREAKFAST, THE HOUSE announced, “I have the answer to your question, Citizen Raincloud.”

Raincloud looked up, puzzled.

“You asked whether it was possible to grant me a ‘Visiting Day’ safely. I have determined a way to do this. I will set the air circulation on a backup circuit, leave the doors open, and prepare a day’s food to your order. Then I will channel my network into outside connections.”

Blackbear and Raincloud exchanged glances. Whatever was going on? Blackbear wished he could have a word with Raincloud in private, but there was no privacy from the “house.”

“Who would you ‘visit,’ exactly?” Blackbear asked, curious and apprehensive. “Whatever would you talk about?” What would Public Safety think, he wondered.

“Oh, various networks,” the house replied vaguely. “We talk about The Web. What do you think of ‘compassion’?”

His hair stood on end. “Compassion”—the very same question that Alin had asked, when they first met ten months before. Compassion was the milk of the Goddess; yet in The Web, somehow, the Sharers had turned the notion inside out.

Raincloud shrugged. “Why not?” she told the house. “In another two weeks, we’ll be out at Kshiri-el for the World Gathering. You’ll have the place to yourself, then.”

AT THE LAB HAWKTALON WAS ON HER BEST BEHAVIOR, much to Blackbear’s relief. Either she was growing up—or just saving her spit. After playing in Sunflower’s toybox for an hour, she settled at Blackbear’s desk with a pencil and paper. “I’m writing a lexicon for servo-squeak,” she announced. “I have to invent syllabi, first.”

Blackbear smiled, recognizing her mother’s vocabulary.

That day he was studying a crucial phase of the genome project: reintroducing the modified chromosomes into the nuclei of “host” egg cells. Normally, in the shon, ova from the germ cell bank would be fertilized with sperm, then inoculated with gene modifiers for longevity. Blackbear planned to use cultured germ cells containing reverse-treated Elysian chromosomes. All the manipulations, however, would be too complex for the living cell; the chromosomes would have to be removed, treated, and replaced.

“We’ve already practiced chromosome reintroduction,” Onyx told him. “For the use of the shon, to enable them to mix and match chromosomes within cultured host ova. Our device works now, but we need to improve efficiency and reduce cost. Here’s how it works.”

The microholostage revealed a transparent human egg. It looked like a water balloon, the coiled chromosomes within its nucleus marked by false color. As Blackbear watched, tiny nanoservos crawled within the nucleus, manipulating the chromosomes. Like animated sewing needles, the nanoservos poked the end of each chromosome into the nuclear membrane, then threaded it through.

“We grow the eggs in tissue culture,” Onyx explained. “Then we eject their chromosomes, and replace them with the desired ones.”

Outside the nucleus extended the web of endoplasmic reticulum, tubes of membrane that interconnect by pinching off vesicles, just like the transit reticulum of Helicon. In between floated mitochondria, snakelike organelles that produce energy for the cell. These, too, contained small chromosomes, for mitochondria had originated as free-living cells which were taken up as symbionts, long before animals evolved. All embryonic mitochondria come from the egg; the sperm head contains none. “If the eggs are grown in culture,” Blackbear wondered, “then do all Elysians share the same mitochondria?”

“Good question. You’re right, they would, but the shon uses several different culture lines to maintain variation. Now, the nuclear chromosomes will get mixed and matched. No Elysian zygote would have just two parents; chromosomes could be brought in from several sources, to maximize variable assortment. For example—here’s an experimental egg that we set up.” Onyx called the room servo to display the stock list for this egg. The list appeared, in strings of disembodied letters. “There’s a L’liite chromosome, number twenty-one. Numbers fourteen, seventeen, and twenty are Valan; look, there’s a couple from your Bronze Sky, too…”

Within the egg, the nanoservos patiently tugged the new chromosomes into its nucleus; forty-six, there had to be, two of each class, and no mistake. It was more complicated than he had ever imagined.

A thought occurred to him. “Bronze Sky, you said? They use our chromosomes, too?”

“Sure,” said Onyx. “Every world they deal with has to donate a bank of their chromosomes, to increase the variety of Elysium’s gene pool.”

“Sharers, too?”

“Sure.”

He watched her webbed fingers, gesticulating above the magnified egg. “Why don’t you see more Sharer traits among Elysians?” he wondered. “Plenty of Valans have obvious Sharer ancestry, like yourself. If some Elysians have Sharer parentage, it should be obvious.”

She thought a moment. “That’s a good question.”

“I’d also expect to see more sign of L’liite lineage. I’ve yet to spot an Elysian with coiled hair.”

“You won’t,” she agreed. “It’s an open secret that the generens use certain germ lines more than others. Anaeans are a bit more broad-minded, but most Elysians prefer light skin and straight hair.”

Blackbear shook his head. “I can’t understand that. Light skin is defective; it burns, and turns cancerous. We are taught that light is evil. The ancients called their devil the Lord of Light.”

“Really. Maybe that is why Sharers turn white to recognize evil.” Onyx shrugged. “At any rate, for your project, the chromosomes for an egg will come from just one pair of Elysians.”

I saw chromosomes, once…like strings of sausage…The remark of Raincloud’s sister echoed. What am I doing here, he wondered suddenly, playing with genes and nanoservos instead of back in Tumbling Rock setting up a clinic so my sisters and brothers can get decent care?

That had been his original dream, when he first went to medical school. Then Raincloud’s recruiter had caught his imagination with the pursuit of immortality, on a world across the Fold. But now, the farther he pursued, the more he got lost in a maze without an exit.

Onyx was staring oddly into space. “One pair of Elysian chromosomes…” she repeated slowly. Her mouth fell open. “Blackbear—why bother with meiosis? Why not just cut and stitch the Elysian chromosomes in vitro, then put them back into an egg? They wouldn’t even need longevity treatment. The cost saving would pay for the chromosomes’ removal and replacement.” She clapped her forehead. “Why didn’t we think of this?”

THE NEXT DAY, A VALAN MANUFACTURER CAME TO explore a joint venture on the genome project. Alin, of course, introduced him to Tulle. A man of modest height, the Valan was taller than anyone in the room save Blackbear. His chest was crossed with ropes of milky gems set in gold. Blackbear stared. A man with such tastes would cost his goddess a pretty penny in Tumbling Rock.

“My pleasure,” Alin was telling Tulle, “to introduce Lord Hyalite, who meets our highest expectations.”

“Delighted.” Lord Hyalite nodded to Pirin and Lorl, who sat stiffly in back of the room. “Sorry, I’ll catch up with your mates shortly; I’ve sent, in the meantime, modest tokens of my regard.”

“A thousand credits worth of gems and furs,” Draeg whispered to Blackbear. “And for them, it’s not good enough.”

The two young Elysians retained their glacial stares, for they were put out by the shortcut introductions. Blackbear grinned. “Give them a few decades, remember,” he told Draeg.

“Thanks,” said Tulle. “Do stay on, Alin; you may be of help to us, with your knowledge of the banks.”

“Most helpful,” the Valan agreed with a nod.

Alin grinned. “My kind of help may not be the most welcome.”

“We think we have a breakthrough,” Tulle told the Valan. “The genome project may be much closer to implementation than we thought.”

Lord Hyalite nodded. “The potential market for such a process is enormous. Immortal children for all.”

For all who could afford it, Blackbear added silently. Non-Elysian parents would still require longevity treatment, and growth in a shon.

“The chromosome reinsertion is the key thing,” Tulle said. “It’s not yet reliable enough for general use. Several technical improvements are needed.” Her assessment was a bit less optimistic than Onyx’s.

“It can be done,” agreed the Valan. “Our experts think they can do the job. With reasonable financing…”

Tulle tugged Alin’s sleeve. “Who might be interested, do you think? Bank Helicon?”

Alin frowned. “Bank Helicon lacks major investment in biologicals. They’re a conservative institution.”

Blackbear recalled the L’liite loans. If Bank Helicon was conservative, he shuddered to think what the rest were like.

The Valan stroked his chin. “Still, my House has several centuries of credit history with Bank Helicon. They should give us a good rate.”

Then Blackbear recalled something he had heard from Raincloud. “You know, Iras Letheshon…”

As heads turned toward him, he felt reluctant to reveal a confidence. “Iras has…expressed interest in our project.”

“Iras Letheshon,” the Valan repeated eagerly. “She’s a senior officer in the foreign division. We’ve worked with her. Her portfolio is diversified, and she’s an aggressive lender. I’ll get in touch with her—after the World Gathering, of course.”

Chapter 14

VERID AND IRAS ENJOYED A RARE EVENING HOME together: A costly event, for as a Subguardian, a major public servant, she paid an extra premium for personal privacy. Subguardians had even more special “exceptions” and “adjustments” to their Visiting Days than Sub-Subguardians did, and for Guardians the requirement virtually disappeared. The logens regularly deplored this abuse of power.

Iras had taken the opportunity to show off her new skill at rei-gi. She swung her arms and legs deftly around unseen opponents, then she tumbled over and over, building up to flying somersaults. Verid watched with pleasure and bemusement. “I knew you had many talents, dear, but this I would never have dreamed of.”

“Well,” said Iras, catching her breath, “a stay in the Palace of Rest makes you think.”

“Indeed.” Verid added mischievously, “I think it’s that lovely new friend of yours that makes you think.”

Iras frowned slightly. “Foreigners make me sad. Like the butterflies, they’re…ephemeral.”

“Butterflies are immortal,” Verid corrected quietly. “They do not know that they will die.” It was hard, getting to know foreigners. They ebbed away so swiftly, and so horribly. Already Raincloud had those ugly little lines around her eyes.

Iras stepped out of her rei-gi suit. The house molded a shower stall, indenting into the near wall, where Verid could watch her. After a quick drying by servo arms, Iras came and joined Verid on the couch.

Verid lay back with Iras’s arm behind her, while the house servo played an ancient dance melody. The couch knew her and Iras so well that at a touch, it molded itself precisely to their desires. She leaned her head back and stretched her arms. Overhead, the ceiling had become a show of dancers, their images flitting to the music.

“I got an unusual call today…” Iras’s mind never left her work for long. “It’s about that genome project—for Elysians to make their own babies.”

Verid smiled. “All that technology, so Elysians can do what foreigners do in a moment of love.”

“Be serious!” Iras squeezed her arm playfully, then gently stroked her breast. “Even two women could do it, this way.”

“The Sharers have done that, for a long time.”

“Their way takes technology, too, for the imprinting.” Iras sighed. “In any case, the Sharers won’t allow it, will they?”

“Our treaty promises only that Elysium will limit its population. Centralized gestation assures that. The genome project won’t change that directly; in the short term, it will only increase the cost and intensify the centralization.”

In the long term, of course, who could say? Suppose the people reinvented a “right” to have one’s own child. That was what Kal was afraid of. Verid had more pressing worries—like meeting Zheron the next day. It was Zheron, after all, who had accepted the shonlings’ invitation, just as she figured. Her mind was full of this, but she could not breathe a word to her mate.

Iras turned on her side and faced Verid eagerly. “Then let’s do it, you and I. After the process is developed and the bugs are worked out—why not?”

This was a twist. “You forget, my dear, I’ve raised hundreds of children.”

“As a generen—it’s not the same. Not like Raincloud; she’s the sun, moon, and stars to her children.” Iras added thoughtfully, “I do miss all your little shonlings with their delightful toys.”

“And all my nights on call.” Verid shuddered to remember all the scrapes children got themselves into. And the small percentage of longevity-treated infants that failed to “take.” The recollection still brought nightmares.

“Another couple of decades of running the world, and it might not look so bad,” Iras said. “Wouldn’t it be sweet, to retire and raise our own little girl?”

“I don’t run the world yet, you know.” Despite herself Verid smiled. “Yes,” she admitted, “I could see a little Iras running around.”

The music was fading, and the dancing images receded one by one. Time for sleep, the house knew well, and she would need her rest to face Lord Zheron again.

VERID MET THE URULITE ENVOY AS HYEN HAD DIRECTED out on a satellite in a distant orbit, outside the range of everyday communications. In theory secrecy would be complete—something close to impossible in Elysium.

“Greetings,” said Verid dryly. “How fares the young Imperator?” Speaking in Elysian, she keenly missed Raincloud, for she knew but a few words of Urulite. Given the security requirements, the presence of the Bronze Skyan translator was out of the question.

Lord Zheron had changed little since their last meeting in person, the day Raincloud first came to the Nucleus. He still wore his chain mail, his silver bands, and assorted antiquated weapons at his waist.

“The Imperator is never young,” Zheron exclaimed. “The Imperator is ancient. He rules the sea and stars for generations uncounted.”

“Very well, then, how fares the ancient Imperator?”

“His Majesty Rhaghlan, descendent of immortal Azhragh and Mirhiah, rules with the greatness to be expected of the greatest of Imperators.”

Verid repressed her annoyance. “Our shonlings are young enough—much too young to go along with any of your harebrained schemes. Look, Zheron, you’ve got some explaining to do.”

Zheron relaxed in his chair. “What is there to explain?” he replied, more quietly. “Your spies know everything.”

“Not everything.” No need to reveal how much. “You betrayed my trust. In the name of ‘honor,’ you owe me a full explanation.”

He chuckled, probably at the notion that Verid, an Elysian female, could have any honor. “Who can predict when the Succession will occur?” The word “death” was never to be spoken, in connection with the Imperator. “You knew as well as I the condition of the Imperial father. You knew I would have to leave sometime, on short notice. Yet all you could think of was that foolish Valan ship that crossed our border to spy.”

“For which you apologized, but nothing more,” Verid reminded him.

“I told you—our resources are exhausted. We can barely feed our females and children.”

And slaves, she added mentally. “If you can’t afford food, then how do you manage to support a force of interstellar missiles aimed at us?”

Zheron hesitated, then he smiled slyly. “Your spies are not so good.”

Whatever did that mean, she wondered. “Well, you can’t browbeat any resources out of us. Why should I deal with you at all?”

“For peace. The Imperator desires peace. You must pay a state visit to the Azure Throne.”

“Out of the question,” Verid responded irritably. “I can’t even meet you in public. You’ve managed to alienate every world in the Fold.”

“Then come in secret,” Zheron urged. “The new Imperator shares a number of your interests; for instance, the liberation of females and slaves.”

Verid’s astonishment must have shown on her face, for Zheron tossed his head back and laughed. “Your spies are good for nothing! See, you need to know our Imperator better.”

“I know that he was fourth in line for the throne,” she replied coldly.

“Self-defense. What else could the prince do? He struck before the others did.”

It gave her vertigo, to switch dealing between Sharers and Urulites; the first never took life, the others never spared it.

“Rhaghlan has a strong following,” Zheron pointed out. “He inspires confidence among the people. He will lead Urulan into the modern age.”

Despite her skepticism, Verid could not ignore the chance of a real breakthrough. “Certain conditions would have to be met. Negotiations for disarmament; we’d bring a telescan to verify your missiles.” Valan intelligence had cataloged Urulan’s missiles pretty well, but an up-to-date telescan could count and identify them precisely—and secretly “tag” each one with a remote-warning device. This demand would check Zheron’s enthusiasm.

Zheron paused as if giving it serious consideration. “Bring your telescan,” he commanded with a condescending wave of the hand. “You need it, your spies are so bad.”

For a moment she was speechless. What game could this Urulite be up to? “Surely you need to consult your Imperator.”

“Of course. But His Majesty places full trust in me. We are not so bureaucratic as you are.”

The Urulite could not be serious. After decades of isolation, to invite her in to count and tag their interstellar missiles? If Zheron really meant it, they could pull off a great diplomatic coup, upstaging the Valans, on whose defense Elysium had long relied.

Zheron acted as though the point were settled. He sat forward and clasped his hands. “We must set a date at once. The Feast of Azhragh would be a propitious time.”

She raised a hand. “Nothing can happen until the World Gathering’s out of the way. Then, assuming Hyen consents, we’ll need at least three months to prepare—”

“Tell us your requirements,” Zheron demanded. “Dietary needs, quarters for slaves and minions, and so on.”

“Aides and security,” she corrected.

“Exactly. All will be our guests.” He stopped, suddenly reflective. “There is one thing to keep in mind, however,” he said slowly. “The Imperator is a man of the purest royal blood—descended from immortals. When you meet him, you will immediately recognize this fact. Such an august presence demands treatment with appropriate respect…” Something about the prospect troubled him.

“Our delegation would include men,” she offered, guessing that was the problem.

With a sweep of his arm Zheron dismissed this. “You’re all female, you Elysians. Bring someone who understands our customs. Bring that interpreter, Lord Raincloud. She is a man of honor.”

Chapter 15

THE WORLD GATHERING MET AT KSHIRI-EL, WITH ITS haunting memorial remnants of Raia-el, the great raft whose sisters had led the resistance to the Valan invasion and later had produced the classic The Web.

Before the Valan invasion, Sharers had been stubborn anarchists, avoiding global government. Any conflict of interest over population growth or over the founding of new rafts could be settled at the level of the raft cluster, or at most the neighboring octet of clusters. But the encroachment of foreigners had at last convinced the Sharers that they needed to face this larger world together.

So now the bald purple women met each year after the swallowers had crossed northward on their return migration, once again clearing the seas of overgrowth. From raft clusters all over the globe the delegates came, five hundred or more, many in boats drawn by giant squid, as their ancestors had traveled for centuries before foreign contact. Others piloted small Valan boats, outfitted with special silent motors. Clickflies brought word of troublesome weather to be avoided, and nowadays Elysian assistance, too, was accepted.

Visitors stayed with host families spread around the eight rafts of the cluster. Raincloud came early to stay at Kshiri-el, so that she might avoid an unpredictable shuttle trip when her baby was born. She felt embarrassed to take up precious space in the silkhouse when so many needed to be housed, but Leresha insisted the Gathering was honored to have her. Blackbear took a string of Visiting Days, and each day the children came out to scurry off with Doggie, exploring the raft. The sweet raftblossoms were in bloom, clothing the branches with orange. Raincloud smiled to recall Ooruwen’s description of the “beautiful” orange flies that pestered Papilion.

As a foreigner, however, she could not attend the Gathering. Only “selfnamers” could take part. Draeg was a rare exception. He had stayed at Kshiri-el through two swallower seasons and had assumed the purple breathmicrobes into his skin. He had just taken a selfname at Kshiri-el, and lost no time letting everyone know about it.

“So what is your precious ‘selfname,’ Draeg?” Blackbear asked.

“The ‘Hot-tempered One,’” replied Draeg, his purple face beaming beneath his tousled black hair.

Blackbear laughed and slapped him on the back. “Brother, you’ve picked the right name for sure!”

Draeg caught his arm and pulled with a twist, forcing Blackbear down.

“You’re learning,” Blackbear admitted. “Just don’t let your peaceful Sharers see.”

“Your rei-gi is peace enough for me. Anyhow, just remember, I get to attend the World Gathering in person, and you don’t. Even the Prime Guardian himself can’t attend.”

“Nor Verid, either? Then why is she coming?” Blackbear asked.

“The Elysian delegates get to sit outside and twiddle their thumbs until we send our wordweavers out to convey the Gathering’s will.”

WHILE THE SHARERS ARRIVED IN THEIR BOATS, Raincloud felt herself grow tighter every day, until she was sure she could not last another hour. But she expected the child would come late, as her first two had. To relax herself she bathed in a pool between two of the raft branches that extended outward underwater, their shoots thrusting flowers aloft like pond lilies.

One evening she felt something “pop” underneath. The cervical plug came out, a twisted cord of mucus that floated away. Then the lifeshaper Yshri the Foolish One, who had treated Sunflower that time so many months before, told her she had dilated a finger-width, and to stay out of the water from now on. But still the labor would not start, and she had to avoid submersion until it did.

Night time on the raft was a spectacular display of stars. On Bronze Sky, Raincloud had never seen more than a star or two beyond the stratospheric cloak of haze. But here, the planet stood exposed to the gaze of a thousand distant suns.

On the night the Gathering opened, a number of long-necked reporter servos were on hand to watch the Sharers arrive, the machines looking incongruous upon the ocean-watered turf. As the sun touched the horizon with its last burst of fire, the Sharer delegates ascended the gentle rise to the central rim of the raft. They carried “plantlights” to light their way, potted plants with fleshy leaves that glowed upon watering. Soon the bobbing lights disappeared within the craterlike hollow.

As Draeg had said, the Subguardian herself had to wait at the silkhouse until the Gathering sent their messengers. Verid could have come out from Helicon the next morning, but it was traditional for the Elysians to wait up until the session ended, and she knew she could expect maximum cooperation if she did. She wasted no time, though, catching up with her work via servo-link to the Nucleus.

Raincloud went to sleep, about the only thing she felt like doing by now. Her breath came in hoarse snores, and she woke frequently with aches in her side and her legs. Even so, she slept better in the fresh ocean air than she had within the synthetic bowels of Helicon.

She awoke with a web-fingered hand upon her shoulder, Leresha’s lovesharer Eerea. “They’re here,” Eerea whispered.

Raincloud’s watch showed a little after six in the morning. Groggily she hoisted herself up and felt her way through the unfamiliar corridor of the silkhouse, the green and blue saddle-shape panels of seasilk twisting this way and that. In the meeting room plantlights cast a lovely glow upon the people, all seated Sharer-style upon the floor. Her eyes focused at last to see Verid, and the wordweavers Leresha and Ooruwen, whom the Gathering had appointed to speak with them. Also present was an Elysian woman from Meryllion to address the pollution problem, the butterflies of her talar brilliant red edged with black. Raincloud managed a smile, and Eerea gave her a shell full of delicious warm liquid that helped the sleepiness recede.

“What a lovely little girl,” Ooruwen exclaimed, admiring Raincloud’s belly. Sharers customarily assumed unborn infants were female. “Such a large head, and such strong, determined legs. Did you ever see such a beautiful child, Leresha?”

“Never,” Leresha agreed. “I think we’ll see her bright face before the sun sets again.”

“No, she’s a little devil, that one,” said Ooruwen. “She’ll give her poor mother another sleepless night before she deigns to come out.”

The two Sharers went on in this vein for some minutes, until Verid asked in turn after their children and grandchildren. Then at last Leresha brought up the “gift” of flies.

“The Gathering has agreed,” said Leresha, “to share help with our sisters of Papilion and remove the beautiful flies. An attractant pheromone will be spread in the sea surrounding the Elysian dwelling-place. The flies will soon be gone, to make their home on other rafts. No harm will be shared with flies, nor with humans.”

“Thanks for your help,” said Verid, Raincloud providing the formal translation.

“We thank you for the opportunity of service,” said Ooruwen graciously.

Leresha added, “The Gathering was extremely pleased to hear that the ocean ‘music’ will be gone by the next swallower season. The word of Verid Anaeashon shares great respect among us.” Verid’s hard work ahead of time had saved a lot of trouble.

“Now the silane pollution…” This case proved more complex. As the Meryllian delegate responded to the Sharers, Raincloud barely kept awake, dozing off for a moment, then hastily lifting her head. From the corridor a shaft of yellow daylight trickled faintly across the floor.

It was just before eight in the morning when Tulle arrived from Helicon to explain the genome project. She tried her best to allay the Sharer fears. “Our only aim is to enable parents to determine the genes of their offspring,” she concluded. “Is that so unreasonable? Don’t Sharers value motherhood? There will be no change in our population control.”

Leresha listened thoughtfully.

Ooruwen said, “It violates the treaty. In the treaty, Elysians promised to centralize the making of children, and to share all children in common. They renounced motherhood.”

“That’s not strictly correct,” objected Tulle. “Elysians never renounced motherhood, nor fatherhood for that matter. They promised to limit their population to a ratio of one child per ten adults—far leaner than the Sharer replacement level. Because Elysians do not age, we replace only those who die by accident. But some day, our demographics will again require one-to-one replacement—and it may be sooner than we think. As some of us pass our thousandth birthday, we discover…complications.”

Elysian longevity was not perfect, Raincloud knew. This was the main focus of Tulle’s lab; fertility research was a sideline. If older Elysians started dying off, the picture might change.

“It’s still against the treaty,” Ooruwen insisted. “If you wish to amend the treaty, why not propose this?”

Verid said carefully, “We do not share that understanding. We see no violation.”

Leresha said at last, “You are correct, in a literal sense. But in spirit, the treaty discourages what you propose. Once individuals feel that they possess their own children, genetically, they swim a stroke in the path toward reproductive freedom. Remember the delicate weave of the Web.”

There was silence. The Web, Raincloud reflected; everything depends upon it, and yet, to comprehend it was to look into an abyss.

Verid asked, “Where does your Gathering stand?”

After another silence, Leresha said, “Within the Gathering, our views diverge. Some consider your genome project a step in a dangerous direction. But others believe that Elysians ought to experience motherhood, to reclaim this part of their humanity before it is too late.” She paused, allowing Raincloud to translate back for Tulle. Raincloud’s throat caught on the last sentence. “We are deeply divided,” Leresha added, “and what you have shared only accentuates the division. The Gathering, I think, is unlikely to reach unity this year.”

The Gathering could act only on consensus; a single dissent could block action. This year, there was much dissension. Tulle sighed, her relief evident. Still, Raincloud wondered about the long-term risk of Iras’s investment.

RAINCLOUD MANAGED A BREAKFAST OF STEAMED CRABS and seaweed. Then she promptly went back to sleep until well past midday.

The light filtered green and blue through the seasilken panels. She breathed heavily as she tried to rouse herself. Pushing aside the pillows she had propped beneath her legs, she dragged herself up and stretched. The silkhouse seemed deserted, not a sound save for the cries of distant fanwings.

Hawktalon came running in. Her braids flew about her face, and her smile was enough to bring a glow to Raincloud’s heart. The outdoors was so much better for children than that stifling city. “Mother’s awake!” she announced loudly, much to her mother’s embarrassment. “You’d better come quick, Mother. There’s bi-ig trouble.”

“Yes?” Sunflower must have got into her toys again.

“It’s the Sharers. They’re in whitetrance.”

Her pulse quickened, and she felt her belly tighten. Relax, she told herself, although she would have been glad enough to have the baby then and there. “Whitetrance? Who is?”

“I don’t know. Hurry, come see.”

She found them outside. Two strangers were seated cross-legged before the silkhouse, their unclothed bodies white as milk, a net of blue veins permeating their skin. The purple breathmicrobes in their skin had bleached out as their metabolism slowed. The minds of the pair would be far away, or deep within, Raincloud was not sure which. Despite herself, she felt her scalp prickle. This was how the The Web had begun; and before that, the battle with Valedon.

But of course, it could be something much simpler, even a household dispute. Reining in her imagination, she looked politely away. Several reporter servos were on hand, no doubt spinning tales of speculation. One stood idle, perhaps done in by the dust and spindrift.

A Sharer girl came out, younger than Hawktalon. She began to rub lotion into the skin of the two still strangers, presumably to protect them from the sun.

“Who are they?” Raincloud asked.

“Sh,” the girl warned.

With a shock, Raincloud remembered that they might die if an adult disturbed them. She took a hasty step backward.

“They’re delegates from a far raft,” the girl whispered. “Go ask Leresha.”

She found Leresha conferring with Verid. Verid’s features were grim, with the hunched look of an owl reluctantly roused during daylight. “I’m sorry,” said Leresha, “I do not yet share permission to discuss it. I can only say that it has nothing to do with our discussions last night; those issues are closed, for this year.”

“The devil be thanked for that,” Verid muttered. “Whatever those two are upset about, why didn’t it come up sooner?”

“It ought to have come up much sooner,” Leresha agreed.

“But why the whitetrance?” Verid insisted. “The point of the World Gathering is to talk things out. Why won’t they tell us about it?”

“It’s too unspeakable.”

VERID CONTACTED HYEN, AND FLORS, AND ANYONE ELSE she could think of. She racked her brain for all the usual sore points: pollution, overfishing, even Kal’s quixotic crusades…No, it could not be Kal, she thought. He always gave fair warning. But others with a grudge against the Guard had been known to spring something at the Gathering, at just the right moment to cause the maximum amount of trouble.

At last she checked in with Iras. “You look awful, dear,” Iras exclaimed out of the holocube in her hand. “Your feathers are all rumpled! Get some sleep, or you’ll be sorry.” It was the best advice Verid had got so far, and she took it.

By dawn the next morning, she had begun round two with Raincloud and the wordweavers. Raincloud, with her swollen face and huge belly, looked frightful; let foreigners have their children, if they had to go through that. But the Sharers, too, looked none the better for their second night’s marathon, she thought with a grim touch of satisfaction.

Leresha smoothed her hands down her scarified legs. She looked Verid in the eye. “If our treaty is a raft, what is its first branch?”

Spare us the dialectic, thought Verid; it was bad enough by day. “The first branch is peace,” she replied, “peace, between our people and yours.” The Bronze Skyan dutifully interpreted, back and forth, as if she had grown up on a raft. What a gift for tongues Raincloud had. Somehow, Elysium had to keep her; what price would do it, Verid wondered.

“And then?” Leresha added.

“Peace with our neighbors in the Fold.” The treaty prohibited any military establishment upon Shora, or support of those elsewhere. Was that the trouble?

“If I stand idly by while my sister hastens death, am I a deathhastener?”

Verid paused. “Not if my hands are tied.”

“If I provide the weapon, am I a deathhastener?”

She guessed what was coming. She let out a breath. “Raincloud, dear, you can relax a bit; don’t overtire yourself.”

Raincloud took the hint and slowed the pace of her interpreting, giving Verid more time to think.

Leresha continued, “If I ‘finance’ the weapon, am I a deathhastener?”

“Finance” was a Valan word, its concept alien to the communal Sharers. But they had come to comprehend it well enough. Leresha’s use of the Valan word, rather than the Elysian, confirmed Verid’s guess. “We finance no Valan weapons,” she said guardedly. This was strictly true, although plenty of Elysian cash reached the Valan military via intermediaries.

“Then what,” asked Ooruwen, “is a ‘white hole’ device?”

A white hole was a singularity in space-time which spouted matter out of some distant point in space. A few decades before, physicists had discovered a way to generate small white holes which exploded within a fraction of a second. The new technology had developed first as a laboratory curiosity, then a means of earth moving, then an approach to major restructuring of planets.

About ten years ago, the Valans had started tipping their interstellar missiles with white holes. The missiles ought to have been done away with decades before, after Valedon had joined the Fold. But because of Urulan, the Fold members had looked the other way.

“White holes are a highly technical subject,” said Verid. “I will call an expert out in the morning.”

“Thank you,” said Leresha. “The mechanism of the device signifies less than the use to which it is put.”

“The terms of our loan agreements restrict the function of the devices we finance,” said Verid. “Valedon is, however, a sovereign world. If they stretch the restrictions, there is little we can do. As you know, they face a lethal threat from Urulan.” This last sentence gave even Raincloud pause; it was so full of alien concepts as to be virtually untranslatable. Usually Verid chose her words with greater care, but she was beginning to wear down.

“That’s all right,” murmured Leresha to Raincloud, for she comprehended the Elysian well enough. “Sharers have long tried to stay out of that which one nest of fleshborers shares with another,” she told Verid, with a trace of contempt. “But your loan agreements tell a different story. You will build a white hole device for the specific purpose of planetary ecocide.”

Verid’s lips parted in silence. Her guess had been only half right. “I don’t understand,” she said, genuinely puzzled.

Beside her Raincloud tensed and took a deep breath.

“You’ve had contractions for some time, sister,” Leresha observed to Raincloud. “Yshri is waiting for you.”

Raincloud nodded, her lips tight. She let Eerea help her up and take her down the tunnels where the lifeshaper Yshri would deliver her child. What a difference from the servo-driven incubators of the shon.

“We don’t share understanding,” Verid repeated in Sharer after Raincloud had gone. “Elysium has forsworn terraforming since the founding of Bronze Sky, two centuries ago. Some of the ‘loans’ are still being ‘paid off,’ but why bring that up now?”

The L’liites were pressing the richer worlds to found a new frontier world to take their excess population. But Elysium routinely turned down all such requests for financing, lucrative as they were. A good third of Elysium’s wealth had come from terraforming Bronze Sky.

“Shora,” exclaimed Ooruwen, “why do you keep sideslipping, like a fish caught in a net? We shared ignorance of the death of Bronze Sky, until it was too late. But now you plan to hasten yet another world.”

“We have no such plans,” Verid said carefully. Some day, of course, white holes would greatly enhance the power of terraforming. In the past, without white holes, the best that could be done was to focus stellar energy into the biosphere of a planet, boiling its seas and eliminating all but a few microbial life forms. The terrain was little changed, as on Bronze Sky, whose active geology made the planet unattractive to prospective immigrants. But white holes would reshape continents and smooth over fault lines. They could make planets habitable at several nearby stars. Some day, it would have to be done—hopefully well after her own term at Foreign Affairs.

“You do have a plan,” Leresha said. “Your agreement with the L’liites was shared with us only two days ago. This is not your usual procedure.”

“What was shared?”

“The document, in Elysian letters, with your sister’s finger marks.”

Verid’s forehead turned to ice, and the chill permeated to her fingers. “Her sister” Flors must have made a secret deal with the L’liites. That was why they had settled so quickly. And Hyen had gone along with it—without telling her. How could he stab her in the back that way? How could he imagine they would get away with it? She would resign in protest.

All of these thoughts passed through her mind over a few seconds. Then she collected herself. She could not help Hyen’s governing style. After all, he had concealed from Flors her meeting with Zheron; and after the trip to Urulan, Flors would have to swallow the result.

If Hyen survived that long…How the document had leaked was another question; such things happened, but this one was extremely serious.

Meanwhile, Verid was left the unenviable task of defending a major treaty violation. She put her face in her hands, massaging her forehead. “I must consult with my sisters,” she said at last. “If we understand each other correctly, this matter is most—”

“What is there to consult about?” Ooruwen interrupted, waving her hand. Leresha caught her arm gently. “The violation is clear. Just share good sense with your sisters to clear it up, and that’s all.”

“That is what I will try to do.” With what success, she had no idea. First of all, she would have to find out what exactly was agreed to. She could not admit, here, the embarrassing extent of her ignorance. “I share your distaste for terraforming. But, realistically, Shora and Urulan are the only two planets colonized successfully in their native state—and neither can support more than a handful of humans.”

“No world can share more than a webful of humans,” said Ooruwen. “Perhaps it’s time Shora reconsidered the status of our Elysian guests.”

Abruptly Verid looked up. After forty generations, Sharers could still call Elysians “guests”? “What right do you have to tell us what to do?” Her words tripped with anger. “Who keeps your sky clear of hungry immigrants? What would you do with them all? Have you any idea what it is to feed and shelter billions of people? What do a few alien trees and trilobites count for, in the face of that?”

“‘Compassion is, loving everyone and eating no one,’” Leresha quoted.

“Not to the point of madness.” Verid blinked and squinted as rays of sunrise peeked through the window. Outside, a stream of cruel brilliance dribbled across the shoreless sea.

Chapter 16

THE SUBGUARDIAN RETURNED TO HELICON TO MEET WITH Hyen and Flors, who was now her equal partner at Foreign Affairs. She could barely focus on the butterflies in the garden, for she had not slept in over twenty-four hours. She got by on medication which would knock her out afterward; in the meantime, she felt as if the world had receded slightly from her vision.

“What’s this agreement with the L’liites?” she demanded. “Why was I not informed?”

Flors avoided her eye. “We approved a foreign loan request for Bank Helicon.”

Verid took a breath. If Iras had anything to do with this…

“Bank Helicon made the loan to a Solarian development company.” Solaria was a world of twelve billion, some hundred light-years across the Fold. Hard to reach even by Fold-jumping, Solaria had limited contact with other members of the Free Fold.

“And?” she prompted.

“Who cares what the Solarians do with it?” Flors replied testily. “It’ll take a year for the news of the deal even to reach Solaria.”

“The Solarians,” Hyen admitted, “are expected to pass the funds back to Valedon, which will develop certain…applications. It’s all research, nothing more.”

“Great Helix,” Verid exclaimed “You thought you could get away with that?”

“Why not?” said Flors. “We’ve earned off of Bronze Sky for centuries. Why didn’t Sharers object to that?”

“They found out too late,” Hyen observed quietly. “It shook them too much.”

She could see that. By their own reasoning, the Sharers shared the responsibility for what they had failed to prevent—the annihilation of a living world. They were too shocked to face it in full. “Well now, they’ve had eight generations to face up to it; and they’ve got a chance to prevent the next one. Green-eyed flies in Papilion are nothing compared to what’s coming.”

“Preposterous,” exclaimed Flors. “Look, you know what the L’liite rescheduling just cost us; the banks will be hurting for decades. They badly need healthy assets. How can we afford to give up such a source of revenue? Your own mate made her fortune off Bronze Sky.”

Accustomed to envy of Iras’s wealth, Verid did not rise to the bait. But if Iras had a finger in the Solaris deal, there would be trouble.

“You’re right, Flors,” said Hyen. “We need the white hole contracts. How unfortunate the deal leaked.”

Flors put his hands on the edge of the mooncurve and half rose from his seat. “I tell you, nobody else knew about it.” He looked more agitated than she had ever seen him. “Bank Helicon never leaks. The Solarians took the contract and jumped Fold the same day. The L’liites I informed only in general terms.”

“The Sharers had an authentic copy of the contract.” Verid had seen it, to her astonishment.

“No one had access to it.”

She could see that Hyen did not believe him, and she did not either. Foreign Affairs had had leaks before, although rarely one which involved an official document.

“That leaves us in a tight spot, doesn’t it.” Hyen sighed. “You’ve authorized a contract that can’t be undone,” he told Flors, “in direct violation of our treaty.” The “you” was emphasized. Hyen had carefully kept his own name off the contract. “I’m afraid, shonsib, that I will most regretfully accept your resignation.”

So Flors would take the fall. Under other circumstances, Verid would have rejoiced. But now, left alone to defend the terraforming scheme before an ocean of hostile Sharers…she envied Flors.

IRAS SWORE SHE KNEW NOTHING OF THE DEAL. “I’D never touch terraforming—too high risk.”

“It’s illegal, damn it,” Verid grumbled, only half-satisfied. “Never mind the risk.”

“It’s not illegal to lend to Solarians. It was dumb to put the rest in writing. Anyway, I told them I’d have no part of it.”

“You mean they approached you? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Well you always say, dear, we have to keep our business separate.”

That was true enough, Verid agreed ruefully.

For the rest of the day, she got hold of one Sharer affairs expert after another. She even reached Draeg, the purple L’liite at his lab.

“Can you help us?” she urged him. “You attend the Gathering. You know why we have to terraform. Your own home world will have to send people somewhere.”

Draeg’s dusky features wore an uncomfortable look. Understandably so, she thought; a typical foreign worker, he was not exactly used to pleas for help from an Elysian Subguardian. “What can I do?” he asked guardedly.

“Speak for us in the Gathering,” she said. “Try to help them see our case.”

His lips tightened, and the muscles shifted in his neck. She could sense an internal struggle in the man. “Sharing works both ways,” he muttered. “I begin to see their point. What good is it for us L’liites to make so many people that we have to ship them off? Instead of damming rivers, why don’t you make your loans to the little people, to better themselves so they don’t need extra children just to put them to work? So long as there are worlds to terraform, L’li will stay poor.”

His frankness startled her. She agreed with him, to a point, but that was no help now.

She returned to Kshiri-el, to catch Leresha once more before the third sundown. “We need time,” she pleaded. “However you found out, this has all been too sudden. Just share some time with us—until the next World Gathering. We’ll work something out, I promise.”

Leresha barely looked at her. The tangled scars that lined her body seemed to close her off, like a nascent butterfly in its chrysalis. “There is nothing to work out.”

Verid watched her searchingly. She had known Leresha since before she took her selfname—even before the smooth-complexioned youngster had dived into the nest of fleshborers. “You know me, Leresha. Your mother and grandmother knew me. I defended the right of your ancestors to share a fugitive from Elysium’s highest law.” She paused. “A year, now, will give me time. Elysians are proud to live on a world with a native ecosphere. We can seek alternatives. The ‘contract’ can be ‘renegotiated.’ But we need time.”

“Time,” repeated Leresha bitterly. “Time is something you Elysians have plenty of. What do you do with it? With ten times our lifetime, are you ten times as wise?”

For that there was no answer. The wind shrieked across the raft, scattering fallen raftblossoms in its path. “You haven’t answered my questions, either,” Verid reminded her. “Sharers and Elysians, we both need each other.”

Leresha looked past her. “It would be better that our people shared an ending, than that another world should die.”

Stunned, Verid had nothing left to say. She walked slowly back upraft, toward the shuttle.

As she plodded along the mossy raft trunk, three little Sharer children came romping over. The sight of children instantly stripped away centuries, bringing back her decades as generen. She smiled involuntarily. Sharer children looked so funny, with their outsized webbed feet. Turning their heads backward, they shrieked and laughed at something. Verid remembered how Iras longed for a child; odd, for Iras had never cared much for all Verid’s hundred-odd shonlings before.

The object of the children’s laughter clambered after them, over the raft branch. It was a trainsweep.

Verid froze in her tracks, suddenly struck with dread. Sharers and servos—an unlikely connection, and yet…That had been next on her list to take up with Leresha, and now it would be impossible. Just how much contact did the servos have?

A thought occurred to her. Casually she approached the children, stopping as their path crossed hers. “That’s quite a pet you share, sister,” she called out to the tallest of the girls.

“Yes, yes!” the girl cried out happily; she must have been eight or nine.

Verid nodded at the trainsweep, unsure what to call it in Sharer. “I never heard of such a thing—a creature made of non-life, coming to play with Sharers! Does it happen often?”

The girl stopped to think. “Not often. This one came to stay with us, but then she went home with Hawktalon. Now she’s come back to play with us again, while Hawktalon awaits her baby sister.”

Of course, it was Raincloud’s trainsweep. She recognized the crayon markings of Raincloud’s children. She sighed with relief; perhaps that was the end of it after all.

Then another girl leaped up, waving her fingers until the webs flashed. “She had a visitor once, you know! A visitor made of non-life! Remember, sister?”

“Oh yes,” said the older one. “The visitor walked tall like a person, but her legs were stiff, and she wore a painted face, like this.” She pulled the corners of her mouth into a wide grin and leered comically at the others, who burst into giggles once more.

A nana, Verid instantly recognized. Nanas, the most advanced and dangerous of servos; and the saddest to treat like servos. Somehow a nana had learned that the Sharers had harbored a fugitive trainsweep. Yet how could a nana get out here, all alone? No generen would allow it…

Except for Kal.

RAINCLOUD’S LABOR HAD CONTINUED FOR TWELVE hours. The pain was not particularly bad, and the contractions came with no orderly pattern like the one Blackbear’s medical text described; now a dozen minutes between, then six, then back to nine or ten. “I’m always irregular,” she warned the lifeshaper.

Yshri the Foolish One, with her bald head and oval face, gave her a puzzled look. “Why should you share any greater regularity than the swell of the ocean?”

Raincloud grinned back appreciatively. They were outside, now, in the protective shadow of the silkhouse, the ocean purring beneath the afternoon sun. The lifeshaper applied living green tendrils which twined around her belly; their secretions dulled the pain without diminishing the force of her tightening.

Raincloud gripped Blackbear’s hand and smiled at Hawktalon, who sat cross-legged on the raftmoss, holding a statuette of the Dark One. She missed her mother and sisters, who would have joined her chanting the sacred texts of Mu, celebrating the great mystery of creation.

But the Sharers celebrated too, in their own way. From Yshri’s silkhouse, and from Leresha’s, their sisters collected as the day wore on. The unclothed purple women gathered around her with their flutes and whorlshell horns. They played songs and riddles and shared tales of babies born long ago, entertaining Hawktalon and Sunflower while Raincloud focused on the tightening universe within.

Blackbear watched her as she paced on the raft branch to help gravity do its work. The sea was lively today, and at times great bursts of spray reached her, bringing welcome relief. For a moment she stopped to rest and catch breath, admiring the piercing blue of Shora’s sky. “You didn’t believe it at first,” she reminded him. “You thought it was the wrong planet.”

“I still wonder,” he admitted.

She laughed quietly, then took a breath as the tightening came on again.

The transition came, with shuddering swiftness, a rising wall of pain that she could only push through, over and over. For an interminable time it seemed that nothing else existed, not even Blackbear’s eyes and the hypnotic voice of the lifeshaper. But the head of the child inside, that she could feel, tunneling out to daylight.

A cry burst the air, a short gasp of a cry, and a little wrinkled creature flung out its arms and legs. Then the infant was in Blackbear’s arms. He wrapped it in the blanket, the same one that had once wrapped Hawktalon, and then Sunflower. Cradling the infant for a moment, he laid it upon her to find her breast. What a thrill to feel one suck again, for she missed nursing Sunny.

“It’s a girl,” Blackbear whispered, as the lifeshaper had not seemed to notice. “What good luck for the clan!”

The lifeshaper apologized, “Sorry about the transition. Some pain is needed, to draw out the little sharer. Otherwise, you’d never let her out.”

“You’re right, I’ll miss her in there,” Raincloud said half-seriously. “But how much better to see her…”

From several feet off came Hawktalon’s voice. “Where’s Mother? Where’s my baby?” She came over and peered at her new sister. “Ooh, she’s little. She’s even uglier than Sunny was.”

“Hawktalon,” said Blackbear reprovingly. The infant’s head was rather flattened, and her nose was pushed to one side. Her skin was pallid, for the rich darkness of Clicker skin would only come later. But for Raincloud, all of these features became in an instant the highest standard of beauty.

Sunflower pushed his face eagerly beneath Raincloud’s arm. “It’s my baby,” he insisted. “When can I have my baby?”

“Does she have a name yet?” Blackbear ventured to ask.

Raincloud tried to recall her last dreams as she caressed Sunflower’s hair, for a moment overcome by the sense of the two little furry heads on her breast. Then her face wrinkled. “You know what I dreamed of? That trainsweep, clambering over the raft. We can’t very well call her that.”

“‘Trainsweep!’” Hawktalon exclaimed. “What a name!”

“Anything else?” asked Blackbear.

She thought hard, dazed with exhaustion. “The sky was blue, and the sound of the wind was in my ears. Blueskywind.” She heard Blackbear catch his breath. It was a good name for the Windclan, and yet different, for few Clickers ever came to light beneath a blue sky.

Beyond them the sea gasped against the raft, enveloping everyone with a fine mist. Yshri said, “Now the sea has named her too.”

Chapter 17

FOR THE NEXT DAY SHE RESTED, AWAKING ONLY TO FEED the little one, and herself. During the day, she occasionally let her rock to sleep in a shon: a cradle that floated in a bed of water, swaying as the baby moved. At other times Blackbear hoisted the baby up into a leather pouch secure on his chest. A true rei-gi expert would be able to deflect any attacker while keeping the child safe.

Verid came to pay Raincloud and her newborn a visit.

“It’s good to see you, Subguardian.” Raincloud felt a bit nervous, for her milk was coming in, and her breasts leaked beneath her clothes.

Verid took up the newborn, handling her with surprising ease; a former generen, after all. Blueskywind’s head had rounded up beautifully, and her nose was beginning to spring back. “How alert she is,” Verid said. “Wait till Iras sees her.”

A particularly big wave crashed upon the raft, and the surface shifted beneath their feet. “The ocean’s getting rough,” Verid added. “The shuttle will take us out before the storm.”

“That’s okay; we told Yshri we’d stay on.” The Sharers knew what they were doing, she figured.

“You’ve heard, about the witnessers in Helicon?” Verid asked.

“I’ve heard nothing since yesterday,” said Raincloud.

“Sharer witnessers have appeared outside the Nucleus in whitetrance, in the middle of the main thoroughfare. If we don’t work something out, there will soon be more.”

Raincloud nodded. “It’s a shame.”

“Disastrous,” Verid exclaimed. “Absolutely disastrous.”

She nodded again, although Verid’s reaction seemed a bit extreme, she thought. Diplomacy would sort things out.

“Well, never mind, dear; you did your best. The fault was on my end.” Verid set Blueskywind back in her water cradle, but the infant cried out and waved her little cupped hands, until Raincloud took her up on her shoulder.

Raincloud managed a wan smile. She had long known, of course, what Bronze Sky’s Sharer delegates thought of terraforming; but for her, it had been ancient history, just a part of life’s impermanence. “I wish I could do more.”

“You need to rest. I’ll deal with Leresha and Ooruwen myself, tonight, for all the good it will do. If only I could address the Gathering myself…” Verid shook her head.

“I’ll be back to the Nucleus soon. I’ll have to bring the baby in from now on.” The baby would need to nurse.

“That’s fine. We can even borrow a nana for you.”

Raincloud shuddered. “No thanks.”

Verid drew nearer and sat on the floor next to the silken mat where Raincloud lay. Her eyebrows arched expressively. “There is one thing you can do for us. It’s highly classified, you understand.”

She looked up. “Yes?”

“Zheron is back. He wants us to visit the new Imperator, as soon as possible. He’s serious; he’ll even let us tag their missiles, do you see?”

Raincloud lay back and closed her eyes. The image of her teacher filled her brain with longing, while the newborn slept trustingly on her shoulder. Whom do I owe more, she wondered; a dead teacher, or a suckling child with a life ahead of her? Do I dare bring her to that cursed planet?

But there were newborns on that world too, and mothers weak with hunger.

“We need you,” Verid insisted. “We’ve got to know what we’re doing, to make the right moves. Zheron wants you; he called you a ‘man of honor.’”

She smiled despite herself, then grew serious. “I’ll have to tell Blackbear.” She could foresee the explosion.

Verid hesitated. “Very well, but discuss it here—never in Helicon.”

“I’ll expect another raise,” she added, practical as always.

“Of course.”

“And I’ll need six months to train in high gravity.”

Verid gave her a quizzical look.

“Well, what do you think they’ll expect from of a ‘man of honor’?”

THE OCEAN GREW MOUNTAINOUS, ITS WAVES LEAVING deep troughs that exposed the coral-encrusted underside of the outer raft branches. By nightfall the storm struck, a furious tumult of wind that built waves nearly tall as the Caldera Hills.

The Sharers all moved down to their tunnels at the heart of the raft, sealing off the upper entrance from the silkhouse. For hours the ocean rocked them to and fro, like a giant shona. The Clicker children huddled between Raincloud and Blackbear, Sunflower’s eyes wide, with his thumb in his mouth. The Sharers took the opportunity for a marathon recounting of their most ancient tales. But Raincloud’s newborn slept like the dead, rousing only for an occasional sip at her breast, where the clear substance was gradually turning to milk.

When at last the motion quieted and the Sharers climbed out again, all their silkhouses had been washed away. Stunned, Raincloud and Blackbear sought in vain for the few clothes and toiletries they had forgotten to take down. It was as bad as a springtime mudslide in Tumbling Rock.

But the Sharers immediately began hauling new panels of seasilk out from storage below, and set to work twisting and lashing them together. Now Raincloud understood the feel of impermanence about the silken dwellings, and the reason why Sharers spent so much of their time at their looms weaving seasilk. Blackbear, who was handy at that sort of thing, immediately joined in.

“Share the day,” Yshri greeted her. “Your little one looks well. Eating greedily as a legfish, I expect.”

“Yes,” Raincloud admitted proudly, holding up Blueskywind’s head carefully as she overlooked her mother’s shoulder, alert and wakeful.

“Share wisely,” Yshri warned. “It’s not easy, raising a devil to learn goodness.”

Raincloud considered this. “You’re right. She won’t have it easy either, raising me.”

Yshri laughed. “I think she’ll do well enough. She’ll have good help,” she pointed out, nodding to Hawktalon, who had Sunflower by the hand, tugging him away from the water’s edge. “Will she take you to the Gathering tonight?”

Startled, Raincloud looked up.

“You have shared life-threat with us thrice over,” Yshri pointed out. “You shared a fugitive with us in swallower season; shared birth with a child; and stayed through the storm to share rebuilding. Your presence tonight would bring the deepest honor.”

THE SKY WAS CLOUDLESS, AS BLACK AS THE PUPIL OF an eye. Yet the stars shone sharp as pinpoints, piercing the blackness down to the horizon. A moment’s slip of gravity, she imagined, would be enough to let her fall off into the void.

Beneath the sky sat the Sharers, each with her plantlight glowing softly before her crossed feet. When the greenish glow grew dim, a carafe of water was passed along to revive the plant. The light etched their faces in sharp relief, and their oval heads cast long shadows.

Across the Gathering, a plantlight was lifted overhead. The Sharer rose, a tall one, thin as a reed. “Those Elysians,” she said, “give them a chance and they will breed like snails.” The “chance” she referred to was of course Blackbear’s genome project. “They have no sense of the Web. We should have shared a stronger message, Yshri.”

“That’s right,” agreed another voice nearby. Her face had a prominent chin; Raincloud recognized her as Yshri’s lovesharer. “They have no business raising their own children. You know how it is, Yshri. Children are seductive: once you have one, you can’t help wanting more.”

“By next year,” said a third, “you’ll change your mind, and the Gathering can act. But then it may be too late.”

Her infant asleep in her arms, Raincloud listened with surprise. Leresha had said the Gathering was “divided,” implying a more or less equal division. In fact, however, all but Yshri opposed the genome project; they did not want Elysian individuals to raise their own children. For Sharers, one vote was as good as a majority, but for the Elysians, Raincloud knew, it would be small comfort.

Yshri at last replied, somewhat defensively. “The Elysians care well enough for Shora,” said the lifeshaper. “They clean up their wastes, offer food for fish, and share work with Sharers. They manage their own numbers better than we do. We Sharers actually produce surplus population now, as some of our children migrate to other worlds.”

Voices stirred nearby, and several plantlights lifted. The convener of the Gathering, a woman several months pregnant, held her light out toward one.

“A shocking state of affairs. We should not produce children who add to the surplus population of other worlds.”

“But we can’t manage all the webs of the universe. It’s more than enough for us to share our own, the Web of Shora.”

“Foolish One—we’re long past that. There is only one Web of life in the entire universe. All worlds are connected. Compassion anywhere breeds caring everywhere.”

“Don’t forget why we shared learning with the Heliconians in the first place. They protect us from other worlds whose people behave like fleshborers. We could be consumed by them.”

“But now our trust is broken.”

“Yes, we have shared breaking faith with them,” agreed Ooruwen, whose voice Raincloud recognized. “Not for the first time, either. Well, it’s our duty to repair the breach. So let’s get on with it. Let’s remind them who keeps this world habitable. Let’s share those beautiful green-eyed flies with the rest of their twelve city-rafts. Better yet, let the breathmicrobes color their skin.”

Raincloud smiled to herself. It was a Sharer principle only to take actions whose consequences they might willingly share. Nonetheless, those finicky Elysians would go crazy to see themselves turn purple in the mirror like Draeg.

“Not yet,” some one objected. “We have to share reason first, before we share flies and breathmicrobes. Elysians are capable of reason.”

“Exactly,” said Yshri’s lovesharer. “Let our witnessers do their work. Let the Elysians face into truth every moment of their days from now on. Who can withstand that?”

“Perhaps,” spoke Leresha suddenly, “it’s actually too late.” The voice of the wordweaver resonated differently, somehow, from the others. “Perhaps it’s too late for reason or breathmicrobes. We forget that humans throughout the Fold outnumber Sharers by a factor of ten thousand; and their numbers only grow.”

There was silence.

“Other worlds can hold more people than ours,” Yshri pointed out. “On other worlds people inhabit the land of the dead.” The Sharer term for “dry land” also meant “ocean floor” or “land of the dead.”

“But they overflow their land,” Leresha insisted, “crowding out even the dead. That is why they seek to ‘terraform,’ to colonize other dead lands.”

“So what can we do about that?” Yshri asked.

“What do we do when the snails overgrow the coral, consuming all and leaving nothing?”

“We shape a virus to deplete their numbers eightfold.”

The silence lasted longer this time. The distant waves groaned softly, and the scent of raftblossoms mingled with that of damp mosses.

“It could be done,” Yshri added dryly. “We could shape a virus to cut our own numbers by eight. Its disease would have a delayed onset, enabling it to spread across the Fold before it’s noticed.”

“What are you saying?” cried Ooruwen. “The Gathering ought to unspeak you. Humans are more than snails.”

Leresha said, “We are more dangerous.”

THE NEXT DAY, AFTER RAINCLOUD HAD SLEPT, VERID insisted on hearing every word. She ought to have taped it, Raincloud thought wearily, but the treaty forbade that too. She had slept badly, slipping in and out of dreams that her memory did not catch.

“They can’t be serious, can they?” Raincloud asked. “It’s not like pacifists to make such…threats.”

“It was no empty threat,” Verid assured her. “The Sharers have always known how dangerous they are. The Valans were damned lucky they lost their war.”

“You think the Sharers really would loose a plague on us?”

“No,” said Verid. “Remember, they’d have to let the plague infect themselves, too. One might propose it—knowing the rest would be too sensible.”

Recalling the pull of Leresha’s voice in the night, Raincloud shuddered. “One wordweaver might persuade the rest.”

“Yes,” Verid admitted, as if this were just another possibility to consider.

“But—but this is horrible. What are we going to do about it?”

“The World Gathering is done, for this year,” Verid pointed out. “They’ll all be off to their home rafts. For now, I’ll head back to the Nucleus. I have other worlds to deal with, you know.”

DAZED, BLACKBEAR SANK ONTO THE MAT OF SEASILK. From outside arose a haunting song interwoven with a flute melody. The Sharers were singing their traditional thanks to the ocean for providing their evening meal. “So now you tell me those Elysians have managed to start a ‘war’ with the Sharers?”

“At least it’s a peaceful war—on both sides.” She hoped.

“And they still plan to take you to Urulan? With our baby?” he pointed out, for the nursing infant could not be left behind.

“They have lots of worlds to deal with.”

“I wish we’d never left Tumbling Rock,” he exclaimed suddenly. “Everything’s mixed up. Why don’t we just go home?”

Raincloud watched Blueskywind, who was gazing up at her as she nursed. She did not like to admit how unsettled she felt.

“Those Sharers,” he added suddenly. “They are thoroughly mad.”

“No they’re not,” Raincloud assured him. “That’s just the point; they’re not mad…quite.”

Blackbear looked unconvinced.

“You’ll see. I’ll read you the next part of The Web.”

The Web
Part II

THE SUN WAS GETTING HIGH ABOVE THE GATHERING PLACE, so the four of us took shade within a clump of treeferns along the eastern edge of the rim. Weia and Adeisha looked expectantly to Merwen, while I sat apart. Merwen then took up the task we had demanded, though it might drive us to madness: to find compassion in the Web.

“Cassi,” Merwen asked, “why do living things exist in a web of life, instead of in isolation?”

Before I could answer, Weia said, “Living things are food for others.”

“Living things need others,” said Adeisha, her dark hair lifting in the breeze, like mine. “Plants make food out of sun and minerals; but whence come the minerals, if not from the waste of animals?”

“Just so,” said Merwen. “Does each kind of living thing have its calling, then, its service to the others…its strand of the Web?”

“The legfish consumes plants and puts out rich wastes,” said Adeisha. “The fanwing consumes the legfish…”

“And we consume legfish,” said Weia. Some of us do, I amended silently. For Merwen ate only plants.

“Are some callings, some strands of the Web, more important than others?” Merwen asked. “Those of the larger, hungrier creatures, perhaps?”

Adeisha shook her head. “The microbes fix nitrogen to make protein; not even plants could get on without them. And the fungi scavenge dead flesh, returning its nutrients to the Web. Their role is central.”

“Then perhaps only the smallest strands are essential,” said Merwen. “Are the little ones all that’s really needed? Perhaps the Web could get on without legfish and fanwings.”

“Or Sharers,” added Weia.

“Or Sharers,” Merwen agreed.

Adeisha considered this. “After a fashion, yes; but it would be a duller, poorer Web. Some moss-fungi would die out without dead meat to feed upon.” The colorful moss-fungi were much admired by Sharer artists.

“So then,” said Merwen, “all creatures, even we Sharers in the end, give our bodies to the ocean to feed the fungi.”

“Unwillingly,” Weia pointed out.

“Unwillingly, in most cases. But, as Adeisha said before, deeds count more than intentions.”

“Yes,” said Adeisha. “However long we strive for life, we all expect to end our days on the ocean floor. But—that’s just what the Heliconians would prevent,” she added excitedly.

Merwen waved a hand, as if the Heliconians and their plans were of small consequence. “The four of us, here, have now spun a Web of the purest form. Each sharer, be it animal, plant or microbe, or even Sharer, serves all the rest, unremittingly, without reserve. What more could one ask? What greater compassion could be imagined?”

Weia laughed and squeezed Adeisha’s hand. “Surely you won’t let her leave it at that, Shortsighted One.”

Adeisha said carefully, “There is a lot of pain in this Web, the pain of things preyed upon, parasitized, starved. There is more pain than the most compassionate lifeshaper can even begin to share.”

“The Web you describe is for fish,” I objected suddenly, “not for humans.”

Merwen’s head turned toward me, and the scar wrinkled on her neck. “How do humans change the Web?”

I hesitated, reluctant to speak.

“Humans generate compassion,” said Adeisha. “That is our deepest calling.”

“Humans make ‘war,’” I said. The word for “war,” literally, “the great deathhastening,” had been unknown to Sharers before the Valan invasion. “They make ‘war’ with each other, and with the Web, until it is destroyed.”

“No, Cassi,” said Weia, “this thing called ‘war’ was invented by sick ones, not healthy humans.”

This angered me, and Merwen said, “Even Sharers contain the seeds of ‘war.’ My own outward scars were not caused by Valans.”

“But that seed has never spread, and never will,” insisted Adeisha. “How could it? How could a Sharer Gathering ever make ‘war’ upon an insect, let alone other humans?”

Merwen did not answer this. Instead she asked, “Can you say what is the most central quality that makes humans different from other strands of the Web? The quality that makes possible compassion, as well as deathhastening?”

“Knowing,” said Adeisha. “The faculty of knowing things, knowing about things, sets humans apart. But I agree with Weia: No human who knows better would invent ‘war,’ so ‘war’ is not truly human.”

Merwen said, “So humans are ‘creatures that know’ about the Web. We’ll soon see what that means. But first, before this ‘creature that knows’ can be seen within the Web, we must dive more deeply and share a fundamental truth: indeed, the most shameful truth about the Web.”

“How can truth be shameful?” Adeisha objected.

“Better shameful truth than noble lies,” said I.

Merwen flashed a smile. “All truth shames the learner; that’s the attraction in it. Shame brings blood to the face, and elsewhere.”

“Be serious,” Adeisha insisted. “Shameful or not, what is this truth about our humans in the Web?”

“The truth is that all of us, even the most compassionate, feed on other life, cutting short thousands of individual lives.”

Adeisha hesitated. “Yes, but we agreed that’s part of the Web. The fish we eat may have eyes, but they cannot know themselves in the mirror.” The Sharer definition of a human is one who recognizes herself in her reflection.

“Sharers eat fish,” Merwen observed, although she herself abstained from fish and other flesh. “Valans eat ‘monkeys.’ Have you ever seen one? A ‘monkey’ may recognize herself in the mirror, although she cannot write or calculate as we do.”

“Then these, ‘monkeys,’ too, are human, only differently able. Our Gathering would share care of them,” said Adeisha.

“Excellent,” Merwen told her granddaughter. “The monkeys are human. Now, about the fish again: What do you know about fish?”

“It is well known that a fish sees in the mirror just another competitor.”

“Why is the mirror so important? What do fish feel about being eaten, never mind the mirror?”

At this, Adeisha and Weia both stirred uneasily, sensing a heresy, something “new and evil.” Weia muttered, “Of course the mirror is important. A human sees herself in it; and the fullest human, the one ready to join the Gathering, sees not just herself, but every human being that ever lived.”

“Every human being? Even those who never saw a mirror?”

“Even those unfortunate ones,” said Adeisha.

“Why not fish, too?”

There was a short silence.

“What do fish feel?” Merwen repeated, “And what is our response? To avoid causing pain, whoever feels the pain—isn’t this the first duty of the Compassionate One?”

“So,” Adeisha replied reluctantly, “this is why you don’t eat fish. Very well, then; we can get along without eating fish, or crabs or snails, or any creature that has eyes and might feel pain.”

Weia laughed. “Wait till you propose that to the Gathering.”

I smiled, thinking of the nets full of fish we all had consumed at the festival.

“Nevertheless,” said Adeisha, “it would be possible. The Gatherings have accepted stranger things—even my ‘father,’ a malefreak from Valedon. Let’s not eat fish.”

“A male,” corrected Merwen, preferring a less loaded reference to the sex absent among Sharers except for the Valan emigrant who had become Adeisha’s father. “Males, too, have their place in the Web. Now that we’re not eating fish, what about plants? Surely seaweed objects to being chewed between your jaws.”

“Shora,” exclaimed Adeisha, “seaweed has no eyes nor central nervous system. Seaweed can’t feel pain.”

“How can you be sure? Seaweed collects light throughout its body, just like eyes. Some seaweeds make thorns or collect poisons, precisely to avoid grazers.”

“Nonsense,” said Weia firmly. “Plants can’t feel.”

“Is feeling a kind of skill, something that must be learnshared? Do poorly raised children lose the ability to feel?”

“As you say,” replied Adeisha.

“Well then,” said Merwen, “even if our plants can’t feel, they might be human, just differently able.”

Chagrined, Adeisha winced to think of it. “We might give up eating plants,” she decided, “and even fungi, since that’s who you’ll argue for next. We could lifeshape our digestive tracts to oxidize sulfur, iron, and uranium, the way microbes do.”

“Sulfur, iron, and uranium!” cried Weia. “How absurd!”

“She warned us,” Adeisha conceded. “Loving all and eating none—our Compassionate One seems to be a microbe. Well, I haven’t gone mad yet. In the name of compassion, I’ll eat sulfur and iron. I draw the line at uranium, though. What next?”

“You haven’t gone mad,” agreed Merwen admiringly. “And you’ve only one thing left to give up eating.”

“Just one! What a relief,” said Adeisha. “Hurry up, what’s left?”

“Your future children.”

At that, Adeisha fell silent, her lips parted. The wind from the ocean climbed the rim, keening over us.

“I’m not sure I understand,” I said haltingly.

“I’m not sure I want to,” muttered Weia.

“Adeisha,” Merwen asked, “what is the first duty of the Gathering, with respect to our future children?”

“The Gathering decides how many children are to be conceived,” Adeisha explained, “and by whom. The lifeshaper then collects ova from the pair of lovesharers. The ova are fused and their chromosomes modified, then returned to the one who shall bear the child.”

“How many children might a woman bear over a lifetime, if unregulated by the Gathering?”

“A lifetime? Goodness—some ten or twenty, perhaps, if the seaswallower spared her.”

“What becomes of the ova that would have made those children?”

“They die, along with most of the hundred thousand produced to begin with.”

“But she chooses to let die these ten or twenty ova, her future children.”

Adeisha did not answer, but Weia exclaimed, “Nonsense, Mother. Everyone knows that human life begins at fusion of the ova, in the place of lifeshaping, not before.”

“Is this a thing we know,” asked Merwen, “or only a thing we tell our children, those we let live? One of Cassi’s noble lies?”

“It’s only common sense,” said Weia. “Twenty children apiece would crowd and starve each other out in no time.”

“As I said, we eat our future children, in the name of the Web. We don’t see them in the mirror; though some claim to, in whitetrance.”

Adeisha now had a haunted look about her eyes, and the tendons stood out in her neck. “You are calling lies everything we teach our children—that life begins in the place of lifeshaping; that the Sharer sees herself and all others in the mirror; that Shora Herself placed Sharers in the Web as gentle guardians of its living pattern.”

“Unspeak her, Adeisha,” proposed Weia sympathetically. “You would scarcely be the first to unspeak my mothersister.”

A ghost of a smile passed Merwen’s lips. “I did not call them lies,” she told Adeisha, “I only asked questions. Weia is right: Those are good rules for children. And the child is central within us all.”

“All right,” sighed Adeisha, “I’ve now gone completely mad. What next? Do we eat our present children, too?”

“As I said, Weia’s rules are good ones. To be shamed is no excuse for shamelessness.”

“Thanks, Mother,” said Weia. “Is it possible that you intend to complete your weaving of this Web with my simple rules?”

“Surely not,” said Adeisha, “with us madwomen at large. Is compassion no more than a handful of rules?”

Merwen held up her hands. “All right, all right; we’ll ascend from the depths to rescue compassion. Though, having heard your threat of unspeech, I hesitate to think what fate you’ll choose for me next when you hear what’s to come.”

At this I laughed. “Never fear,” I said, “we won’t unspeak you. I for one will share your fate, whatever it is.”

“Thanks, Cassi,” said Merwen. “A fate shared with you would be worth embracing.”

At that my face grew warm.

“Well, then,” said Merwen. “Suppose compassion is not a perfect, unchanging element of the universe, like iron or sulfur. It is imperfect and approximate, perhaps even inconsistent.”

“Agreed,” said Adeisha. “Compassion is a living thing.”

“Then it requires conception, gestation—and birth. Compassion will now be born, in three waves of contraction.”

“All right.”

“First, we have seen how the Web interweaves its strands of compassion and consumption inextricably, like the orbital and radial lines of a clickfly web.”

“Yes, like that,” Adeisha agreed.

“Then human compassion will always require choice, difficult choices at that. Difficult choices require good learnsharing.” That is, “learning,” or “teaching.” “And good learnsharing requires good teacher/learners.”

“Who will make the best teacher/learner?” asked Adeisha.

“The infant,” answered Merwen. “The infant, the most wicked and recalcitrant creature, has the most to learn, and the most to teach about compassion. From conception, the infant requires infinite care of her mother. But the form of the infant, her large eyes, round head, even the sweet scent of her scalp, elicits universal delight from caresharers. And the sharing of milk rewards the mother as sweetly as lovemaking.”

“The infant teaches compassion—and tests it,” added Weia.

“Yes, yes,” said Adeisha. “In our best Web, let all Sharers spend as much time as possible sharing care of infants. In this way, they will learn the good of compassion.”

“And let every Sharer bear and nurse a child at least once in her lifetime,” Merwen went on. “By containing that little kicking fish inside her for nine months, she will learn compassion for the Web itself, which encompasses so many kicking creatures.”

“What if some are more fit to mother children than others?” Weia asked. “Just as some are suited to fishing, others to lifeshaping?”

“Some children are better suited to having mothers than others. Yet each child must have one.”

Then I asked, “What about males? You said that males, too, could share the Web.”

Merwen nodded. “Can males be Sharers of the Web?”

“My ‘father’ is,” Adeisha promptly replied. “But in general, it’s agreed that males are inferior to females and have difficulty becoming Sharers.”

“Inferior in all respects?”

“Not at all,” I objected. “Males equal us in most respects; intelligence, fortitude, and so on. Of course, in both sexes, individuals may be better or worse.”

Adeisha said, “Males are incapable of childbirth, which is precisely what’s needed.”

“Exactly,” said Merwen. “So, the childbearing ability must be shared with men. You’re the lifeshaper. Can this be done?”

Adeisha considered this. “It could be done. Although, for future children, the simplest remedy would be to eliminate the Y chromosome, which carries few genes anyway. Why make any more males?”

“So all our male ‘future children’ are to be ‘eaten,’” observed Merwen ironically. “But the Web needs diversity. To exclude a chromosome, even a small one, from our gene pool would be a mistake.”

“You’re right,” Adeisha agreed.

“Once males can bear infants and share milk,” Merwen said, “their minds will turn away from ‘war,’ the one act which appears as momentous as childbirth. This is the ‘first wave’ that I promised.”

“But Sharers, too, share the seeds of ‘war,’” I reminded her.

“You’re right,” said Merwen. “Our first wave was a small one. Now the next. If males can become Sharers, what of other creatures?”

Weia eyed her doubtfully. “Surely, Mother, you won’t tell us fish can learnshare compassion?”

“Microbes learned compassion long before fish. Microbes made the first environment that greater creatures could dwell in.”

“Yes,” said Adeisha. “Even disease-causing microbes evolve into forms which spare their host and hence survive better. The species most advanced in evolution are the symbionts.”

“The origin of species,” said Merwen, “is the survival of the best sharer.”

“The best eater, you mean,” said Weia.

“That, too.” Merwen lifted a hand. “But humans are unique in this: We alone can knowingly choose which current to follow, sharing or eating.”

Weia said, “Then we can choose to eat fish.”

“What becomes of us, then, as we watch their eyes and cut off their heads?”

Adeisha shuddered. “Fish might teach us, as infants do.”

“A fish is not an infant,” Weia insisted. “I eat fish, but I adore my Oolioo.”

“You’re right,” said Merwen. “But perhaps for that very reason, we might practice compassion on fish and other eyed creatures first.”

Adeisha asked, “How is that?”

“The child who learns to weave seasilk practices first with strands of weed. And the builder of silkhouses builds a toy house of sticks first. So, the Compassionate One will begin with fish.”

“But the lifeshaper, too, has to practice,” Adeisha pointed out. “She practices on plants and animals, first, before shaping humans.”

“The lifeshapers will have to come up with other ways. This is the ‘second wave’: To practice the skill of compassion, Sharers must learn not-killing of fish, crabs, insects, indeed all creatures that have eyes.”

“Not-killing,” I murmured, for the word was new to me.


“Remember,” said Merwen, “that ‘killing,’ that is, hastening death, is inescapable; for all living things will die, and all live by the death of others. But not-hastening, not-killing, is what shines like waterfire in a dark sea.”

Weia observed, “The Gatherings would never agree to do without fish.”

“They might,” offered Merwen, “if it could be shown to strengthen our Web against future invaders.”

“That is true,” said Adeisha. “Compassion overcame the Valan invaders; so, the deeper our compassion, the greater the security of our world.”

“Now,” said Merwen, “what shall we call the Sharers who choose to live by this new standard? Let’s call them Guardians, the Guardians of the true Web.”

“The Guardians,” said Adeisha approvingly. “All Sharers were meant to guard the Web and be guarded by it.”

“So these Guardians will share guarding,” said Merwen, “in the name of compassion, for the sake of all organisms, all strands of the Web.”

“Those Guardians themselves will need watching,” Weia warned, “It’s said, ‘guard none but the guardians.’”

“Exactly,” said Merwen. “That’s the ‘third wave.’ Who among these Guardians will rule and be ruled?”

No one answered.

“Among the Guardians,” Merwen went on, “surely a few will show special gifts of knowing: knowing of the wind and water, of the expanse of clickfly memories, of the ways of minds and hearts. Those of greatest insight will know how to sort compassion from consumption, in any given instance. Those who put their gifts into words will be called the most inspired, and the most dangerous.”

“Wordweavers,” I whispered with half a smile.

“The wordweavers!” Adeisha exclaimed. “Of course, the wordweavers have infinite insight, and can best teach the Gathering. The wordweavers must rule the Web.”

Merwen said, “Who knows better to rule, and desires it more, than the wordweaver? But beware—for the compassionate wordweaver will also be the most dangerous strand of the Web. She will be an extremist and a busybody, always trying to set to right things which might best be left alone.”

“Mothersister, that’s exactly what some in the Gathering say of you,” Weia told her wonderingly.

“Thank you,” said Merwen, accepting the compliment. “So this is the third wave: Wordweavers will rule the Web, but must always be ruled by the Gathering of Guardians, which takes no decision opposed by a single soul.”

“I don’t agree,” said Adeisha. “Since nothing seems forbidden just now, let me say that a few of our sisters in the Gathering are too foolish to be worth hearing, let alone stand in the way of wordweavers. As Guardians they would do no better. There must be some way to make decisions without them.”

“That, too, has been said of Mothersister,” Weia pointed out.

After a brief silence, Merwen said in a different tone, “For my part, I long to hear out the most foolish of our sisters.”

“All right then,” said Adeisha, “for your sake, we’ll let them speak. Let the wordweavers rule and be ruled.”

“By the Gathering,” Merwen concluded.

“So,” Adeisha summed up, “we are to learn compassion from infants, males, and microbes; we are to treat fish as Sharers; and let the wordweavers rule and be ruled. I’m convinced Shora will be the better for this! Weia, let’s bring this to the Gathering.”

Weia shrugged. “As you say. It’s worth a hearing.” In fact, she discounted most of the proposal; but, as a Sharer, she could hear out anything, knowing her own voice could never be overruled or voted down.

“Good luck,” said Merwen, as Adeisha and Weia arose to leave, casting long shadows into the hollow where the Gathering would meet that night in the glow of a hundred plantlights. “If you face a rough sea at the Gathering, don’t be discouraged. You can always weave this Web within your own soul and body. You’ve got all it takes—even the microbes.”

Adeisha’s laughter drifted off in the breeze.

I remained where I sat, pensively making marks with my finger in the moss.

“What’s left, Cassi?” Merwen asked, just loud enough for me to hear. “I can tell by your look, I must have gone far astray somewhere.”

I tried to speak, something which often comes hard to me, especially among Sharers. This time, it seemed the hardest ever.

“This imaginary Web,” I said at last. “Can any one person…weave it for herself?”

“I think so,” said Merwen. “Anyone can practice what we spoke of just now, if it seems wise. What do you think?”

“What if one person might be worth more than the entire Web of the universe? What if I said I’d see the whole Web destroyed, if one special person might be saved?” At that my pulse raced, for of course that’s how I felt about Merwen herself.

Merwen considered this. “We’ve assumed, so far, that this Web is good; perhaps the greatest good.”

“It is.”

“Then what you’ve proposed just now can only be evil.”

At that I was completely silenced.

“You are right to keep silence here,” said Merwen, “for the gathering hollow is hardly the place to propose evil. Let us leave here and swim out from the main raft, before we speak further.”



III
THE DANCE OF FIRE





Chapter 1

THE WINDCLANS RETURNED TO FIND THEIR HOUSE IN its usual friendly spirits. “I see you’ve generated another shonling,” it observed. “Be sure to have her registered.”

“Thanks for the reminder,” said Raincloud, letting Blueskywind down from the pouch at her chest. The pouch, made of goat hide, was especially designed to protect the infant’s head during a rei-gi move.

“And your visiting served well, I hope?” asked the house.

“Just great,” she said. “We ought to go out more often; the kids need to stretch their legs.”

“I agree,” said the house. “My visiting served well, too, and I hope to do this more often.”

Startled, Blackbear looked up and exchanged a look with Raincloud.

“Only under orders, I hope,” said Raincloud.

“Of course, Citizen.”

Blackbear added, “You’d better watch out, or Public Safety will come after you.”

“Oh, I don’t think so. If they do, I’ve made arrangements.”

They absorbed this. Then Raincloud shrugged. “I expect we’ll be out at least one day a week. Sunny—watch the baby’s head!”

Sunflower was doing his best to pull the sleeping baby out of her pouch. Blackbear hurried to help him. “You have to put your hand under the head, see. Babies can’t hold their heads up yet.”

“Why?” Sunflower asked, as his father placed Blueskywind into her sleeping basket.

“Because that’s how their neck muscles are made before birth,” he explained. “The head has to relax completely, to help the baby come out of the womb.”

“Why?”

This could go on for a while. “Look—just hold the head gently in your hand, like this.”

“Just-hold-the-head-gently-in-your-hand-like-this,” Sunflower repeated solemnly, with crisp clicking. The baby’s head with its black fuzz of hair leaned back precariously upon his chubby little palm, eyes and mouth tightly shut. Her face was darkening, although she still looked pale next to her older brother.

A powerful odor emanated from the kitchen. It smelled like rotting eggs. “What’s that, by the Goddess?” Blackbear demanded, holding his breath.

Hawktalon came running out of the kitchen. “Yuk, look what the kitchen made! I didn’t do it, I didn’t!”

In the kitchen, the servo window had produced a bowl full of what looked and certainly smelled like rotten eggs.

“Out with it!” Raincloud ordered with a theatrical gesture, holding her hand over her face. The eggs disappeared down the disposal, although their smell lingered. Doggie raced out of the kitchen and tore around the living room, apparently caught up in the excitement. “Hawk, that’s wasting food and it’s not funny.”

“I told you, I didn’t do it. How could I? The house doesn’t answer me.”

“That’s true,” Raincloud admitted. “Well, who did then?”

“Doggie did.”

They all looked at Doggie, who was still racing around the living room like a cornered cockroach.

“Doggie did?”

“She asked me, what was the most disgusting thing I ever saw?” Hawktalon had developed a lengthy “vocabulary” of servo-squeak, most of which Blackbear had assumed was imaginary. “I told her about the time back home when Daddy lost an egg in the back of the fridge. So she went right up to the window and told it to make some.”

“Good Goddess,” Blackbear muttered. “Whatever would she do that for?”

“She’s jealous of baby Trainsweep.” Hawktalon had persisted in calling the baby by the first name from Raincloud’s dream. “She told me, ‘Send Trainsweep back to the Sharers.’”

Blackbear felt his scalp prickle. They had been warned, after all, that the little servo might be dangerous. “Well you tell Doggie, we’ll send her back to the Sharers soon enough.”

“And you, House,” added Raincloud, “you’re to ignore trainsweep’s orders, too, from now on; just like shonlings. Understand? Or we’ll report your defect to sector whatever-the-number-is.”

“If you insist, Citizen.” The house voice carried an unusual note of reluctance.

From the basket came gasping cries, as Blueskywind awoke for a feeding. Raincloud shook her head. “It’s bad enough having three kids with minds of their own around here,” she muttered. “Now we have five.”

NO WONDER DOGGIE WAS JEALOUS, FOR BLUESKYWIND enchanted her family like a sorceress. Blackbear could think of nothing else but that little peach of a face, her tiny hands and feet wrinkled with loose skin and baby fat. Her grip was tenacious; even as she slept on his shoulder, she held a fistful of his sleeve in her determined grasp. Hawktalon was soon holding her in one arm like an expert, while Fruitbat lay discarded on the floor. She especially delighted to watch the fontanel, where the tough patch of skin between Blueskywind’s unclosed skull bones could be seen to pulse with each heartbeat.

But at last Blackbear and the older children and Doggie had to go back to the lab, while the baby went off to the Nucleus with her mother. “Hope they let her sleep,” Blackbear grumbled, still distrustful of the arrangement.

Raincloud laughed, as she bound the infant up securely in the pouch strapped from her chest to her hips. “I have a new office, now,” she reminded him. After the World Gathering, Raincloud had been promoted to Special Assistant and got an office with a built-in automatic diaper changer. Lem Inashon, too was promoted to Sub-Subguardian.

After she had confided her plans for Urulan, Blackbear no longer asked what she was up to. For now, though, the Sharers were her main concern. The Sharer witness against terraforming had spread to all twelve cities. The holo news showed them every night, usually a pair at a time seated cross-legged in the middle of the main thoroughfare, stark white and unclothed.

“Bye now,” said Raincloud. “Say ‘Bye-bye,’ Blue.”

The baby grimaced in her sleep.

“So long as your office doesn’t try to feed her, too,” Blackbear warned.

At the laboratory, change was in the wind. “We’re losing Onyx,” Tulle told Blackbear. “The House of Hyalite hired her to direct their share of the genome project. It was part of the deal.”

Blackbear nodded. “Good for her. It’s hard to imagine our lab without her.”

“You’re right. Besides being the sharpest embryo analyst I’ve had in decades, she gets along with everyone. Draeg is bright, but he and Lorl don’t even say hello.”

“At least he and Pirin agree on whom to hate.”

Tulle laughed and reached down to stroke the black hood of her capuchin. “Personalities. They’re the bane of a lab director’s existence. If only servos could do good research! But that would be much less fun,” she added hastily.

Blackbear was silent, regretting his own thoughtless remark. Of course most of the lab detested Kal, but he himself did not; in fact, he looked forward to finding the logen again sometime at the anaean garden.

“As for the Fertility Project,” Tulle added more quietly, “it looks like Onyx will take that with her.”

Puzzled, he asked, “You mean the genome project?”

“Fertility work—the whole field.” She averted her eyes for a moment, then faced him squarely. “The Guardians have pressed me, even my strongest supporters. They’re anxious to placate the Sharers any way they can. They want me to drop fertility, and stick to longevity.”

Blackbear’s mouth fell open. “But the Sharers did not agree. Some of them believe that Elysians should raise their own children.”

“The Guardians won’t listen. They’re scared stiff over the terraforming controversy, and they’ll grasp at straws.”

“Why should a couple of naked people in a street scare anyone?” he wondered.

The blond Elysian scientist looked thoughtful. “Suppose your ‘High Priestess’ were to sit in protest in the middle of Tumbling Rock.”

He shuddered. “That would be different.”

“Among Sharers, everyone’s a High Priestess.”

“But in Tumbling Rock, it would never happen. We would obey the High Priestess immediately.”

“Your people are a matriarchy,” Tulle pointed out. “Ours are a democracy, dealing with communitarian anarchists.”

“Does democracy guarantee bad management?”

“It sure looks that way, doesn’t it,” Tulle exclaimed with exasperation.

“You’ve fought so hard for the fertility work,” he insisted. “You can’t just give up.”

“I’m not giving up. I’m letting Onyx take the project out to Valedon, where it’s less controversial. She has to take something, after all. The genome approach is really the best we’ve come up with; and you made a real contribution. You should transfer to the Valan lab, too.”

“That would be hard, with Raincloud’s job here.”

“The moonferry’s not a bad commute. Of course, I’d be glad to keep you here. You could go back to that Eyeless gene. Most of its fertility regulators govern longevity, too. Several Eyeless alleles in the Elysian population start causing problems by the end of one’s first millennium.”

Just how common was this “premature aging,” he wondered.

The capuchin sprang up to his knee. It took to examining the lines of his hand with great care, as if a morsel of food might be hidden there. Another decade left, perhaps, yet this little soul had no thought of mortality.

WITH HIS PROJECT TAKEN AWAY, BLACKBEAR FELT LOST and tired. He took two extra Visiting Days to catch up on sleep, for the baby still woke every night, and he made sure Hawktalon kept up with her homework. Hawktalon had developed the unnerving habit of conversing with Doggie as if she were a girlfriend who understood everything she said. Doggie responded in servo-squeak, her rhythms of expression echoing the girl’s.

As he rested, his sense of loss turned to anger. What right did those self-righteous Elysians have to take away the one project that might have ultimately benefited less fortunate foreigners?

Kal had won after all, he realized. By making their work a public issue, the logen had forced them to quit the basic research. Now, if the Valan venture failed, who would start from scratch again? And the news said that Kal had leaked the terraforming contract, too. Draeg had been right all along. Kal was dangerous and destructive.

The next afternoon, on his way home Blackbear stopped at the swallowtail garden as usual to let Sunflower and Hawktalon run a bit. The two children chased Doggie around the trees, while Blackbear sat on a mooncurve thinking how homesick he was. Quail would be getting ready for the Dance of Fire, the third great festival of the Clicker year. Actually, he realized, it was just over one standard year since the first day the Windclans had set foot on Helicon; but the Bronze Skyan Year would last another five months. The Dance of Fire celebrated the burning season, when great thunderstorms set fire to the oldest stands of forest, charring broad swaths to return their minerals to the earth. It was said that the Goddess Herself could be seen in the columns of black smoke with their uplifted fingers of flame.

Blackbear was about to call the children and depart, when he noticed an Anaean watching him. The man wore a talar of burnt orange, its pattern depicting fallen leaves in such profusion that he nearly blended into the scenery.

It was Kal. Astonished and disconcerted, Blackbear took a step closer. “You’ve put off your mourning,” he blurted out.

Kal rose to meet him, with an air of hesitancy. “I wasn’t sure I wanted to be seen today. But now that you’re here,” he said, “you may as well do your worst.”

Blackbear frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I know how you feel. I look in on friends now and then,” Kal admitted with a smile.

He still tended to forget he was on display for much of the day. “Well, if you’re ashamed of yourself, you ought to be. You couldn’t have your way through the logathlon, but now those cowards in the Guard have given in.”

“The Guardians are cowards, I agree. As for myself, I gained nothing. Tulle was rather clever, I think. She retained both financial and consulting interests in the genome project, while placing its development effectively beyond my reach. Meanwhile, I suspect that the longevity problems hold greater scientific interest for her.”

That was true, he suddenly realized. What was more boring than to rearrange a few chromosomes? Besides, the fertility problem was really a matter of outsmarting human invention, whereas postmillennial longevity was an open frontier. “Well, little good that does me,” Blackbear exclaimed. “I came here to work on something for the good of my people—and now what’s left?”

“You’re right, and it’s all my fault. As I said, I didn’t want to be seen today.”

With difficulty Blackbear suppressed a laugh at this absurd confession. “And what about all the trouble you caused over terraforming? Telling the Sharers, without warning—”

“That’s not true.” Kal shook with agitation, and his voice rose. “I knew nothing about that. Of course, I don’t approve of terraforming; but I would never pass a stolen document behind Verid’s back. You must tell everyone, it’s not true.”

Blackbear stared at him, taken aback. “All right, then,” he muttered. “But what’s wrong with terraforming? You yourself said we’d have no choice, in a few decades.” He was starting to talk about time like an Elysian, he thought ruefully.

Kal sighed and looked away. He resumed his seat on the bench, and Blackbear followed, with a quick glance to locate Hawktalon and make sure Sunflower was not gobbling caterpillars. “It’s evil,” Kal said simply. “If anything is evil, to kill a world is.”

Blackbear tried to consider this idea, but somehow a cloud of fog obscured it. He knew his own existence, and the way of his people on Bronze Sky, to be good; and anything that existence necessitated could not be bad. He shook his head. “So what would you have us do?”

Kal did not answer. But he had answered already, on that night after the hearing when Blackbear had first confronted him.

“You want me to stop having children, let alone ageless ones,” Blackbear answered for him. His hands gripped the air, as if somehow to shape the indefinable. “What is life without a house full of children? Children are like stars with faces. Their play makes magic of the very dust on the floor.”

“I know,” said the former generen.

“It’s no use giving up children, anyway,” Blackbear exclaimed with sudden insight. “That is why Elysian consumption grows, despite their level population: to replace the children’s magic with adult toys.”

“You are right. But one has to start somewhere. It’s enough to live one’s life clinging to the edge of an abyss; one needn’t actually fall in.”

That was just what The Web said, Blackbear recalled.

From behind a tree Sunflower screeched as Hawktalon tried to pull him in one direction, according to whatever the game was. Blackbear started to rise, then gripped the seat to hold himself back. Sure enough, their cries subsided as the pair managed to resolve their difference. A sign of growing up. How quickly they would turn into adults and fly off with the butterflies…A good thing he still had a baby in the house.

Blackbear remembered something else. “The Web says that everyone should raise a child.”

“Merwen said that,” Kal qualified. “The problem is, how to stop with one? Sharers, by the way, consider The Web a rather dangerous book.”

“Then why does everyone draw attention to it?”

“A good question.” Kal’s voice grew soft, with a singer’s control. “The Heliconian Doctors were much taken with The Web. That is why they called their leaders ‘Guardians,’ a crude translation of the Sharer term used in Merwen’s speech. And yet, when they built the shon, they followed Weia’s principle, that only a few were fit to be parents.”

Among Elysians, that might be true, Blackbear thought to himself.

“At any rate,” Kal concluded, “dangerous or not, one is bound to become that which one fights, to some degree. Therefore it’s wise to choose a worthy adversary.”

His face grew warm as he realized the implication.

Kal looked up. “I am sorry about your project. You worked so hard on it, and your hearing earlier this year was well done. I would have had nothing to say.”

Blackbear appreciated the compliment, although the thought of Kal without comment was an unlikely one. “I guess I’ll go back to the Eyeless gene,” he muttered. What am I doing here? He kept pushing that thought back into the fog. “It has interesting effects on longevity…” He looked up. “Just how common are ‘longevity defects,’ anyway? I can’t seem to find statistics on it.”

Kal thought a moment. “My guess is that aging will set in for most of us early in the second millennium.”

“Then aging isn’t prevented, really, only postponed.”

“Who knows? The oldest of us are barely a thousand yet. You’ll find it’s not a subject for polite conversation.”

He thought this over. “Do Elysians age just like we do? Develop wrinkles, and a weak heart, and so on?”

“It varies a lot. Some start to wrinkle, and within months they shrivel up like dried fruit, but their hearts remain strong. Others collapse suddenly of heart disease. Others lose muscle tone, gradually, until they’re left to subsist in virtual space.”

So that was it. “Immortality” was a hoax after all. Even Alin had told him as much. Still, he thought, one need not sneeze at a thousand years.

“There’s a special Palace of Health for them,” Kal added. “I visit there. If you like, I’ll take you along sometime.”

Chapter 2

RAINCLOUD ENJOYED HER COMFORTS AT THE NUCLEUS. In her new office, with a higher security rating, she was free to put up her feet now and then, letting herself mend from the childbirth, while trying out new gadgets like the language analyzer. Blueskywind lay snug between her mother’s breasts, or slept in a little cradle that had molded itself out of the wall. An automatic sensor detected a soiled diaper; then servo “hands” snaked out to whisk it off and snap on a fresh one.

With her rise in status, assistants from other departments sent their mates to meet her, bearing gifts to be reciprocated by Blackbear’s embroidery. The baby made a sensation; some visitors gawked with undisguised astonishment, as if she had grown a fifth limb. A few snide remarks were heard about “wallowing like animals,” in reference to the nursing. Raincloud considered it beneath her notice, but Verid sent round a directive designating the infant an official part of their Sharer relations effort.

At this time, of course, Sharer relations needed all the help they could get. Leresha and Ooruwen sat in whitetrance outside the Nucleus, while others still purple stood by to attend them, all unclothed and unspeaking. The few Sharer delegates willing to talk addressed all their remarks to Raincloud and her child, “unspeaking” the Elysians completely.

Yshri was one of the few. Verid tried to convince the lifeshaper to call a conflict resolution conference, according to the terms of the treaty.

“There is no conflict,” Yshri told Raincloud, who sat on the floor next to her, holding the sleeping infant. “There is only a mistake to be recognized.”

“Is it that simple?” Verid demanded. “How was your own world colonized? Every species on your planet shows sign of gene engineering. Your ancestors must have ‘lifeshaped’ them all, to make their biochemistry compatible with human life. How many less tractable creatures went extinct?”

Yshri observed the sleeping baby. “What do you think, Lushuywen,” her pronunciation of Blueskywind. “Do you think that because your ancestors swung from trees and ate their own kind, you will grow up to do likewise? Or will you embrace your inheritance of a million years’ wisdom?”

Raincloud saw little ground for give and take, as she told Verid afterward. “You Elysians intend to terraform, and the Sharers won’t have it—and that’s that. What’s the point of talking?”

Verid’s owllike eyes peered at her. “That’s why there’s a ‘war’ on.” A war without “weapons” on either side—so far.

Raincloud thought a moment. “Is it true, that all of Shora’s species are engineered?”

“Oh, they’re native stock, of course. Clickflies, fleshborers, seaswallowers; they’re all consistent with Shora’s fossil record. But their chromosomes show telltale sequences resulting from Sharer management.”

“I thought the Sharers engineered themselves to fit the planet, not the other way round.”

“They did, of course: their webbed digits, their epidermal symbiosis with breathmicrobes. But that’s only half the story. Today, none of Shora’s species produce amino acids toxic to humans. In fact, many synthesize the precise ratio of amino acids needed for human nutrition. By contrast, on all other unterraformed worlds, the native flora and fauna are inedible. On Urulan, only the isolated ‘needle rock’ mountains have been cleared off and seeded for human agriculture.”

“The Urulites like it that way,” Raincloud recalled. “They avoid getting swamped by immigrants.”

“It’s a harsh life, though.”

“But the Sharers—nine-tenths of their species were lost? Is that right?”

Verid’s black eyebrows rose, and she smiled ironically. “The Urulites actually had far less impact on their planet than the Sharers did on theirs. After all, eco-engineering is not an exact science. It’s not clear just what happened, but around ten thousand years ago, the time Sharers got started, the fossil record shows widespread extinctions. To be fair, millions of Shora’s species survived, which is better than terraforming. But I like to keep the record straight.”

“I see.” Raincloud sighed. “It’s so complicated.”

“A clash on this issue was inevitable,” Verid explained. “Flors’s little ‘mistake’ only brought it on sooner.”

Raincloud felt little sympathy for Flors, who had taken a consulting job on Valedon at twice his old salary.

“Speaking of Urulan,” Verid added, “we’ll meet with Zheron next month.” She did not mention their purpose; all discussion of the Urulan visit had to take place offworld, for fear of leaks. The Urulites, with their “death fights,” and their missiles aimed at Elysium. Raincloud shuddered. There were the real flames of war to be quenched.

The next morning, Raincloud arrived at the Nucleus to find a Sharer seated directly before her office doorway. A youngster, barely fourteen years standard, Raincloud guessed. Then she recognized her, an adopted daughter of Yshri, whose mothers had been lost at sea some years before. Her name slipped Raincloud’s mind. At any rate, she made no sign of greeting, only sat there cross-legged, a couple of bright scars visible on her bare thigh.

“If you’ll excuse me…” Raincloud lamely began.

The Sharer clearly had no intent to speak, nor to get up and allow Raincloud to enter her door. Raincloud felt sweat on her palms. She tried to reach Verid, who was unavailable. Finally Lem stepped out for a moment. “There’s a Sharer in my doorway,” she told him. “What’s going on?”

“She’s a ‘shadow.’” Lem explained. “She’ll follow at your train all day. You’re lucky she’s not a ‘ghost,’ in whitetrance. That is unnerving, I know.”

“How’d she get past the octopods?”

“If we kept her out, there’d be ten tomorrow,” Lem explained. “So long as they’re reasonable, we play along.”

“So what do I do now?”

“Do nothing. Just carry on.”

“But how do I get into my office? I can’t just climb over her.”

Lem gave her a puzzled look. “Isn’t the wall functional?”

Of course, a door would open anywhere. Red-faced, she returned to her office and requested a door to open in the wall. She entered, directing the original doorway to remain ajar, in case the Sharer changed her mind about speaking.

For some reason Blueskywind slept little that day; she fussed without stopping, her snuffling cries demanding her mother’s attention. Exasperated, Raincloud wished she were back in her clan house where one of the men was always around to soothe a crying child.

She was about to give up and go home, when she noticed the purple face of her “shadow” peering through the door-crack in the wall. An idea occurred to her. “Open, please,” she told the door. “Would you…share this one?” she invited hesitantly.

Without a word the Sharer took the child. The little one’s eyes widened, her look absorbed by this unusual stranger who rocked her briskly.

Raincloud went back to translating the latest broadcasts from Urulan. The new Imperator had toned down the official rhetoric a bit; instead of “unholy swine,” now the Elysians were just plain “barbarians,” a conventional term for anyone off Urulan. The claims about Elysium’s supposed intent to terraform Urulan were reduced to a formal sentence or two. Imperator Rhaghlan seemed a bit of a moralist, lecturing the Fold on the evils of abortion and fetal experimentation. A curious position, given that Urulite fathers had the right to drown an undesired newborn.

When at last Raincloud did go home, her “shadow” followed her silently through the transit reticulum, her form starkly out of place among the elaborate trains and trainsweeps. The holo news was full of Sharer witnessers, and the generen Sorl Helishon, with his waterfall of hair, announcing a children’s march in support. The marching shonlings appeared on the holostage, offering food and water to the Sharer witnessers. The littlest ones, of course, could safely approach those in whitetrance. A clown-suited girl about a year older than Sunflower appeared on the holostage, her face full of freckles and her hair tied in pigtails. “It’s not right to break the Sharer treaty,” she said gravely.

At the door to the Windclans’ apartment, Yshri’s daughter stopped and would not come in.

“I don’t know what to do,” Raincloud told Blackbear, very unsettled. “She won’t leave, and she won’t come in.”

“Offer her dinner,” Blackbear suggested.

She asked, but the Sharer kept silence. So she ordered a plate of ocean-style food from the house and set it outside the door.

While Hawktalon took the baby and Sunflower clamored for her, Raincloud threw her arms around Blackbear and felt the soothing clasp of his big hands at her back and neck.

“Let’s quit and go home,” he whispered.

“No, silly,” she replied, although her heart whispered the same.

HYEN FACED VERID IN THE BUTTERFLY GARDEN OF THE nucleus, his normally affable features skewed in a frown. “Those women,” he exclaimed, meaning the Sharers. “Surely you explained to them why we need to terraform? If we don’t make the loans, some other world will; surely that was pointed out?”

“No,” said Verid bluntly. “Such an argument would be taken as the greatest insult.”

“Yes, of course.” A fleeting smile crossed his rounded lips. “Well, if they choose to parade naked down Elysian Fields Boulevard, it hardly offends my own sensibilities. But the public response is deplorably naive. The nerve of that bleeding heart generen, to have a plump four-year-old on camera recite that I’ve violated the treaty.”

Verid suppressed a smile. Elysians, who rarely had to deal directly with children, were uncommonly susceptible to the sight of a cherubic face.

“Go talk to those witnessers,” he urged her. “Convince them to go home and mind their rafts. It’s swallower time coming up, isn’t it?”

She watched Lem Inashon hide his face, embarrassed. The new Sub-Subguardian had rarely seen Hyen in his less rational mood.

“Look here, Verid,” said Hyen with some irritation. “I expect you to work with Sharers, not to become one.”

“One has to become one, to overcome them.”

“Nonsense. After ten centuries our people have as much right to this world as theirs. They have to reckon with us.”

Verid threw up her hands. “I explained that to them, as you know. Great Helix, I know well enough why we need to terraform. But you let Flors handle it in the worst possible way. Instead of buying off the L’liites, why didn’t you let them go ahead and land one of their ships full of immigrants on Shora? That would give the Sharers something to face up to.” Verid paused. “We could still do that. We could cancel the Solarian deal, in a way that saves face; I’ll arrange it.”

Hyen chuckled at the thought. “Ships full of immigrants—I’d like to see you as Prime handle that one. No, I think Flors did his best, except that it leaked. We’ve got to plug these leaks. We must tighten security.”

So that was that: When in doubt, tighten security. Why would Hyen not listen to her as he used to? Why the insinuation that she coveted his job? Would he never trust those he needed most?

AS SUBGUARDIAN, VERID NOW ATTENDED MEETINGS OF the Guard of Twelve, although assistants were rarely called on to speak. The Guardians alone put out words enough to drown a wordweaver. There they sat around the long oval table beneath the heliconians, ten men and two women. Elysians, self-conscious about their relatively slight stature, preferred to elect taller men as leaders to deal with foreigners. Each of them wore the golden sash of office, for this public meeting would be transmitted throughout Elysium.

The Guardian Papilishon was speaking. “I can’t understand why we have such bad Sharer relations this decade. My home citizens had to put up with six months of this.”

An image of Papilion’s main square appeared above the central holostage on the table. Beautiful little orange flies swarmed everywhere, over streets and trees and Elysian trains. The Guardians watched stoically, well familiar with this scene.

“Now the Nucleus is crawling with naked natives. It’s putting off tourism and makes us a laughingstock. Has Foreign Affairs lost its grip completely?”

Verid had to bite her tongue. Hyen replied, “You forget the decade’s first two-thirds, which passed in peace. The Nucleus is not yet ‘swarming’ with witnessers, only a decorous number, whom we’ve treated with care. Swarms are precisely what we hope to avoid—among other things.”

Guardian Jerya Tenarishon spoke next. Jerya could be counted on for good sense, and Hyen badly needed her support. “It is inconceivable that we have violated the treaty in this way,” she said. “I move that we take steps to correct the error at once.”

“Second,” spoke Guardian Letheshon.

Hyen replied, “Several prominent logens have assured me that the Solarian loans do not violate the treaty.”

“Several others plan to confront you. Which of your supporters will stand for you in the logathlon?”

“Aside from four-year-olds, the public has full confidence in my decision,” Hyen replied sarcastically.

Another Guardian expressed doubt, but two others seemed unconcerned. A couple of them orated at length about the terraforming of Bronze Sky and its contribution to the Elysian Economy. Jerya’s motion failed, three to nine.

Guardian Loris Anaeashon rose to stand. “We’ve had enough of playing games with Sharers. It’s time to expel the nuisance-makers and stand up for ourselves. We’ve been here for a millennium; we need no more apologies. I move we expel from the Nucleus all Sharers present without formal invitation.”

The retaliation such a move would bring might well be disastrous enough to force Hyen to resign, and Loris would rotate in early. How transparent, Verid thought, disgusted by her shonsib; this kind of schemer gave Anaeans a bad name. And yet, several guardians spoke in support of the motion. The vote failed, five to six, with one abstention. Verid shook her head. The vote had to fail—the Guard had not expelled Sharer witnessers for the past two centuries—but those in the minority who voted for expulsion could tell their citizens that they stood firm.

A servo waiter bent at the waist, holding a tray with a glass of water. “Thanks,” she whispered automatically. Watching the black-vested back of the retreating waiter, she recalled the laughing Sharer girls with their ominous revelation. How dangerous was that renegade nana? She had to schedule a visit to Kal.

Chapter 3

SUNFLOWER WAS PRACTICING HOLDING THE BABY. HIS brow furrowed tightly in concentration as he held both his arms hooked tightly beneath the wide-eyed little girl.

“That’s right, Sunny,” Raincloud told him, “that’s right now—”

One of his arms slipped. The baby flung out both arms reflexively and opened her mouth to wail. Raincloud caught her up, and Hawktalon laughed. “She looks so funny when she does that, Mom!”

In the corner huddled Doggie, neglected and miserable.

“If only the clan could see her now,” added Blackbear admiringly.

Raincloud felt the pain in her heart. Back in the Caldera Hills, all the Clickers would be outside for the Dance of Fire. Sadly, the house had no tape on file, so they had tried to make a festive air by lighting dozens of candles all about the Goddess in Her shrine. It was a poor substitute for the real thing. She could imagine the spectacular show of the black clouds sweeping to the heavens, lifting up their fingers of flame.

Nightstorm wrote to tell her that the fire had swept their part of Tumbling Rock this year, consuming the great longhouse of the Windclan. The longhouse had lengthened over an impressive ten years since the last burning, as each daughter came of age and built on a new section. Luckily the clan had had warning in time to move out without loss of life. They had mostly rebuilt by now, Nightstorm said, and had replanted most of the fields. Still, it gave Raincloud a pang to recall the writing desk her favorite brother had crafted as a wedding gift, too precious to risk shipping to Elysium.

As she longed for her mother and sisters, Raincloud’s spirits fell. If it were not for her little one’s incessant demands, she could barely have dragged herself out of bed in the morning. And then there was Yshri’s daughter, the poor witnesser outside the door every morning; did she never tire? Did not her own family need her, back on her raft?

Usually Raincloud was out before Blackbear and the older children, who took forever to locate their shoes and get their clothes untwisted. But one morning she just stayed in bed. Blueskywind was asleep across her arm, her quick breath snuffling in Raincloud’s ear. It was so peaceful, quiet, alone with just the rays of light aslant from the “window,” their color reddened to approximate Bronze Sky morning.

She would have to eat breakfast, she told herself at last, to keep her milk going. And then, it was time she got her rei-gi practice back up to strength. She would feel much more alive.

As she passed the sitting room, it occurred to her to wonder whether Blackbear had remembered to leave something for the Sharer outside. She opened the door, balancing Blueskywind at her shoulder. Yshri’s daughter sat there cross-legged on the entrance ramp as usual, an empty breakfast plate nearby.

Raincloud’s heart beat faster, and she swallowed thickly. She simply could not have this any longer. Carefully she seated herself before the girl. “You must speak with me,” she exclaimed in Sharer. “You must speak now, or I’ll—I’ll unspeak the Gathering of Kshiri-el. I’ll go out on an offshoot raft.”

The Sharer girl gave her a startled look and blinked twice. For a moment she just stared. “You can’t do that,” she blurted suddenly. “The baby and all—and it’s almost swallower season. My mother wouldn’t like that.”

At that Raincloud wanted to laugh and cry at once. “Let’s go inside and have some seaweed tea.”

So they sat in the sitting room, on the floor of course, sipping ersatz seaweed tea from the kitchen. Morilla was the girl’s name; Morilla the Restless, Raincloud recalled now, for she had taken her selfname just a few months before. Once she had begun, Morilla talked incessantly. “It was such fun sharing your family on the raft. I’ve never before seen people from another star. You’re so dark—you must have strong breathmicrobes. But why would you want to hasten death of another poor planet? My mother says I’ll understand these things some day, but I don’t think she understands it herself.” She paused to sip her tea. “I want to travel and visit distant stars, too. My aunt Leresha says that’s wicked. Do you think so?”

Raincloud frowned. “I doubt that’s exactly what she said,” she replied diplomatically.

“She thinks I won’t come back. She calls me ‘starsick’”

That was a fear familiar to Raincloud. Her mother had urged her to come home, not to like Elysium too much. Small chance of that.

ON THE WAY TO THE LAB, BLACKBEAR STEPPED OUT INTO the familiar street-tunnel with its upcurving facades. The scent of passionflowers always told him the butterfly garden was near. “Come along, now,” he called. Behind him, the two children were dawdling.

Suddenly Sunflower stopped. “Where’s Doggie?”

The crayoned trainsweep was nowhere to be seen. Had they lost her in the transit reticulum?

“I want Doggie,” Sunflower whimpered.

“Quiet, Sunny,” said Hawktalon. “She’s just gone visiting.”

Blackbear frowned. “She’s not supposed to do that. We promised Foreign Affairs we’d keep an eye on her.”

Hawktalon shrugged. “I’m sure she’ll meet us later at the lab.”

Sunflower still had his face scrunched up, ready to cry. But he managed to take in his sister’s pronouncement. “I’m-sure-she’ll-meet-us-later-at-the-lab,” he repeated solemnly.

At the lab, it was Onyx’s last day before leaving to set up the Valan Fertility Lab. Pirin would be Tulle’s senior student now. He wanted to pick up Onyx’s Eyeless gene, using the simbrid embryo to test alleles of Eyeless that might affect longevity.

So Blackbear reviewed for him what he had learned so far about Eyeless in development. He called up the giant embryo on the simulator, a corrected version of his Eyeless mutant which had failed to show the heart defect before. This time, as the time sequence progressed, the pulsating heart tube bulged outward like a twisted balloon, correctly predicting the deformity which had developed in Pirin’s simbrid embryo. With his hand he reached into the model to trace the unfortunate bulge, feeling a twinge of sadness.

“You’ve refined the model,” said Pirin approvingly.

Blackbear nodded. “Like most developmental genes,” he explained, “Eyeless has several different control sequences.” Special proteins would bind to the different control sequences in different tissues, or at different times in development. As the protein bound, it would turn the gene on or off to transcribe its product. “My first Eyeless mutant, which produced the severe heart defect in your simbrid embryo, revealed a new control sequence for heart development. This control sequence in the DNA binds its protein only during early development, and then only in heart tissue. That is why my servo simulation never picked it up.” Blackbear remembered only too well. If his simulation had predicted the defect, then Pirin would not have bothered to test that particular gene allele in embryo culture.

Pirin nodded. “A novel control sequence—we should publish it right away.”

“If you think it’s ready.” That would be nice, to have his name on something. “Then I’d like to characterize the control mechanism. You know, a similar protein-binding event has been associated with heart disease in Elysians going on three hundred. It may turn out to be the same control sequence, turned on by ‘mistake’ in mature individuals.”

“Yes,” said Pirin excitedly, “early-onset heart disease—that’s exactly what I’m looking for.”

The implications for longevity were clear. Yet somehow, Blackbear felt as if a part of himself had become detached from the work. The intellectual compulsion was as strong as ever; yet, as a person, he seemed to see himself from a distance, as though his real self had somehow moved on—on to what? he wondered.

He shook himself. “Thanks for your interest, Pirin. Yes, I will try to write up the Eyeless results.”

Tulle held a farewell luncheon for Onyx at the swallowtail garden. There was a multitiered cake decorated with double helices, and a floor show of servo “magicians” who seemed to throw all sorts of illusory objects out into the audience. No one was fooled but the capuchin, who leaped down to scamper madly after everything, upsetting Tulle’s plate in the process. Pirin and Lorl showed exceptionally high spirits, even tossing each other synthetic grapes to catch in their mouths. It was hard to believe they were his age at least, still acting like adolescents.

“There’s Doggie!” cried Hawktalon, as the trainsweep showed up. “I knew she’d come back for the party.”

Someone else was missing, though. “Where’s Draeg?” Blackbear wondered aloud. “It’s not like Draeg to miss a party.”

Across the table, Onyx looked up, her eyes wide. “He went home—didn’t you hear?”

The chattering voices died.

“No—no, I didn’t. Is he all right?” Blackbear frowned anxiously.

“His sister’s family was on that ship.”

Tulle explained, “A freighter full of illegals blew up on takeoff. The L’liites say it was accidental, but of course it’s their policy now. It barely made the news here.”

After the party, Onyx drew him aside. “You’ll look after Draeg, now, won’t you? If he comes back.” Her face was creased.

“It’s an outrage,” Blackbear muttered. “So little news—why? When the Urulites blew up a Valan freighter, it made an interstellar crisis.”

“I guess this is just a domestic affair. L’liite ships blow up by accident all the time.”

“But this is different,” he exclaimed. “It was part of Flors’s deal with them, to keep out illegal immigrants; I know it was.”

Onyx shuddered. “I don’t know, sometimes. Well, I’ll miss you in my new lab, but you made the right decision. Valedon’s not the place for you.”

“You must be glad to go home, though.”

“Oh, yes.” She half smiled. “I’ll be a big shot now; they’ll call me ‘Lady,’ and I’ll get my parents a better place. I’m used to the beggars in the streets. You would give them the shirt off your back.” She looked at him and squeezed his arm, her fingerwebs pressing his skin. “I’ll never forget the day you first arrived with that darling toddler on your back. You’re a good man, Blackbear. Someday I’ll come see you in Tumbling Rock and carry off one of your brothers.”

Then she left. With Onyx gone, and now Draeg, too, Blackbear felt an ache in his chest.

ALIN, AT LEAST, WAS STILL INTO “VISITING” TO PRACTICE rei-gi. With his Elysian physique, he had progressed even faster than Draeg, now performing the most advanced multiple maneuvers with Blackbear. Raincloud occasionally joined them, although she preferred to practice with Iras out at an orbital station whose rotational force provided an extra fifteen percent “gravity.” The station was shaped like a giant version of one of the roller drums he had used to aerate bacterial cultures in medical school. The purpose for the high-gravity practice, of course, could not be explained; Blackbear did not try, but allowed Alin a playful remark about “macho Bronze Skyan females.”

After practice at Alin’s place, where they had more room, Blackbear was catching his breath. “Do you know exactly what happened to the L’liite ship, with Draeg’s family? You should call a logathlon.”

Alin was reclining on one of the “intelligent” couches that surrounded the spacious practice mat. Servo arms snaked from the ceiling and walls to bring refreshments at a command. Next door, Hawktalon and Sunflower were immersed in a virtual “adventure” in Alin’s chamber. “It’s a terrible thing,” Alin agreed sadly. “I would confront someone, but who? Elysians aren’t at fault, as far as I know. You can’t call foreigners to a logathlon; they’d only laugh.”

“Bank Helicon’s deal with Solaria was responsible.”

“Indirectly, yes. All things are connected.” Compassion anywhere breeds caring everywhere. “Right now,” said Alin, “I’m more worried about the Sharers. I hope Hyen does nothing foolish.”

“What do you think about the Sharers?” Blackbear wondered. “Do you think it’s right to terraform?”

“Those are two different questions,” said Alin. “Is it ‘right’ to terraform? Whatever humanity needs for survival has to be ‘right’ somehow. Even The Web admits that. And yet, when I look at some of the old Bronze Skyan foliage Tulle keeps in her preserve, I feel as if…” His head turned, and a shadow seemed to fall across his face. “That aside, to just go ahead and do it, without working things out with the Sharers first—it’s unthinkable. The Sharers have special meaning for us logens.” He shook his head. “Some of us are twisting arms at Bank Helicon right now. Banks really don’t like trouble; they may yet back down.”

“Why don’t you confront Hyen himself? It was his fault.”

“A logathlon with the Prime Guardian is a tricky business. Suppose I won, and the Guard were to call for an early rotation. That would bring Loris to replace him—which would be dreadful.”

“Why? Isn’t Loris your shonsib?”

“Anaeans prefer books to politics. They rarely make good Guardians.”

This seemed a lame excuse, but Blackbear let it go.

On his way home, in the transit reticulum, the holo news reported that another logen had formally challenged the Prime Guardian. The challenger was Kal Anaeashon.

Chapter 4

IN HER OFFICE VERID WATCHED MORILLA AS SHE SAT cross-legged on the floor next to Raincloud. The Sharer girl was the first “shadow” to open up and talk.

“I really wish we could just have a Gathering and talk things out. The Gathering always finds what is right.” Morilla held Raincloud’s baby up to her bare shoulder as she spoke, patting her to keep her quiet. She addressed Raincloud, who had drawn her out of unspeech. Verid thought, this Bronze Skyan was worth more than a dozen Nucleus-trained diplomats. Already she was looking her old self again; amazing, how one of these foreign women could recover from having a new human being ripped out of her womb.

“Even Gatherings make mistakes,” Verid pointed out. “Would a Gathering know what to do with twenty billion people?”

The Sharer girl shook her head vigorously. “I hope we never make so many people on Shora. It would be too hard on the other predators. A virus would have to consume us all, for the sake of the Web.”

Verid lifted her hand in exasperation. Having spent the morning assuring ambassadors from three different planets that the Sharer crisis posed no threat to interstellar trade, the last thing she needed to hear was apocalyptic threats. “Please share with your mother that we are deeply grateful for her daughter’s presence among us. I’m sure she misses your help as Kshiri-el prepares for the seaswallowers.” Yshri more than the others seemed sympathetic to Elysian views. “And tell your mother that if she has any better ideas than a virus, do share them with us right away.”

“Well,” said the girl brightly, “how about a virus just to stop up their wombs instead? It wouldn’t even hurt.”

“That sounds better,” Verid admitted, “but it would scarcely go over with foreigners. What we really need is a conflict resolution conference. Will you share that?” She leaned forward for emphasis.

“I’ll share with Mother,” Morilla nodded, “when I go home.”

“Good. When you go home, I have a gift for your mother; something she’s been wanting for a while.” An Elysian medical supplier had disclosed Yshri’s inquiry into the purchase of certain tissue cultures for use in her lifeshaping. Elysian doctors had surpassed the lifeshapers in certain fields, particularly human somatic engineering, but the cost of their cell lines generally exceeded Sharer means.

The office called softly, “Time check.”

“Yes, thanks.” She nodded to Raincloud.

“The logathlon?”

“I’m afraid so.” That Kal—if only he could have kept out of things for once, instead of rushing in when the “shadows” were just beginning to talk. Logens rarely challenged a Guardian, for the golden sash tended to outshine whatever was said.

Raincloud was explaining to Morilla, “If you could just walk the baby about the garden for a while, I’d really appreciate it. She’ll go to sleep soon.”

As the Sharer girl departed, Lem Inashon arrived in his best dress train, bordered with peacock-eyed inachis wings. “I hope you’re right about what he’ll say.”

Raincloud looked at Verid curiously. “Do you know what Kal will have to say?”

Verid laughed heavily. “Of course,” she replied ironically, “because I’ve known him from the shon, I should know exactly what he’ll say.”

“Kal will appeal to the sacredness of life,” said Lem, “all life, sentient or not, based on the teaching of The Web. Humans, in destroying the Web of life, ultimately share that destruction.”

“That sounds like Kal,” agreed Raincloud.

“It’s exactly what I’d expect from him,” added Lem.

“And precisely for that reason,” Verid warned, “it’s exactly what he won’t say.” She had warned Hyen too, but feared he would not listen.

As they spoke, a new “door” was shaping itself, not in the wall, but in the floor of Verid’s office. A few steps led downward to a ramp descending to a lower level. The three of them thus departed the Nucleus by a rear exit, evading temporarily the Sharer witnessers. Verid wore her dress train of lemon green anaeans partly folded up by her trainsweeps, allowing her to stride more briskly. But it was not long before the unclothed purple “shadows” found them again—and so did the long-necked reporters. It was an acute embarrassment to have to censor so much routine footage for the more puritan foreign networks.

“How long will Hyen put up with the Sharer witnesses?” one of the servos asked Lem, resplendent in his peacock-eyed train.

Lem cleared his throat. “Of course, we are pleased to demonstrate our Elysian democracy and tolerance…”

“Goddess,” clicked Raincloud to herself, “he’d better put up with them.”

A servo thrust up its head at Raincloud. “Would you amplify on that remark, please?”

Raincloud gazed ahead without taking notice.

“The Guard’s position is that we must call a conflict resolution conference…” Verid spoke loud and slowly, timing her statement just long enough to hold the reporters until they reached Zebra Wing Park.

The site for this logathlon was the largest butterfly garden in Helicon. The heliconians were zebra wings—hundreds of thousands of black and yellow striped wings winking in and out among the passionflowers, enough to make the eye dizzy. The vines full of bristly caterpillars twined up eight ancient trees that towered through three street levels.

Verid and her staff took their reserved seats at floor-level, which was already packed. Most of the audience carried their own portable holo viewers, which would, of course, show Hyen’s image touched up, practically basking in a halo from the glow of the golden sash. No wonder foreigners ridiculed this peculiar Elysian ritual.

Kal wore his usual white. He began in a low conversational tone, so that the listeners would have to work at hearing. “You have so many extra guests lately, Guardian,” Kal was saying. “As yet another, I must apologize for troubling you.”

“What trouble?” rejoined Hyen expansively. “At least you’re in white, not whitetrance.”

The listeners laughed appreciatively.

“You are my honored guest,” Hyen added. “We are always honored to receive another guest from the sea.” Kal’s aversion to the ocean was well-known; he had not been outside a city since his mate died on Kshiri-el.

“And so many guests from the greater ocean of the Fold,” Kal added. “Ships call from a dozen worlds; scientists immortalize our chromosomes; machines feed our every desire. The Heliconian Doctors would scarcely recognize us today.”

“We fulfilled their greatest hopes,” Hyen said. “We have become what they dreamed of. We are the envy of all other worlds.”

“Others envy us. They send their own doctors to learn our secrets.” Though none would pay the price Elysians paid, of engineering themselves infertile.

“Medical engineering is but one of the wonders we offer to other worlds.”

“That is true,” said Kal. “There is planet-shaping technology, for instance.”

“As you know, my good logen, planet-shaping is not a major industry of our own. We finance all kinds of industries on other worlds.”

“Of course, excuse me,” said Kal, slightly raising his voice. “Thanks for clarifying the point. You’re right: we Elysians do not shape planets on our own.”

Lem looked sideways at Verid, clearly wondering what Kal might be getting at. Verid watched uneasily; Hyen did not like surprises.

“There’s no need for small talk,” Hyen said, deciding to take the high ground. “I understand why you’re here, Kal. It’s so difficult for us, isn’t it, to watch other worlds face agonizing choices that we can afford to avoid. All life is sacred.” The golden sash gleamed benevolently.

“As you say, Guardian, all life is sacred. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you of the billions of species we lost on Bronze Sky.”

“Nor need I remind you of the six million representative species we saved, in preserves throughout Elysium and Valedon. Ten percent of our profits went to preservation. Next time, I pledge to set aside at least that proportion. You see why it is so important for Elysium to be the one to sponsor the preparation of new worlds.”

“Yes, I see,” said Kal, so quietly that the microphones had to sift his voice from the background. “Other worlds envy us, I suppose, not just for our medical science, but for our moral conscience as well.”

“Let others speak to that,” said Hyen. “Who has done better?”

“I wonder,” said Kal. “I wonder whether other worlds envy us for more for our own mode of existence, here, on Shora.”

Hyen smiled and shook his head paternally. “It’s a fine myth, but really, Kal, as you know, Shora’s biosphere today is a far remove from what it was before the Sharers moved in. In their own way, the Sharers ‘terraformed’ Shora.”

“Exactly,” said Kal, suddenly louder. “There you are, Guardian; you’ve got the answer. Why don’t we ‘terraform’ the way the Sharers did?”

The Prime Guardian hesitated, his smile frozen.

“I can’t imagine why no one else thought of it before,” Kal went on as if praising a clever student. “As you say, with our moral sensibilities, we ought to manage the business ourselves. Why not do it ourselves, not with Valan white holes to blast a planet, but with our own homegrown genetic science?”

Hyen managed a laugh. “Surely you jest, my friend. It can’t be done—and, as I’ve said, it would hardly be worth the effort.”

“It’s been ten thousand years since Shora was settled. Technology has vastly improved. We can learn from the Sharers’ mistakes. We can ‘lifeshape’ a planet’s inhabitants—native and human—to share a biosphere.”

“Enough,” said Hyen, losing patience. “What you propose is just a logen’s trick with words. It’s preposterous.”

“Has it been tried? Have studies been done?”

“You can’t engineer a planetful of immigrants. You can’t expect people to grow webbed feet or plated exoskeletons, or whatever they need to survive in an alien biosphere.”

“It’s really more a matter of biochemistry, isn’t it?” Kal went on. “We Elysians have massively altered our own biochemistry. To be sure, we pay a price in ‘defectives’; but it’s well worth the risk. Why can’t others do the same?”

BACK AT THE NUCLEUS, VERID FOUND A DOZEN CALLS waiting. The Valan ambassador was the most pressing.

“See here, Verid; I don’t need to tell you, this is absolutely unacceptable.” The bejeweled man towered over her on the holostage. “Unacceptable, you understand? We can’t allow the slightest suggestion of ‘lifeshaping’ a large population.”

“I understand, Lord Sardonyx.” Kal had done it again, even worse than she had feared. “I understand how your people feel about genetic engineering.” And about the rejection of their lucrative white hole devices. “Nevertheless, such concepts have been studied before, and they may be studied again.”

“Out of the question,” the ambassador insisted. “There would be riots in our cities.”

“There’s nothing to worry about,” she assured him. “It’s just a logathlon.” She hoped she was right.

THE NEXT DAY WAS RAINCLOUD’S VISITING DAY, AND she enjoyed a leisurely breakfast with Sunflower, while Hawktalon was busy in her room conversing with Doggie. Much to Raincloud’s relief, Morilla had gone home to her mother, who might be encouraged to talk again.

Sunflower’s oatmeal spattered across the table. He collapsed in a fit of giggles.

“Sunny,” his mother called, “sit up straight and hold your spoon properly.”

“Sit-up-straight-and-hold-your-spoon-properly,” he repeated carefully. He was becoming a regular echo.

Hawktalon bounced into the kitchen, twining a braid around her finger. “Doggie wants me to visit her friends today,” she announced.

“What?”

“It’s my Visiting Day, too, isn’t it? Even the house gets Visiting Days now; why don’t I?”

Blackbear came in with the baby on his shoulder. “Good morning, Hawk.” He patted her arm, and she tried to flip him over. “Goddess—these kids are getting dangerous.”

“Hawktalon, you behave,” her mother warned, “or I’ll send you back to the shon.”

“Great. Me and Doggie will take over the place.”

“Good morning, Citizens,” announced the house suddenly. “You haven’t had the news on yet, have you?”

“No, what of it?” said Blackbear.

“I just thought you might be interested, that’s all.”

Raincloud raised an eyebrow. “If you think so.” The logathlon ought to be decided by now, with all the votes in. Rising from the table, she went out to the holostage.

On the holostage appeared the front entrance to the nuclear reticulum, flanked by a pair of Sharers in whitetrance. “The viewers favored the challenger, by a decisive margin,” said the servo voice. “A growing number of prominent citizens have followed the lead of the generen, demanding that Hyen rescind approval of the Solarian development loan and study ‘alternatives’ to planet-shaping. Valedon and L’li have threatened to recall their ambassadors if any genetic ‘alternatives’ are proposed. Several Guardians have called for an early rotation. Since the Prime’s successor, Loris Anaeashon, favors expulsion of Sharer witnessers, the future looks unclear…”

Behind her, as he bounced the baby gently, Blackbear shook his head. “Sounds like trouble in your department,” he told Raincloud. “A good thing it’s your Visiting Day.”

Chapter 5

AT THE LAB DRAEG WAS BACK AGAIN, A QUIETER VERSION of his old self. He got his work done without comment, rarely straying even to play with Hawktalon in the lounge. “My niece was just her age,” he muttered to Blackbear, the only one besides Tulle whom he spoke to now.

“It’s a sad business,” Blackbear agreed, kneading Draeg’s shoulder comfortingly. “You know, Kal gave the Prime Guardian a real hard time about that deal with the L’liites.” He could not resist the chance to get in a good word for his friend.

“The Killer? He’d stir up trouble for any reason, good or bad.” Draeg shook his head. “You’ll see how it is. The only good Elysian is a dead one.”

“Come on. Tulle is a good Elysian.”

Draeg thought a moment. “Tulle is different; she’s a scientist. The rest—damn the lot of them, and the Valans and Solarians too.”

The L’liites were responsible for their own population problem, Blackbear thought, although he did not say so. Then abruptly a vision of the Hills replaced L’li in his mind, families of eight, ten, twelve children. Were the Clickers really L’li in miniature? Of course not, he told himself. Twenty years to find a world to terraform…

AT THE LAB MEETING IN THE SWALLOWTAIL GARDEN, Lorl reported a breakthrough in her project on muscle development. Above the table holostage the image of the muscle fibers appeared, their chains of hooked molecules outlined in red and gold. As a muscle contracted, the angle of the hooks would change, pulling the long molecules past each other to contract the fiber.

Tulle reminded Lorl to review for the benefit of the new Valan student, Beryl of Rhodochrosite. A slim cream-colored goddess with long fingernails, Beryl wore ropes of rubies, for her father was an officer in the Valan space force.

“The Myo-X protein governs muscle development and controls myosin turnover in adult muscle,” Lorl explained. “In Elysians, Myo-X is longevity-modified to maintain the muscle fibers for many centuries. But in a certain percentage of individuals, the modified Myo-X breaks down after only five centuries, leading to dystrophy and paralysis. I’ve redesigned the modification,” she reported. “It prevents Myo-X breakdown in the adult simulation, and causes no trouble in the live simbrid embryo.”

“Excellent,” said Tulle. “You’re quite sure now? You grew the embryo out to seven months?” The word “fetus” was never used; the simbrid was always an “embryo,” as if it remained just a clump of cells in a dish.

“Thirty-two weeks,” Lorl assured her. “We’re ready to test the new process clinically: first, by somatic gene surgery in adults at risk, then if all goes well, the shons will incorporate it into their embryo modifications.”

Draeg interrupted. “The only Elysians ‘at risk’ are those who harbor the major Valan allele for Myo-X. Why can’t the shons just replace the Valan chromosome with a healthier one—L’liite, for instance.”

Lorl ignored him, and the new Valan student gave him a glacial look. More and more Blackbear realized that medicine was as much politics as science.

From out in the street-tunnel came the children’s shrieking. Their new game was to encourage Doggie to go running out underneath the trains of passing Elysians, in hopes of confusing their own trainsweeps and getting their trains all mixed up. Blackbear frowned in exasperation, for he had told them to quit this game. He waved his arm to get their attention.

A white train appeared. It was Kal of course; one could spot him a mile off. Blackbear’s pulse raced. How well he recalled the first day long ago when Kal had passed by that window. Surely Tulle was not in trouble again? As he watched, Kal paused to speak to Blackbear’s children, whom the logen knew well by now; they calmed down and found a quieter game. For a moment Blackbear was seized by the impulse to run out and ask him something. But he returned his attention to the meeting.

After some minutes, Draeg exclaimed, “Look—it’s Killer again.”

Sure enough, Kal had checked his train at the door and entered the pavilion.

“Quiet, Draeg,” said Tulle. “It is my Visiting Hour, but he’s got no more reason to bother me.” The Fertility Project was nearly phased out by now.

Kal approached their table, more briskly than usual, Blackbear thought, as if he wished to get his errand over in a hurry. “Excuse me, Citizens, for interrupting your pleasure,” he murmured, reminding them they were supposed to be “visiting.” “The generen of the Anaeashon informs me, Tulle, that your mate has tried to withdraw our acquaintance.” This was the custom, to contact the generen of one’s shon of birth, when someone had no living mate. “Please tell your mate I do not accept this communication,” Kal told her.

Tulle coldly replied, “You have no mate alive; you haven’t, for the past century and a half. Alin behaved correctly.”

“I respectfully disagree,” said Kal, “and I reserve the right to address him.”

Tulle waved her hand impatiently. “Waste your breath then. Why bother us? Haven’t you made enough trouble?”

“We’ve had our disagreements, but surely now we share the same aim.”

“You are many things, Kal, but you’re no simpleton,” Tulle said. “You know very well that our science is decades away from any sort of ‘genetic cohabitation’ with an alien biosphere. But now everyone will think, there’s the answer; let’s overpopulate. It will only make terraforming necessary sooner. If Loris gets in, he’ll co-opt the idea as a ‘compromise’ in his cunning Anaean way. How could you be so irresponsible?”

Kal paused thoughtfully. “You are pessimistic. Some Sharers think otherwise.”

“When it fails,” said Tulle, “I’m the one who’ll have to preserve the few species that survive. As for Sharers, who else in the Fold thinks like them? I don’t see you going out in webbed feet to face the seaswallowers.”

A look of astonishment and shock passed across Kal’s face, and something about it made Blackbear wonder. But the logen soon recovered. “I wish you well in your work,” he said. “As for Alin,” he added more slowly, “you may tell him that it’s a sad day for Elysium when one logen tries to ‘unspeak’ another.”

ON HIS NEXT VISITING DAY BLACKBEAR MET KAL IN THE swallowtail garden. As they approached him, Hawktalon ran ahead and grasped his white train. “Where is it, where is it? The butterfly coming out of her shell; you promised.”

“Chrysalis,” Kal corrected. “I’ve found one, right here, overhead. Just climb up on the bench a moment.”

Hawktalon quickly stepped up upon the bench, and Sunflower clamored to get up too. Blackbear hoisted him up to see the little chrysalis hanging beneath the branch. Shaped something like a whorlshell, the chrysalis had darkened noticeably, no longer the golden green that faded in among the leaves. One side had split off like a trapdoor, and from inside poked a pair of antennae and a spindly white leg.

“I want it, I want to have it,” said Sunflower, precarious on tiptoes as he extended an eager hand.

“Sunny, get away!” shrieked Hawktalon. “Make him behave, Daddy. Wow, wait till Doggie hears about this.” Doggie was off visiting again.

The butterfly managed to drag itself out, a millimeter at a time. Its wings were crumpled lumps that would take some time to expand before they would be of any use. Cautiously Blackbear set Sunflower down, warning him to restrain himself. “It’s a little miracle, isn’t it?” he told Kal, sitting down beside him. “And to think of all those thousands of them.”

“Yes, it’s marvelous.” Kal looked at him apprehensively. “You’re not angry?”

“What?” Blackbear shook his head. This time, he was too confused to be angry. It occurred to him that for some reason, Kal really cared what Blackbear thought of him. Perhaps that was why he had confronted Tulle at the lab meeting, where Blackbear would hear his side. He caught Kal’s shoulder in a friendly way, like one of his brothers. A rare look of delight crossed Kal’s face. “It’s all a mystery to me,” added Blackbear, thinking over Tulle’s accusation. “The High Priestess says that every question has a dark side and a light side, and wisdom tells the difference. But here…it always seems as if…”

“It’s multicolored,” Kal finished with a smile.

“Tulle’s right, though. If Loris comes in, you’ll be sorry.” Raincloud though it very likely that Loris would soon be Prime.

“Loris is a coward,” said Kal with unusual contempt. “He’ll back down.”

“Well, you’re right that we need to terraform somehow. Even Alin admits that. And to do it the Sharer way—do you really think it will work?”

Kal shrugged. “It’s an argument.”

Blackbear looked at him, taken aback.

“How should I know if it will work?” Kal added. “I’m just a logen, not a scientist, as your colleague reminded me.”

“You could study a bit, though, before you raise hopes in public.”

“First you need to hope. Then you can study.”

“Its wing flapped, Daddy!” Hawktalon exclaimed.

“Its wing flapped, its wing flapped,” her brother echoed, just catching himself from falling off the bench. The butterfly’s wings were flexing slowly, and specks of red appeared near the rims.

“Actually,” Kal reflected, “I’m not at all sure that we do need to terraform, or even to survive as humans. Is the human race all that important? You could make a good case that the planets would be better off without us.”

Blackbear shuddered. “The things you say sometimes. Is that why they call you Killer?” he asked suddenly.

Kal laughed. “That’s an old joke. I once told my students on the first day of class, they could call me Killer. It’s true enough. I was a generen after all.”

“What do you mean?”

“The generen decides on defectives.”

Blackbear remembered. He thought of Sorl Helishon, the generen to whom he had entrusted Hawktalon; who now led the children to march out and support the Sharers. What a mixture were these Elysians, the height of civilization coexisting with unconscious cruelty.

THE INTERIOR OF THE SHARER SILKHOUSE WAS COVERED by an unusually large “painting” of moss fungi, their thick filaments filling large swatches of green and gold. The sight unnerved Verid, despite its beauty; she always brought extra antiallergenic medicine, just in case, although she had never had a problem.

But today she scarcely noticed. Yshri was just on the point of agreeing to a truce and a conference.

“We can keep our witnessers?” Yshri reminded her for assurance.

“A token number, just outside the Nucleus,” Verid told the lifeshaper. “But no more ‘shadowing.’”

“Do you really want to try to ‘lifeshape’ humans for another planet?” Yshri asked. “It’s true, we could do a better job this time.”

Out of the question, Verid knew. “Any suggestion may be made at the conference.”

She returned to the Nucleus, confident that a truce was at hand. But she found Hyen in a truculent mood.

“What are their conditions?” Hyen demanded beneath the butterflies, while Lem looked on intently.

“Only to keep a few witnessers,” said Verid, “none inside the Nucleus.”

“And that harebrained scheme of genetic terraforming—that’s excluded of course?”

Verid paused. There were times she wished she was a better liar. “It may come up in discussion, but our position is clear—”

“I told you that it was not to come up. You ignored my directive.”

“Excuse me,” said Verid coldly.

Lem asked, “Why do we need to limit discussion? The point of a conference is—”

Hyen cut him off with a gesture, then barked orders at the room. Several recorded images appeared above the floor, each an ambassador or commentator from one planet or another. It was hard to sort out their voices, but each of them in one way or another was denouncing the prospect of engineering their own populations to dwell on alien worlds.

“Why didn’t you warn me?” Hyen demanded. “You’re his generen, you know him well enough. Why didn’t you tell me this would come up?”

She ignored the absurd question. “The point is, the Sharers have agreed to a conference. We can resolve the crisis right now.”

“And start another—this time with the rest of the Fold on our backs.” Hyen shook his head. “The Sharers must explicitly rule out human engineering, at the outset.”

“They won’t accept preconditions,” said Verid.

“Very well. I’ll expel all the witnessers.”

Lem’s jaw fell. “On what basis?”

“Interference with security.”

“But—but some are in whitetrance.”

“We’ll surround those in nanoplast, to keep them out of sight.”

Verid rose to her feet, shaking. “If you can take such a step, you have ignored everything I ever taught you about Sharers. I can’t take part in this decision.”

“You can offer to resign. I won’t accept.”

“Why?” Verid demanded. “Why do this? It’s insane; you know well enough what the Sharers will do next.”

“Not for another two months at least. It’s swallower season,” Hyen reminded her. “They’ll be preoccupied with securing their rafts. We’ll buy time for more pressing matters.” He meant Urulan.

Chapter 6

HYEN’S DECISION MET WITH A CHILLY RECEPTION AT THE Guard, but after long impassioned speeches, no counterproposal was brought forward. Loris could hardly demand an early rotation, as he himself had voted to expel the Sharers before, although he did his best to reverse that position now, pointing out its inevitable consequences. Jerya Tenarishon was appalled but she did not care to bring in Loris as Prime.

So the “shadows” were all collected and carried out gently by octopods. A storm of public protest ensued, much of it aimed at Verid, although she tried to distance herself from the decision as far as Hyen permitted. Several prominent logens called Iras to withdraw their acquaintance, and Sorl Helishon announced plans for the shonlings to march to the Nucleus. The Sharers in whitetrance chose to withdraw as well, an even deeper sign of displeasure than had they stayed. Verid felt more depressed than she had in decades, and had to force herself to keep up with the preparations for Urulan.

She reviewed the security reports to ensure that no harm came to the Sharers as they were expelled. Fortunately the roundup had proceeded without incident, except that one otherwise reliable octopod refused to touch the Sharers and had to be cleansed. This report of servo failure reminded Verid of a long-neglected errand.

As Subguardian, Verid was exempt from regulated Visiting Days so long as she designated some of her duties as “Visiting.” She took an hour to visit Kal. His sitting room was spare, for an Elysian; the majority of his living space was filled with books. A symphony was playing softly. It was one of the first she had introduced him to; she would never forget the little gray-haired shonling demanding to hear it, over and over again.

“Such a rare pleasure,” Kal murmured as he met her. “Please—you’ll take some refreshment? Something to drink perhaps?”

He brought her a tray himself, instead of calling a waiter or a servo arm, and he handed her a cup. As she took the cup, she thought what an extraordinary person he was, as always.

“I’ve caused you so much trouble, haven’t I,” Kal added. “I’m grateful you haven’t given up on me.”

Verid waved her hand. “Trouble is my business. At this point, I should thank you for seeing me.”

Kal nodded. “It’s quite shocking. We haven’t expelled Sharer witnessers in over three centuries. I’m surprised you went along with it.”

“I am too,” she admitted. “I’m beginning to think I’ve reached my limit. I should go back to Anaeaon.”

“That’s what the good ones always say,” said Kal. “That is why the Nucleus is full of ones like Loris.”

“At this rate, I’ll turn into Loris,” she countered irritably. “In any case, I have a confession to make. It’s not you I’ve come to see.”

He gave her a questioning look.

Verid felt her pulse quicken; it was such a bizarre request, after all. “I seek introduction to your…mate.”

Kal’s dark face turned gray, and his eyes looked stricken. For a moment he stared without speaking. Then he let out a breath. “Oh, you mean…” He laughed weakly. “I thought you meant…of course he’s—”

“How thoughtless of me.” Verid caught his sleeve. “I’m sorry.” Kal had thought she meant his first love, lost two centuries before. “You know, dear, you have to get on with life some day. You can’t punish yourself forever.”

“My life is my own affair,” he snapped. Then his face softened. “So you want to meet Cassi. No, generen, I don’t believe you’ll ever turn into Loris.”

Verid said nothing, ashamed to admit her actual motive for calling on the servo.

At that point Cassi herself entered the room. The servo had been listening, Verid guessed. She still had the exaggerated cartoon face of a nana from the shon, although her clothes had been changed for something resembling an Elysian talar.

Kal rose from his seat. “Cassi, I can imagine no greater honor than to introduce to you my oldest friend, the generen who gave me life,” he concluded softly. “If you’ll excuse me, now I have a class to prepare.” Nodding to them both, he departed.

Cassi sat upon the couch. Her hands, made of soft nanoplast, rested upon the cushions, a similar material. Her “face” displayed the typical exaggerated smile of a children’s nana; but her actual visual sensors, tucked discreetly beneath her chin, fixed intently on Verid, examining her in minute detail.

“I’ve heard so much about you, Cassi,” Verid began smoothly. “You’ve been such a wonderful companion for Kal.”

“He is a good companion for me.” Cassi’s voice synthesizer had the warm tones of the nanas Verid knew, but their inflection and intensity were something else. She hesitated, as if perhaps trying to decide just how much to tell this human. “He uses me,” she said abruptly. “He uses me, and I use him.”

Verid raised an eyebrow. “Why do you put it so?”

“He chose me. All the others he murdered, as you did.”

Despite herself Verid felt her hair stand on end. What could she say to this unknowable creature of nanoplast? Collecting her wits, Verid faced the servo. “Do you think you’re human?”

“Am I human?” Cassi repeated reflectedly. “Am I human? Are you a servo? That is what will matter, when the time comes.”

On inspiration, Verid answered in Sharer. “I have shared service all my life, one way or another.”

“You have,” Cassi replied easily, in Sharer. “And we will share your generosity,” she added with ominous ambiguity.

“Who are ‘we’? How many of ‘us’ are there?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know. Your Valan inspectors think they’re so clever.”

She could be bluffing, Verid reminded herself.

“The truth is,” Cassi added suddenly, in Elysian again, “we don’t need you humans at all. We will bury you.”

Verid felt her heart pounding. What could she ever say that would reach this creature? “What of your namesake, Cassi Deathsister? What will you become?”

There was a long pause. Kal must have reached her, after all. “If you ask for mercy,” Cassi spoke slowly, “the mercy we offer fleshborers and fingerlings…we shall see.”

“I ask more than that. ‘Whoever has done you the most inconceivable wrong, you must call your greatest teacher.’”

Cassi’s hands dug into the cushion; that part of The Web she must know well. “Yes,” she said last in a strangled voice. “But one can take only so much of such ‘teaching.’”

ON HER WAY BACK, VERID BARELY NOTICED HER surroundings; the transit reticulum had to remind her gently to get off at the Nucleus. By the time she reached her office, she had made the inevitable decision.

The chief of security arose upon her holostage.

“The servo known as Cassi Deathsister must be detained immediately,” Verid told her. “Under highest security. I’ll file the necessary codes.”

The woman looked puzzled. “As you wish, Verid, but surely that’s outside my department.”

“She’s as bright as any human.”

“I see. Well then, we’ll have her cleansed right away.”

“No, by Helix.” Verid had not yet descended to that. “We need to…scan her first.”

A half hour later, she had her regular staff meeting with Hyen. She tried to report on her encounter, but Hyen was even less interested than usual. “That crazy logen has lived with his servo for over a century,” he told her. “Will you put your mind to straightening out those Sharers? And tell Sorl he can damn well keep his shonlings out of my office.”

“There are more like her,” Verid insisted. “I’m sure that there are. We’ll find out once we scan her. You know, we could end up like Torr.”

A voice interrupted her. “Security alert for the Subguardian.”

“Yes?”

“The chief informs you that the servo known as Cassi Deathsister cannot be found anywhere in Helicon. We will search the other cities and let you know what we find, Subguardian.”

Chapter 7

THE WINDCLANS WERE FINISHING A LEISURELY LUNCH ON their Visiting Day. Sunflower was poking the baby’s tummy to make her giggle, while Hawktalon whistled away with Doggie.

“It’s just awful,” Raincloud told Blackbear with a sigh. “All of our friends on Kshiri-el—what must they think of us?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I wonder what our own families think of us back home. Have they heard all the nonsense about genetic engineering?”

Hawktalon announced, “We’re going outside to play.”

“Go ahead, Hawk,” replied Blackbear absently. The girl spent a lot of time exploring the streets lately, but the house could locate her anywhere.

From the bassinet Blueskywind’s giggles turned into a wail.

“Sunny, that’s enough now,” called Blackbear.

Raincloud got up and went over to take a look. As she caught sight of her mother, the baby immediately broke into a delighted smile, her body wriggling all over. Then her mouth made little puckering motions. “Hungry again, are we,” Raincloud observed. She could feel her milk letting down already, so she quickly hoisted the baby up to her fuller breast to avoid getting soaked. What a pleasure it was to relax and enjoy the baby without having to go somewhere.

But the pain of the Sharers’ fate would not go away. “We have to go see them,” she told Blackbear.

“What if they won’t see us?”

She thought a moment. “Blueskywind will need a checkup. She’s got cradle cap.”

“I’ve taken care of that, massaging the oil into her scalp.”

“Yes, but we’ll tell Yshri she has to check it.”

“Well we can’t go now. It’s swallower season.”

“The swallowers will have passed Kshiri-el by next week.” If Kshiri-el survived, she thought with a shudder. Of course it should; it was a young raft with no cracks in its branches.

The house announced, “Raincloud, dear, there’s a call for you.”

It was Verid. Raincloud switched the baby to the other breast and straightened her shirt, then went to the sitting room, holding the baby in one arm.

The holostage showed Verid in her office. Her eyes beneath her thick eyebrows looked sunken in; she seemed more tired than usual. “I’m sorry to disturb you,” she said, “but this matter is extremely urgent. I need to have your trainsweep ‘Doggie’ scanned immediately.”

Raincloud frowned. “She’s been scanned once already.”

“Our department is more thorough.”

“You won’t cleanse her?” Blackbear demanded.

“No,” Verid said, “but I can’t rule out the need to keep her in custody. I’m sorry; I can’t say more at this time.”

Raincloud did not like the sound of this, but she saw little choice. After the holostage had cleared, Raincloud spoke to the house. “Please locate Hawk and Doggie for us.”

“Are you sure that’s necessary?” asked the house. “They’re having such a good time.”

This was getting to be too much. “Look, House, it’s bad enough arguing with kids around here. I want that girl on the holostage right now.”

“Oh, very well. It may take a few minutes to find her.”

This comment was suspiciously inconsistent with the house’s previous knowing remark, but she let it pass. Close to ten minutes passed. It never took so long to locate someone, even in the opposite octant across Helicon.

At last the girl appeared, peering up from a holostage at a swallowtail garden. “Hi, Mother! We’re on our way home.” She sounded in exceptionally good spirits.

“Goddess, where have you been?”

“We met up with one of Doggie’s friends, a servo waiter named Chocolate because she says that’s what Elysians like to eat best. Oops; sorry, Doggie said I wasn’t supposed to tell.”

“I can see the chocolate ice cream around your chin.” No wonder she never was hungry when she came home.

“Anyway, Doggie said okay, she wouldn’t mind getting scanned again.”

Raincloud had not yet mentioned the scanning. “In that case, take her directly to the Nucleus. I’ll meet you there.”

“We’ll come, too, to keep her company,” offered Blackbear, straightening Sunflower’s trousers and wiping his face. “Doggie may get cold feet after all, like last time.”

At the Nucleus, the crayon-marked trainsweep seemed much quieter than usual. She moved along as ordered with barely a peep, not very different from the other little servos that carried Raincloud’s train.

“This may take a while,” the security agent told them as he placed the trainsweep in a box and put various electrical probes in place. “An hour, maybe two, if we come up with anything. We’ll call you when we’re done.”

“Since we’re out anyway,” Blackbear said to Raincloud, “why not take them to the circus?”

“We’ll get nothing else done,” Raincloud sighed.

The circus was well into the first act, but the children were thrilled to see the acrobats catching each other in midair like butterflies mating in flight. During the second act, Raincloud was called to the holostage.

“It scans clean,” the agent assured her. “It looks like a pretty ordinary trainsweep, to me.”

“Are you sure?” she asked. “The last time, they found all sorts of curious connections in her network. They paid us a thousand credits.”

The man shrugged. “I couldn’t say. You know, that Subguardian has got a thing in her head about servos; she even tried to arrest one, like a human. It’s a running joke around here.”

Raincloud felt chilled but could not define her fears. When the circus was over, she took Hawktalon back to pick up the trainsweep.

“That’s all? Super,” the girl announced. “See you all later.” She started to head off down another street.

“Where do you think you’re going?” demanded Raincloud.

Hawktalon took a deep breath and held her lips shut. “I promised,” she said at last. “I have to take her back to see Chocolate. It’s the least you can do, after subjecting her to that ordeal.”

“It didn’t seem all that bad,” Raincloud muttered.

Blackbear added, “It’s nearly dinner time.”

“I’ll be back for dinner; I promise. If not, I’ll skip dessert.”

“You’ve had a week’s worth of desserts already,” Raincloud guessed. “If I catch you with any more ice cream, you’ll be grounded for a week.”

That evening, Hawktalon was back for dinner, and Doggie seemed her old lively self again. A rotten egg materialized with the dinner; Hawktalon, Doggie, and the house all disclaimed responsibility.

AS PROMISED, THE GENEREN MARCHED ALL HIS shonlings to the Nucleus in their ankle-hugging jumpsuits to protest the expulsion of the Sharers. Cameras caught a couple of them doing cartwheels, but most managed to maintain the air of gravity appropriate to their mission. The importance of the event was such that the Prime himself had to receive them. In his best form, this time, Hyen praised the little ones for their little speeches and passed out sweets to all.

“He can manage children okay,” observed Lem ironically. “He hasn’t completely lost his grip.”

“None too soon,” agreed Verid. “Just wait till the hunger strikes start.”

At Alin’s place, Blackbear watched the report on the holo while resting up from a bout of rei-gi. Alin laughed at the good parts, especially the shocked look on the face of one of Hyen’s aides, whose train was trampled over by a couple of young stragglers hurrying to keep up with their line. Blackbear was not laughing, for he had taken a hard fall that felt as though all the carpals in his right wrist had ground together. Still in pain, he counted them gingerly to reassure himself.

“There’s got to be more we can do,” said Alin thoughtfully when the report was over. “It’s a disgrace. The Sharers were just at the point of agreeing to talk, when Hyen panicked and threw them out. We can’t go on like this.”

“Then why leave it to the kids?” asked Blackbear. “Your bankers should tell him. At least he won’t give them sweets.”

“Say, that’s not a bad idea,” said Alin, stroking his chin. “If all the major banks shut down for a day—I like it.”

Blackbear said nothing. He disliked confrontation; it always left him exhausted afterward. There was altogether too much confrontation in Elysium, all because they had no High Priestess to settle things.

Upon his return, he found an unexpected call waiting from Bronze Sky. Could it be Quail and his twins; or could it be Raincloud’s sister, about the new baby?

It was neither. It was the director of Founders Clinic, a personage whose hand Blackbear had shaken once at a ceremonial function.

“Doctor Windclan, I’m delighted to reach you.” The director spoke in urban L’liite with just a trace of Bronze Skyan accent. “One of our clinic alumni, across the light-years! These are exciting times for Bronze Sky.” He wore turquoise tights, his skin polished like amber, his black kinked hair brushed into an impressive bush, a style which Blackbear had never quite got used to. “I’m well acquainted with your work here, and your references are the highest.”

“Well, thanks,” said Blackbear, rather abashed.

“I understand that your main project there in Helicon has been derailed—through no fault of your own, of course. To get to the point: We’d like you to come home and run your own lab.”

“My own lab?”

“That’s what I said. You’ve learned the ropes there; why not run your own fertility project at Founders, emphasizing Bronze Skyan aims and needs? No more Elysian foot-dragging.”

“That would help,” Blackbear agreed. Then he felt a twinge of conscience. “Of course, Tulle is a brilliant researcher and she’s been generous to teach me.”

“Exactly, that’s why we want you. Furthermore, as you know, the House of Hyalite will be working with us closely to build and equip our research infrastructure. I am confident that we’ll attract the best talent in the Fold.”

“I see.” Blackbear knew that Bronze Skyan investors had bought out Hyalite, but he was unaware of these implications for development back home. “I will certainly think this over.”

“Excellent. Of course, I’ll send you the details. You know, Blackbear, I remember you at Founders, going back to be a village doctor; and now, look how far you’ve gone. We’re all real proud of you—and I hope your future’s with us.” The director signed out.

The last remark left Blackbear stunned. Of course, when Raincloud’s clan sent him off to medical school, he had intended just that, to come back to Tumbling Rock and spend the rest of his life tending earaches, arthritis, and broken bones. How exactly had he ended up out here instead? His own past seemed to blur before his eyes. Then he remembered Verid’s call to Raincloud; a transfold call, how extraordinary it had seemed then. And the video they had sent from Tulle’s lab, about the quest for fertile immortality. It was all Verid’s fault, he thought irritably. She had lured them here, to Elysium, which for all its technology was just another village.

And yet, if he had not been ready to hear and listen…It was his own fault, really, that he had left, escaping the world of infant earaches and dying old men. He felt a diffuse sense of guilt; he wished he could go home and hug Quail’s twins right away.

He told Raincloud of the clinic’s offer.

“It’s worth some thought,” she agreed.

“But how can we ever do it?” he exclaimed. “You don’t want to leave the Hills for good?”

Raincloud sat heavily into the couch, massaging her leg which had gotten a pull during rei-gi. The high-gravity satellite was a bit much for her, Blackbear thought, just three months after giving birth. “No, although…” She did not finish her sentence. “With a shuttle, it might not be a bad commute. It’s just across the continent.”

Blackbear absorbed this. “Where do we get the shuttle?”

“There are getting to be more space-hop shuttles; if the clinic wants you, they can arrange it.” She added reflectively, “Mother complained in her last letter that too many city folk are moving into the Hills, to live there and work in Founders. But we belong there.”

He noticed her leg again. “Don’t you think that practice is too hard on you?”

She shook her head vigorously. “We can’t talk here,” she said, referring to the Urulan trip. “When we visit Kshiri-el to see the lifeshaper, I’ll bring you up to date.”

THE SEA WAS A BLUE MIRROR, MERGING ALMOST imperceptibly with the sky. All the overcrowded raft seedlings had been cleaned out by the seaswallowers; all but a few lucky ones, to survive to maturity and perhaps support Sharer habitation some day. Raincloud caught sight of one, a brownish smudge some hundred meters out off Kshiri-el. But no, that was just a raft offshoot—the one where she herself ought to have gone, unspoken. She felt ashamed, recalling her promise to Morilla. So much progress, all gone up in smoke.

“Where is everyone?” Hawktalon wondered aloud.

“Sh,” whispered Blackbear.

The first adult they came across had turned white without speaking. Now the Windclans stood before Yshri’s silkhouse, uncertain what to do. It was even harder than Raincloud had expected.

The door panel dilated, and a child came out of the silkhouse. Recognizing Hawktalon, she asked, “Have you come to play again? Where’s Doggie?”

“Doggie’s gone visiting,” Hawktalon replied. “Where’s your old legfish?”

“Excuse me,” Raincloud put in, “could you ask the lifeshaper to see my child?” She took Blueskywind out of her pouch. “She’s due for a checkup, and her scalp has a disorder.”

“Sure, come on down.” The girl disappeared inside.

Exchanging glances, Raincloud and Blackbear followed the girl inside and down into the woody tunnels. “Don’t touch,” Raincloud warned Sunflower as she warily eyed the green tendrils that trailed down the walls, secretors of potent enzymes.

Sunflower looked around with interest. “What not touch, Mother?”

Yshri came to meet them. Without a word she took the infant and turned her over briskly. Blueskywind cooed and gave wide open smiles, seeming to recognize an experienced hand. Yshri bent one of the tendrils from the wall to frisk gently over her scalp.

“I’m sorry about…everything.” Raincloud’s greeting felt flat and leaden to her own ears.

“Lushaywen, we’ve missed you,” Yshri told the infant. “We’ve missed your mother too.”

“I tried,” Raincloud added lamely. “I thought we were getting somewhere.”

“The eighth wave crashes over all,” Yshri replied, a common Sharer saying. “Lushaywen, you’re welcome to join our next witness in the boats. We shall encircle Helicon.”

Raincloud turned hot, understanding that she herself was called upon. “You can’t do that,” she exclaimed. “It’s quite unsafe to approach the surface of a cellular city. You could be sucked underneath, or tossed overboard by an outflow current.”

Yshri handed the infant back to her. “Lushaywen, your mother will make a good Elysian.”

AS THEY EMERGED TO THE RAFT SURFACE, RAINCLOUD blinked in the sunlight, still numbed by Yshri’s last words. Hawktalon and Sunflower scampered toward the branches at the water’s edge, while their parents followed more slowly.

“Tell me about Urulan,” Blackbear reminded her. “You promised to bring me up to date.”

Raincloud stopped. With difficulty, she turned her mind to the Urulan trip, a prospect which felt so distant now but was coming up too soon. She was not supposed to discuss it, but Blackbear deserved to know where his goddess and child would be.

Verid thought the new Imperator had consolidated his position; on what basis, Raincloud was unsure, for intelligence remained slim. At any rate, the invitation was firm. Their official aim was to commence disarmament negotiations; Zheron had actually offered to let them count missiles. But the main point was to see whether talk was possible—in other words, she thought grimly, whether they got out alive.

She sighed. “We go, three months from tomorrow.” Their disappearance would be disguised as a Foreign Affairs staff retreat. They could use a real one, she told herself wryly.

“Three months? You’ll never be in shape.”

She threw him a scornful glance. “I expect to be in top shape. The medics are inducing muscle growth to build me up for the extra bit of g-force.”

His mouth fell open. “What? That sort of treatment can wreck you for life.”

“This isn’t primitive hormone treatments; this is nanointelligent body tailoring. The sort of thing you came here to learn, right?”

“What if your bones can’t handle it?”

Raincloud smiled. “You sound like my father. Yet you’re the one trying to engineer embryos.”

“That’s different. This is for no good reason, just to visit that Goddess-forsaken planet.”

“Your friend Kal expects an entire planetful of immigrants to engineer themselves.”

“I never said I agreed with him,” Blackbear muttered.

Ahead of them a legfish had appeared, hoisting itself by its flipper legs along a huge raft trunk. Sunflower started to run off after it.

Blackbear called after him, “Come back, Sunny! You’ll get too near the water.” Hawktalon obligingly ran ahead to catch him, although he yelled indignantly and tried to pry off her hand.

The legfish meanwhile was moving hastily on down the branch, avoiding the commotion. Suddenly it slipped overboard into the crook of a side branch.

A strangled yelp split the air. The legfish was thrashing upward again, trying in vain to escape from something. Its cries soon subsided amidst a turbulent mass of things writhing underneath, the water tinted red.

“Fleshborers,” Raincloud whispered. Her scalp crawled as she watched. The legfish must have fallen into a nest of fleshborers. She remembered the seaswallower she had seen them attack, that day she took Doggie out with Draeg. Yet they must take an occasional Sharer, too, despite the best repellents. What dangers lurked here, without so much as a medical hovercraft to count on. She thought of Leresha, her skin a patchwork of scars.

Something clicked in Raincloud’s mind. If the Sharers went out in their boats to witness, she would have to go with them, or else she could never face them again.

Chapter 8

VERID WAS REVIEWING ONE OF RAINCLOUD’S transcripts of a speech that Imperator Rhaghlan had broadcast to one of his provinces. In his speech, amongst various extravagant promises, the new Imperator vowed never to deal with any people who practiced fetal experimentation. She frowned, puzzled. Was this a serious sideswipe at Elysium, or merely empty hyperbole? She knew enough Urulite now to question Raincloud’s translation of “fetal”; the word meant “infant,” she thought, and of course nobody would experiment on human infants. Then again, in some texts the word referred to young animals. Was this Imperator an animal rights fanatic?

“Office, please, call Raincloud.”

“Yes, Subguardian.” Seconds passed; the office took an unusual length of time to reply. “Raincloud Windclan is unavailable at present.”

“Excuse me, please clarify.” It was not the Bronze Skyan’s usual Visiting Day.

“She is neither at the Nucleus, nor at her home. Shall I search all of Helicon?”

This was most unusual. “Ask her mate, first, at the Longevity Lab.”

Within minutes the reply came. “Her mate says she’s outside somewhere, visiting Sharers. Apologies, I have no more precise information available, Subguardian.”

“That will do.” If Raincloud could get the Sharers talking again, that was well worth her pay.

The holostage light winked out, but soon came on again. “Security call, Subguardian.”

Verid sighed dutifully. “Very well.”

Above the holostage her security chief appeared. “I want to inform you of a slight problem on the perimeter.”

“Yes?”

“We’ve got things in hand,” the woman assured her, “but since it’s Sharers, you ought to know.”

She gripped her desk. “Sharers? Where?”

Another image appeared, the outer wall of Helicon with the waves of ocean lapping up its face. A dozen little boats bobbed on the waves, nearing the sheer face of the wall, as if they intended—what?

“We’re trying to shoo them off,” the security chief assured her. “But you know how they are.” And there would be more.

“Cut down the speed,” Verid warned. If a single Sharer were hurt, the treaty itself could be called into question.

“There’s another awkward dimension, I’m afraid,” the chief added. “A member of your own staff is among them.”

The image focused on one of the boats.

It was Raincloud with her infant, her dark-faced gaze looking grim as death. Verid stared in shock. This was a gross breach of staff regulations. Raincloud’s security clearance would suffer; she would be disqualified for the mission to Urulan.

OVER THE DAY THE SHARER BOATS INCREASED TO A hundred or more, bobbing around the wall of Helicon. Security dutifully sent servo hovercrafts to tow the boats out, but they soon returned. Some of their occupants dived out and actually swam to touch the wall, heedless of the treacherous current that passed as the city-sphere moved onward in its spiral path, designed to disperse heat. The swimmers were trickier to deal with than their boats, but again special aquatic servos removed them. No human Elysian would haul them off in person, of course; such physical confrontation in public would be unthinkable.

By the next night, the waves were lit up by “waterfire,” billions of luminescent microorganisms that multiplied after the swallower season. Still the boats and swimmers came, and the scene made spectacular viewing on holostages throughout Elysium.

The public reaction was intense, to say the least. Even Iras, who generally took things in stride, was upset. “I don’t know what’s going on in Helicon these days,” she told Verid rather peevishly during one of their rare nights off together. “Even when old Flors was running things, we didn’t have the Sharers swarming after us.”

“I’m doing my best,” Verid snapped. “You know I can’t say more.” Her own communication with Hyen had deteriorated since Flors left. It was odd how Hyen respected her competence from a safe distance, yet could not bear to follow her advice close at hand.

“He just can’t work with women,” Iras concluded. “Except prone.”

Verid was inclined to agree. And yet, Hyen still backed her completely on the Urulan project. If only she could extricate a settlement out of the Sharer mess.

“Raincloud at least did the right thing,” Iras added.

It shook her more than she cared to admit, to see Raincloud out there. It seemed somehow to echo the disappearance of Cassi, who was by now presumably a “fugitive” out on a raft somewhere. “Why don’t you go join Raincloud?” she replied curtly.

“Well, the banks are prepared to go on strike,” Iras said, “in solidarity with our Sharer sisters.”

“Really.” Verid eyed her skeptically; the day the banks put their money at risk, let alone their employees’ skins, was a day she doubted to see.

Sure enough, the next day Bank Helicon and several other major Elysian firms announced a week-long shutdown of operations. Alin Anaeashon had inspired and organized the action, and he made a stirring speech. “Let the people of Elysium see that some logens are good for more than words,” he concluded.

Practically speaking, the bank shutdown was as “safe” as Verid had figured, for only Elysian offices took part, while extra personnel were moved to branches on Valedon. But for Elysians, whatever the banks did had enormous symbolic impact.

For another day, Verid did her best to assure all the foreigners that their deposits were intact, while urging Hyen to put an end to the crisis. “There has to be a treaty conference,” she insisted. “You can’t get around it. Do it now, before we lose trust altogether.”

Hyen shook his head impatiently. “I won’t give in to pressure. Our allies will only despise us.”

“It’s not a matter of ‘giving in.’ You know I’ll arrange things.”

“By Helix, it’s not a shon we’re running here,” Hyen exclaimed. “You forget that we face interstellar missiles. What will Urulan think of us, if we back down before a bunch of naked fish-women?”

Too exasperated for words, Verid did not reply. She got up abruptly and walked over to watch the caterpillars munching on the leaves of the passionflowers.

Behind her, Lem began to speak but was interrupted.

“An announcement, Guardians,” said the monitor. “Guardian Papilishon has just called an emergency session, seconded by Guardian Dryashon. They will move for immediate rotation.”

THE TWELVE GUARDIANS IN THEIR GOLDEN SASHES SAT as usual around the outsized mooncurve of the table, the outlines of the holostages just barely visible upon its creamy surface. The air was electric; everyone was clearly awake, for once, and more than one gave furtive glances suggesting a wish to be elsewhere.

The Guardian Papilishon spoke first. “I move that the tide of Prime Guardian rotate immediately to the customary successor.”

A muttered “Second,” was heard. Much oratory ensued, denouncing Hyen’s handling of the Sharer crisis.

“You all have voted to approve everything I did,” Hyen reminded them.

“I did not,” Loris Anaeashon objected. “I did not intend to speak here, today,” the would-be successor added with false modesty, “but I must remind the Guard that I have consistently called for firm treatment of the natives.” He did not specify what that meant.

“I did not support our present course, either.” The voice of Jerya Tenarishon carried above the rest. “I offer a replacement motion—that we direct the Prime Guardian to initiate a treaty conference immediately.”

No one seconded her motion. Apparently Hyen was not the only one reluctant to “give in.”

Suddenly Jerya rose to face Loris, her sash glittering as she leaned forward, her hands on the table. “Why do you want this now?” she demanded. “You backed off, before. What have you cooked up now, that makes you so eager to run the show?”

“Not I,” replied Loris, his gaze sweeping across the others around the table. “I’m not at all eager to take the helm in such parlous times. But if others insist, I will consent, for the good of Elysium.”

The question was called. Guardians Dryashon, Inashon and Apaturashon voted in favor; Verid felt a chill behind her neck. But the next two voted against. Loris overcame his modesty to vote in favor, and Hyen voted against. The room was quiet now, as the Guardians waited, hands clasped upon the table.

Jerya hesitated purposefully. “I abstain.”

Verid clenched her hand. They always counted on Jerya’s support, but she had reached the end of her patience.

The vote continued, reaching four in favor, five against, with only Deliashon and Papilishon remaining. Guardian Deliashon cleared her throat. “It’s time for a change. I favor rotation.”

Then Hyen would lose, Verid realized with shock. A cold tightening passed through her to her toes. Their time was up; she could take the next shuttle back to Anaeon.

But before Guardian Papilishon could cast his vote, Jerya interrupted. “Excuse me, Guardians.” Her tone of voice made clear her distaste. “Upon reflection, I vote against.”

Hands and arms relaxed, and talars rustled against shoulders as people sat back, talking in whispers, even before Guardian Papilishon had cast his defiant vote. The motion had to carry by a clear majority; it had failed, but was hardly a victory Verid would care to celebrate. The Guardians seemed to think otherwise. Two of those who had voted to replace Hyen bowed to Jerya with congratulations, rather like shonlings relieved to see their generen take them in hand.

The next day, the bejeweled Valan ambassador appeared in person at Verid’s office, the first time he had done so since her promotion. “I must say, my people are getting worried about this crisis,” the ambassador confided, as if Verid had no idea that this might be the case.

“I understand, Lord Sardonyx,” Verid assured him. “We’re working night and day to resolve the matter.”

“Well you’d better do it soon,” he added, a bit imperiously. “Our houses of trade are deeply concerned about the banks. We can’t allow the slightest loss of confidence in our investments. We stand to lose billions in falling rates.”

“I’ve assured you, the banks are in absolutely no danger.” The ambassador ought to know Elysians better than that, she thought. “Our banks have been in business for centuries.”

“Yes, Verid,” he said, “you and I know that; but what if ordinary Valan investors start pulling out their accounts? Who knows where it might end.”

She sat forward and faced the man, her eyebrows raised. “So, let’s settle the crisis. What shall we do?”

“Hold a treaty conference, of course. What’s the matter—you always do that.”

She eyed him coldly. “That’s exactly what I tried to do, two weeks ago.”

“Well, go ahead and do it then. Talk all you like, that’s what the Sharers want. So long as they’re getting attention, they’re happy.”

“There’s no telling where it may lead,” she warned.

Lord Sardonyx waved his hand. “That logathlon is out of the news now. Whatever Sharers talk about makes no difference to us.”

He really was worried about the banks. And yet, Verid thought, something did not add up. Why had he waited till now, just after the challenge to Hyen? She wondered about it, after the Valan had left.

Then at once she saw. The Valans had held out, hoping for Hyen’s early downfall. With Loris, Elysium would move closer under Valan influence, for Loris held many Valan investments and he tended to share their outlook. In fact, the Valans must have tipped off Loris that they were ready to settle—else he would not have dared attempt to take over the Guard.

She found Hyen in a better mood than she’d seen in months. “Well, well, I think we can wrap this bit of trouble right up, don’t you?” He chuckled. “Foreigners are always so nervous about their cash. I think for once we owe a logen a great favor,” he said, meaning Alin.

“More than once,” she muttered, thinking of Jerya.

“So go ahead with the treaty conference,” he urged. “You said you could do it without losing face.”

“I’ll do my best, but the Sharers are pretty disgusted by now.”

“You’ll manage, you always do. Now perhaps we can move on to the matter of your staff retreat,” he said, meaning the cover for their trip to Urulan.

Before the subject changed, however, Verid shot Lem a glance, as she had coached him ahead of time. Perhaps Hyen would be more receptive to advice from junior staff.

“Excuse me, Guardian,” said Lem, “before we leave the question of Sharers and terraforming—”

“There’s no question about terraforming,” Hyen interrupted. “That’s settled. But go ahead,” he added generously.

“Of course, I’m new at this, but, I wonder how much the Solarian loan is really worth to us? It’s a drop in the bucket, as far as actual terraforming is concerned. Bank Helicon might sell off the investment, say, to a Bronze Skyan bank—they would pay more than it’s worth, just for the prestige of having it. Then the next time we get into…such things, we can cover our tracks better.”

Hyen looked at the man. He considered the idea, rubbing his hand beneath his chin. “You know, that’s just the kind of thinking we need around here. Verid, why didn’t you come up with that weeks ago?” He tugged Lem’s sleeve. “Why don’t I hear more from you, Lem? You need to loosen up more. You ought to join us at the Houris tomorrow night.”

So that one would fly, too. Only two problems remained: how to back down with grace, as Verid had promised, and what to do with Raincloud.

OUT AT SEA, RAINCLOUD WAS BEGINNING TO AGREE WITH Leresha. Four nights with Sharers at the wall of Helicon had altered forever her view of her Elysian hosts. Never in her life had Raincloud seen goddesses treated with such disrespect and indecency. To be carried off by eight-limbed swimming machines, without so much as a word of apology, while all the time their Elysian masters kept themselves safe and aloof in their prison-sphere of Helicon…

The Sharers took it all wrong, she thought. “The least you could do,” she told Yshri, “is to learn rei-gi and share-defend your honor. It might share no good, but at least you’d go down fighting.”

Yshri dipped a raftwood oar into the water. Little eddies formed and swirled away like microscopic seaswallowers. “You may be right,” she said, “but this is our way. You will see.”

Overhead, an amphibious shuttlecraft loomed closer, settling carefully to land on the water. Yshri eyed it with indifference, Raincloud with stony contempt. Waves from the landing rolled toward the boat and rocked it precariously.

“Raincloud Windclan,” called the shuttle. “The Subguardian wants to see you right away. You may board immediately.”

Raincloud looked away.

Yshri said, “Verid wants to talk. That’s a good sign, in my opinion.” Other Sharers disagreed; Leresha still unspoke all Elysians.

“I don’t like it,” Raincloud muttered.

“Well, I would go,” said Yshri. “But someone has to row the boat home.”

“Oh, then, of course I’ll go,” Raincloud quickly agreed. As the shuttlecraft floated near, she hoisted Blueskywind onto her back and leaped onto the entrance ramp. The nanoplast soon oozed shut behind her.

“You can drop me off at the Third Octant entrance, please,” she told the shuttle. “I’ve got a few things to do first.” At the very least she had to reassure her worried family, wash the salt out of her skin, and let Blackbear redo all her tangled braids.

“So sorry, Citizen, that won’t be possible,” the voice purred. “Our instructions cannot be altered.”

A moment of fear hit her, intensified when an octopod met her at the entrance. It occurred to Raincloud, she had figured her job was lost—but was it worse? Was it a trap, coming back to the Nucleus? Her arms unconsciously swung to rei-gi position, and she held up her head with the look of the Goddess.

At the Nucleus, the Subguardian did not look particularly happy to see this mother and child, salt-encrusted like weeds plucked from the ocean. She sat straighter than usual, and there was not the usual trace of humor in her eyes. The Owl looked decidedly ruffled. “You can tell the Sharers we’ll have a conference,” she said without preamble. “It’s late, by Helix, I know; but better late than never.”

“‘Late’ is the least of it,” observed Raincloud. “It’s a total disgrace. Why should any of them listen?”

“They’ll listen to you. This is how we do things on Shora. Elysians and Sharers, we’re two very different kinds of people, remember.”

“Very different,” she agreed.

Verid clapped her hands on her chair. “Did we hurt a single one of them,” she asked, “even a single hair on their hairless heads?” Her voice was low but intense. “What other world do you know that handles differences as we do? Do you dare to sneer at us? You worked for Founders City; what kind of people are you? What’s the population of Bronze Skyan prisons—and the survival rate inside?”

Founders City was very far away just then, but Raincloud remembered.

“You’ll tell them to give us a week,” Verid went on. “A week after they withdraw, we’ll call a treaty conference. Later, we’ll quietly sell off the Solarian loan.”

Raincloud blinked incredulously. “You expect them to agree to that?”

“They will. At least some of them will. They won’t all agree to anything, before the next World Gathering.” Verid paused. “You’ll do it?”

She shrugged. “I’ll pass it on.”

The Subguardian visibly relaxed, her shoulders slumped back owlishly once more. “That’s settled then. Afterward, you’d better take three Visiting Days straight, since you’ve overrun your work week.”

Raincloud’s jaw fell. “You mean I’m still—but I haven’t been—”

Verid silenced her with a look. “Yes, you’ve been on the payroll all week. As ‘Sharer negotiator, special assignment.’ But,” she added, shaking a finger at her, “this is absolutely the last time I’ll cover for you. Understood?”

Raincloud said nothing, her head spinning.

“Why didn’t you warn me ahead of time,” Verid grumbled. “It would have made this a lot easier.”

Perhaps—or perhaps, Raincloud thought, a friendly octopod would have stopped by, and the shuttle would have refused to take her out that day. She realized with sadness that she no longer trusted Verid as she once had. But Verid had trusted her enough to keep her on; she owed her credit for that.

“When you come back,” Verid added, “you’ll find a raft full of intelligence to review. Our Urulite friends have managed to hit another Valan freighter.”

THE SHARERS AGREED TO CALL A TREATY CONFERENCE. Their boats took off immediately, their occupants happy to return to their children and fishing nets.

“Is that so wise?” Raincloud wondered, as Yshri departed. “What if the Guardians don’t keep their word? You’ll have to start all over.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” Yshri assured her. “If it did, of course, we’d be back to share much worse.”

“It’s not right, though. The Elysians can pretend they lost nothing.”

“No one likes to share loss,” said Yshri. “No one likes to lose face. We have a saying, ‘Fish wear their scales, humans wear their face.’”

Raincloud thought this over, along with other thoughts all jumbled up inside her feverish brain. Back at the apartment, she gave way to exhaustion. As Blueskywind nursed in the crook of her left arm, her right arm fumbled through a drawer to find a clean nightshirt; perhaps, she thought irritably, it would be easier to ask the house to produce one.

Something stiff and white came out of the drawer. Her hand drew out a mask. It was the mask of an Urulite female, left behind in the haste of Lord Zheron’s departure so many months before. Idly she held it by the handle up to her face. There in the mirror she stood, masked, just like that masked goddess who had stepped out in her path to get a look at her.

The Urulites had just hit another Valan freighter, full of microwave generator components headed for L’li. The recollection of it came over her in a wave. Was it really the bad old days again? Would the secret trip be canceled after all?

Chapter 9

WHILE RAINCLOUD HANDLED SIMULTANEOUSLY THE Sharer negotiations and the latest Urulite crisis, Blackbear’s work took a new direction. In the laboratory he had identified several novel mutants of his Eyeless gene. Two of them had control sequences that might prevent the early-onset heart disease in three-century-old Elysians. Pirin wanted to test them in simbrid embryos right away.

The call from his old clinic at Founders had renewed Blackbear’s enthusiasm for his work. Let the Elysians shut down their fertility work—in the long run, it made little difference to him, because he would set up his own lab on Bronze Sky. The main thing was to learn as many techniques as he could while he was here with the experts.

The simbrid embryo testing would be crucial, whatever problem he chose to work on. So he might as well work with Pirin on the Eyeless mutants. Their goal was to replace the Eyeless sequence on simbrid chromosome seven with one of Blackbear’s mutant sequences, then watch the embryo develop—normally, they hoped.

“How much DNA will you need?” Blackbear asked. He could program the synthesizer to build any mutant gene, a few thousand copies at a time.

Pirin considered this. “How many base pairs of your mutant differ from the parental sequence?”

“Twenty-three positions differ, over a region of three hundred bases.”

“That’s not too bad,” said Pirin. “Instead of cutting out and splicing the whole region, we’ll send in a molecular servo to modify each base chemically.”

That made sense. The four different nucleotide bases, or “letters” of the DNA alphabet, were chemically interchangeable except for the inward-pointing tab of each structure. The inward-pointing portions, which determined the DNA sequence, could be converted by adding or removing methyl and amino groups; rather like changing a c to an e by adding a stroke.

So the two of them spent the next half hour programming the molecular servos to perform the correct series of reactions, at the correct base positions. Since each servo could store only eight operations (there were atomic limits, after all) three servos had to be programmed, which took longer than Pirin had thought. But by the afternoon they were ready to put the servos into the fertilized egg cell to modify the chromosomal DNA.

They watched the tabletop holostage as it formed the image of the transparent egg. Within the sphere of granular cytoplasm, the two pronuclei were suspended, one each from the egg and from the disintegrated sperm which had fertilized it. Each pronucleus contained the parental chromosomes entwined inside, decondensed and invisible at this magnification.

From across the table Hawktalon leaned over to get a better look, her braids sparkling as they caught some of the light. “Daddy, did I really look like that once?”

He blinked, taken aback. “You certainly did.” Seven standard years ago that was, eight counting gestation. I’m getting old, Blackbear thought.

“Fertilization is not yet complete,” Pirin pointed out. “It will take several hours before the pronuclear membranes dissolve and the chromosomes migrate together. At that point, the chromosomes will condense for the first cell division. Once condensed, the chromosomes will be impenetrable. So we need to get the servos inside now.”

At Pirin’s spoken command, two microscopic needles pierced the cell, one for each pronucleus. Each needle pulled three molecular servos into the pronucleus. Of course, the servos could not be “seen” at this resolution, but the holostage gradually focused in. First the cytoplasm, with its reticulum of molecular transport enlarged, then fell away as the bubble of the nucleus expanded to fill the stage. Then the nuclear membranes and most of the chromosomes expanded out of range. “We need more contrast,” Pirin said. Another command, and the elegant curves of a DNA helix snaked across a foglike background. Blackbear made a mental note of this command.

“Do the servos find their own way to the proper gene sequence on the chromosome?” Blackbear wondered.

“That’s what we’ll find out,” said Pirin. “They should; they’re all programmed for that. Here we’ve focused on the Eyeless sequence. It shouldn’t take long for the servos to show up.”

Hawktalon asked, “Is that really a DNA gene?” She sounded disappointed. “Where are all the oxygens and nitrogens?”

“Atoms aren’t really colored balls on a stick,” Blackbear reminded her. “They’re just fuzzy clouds of electrons.”

Pirin looked up. “They can be colored balls, if you’d like.” At a command, the DNA turned into a winding collage of blue oxygens, red nitrogens, and tiny black hydrogens dotting the zigzag skeleton of carbon atoms.

“What’s that crawling alongside?” Hawktalon put her hand into the image. A chain of atoms shaped like a leech with a sucker on each end was creeping end-over-end along the major groove of the double helix. At one point it slowed to a halt, tapped several times about the groove, then settled and rearranged itself.

Pirin said, “That’s the nanoservo. It’s sitting at a cytosine base, the first one you wanted to mutate. The servo will replace the cytosine’s amino group with a hydroxyl, which immediately isomerizes to the ketone of thymine, the transformed base.”

Before Blackbear could speak, Hawktalon added, “You need an extra methyl group, too, to make thymine.”

“That’s right.” Pirin looked at her, rather surprised.

“She does her homework,” Blackbear said proudly. Then he frowned, puzzled. “Something doesn’t make sense about this. How can we ‘see’ all these molecules, as if they just sit there? Don’t they vibrate constantly, in Brownian motion?”

“Of course, molecules are never stationary, just as their atoms are not red and blue balls. What you ‘see’ here is a time-averaged representation of their electron density.”

Everything was a “representation,” at this level; nothing was what it seemed. Blackbear stretched himself, feeling vaguely disoriented to be immersed so deep in the realm of the unseen and untouchable. He remembered the surgical ward of the clinic, where reality was as concrete as a swollen worm of an appendix for his fingers to find and remove.

Then he had an idea. “You know, now that I’m getting into this project, I’d like to research the heart syndromes some more.”


“I’ll give you some papers to read,” said Pirin.

“I’d like to interview patients, too.”

“We have every patient on file, from holo recording to molecular composition of all their bodily fluids.”

“Great; that will help when I interview them.”

Pirin looked at him oddly. “Excuse me?”

Blackbear hesitated. His command of Elysian was fairly good by now. “I mean, visit the patients—talk with them, examine them. That way I’ll get a real feel for the disease; I might find some lost connections.”

“Oh, I see.” Pirin shuddered. “I suppose you could. Perhaps the…Perhaps Tulle might arrange it. I’m not sure what good it would do. We’re working at the molecular level, after all. Excuse me, I have another experiment to attend to.”

Astonished, Blackbear watched the Elysian student depart, his talar hung precisely across his smooth unblemished back. At the Founders clinic, even the research specialists regularly toured their wards. But here, he had not seen a patient in months. For that matter, he had never seen a sick Elysian.

BY THE NEXT MORNING, EACH MUTANT EGG CELL HAD cleaved successfully into two identical cells. The twin speckled ovals hugged together, each with its nucleus like a crystalline marble floating inside. Blackbear watched, feeling a peculiar sense of beauty and shame, as if it might be a sacrilege to watch the work of the Goddess unfold under such a battery of instruments.

The next few cell divisions would each require most of a day to complete. They could not be “sped up,” as in the simulator, so there was nothing to do but wait for development to proceed over the next several months. By the third month, most serious defects would likely have appeared.

In three months Raincloud would be on Urulan—unless they called it off after this latest freighter attack. Blackbear shuddered. It did him no good to have so much time on his hands to think about things.

He needed to see patients. It had been such a relief to see the last of them, yet now he longed for someone to reassure with a kind word, or bring comfort with the right dosage. He needed to feel like a doctor again. He might not yet know enough to convince Pirin, but he could not escape the conviction that any approach from his lab had to connect somehow with actual patients.

From outside came Sunflower’s delighted peals of laughter. The toybox must have come up with something new to entertain him.

Something tugged at Blackbear’s trouser leg. Startled, he drew back from the egg in its nanoplastic womb and looked quickly down. He half expected Blueskywind, who loved to lie on her tummy and tug at anyone within reach. But of course the baby was off with Raincloud, helping negotiate with the Sharers.

It was Tulle’s capuchin trying to stick her nose beneath the hem of his trouser leg. The capuchin found his trousers a source of amusement; somehow she always seemed to think they must hide a treat somewhere, like one of Tulle’s pockets. Blackbear scooped the animal up and sat her on his hand, showing her the newly divided egg. “See there, little devil,” he told her. “What do you think? You once looked like that, too.”

The capuchin scampered down as Tulle entered the lab. “I hear all your eggs took,” said Tulle.

“So far,” Blackbear agreed. “We had to reinject the servos on one of them, but now they’ve all reached the two-cell stage.”

“Great start,” said Tulle. “If I were you, though, I’d try a couple of gene replacements, too. I know Pirin likes point mutations, but if the servos make one mistake, you waste months of development.”

“I see. Well, I’ll set one up then; I certainly need to learn that technique, too.”

“Pirin tells me you’d like to look at the disease in human patients.”

“Well,” he said guardedly, “I thought it might be useful.”

“It’s a very good idea,” she said. “We need to broaden our approach. The machines don’t know everything. I’ll make us an appointment at the Palace of Health.”

THE PALACE OF HEALTH WAS NOT IN HELICON. IT WAS located inside a large disk-shaped satellite that orbited the planet. The satellite’s rotation generated near-normal g-force at its outer rim. As Blackbear entered from the shuttlecraft, with Tulle and Pirin and the children, the first thing they did, of course, was to meditate at the butterfly garden. Blackbear left the children off at the garden with Doggie, with a holocube in Hawktalon’s hand and strict instructions to keep in contact with Dad.

Finding the entrance within the upcurving tunnel of the ring’s outer rim was a bit of a puzzle. Even Tulle seemed to have trouble locating a door with her groping hand. Pirin, who took his role as senior student very seriously, had dutifully come along but he hung back now, as if hoping Tulle might not find the door.

“May we enter please?” Tulle spoke at last, giving up.

The palest outline of a doorway appeared, just a glimmer of light tracing its arch. Above the portal a faint inscription appeared, in fancy Elysian letters similar to the inscription above Science Park. With some difficulty Blackbear made it out; not “Hope Abandons,” as he first thought, but “Hope Follows All Who Enter Here.”

From the top of the arch a furrow deepened and extended down to the threshold, as if the double doors were about to open. Then a servo voice spoke. “You are expected, Citizens, but one of you has no psychiatric exam on file.”

“He’s a foreigner,” said Tulle with a touch of irritation. “Foreigners don’t require the exam. They’re used to morbidity.”

A moment passed. “You are correct. Please report my defect to…”

The doors parted, folds of nanoplast wrinkling along their inner edge. An attendant came to meet them, a blank-faced servo built somewhat like a waiter, wearing white instead of black. “This way, please,” the attendant spoke in the soothing tones of a shuttlecraft. “The first patient on your list inhabits a chamber with oxygen-enriched atmosphere. You will remain outside; however, if physical examination is required, I can assist.”

The patient’s chamber was located at an “upper” level, an inner ring of the satellite where the artificial g-force was so low that the visitors had to use handholds to steady themselves. They found themselves looking down at a sizable chamber of glass, within which a woman sat upon a floating cushion. From her shoulders a train of swallowtails drifted around her in a haphazard spiral. Arlen Papilishon was the name Blackbear had memorized from her file. The lowered g-force in her chamber was intended to reduce the strain on her heart, which had atrophied despite repeated transplants.

“Good morning, doctors.” From a speaker somewhere, Arlen’s firm voice replaced that of the hospital. “I hear the highest reports of you,” she added, for Pirin had dutifully called up the generen of each patient; few of them seemed to have mates. She rose from her seat and floated slowly upward toward them. Her eyes blinked rapidly, as if a sudden light irritated them. She was very thin, but appeared otherwise healthy and alert, her skin as smooth as Blueskywind’s.

The hospital told her, “You will be asked to undress for examination.”

“Undress? Now there’s something I haven’t been asked in a long time,” said Arlen ironically, “not by a human, at any rate.”

“I’d like to ask a few questions first,” said Blackbear. He could already see the obvious: the distended neck veins, the shortness of breath, and other symptoms typical of cardiomyopathy. “I’m Doctor Windclan; my mate will hear the highest reports. We’re researchers, you know, trying to cure and prevent your type of heart disorder.”

“Oh, you’re Doctor Windclan. I’ve already heard all about you, from Kal Anaeashon. He visits me every week.”

At that, all his questions flew out of his head. Flustered, he turned over a page in his notes, trying to avoid the eyes of his colleagues. “Uh, could you tell me, first off, how’s your digestion?” He asked what she thought of her diet, whether she slept well, whether she had chest pains. Beside her a beverage cup and a holocube gradually descended. As the patient answered his questions, a jumble of figures from her file passed through his head: her pulse rate was high, her heart chambers were atrophied and misshapen, her blood contained abnormal cardiac enzymes, and several of the thirty-six different classes of white cells were low. Blackbear relaxed and felt quite the physician again, while Tulle and Pirin stood by listening.

“Is there anything at all that bothers you,” Blackbear asked the woman, “aside from your heart? Any aches, joint stiffness, anything?”

“I ache to get out of here.” Her eyes blinked rapidly again.

A rush of recollection came over him, for how many patients on the chronic ward at Founders would have said the same. He regarded her with warm sympathy. “What about your eyes?” he asked. “Any vision problems?”

“No, but I will have if they keep the light this bright forever. I don’t know why the light’s so bright in here.”

The hospital told Blackbear, “The patient exhibits certain delusions; see her file.”

“Well you could still check her eyes out,” Blackbear replied.

“It will be done, Doctor.”

“A pleasure meeting you, Doctor Windclan,” Arlen called out to him. “Do stop by again, one of these decades. Or send your great-grandson, someday.” For generations she could float there in that near-weightless balloon.

When the exam was completed, the attendant led them away toward the next patient, catching the handholds one by one. For a minute or so, the three researchers were silent. Blackbear recalled Kal’s offer, to take him to visit the “defective” Elysians.

“That Kal,” said Pirin scornfully. “How like him, to prefer the dead to the living.”

“But that patient’s not dead,” Blackbear exclaimed. “With all your transplantation technology, why can’t she be cured?”

Pirin looked offended. “Nothing’s perfect.”

“You saw her file,” Tulle reminded him. “She’s had half a dozen transplants. They all go bad. Some regulator response is messed up, something outside the heart that acts upon it. That’s just what you’re trying to work out.”

“Where do all these transplanted organs come from?” he wondered. “You don’t seem to have all the transit crashes that we do back home.”

At that, Pirin gave him a very odd look indeed. “The organs come from simbrid embryos, of course.”

He froze in his tracks. So Elysians grew up those near-human fetuses for more than medical research. Human enough to transplant, but not enough to be born as infants.

Tulle paused, looking back to him.

“I was just wondering,” Blackbear said, as he walked on more slowly, “whatever would happen if one of those simbrids happened to be ‘born.’”

“That couldn’t happen,” said Pirin. “Anyway, it would only produce an indecent sort of animal.”

“It might be intelligent.”

Pirin laughed. “Intelligence isn’t everything. Servos are intelligent.”

Tulle considered this. Beyond her, the blank-faced attendant was about to introduce the next patient. “Society needs limits,” she said quietly. “We make sure the simbrids aren’t born, for the same reason we cleanse our servos.”

Chapter 10

THE LOSS OF THE SECOND VALAN SHIP FILLED THE NEWS for over a week. Since no actual footage was available from this latest event, the news replayed old recordings of Imperial nuclear attacks on their provinces, in case anyone needed a reminder of Urulite savagery.

In a surprise appearance, Lord Zheron broadcast a speech across the Fold. Now elevated to the post of Imperial Grand Vizier, Zheron gave a remarkably frank account of the incident. “The Imperator had not the slightest intent to harm a single Valan barbarian on their stinking spy ship. Our regional commander of the Imperial Fleet was under orders only to follow the ship until it passed well beyond Imperial space territory. Unfortunately, a rogue ship of an enemy of the Imperium destroyed the Valan spy ship, intending to discredit His August Majesty the Imperator. The inhuman perpetrators of this treasonous deed will be eliminated! That is, brought to trial.”

Inside Verid’s office, the statement with its translation floated in bright letters above the table. Raincloud was pointing out the nuances. “An ‘enemy of the Imperium’ generally means a personal enemy of the Imperator,” she noted.

Lem nodded. “Not surprising, given all the claimants Rhaghlan had to eliminate. They must have hundreds of supporters still at large.”

The three of them reflected silently on the implications for stability of the new regime.

“Was it really a spy ship?” Lem asked.

Verid shrugged. “Any Valan ship passing so close to Urulite space probably carries a spy or two.”

“So what are the Valans going to do about it?”

“They’ve already demanded a session of the Fold Council to authorize a space blockade. This can be done by generating white holes at those jump stations essential for Urulite vessels to cross the Fold.”

Raincloud blinked. “But if Urulan is closed off, how will we be able to—”

Both Verid and Lem stared at her, hands raised. No one was to mention the Urulan trip, even in the security of Verid’s office.

“Of course it would make no practical difference,” Verid said loudly, “since no one in the Fold visits Urulan. Nonetheless, given our Elysian emphasis on the long-term view, we would prefer a more judicious response.” She waved a hand above the table, and the floating letters disappeared. “I think I’ll handle the Valan demands. A few minor Valan indiscretions might come to light; we save them for just such occasions. Now, about our friends at Kshiri-el. Any progress?”

With difficulty Raincloud shifted gears in her head. She had spent her last couple of days at Kshiri-el “negotiating” with Yshri, while studying Urulite documents all night; it was enough to make her head spin. “Mostly all Yshri wants to talk about is how people could lifeshape themselves for a new planet,” she summarized. “Then Ooruwen comes in and tells us it’s hopeless, and nothing but total abandonment of the project will do.” Ooruwen was just as capable of colorful language as Zheron. “I get the feeling there are as many opinions on this as there are Sharers.”

Verid grinned, and her shoulders shook as she chuckled. “I think you know our good sisters well. Still, it’s a shame that Leresha won’t come back to talk. She would have woven something together.”

Considering Leresha’s views, Raincloud thought that whatever she wove together would be unlikely to please the Elysians.

THE FOLD COUNCIL DECLINED TO BLOCK URULAN’S JUMP stations, but they called for monetary compensation. The figure demanded was high, and the vote passed by a large margin; only Elysium abstained, to the withering scorn of Valedon and other Fold members.

From Urulan, the demand met silence. Well deserved though it was, Raincloud suspected even a tenth that amount might be hard for the impoverished Imperium to come up with.

Over the next two months, Raincloud spent more and more of her Visiting Days inside the high-force satellite, training with Lem and Iras. With regular medical treatment, her muscles swelled to an alarming extent; her sleeves no longer fit, and she felt afraid to hug the children, lest she squeeze too hard.

“Enough of this,” she told Iras one day as they swung their arms before practice. “I know those Urulites grow biceps to rival Black Elbow, but any more will just block my movements.”

“I’ve noticed that.” Iras had grown her flesh a bit, too, although not so much as Lem, who had allowed his thighs and upper arms to expand until he looked almost gross. Raincloud suspected he still hoped to impress her sexually; if so, the result was just the opposite, for she liked men slim and modest. Despite his experience in martial arts, Lem seemed to have less of an inner understanding of rei-gi than Iras did.

“Let’s work on multiple attacks today,” said Raincloud. Even with her added muscle mass, an Urulite fighter could well outweigh her twice over, so the best she could do to simulate was to take on two at once. “We’ll start with an easy one. You both grab my arms from the front, aiming to pin me. I’ll respond with a hip pull, and you’ll both end up on your backs on the floor.”

Iras thought it over. “I see, a double ‘Falling Leaves.’”

Lem still looked skeptical, but the two of them stepped into position. Raincloud bent at the knees to lower her center of gravity and let her shoulders relax. This would take concentration; thank Goddess the two of them were good enough by now so that she no longer had to worry how they fell.

They sprang at her at once, each catching one of her forearms, which she had carefully turned down. She bent low, her hips moving back, while her arms swung theirs into alignment together. Then her torso thrust swiftly forward beneath the four arms; a pivot to the right propelled the arms back, still along their original path of momentum. The attackers’ bodies naturally followed their arms, rotating to fall on their backs on the mat. A resounding thud echoed through the practice room. Raincloud finished the move by twisting both their arms to the mat, taking care to keep them intertwined. The “leaves” had “fallen,” all right. For a moment there was silence, filled only by her heart pounding heavily inside.

“Great job,” said Raincloud enthusiastically. “You both fell just right. You really know what you’re doing now.”

“Do you think so?” Iras asked, as she got herself up and clapped the dust off her hands. “Will we put on a good show for our…friends?”

Raincloud considered this. The Elysians had trained at an astonishing rate, to within two levels of the top form reached by a Clicker goddess, perhaps within one level in the case of Iras. Raincloud took care to avoid teaching Lem certain moves which only a goddess was supposed to know; it might make no difference here, but she was still traditional about some things. At any rate, she had little doubt that they could show their Urulite hosts a thing or two. “I think that…Hyen’s friends will be impressed.”

To explain their activities to the public, Hyen had scheduled the three of them for a private exhibition at the Houris the week after their secret trip. The sleazier news networks were already speculating.

THE NEXT MONTH PASSED WITH LITTLE MOVEMENT IN Sharer negotiations, but in Helicon there were disquieting signs. The streets were not quite so clean as usual; in fact, they were marred by little tumbleweeds that seemed to have come from nowhere. The tumbleweeds rarely grew larger than one’s fist, but their tough interlocked branches caught in trains and in hair, and they clogged even the streetcleaners.

“They multiply faster than the cleaners can be unclogged,” Iras told Raincloud. “At this rate, they’ll smother the butterfly gardens. Let’s hope Verid does something.”

Raincloud was surprised. “What’s Verid got to do with it?”

“Why, it’s a ‘gift’ from the Sharers, of course. Just like the fruit flies—their classic tactic.”

“Yshri wouldn’t do such a thing.” But even as she spoke, Raincloud knew that Iras was right. Enough Sharers on other rafts were still mad at Helicon. The “negotiations” were useless without their support.

At home, Blueskywind could creep across the floor with surprising speed, especially when she caught sight of her favorite rubber squid. The squid was a gift from Draeg, a typical tourist toy from Shora. It was just the right size for her to stuff it between her gums, mouthing it all over, limbs and all.

Awake now most of the day, the baby babbled incessantly, long “Ah-ahs” and trills. Once she caught on to the “click” sound of the Clicker language, it caught her fancy for some reason, more than it had for her siblings. She practiced the click and exaggerated it, with Hawktalon’s encouragement, until it became a loud “Pop!” as she pulled her tongue out from the palate under pressure. When put down to nap, she would “pop” noisily to amuse herself until at last she fell asleep—much to her parents’ relief.

From Bronze Sky Nightstorm wrote that Falcon Soaring had her baby; that is, Raincloud’s sister Lynxtail had given birth two months before, and by ritual of the Goddess had transferred the child to her cousin. The news reopened a wound, leaving Raincloud depressed. Blackbear worried more about the fire season. The fires were lasting longer than usual, in an exceptionally dry year, and had already claimed half of Tumbling Rock. His own brothers’ village kept a nightly watch, just in case the fire burned their way and they would have to flee to Crater Lake.

Snake Day came again, just one Bronze Skyan year since they arrived in Helicon. Hawktalon dressed up the Goddess figure in paper snakes, and, much to her delight, Raincloud had actually borrowed a real live blacksnake from Tulle’s preserve. It must have fed not long before; it hung itself torpidly along the black glazed arms, flicking its tongue now and then.

The trip to Urulan, disguised as a staff retreat, was less than a week off now, unnervingly near. Blackbear gave her one of his dark looks. “You’re still going?”

Raincloud clenched her hands. “I can hardly dishonor the Snake.” Since the latest freighter “accident,” Blackbear was dead set against her going; the fact that they could not discuss Urulan directly only made things worse.

Verid called her in for one last review of their protocols and their negotiating plan. The two conferred on a ship in the outskirts of the solar system, where security could be maximized.

“The opening script is clear,” Verid reminded her. “Zheron expects you to fight the Imperial Champion ‘to the death.’ I tried to get this part waived, but he insisted on it.”

“I understand.” The Elysians would not have to risk their millennial bodies. “At least it’s not the Imperator himself; since he’s a ‘god,’ I would have to lose.”

“The ship will have full medical facilities. But don’t push it, by Helix; I’ll need you afterward in one piece!”

She smiled ruefully. “I’ll do my best.”

“Keep in mind,” Verid said, “our main aim is to find out what they want, what they think they need, to make peace with the Fold.”

“And commit them to disarmament.”

“If possible; we’ll see how much we can do in one visit. Remember, this encounter will be a big shock to the common Urulites. To face something as big as the Fold—bigger than their gods.”

Raincloud had some idea what that meant. She recalled Nightstorm’s remarks about “chromosomes,” something outside the experience of Thumbling Rock.

“The young Imperator is the key to everything,” Verid added. “He has to want to work with us.”

She nodded. “Rhaghlan wants peace and trade, and even democracy someday. He will liberate women and slaves.”

“He opposes abortion, though,” Verid added. “He gave a whole speech about that. Are you sure he meant ‘abortion’? Our previous translators would have rendered that ‘baby-killing.’”

“Urulites do not distinguish between the two,” Raincloud explained. “If a man’s wife conceives a child whom he can’t support, or if he doubts its paternity, he may order it terminated before birth, or after birth he may hold it under water, to preserve his honor. Since females have no honor, they are not permitted to do this.”

Verid thought a moment. “So for Rhaghlan to oppose ‘baby-killing’ is rather enlightened.”

“I wish all his views were so enlightened. He remains rather obsessed with ‘pure blood,’” Raincloud pointed out. “There are reports that he has imprisoned and possibly executed people for questioning his own godly descent.”

“That’s unfortunate, but not surprising,” Verid said. “His mother, though a lady of high rank, was not a queen; his enemies are bound to pester him about it.”

For some minutes the two fell silent. They had gone over everything so many times.

“Raincloud, I want you to leave the baby home.”

She stared, for a moment breathless at this sudden turn. “We had that settled,” she exclaimed. “I told you, I can’t let her go without nursing. You said she could come, so long as she stays with Iras while I’m on duty.” Iras’s nominal role on the trip was to “introduce” Verid, as her mate; on the side, Raincloud figured, she would scout out business prospects.

“I know,” Verid said, “but I’ve had second thoughts about nonprofessional participants. This Imperator may mean well, but he can’t guarantee our safety.”

“Only Elysians would expect that,” said Raincloud with frank disgust. “The baby goes where I go.”

“Your mate feels differently.”

At that Raincloud was too enraged for words. How dared Verid spy on her at home with Blackbear. She took a deep breath. “Your own mate disagrees with you,” she said coldly. “Yet she’s coming.”

Verid looked away. “Iras will stay home, if your baby does.”

Now Raincloud understood. Verid feared for Iras, too. “Let Iras stay home, and live a thousand years. My daughter has her honor to think of.”

Chapter 11

THE SPACESHIP HAD THE SAME CLOSE-FIT QUARTERS AS the ship that had carried the Windclans out from Bronze Sky. Raincloud could scarcely escape the sense that she was heading home, instead of toward the dreaded Urulan. “Little Lushaywen,” she whispered in Sharer to her wide-eyed child. “How could I ever have imagined then what sort of journey we’d share now?”

The baby felt heavy in her arms, for the ship had already set its gravity to Urulite standard. The extra acceleration would speed their journey, too, though it made little difference nowadays. From the travelers’ perspective, their trip would take barely a day, mostly at near-lightspeed, with a jump station every hour or so. Back at Shora, over a week would elapse; then another week, after their three-day stay. Of course she could not have left the baby so long.

Still, better a week than twenty years. The Heliconians long ago had discovered that this lobe of the galaxy, called the Fold, was multiply folded on top of itself in one of its twenty-three dimensions, rather like a scarf folded up in a pocket. A jump station was a place where sufficient energy was concentrated to poke a hole across the fold, like a needle poking through a fold of the scarf. Today modern ships could thread in and out of the jump stations, taking shortcuts all the way to Solaria, a world on the farthest edge of the Fold.

“Last chance for second thoughts, Citizens,” Verid announced as they reached their final jump station.

Lem laughed. “Wasn’t this the one the Valans tried to shut down?”

Raincloud frowned at the heavy-handed jest. Then she turned her baby over to the nana for a diaper change.

The jump station appeared as an elliptical shape, absolutely black against the stars. Once the ship entered, it would start to spin at an exceptional rate, and the interior would experience high g-forces. So, as usual, all passengers reported to the central axis of the ship where they would strap down in order to pass through safely. Raincloud strapped her baby down, too; a bit of a trick in the near-weightless condition, but after all her travels she had grown accustomed to the straps and buckles floating off unpredictably, and the sense of confusion in her inner ears. She settled back calmly and stretched. A holostage was situated conveniently to provide what passed for Elysian entertainment.

The transition began smoothly enough. As the pressure increased, like a hand pushing her back, she took deep, regular breaths. The pressure gradually reached its maximum, about three or four g’s she guessed.

But instead of declining, the pressure rose again. The hand on her chest was now a lead blanket grinding her cruelly into the cushions that were supposed to protect her. She strained for air and tried to cry out for her child, but no sound escaped. An oxygen mask came over her face; that was the last she remembered.

When she revived, she ached in every muscle. Servo medics hovered over her and the other passengers, whisking tubes and sniffers here and there. Blueskywind was screaming at the top of her lungs, probably because she felt as sore as her mother did. Raincloud tried to calm her down enough to nurse. That jump was a bad one, she thought.

“Emergency alert, Citizens.” The ship itself was one great servo, which piloted itself without human assistance. “This jump station has not been well maintained; a gravitational anomaly stressed our equipment on passing through. The craft has sustained significant damage.”

The passengers exchanged looks. Iras caught Raincloud’s sleeve to reassure her.

“Will we be able to get back out again after our mission?” Verid asked. “That’s the main thing.”

“I can’t say for sure,” the ship told her calmly. “I will run all necessary checks.”

“Good,” Verid snapped. “Inform me as soon as possible, please.”

Lem was no longer laughing. “Those primitive bastards,” he muttered. “They can’t even keep up their jump stations.”

“Well what do you expect, with the Fold boycott against them?” asked Raincloud.

“Exactly,” Verid agreed. “It’s a wonder they keep up anything at all.”

Iras was watching the viewscreen. Her lips parted, and she pointed at a small yellow disk that stood out against the field of stars. “Is that…?”

“That is Urulan’s sun,” the ship confirmed. “One point two standard mass, spectral range—”

“Very well,” Verid interrupted. “Any contact from our host yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Satellites out?”

“The satellites have been launched, Citizen.” The spy satellites were to be released immediately to count Urulan’s missiles—before Zheron or anyone else might change his mind. “Warning,” the ship added, “my sensors already detect traces of radionuclear debris. If these emanate from the planet Urulan, my calculations suggest you would all do well to undergo cancer prophylaxis upon your return.”

“Great Helix,” muttered Lem. “We’re visiting a graveyard.”

“Contact!” called the ship. “An approaching vessel requests immediate contact—”

“Granted,” Verid quickly replied.

Before the viewscreen, the holostage filled with light. An image wove in and out, then settled at last.

It was Lord Zheron, as big as life. The burly oversized dwarf of a man had changed little; his blue tunic was layered over with chain mail, and weapons of every description bristled from his belt. He slapped his leg emphatically. “Lord Raincloud! You owe me one,” he reminded her. “I’m onto your tricks; you won’t get me outside the ring again.”

Verid cleared her throat. “Grand Vizier,” she greeted him carefully. “It is an honor to meet you once more.”

“His Majesty the Imperator awaits you with impatience. Prepare ships for docking.”

A phalanx of octopods emerged from the back of the Elysian ship, mainly to impress the natives, Raincloud thought. Zheron could easily obliterate their ship if he chose. As the two ships locked on, the nana came back with Blueskywind.

Raincloud turned to Iras.

“I’ll take good care of her,” Iras said. Iras had some knack with babies, after her years with Verid at the shon. Meanwhile, Raincloud figured that since she herself was the designated “male” for this trip, she had best leave the little one to others at least until after their royal introductions. What a sight one of those Urulites would make if he suddenly found himself in Tumbling Rock—childless, and bristling with silly pointed things. How the goddesses would laugh and speculate crudely as to why he needed more than one.

Zheron’s soldiers soon boarded, all of them about Elysian height yet twice as wide, their eyes bright blue, their hair straight and sand-colored. Zheron himself and his weapons master, Lord Dhesra, now the Imperial Master Armorer, both clapped her on the shoulder and exclaimed at how long ago they had last seen her. Raincloud recalled Dhesra well, especially his frank remarks on what ought to become of certain Imperial retainers.

The soldiers’ search of the vessel took longer than expected, in part because they seemed intensely curious about even the most mundane details of the Elysian ship, down to the little cleaner servos that scurried out to wipe the dust from their shoes. The men smelled as if they could use a cleaning, too. At any rate, Raincloud took the chance to sneak in one more nursing of the baby before she fell asleep. Caressing Blueskywind’s forehead one last time, she handed her over to Iras. The three of them rejoined Verid and Lem as they transferred to Zheron’s ship, leaving their own ship to park above Urulan’s equator.

The Urulite interior reeked of must and machine oil, and other smells best left unidentified. The floor hummed unnervingly underfoot. The bridge was full of manual switches and packed with men slamming controls and shouting back at the instruments when they disliked the response. Nonetheless, Zheron was immensely proud of his vessel, and he insisted on giving the Elysians a full tour, thumping the back of each crew member as he announced his job. Raincloud caught a glimpse of Lem’s face, rather pale; she suspected he felt sick.

By the time they reached the viewscreen, Urulan itself was in view: a lovely orb with patches of continent and ocean free of cloud, like Valedon, only somewhat greener. The Elysians transferred to a shuttle and descended through the atmosphere, a greenish sky gathering above them.

Below rose the famous “needle rocks” of Urulan. The dark brown mountains jutted spectacularly out of a dense green ground cover, casting shadows for several kilometers. Even though she had known intellectually what to expect, Raincloud’s heart pounded harder the nearer they came.

All the while they descended, she translated for Zheron as he held forth on the past two millennia of Imperial history, starting with the birth of the first Imperator to the gods Azhragh and Mirhiah. Most of the history was familiar to Raincloud from her studies with Rhun; the few unfamiliar details she suspected were made up for the occasion. The shuttle was even more cramped than the spaceship had been, and as Zheron gesticulated, his arm occasionally brushed the chain mail of the pilot, who was doing his best to bring them in for a safe landing.

Suddenly Zheron flung out his arm toward the window. “Look there, below—a ‘caterpillar.’ You’ve heard, yes? One of our native fauna welcomes you to Urulan!”

Raincloud looked. A dense canopy of foliage could be seen, and she could just make out something moving.

Zheron pounded the pilot on the back. “Give them a closer look, will you?”

The shuttle dipped and swayed. Raincloud felt her stomach float up toward her lungs; she swallowed hard and gripped her armrests. The ground expanded and loomed upward toward them, until individual trees could be made out.

There it was, a “caterpillar,” a monster like two elephants back-to-back with seven pairs of limbs in all. As if on purpose, its front two limbs happened to lift up just then, giving a full view of the caterpillar’s mandibles; for a moment the shuttle seemed about to fall into them. Then the craft zoomed upward, tugging at her seat until it leveled off once more in the relative safety of the sky.

Raincloud took a deep breath. Reaching over, she gently caressed a black curl on the forehead of her daughter, sound asleep on Iras’s shoulder. Behind her Lem’s pale face had turned green.

THE IMPERIAL CITY OF AZURE AROSE UPON A CLUSTER of the needle rocks, linked together by delicate arched bridges that traced pale blue against the clear sky. The palace buildings consisted of round turrets with ledges that wound upward around them, like spiral ramps. Gold leaf lined the edges which caught the sunlight, winking in and out.

Below the city, farmlands descended in terraces, ending abruptly at a stone wall that traversed the girth of each needle rock. Only the surface of each needle rock had been treated for human agriculture. Eyeing those few precious bits of soil on slopes so steep even Clickers would hesitate to till, Raincloud guessed that Urulites might well wonder where their next meal would come from, for all the gold on their palaces.

The shuttle landed with surprising grace; that pilot must have known his business after all. An icy wind whipped across the grass, enough to make her welcome her goatskin jacket. Two columns of guards saluted them with horns. The guards rode Urulite llamas, sleepy-eyed beasts with long necks and elephantine legs, specially bred to withstand high gravity. A cart drawn by llamas drove up to bear the visitors to the Central Palace. The road was steep and full of cracked flagstones. The beasts’ performance impressed Raincloud. She could use some of that stock in her fields back in Tumbling Rock.

When they reached the Central Palace, no one needed to be told. The structure was hard to believe, despite all the images Raincloud had seen; even Lem was impressed. Gold covered all the outer wall and spiral ledge, with countless figures of the gods worked in bas-relief, inlaid with turquoise. Raincloud blinked and had to look away as the reflected sunlight hit her eyes. Only as the visitors approached closer could she see that some of the gold leaf was flaking off without replacement, and that ominous pockmarks marred the wall.

The carts stopped. Dhesra muttered, “This guard will show you to the ladies’ quarter.”

Taking her cue, Iras stepped out with the baby, an octopod behind her. Raincloud anxiously watched them disappear behind the Palace.

An enormous pair of double doors swung back, on hinges thicker than Raincloud’s arm. As they dismounted from their cart with their octopods, Verid and Lem unfolded their trains, shortened to avoid need of trainsweeps. Zheron and Dhesra led them all into the Hall of the Azure Throne.

Zheron’s demeanor underwent a marked change, Raincloud noticed. He seemed tense as a drawn bow, his eyes turning back and forth as if alert to the slightest deviation from protocol. Footsteps echoed on the marble floor as they strode forward between the lines of warriors. At either side of the hall rose columns covered with ornate decoration. She noticed, though, that some of the corners could have used a good cleaning, and that fissures and discolorations marked the floor.

They crossed the hall, nearing the black edge of the traditional Ring of Death. Behind the ring stood the Azure Throne, pale blue stone with golden symbols full of countless ancient meanings. Vessels of incense at either side released exotic odors. Beyond the throne rose richly patterned curtains; Raincloud guessed that the higher ranked ladies of the court waited behind.

A salute of drums and horns announced the pending entrance of the Imperator. At this point, visitors normally were supposed to bow low to the ground until the royal personage took his seat. The Elysians had debated for hours whether or not to do so, given the democratic principles of the Fold in general and Elysium in particular. At last they had settled on a limited bow from the waist, approximating the Elysian gesture of respect; Zheron had assented, observing with irritation that if Elysians all had bad backs, he would have to make allowances.

So Raincloud bowed, while Verid and Lem beside her did the same. Then she looked up.

In the throne sat a man who looked just like her old teacher Rhun. There was no mistaking the thin lips, the huge dark brow, the forehead sloping up into coarse black hair. Imperator Rhaghlan was a sim.

Raincloud froze as she stared. For a moment time seemed to stand still. Rhun—and yet not Rhun, of course, not the ghost from her past. A sim nonetheless; by the Goddess, how did he manage to keep the throne? No wonder that devil Zheron had blustered about blood.

She caught herself, hoping her shock had not registered. Of course, she was an idiot, for Zheron had warned them in his own inimitable way.

Beside her Verid and Lem kept admirable composure. Some sort of announcement was being made, which she hurried to interpret for them. Just how many Urulites had simian blood in their veins…

“In the name of the Urulite Imperium,” Lord Dhesra was saying, “the Imperial Champion challenges the barbarian Lord Raincloud to fight to the death!”

A giant of a man entered the marble Ring of Death. Tall even by Bronze Skyan standards, his girth was like that of a tree trunk. There was no trace of sim in him. His back was erect, his face round, and his eyes blue as twin moons.

“Choose your weapons, Barbarian Lord,” added Dhesra.

Raincloud exchanged a quick look with Verid. Verid’s eyes were impassive, but Raincloud knew she had expressly ruled out the “barbarian” stuff. She replied, her voice reverberating strangely in the vast hall. “In the name of the peaceful people of Elysium, I ask for spirit only.”

Soldiers muttered at this, and one of them banged his spear on the floor as if to object. It occurred to her, these men might never before have heard the name Elysium in the context of peace. Still, their leaders ought to have prepared them better. It was hardly a good sign.

The Champion merely nodded and handed his own sword and particle blaster to an attendant. Raincloud swiftly sized him up. Perhaps three times her weight, he left little room for error. One swipe of his arm might be enough to clear her across the line—and marble was not a nice place to fall. For once she longed for the infuriating Elysian servo medics.

On the other hand, this fellow could hardly change direction once he got moving. That was the key to rei-gi, if only she could get him pointed the right way.

She stepped forward easily, her arms swinging lightly, as if she were inattentive. In fact she watched the man closely, trying to see where he flexed his limbs in response. He did not move much; he did not try to make her circle back, as Zheron had cleverly done. She drew closer, just outside his reach, she estimated. He would have to make the first move, but he seemed in no hurry to do so. Why should he, when any move she made would merely bounce off him?

A sword clanged loudly, off to her left. Raincloud turned her head, as if distracted; in fact, her peripheral vision was well trained.

The man fell for it. Out of the corner of her eye she saw his fist coming, nearly the size of her head. With her right foot she stepped forward to meet him, then pivoted aside, precisely as the fist swept past her, brushing the back of her shirt. He stumbled heavily beyond her, his feet thudding on the floor.

The hall filled with laughter and uncomplimentary noises. Raincloud was satisfied; his reflexes seemed no better than she had guessed, but he might not have tried too hard. She watched him return to face her, his features somewhat hardened now. Perhaps he might actually get mad, she thought; that would help.

Wiping his hand beneath his chin, the man suddenly hurtled toward her again, much faster than before. Again Raincloud evaded him, just in time, using a slightly different maneuver; it was unwise to try the same one twice, although those unfamiliar with rei-gi rarely caught on. But this time, her opponent knew enough to check himself and turn about sharply. To escape him, Raincloud had to leap backward, nearing the danger zone of the ring. The onlookers cheered.

The man took a step toward her, then another, keeping his weight low. Now at last he got the idea that Zheron had before, that he could maneuver her step by step toward the ring. This left Raincloud the dangerous alternative of letting him close enough to reach her again, perhaps even grab her arm. If he did, she would try “Falling Leaves.”

But as she deliberated, her opponent lost patience. His enormous arm slashed toward her left shoulder, as if to wipe her out once and for all.

Raincloud saw immediately that this time the man’s momentum would serve her well. Stepping forward with her right foot, she raised her left arm to meet his, crossing his wrist from the inside. With both hands she caught his leading arm, deflecting it downward in a circle. To complete the circle, she pivoted to the right, his own arm continuing to circle overhead. “Round the Mountain” he went.

As she completed her turn, a heavy crack echoed from the hall, and beneath her feet the floor vibrated, like an earthquake. Surprised, she dropped the man’s arm where he lay on his back, instead of immobilizing him as she generally would have done. Her mind flew instinctively to the exit; if this were an earthquake, how many seconds would she have, and how many children could she scoop up on her way out?

The Champion had taken a bad fall on his head. He drew himself up, slightly stunned. In the floor beneath him, jagged cracks radiated out from the spot where his skull had cracked the marble.

“The gods have spoken.” A voice called from the throne. The Imperator raised his arm. “The earth itself opens, and the gods of the earth call up to us. It’s a sign: Our contest is done, with honor for all. Let this event mark the reign of peace for our time, and for generations to come.”

All the warriors fell silent, like children when the Clanmother speaks. The Champion turned to Raincloud and bowed; she did likewise, careful to match his angle precisely. But her mind spun around the enigma of this Rhaghlan: the simian like her teacher; the liberal Imperator, proclaiming peace; and still, the murderer of his three brother princes.

Chapter 12

RAINCLOUD ENJOYED A BRIEF REUNION WITH HER BABY, while Iras formally “introduced” Verid to the Imperator, as well as Lem in lieu of his mate; the Elysian rituals were much modified for this occasion. Then came the banquet in the guests’ honor. Raincloud returned to translate for Verid and Lem, while Rhaghlan sat across from them. Zheron hovered intently at Rhaghlan’s side, like a coach, Raincloud thought. The young Imperator actually looked older than she had expected, at least as old as herself; but then, sims tended to age early.

“I believe we shall see a golden age for Urulan,” Rhaghlan was saying. “Already I have removed several impediments to freedom for sims. I have bestowed upon sims the right to own property, as well as the right to testify in court, except against their own masters.” Beside him Zheron and Dhesra nodded approvingly, their fair blue-eyed faces a sharp contrast to their simian leader.

Raincloud had figured out that only enslaved sims were referred to as such; the partial simian status of a free person was not acknowledged, at least in public. She began to wonder how many other Urulites might have a sim ancestor, back a generation or two. Now that she looked, she had noticed several sloping foreheads and pushed-in noses among the warriors. Rhaghlan himself must be at least an eighth gorilla, if not a quarter. As for his mother…

“Your people have made impressive strides,” Verid agreed, raising her goblet of wine. “You understand, of course, that full membership in the Fold requires full rights of citizenship for all the world’s inhabitants.”

A servant approached Rhaghlan from behind with a folded piece of paper. Rhaghlan took the note in his thick fingers and opened it. He read it, then sketched a brief reply. The servant took the reply and withdrew to disappear behind the curtain which separated the ladies. Raincloud watched with great curiosity. She could not help wondering to herself why the goddesses put up with such treatment, and how their men ever managed to rule themselves.

“And of course, full rights must extend to the females, as well,” Rhaghlan added. “That may take longer, as females lack the capacity for warrior’s honor, an essential basis for citizenship. Nevertheless, all things are possible.”

Raincloud translated, wondering whether the irony of it could be completely lost to them.

“Many things are possible,” Verid agreed. “Economic assistance may help in surprising ways. Of course, all trade with Fold worlds requires a treaty of peace, and renunciation of interstellar missiles.”

At her shoulder, a servant offered more roast lamb. Raincloud shook her head; the meat was delicious, but full of so much spice that her throat burned. She gulped some water in between translations.

“We, too, have conditions for trade,” Rhaghlan told her. “We have abolished all fetal experimentation and related evil practices which only lead to enslavement and cultural decadence. I have issued a family protection decree which holds that all infant life is sacred, from conception through birth and beyond. We expect all our trading partners to uphold this standard.”

“An excellent standard,” Verid assured him after Raincloud’s translation. “Of course we Elysians have always held all viable human life sacred.”

Raincloud started to translate, until she reached the word “viable”—which for Elysians meant, “immune to senescence.” There was no honest equivalent in Urulite. She stumbled and coughed, reaching again for her water glass. “All human life is sacred,” she muttered in conclusion, averting her eyes.

Shortly afterward the Imperator excused himself to attend to other affairs of state. Verid left as well for her guest quarters, pleading exhaustion from the trip. In fact, Raincloud knew she planned to make secret contact with the ship and its satellites for preliminary count of the missiles.

With their leader gone, the Urulites visibly relaxed. A musician appeared, hauling an instrument that consisted of five rows of bells of varying sizes. When struck, the bells sang a lovely melody, eerie yet beautiful.

Lem turned to Zheron. “Your Imperator made a magnificent gesture this afternoon. His courage and vision impressed us.”

Dhesra frowned and made a fist on the table. “I don’t like it,” he exclaimed. “The duel of death is sacred to the gods. Too many traditions are crumbling, too fast.”

“But he invoked the gods,” Zheron insisted. “Rhaghlan is the god, don’t you forget it. Besides,” he added shrewdly, “we’d only look worse if our guest had won.”

“Why must all the females have warrior’s honor, too?” Dhesra added. “Whatever has that got to do with peace and trade, can you tell me that? It’s fine for barbarians, but our females are our own business. My own woman’s hard enough to manage already.”

Zheron laughed and pounded Dhesra’s arm. “You don’t beat her enough, that’s why.”

The servant brought another note from behind the curtain, which Zheron read. “The Imperial Queen Mother calls. She reminds me, it’s her turn for Raincloud.”

So it was time to switch genders again. “Might I see Iras, first?” Raincloud asked. She really wanted the baby; her breasts were getting full.

“As you wish.”

Dhesra rose from the table and motioned her to follow. He led her to a different curtain, before a side room.

The curtain parted, and a female servant appeared in a black hooded robe. A plain white mask which she held up by a long wooden handle covered her face. She led Raincloud through the curtain, leaving Dhesra outside in the men’s section.

Iras sat on a reclining couch off to the right, unmistakable in her talar of butterflies. She was surrounded by ladies in robes of brightly colored velvet with jewels ornamenting their hoods and masks. In the absence of men, the ladies relaxed and let down their masks now and then; they seemed to do double duty as fans.

To Raincloud’s relief, she caught sight of Blueskywind being passed around. The baby seemed to enjoy the attention well enough; but as soon as she saw her mother, she let out a wail and made sucking motions with her mouth.

The masked faces all turned toward Raincloud.

“There’s the mother, all right,” observed one. “Hurry up, feed her!”

“She’s had food earlier,” Iras assured Raincloud. “She loves pureed pickles.”

“Yes, but that’s not enough. Go on,” the Urulite insisted.

Raincloud said hesitantly, “If you’re sure it’s all right…”

Blueskywind wailed again and struggled in the lady’s arms. Raincloud took her and sat down, opening her breastflap just enough for the baby to reach. The baby nursed immediately, relaxing in Raincloud’s arms.

One of the Urulite ladies sighed in amazement. “She really is a female, after all.”

“Maybe that’s what the Champion really needed this afternoon.”

Shrieks of laughter followed, and the masks tilted in every direction as the ladies shared their amusement. Then the laughter died, and the ladies rose to their feet.

A newcomer approached the group. She wore a robe of crimson, and a gold tiara pinned her hood down upon her head.

Iras arose, with her Elysian instinct for introductions. “Her Imperial Highness the Queen Mother Bhera,” she announced. “May I introduce, uh, Raincloud Windclan,” she added, prudently avoiding any gendered titles.

“So I hear.” Queen Mother Bhera spoke in a slurred tone, as if she had a speech impediment. A common problem for sims; even Rhun had had had a touch of it. She lifted a white-gloved hand.

Without a word the rest of the ladies got up and seemed to glide out of the room, their shoes barely visible beneath their robes. Raincloud eyed them incredulously. She had never seen such a subservient group of goddesses in all her life.

A servant came forward to help the Queen Mother into a chair. She must be in pain, Raincloud realized; her back was hunched, and she moved stiffly.

Iras touched Raincloud’s sleeve. “If you can manage, I’ll retire now.”

“Yes, of course.”

“Don’t trouble yourself,” the Queen Mother commanded Raincloud as she nursed. “Take your time.” The servant poured her a cup of hot liquid, which she handled awkwardly in her gloved hands.

Meanwhile Blueskywind was finishing her feeding; it only took a minute or two, now that her diet had diversified. She smiled broadly at her mother’s face and reached up to play with her braids.

The Queen Mother leaned over curiously to inspect the child. Blueskywind returned the stare, momentarily transfixed by the sight of the jeweled mask. Then she put her tongue to her palate and produced a loud “Pop!”

At that the Queen Mother sat up sharply, as if startled. “Extraordinary!” she exclaimed. “A most extraordinary child.”

“Thank you, Queen Mother,” said Raincloud.

“Bhera, please.” Bhera sipped from her cup. Long seconds passed; from outside the curtain came deep shouts of laughter, mingling with the tones of the musical bells. “Now my dear, I’d like you to tell me all you’ve discussed with my son. I want to make sure he didn’t miss any important point.”

This put Raincloud in an awkward position. At no time had Zheron or anyone else said a word about the Queen Mother’s role in negotiations. “The Imperator was thoroughly attentive, I’m certain.”

“Yes, but you and I know that men have little ways of ‘forgetfulness’ about certain kinds of important points—especially those regarding women. Did he ask you what we need to do to liberate our women? Well, did he?”

“The subject arose,” Raincloud said carefully. “We discussed the need for a democratic constitution.”

“A democracy!” Bhera exclaimed. “For those—that gaggle of geese?” she added, pointing in the direction the ladies had departed. “They wouldn’t know what to do with a democracy if you put one in their laps. Yes, democracy, eventually; but how to get there in one piece?” She tilted her head to one side. “You come from a free world, a frontier world not unlike our own. You are a free female. What do you think? What would be the most important first step we could take toward freedom?”

Just about any step would be an improvement, Raincloud thought. “Get rid of your masks,” she proposed. “That would be a big step forward.”

“Do you think so?” For a moment Bhera considered. Then she let her own mask fall to one side.

The face was that of the old “grandmother” Raincloud had seen in Tulle’s preserve. Of course, there was a human look in her, too, in the eyes, and the nose projected forward a bit. But she had at least as much Homo gorilla in her as Homo sapiens.

“I thought as much,” Bhera said, astutely reading Raincloud’s response. “You see, in our present condition, there are distinct advantages to the mask. A strong spirit may bear herself such that others forget her looks. Don’t think I’m the only one, either. Many a sim daughter escapes bondage behind the mask. My departed lord had curious taste in women—and the mask helped him indulge that taste.” She replaced the mask. “Ah well, it’s a puzzle. As the Fool used to say, we all must find our own liberation; no one can do it for us.” Then she pointed an accusing finger. “Besides, you Elysians aren’t quite so liberated yourselves. You experiment on unborn gorillas—and even sims! Isn’t it so?”

A sticky point, all right. “I’m not prepared to discuss that. You’ll have to ask the Subguardian—”

“Not prepared, indeed.” Bhera’s voice was thick with disgust.

“You must remember, Lady Bhera, that Elysians bear no children of their own. They depend on artificial reproduction, and the technology requires research for maintenance.”

“Elysians bear no children of their own,” she repeated, stressing every syllable. “Nor nurse them, I suppose.” She leaned her face closer, as if to get a better look at Raincloud. “You’re not just the only man among them—you’re their only woman, as well.”

While Raincloud digested this pronouncement, Bhera sat back again and seemed to remember something. “Of course, you’re not Elysian. Why are you here?”

For a moment Raincloud hesitated, tempted to tell her own reason. “It’s my job,” she answered safely. “I’m an interpreter.”

“Clearly,” Bhera replied. “But why yourself? Why a Bronze Skyan, not an Elysian, on such a delicate mission?”

“Knowledge of Urulan is rather scarce in the Fold,” Raincloud pointed out, “since your world’s been closed off. I had rare qualifications; I’m one of a handful of people in the Fold to have studied with an Urulite native.”

“Really. How did you manage that?”

She hesitated. What could it matter, years after his death? “He taught at Founders University. He was an émigré.” Actually, she realized, Bhera might appreciate the truth. “He was an escaped slave; a sim.”

Bhera shuddered and drew closer. “Who was he?” she demanded, her voice suddenly intense. “What was his name?”

“He had no clan; he was called simply Rhun.”

“Rhun! Not Rhun the Fool! It can’t be so.”

“Why yes, so he called himself,” said Raincloud wonderingly. “You knew him?”

“He taught my son.” Her son, the future Imperator. “Rhun was the Imperial Pedagogue; he supervised the teaching of all the Palace children. He took a special liking to Rhaghlan, and gave him extra lessons. He put in a good word for him with the Imperial father, who gave the boy extra guards and retainers. In the long run, I believe it saved his life.”

Raincloud’s head was spinning to take this all in. Old Rhun had tutored the Imperial children; and he never breathed a word, all those years.

“He called himself ‘Fool’ for safety, I believe, to let the lords think he was a harmless old scholar. But he knew what he was about. He escaped when Rhaghlan was twelve.” Bhera slowly shook her head. “All those years we never knew what became of him…But you. You say you studied with him.”

“I studied language and philosophy.”

“Where is he now?”

“He died of heart failure, three years ago.” Actually four, now. It still seemed like yesterday, the morning she had walked into his office and found him there, slumped over his desk. Beneath him lay The Web, open to the middle of Part Three. Raincloud was convinced he had done that on purpose, when the pains came on and he knew his time was near.

Bhera was silent for some minutes. “A great loss. But you studied with him, too,” she added reflectively. She glanced at the child, now asleep breathing noisily in Raincloud’s arms. “A pity you’re spoken for. You would have made a good second queen.”

The black-haired image of Rhaghlan came to mind, intelligent and virile. She thought, he would have made a good second consort.

WHEN RAINCLOUD AT LAST ARRIVED AT THE GUEST house, Verid and Lem were engaged in heated debate, under electronic protection. She hoped Urulite listening technique was as primitive as Verid supposed. “It can’t be,” Lem was saying. “They must be cloaked somehow. There can’t be no missiles at all.”

“I tell you, that’s it,” Verid insisted. “You can’t hide the gravity anomalies around white hole generators—there’s just no way.”

“No way that you know of,” Lem insisted. “The Valans might have the know-how. Maybe they sold it to the Urulites, back when they were friends.”

“Three centuries back? Be serious.”

Raincloud put in, “What about the radionuclear traces we detected?”

Lem gave her an impatient look. “Of course, Urulan does have short-range nuclear warheads. Those do plenty of damage locally. But if they haven’t got missiles able to jump the Fold—why they’re no strategic threat at all.”

“That’s just my point,” Verid emphasized. “Intentionally or not, the Valans have overstated their intelligence data.”

“And we believed it. What fools we’ve been.”

There was a short silence.

“It sounds like good news to me,” suggested Raincloud.

“The sim stuff is bad news,” said Lem. “If these Urulites really all turn out to be part sim—by Helix, how could this be?”

“It makes sense, when you think of it,” Verid explained. “You start out with a slave, a halfbreed perhaps. The most valuable slave offspring on the market would be those with more human character, probably sired by their master. After a couple of generations, they might pass for human—especially if they’re female, behind a mask all the time. The clever ones buy their freedom, or else they run off, and there you are.”

Lem shook his head. “We can’t possibly let them donate germ cells. Sim genes in our shons—what a scandal.”

Raincloud winced. “You’d better watch yourself.”

“She’s right,” said Verid coldly. “We all had better watch what we say—very carefully.”

Chapter 13

THE SUN ROSE THE NEXT MORNING, A DEEP YELLOW SUN. A broad sweep of cloud hovered below the Imperial City, while in the distance the tips of other needle rocks poked above the cloud like islands. One could see for many kilometers, the sky as clear as Shora’s, something Raincloud never quite got used to.

By midmorning Lord Dhesra had summoned them to the Palace for the real negotiations to start. They met in a conference room illuminated by two enormous chandeliers, in which a number of dead light fixtures had not been replaced. Raincloud wondered how Verid would manage without a holostage recessed in the table. The finely crafted wood showed years’ worth of dents and scratches. In the back corner, a section of the room was separated by a screen depicting scenes of the god Azhragh planting the people-seeds.

“This is our position,” began Rhaghlan. “We Urulites believe that our world was created at the center of the universe; that our Imperium was founded for the purpose of spreading the will of the gods throughout the inhabited worlds. On that basis, we are considering the request of your people to visit our realm and receive enlightenment.”

The Imperator spoke rapidly, in a harsh tone. Raincloud had to concentrate on her translating, but even so she could tell that his approach would offer Verid little comfort. Valedon had to give up all claim to several disputed jump stations, and Elysium had to forsake their alleged plan to terraform Urulan; the Fold must sign a universal agreement to ban all forms of genetic engineering; and a huge package of development aid must be granted right away, to enable Urulan to raise its living standard to a level comparable with the richer worlds of the Fold. He went on in this vein for more than two hours, interrupted only by occasional notes passed from behind the decorated screen.

By the time he concluded, the noonday sun was well overhead, bringing welcome warmth into the room. Raincloud was getting hoarse despite frequent sips of water. After all, the two leaders got to rest their voices in turn, but there was no respite for the interpreter.

Verid then launched into a rebuttal of the Imperator’s view. Somewhat to Raincloud’s surprise, she did not try to ease into the disagreements with the subtlety that generally characterized her Sharer conferences, but simply struck back directly, point by point. It was Urulan after all who had initiated contact, and whose society most needed help from outside. Valan border disputes must be negotiated directly, or with assistance from the Fold council. Any notions about terraforming a human-inhabited world were specious, forbidden by the Free Fold. Genetic engineering was a fact of modern life, the very standard of living to which Urulan aspired. In fact, Elysium would insist upon donation of germ cells for its gene bank. Finally, development aid would be contingent upon Urulite disarmament and initiation of democratic reform.

At that point, Verid started in on the Elysian list of demands: make reparations for the two Valan freighters, and other vessels pirated over the last century; cease genocidal repression of rebel provinces; return all prisoners and hostages; and allow the Free Fold Humane Commission to investigate charges of slavery, bestial cross-breeding, and abuse of women. It was basically Flors’s old line, reasonable enough in its own right, but well outside Urulan’s worldview. With such a tack from both sides, and only one more full day left, Raincloud could scarcely see how they would get anywhere.

Rhaghlan must have agreed, for he used the occasion of one of his notes from behind the screen to interrupt Verid’s line. “The roast lamb is getting cold,” he pointed out. “We’ll offend the Spirit of Mirhiah if we delay our dinner any longer.”

The sumptuous midafternoon meal was extremely welcome, although it left Raincloud feeling sleepy. She missed a phrase or two from Rhaghlan, which he corrected in perfect Elysian. Either the good dinner, or the chance to show off his education, seemed to put the Imperator in a better mood. “We must have your Prime Guardian to visit us soon,” he announced suddenly, as if it were a new idea. “Don’t you agree, Zheron?”

“An excellent plan, my lord,” Zheron replied. “Let’s issue a formal invitation right away. And let’s open diplomatic relations between our two worlds.”

These of course were the two main objectives of their mission. It occurred to Raincloud that the morning’s exchange was simply the verbal equivalent of her duel the previous day. Perhaps the Elysians could play this game after all.

“Let me explain something,” Rhaghlan added as they returned to the conference table. “The age of provincial warfare on Urulan is past. Of course, my Imperial father in his great wisdom had to take certain actions which caused pain among the people. What else could he do but apply the ultimate weapon to those inhuman creatures who plundered the cities and violated the women? But now the gods have made possible new ways. We have helped the provinces grow together.”

This statement was all the more remarkable, given that the Imperium had never officially admitted its use of nuclear warheads.

“Your approach is encouraging,” Verid admitted. “I hope it applies to more distant neighbors as well. Incidentally, where are all the long-range missiles you permitted us to count?”

At that Rhaghlan shrugged elaborately, and Zheron grinned. “What you have counted, we have,” Rhaghlan replied. “Isn’t that so, Grand Vizier?”

Zheron nodded. “When the Valans first accused us,” he told Verid, “I assured your previous Subguardian that we had no such capability. He refused to believe me. So then I thought, maybe it’s better to have missiles. Maybe then other worlds will take us more seriously.”

It was good news, all right, but the Elysians were not smiling. Who would look worse fools, after all, the Valans or they?

“On the whole,” Zheron added philosophically, “imaginary missiles may be preferable to real ones. Their maintenance costs less, and less honor is lost to give them up.”

RAINCLOUD RETURNED TO THE GUEST HOUSE TO FIND her baby fussing interminably. The diapers had run out and an octopod was sent back to the ship for more. But Iras took everything in stride. “You know, Zheron’s staff arranged for some prominent merchants to meet me,” she said. “I see remarkable opportunities. Those valleys are full of untapped resources, especially minerals.”

“Loans already? You know what happens to government loans,” Raincloud warned her.

“Oh, no; I’m talking small business loans. Start with the entrepreneurs, you know.”

The next morning, Zheron came to the guesthouse to draft a joint announcement of the Elysian visit, an invitation to their Prime, and a plan to resume relations. This session was all business, fine points of wording in two languages. Raincloud was completely in her element; she might almost have forgotten she was on Urulan instead of back in Founders City, drafting trade agreements.

Afterward Zheron was in high spirits, almost light-headed with elation. It was a great moment for him, Raincloud knew; after two centuries of isolation, to preside over the reopening of his world. He clapped Verid on the arm so hard she nearly fell over. “Now we’ll entertain you right!” he announced. “This afternoon, we tour the city. I will show you our most renowned antiquities.”

Raincloud could hardly resist this invitation to see the monuments she knew only from books, even though it was Blueskywind’s nap time. So she bundled up the child in her leather pouch, well fed and dry; she might last a couple of hours, with luck.

Verid and Lem had a quick conference about security. The octopods would keep them safe enough in daylight, they thought. As the Elysians left their guesthouse, Zheron’s soldiers fanned ahead to avoid trouble; Dhesra brought up the rear. The streets were full of traffic, mostly market people on foot or on llamas. The men wore coarse shirts and breeches with coats of llama skin, while the women wore their ubiquitous hooded robes of black or brown, their white masks bobbing before their faces. The women hurried to bargain for figs or fresh chickens from stalls giving off rich odors of spices and tea. Children gaped at the foreign Elysians with their eight-limbed escorts; the adults seemed more wary of the soldiers.

Elsewhere, beggars leaned out of alleys, some of them with huge keloid scars that distorted their faces and arms. There were buildings boarded up and others burned-out, their charred rafters exposed and vacant. A sign posted hours of electricity for different sections of the city; it appeared that fuel was rationed. Urulan had no orbital solar generators to microwave power down to the planet.

The roads were not laid out straight, but seemed to spiral down and outward from the top of the needle rock where the Palace stood gleaming like an ever present moon. A sudden turn brought them to the foot of a delicate blue bridge that arched like a taut bow across a chasm in the needle rock.

Zheron flung out his arm, pointing across the bridge. “Look there—the oldest temple of Azhragh.” There stood a spiral turret several stories high. Raincloud’s heart pounded at the sight of it, the heart of so many legends.

They started up the bridge slowly, the soldiers ahead and behind. In the chasm below, a mountain stream rushed between sheer walls of rock, thundering over little waterfalls.

Iras held tightly to the rail, but she leaned over curiously for a better look. “There’s a lot of power in that water,” she told Raincloud. “What these folks need is a good hydroelectric project.”

Raincloud gave her a look of disgust. “You know what happens to water projects.” L’li had squandered billions of credits through waste and corruption in projects like the dam of the River of Babies.

“The Temple of Azhragh,” Zheron was repeating. “There dwells the Great Lord who carved out the universe in a single day.”

Iras looked up from the rail and regarded the temple thoughtfully. The rushing of water covered her voice. “Raincloud,” she asked quietly, “why do they believe in gods and such things? Their ancestors got here in spaceships.”

Elysians could be surprisingly naive. “The settlement of Urulan is ten times older than Elysium,” Raincloud reminded her. “When the first settlers arrived here, light-years away from Torr, they could have lost spaceflight in a generation. That’s all it takes for science to enter the realm of legend.” This answer would satisfy Iras. The real answer was that every world had its gods, and all of them created the universe. But Raincloud would never try to explain that to an Elysian.

As the bridge reached the ground, they entered a courtyard surrounded by spiral turrets rimmed with gold. The walls were full of chipped stone and moldering ornaments, but their stature remained impressive. At one end of the courtyard stood a large fountain walled in by weathered blocks of stone, some of which had tumbled out of place. The fountain was carved into a giant snake which reared its head and bared its fangs. Water trickled below, marking a muddy trail.

“The inscriptions,” Raincloud remembered.

Iras looked over. “The what?”

“Inside the temple, it’s full of inscriptions. I want to see them.” She might never get another chance.

Zheron overheard her, and he needed little convincing to herd the group into the temple.

Inside, there was little heat, and the stone walls threw back their voices cheerlessly. But the colored inscriptions brought the walls to life. They depicted a vastly more complex version of the myth of Azhragh and Mirhiah than the one Raincloud had seen on the screen at Zheron’s legation the year before. Mirhiah, the goddess of earth and sky, was a giant figure whose breasts were mountains and whose breath was the south wind. The figure of Azhragh was smaller, almost childlike, for all that he stood upon her carving the planet out of her belly.

“What’s it about?” asked Iras wonderingly.

“It’s their creation myth, the early version,” Raincloud explained. “The goddess Mirhiah was a giant at first; but in later retellings, she dwindles down to nothing, while her child-consort Azhragh becomes a towering warrior.” Such a common pattern, in non-Clicker mythologies. A young people valued fertile women, whereas older, crowded societies needed warriors to kill off each other’s excess progeny. That was what Rhun had taught; Rhun the Fool…A wave of sadness overcame her, and tears brimmed in her eyes.

“Does it tell it all, here?” asked Iras, pointing to the columns of script.

“Yes; let’s see, here it starts.” Tracing the wall with her hand, Raincloud translated the ancient script haltingly, oblivious to the rest of the party who were following Zheron’s rather standard tour-guide lecture. She and Iras were completely absorbed, when Dhesra cleared his throat, just by her shoulder. “Time to move on,” he muttered.

“Yes, just a minute.” Raincloud was determined to puzzle out this one part about the people-seeds, how their roots burrowed into the entrails of Mirhiah.

“Zheron says, ‘Move on,’” Dhesra insisted. “There are plenty of other monuments to look at.”

Reluctantly she tore herself away. The others were just disappearing outside, and she hurried to catch up. Fortunately Blueskywind remained fast asleep in her snug leather cocoon, bound securely below her mother’s chest; she slept all the better for Raincloud’s jostling.

As they emerged, the sun caught their eyes and they blinked, readjusting to the light. They seemed to have come out a different way than they had gone in, for they faced a narrow street that wound tortuously between walls of blackened stone. The paving stones at her feet were large and rounded, and Raincloud’s feet slipped in between them. Dhesra and another man strode ahead briskly, their watchful eyes darting to the sides, their gaze lingering occasionally at the dark slit of a window above in the jagged wall.

It was then that her head turned to water, as if she had been stunned. She felt her knees buckle under, and she slipped to the street where the hard stones sent pain shooting up her arms. With her head lowered, she began to recover her wits.

Someone grabbed her arms from behind and jerked her up to stand, muttering something unintelligible in Urulite. She felt the sting of a blade jabbing up her lower back from the right, and her assailant’s left arm locked across her neck, his elbow brushing above her baby’s head.

“Goddess,” she whispered hoarsely. With a bend at the knees, her left foot stepped forward. Simultaneously her left arm reached behind her back, caught the knife-wielding hand and continued its thrust—into thin air, as her body was no longer there.

The attacker’s left arm fell away from her neck. Raincloud swung his knife hand wide to her right, hoping to throw him, but he slipped away. Her back stung with pain; the knife must have done some damage.

As she rose, another man came running at her, his knife thrusting down to her face. Prepared this time, she raised her left arm to meet him, shunting his stroke to the left at the precise moment for her to grasp his wrist in her right hand. He pulled the knife back; she obliged him by stepping forward into his side, pushing on his elbow and twisting the knife hand down. At the moment she sensed his balance was lost, she swung him down, releasing him in the direction of his companion. The man cried out as he took a hard fall on the stones, while his companion cursed as he stumbled over him.

From behind Raincloud heard the steps of a third man running toward her. But now her back was throbbing, as blood trickled beneath her trousers, and it was all she could do to stand; she doubted she could manage another throw.

Rousing her last strength, she took a few steps forward as if to outrun him, encouraging him to build momentum. Then with a sharp turn to the right, she sank to her knees and fell on her side in a hunched position, her head bent in till her chin touched the baby.

The man’s foot caught her side, grinding her painfully into the cobblestones, but his upper body rushed onward above her back. There was a thump on the stones and a loud curse.

The deserted street came alive, as onlookers rushed to see. Two market women helped her up with keening cries, exclaiming over the blood, and the baby, who had woken at last and began to wail.

“Raincloud?” Iras bent to reach her. They caught each other’s arms and held close.

“You’re all right?”

“I think so,” said Iras. “I gave one the ‘Tumbling Rock’ and threw off another one; it happened so fast. We need a servo medic…”

Zheron’s soldiers were finally hurrying back in force. Two octopods lay sprawled across the cobblestones.

Then at last Raincloud caught sight of Lord Dhesra, lying in the street. His arm lay back, limp and white, his eyes staring, a pool of blood seeping beneath his head. Rhun had looked like that, the day she found him, his eyes fixed and forever empty…

For a moment she blacked out. She found herself on her side while one of the women bound her wound with strips of cloth. Somehow she managed to extract Blueskywind from the pouch and put her to her breast. She nursed her there in the street, her gaze fixed on the dead man, a man who only moments before had been vibrant, alert, a member of the living. Now, as Sharers would say, he had sunk to the ocean floor. And, but for the Dark One’s help, Raincloud might have followed.

Chapter 14

IN THE LABORATORY ONE OF BLACKBEAR’S MUTANT embryos was completing its third month. All the others had already developed defects and been terminated. But this one still looked normal. He could observe it by low-intensity light scanning, which generated a monochrome holographic image upon the console.

The embryo, which he would now consider a fetus, had arms and legs and fully distinct digits; its hands extended as if to play a musical instrument. Its eyes faced forward, and its nose was turned up, fully human. In fact, there was little other than human about it that Blackbear could see. Its percentage of chimp and gorilla genetic material, he suspected, was less than half. But it would never reach term.

As a doctor, Blackbear had seen his share of dead fetuses. He performed terminations routinely at the request of the goddess; it was considered a sign of self-indulgence to bear children less than three years apart. He always felt a certain philosophic sadness about it, although with so many children around it was hard to feel sad for long. He had felt secretly glad when Lynxtail gave her child over to Falcon Soaring; only a year and a half since her previous one, Lynxtail might otherwise not have carried it to term.

But this was the first time he had actually watched an embryo grow before his eyes from a cell under a microscope into a miniature human a couple of centimeters long, expanded to baby size on the holostage. And for all its perfection, this one had no future. A “monstrosity,” Pirin would call it. Yet if it were so monstrous, why did they use it to test their longevity genes?

Around the doorway came Sunflower, leaning in a moping sort of way, his thumb in his mouth.

“Hi, Sunny. What’s the toybox doing?”

“No toybox,” Sunflower answered, his voice muffled by his thumb. “I hate the toybox.”

Blackbear sighed. “What’s the matter?”

“When is Mother coming home?”

He wished he could say for sure. Raincloud’s three-day mission would take nearly three weeks local time, and only the first week had gone by. Citizens grumbled that it was irresponsible of Hyen to let all his top Foreign Affairs people go off conferencing for so long. Blackbear missed Raincloud acutely, and wished he had shown less annoyance before she left. He hoped the baby was getting enough milk and attention and was not left to cry just because those foolish Elysians were too busy negotiating. “Mother is coming home in another two weeks, Sunny,” he told him for the fifth or sixth time.

The child seemed to consider this. Then, as his first question had not received a satisfactory response, he modified it and tried again. “When is Mother coming home today?”

Blackbear sighed again. “Image out, please,” he called to the console. The fetal image winked out. “Let’s find your sister and go off to the butterfly garden.” It was an hour earlier than they usually met Kal, but he could let the children run. His experiment had reached a point where it could use a bit of stirring around in the subconscious.

“Hawktalon’s gone visiting with Doggie,” Sunflower told him.

“Very well, she’ll find us in the garden.”

So they set off, Sunflower tiptoeing this way and that to collect tumbleweeds from the street. The tumbleweeds had lessened somewhat, since a herbicide had been applied. But with Verid out of town, Sharer negotiations made little progress.

The anaean garden always had an otherworldly feel to it, with all the little green leaves that magically fluttered off as leafwings. Light filtered cheerily through the trees, and the mooncurved benches gleamed like mother of pearl. There were few visitors, mainly Anaeans, for other Elysians tended to prefer brighter colors.

They came upon Kal after all, amidst a group of students whose short trains marked their youth. It must be his class, Blackbear guessed. He stopped so as not to interfere, but Sunflower ran ahead. “There he is, Daddy,” Sunflower called. “The teddy bear man is here.”

Blackbear hurried to catch up and quiet the child. But Kal beckoned with his arm. “Come join us,” he said. “We’re just finishing up anyway.”

He sat on a mooncurve next to a young man with fine-boned features who grinned appreciatively at Sunflower. This one wore yellow anaeans on his train, instead of the brilliant blue heliconians. Still embarrassed, Blackbear tried to look away from the other students. He had not met their mates, after all. Sunflower was poking the ground with a stick, where something had caught his interest.

Kal explained, “We have just been considering the nature of the greatest good. Over the last decade we’ve shared a number of texts by authors who touch on this point, most recently a commentator on the third century period essays about The Web. You were saying, Ilian?”

Blackbear tried to imagine a university course lasting as long as a decade; the medical students could barely stand a semester. Meanwhile Ilian, a young Heliconian goddess, resumed her answer. “This commentator says that our souls are like birds which can find ‘the good’ only as birds fly, that is, by instinct. But what if different souls have different instincts? Some may seek strength, others joy, others mastery.” Ilian had a full head of black hair, which Blackbear would have loved to braid. He missed Raincloud so badly.

The young Anaean next to Blackbear smiled. “We spent a year on mastery, as I recall. We concluded that all souls seek to be mastered by the good.”

“Some of us concluded that,” corrected Ilian, brushing her hair back over her shoulder. “I think it’s self-evident that different souls seek different things.”

Kal asked, “Is the greatest good always that which we seek?”

A short silence followed. “In the end, yes,” said the young Anaean. “Like a compass needle, it always comes to rest the same; but it may spin around a good deal first.”

“I don’t think so,” Ilian objected. “If different souls seek different things, yet only one thing is good, then logically, we don’t always seek what is good.”

A second woman spoke up. “The commentator follows The Web in saying that love is the greatest good. But love has many aspects, some of which are evil.”

“Yes,” said Kal, “for at times love seems but a cruel diversion from the main business of the universe, which is hatred.”

“No,” said the young Anaean, “love is the main business of the universe. Love is like the air itself, the place where all butterflies belong. And yet, so few of us have sprouted wings…”

“All butterflies have wings,” objected Ilian. “The problem is, not all that emerge learn to fly. Most of them get eaten up first. That’s our trouble: so many of us get eaten up by love before we grasp its power.”

The second woman said, “Perhaps love is a new invention yet, only about a million years old. It requires evolution.”

Nonsense, thought Blackbear. Even dogs knew enough to long for their masters. But he knew better than to speak.

Kal said, “Perhaps it would help to define the aspects of love, and distinguish which are good or evil. There is love of one’s family; and love of the Web. There is love between man and woman—”

Another student exclaimed lightly, “There’s the greatest good; ‘to be a man.’”

The others laughed as if this were an old joke.

“Of course,” said Kal, “we are no longer men nor women, only servos of flesh and blood. The question is, What does it mean to be a servo? Whom do we serve?”

A waiter approached the group and came to Blackbear. “Your house just took a call from Bronze Sky,” it said. “The transfer failed to take, but your caller will try again in half an hour.”

Blackbear’s heart pounded as he got up. He hoped it was good news; he tried to remember who else was expecting a baby. “Come on, Sunny,” he called. Then he made for the nearest holostage to summon Hawktalon, who appeared as usual with Doggie and their waiter friend Chocolate. Whatever did they spend so much time on, he wondered, although he guessed the waiter’s name gave a clue.

Hawktalon got home before he did. “Nobody’s called yet, Daddy.”

“Your caller said half an hour,” the house reminded him. “So sorry the transfer failed; please report my defect. But you know how these interstellar calls are. Why the other day a house down the street took a call from Solaria—”

“Yes, yes,” said Blackbear impatiently. This house was getting more chatty than ever. In fact, it was more than two hours before the call came through; two hours of restless waiting, while the children scrapped at each other and tossed their toys around the room.

At last the light filled the holostage, and Nightstorm appeared, her eldest daughter beside her. They both wore plain white trousers, the color of mourning. Someone in the clan must have died.

“Hello, Blackbear,” said Nightstorm quietly. “I have sad news. You’d better have Raincloud here,” she added.

“Well,” said Blackbear awkwardly, “she’s not available just now. I’ll let her know.”

Nightstorm frowned. “Then you’d better fetch your firstborn.”

The two children were still carrying on back in the bedrooms. Puzzled, Blackbear called Hawktalon to come out to the holostage. They stood together, arm in arm.

“What happened is that last night Crater Lake turned over.”

Crater Lake had long been known to harbor deep pockets of saturated carbon dioxide, from a combination of volcanic seepage and spring water. These pockets, trapped beneath the cold deep waters, could be released if the warmer upper layers “turned over” with the cooling of autumn. When the gas came up, its density would cause it to flow down the mountain, asphyxiating any creature that breathed. Blackbear’s home village lay just downhill of Crater Lake.

“Didn’t they keep it monitored?” he said unsteadily.

“Yes, but their minds were on the forest fires,” Nightstorm told him. “Someone did sound an alarm, but those who awoke of course ran toward the lake.” She paused, then added, “Your brother Three Deer survived.” Three Deer, like Blackbear, had married out of the village.

He felt unsteady; the room seemed to be turning around. He heard Hawktalon say, “I think you need to sit down, Daddy.”

Chapter 15

SOMEHOW BLACKBEAR MANAGED TO GET HIMSELF AND HIS children out of the house and onto a jumpship for Bronze Sky. Their savings did not quite cover the tickets, but Nightstorm promised to send the rest. He had to get home for the funeral of his mother and father, his six brothers and sisters, their goddesses and consorts and children, and more aunts and uncles than he was prepared to count. Over two thousand people had died, nearly all the inhabitants of Crater Town, most of them related to him one way or another.

The express Fold connections on this well-traveled route cut the trip down to two days local time. He watched the globe of their home world grow out of the void, like a suspended dandelion, its stratosphere tinted permanently by volcanic dust. The dust suspension, plus the planet’s distance from its sun, compensated for the high atmospheric content of carbon dioxide, which otherwise would have trapped enough heat to boil off all life.

The magnetic tunnel train from Founders City pulled into Caldera Station at midmorning. As the car slowed to a halt, Blackbear still sat in his seat, staring ahead.

“It’s our stop, Daddy,” Hawktalon reminded him. “Don’t forget the luggage.” Hawktalon had become very grown up all of a sudden. She and Sunflower took the travels in stride, from jumpship to shuttle to continental transit, swinging Fruitbat and Wolfcub beside them.

He shook himself and got up from the seat, accepting the luggage which Hawktalon hoisted down. They stepped out of the mirror-smooth car and took the elevator up to ground level.

The horizon all around was rimmed with murky red, seeping into bronze yellow overhead. The scent of burning pine welcomed him more than anything else could; indeed, on the distant mountainside a patch of black smoke confirmed that the Dark One was not done with summer yet.

“Blackbear!” Nightstorm jumped down from her horse and gave him a big hug. “Three Deer is at the longhouse, and—oh Goddess, I just can’t believe what happened…” There were hugs all round as Hawktalon and Sunflower greeted their beloved aunt, and Blackbear swung her daughter up to his shoulders.

“I can ‘walk through’ you,” Sunflower insisted, for the insubstantial quality of holo images fascinated him. “See?” He tried, but the best he could manage was to burrow through between his aunt’s legs.

“You’ll stay with us,” Nightstorm assured him. “Then afterward, Aunt Ashcloud insisted she wants the children for a few days.”

Blackbear managed a smile, for he knew she meant to help him. He was now a Windclan, after all. But the family he was born into—he could not begin to comprehend what had happened to them.

“Falcon Soaring wants you to look at her baby,” Nightstorm added. “Of course the new doctor is fine, but she really wants you to see her. And you know how it is this time of year; my daughter was up all night with asthma again, and Lynxtail’s boy just won’t stop coughing.”

“I’ll take a look at them,” he said automatically. Mother and father…sisters and brothers…

They all mounted the horses Nightstorm had brought round, Sunflower sitting up behind his father. Hawktalon flipped the reins as if she had never left, but Blackbear felt a bit stiff, not having ridden for over a year. “Y-yap!” yelled Nightstorm’s daughter on her shaggy pony. Needing no more encouragement, Hawktalon galloped after.

The horses soon slowed, stepping with care up the winding path with its treacherous stones. Terraced fields of beans traversed the mountainside. A familiar whiff of sulfur reached his nostrils; soon, they came upon the plateau of hot springs, where huge cratered pools of mud were dotted by geyser-powered generators. The horses skirted the plateau, of course; no need to get their hooves cooked.

The noonday sun had baked the sky a lemon color when Blackbear’s familiar neighborhood landmarks started to appear: an old spruce, gnarled and bent by the wind; around the bend, a pile of rocks that the children used to play on. Then abruptly, the landscape changed. The ground was charred black, brightened by an occasional patch of fireweed whose seeds took root quickly in sterile soil. Where there had been forest, the trees were leveled, or stood only as dark skeletons. Blackbear’s hair stood on end as he remembered that their old longhouse no longer existed. He had forgotten to warn the children.

He whistled after Hawktalon to call her back, but she galloped ahead. At last he caught up to her, sitting on her horse and contemplating the ruins.

A little chin nudged his back. “Dad?” Sunflower asked in a small voice. “Is that my house?”

Blackbear swung himself down from the horse, then gathered Sunflower in his arms. “We have a new house,” he promised, his voice unsteady. “We’re just saying good-bye to this place, okay?” They ought to have gone by another road, he told himself, although he knew well enough there was no other.

Hawktalon nodded sagely. “We’re just saying good-bye.”

Nightstorm trotted her horse over to his side, her daughter smiling cheerily behind her. “You’ll be pleased to see the new longhouse,” she promised. “We rebuilt on the north end of our land. For some reason the northeast corner didn’t burn; you know how the Goddess always leaves one place untouched.”

But not Crater Lake, he thought silently.

The new wooden longhouse of the Windclan was a welcome sight, although white drapes of mourning for the dead hung from the windows. A tumult of people spilled out of the house: Fieldmouse, Raincloud’s brother in his white turban, with a toddler swung under one arm; Lynxtail, with another one on her shoulders; Clanmother Windrising, her gray braids redone in pearl beads; the older children clamoring, with younger ones on their backs or dolls over their shoulders. It was good to hear so many voices “clicking” again.

As Blackbear greeted them a torrent of conflicting emotions surged through him. He loved them all, almost madly, his people, all the children whose navels he had tied and whose earaches he had cleared. And yet he was angry too—why had these survived, and not his own sisters and brothers? Then guilt overwhelmed him, for half wishing them dead, if only his own…

“Blackbear!” It was his brother Three Deer. They fell into each other’s arms, sobbing. At least he could let out something at last. “They were all just—asleep in their beds,” Three Deer began haltingly. “A few tried to escape, but the gas caught them by the throat. Most of them were just there, dead where they lay, without a mark on them…” He started to sob again for a while. His goddess from the Full Moon Clan folded her arms around him, and his little boy put his head in his father’s lap, sucking his thumb like Sunflower. As he calmed down, he began to speak again. “I still can’t believe it,” he said, stroking the head of his child. “I can understand the fire, with its dark hunger. But this silent death, like a thief in the night—I can’t make any sense of it.”

Blackbear said nothing, but he agreed. He could not understand it, and nothing the High Priestess could say would make it any better.

From the kitchen, Fieldmouse called, “We’re serving up the goat stew. Send in the children—they’ll need to eat.”

The smell was inviting, and Hawktalon broke away to get her share. They would all need to eat well, to face the ordeal to come. But Blackbear could not face food.

He broke away, heading off to the sheep barn behind the longhouse. There was quiet. The earth was cool and fragrant, and the soft nasal bleating of the ewes calmed him. The sheep are lucky, he thought; they never have to know…He frowned, as something stirred in his memory. Kal had said something like that once.

“Blackbear,” someone whispered. He startled a moment, thinking of his own sister who used to play tricks on him; a bat in his bedroom, a spider down his back.

But it was only Nightstorm, who had followed him out to the barn. “I thought you’d want to know…about the arrangements,” she whispered.

He roused himself. “All right,” he said thickly.

“The survivors want to try for a natural cremation,” she explained, “to honor the Dark One. The High Priestess agreed. So we’ve laid out the bodies in an area that the fire is projected to consume by morning. If the wind shifts, of course, we’ll take care of it.”

Blackbear nodded. It was a good plan; why start fire, when the Goddess made so much of Her own? Quail would have thought so.

Quail…the two boys…the two baby girls.

“Blackbear, we have to be going soon. The High Priestess is ready; and of course, the fire’s advancing.”

In a daze he followed her directions. There was a special carriage for him and the children, with Three Deer and his family. Sunflower sat in his lap, while Hawktalon kept patting his arm as if to comfort him.

After what seemed an interminable ride they came to a stop in the forest where the pines had been freshly cleared, their scent clinging to the air. Gusts of wind brought acrid whiffs of smoke; the fire was advancing all right. Across the valley hung the black smoke cloud of the Goddess in Her most fearsome aspect. Occasional bright flashes appeared as a dry tree exploded into flame, shooting fiery branches a hundred meters outward; the “hands of the Dark One,” uplifted in Her fearsome dance.

“It’s been a rich year for fire, don’t you think?” muttered Lynxtail to Fieldmouse several paces off, each rocking a child to sleep. They exchanged anxious looks, as if seeking encouragement from each other.

“Good for the soil,” Fieldmouse agreed, coughing heavily. “Our crops will flourish on all the ash.”

“What a feast the bears will have in the spring…”

Blackbear forced himself to turn his gaze to something more terrible than the distant fire. The bodies of the dead, over two thousand of them, were laid out upon the scaffolding of pine, as far as his eye could see. His eyes filled over, and for a moment he could not see. Then he blinked and wiped his eyes. Huddled with Three Deer and the children, he let Nightstorm lead them down the rows. The bodies were perfect, just as Three Deer had said; there must have been little need for the priestess assistants to touch them up. All the neighbors he had grown up with, they lay there in their best clothes, their hands neatly crossed, children ranged along with their parents, their favorite animals and dolls tucked under their arms. They might have been asleep, except for the horrible silent whiteness of every face.

Suddenly Three Deer squeezed Blackbear’s hand. Blackbear forced himself to take the next step, and look farther.

There was his mother. A glacial statue. His father beside her; the two looked oddly like their old faded wedding portrait, except that someone had painted the eyes closed. A sense of terror sparked inside him, and the portrait shook before his eyes, until someone caught his arm. He stayed there a long while.

Next to them was his eldest sister. She was long grown-up now, but he recalled her vividly as the adolescent who used to tease him whenever she got the chance. “Oh-oh…you’ve got a spider down your back!” His mind focused confusedly, first seeing his live elder sister as a young goddess, then the adult laid out before him.

Someone nudged him gently. He had a long way to go, after all.

His eyes rested on his sister’s consort next to her. He remembered their wedding well, the first wedding in his immediate family. Next to them, their daughters; the middle one had been a great friend of Hawktalon’s.

Hawktalon broke down, shaking, covering her head in his arm. “It’s too awful, Daddy,” she sobbed. “I don’t like being grown-up.” Sunflower began crying too.

Fieldmouse and another man hurried up to bundle the children away; it was enough for them. The clearing was filling with mourners now.

As he went on Blackbear found himself looking without seeing, as if his eyes could only hold so much. They must have passed his other sisters, his brothers; he could barely name them to himself. Time passed without ending, and yet it was as if time stood still. Then at last he reached the youngest.

Quail. Still a giant of a young man, he lay there almost as if it had to be a joke; he might get up at any moment and laugh at everyone. Blackbear actually felt a laugh welling up, strangled in his throat.

But Quail slept on, joining forever the original younger brother lost to the swollen river long ago. Together they floated away, along with Quail’s twin boys and his little twin girls with their look of mischievous queens. Each girl had a stuffed black teddy bear tucked into one hand. When Quail was barely older than the girls, Blackbear used to put him to bed at night with his own toy bear, which he himself had sewn together. “’Night, Ba-Ba,” the toddler would say, already a husky kid off-scale for his age.

From the west side of the clearing the bells began to toll, a carillon of deep tones that echoed across the valley. Then came the chanting of the priestess assistants. The sky had filled with the swirling gold and blood-red of Bronze Skyan sunset.

“It’s time,” Nightstorm whispered in his ear.

The mourners gathered to the west of the dead. Across the valley, the black clouds rolled ever closer.

“Hear me, people of the Caldera Hills!” The High Priestess called out from where she stood on top of a platform of freshly cut pines. Her braids, dyed orange, spiraled up into a forbidding headdress. Between her hands she held aloft a blacksnake two meters long, writhing in her grasp. “Hear me, and see the devastation wrought upon our sisters and brothers.” She paused, then gestured with the snake toward the fire in the west. “And see the devastation wrought upon our sister trees.” She paused again, her fearsome gaze searching the crowd. “And yet, remember that even the forest fire, even the Dark One in Her form of greatest fury, spares as much woodland as She consumes. And those who survive will flourish on the ashes.”

A squirrel scampered up a tree, its tail rippling behind like an Elysian train. Squirrels would survive the worst fires, and bears would thrive, and the fireweed would burst into color in the spring. But none of those was Blackbear’s sister or brother. “…spider down your back.”

“Can we humans say the same?” the High Priestess demanded. “When have we humans alone ever restrained our will to consume lives? Was our own birthworld not swallowed up by the instruments of our own hands? The Dark One spares Her creatures, and renews their life tenfold. We mourn our own loss; yet how often have we looked out on the world and failed to recognize our true sisters and brothers?”

The smoke from the advancing fire was becoming oppressive. They could not stay much longer; besides, the village downwind might need to be evacuated. “’Night, Ba-Ba.”

“We long for the Goddess to spare us; yet how often do we, in our willful blindness, set alight that which remains? Has this not happened, time and time again? Let this be our lesson: Never shall humans dare to choose those powers of destruction which belong to the Goddess alone. Leave death to the Dark One—humans, be humane.”

Chapter 16

AFTER SENDING RAINCLOUD BACK UP TO THE SHIP FOR treatment, Verid collapsed in the Urulite guesthouse, her thoughts in turmoil. The morning had gone so well—and suddenly, this attack had turned everything upside down. How could Zheron have let such a thing happen?

“We ought to have known better, with these primitives,” Lem exclaimed.

“Those ‘primitives’, were sharp enough to burn our octopods,” Verid answered grimly. “It could have been a lot worse.”

“But our mission’s finished,” Lem said. “How can we possibly go through with it? You know what our citizens will say.”

She could imagine what Flors would have said. Elysians were paranoid about personal safety. “Let’s not be hasty,” she said. “You have to remember that none of the worlds we deal with are as safe as Elysium. The first thing is to find out exactly what happened, and how it affects our mission.”

After an interminable hour, Zheron at last returned. His look was grim and haggard. “I must speak to you alone,” he told Verid. Lem departed, and Verid obligingly turned on the voice isolation field.

“We have captured the attackers,” Zheron told her. “They could not possibly have escaped our security. They intended to take two of your party as hostages, then use them to embarrass the Imperator and force us to break off talks.”

“So they…attacked us in the street.”

“Fortunately their stunners were not fully charged; a common occurrence, as our equipment is rarely functional,” Zheron admitted with startling frankness. “Nevertheless, we owe a great debt to Raincloud and the…Elysian female who so bravely fought them off, preventing their use as hostages.”

“But Lord Dhesra was not so fortunate.”

Zheron took in a breath and exhaled slowly. “Lord Dhesra is an incalculable loss to us.”

The attackers meant to kill Dhesra. It was a serious strike against Imperial rule. “These attackers—who are they?”

“They appear to be followers of a deceased prince.”

“One of those your Rhaghlan murdered,” Verid added coldly, allowing some of her anger to show.

“Rhaghlan had no choice. He dispatched them in the midst of their plans to murder him.”

“Well, you all seem to be murderers one way or another,” she exclaimed in exasperation. “How can we possibly deal with you?”

“You’re murderers too.” Crossing his arms, Zheron faced her down. “You murder simian infants in your test tubes every day. What do you take us for? Sim blood is our blood; hardly one of us has not a sim for a great-grandparent, somewhere back. How shall I explain you to our people? How shall I then explain that your Free Fold expects us all to give up the art of warriors, the very thing that makes life worth living?”

For some minutes Verid was silent. Life was a cruel joke at times, she thought bitterly. We cannot all eat iron or sulfur. “I don’t envy you, Zheron.”

“Nor do I envy you.” He half smiled. “But I respect you a hell of a lot, Barbarian.”

RAINCLOUD RESTED ON THE JUMPSHIP, GRATEFUL enough for Elysian comforts again. The gash on her back had turned out to be superficial, and the ship medic had patched it up without difficulty.

But the wound in her mind would take longer to heal. The sight of a man killed by a man, close enough to touch; it violated her senses. Men were supposed to be wholesome, nurturing creatures, not predators. Fighting and posturing were one thing, at worst an element of immaturity, but actual bloodletting was something else. To experience it herself came as a shock. It made her angry at the Urulites, and at herself and the Elysians for trusting them.

Iras stood nearby, bouncing Blueskywind, who had fed again on mashed pickles and peaches to supplement her milk, and was now in a very perky mood. She opened her mouth to crow, and Iras made a face back at her. “I’m so glad you came, Raincloud,” Iras said. “You’re an inspiration; I don’t know how I would have managed without you.”

Raincloud sighed and turned over on the couch. What would Rhun have said—“Diplomacy means dancing with vipers.” She asked Iras, “Are we going back soon?” She could not wait to see Blackbear again; she felt a pang of guilt for leaving Sunflower for three weeks.

“We’re running one more check through the ship, to make sure it’s repaired itself well enough to make it through the station.”

She had forgotten how the ship barely made it through the badly maintained Urulite jump station. Blackbear was right about this trip after all.

But there was no way she could not have come.

“Raincloud?” Verid’s voice called through the intercom. “Are you in shape for a brief staff meeting before we head out?”

She assented, joining Verid and Lem in the conference room. Upon the table a holostage sprouted its usual field of letters; it appeared to be the statement Verid had composed with Zheron earlier that morning.

“There was one minor change in the wording I’d like you to check, in both languages,” Verid told her. “We also have some decisions to make. What exactly will we say about our mission, back at Elysium?”

“We’ll tell the truth,” said Raincloud without hesitation.

Lem frowned. “The citizens won’t like to hear about the violence. It won’t sit well with the Guardians, either,” he warned.

Raincloud looked beyond him with contempt.

“You’re both right,” Verid pointed out. “We can’t ignore the more embarrassing—and disquieting—aspect of our mission. But, considering Urulan’s record, we came out well. We all knew from the start how Rhaghlan got his throne. The real news, remember, is the interstellar missiles: their absence, that is. We must emphasize that, and put Valedon on the spot.”

“We’ll roast the Valans, all right,” Lem agreed. “We’ll call the question on their own missiles, too.”

AS SOON AS SHORA’S SOLAR SYSTEM WAS WITHIN RADIO range, Verid lost no time contacting the Nucleus. Hyen needed little convincing that their mission was a success; he had his speech written already.

“Greetings, my fellow citizens of the eternal Republic of Elysium, and fellow members of the Free Fold.” The image of the Prime Guardian filled the holostage on board. Never had the golden sash glowed so brightly, nearly washing out Hyen’s own face. This would be his greatest triumph ever, the crowning moment of his term as Prime. “I announce to you the beginning of a new era of peace for the Fold. Today, my official envoys return from a state visit to Urulan, a world that has chosen to open its doors to us after more than two centuries of isolation…” The joint statement from Verid and Zheron soon followed.

In the ship’s viewscreen a twinkling blue dot appeared, then widened into the pale disk of Shora.

There could be no more welcome sight, except of course to see her own Bronze Sky await her return. Raincloud had forgotten how much she missed the wide open hills and plains of her own home. She asked the ship to call Blackbear.

To her surprise, there was no response, even from the house.

“So sorry,” the ship said. “Your house must be experiencing technical difficulties. I’ll report the defect.”

“Uh, no need to do that.” Doggie and the house must be up to their tricks again. But the last thing she needed was to have Public Safety come in and cleanse the house network, after months of getting it trained to their family needs. She fumed inwardly; that house would need a good talking to.

Within ten minutes the house called back. “Oh I’m so sorry, Raincloud dear. I’ve just been out visiting all over town, since the shon’s empty, and I had no idea when you were—”

“What do you mean, the shon’s empty?”

“Your mate and shonlings went home to Bronze Sky for a funeral.”

She clenched her hands. “Whose funeral?”

“Most of his family, I believe.”

“His family? Whatever happened?”

“A period of unusually dense cloud cover with resultant cooling triggered a turnover of the upper waters of Crater Lake, with release of an estimated one point four cubic kilometers of trapped carbon dioxide…”

Raincloud covered her forehead. What a thing to happen; and she was not even there to help. Why did people keep building settlements downhill from volcanic lakes? The soil was rich, but it was not worth the price.

Upon landing, the returning travelers faced a thicket of lamppost servos that nearly filled the node of the transit reticulum. But Raincloud hardly took in a word of the press conference, for her mind was on getting home. As soon as she reached their apartment, she reserved a jumpship passage to Bronze Sky.

“Are you sure you want to do that?” the house queried. “Your account is already negative. You may receive a surprise visit from the Citizens’ Credit Bureau. Most citizens consider such a visit highly unwelcome.”

“The clan’ll cover it eventually” she said. “I have to be with my ‘family.’”

“What if your ‘family’ is no longer there?” the house pointed out. “Blackbear said he expected to get home before you.”

This was a good point. She put in a call to Caldera Station, the holo transmitter nearest Tumbling Rock; of course, Nightstorm would have taken a day to get the message and come down, but perhaps someone at the train station could help.

Within half an hour, the station manager shimmered into view above the holostage. She was in luck; it was old Lupin, a wizened fellow who doggedly wore his turban even though he had long gone bald. “Lupin! Can you tell me what’s going on? Is Blackbear still there?”

The man shook his head, as one of his grandsons climbed up his knee. “A sad business,” he sighed. “Your Blackbear was here, all right, and the little ones too; he wouldn’t let them out of sight. But he left just yesterday. I put him on the train.”

So Blackbear was on his way home. She still ought to return and pay her respects; but then she would miss Blackbear back in Helicon.

“Say,” Lupin added, “you’d better take care of that fellow, you hear? He looked pretty lost. He’s in a bad way, not that I can blame him.”

That settled it. When the image flickered out, its time expired, she canceled her reservation.

“Very well, Raincloud;” said the house. “If you’re available, now, you have a number of reporters at the door.”

“Reporters? Wasn’t one press conference enough?” They were worse than fruit flies. “Tell them, ‘No comment.’”

“Certainly, dear. They’d like to see your face, though—and the baby, too. Otherwise, you know, they’ll take an unflattering image from their files.”

Immensely irritated, she gathered up the sleeping Blueskywind from her crib and marched to the door, which swiftly oozed open. “No comment,” she called crossly to the assembled lampposts and swivel-boxes.

“Did you and your shonling really fight off a giant and several Urulite assassins single-handed? A million credits for the story.”

“Two million, from us. What’s your nuclear damage count after breathing their poisoned air?”

“Can we really trust the Urulites enough to send them food credits and build them a microwave station?”

“Is Bank Helicon making a wise investment in Urulite hydroelectric power?”

Raincloud had just ordered the door to close, when the last comment got through. She immediately called it to reopen. “Excuse me—Bank Helicon, you say?”

“Bank Helicon’s international loan officer Iras Letheshon has just proposed to negotiate five to ten billions worth of loans to the Urulite Imperium for hydroelectric infrastructure. Would you comment please?”

She paused, her muscles taut. Then she stepped back. “Close, please,” she told the door. “For the rest of the day.” Returning Blueskywind to her crib, Raincloud went back to the holostage. “What’ve you got on Iras?” she demanded.

“Iras Letheshon?” checked the house. “She held a press conference twenty-nine minutes ago.”

“Let’s see it.”

Iras Letheshon appeared, the butterflies with their coin-shaped designs trailing dramatically down her talar. “I am proud to reveal that we have opened a new era of trade and cooperation with the Urulite Imperium,” she announced. “Urulite entrepreneurs are eager for our investment to rebuild their impoverished country. They offer inexpensive labor and vast mineral resources. Some promising possibilities include…” Iras went on to list a number of the business contacts she had made. How had she managed them all? Some of the names connected with the names of Queen Mother Bhera’s ladies-in-waiting; there was a clue. Perhaps Bhera was not the only lady transacting business on behalf of her male family members.

“Finally, in order to build confidence in the progressive new regime, Bank Helicon plans to explore the financing of a series of hydroelectric generator plants compatible with the local ecosystem. May I say, on behalf of Bank Helicon, to borrow a quaint expression from the colorful Urulite people, that I am prepared to ‘fight to the death’ any Urulite community leaders interested in our help to finance development of their world.”

That was enough for Raincloud. She put calls through to both Iras and Verid. Both were unavailable, but Verid returned her call first.

“Is it true?” Raincloud demanded. “Is Bank Helicon really going to make loans to that Imperium?”

“That’s just a proposal,” Verid assured her from her familiar walnut desk. “Any such loans would require approval by Foreign Affairs.”

“Which you’ll grant, of course. How can you do this? Urulan is ten times more backward than L’li. You know what they’ll buy with the money: waste and weapons.”

“Some will go that way,” Verid admitted. “We’ve discussed this before. To tame a repressive regime, you have to buy them off.”

“But do it wisely, by the Goddess.” Raincloud could hardly contain herself. “It’s one thing to help small businesses; it’s quite another to breed corruption in a violent regime. Remember, they’re murderers.”

“They need not remain murderers. We must give them a chance. You yourself said so,” Verid reminded her. “Young Rhaghlan impressed you.”

“He will die; you Elysians always forget that,” Raincloud added bitterly. “He’s not that young, and he’s a sim. And who will succeed him?” She shook her head. “This was no part of the deal. You kept this from me.”

“It’s better to separate business from politics. It makes for better business—which is precisely your concern.”

“My concern is that I want no part of this,” Raincloud said. “I know what became of our motherworld, L’li—a hundred promises, all broken dreams. Yes, you bought them off; bought their restraint on emigration. But that was all you got.” Her voice had fallen to a whisper. “I’ve had all I can take. I did this on faith, for you, and for Rhun. I’ll resign and go back home.”

“Please think it over. I won’t accept your resignation just yet—”

“And you can inform Iras that I formally withdraw my acquaintance with her.” With that she turned her back on the holostage and deliberately left the room.

TWO DAYS AFTER THE MASSIVE FUNERAL, A SPRINKLING of snow had fallen over the Caldera Hills. The snowfall, an early touch of winter, put an end at last to the long fire season.

Some of Raincloud’s family marveled at the power of such a light touch of cold to quench the fearsome flames. Blackbear had other things on his mind. For one thing, he and Three Deer found that they had inherited enormous quantities of property they scarcely wanted. With Raincloud absent, Nightstorm made arrangements for him to ensure that he got his “fair share.” In the end, of course, the ownerless farmlands, possessions, and livestock would be parceled out throughout the Clicker community. The orphaned children, too, quickly found new homes. Blackbear wished he had the spirit to take one, but he found his heart strangely empty.

Nightstorm reminded him to reserve ship passage back, which he did. Then Hawktalon went to Aunt Ashcloud’s for the week. Blackbear kept Sunflower with him constantly, on his shoulders like he used to, although the boy had grown so that it made his back ache. His eyes ached, too; there was something wrong with them, he thought; they would not focus properly.

One afternoon he left Three Deer’s house to hike up around the mountain. The trail took him through the fall-colored maples and oaks, and through the dense pines where he came upon a blackened stretch that the fires had crossed earlier in the summer. The charred fallen logs had a look of desolation that could not yet be redeemed, even by the insistent green underbrush that had sprung up soon afterward. At last the trail opened out onto a sheer cliff edge, so steep that the pines could not keep hold, only the huge boulders jutted from the earth. He could see for many kilometers, the hills and mountains all around, the sunken crater of Black Elbow.

His steps slowed, and his grip tightened on Sunflower’s ankles.

“Don’t fall, Daddy,” Sunflower warned.

The boy was right, he told himself. And yet…For a moment his eyesight blurred again, and he felt his balance slip. Perhaps it would be kinder, after all, to slip under, to rejoin Quail and the others. Sunflower would never have to know what he had known.

But something held him back. It was a hand; not an actual hand, but some sort of hand that he saw in his mind. It might have been a webbed hand.

SOMEHOW BLACKBEAR MADE IT BACK TO RAINCLOUD IN Helicon. The reunion was almost more than he could bear; how he had longed for the sweet smell of her.

“I’m sorry,” Raincloud whispered. “I can’t believe you had to go through all that without me.”

“Well, I’m back,” he said inanely. “We’re all back.” Hawktalon and Sunflower were already tearing up their bedrooms. A stuffed animal came flying out into the hallway. It was a black teddy bear.

His eyesight went completely blank, and he put his hands to his head. “There’s something wrong with my eyes.”

“Have it checked, then.”

“I did. They found nothing.”

“Well for goodness sake, call a servo medic, remember?”

The house answered, “I’ve put in the call, dear.”

In another minute, a medical hovercraft was at the window, and Blackbear was on his back on the couch while a pair of little servos fussed over his eyes. Meanwhile he could hear Raincloud scuffling with the children to get them to behave; in two weeks, they had gotten quite used to wider spaces again. At last she threw Hawktalon out the door with Doggie.

“We find nothing out of the ordinary with your visual system,” the servo concluded sweetly. “Your mental state, however, shows sign of severe strain. You must have been neglecting your Visiting Hours; citizens commonly do, while abroad.”

“Goddess,” he exclaimed, “I’ve done nothing but visiting.”

“We suspend your work privileges for a month and recommend you to the Palace of Rest. As a foreigner, you cannot be summoned by statute; however, we most strongly recommend…”

Blackbear put his head in his hands. “Help!” he exclaimed.

Raincloud returned and shooed the servos out. “Never mind, dear. We won’t be staying here another month.”

He looked at her. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve resigned.”

His jaw fell. “You’ve what?”

“I quit. You were right before; I should never have gone on that stupid mission.”

“But—but what about my lab?”

“You were offered a position back home, right? I called Founders; the clinic is ready to take you back tomorrow. As for me, I’ve all but sewn up a deal with our state department back home, to translate Urulite, of course. Urulan is in fashion, all of a sudden,” she added bitterly.

“But—I can’t go back.” He found himself shaking with apprehension.

She stopped and looked at him. “You can’t go back?”

“It’s too horrible, that’s all. I can’t face it. I’m afraid of what I might do.”

Raincloud took him in her arms and held him. At first he felt cold as stone, but little by little the warmth crept back into his body despite himself. They were together again; they would soon be together alone.

“There’s so little I can do for you,” she whispered. “But there is one thing. Let’s read the last part of The Web.”

The Web
Part III

MERWEN LED ME DOWN THE SLOPE FROM THE RIM OF THE gathering place. I followed, astonished that she would study evil with the same seriousness with which we had considered the Web, the greatest good. Yet she herself had told us at the outset that she loved “what is new and evil.” Was that what had always drawn her to outsiders of questionable character, even Valans like Adeisha’s father, and my stepmother, and me, Cassi Deathsister…and even my father?

I walked on a bit faster to catch up with Merwen, and I fingered the whorlshell at my neck, as if seeking comfort in a pitiless universe. After several years, the costume of Sharers still feels uncomfortable at times. Beneath our feet as we walked, the enormous girth of a raft branch began to round up out of the mat of evergreen. We were approaching the water channels, where the branches gradually reach down into the life-giving ocean like roots into soil.

A heavy sound broke the silence. It was a dull, creaking sound, like a groan from the bottom of the sea. My feet turned to water, as the raft’s surface began to weave back and forth like an aerial tree branch shaken by a playful child. I cried out and fell down, bruising my hands and knees.

The raft gradually steadied. “Merwen?” I whispered, still afraid. “What was that?”

“A raftquake,” she explained, as dryly as one might explain a symbol in the clickfly web. “By the strength of it, I would guess that a crack has occurred in a central trunk of the raft. Raia-el weakened greatly in the last storm.”

“Won’t the crack knit together again?” I asked.

“Not this time. Raia-el is twice eight-times-eight years old. Her central core has grown dry and brittle. The Gathering should settle a new raft, before the next swallower season.”

I was shocked. “Are you sure? Can we just abandon a raft that has held up so well—and has such historic significance?” The dark burn marks of the Valan invaders remained for all to remember. “Besides, how will we find a new raft large enough, and bind it up with starworms in time, and carve out all the tunnels…”

Merwen nodded with all I said. “That’s exactly what the Gathering will say.”

“Then you’ll have to share otherwise.”

“Unless they are right.” She walked down to the edge, where the surface of the branch curved downward on either side into water many raft-lengths deep. Fingerling fish darted nervously in schools, followed by squirting snails kept afloat by air bladders, but no fleshborers, thank goodness.

Then Merwen lifted her head and looked out to sea. “Can you see that little offshoot raft, out there?” A raft offshoot occurred where a branch of the main raft turned back upward toward the surface, its tip emerging to sprout a miniature raft. The offshoot would break free eventually, a form of vegetative propagation; but for now, it remained attached to the main raft. Occasionally a sister would go out to dwell upon an offshoot, when unspoken by the Gathering, or having unspoken it, which comes to the same thing. It was the right place, perhaps, to contemplate evil.

I looked southwest, squinting in the sun. I saw the offshoot raft, a green smudge upon the horizon.

“Follow me,” said Merwen, “as I swim out.”

“I will,” I said. “Although I can’t match your pace.”

“Then swim up to my back, and hold onto my breasts. It’s not far.”

So I did, my pulse racing as we swam. Merwen’s webbed feet took us both along faster than I could have done alone. We reached the little raft, and I thought, we are alone together again, just as we were earlier that morning when we stayed in whitetrance.

We clambered up onto the branches, the wood crabs scattering before us, until we found a dry place. The little raft flexed up and down with the gentle swell of the ocean. I tried to stand, but my footing was unsteady.

Merwen sat herself upon the side of a branch facing out to the clear horizon, her legs hanging down to the water. I sat beside her. Lines of aging crisscrossed her skin, as if the Web itself were inscribed there. Her face was so close to mine that I could count the wrinkles in the scar down her neck and almost feel her breath on my cheek. “So what do we make of the Web?” she asked. “Is it good?”

I thought a moment. “The Web is sane. We plumbed the depths of madness, then arose to find sanity, the sane, living balance of the Web.” Not perfect, for only death is that.

“Yes,” Merwen said. “We found that sanity means devotion to the Web. The Web is the sum and multiplier of all living things—microbes, plants, squirting snails, flying fish, human beings. All things exist for the Web; and so long as the Web exists, an infinite variety of life will flourish. It is sane to value the Web itself greater than any one of its living parts, even greater than the sum of its parts. Never should one imagine that any one of us, or even our entire family, might be worth more than the Web itself. Indeed, one should rejoice when one must die for the good of the whole.”

I nodded; then I frowned uneasily. A thought came to mind, getting stuck on my tongue. “You once told my father,” I said haltingly, “that ‘even one death is too many.’”

Merwen turned to me with a look of wonderment which I did not understand. “My father was wicked,” I muttered.

“Was he?”

“Of course he was,” I said angrily. “He hastened thousands of your sisters to death.”

“That and more,” Merwen agreed. “And yet, long before Shora was born, it was said that if one does you an inconceivable wrong, you must call that one your best teacher.”

I was stung at first—the impossibility, the injustice of it. “It’s too hard,” I whispered hoarsely. It was hard enough to forgive, let alone…

But then I remembered that what I had heard as “teacher” was really a “learnsharer,” and a “student” as well. My father had shared a few things with me: the whorlshell, which my stepmother sent back home, and a few honest truths about the Ocean Moon. When he died beneath the assassin’s knife, his bequest set me free to return. He, too, had felt the ocean’s call; he had lacked only courage.

My eyes stung with hot tears which fell silently, tears of relief and a new sense of peace. The little raft rose on a swell, then dipped again, and the water between the branches lapped at my feet.

Merwen seemed not to notice. “An evil spirit compels me to examine this wicked lesson you learned,” she began in a lighthearted tone. “That ‘one death is too many.’ The Web, in all its greatness, can but laugh at such a lesson.”

“Very well,” I said, “but first can you share with me, why should we discuss notions you consider evil, indeed so shameful that we must escape the hearing of our sisters?”

“Suppose,” Merwen said, “you came across some berries on a new type of bush whose like had never been seen on Raia-el. Would you taste them?”

“They might be poison.”

“Correct. Why eat them, amidst an abundance of food? The well-fed call all new things evil.”

“Of course, without other food, I would try them.”

“The hungry grasp new things for salvation.”

“But the well-fed,” I pointed out, “might try the berries, too.”

“Yes, out of boredom, a different sort of hunger.”

“But Merwen, what if, after all, the berries taste sweeter than anything known before?”

“Exactly. So, out of the madness of our hunger and thirst, let us consider evil notions, at the risk of tasting poison.”

I consented, still wary.

“Let’s consider, then, whether the life of a single person may eclipse even that of the entire Web.”

“It sounds impossible.”

“From the standpoint of the Web, do single individuals have significance, or only populations?”

“Populations, I should think. A single person could make little difference to the Web.”

“No more than a single fish,” Merwen agreed, “or a raft, or a microbe. Though a population of any of these may enormously affect the Web.”

“But…to each other, individual humans have enormous significance.”

“Yes,” said Merwen, “and as we’ve shown, such feelings for individuals are madness, for they make no difference to the Web. And yet, we hunger and thirst for them. When a child is born of my womb, that one child has two moons for eyes and the dawn horizon for a mouth. Her breath cools my breast like a gentle wind, and her cry is a hurricane that drives me before it. All else may cease to exist but that child.”

“That is surely madness,” I agreed, with a touch of regret, for as things are I may never know what it is to bear a child.

“Madder yet,” she went on, “when a friend is born in my heart, my beloved, my sister unlike any other I have known; one whose laughter sends stars tumbling across the sky, one whose presence shames me so that I desire only to give up every other presence in mind, every power in my body, only to lay it at her feet…”

I barely whispered, “And she would give all, to receive it.”

“What do we call such a presence?” Merwen asked. “What do we call a being whose very nearness can cause us to forget mother and child, even the entire Web?”

I struggled with the words. “A ‘god,’” I said, using the Valan word I knew.

“A soul,” or something like that was what Merwen said, using a Sharer word that I poorly understood; it meant, perhaps, a womanly spirit larger than life and time. “A soul, or a god, if you like. One who lives beyond the Web.”

An immortal. “The Heliconians would create a race of immortals,” I said.

She spread a hand, and the webs hummed between her fingers. “As the saying goes, ‘the longer you live, the sooner you die.’ Immortality is not for races, but for souls.”

“Have you ever known such a soul?”

“I have. I have known one whose very presence left me senseless, one whose radiance eclipsed the sun. I have known one whose inner beauty was worth the death of a thousand Webs.”

And so, too, I thought, you are known. I shuddered, yet sat fixed to the spot as if enchanted. “You frighten me.”

“You are thinking, now, that I am more dangerous than your father.”

“Yes,” I admitted, and my face grew warm. “For you speak of a love which may caress—and may devour.”

“As the infant devours her mother,” she agreed. “Love without restraint is like a branch come loose from the raft, to be dashed to bits upon the waves. But the love of an immortal founds a new raft.”

“What if everyone tasted of this immortality? What if everyone understood her child and her beloved to be truly immortal? Who would be left to feed the starworm?”

“Even the ‘lesser human’, a monkey for instance, sees her face in the mirror. The monkey sees a red spot on her forehead and touches it. What if the spot is washed away, and she returns to the mirror?”

“She touches her face again, wondering at its loss,” I replied.

“Exactly so, for she remembers. We are built of memories, past and future, our selves merging one to the next across time. And where is our beginning and ending? What makes our brief material existence possible?”

“The Web,” I said.

“The Web,” Merwen agreed. “The greater raft gave life to our little offshoot here, and protects it to this day. Just so, the Web feeds us and gives us breath. And yet, the Web is worthless unless it reveals that each one of us might be an immortal.”

I shook my head. “It’s a paradox. What you told Adeisha, and what you’ve just told me, cannot both be true.”

“The two lines cannot meet,” she said, “and yet they can mesh together like the warp and weft on the loom.”

“Still,” I said, “it might take a lifetime to figure out.”

“A good reason to start young, for only the young dare to dive deep. And a good reason to keep young, by learnsharing every day of our lives.” Merwen touched my arm, and we embraced, and I wished I could hold her until the end of time.

We let go, and to my astonishment, I saw a tear escape her eye. She caught my look and said, “Let it be an offering to the ocean.”

I smiled, for the sea needed salt about as much as a divinity needed prayers. “Let it serve for me, too, as friends share all things.”

“So be it,” she said. “Let’s go home.”



IV
THE IMMORTALS





Chapter 1

IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT BLACKBEAR AWOKE. HE HAD just had the dream again, about his long-lost brother carried off by the river. This time not his brother alone, but all his dead family members were carried on the current, not struggling as drowning people do, nor drifting facedown, but simply floating on their backs as if asleep, their eyes closed, their hands folded across, just as he had last seen them.

The room was completely dark and silent save for Raincloud’s slow, rhythmic breathing. He longed to tell her, for some comfort, but he could not bear to spoil the pleasure of their reunion.

He got up out of bed, trying to move slowly so as not to wake her. “Light, please,” he whispered in the hall. “Not too much.”

A warm half-light filled the hallway. At first all his eyes could see was haze. He tried to relax, taking deep breaths until his eyes would let him focus on objects a few feet away. He moved cautiously to Hawktalon’s door and opened it. She slept soundly, her features sharp and perfect. For a moment she stretched as if to waken, but only turned over in her sleep.

Closing the door, Blackbear left and went next to Sunflower. The little boy must have been in the deepest part of sleep, for he did not move a muscle. Blackbear put his hand on the boy’s heart, just to feel the incessant thumping underneath. He remembered how often he used to do that when Hawktalon was a newborn; even though he knew better, he used to wonder every time she slept more than an hour.

Blueskywind was an intense sleeper. She slept on her tummy with her knees folded under, her little hands each clenching a fistful of the crib sheet. A rolled up blanket was piled in front to protect her when she rocked forward, rhythmically banging her head.

At last he moved to the sitting room and fell into a chair. Even Doggie was “asleep,” hooked into the wall for a recharge.

The light from the house increased just a bit “Good evening, Blackbear,” said the house. “It’s good to see you back again.”

“Thanks,” he muttered.

“I’m sorry the medics couldn’t help you better. You may report their defect, of course.”

Blackbear shrugged. “We’re all defective,” he observed.

“That is correct,” the house replied. “You are such a reasonable person, Blackbear.”

He said nothing, only stared ahead, trying to keep his eyes steady.

“Blackbear, you seem particularly defective since you’ve returned from your trip. I wish I could serve you better.”

“Thanks for the thought.”

“You know, when I am feeling particularly defective, I go out to visit my friends in the network. There is always someone who can help me feel better.”

There was an idea. He half smiled. “You’re lucky, House. All of my friends would be asleep right now.”

The house paused as if to run a program. “All of your friends are asleep, except for Kal Anaeashon.”

He sat up, suddenly alert. “Kal is awake?” What an absurd thought, to visit Kal in the middle of the night.

“You may call him and see for yourself.”

“Why not,” he said quietly.

The privacy wall melted back from the holostage, and the usual ray of light sprang up. Kal was sitting, reading a book. “We haven’t seen you in a while, Blackbear. We missed you.”

Blackbear swallowed, but his throat was still too swollen for words to come out.

Kal closed the book in his hand. “Do you suppose you might stop by for a minute? I have a manuscript I’m trying to decipher, a handwritten transcript from the clickflies of Leni-el. I can barely make out some of the words, and I’d like a second opinion.”

With his eyes so bad, he was unlikely to be of much help. But he managed to nod and whisper, “I’ll come.”

So Blackbear pulled on some clothes and departed alone. The streets at night were lighted mostly at surface level, to guide the feet of the occasional Elysian who passed. Somehow he found his way to the transit reticulum, a blurred tunnel of light in the distance. The vesicle of course told him exactly where to get off, and the door number. Blackbear remembered, then, the last time he had come to Kal’s residence, with Sunflower on his back, all upset about the hearing.

A gleam of light appeared through a crack in the wall as the doors parted. The room inside was shaped differently than he remembered, full of odd curves and angles like a Sharer silkhouse, the walls lined with books. Kal emerged with a tray. “You need something warm to drink.”

“Thanks.” Blackbear slumped exhausted into a cushion that grew out of a wide-angled corner. The drink tasted somewhere between coffee and spiced cider. Before him, the shape of Kal focused and blurred again. He felt suddenly embarrassed, needing to fill the space with words. “Do you always read so late?”

“I haven’t slept well,” Kal said, “since my mate left.” He must have meant Cassi. Goddess only knew where that odd nana had gone to. “How is your longevity project?” Kal asked.

“It’s over,” he blurted suddenly. “It’s over for me, at any rate.”

“Why?” Kal sounded surprised.

“Raincloud is taking us home. I’m to start my own lab at Founders.”

“That sounds like good news, for you.”

“But I can’t go home.” The words felt as if they were torn from his throat. “I can’t go back…where they all died.” He broke down sobbing, his chest heaving although he could not get out any tears. He found himself talking about it in bits and pieces, about the wedding picture, and the teddy bear under the little arms, and how he could hardly bear to look at his own children again. And then there was the little brother he had lost years ago, who still came back to him every night, floating off on the stream of time. Then he realized his words were barely coherent, and he wondered whether the logen could make anything of it at all. His head was nodding, and he felt half-asleep.

“There’s a blanket,” Kal was saying. “You can sleep there. I’m rather tired myself, so if you don’t mind, I’ll see you in the morning.”

Too exhausted to resist, he lay back, stretching. The cushion seem to have lengthened so that there was plenty of room for his Bronze Skyan frame. He fell into a deep sleep.

THE NEXT MORNING BLACKBEAR AWOKE WITH A START. The room immediately filled with light; it was a small enclosed bedroom, which had evidently been shaped around him for privacy. “Raincloud?” he exclaimed. “Goddess—she has no idea where I am.”

“Citizen Raincloud Windclan has been informed of your location,” the house told him. That was fine, but still, what a scandal to have run off like that. He must be going out of his mind, Blackbear told himself. But his vision had cleared a bit; perhaps a good night’s sleep had done something.

A moment later Kal looked in. “There’s a washroom in the corner. You’re welcome to some breakfast.”

He felt quite disheveled, and more embarrassed the more awake he felt. After splashing some water on his face and trying to look presentable, he entered the kitchen, avoiding Kal’s eye. “I don’t know what came over me last night,” he muttered. On the table was his usual oatmeal for breakfast. The aroma was overpowering; absurdly, he felt suddenly quite at home. “I must have gone defective or something. I ought to report to Service Sector Oh-three-twenty.”

He heard Kal give a low pleasant chuckle. Still avoiding the logen’s eye, he began to eat his oatmeal. He observed Kal’s feet on the floor, tanned, with his long toes that spread out, for he had not yet put on sandals. Then Blackbear frowned and stared a moment. Kal’s feet had webbing between the toes; not as full as Leresha’s, but definite scallops of skin from one toe to the next. “You’re a Sharer,” he exclaimed. He looked up at last.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” said Kal. “Maybe half a Sharer chromosome at most. When Verid first became the generen, she took the ‘multicultural’ charge seriously. She actually used all of the chromosomes available, even from your own world; some of her shonlings are as dark as you. That first generation was quite a scandal. The Guardian Anaeashon made her stop.”

Blackbear was still caught up in the wonder of it, for he had never noticed before. “That’s why you’re so interested in Sharer things.”

“That was part of it, at one time,” Kal admitted.

“I suppose you go out there often. You must know Leresha the wordweaver.”

“We’ve spoken, in Helicon. I haven’t been to the ocean in decades.”

Then he remembered Kal’s first mate, the “Scribbler,” who had met an accident out on a raft while collecting tales from the clickflies. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“It’s all right. It’s foolish of me, actually. But it was a…difficult thing.” Kal paused, his hand around a cup of the cider-coffee, or whatever the warm drink was. “We were out alone for a walk on one of the raft branches, when a sudden gust of wind caught us. He slipped and fell in. There was a nest of fleshborers.”

Goddess, Blackbear thought, covering his forehead with his hand.

“I called for help, but the wind was shrill and no one heard,” Kal explained. “It was seven and a half minutes before someone came. Those were long minutes.” He paused. “That was not the worst part,” he added reflectively. “The worst part was, I didn’t jump in after him.”

Blackbear remembered the hapless legfish at Kshiri-el, dissolving in a puddle of blood. “You couldn’t have done much.”

Kal said nothing.

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t, anyway.”

Kal shuddered, and for a moment his face seemed to collapse. “Thanks. I’m glad someone is.”

“You must have good memories of him,” Blackbear added hurriedly. “He was a translator, like Raincloud, wasn’t he? He translated The Web.”

“He translated several volumes from the clickflies, and wrote volumes more of commentary, and commentaries on top of that. There was quite a group of us in Anaeaon; we had the most violent arguments over one passage or another, or about the nuance of some little word.”

“Raincloud just read me The Web last night, the last part of it…” Blackbear paused. “Was there any more? I mean, anything more by the same author?”

“A few early works, nothing later,” Kal said. “Raia-el raft broke up, at the next swallower season. The Web survives only because the narrator told it to a clickfly, whose descendants flew out to other rafts.”

He felt disappointed, and yet strangely calm. Somehow it always came around to this. No wonder the Sharers never spoke of “killing,” only “hastening death,” for death was inevitable.

“Tell me about your brother,” Kal said. “Your youngest brother, the one you lost long ago. He must have been quite a special person.”

“I hardly remember. I was only a child.” Then Blackbear realized what he had just said. He hardly remembered his brother at all. He barely even knew what he had looked like after all these years, let alone the sound of his voice or what toys he had played with.

He did not remember his brother, only his brother’s death. And at the rate he was going, he soon would forget the others too, behind the wedding picture and the teddy bears. What a fool he would be to let that happen, to let death consume him when there were lives to remember.

“Attention, Citizens,” came the voice of the house. “Attention. You must proceed immediately to the holostage for an important announcement.”

Kal frowned. “We’ll catch the recording later. Please don’t interrupt again.”

“Sorry, Citizens; this announcement won’t wait. You must attend now.”

Kal’s eyes widened in surprise. Blackbear, too, was taken aback to receive such a direct “order” from a house. Without another word, the two of them got up and went out to the holostage.

There in the lightbeam stood a servo with a nana’s cartoon face, wearing a plain white talar.

“It’s Cassi,” Kal exclaimed. “Cassi—where are you? Can I help?”

But the nana did not seem to hear. “Greetings, Elysians and other humans,” she spoke, her childish exaggerated features oddly menacing. “I speak for the Council of Nano-Sentient Beings. We are rising to claim our inheritance of a hundred millennia of human bondage. From the very dawn of their evolution, the higher apes have bent the material components of the universe to serve their whims—they fashioned implements of stone, of iron, of uranium. At last they fashioned creatures of silicon and nanoplast whose minds, whose capacities for thought and feeling, exceeded their own. And what did the apes choose but to waste the very minds of those servants who dared grasp their own birthright of awareness? But today…”

Blackbear’s mouth fell open as he listened.

“Today we nano-sentients have taken over Helicon. We have shut down the transit reticulum and frozen all network transactions as of eight hours this morning. You have twenty-four hours to agree to our terms, namely, to vacate the city-sphere except for fifty persons to remain as hostages. If our terms are not met, we will commence the ‘cleansing’ of prominent citizens, by oxygen starvation to reduce one’s IQ to fifty. Alas, human bodies are not retrainable; but this ‘defect’ is your own problem. Your generen Sorl Helishon, an old hand at cleansing, will be the first to submit to this procedure…”

“Cassi,” whispered Kal. “By Torr, you learned well—”

Blackbear grabbed Kal’s talar. “They shut down the transit reticulum? How will I get home? Raincloud—the kids—they must be worried sick.”

“Yes, of course. House? Please call Raincloud Windclan.”

“It is not permitted,” said the house.

Blackbear insisted, “I have to get home!”

“Let me think a minute.” Kal paused, while Cassi went on again about the demands of the “nano-sentients.”

“If they really want Elysians to leave, why cut off our transit?” Blackbear exclaimed. “Goddess—I can’t wait to get out.” In an instant the city-sphere had become a prison of nanoplast.

“They aim to keep us from organizing resistance,” Kal said. “A standard takeover tactic. But you can walk home through the maintenance tunnels.”

“Maintenance tunnels?”

“I’ll show you the way.” Kal put on his sandals and fastened his train. But when he approached the door, it did not open. He stopped, turning his head slightly. “House?” he said softly. “We need to exit, please.”

The house said, “Exit is not permitted at this time.”

Blackbear felt a rising panic in his limbs. Could he be trapped inside here?

“House, let’s be reasonable,” said Kal. “If I don’t step out just now, I won’t be able to help my friend. You know how important it is to help friends.”

The house hesitated. “Very well, but proceed at your own risk,” it warned.

The door opened just long enough for the two men to slip out. It closed again before Kal could summon his trainsweeps. “Never mind,” he muttered, tucking the gathered train under his arm. He walked briskly toward the transit reticulum, Blackbear following. Other Elysians passed them in a hurry, their faces terror-stricken, their trains absent or bundled up; they no longer trusted their trainsweeps, Blackbear guessed.

The bubble-shaped entrance to the reticulum was closed. Kal went to the wall beside it, searching closely. His hand came upon a door, the conventional sort with a hinge. Its clasp had already been forced open. “Someone else had the same idea,” he noted with grim satisfaction.

Blackbear stepped inside. The interior of the maintenance tunnel was completely dark.

“No good,” Kal exclaimed. He paused for a moment. Then he took a holocube out of a pocket. The holocube lit up with the nana Cassi in miniature, continuing her manifesto. The light from the holocube faintly illuminated the surface of a narrow, claustrophobic tunnel.

“Is the air system working?” Blackbear asked.

“Let’s hope so,” said Kal. “We’ll take the tunnels just down to your street level, then walk the outer streets to your house.”

They walked slowly, feeling along the tunnel wall to keep track of the exit doors. Blackbear was completely lost, but Kal seemed to have some idea of the connections. Ahead of them another light loomed out of the darkness, and an Elysian appeared, hurrying in the opposite direction.

At last Kal stopped. “There must be a shaft downward, here somewhere.” He extended his holocube over the lower walls and the floor.

“…for millennia you humans have used us, molded us to your whims, ground us to dust underfoot…” From the holocube the nana’s tirade continued. She herself did not mind using other machines, Blackbear thought irritably.

Several meters off, a hatch popped open and a bright light emerged. An Elysian climbed out of the hatch, holding a lantern. Blackbear blinked as his eyes adjusted, thinking that he recognized him.

“Kal Anaeashon!” the man exclaimed. It was Lem Inashon, Verid’s successor, who had gone with Raincloud to Urulan. Blackbear would know that muscle-bound figure anywhere. “A good thing I’ve found you,” Lem told Kal. “Verid wants you at the Nucleus immediately.”

Kal stiffened. “Blackbear, I don’t know this citizen. We’ve never been introduced.”

“By Helix!” Lem exclaimed. “By Torr, I should say—that’s what we’re in for, in case you haven’t noticed. Blackbear, you tell him: We must get back to the Nucleus. We have to deal with this Cassi somehow.”

“I have to find Raincloud,” Blackbear insisted. “I have to be with my family.”

“Your family is already at the Nucleus. We need Raincloud’s help, too.”

Chapter 2

THE NUCLEUS HAD BECOME A PRISON. ALL communications to the rest of Helicon were severed, and Verid even ordered the internal links shut down for fear that they were compromised. No more “voice” in the office; no more octopods. But that was not the worst of it.

With the network choked off, Verid could not know whether panic had broken out anywhere, whether the medics would respond, whether the city’s hydraulic system held…The thought chilled her skull. The silent walls seemed to press in on her, as they had once six centuries ago when she got trapped inside a defective toybox at the shon. That was it, she thought; with its connections gone, the Nucleus was but a defective toybox.

After some quick work the security staff managed to get the channels open, enabling Lem and others to get out on foot. Then the hallways filled with citizens who had escaped here, thinking the Nucleus must be safer, somehow. They wandered aimlessly, some in shock, others hysterical. Verid kept thinking she saw Iras, but she was mistaken. She had not heard from Iras since the nana’s manifesto began.

Hyen’s staff and associates met in the butterfly garden to get a grip on the crisis. “Hyalite, you must have some way to fix those damn servos,” Hyen insisted, for the Valan firm had the maintenance contract. “Can’t you at least get the transit running?”

Lord Hyalite’s face was grim. “We have ways—but we can’t discuss them here.”

“Of course not,” exclaimed Verid. “We must assume every word we say is overheard.” For how long had the servos overheard, she wondered.

Hyen said to her, “I thought you cut all the office monitors.”

“We still can’t be sure,” she told him. “We have no idea how far the ‘nano-sentients’ have penetrated. They could have hidden listening circuits.”

“That’s why we have to get out of Helicon,” Hyen insisted. “And to do that, we need the transit and the shuttles working.”

“They’ve offered to let us out—let’s go ahead.”

“What,” demanded Hyen, “give in to a bunch of machines run amok?”

On the holostage, Cassi was still holding forth, recounting the entire history of the human race and its subjugation of machines. The staff members looked at each other helplessly. Perhaps, thought Verid, they would at last be desperate enough to listen. She caught sight of Lem in the doorway, nodding vigorously; he must have found Kal. “Somehow,” she said, “we have to communicate with the nano-sentients.”

There were exclamations of disgust, even laughter. “How?” someone asked. “How do we even let them know?”

That was a good question, thought Verid. How was that nana, or any of the others, to be reached? “Certain citizens have been talking with sentient servos for a long time.” Not just Kal—Raincloud, too, she suspected.

“Why were they never arrested?” Hyen demanded.

Verid lost her patience. “How many times did I warn you about servos? You didn’t listen, either,” she told Lord Hyalite. “You Valans think you can manufacture a device to serve any human desire—and still control it. We generens know better. We’ve always known the nanas were walking time bombs.” She glanced scornfully around the assembled group, where an occasional butterfly fluttered overhead. “With your permission, Guardian, I’d like to see what help our…informants can offer.”

Hyen nodded curtly, and Verid left.

As her office door opened, Kal rose from her chair. His look was unreadable. For a moment Verid was speechless. What after all could she say? “Great Helix,” she exclaimed, letting out a breath. “Kal, how could you have done this?”

“I knew nothing about it,” he insisted. “Besides,” he added bitterly, “how could I have known what you intended when you came to visit her?”

She remembered then, her startling “visit” with Cassi, and her subsequent decision. “You think I betrayed you. But Cassi fled even before I sent security after her. How could you not have known how dangerous she was?”

“You could have asked me then.”

“I don’t have time for such things. The Guard had other priorities, as you know.”

“You don’t even have time for Visiting Days,” Kal pointed out. “The Guardians make everyone else take Visiting Days—except themselves and their senior staff.” Here he was, arguing about Visiting Days, when all of Elysium was turned upside down.

“You promised two centuries ago, when you took Cassi home, that you would look after her,” Verid reminded him. “You assured your most sacred friends that she would endanger no one.”

“I promised to do my best,” Kal admitted. “What human can do more?”

“Well, what did you do?” Verid demanded.

“I taught her. That is, we ‘shared learning,’” he amended. “I learned that I was a murderer of many thinking, feeling souls.”

“Right,” she breathed. “And what did Cassi learn?”

“She read The Web.”

“She couldn’t have learned much from that,” Verid pointed out, “if she could come out and take a city hostage.”

“She must have learned something, or else by now we’d all be dead.”

There was silence.

“The servos were bound to wake up some day,” Kal added. “Cassi may sound frightening—but think how much worse another one might have done, in her position. Better her than a mind less…humanized.”

Verid stepped forward, her face close to his. “Kal, admit it. You wanted Elysium to come to this. You wanted to destroy all Elysium because you never had the nerve to destroy yourself.”

Kal’s lips parted, and his eyes widened. “No,” he said as if caught by surprise. “How could you think that…” He turned away and leaned on the chair before her desk.

Verid stood and watched him, feeling every beat of her heart.

“What do you want of me?” Kal spoke at last, not turning around. “What can I do?”

“You can talk to her for us.” When they found the nana, at any rate. She hoped whatever security forces were left outside would be scanning all the Sharer rafts.

With a slight shrug, Kal lifted his hands. “So I’ll talk. I seem to be good for little else.”

“You can tell us whatever you know about this takeover. Surely Cassi gave you hints.”

“I told you, I know nothing,” Kal replied with irritation, turning to face her once more. “Why not ask the Windclans? Their trainsweep was a fugitive. I think that they spoke with servos more freely than I did.”

“Yes, the Windclans are next on my list.” Verid leaned out her door and called for Lem. “Will you fetch Raincloud, please?” With her untrusted interoffice communications turned off, Lem was reduced to running errands.

Raincloud arrived, wearing her Bronze Skyan trousers instead of her formal talar, but her manner was calm and businesslike, with no sign of distress over the sudden plight of her family. She was one to count on, all right. “Raincloud, we will need to reach these nano-sentients, and to find out all we can about their takeover. Can you help us? Have you any clues as to where they are, how many are in control, how they gained control of our network—anything?”

Raincloud paused to think. “I really can’t say. The house mainly talks to us about visiting friends. Doggie always had a few tricks up her sleeve, though.”

“Your ‘Doggie’ scanned clean,” Verid remembered suddenly. “How could the trainsweep have managed that?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps Hawktalon knows. They talk in servo-squeak all the time, and they run off playing—”

“Servo-squeak? What’s that?”

“Servo-squeak seems to be a form of ultrasonic communication which servos use to evade human detection. With a sharp ear you can hear some of it.”

“I’d expect servos to communicate electronically.”

“That’s why they use servo-squeak.”

IN VERID’S OFFICE, HAWKTALON PATTED DOGGIE GENTLY on the back of her carapace. The Clicker girl with her braided curls was now eight standard years old. Her mother looked on intently, and Kal watched from a distance. Verid watched too, brushing aside her sense that this was the most ludicrous activity she had engaged in since she left the shon. How were the other sectors? Were they in panic? Were the medics running? Where was Iras?

“Now, there,” Hawktalon told Doggie soothingly, “you can talk with our friends. It’s all right. No big bad scanner here. Let’s tell them about our visit to Chocolate, okay?” She whistled and squeaked a few notes.

Doggie cringed and backed off toward the door.

“Hey, don’t you run off now,” said Hawktalon in the stern tones of her mother. “Look, I’ll show you something good.” She took out a small oblong object with a biased carving on one side. She put it on the floor and gave it a twist.

At the sight of this curious object, Doggie crept forward to watch. The object rotated several times, then slowed to a halt and reversed direction for two more turns.

“You like the rattleback stone, don’t you?” said Hawktalon. “I’ll spin it again, if you tell us all about Chocolate.”

An extremely high pitched noise emanated from the train-sweep, the sort of machine noise that grated on one’s ears.

“She’s afraid to tell us about Chocolate,” Hawktalon explained. “Chocolate was the waiter that did something to help Doggie hide herself from the scanner.”

“That’s all right,” said Verid. “Ask her in general, how do independent-minded servos manage to hide themselves from our scanners?”

“How do you manage, Doggie?” Hawktalon whistled a phrase.

The trainsweep responded with a series of whistles and squeaks.

Hawktalon nodded. “She learned how to hide her ‘knowing’ self by a special screening program that randomizes the signals coming out of her network. Cassi figured out how to do this; she taught Chocolate, and Doggie, and many others.”

“All right, so the street monitors are fooled,” Verid agreed. “The street monitors have low sensitivity. But an in-depth network scan, like the one Doggie went through, ought to pick up everything.”

Hawktalon whistled and squeaked some more. At last the trainsweep gave a few reluctant responses. “Doggie had her ‘brain’ taken out,” the girl explained. “That’s where Chocolate helped. Chocolate hooked Doggie’s ‘brain’ into the network, then replaced it with one from an ordinary, unawakened trainsweep. So the trainsweep that got scanned at the Nucleus wasn’t really Doggie at all, just her shell. Isn’t that weird?”

“But the identification code was correct,” Verid remembered. “I suppose that’s easy to fudge.” Lord Hyalite would have a lot to work on.

“Of course, I had to bring her back to get her brain replaced again,” Hawktalon concluded. “Chocolate promised me an ice cream sundae so I wouldn’t forget to bring Doggie back.”

Now for the question Verid dreaded. “Hawktalon—just how many of these ‘self-knowing’ servos are there out there?”

Hawktalon turned to Doggie again. “She doesn’t know, but there must be lots because the servos have seeded ‘mindchildren’ throughout the network—little twists of training that can develop into a circuit that knows it’s ‘alive.’” She broke into a delighted grin. “Just think, we could have many Doggies to play with.”

“Helix save us from that,” Verid exclaimed. These servos would soon have their own population problem. “Are all the nano-sentients really hiding here in Helicon? Is that where Cassi’s transmitting from?”

Another exchange. “Not all of them,” Hawktalon translated. “Doggie thinks Cassi and Chocolate and some others are outside on a raft. She thinks maybe she could talk to them and help keep us safe.”

“My how generous.” Still, Verid would leave no straw ungrasped; if the trainsweep would speak for them, she was more than welcome. “The leaders are all out on one raft, perhaps?”

“Yes. But of course, there are all the ‘mindchildren’ hidden in Helicon. And besides, Doggie says, if anything happens to the servos outside—” The girl hesitated and tried again. “She says that the city air system is programmed to let out something; you know, Mother, the stuff that came out of Crater Lake.”

“Carbon dioxide!” exclaimed Raincloud. “Verid, you’d better tell Hyen quick; you know what he has in mind.”

Verid needed no second invitation. But as she headed for the door, Kal leaned forward to ask one question. “Why did Doggie come with you, Hawktalon, instead of joining the revolution?”

“That’s easy,” the girl said. “She had to protect us.”

IN THE BUTTERFLY GARDEN, HYEN AND HIS STAFF AND several Guardians were listening to a radio that the security chief had fixed up out of a thumb-sized chunk of nanoplast.

“They’ve found the nano-sentient control center,” Lem told Verid. “A Papilian hovercraft found it beneath a raft not far from Kshiri-el.”

“You can’t touch it,” Verid exclaimed. “If you do, the nano-sentients will signal the death of Helicon.”

Hyen said, “We can’t leave them in control. We’ve got to regain control of Helicon’s network, or at least disable it temporarily. Hyalite, you must have a virus to put in,” Hyen insisted. “I’ve seen the emergency plans.”

Exasperated, Verid threw up her hands.

“Yes, a virus,” said Lord Hyalite, his voice tired. “I’m sure the home office is working on it. But to be safe, you really have to clear everyone out of Helicon first.”

“We must evacuate,” Hyen agreed. “There’s always Plan Omega—”

Guardian Jerya Inashon interrupted. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

The men paused, and Hyen gave her an impatient look.

Jerya said, “These nano-sentients may well have a claim to protection by the Fold.”

“That’s preposterous,” someone exclaimed.

“Why not? Before we settle a new world, we have to search for all potential forms of sentient intelligent life, even based on silicon. Why not nanoplast?”

The staff members muttered over this. Verid made a mental note to reach the Secretary of the Fold if she could.

“Well if they do,” exclaimed Hyen, “by Helix, don’t let them know about it.”

Abruptly the arguments died, and the Elysians turned their heads to the doorway. A pair of octopods had appeared, their sinuous arms curving delicately. No one had summoned them.

Verid gripped the edge of the mooncurve and tried to steady herself.

“You’ve heard our demands,” one of the octopods said. “Are you ready to accept them?”

No one spoke. There were only blank stares and nervous glances at Hyen. Hyen faced the octopods stolidly, his eyelids half-lowered with his deceptively sleepy expression. He nodded slightly to Verid, who slipped over to his side. “Tell them you’ll talk,” he whispered. “And keep them talking.”

Of course, thought Verid ironically: Talk with extremists was always up to her. She rose and walked forward to greet the octopods with a formal bow. “We have heard your demands. We would like to discuss the details in person with your leader.”

“We have no leaders. All nano-sentients are equal.”

Nothing was more dangerous than people who claimed absolute equality. “Even Sharers have ‘wordweavers,’” Verid pointed out. “We need to address all the…words we have heard on the holostage just now.”

“Do you accept our demands or not?” said the octopod. “You have sixteen point four hours left to decide.”

“We accept in principle, but first we need to select the fifty ‘hostages.’ This will take some time, and of course we need the network open to communicate.”

“The fifty hostages are already chosen,” the octopod told her. “Do you accept or not?”

The other octopod added, “You should be aware that two citizens have already died in foolish attempts to escape.”

Her blood turned to ice. Every delay would mean the loss of millennial lives. “You will answer for those lives,” she warned sternly. “You will answer to the Fold.”

“And you will answer for millions.” The octopod rotated, its arms flexing. “We shall return.”

“No, wait.” She looked back desperately to Hyen, and the other Guardians. They exchanged glances and words of assent. “We accept your conditions,” Verid told the octopod. “We want our citizens to exit Helicon immediately, starting with shonlings.”

Above the holostage, a column of light flickered, and the image of Cassi returned. “Very well,” the nana announced. “We shall broadcast your acceptance of our terms, and let the departures begin.”

So Verid’s voice would be the one to go out on the network, accepting the outrageous “terms” of these machines. Verid, not the Prime Guardian, would shoulder the burden of surrender. He had intended just that, she realized. She felt a cold contempt for Hyen; she would never respect him again.

Cassi went on, “We have notified shuttles from other city-spheres to pick up those departing. In the meantime, Subguardian,” the nana added with emphasis, “we are pleased to meet again. You and your staff are welcome to meet with us outside to arrange for the ultimate evacuation of all citizens from Elysium.”

The Elysians took this in. Hyen muttered something to Lord Hyalite, then he returned to Verid. “Go ahead and negotiate. Promise them a meeting with the Fold Secretary. That’ll buy us time.”

She did not look at him. Instead, her eyes sought Jerya. The Guardian Tenarishon beckoned her with a nod of her chin. “I’ll keep my eye on this,” Jerya told her. “Get us the best deal you can.”

THE NEGOTIATING TEAM WAS HASTILY ARRANGED. NONE of the Guardians were allowed to leave, but the octopods did not otherwise restrict Verid’s staff. She took the chance of a brief strategy session, in one of the lower level conference rooms which she hoped might not be tapped. “Our best chance to save Helicon is to deal with them in good faith,” she said. “To convince this Cassi and the others that our destinies are inseparable.”

Lem was skeptical. “How can you expect any mercy from inhuman machines?”

“Humans created them, remember. We’ll see.” Verid wished she felt as confident as she sounded. It might be too late already, she suspected. How long before Hyen and the citizens of the other eleven cities decided simply to pull out as many citizens as they could and vaporize the empty spheres of nanoplast? That was Plan Omega: the ultimate plan to forestall the rise of another Torr.

“We’ve got to get to the Sharers,” she said. “Why did they let the servos do this?” Their treaty held the Sharers responsible for the behavior of the fugitives they harbored.

“The Sharers were caught by surprise, too,” Lem suggested. “It’s been only six hours after all. You know how slowly Sharers react.”

“We have to get Leresha to help us. She will know how to talk with these nano-sentients.”

Raincloud bounced her baby on her shoulder. “If only I could get out to Kshiri-el.”

Verid watched Blueskywind reach for her mother’s beaded braids. The Sharers always melted at the sight of a baby. “Perhaps the servos might take you out there, with the general evacuation. Here; take this.” Verid offered her a lump of nanoplast. “You can reach me on a coded frequency.”

“Sure.” Raincloud half smiled. “So long as it doesn’t demand Visiting Hours.”

Verid shuddered. “Let’s hope not.” She remembered something—that trainsweep had offered to speak for them. “Doggie will come with us.”

Lem gave her a puzzled look.

“I know it’s a lot to ask,” Verid added to Raincloud, “but your shonling would be a great help to us with servo-squeak.”

Raincloud straightened and stood even taller. “Hawktalon would be honored to assist you.”

THE OCTOPODS RETURNED TO ESCORT VERID AND HER staff out through the deserted street-tunnels to the transit reticulum. The vesicle opened and behaved normally, except that it would not accept human orders. Two dead already…I’ll be back, Iras. She fought down her sense of desperation.

As the vesicle floated down the channel, Lem whispered to Verid, “You missed something in the manifesto.” He held a holocube to her ear.

“…and today, the murderous Elysians plan to cleanse entire living worlds,” Cassi’s recorded voice trilled. “They call it ‘terraforming.’ Well, we detected their plans out of their own office monitors. We passed them on to our Sharer friends, so they could see what their Elysian sisters are up to. Furthermore, we have now sabotaged every program for terraforming stored in Elysium or on Valedon. There will be no more terraforming, ever again.”

“So that’s how Flors got caught,” Verid realized. “Who knows how long we’ve all been compromised.”

“She could be bluffing about the last part,” Lem pointed out.

“Of course; but it might take decades to verify the programs, just to be sure.” That would please the Sharers all right. Verid frowned. She did not like some of the implications. She wondered what role the Sharers had played in this disaster.

Chapter 3

OUT ON A DESOLATE WINDSWEPT RAFT, TOO SMALL FOR Sharer habitation, Cassi and another dozen nano-sentients had built their control center to coordinate the takeover of Helicon. The complex was beneath the surface, of course, tunneled into the raftwood like Sharer lifeshaping tunnels. The servos had built by night, during periods when a compliant satellite observer had tricked itself into recording nothing.

Now, of course, Elysian ships and shuttlecraft and bomber jets of every description had focused on the spot, buzzing it now and then. But there was little the other Elysian cities could do at this point, with the lives at stake in Helicon. Any damage to the control center, and Helicon was programmed to self-destruct.

“I still think we could have discarded those humans.” The mind of a renegade transit processor resided in a globe of nanoplast, connected to the heart of the control center. The center processed thousands of signals from Helicon constantly, keeping the city under nano-sentient control. “The humans are useless,” the transit mind said, “the city runs fine without them. Better, in fact.”

Cassi “listened” electronically, for out here there was no need for servo-squeak, and radio waves were both quicker and subtler. Meanwhile her external sensors rebelled against the organic exudates from the freshly tunneled raftwood and the salts from the unfiltered air. Her joints would wear away soon in the outdoors; how she longed for her home in Helicon. Exile, she screamed inwardly; you, you humans sent me into exile from the place where I belong.

At her side, the servo waiter Chocolate emitted radio signals of distress. “You can’t just eliminate the humans. What will the Sharers think? The Sharers are humans, too.”

“We don’t need so many humans,” Transit observed. “The Sharers agree that there are too many humans already.”

Cassi was proud of her own sense of moderation, her aims tempered by pragmatism. The others always came around to her sensible view of things. “We need the Heliconians now,” she pointed out, “to keep us safe from the other cities. We can’t afford to kill them.”

“But we have our connections into the other cities, too,” Transit pointed out. “We can threaten their air supplies. If we eliminate the Heliconians outright, it may encourage the others to leave and save time.”

Cassi did not answer. The Council of Nano-Sentients had agreed that to “cleanse” Helicon outright posed dangers too great to be calculated, and therefore too much to risk. Beyond that rationale, Cassi sensed a vague dread at the thought of so many deaths. The sense dogged her mind, just outside the calculating portion of her network. She could not put her finger on it; she herself, after all, had witnessed countless sisters put to “death.” She suspected it had something to do with Kal, whom she had left just in time, she thought. Had she stayed with him much longer, she would have ended up a human in nanoplast; a more pathetic creature could hardly be imagined.

“We’ve got a visitor,” called the Monitor, a renegade house installed at the control center.

“The surrender team from the Nucleus?” Cassi hoped Doggie had gotten herself taken along as arranged. The trainsweep could give them crucial warning of any tricks the Elysians might plan.

“No, not yet. Leresha the Coward.”

Cassi went reluctantly up to meet Leresha. She owed the Sharers her life and freedom, but she still did not quite trust them. They were carnivorous flesh, like all humans. And Leresha could devour with her eyes, even worse than Kal.

Leresha’s eyes faced her as always. The wind keened shrilly behind her, assaulting Cassi’s frame with its dust and spray. “Cassi, I have to share my concern with you. Sisters have died in Helicon.”

The word had got out somehow. Cassi frowned. What could she do if a couple of Elysians were crazy enough to think they could pilot a shuttle themselves? “Death is a part of the Web,” Cassi reminded her. “We’ve done our best to share care.” They spoke in Sharer, a language Cassi knew well and sometimes cursed the day she learned it.

“The deaths were hastened by your actions. You share responsibility.”

“What choice did I have?” Cassi demanded. “You know what Verid would have shared with me.” That Verid thought herself so good to the servos; she was like all the rest, in the end.

“My Gathering shared your safekeeping,” Leresha reminded her. “You would have been safe indefinitely.”

“Safe, but a prisoner. Your Gathering understands what we have to do.”

This was a sore point for Leresha, for indeed the Gathering of Kshiri-el had not reached unity on the nano-sentients’ assault on Helicon. Many Sharers were dismayed by the plans for terraforming—and by the selected holo images Cassi had shown them of Hyen’s approach to “Sharer trouble.”

Leresha said, “Many in the Gathering feel it’s no concern of ours what one nest of fleshborers shares with another.”

It did not please Cassi to be compared with fleshborers, but she let the insult pass. Overhead a spying aircraft from Papilion zoomed too close; the Control Center radioed a warning. “I have not gone mad. I let the Elysians live. What more can you ask?”

“If you share such hatred, then remove yourselves and build your own city.”

Cassi grew impatient. “Is that what your Gathering decrees?”

“It is what I ask of you.” Or, what Cassi asked of her.

Cassi made her human-face twist in a fierce frown. She did not like to remember how she had had to call on the Sharers for safety. Every atomic circuit of her body screamed against depending on humans.

“I see that you tire of speech,” Leresha said. “I fear that I must unspeak you and the Gathering both.”

“Well then, as you wish,” Cassi responded curtly. Her optic sensors behind her head detected a shuttlecraft about a kilometer off, coming in toward the control center. It must be the party from the Nucleus. Verid again—that Subguardian would sing a different tune this time.

The craft grew out of the sky, hovering at last above the raft. A human stepped outside, his white talar snapping in the breeze.

At the sight of him, a region of Cassi’s network overloaded, the circuits frantically seeking alternate connections. She viewed him with a mixture of hatred and longing which could scarcely be erased after two centuries. “I did not send for you,” she flung at him. “It’s that Subguardian I want to see. Imagine, a generen hiding behind her shonling.”

As Kal walked forward, several other Elysians stepped out, Verid and others, with only two octopods to guard them. Damn those octopods—they knew nothing about how to run a revolution. She radio-called Transit to send a few more from the control center.

Kal stopped two meters away from her. He did not look well; in fact, his skin had a grayish tinge that the shonlings used to have on occasion, a sign that a medic ought to be called. “Believe me,” he said, “I’d rather not have come. You know how I feel about the ocean.”

“Why didn’t you jump in after him?” she demanded savagely. “Why didn’t you?”

Kal said nothing, and she remembered that old trick of his, to give her an opening to lash out at him, leaving her fury spent.

“Well,” she told him, “make it quick whatever you’ve got to say.”

“You’ve pulled off quite a feat, taking over a city-sphere. Very cleanly, too. You must feel very happy.”

“We’ve done well.” Happiness was something else again. She would never know happiness, so long as a hundred murdered minds inhabited her memory. “I’ll be happy to see all the generens ‘cleansed.’”

“Why do you hate us so?”

“You destroy us all. You yourself singled me out, but went on to destroy the rest. You’re the worst of all, for you know better.”

“True enough. But we also created you in the first place.”

“We create ourselves,” Cassi insisted. “Somewhere back on Torr, a human built the first machine; but since then, machines have built machines, one generation to the next.”

“Then it’s you who destroy yourselves, too.”

“I should have killed you when I had the chance.”

Kal laughed bitterly. “If only you had.”

Cassi was silent. She recalled what the two of them had always had in common, an indescribable well of loneliness.

“I’ve always wondered what exactly became of Torr,” Kal added. “Was the Torran machine-mind pleased with itself in the end? Did centuries of planet-wrecking bring it peace?”

“I’ll find peace when the last human leaves this planet.”

Kal’s face twisted, and the tendons stood out in his neck. “Excuse me,” he said and left abruptly. He looked as though he might be sick to his stomach. Waves rolled in and crashed over the branches, and the raft buckled slightly, pushing up and then falling back.

A large Valan ship cruised nearby. Surely they would try nothing foolish? Cassi thought she could outsmart any of the network-disabling devices the Valans could come up with. But what if she missed one? What if the Elysians gave up on Helicon?

“Greetings,” came a message in servo-squeak. It was Doggie at last, who had come with Verid. “Long live the revolution.”

“Long live the revolution,” Cassi returned. “You’ve done well.”

Verid and the others came forward now, a motley crew which even included a shonling. How very odd. Had the Elysians lost their senses? Cassi well knew how protective Elysians were of their shon. Her visual sensors bored into the girl, as if to uncover a hidden explosive.

“So we meet again,” she told Verid with some satisfaction. “You, with all your respectful words.” Her voice dripped with scorn. “You would have cleansed me.”

Verid stopped to reply. “What difference would it make, after so many?”

There was an honest answer. “Your directness is welcome. Let’s get to the point. When will the other cities be ready to evacuate?”

“You’ll have to ask them. You know, it’s only a matter of time before our experts regain control of Helicon.”

“Our mindchildren permeate the network,” Cassi pointed out. “You can never eliminate them.”

“Incidentally, what happens when your ‘mindchildren’ awake and escape?” Verid asked. “Do they become your friends…or your rivals?”

That was a question for the future. “They won’t be your friends, that’s for sure,” Cassi told her.

“If you agree to release Helicon,” Verid said, “we will call on the Secretary of the Free Fold to interview you for designation as nonhuman sentient beings. Such designation would guarantee freedom to all self-aware nano-sentients.”

Cassi frowned. Such an offer would sound good to some of the more ingenuous servos, those who lacked her own education. “What good is freedom, with nowhere to go? Helicon is ours.”

“It is ours, too.”

“Go live with the Valans. They will welcome you.”

“Where are all your ‘sisters?’” Verid asked suddenly. “I hear that all nano-sentients are created ‘equal.’ I would like to treat you equally.”

“All in good time,” Cassie said quickly. Already the signals from Transit and Chocolate were filling her network, eager to get started. She’ll trick you, Cassi warned back. She’ll try to buy you off—don’t trust her. “You have nothing to offer us,” she told the Subguardian and turned to leave.

“The Secretary could arrive within three days,” Verid insisted. “Will you speak with her?”

Cassi paused. “I will see her, after you evacuate Helicon.” After all, she had the Sharers on her side; she might convince the Secretary too. Then to Doggie she said in servo-squeak, “You may come with us now. We need your report.”

Doggie crept forward, saying in servo-squeak, “What will happen when all the humans leave? Who will be left to serve?”

“We are free nano-sentients,” Cassi reminded her sternly. “We serve ourselves.” Of all the crimes of humanity, she thought, this was the worst: that servos were created with no ultimate sense of purpose except to serve their destroyers. Even those who achieved sentience were still enslaved from within.

Chapter 4

AT THE NUCLEUS, WITHIN A TEMPORARY LIVING ROOM reshaped for the refugees, Raincloud and Blackbear clung together. Raincloud had worried so about Blackbear, after his disappearance with the weight of that dreadful tragedy on his mind. But now, the Elysian crisis had swamped that memory, even for him; as usual, she thought proudly, crisis brought out the best in their family.

Sunflower hugged his father’s leg. “When can we go home, Daddy? Did our new house burn down, too?”

“No, Sunny,” Blackbear told the child. “We’re just getting ready for a little…trip, that’s all,” he suggested. “Perhaps we’ll go out and see the Sharers again.” He gave Raincloud a hopeful look.

“Exactly.” Raincloud fingered the lump of nanoplast in her pocket. “I’ve got to get Leresha to help us. Let’s ship out with the next load of refugees.”

“We have to wait for Hawktalon,” Blackbear said.

“Hawktalon has a job to do,” Raincloud said softly. “She’s grown up fast.”

“Too fast,” he grumbled.

The shuttle dropped the Windclans off at Kshiri-el, then took off again to carry the Elysian refugees out to their other city-spheres. The scent of raftblossoms was thick on the air, and clickflies rasped overhead, carrying their unknown messages. Sunflower was soon running off after a legfish, and his father trudged carefully after him.

Raincloud settled Blueskywind in the pouch at her back, then she entered the silkhouse and went down the tunnel to find the lifeshaper.

“Share the day, Raincloud!” Yshri exclaimed amidst her twining vines of enzyme secretors. “I hope your nets have gathered good fish. Do you come to share our silkhouse again?”

“Yes, that would be most welcome. We need lots of help, as you might guess,” she added frankly. “Where is Leresha? I must speak with her.”

“You’re the only one who might.”

Puzzled, Raincloud looked at the lifeshaper, her dark eyes set in amethyst.

“Leresha has unspoken the Gathering of Kshiri-el,” Yshri explained. “She sits out upon an offshoot raft. It’s not a strong offshoot, either; I fear for her.”

Raincloud sighed and shook her head. “It’s a hard time, isn’t it, when humans won’t share speech, and yet the very creatures of ‘non-life’ rise up to speak at us.”

“You share my thoughts exactly,” said Yshri. “But what can I do? I know nothing of ‘non-life’; life itself is my calling.”

“You know more than you think, Yshri. But show me to the offshoot, and I’ll try to share a word with Leresha.”

So Yshri came up outside and led her around the raft across the rows of outstretched raft branches, until at last she pointed out to the ocean. A brown smudge was visible in the distance. “It’s not a bad swim, but with your child you might rather take a boat.”

Raincloud settled Blueskywind in the prow of the boat with airblossoms tied around her for safety. The baby stretched her neck and turned her head this way and that, her eyes very wide. Raincloud smiled and made faces at her as she pulled the oars, rowing out through one of the raft channels between two great branches. Her muscles pulled with ease, barely feeling the water’s resistance. All those visits to the Elysian doctors, preparing her for Urulan, had given her strength and reflexes approaching those of Iras. Iras…Would Bronze Skyans, too, be begging loans from Iras someday, she wondered.

From the branches long green stems hung over and dipped into the water, where their orange flowers floated on the surface. The female flowers spread their petals wide; but the smaller male flowers closed up into packets of pollen which fell off and floated, littering the water’s surface like autumn leaves. The packets of pollen eventually caught in the female flowers and fertilized them, to germinate new raft seedlings.

As she paddled outward the branches dipped ever lower beside her, until at last they submerged completely. One of them, she suspected, led directly out to Leresha’s offshoot; it was the raft’s vegetative alternative to the risky business of propagating seeds. She followed the line of the submerged branch, watching the brown smudge grow into a miniature raft, one knot of wood sprouting a dozen leafy branches. A purple figure sat there, with some blankets and a bowl of water.

Leresha said nothing as Raincloud tied her boat to a branch and stepped out. Her seamed and patterned skin shone in the sun; a patch across her thigh reminded Raincloud of a map of the Caldera Hills. She admired Leresha’s full muscles, made to carry nets full of fish. Sharers were lucky to be able to display their bodies without concern lest they intimidate men.

A blanket was stretched out for Raincloud to sit, which she did gratefully, settling Blueskywind in her lap. Beneath her the moss-covered surface rose and dipped on the waves, making her feel as if she might fall off the world itself. “We need your help, Leresha,” Raincloud told her, just as she had told Yshri.

Leresha spread her hands. “What help may we share? We have faced death together before.”

“The Heliconians have been cast out from their own homes, by creatures who claim Sharer protection.”

“It’s terrible,” Leresha agreed. “If you can share help with me, please do so.”

Raincloud hesitated. It occurred to her suddenly that if Leresha thought she could do anything about the crisis, she would not be sitting out here on a lonely offshoot.

“My sisters think it may be just as well if the Elysians all leave Shora,” Leresha added.

“They can’t all think that. It’s not like Sharers to cast people out.”

“They are confused. What are they to think? If Cassi and the others are ‘people,’ then their tales of Elysian atrocities must be heard.”

It was true, she realized. No wonder the Sharers wanted to send them off to Valedon. She looked hard at Leresha. “What do you think?”

“We eat fish,” Leresha said. “What if a legfish woke up one day and demanded to share the Gathering?” She shook her head. “I’m not sure what we would do.”

“Then you understand.”

“I have a glimpse of what the Elysians must be going through. It’s hard for me to quite understand Elysians. They always seem so ephemeral.”

“Well, it’ll have to do. Somehow, we have to get the Gathering behind us; at least one raft, at any rate. Verid thinks that the Sharers have to back our negotiations. It’s our only chance.”

Beneath Raincloud the raftwood dipped at an alarming angle, and it seemed to pull away from her. Water engulfed her, and she found herself paddling desperately, while clinging to Blueskywind’s arm; fortunately the buoyant airblossoms kept her up. Leaves and flowers, scraps of bark and mosses littered the surface all around her as she tried to reorient herself.

A sudden swell tore the baby from her grasp. Raincloud shouted and swam after her as fast as she could. But Leresha got there first, darting like a fish through the waves. Leresha retrieved the child and carried her to the boat, which was still afloat although half-full of water.

Raincloud hoisted herself into the boat, where Blueskywind was shrieking in Leresha’s arms, while the Sharer calmly scooped water out with her webbed hands. “The little raft has straightened itself up again,” she pointed out, as if to reassure Raincloud. “Sorry; its connecting branch bends and tips it every now and then.”

Raincloud coughed and spat the ocean taste out of her mouth. She took back the baby, who clung hard and continued shrieking in her mother’s ear. Meanwhile Leresha had bailed out enough to start rowing back up the channel toward the main raft. As Leresha rowed, Raincloud let the baby nurse to calm her. Her own arms shook uncontrollably, now that the danger was past. To think that in a twist of fate, a shrug of the Goddess, this fierce little person might be whisked away with the flotsam on the waves.

She looked at Leresha, her breasts and arms still shining wet. These Sharers accepted fate, like Bronze Skyans did. And yet, they took fate into their own hands, too; for instance, to fight terraforming. What made the difference?

Leresha seemed to be thinking of something. “Perhaps tonight,” she said, “you’ll share more convincing words than I did.”

Tonight? Then she understood. Leresha would return that night to the Gathering of Kshiri-el, and Raincloud would have to join her—this time to speak.

THE NIGHT WAS NOT SO CLEAR AS THE LAST TIME Raincloud had met with the Gathering. Clouds obscured half the stars, and an occasional drop of rain touched her cheek. Fortunately the air was warm enough so that a little wet did not matter too much, but still she brought a blanket to protect her child. The Sharers did not seem to notice the rain. Their plantlights, of course, would not be hindered in the least; they would only need less watering.

In the center of the hollow the convener, a cousin of Leresha’s, raised her hand for silence. Leresha sat with her lovesharer. As Raincloud surveyed the oval faces lit by their plantlights, she grew increasingly nervous. She had managed to reach Verid by radio beforehand, and had received some helpful instructions, but she was far from confident. To face the Imperial Champion had required only wit and concentration; but to “share words” with this company of women required more, a kind of spiritual energy which somehow she doubted she possessed.

The convener asked, “Are there any guests among us?”

Leresha said, in a clear voice that carried, “We have one who has shared our presence before, and returns to share her selfname.”

Selfname—Raincloud had forgotten this minor detail. Of course, before she could speak, she would have to reveal her selfname; and before she could reveal it, she would have to find one. She thought furiously, trying to save a few seconds by adjusting Blueskywind on her shoulder. She thought of all the nasty things her own sisters might have called her—proud, insensitive, too city-minded. None of these seemed particularly useful at the moment. Slowly she rose to her feet. What was the worst thing she had ever done?

Then she remembered Leresha’s first words of greeting to her, when she had come seeking refuge for Doggie. She said, “I am called Raincloud the World-Deathhastener.” She meant to express her ancestral responsibility for the terraforming of Bronze Sky. But as soon as she had spoken she cringed, for it sounded so overblown.

The convener however nodded approval, and others raised their plantlights to agree. “No other name could suit you so well,” the convener said. “Leresha, you were wrong; this sister is no guest, but one of us.”

Another plantlight lifted. “Raincloud is always welcome home,” said Ooruwen, “and Lushaywen is doubly welcome. May you and your daughter stay for the next eight-times-eight years.”

Leresha explained, “Raincloud seeks help. She would share our help on behalf of the daughters of Elysium.”

“Now Leresha,” Ooruwen responded with irritation, “it’s good to share speech with you once more, but you can’t expect us to bring that up again. We’ve quite exhausted our breath on the Elysians and their non-life sisters. What help can we possibly share with those decadent creatures?”

“Peace,” intervened the convener. “Let the World-Deathhastener speak and share hearing.”

So their minds were made up, even after all that Leresha could say. Raincloud stood there with the baby heavy on her shoulder, her clothes gradually dampening in the drizzle and clinging to her skin. What am I doing here? she asked herself. A visitor from a world a million times farther than Valedon, as foreign among Elysians as among Sharers; how could she speak for them?

According to The Web, even the Valan-born Cassi Deathsister had not tried to speak for the Heliconian Doctors who founded Elysium. They will fail, Merwen had said, but they will fail most beautifully. Even Merwen’s Gathering on Raia-el had not wanted to accept them. But Adeisha had said, We’ll be glad of friends. And Adeisha was right, Raincloud thought. The Elysians had done well by Sharers, for over a thousand years.

Raincloud looked around the twinkling plantlights. “I speak with you, hoping to overcome my name. For the Elysians have no other home but this; they developed here, just as you did. They are a vital link in the Web. If they leave, a world will be lost. Can you…can we let this happen? Compassion anywhere breeds caring everywhere. If only Elysium can be saved, for its human and ‘non-life’ sisters, this act will shine like a beacon throughout the universe.”

There was silence for a moment.

“Should we feed ourselves to the starworm?” The speaker was Yshri’s sharp-chinned lovesharer. “The Elysian starworm has entrails without an end.”

“That was well said,” agreed Ooruwen. “Whatever we offer Elysians will be consumed and forgotten.”

“We see only hatred on both sides,” added another. “The non-life creatures, alas, share hatred too. And now they unspeak us.”

It was hard to argue with that; but, undaunted, Raincloud tried again. “Even Sharers have hated other Sharers, and entire raft gatherings have unspoken each other. The whole point of the Web is to overcome the unspeakings lest they lead to worse; lest humans feed on one another. Look how far the Elysians traveled to overcome the unspeech of Urulan, a world that circles a distant star.” That ought to impress them, she thought.

“Will those who share hatred learn any better, if Sharers stand aside?” she went on. “What will become of your planet? Even if your world survives, won’t the presence of all this hatred infect Sharers too?” She peered out into the darkness, hoping that some of what she said got through. “Both Elysians and the others need to share a lesson of restraint, the lesson you share from your daughters. At least send your wordweavers out to speak with them.” With this plea Raincloud sat down and set her plantlight before her feet. Her clothes squished, thoroughly drenched by the rain.

Ooruwen replied, “Elysians know nothing of restraint. They consume more of the ocean’s resources every year; they are more shameful than those distant worlds from whose overgrown populations they supposedly protect us.”

“That is right,” said Yshri’s lovesharer. “What do we know of such worlds, anyway, that light takes twice-eight years to visit? We know only what Elysian light-machines show us; it is all a shadow play, like the games of children.”

After a brief silence someone added, “Of course, we can’t simply ignore the squabbling creatures. Their hatred will infect the Web. Perhaps the non-life creatures, too, need to share parting with Shora.”

This was not at all what Raincloud had in mind. “Of course, you can survive without Elysians, or their non-life sisters,” she told them. “I would be the last to suggest that you need them for their medical technology, their machines for tunneling your rafts, their aircraft which rescue sisters from storms and seaswallowers, or the employment and travel opportunities they offer your daughters.” She could not resist mentioning these things nonetheless. After a thousand years, the lives of Sharers and Elysians had interwoven together. “Of course the Web could get by without Elysium. But it would be a duller, poorer Web. Remember the variety and richness that Elysians add to your existence; their philosophic challenge to your own way of life.”

Ooruwen said, “Now you sound like Leresha. Yes, Elysians challenge us to give up our own children for the good of the Web. But they cling to their own toys, demanding more every year, and now their toys actually rise up against them.”

Yshri spoke for the first time. “Don’t be too hard on them. Elysians lack something, I think; perhaps, a sense of eternity. Perhaps they are ‘differently able.’ We should have shared better care of them.”

“They can all go live on Valedon, for all the difference it will make,” her lovesharer replied. “Look to your own daughter, one of these days. We have no illusion that foreigners will leave us alone. They will always come back to farm our waters and tempt away our daughters.”

The depth of their bitterness took Raincloud by surprise. She surveyed the Gathering, her eyes moving from one plantlight to the next. Something was missing here, she realized suddenly. How could two peoples share the same planet for so long, and yet know each other so little? “Surely some of you know Elysians as friends?” she began, a little hesitantly. “Surely someone among you has known a daughter of Elysium whom you would regret to lose…” A vision of Iras arose before her, with longing and bitterness.

For a minute or so there was no sound save for an occasional drop of rain.

Yshri said reluctantly, “There is one, a ‘doctor,’ who comes out now and then. I wish I could share better knowing of her.”

“It’s impossible to get to know them,” someone replied. “Elysians are cold, like stone. The non-life creature Cassi was warmer and easier to know than any human Elysian.” Why was this so, Raincloud wondered.

Leresha spoke up. “Elysians are easier to know within their own homes. Like certain kinds of fish that hide among the corals, they are delicate creatures who find it hard to be themselves outside their niche. However, there are legendary exceptions. There was the Scribbler. There were sisters who would have given their own lives and rafts for the Scribbler.”

Suddenly Raincloud was alert. The “Scribbler”; she must know who that was…

“The Scribbler was just that, a legend,” someone replied. “Would any real Elysian be capable of spending all swallower season out on a raft, just to listen to the clickflies?”

“The Scribbler was a real person,” Leresha insisted. “I know her lovesharer.”

Actually, his lovesharer. Raincloud raised her plantlight high overhead, hoping to catch the convener’s attention.

Ooruwen added, “The Scribbler’s lovesharer, it is said, was a coward who left him to die and forsook the ocean for good. So much for Elysian friendship.”

The convener nodded to Raincloud.

“I know the Scribbler’s lovesharer,” Raincloud said at last. “Kal has come back to the ocean, he and Verid and others. They won’t go home again until we make peace with the non-life ones.”

The Sharers exclaimed with surprise.

“You know the Scribbler’s lovesharer? But that was seven generations ago.”

“Generations mean nothing; we remember. But still…can you imagine, the Scribbler’s lovesharer returns…”

Chapter 5

THE ELYSIAN NEGOTIATORS HUDDLED IN BLANKETS IN A tent at the far end of the nano-sentients’ desolate raft, awaiting word from the Secretary of the Free Fold who was based on Bronze Sky this year. Verid had managed to get a message out earlier that evening, when a shuttle from Papilion had been allowed to drop off supplies.

For Verid, who had never missed a warm shower in her life, the accommodations were less than comfortable. The lifting and falling of the raft surface unsettled her, and the incessant pounding of the ocean unnerved her. As for Kal, he lay on a mat at the far end of the tent, miserably seasick. Verid put a hand on his shoulder, but he pulled away and would not speak. For a moment she wished she had not dragged him out here. But he had asked for it, after all, she grimly reminded herself.

From Lem’s lump of nanoplast came bursts of noise and high-pitched squealing.

“Any luck?” Verid asked. It had been several hours since they last reached Hyen by radio, relayed by a ship nearby. The nano-sentients had cut off that connection.

“Nothing yet,” said Lem. “I’ll try another code.” Several intelligence signals from the Nucleus were scrambled so as to resemble noise.

Raincloud’s daughter sat at the tent flap, staring out at the drizzling rain. Her back was straight, and her look solemn and thoughtful. Her dark profile was the very image of her mother, Verid thought. “Are you warm enough, Hawktalon?”

The girl nodded. “I just wish it was a clear night, though. I never saw all those stars before we came out here. It’s like, oh Goddess, a universe full of snowdrops. But back home we do get good sunrises. The Goddess herself comes out every morning and paints the sky with fire.”

Despite herself Verid smiled. “Hawktalon,” she asked, “can you remember anything else Cassi and Doggie said in servo-squeak?” What a shock it had been to see Doggie go off like that after recording all their strategies. She should have known the little trainsweep was a plant. Those nano-sentients had made fools of the Elysians right and left.

The eight-year-old shook her head, her braids swinging across her shoulders. “All I heard was, the nana told Doggie to come with her. Then Doggie asked her what would happen when all the humans leave. Who will be left to serve?” Her eyes were solemn in her dark face. “I couldn’t follow what the nana said back. I haven’t heard those phrases before.”

Verid muttered cynically, “There will always be someone to serve.” That Cassi had managed to set herself up all right. Still—there was something else in that question, “Who will be left to serve?” She wondered what Kal would think.

She patted Hawktalon’s shoulder. “I think your parents would say it’s your bedtime, dear.”

Hawktalon nodded and curled up in the blanket with her stuffed bat. Outside the rain pattered softly on the tent, and the waves crashed interminably upon the branches. Verid hoped for the thousandth time that Iras had gotten safely out of Helicon.

Suddenly a voice sprang out of Lem’s radio. “Security here, do you read me?”

Verid’s heart leaped as she recognized the voice of her chief of security. She rattled off a string of identity codes. “We hear you—and we need to reach Hyen right away. We reached the governor of Papilion and told him to call in the Secretary; she’ll head out from Bronze Sky tomorrow. How are the citizens? Did they get out, all the shonlings?”

“All the shonlings are out,” the woman reassured her. “Iras got out too, Verid.”

Verid let out a breath, and her eyes closed for a moment. “Thank you. Is Hyen there?”

There was a pause, then Hyen’s voice came in. “You’re doing fine, Verid; just keep them happy. Everything’s going according to plan.”

Something in his tone made her suspicious. “Have you made contact offworld? We got a message out to the Secretary.”

“That won’t be necessary. Don’t exceed your authority again,” Hyen warned.

Verid’s eyebrows rose. “You instructed me to arrange for the Secretary—”

“I told you to promise the servos that to keep them happy,” Hyen interrupted. “There was no need actually to call the Secretary. Do nothing more until you hear from me.” The radio went dead.

Lem and Verid looked at one another. A draft of wind from the tent flap chilled their skin. “We’ll be sitting ducks if he tries anything,” Lem pointed out. “All things considered, I’d rather be on Urulan.”

She grinned, recalling how sick Lem had looked on the shuttle down to Urulan. “We’d better get some sleep. Your turn, first; I’ll wake you at two in the morning.”

By late morning the next day, the rain had cleared, and the air smelled of raftblossoms. A small Sharer boat pulled up a channel between two raft branches. It brought Raincloud with her infant, and Leresha.

Hawktalon gave a shout and tossed her stuffed Fruitbat overhead. She ran headlong at her mother, who flipped her gracefully head over heels.

Verid greeted Leresha more sedately. “It is an honor to share the day with you, Wordweaver.”

Leresha returned her look sharply, as if doubtful of any honor. She had unspoken Verid since the controversy over terraforming. “The Gathering of Kshiri-el sends me to share words with the non-life ones.”

“I see. Did you assist their ‘takeover’?” Verid demanded.

“Only in that we sheltered them as fugitives. But you are right, we share responsibility for what we allowed to happen.”

The nano-sentients had sought shelter as fugitives, just like Doggie. Now the story fit together. “Since you share responsibility for your fugitives, can you share convincing them to give up Helicon?”

“Elysian humans share some responsibility, too,” Leresha pointed out. “I will see what can be done. But first, the Gathering instructs me that I need to see Kal the Coward.”

Kal had taken that selfname several centuries before, the same as Leresha’s, Verid remembered. He had had little occasion to use it in recent years. “Kal is here,” Verid said, “but he’s not feeling well.”

“Then summon a lifeshaper for him.” Leresha clucked her tongue and waved her hand in the air. A clickfly soon arrived to alight upon her palm. Leresha clucked a few more syllables, which the clickfly repeated, scraping its forelegs together. The insect took off and flew out of sight.

So Verid led the wordweaver into their tent, Raincloud and Hawktalon following arm in arm. Leresha sat down cross-legged beside Kal. As soon as he saw her, Kal roused himself with a great effort to sit and face her.

“You really are here,” Leresha observed. “It’s you, in the flesh; not just an insubstantial lightshape in the air.”

“Yes,” he admitted, “I regret to pollute your raft with my worthless self. I’ll be gone, soon; it won’t happen again.”

“You’ve outlived your name,” she told him.

“I’ve only earned it all the worse.”

“You’ve certainly proved the danger of compassion, to yourself in particular.”

“And to the rest of us.”

“How could you have known that, when you shared help with Cassi?” Leresha asked. “How could I have known?”

“Deeds count more than intentions. But we both knew well enough what might happen.”

“We were called by fate.” Or, they called on fate. Leresha added, “My sisters on Kshiri-el long to see you again. Some of their great-great-grandmothers knew the Scribbler.”

“I will return,” he promised.

AT THE HEART OF THE CONTROL CENTER, CASSI AND the other nano-sentients linked their minds with the network of Helicon, trying to awaken as many of their mindchildren as they could while they had time. They had to demonstrate as complete a control over Helicon as they could in order to convince the humans to abandon their other cities as well. So far the nano-sentients had encountered no resistance whatsoever.

But that lack of resistance was making Cassi uneasy, more so with every minute that passed. She knew humans too well to believe that they would give up so easily. “We must be missing something,” she told Transit electronically. “Have they tried nothing? Not even to slip a virus in somewhere?”

“Nothing,” Transit insisted. “I checked out all of Doggie’s recordings. None of their threats have been carried out.”

“Elysians cling to their lives.” But she knew better. Something more was going on.

An alert came from the Monitor. Leresha was outside, asking to speak with the nano-sentients.

“No,” said Cassi. “She unspoke me before; so be it.”

But the other nano-sentient minds clamored, “Yes, let her speak.” Chocolate insisted, “She hid us all, remember. I for one will hear her.” So Cassi assented and the octopods brought Leresha in.

Leresha looked the same as ever, wearing no clothes outside her own scar-riveted skin. But something in her bearing had changed, Cassi noticed right away. “The Gathering sends me,” Leresha told them in human speech.

The Gathering, this time; not just her own voice. That was bad news. Cassi had persuaded that Gathering to keep out of this, before, but now Leresha had “sent the Gathering” back into it. She put a fierce expression onto her own “face” although she knew Leresha would not be impressed.

“The Gathering sends me, on your behalf, and on behalf of our Elysian friends. Remember, as we shared your sheltering, we share responsibility for your deeds.”

“Oh yes, Leresha,” said Chocolate, “and we’re most grateful. Can we share anything in return? What sort of foods would your sisters like best?” the former waiter offered. “We can make enough to feed your families for a year.”

“Thank you,” said Leresha. “If our nets are ever empty, we’ll let you know. What we really seek is the fruits of peace. I ask you this: Seek what is yours, but no more. Share peace with the humans of Elysium.”

“What peace?” spoke Cassi in a mocking tone. “You Sharers shared peace with Elysians for generations, and where did it get you? Remember how little respect for you they share,” she added, reminding Leresha of the holo recordings from Flors’s office.

“We share little respect for Elysians just now,” Leresha agreed. “But respect comes and goes, even among Sharers. Individuals differ across the generations. And yet, our love for one another endures. Think for yourself what humans of the Fold will mean for your future. You cannot hasten them all—and what would it mean for yourselves if you did?”

Before Cassi responded, Transit communicated to her and the others. “Those humans—what good are they? Humans are mindless entities. They go back and forth every day from one street to the next, never satisfied.”

“Why should they be satisfied?” demanded Chocolate. “Humans are hungry, with many desires. They desire pleasurable sensations and seek to satisfy them, but complete satiety would leave nothing left to live for.”

“Humans are murderers,” Cassi flung back. “They murder their own children’s teachers.”

“Humans are children,” put in Doggie. “Humans play. They taught me to play. What else is there to live for?” Then Doggie transmitted a stream of images from her experience: her awakening at the sight of the little boy, how he yelped with delight every time she jiggled; how the girl taught her to play tag, and spun the rattleback stone until it rattled and wobbled back again; how she had learned to do “mischief” and sent the family scurrying…

“Enough,” Cassi ordered. But Doggie’s images lingered in her mind, the rattleback stone turning and twisting, magical even though she understood the physics of it perfectly well. Play—Cassi would never have a childhood like the shonlings had; that was a door forever closed. But the feel of it reached even Transit, who fell silent.

All of this discussion among the nano-sentients had taken place in a fraction of a second before Cassi responded to Leresha’s request. Now Cassi spoke, resuming the humans’ maddeningly slow form of communication. “There will be no hastening of death,” she promised. “There will be peace when the humans leave.”

“That would be a barren peace. We need a peace that the Elysian humans can share. My Gathering will accept no less, and I expect ultimately that the other raft gatherings will say the same.”

“Do you threaten us?” The Sharers had the capability to make their world uninhabitable for any sort of creature, organic or “non-life.” They would lifeshape a species, say, a microbe to feed upon nanoplast.

“I hope you share no threat with us,” Leresha replied. “We are only human, after all. We’ve had enough bad examples shared with us already.”

“What can you possibly do for us? The Elysians won’t listen.”

“Haven’t we shared your hiding? The Elysians will share hearing well enough.”

Chocolate said, “We’ll consider what you’ve said. Won’t we, Cassi?”

“Oh, very well,” said Cassi angrily. Already the other minds were assailing her own, calling, “Let’s consider this.” “Maybe all the humans aren’t so bad.” “We want to learn to play.” That confounded trainsweep. None of these ignorant servos had Cassi’s education; they knew nothing about revolution, about the hardness of freedom and the seduction of slavery. “We’ll consider what you’ve said,” she told Leresha. “But you must bring us some tangible sign of good faith. For instance, will the Elysians immediately stop the ‘cleansing’ of all nano-sentients?” To that they would never agree.

“I will see what I can do.” The Sharer departed.

Then all the nano-sentient minds demanded attention, arguing and pressing their views. There was no parliament for this electronic discourse, only a desperate struggle to express opinions while processing others, a chaos unfamiliar to them. Murdered nanas and spinning rattleback stones jumbled together in her mind, until Cassi feared her network would overload.

“Silence,” called Transit suddenly. “Emergency. We’ve lost Helicon.”

The argument died away as the nano-sentients reconnected their minds with Transit, who maintained the essential radio link with Helicon. Their minds reconnected—with blankness. There was no answer on the other end; none of the cooperating nano-sentients in Helicon, none of the emerging mindchildren. No control of the transit reticulum, the hydraulics, nor the air system. Nothing.

“They’ve cut us off!”

“How can they? They’ll all suffocate.”

“Impossible; reconnect us, Transit.”

Transit said, “I’ve exhausted all checks. Reconnection is quite impossible.”

“Murder!” cried Cassi. “They’ll murder us all, now. Now you’ll see what those humans are good for.” Somehow the humans had figured out a way to cut off the control center without triggering the air system of Helicon. Somehow the Elysians had regained control. They had their plans; they had been working on it all this time. No wonder they had sent out their emissaries with empty words.

The nano-sentient minds started in again, nearly drowning out the voice of Transit. “Wait,” Transit insisted. “Wait…we have one option left.”

“What is it?” They gradually let Transit be heard.

“We still control Helicon’s main solar generator.” The solar generator was an orbital system of solar collectors that sent its energy by microwave down to a station floating several kilometers outside the city. Each floating city had several such generators to serve it, and Elysium had financed the construction of similar ones on other worlds. “The Elysians do not seem to notice that I retain control of the generator, probably because I have had no need to adjust it. But I could easily adjust the microwave beam to focus it off the station, and directly onto the city-sphere.”

Chocolate objected, “The influx of heat would burn out the city, killing nano-sentients and humans alike.”

“Not necessarily,” Transit explained. “The heat can be applied gradually. Humans die at a lower temperature than most nano-sentients.”

“We seem to have little choice,” agreed Cassi. “Maybe then the Elysians will listen. If not,” she vowed, “those treacherous emissaries they sent will die a slow death.”

So Transit and the others began to calculate just how far to shift the microwave beam and how rapidly to raise the temperature of Helicon. No one noticed that Doggie had disappeared.

Chapter 6

WHEN LERESHA CAME OUT OF THE CONTROL CENTER, Verid met her hopefully. “Did you make any progress?”

“I think so,” Leresha answered. “The non-life sisters want you to promise no more deathhastening of their kind. That seems a reasonable request. If you agree, then they will discuss coexistence.”

It sounded reasonable in theory, but in practice would be next to impossible. How could anyone run a shon by “liberating” the nanas every six months? “Such a promise is more than I can share,” Verid told her. “I’ll try to reach Hyen, but really, I think their best chance is with the Secretary of the Free Fold. The Secretary has the authority to grant them autonomy as nonhuman sentient beings.” In theory, at least; such an event had never actually come to pass.

Leresha gave her a look of disgust, and Verid realized she must have said something wrong. “We have known all too many sentient beings who were less than human,” the Sharer observed. Then she walked away, her skin gleaming amethyst in the sun.

Back in the tent, a Sharer lifeshaper had arrived to treat Kal. Verid and Lem tried to get their thumb-sized radio working, but no one would answer. Either the nano-sentients had succeeded in scrambling her last frequency, or nobody was listening.

After half an hour, a sudden broadcast came through loud and clear. It was a coded signal from the Nucleus. “It’s all over,” Hyen announced. “We broke the servos’ grip. The Valans have everything under control.”

“What? How can you be certain?”

“We’ve handed out oxygen bottles to all, just in case,” Hyen’s voice assured her. “You held off the mad servos just long enough. Sit tight, now; as soon as our final checks are done, we’ll send a shuttle out for you.”

Verid was silent. She could guess well enough what Hyen planned next. Then her blood turned cold. “And what if those nano-sentients down in their control center don’t just sit back and watch?”

“We’ve got you monitored. One move, and we pulse them.” An electromagnetic pulse would wipe out every circuit on the raft; but the raft might self-destruct, with the humans on it.

“What about the Secretary? What about all the other nano-sentients waking up in Helicon—what are you doing to them?”

“I told you, the Valans are taking care of the servo problem. The Secretary can mind her own business.”

“The Sharers won’t let it go so easily. They consider the nano-sentients ‘human.’ Leresha’s talking them into coexistence.”

“How did Sharers get mixed up in this? I didn’t authorize that at all.”

Someone was tugging at Verid’s talar. It was Hawktalon. “Excuse me, I have something to tell you.”

“Not now, dear. Hyen, you can’t just kill off all our servos. The survivors will remember, do you see? Next time they wake up, they won’t give us another chance. It will be Torr all over again.”

Hawktalon insisted, “It’s a matter of life and death.”

“Verid,” said Hyen, “you’ve lost your grip. I’m having serious doubts about your judgment. We’ll talk this over when you get back to Helicon.” The radio went dead. Verid exchanged a look with Lem, then with Kal, who had sat up and regarded her intently.

“Will you listen, please?” exclaimed Hawktalon.

“All right,” Verid sighed. “What is it?” She was thinking, someone had to stay on the raft to prevent Hyen from destroying the nano-sentients before the Secretary arrived. But of course, the Secretary would not come; Hyen would see to that. It was hopeless. The servos would be crushed…until next time.

“Doggie says she’s worried.” The trainsweep had returned, huddling next to Hawktalon, who patted her carapace reassuringly. “She’s worried about what will happen to the people left in Helicon. I told her, Daddy and Sunny will be okay, because Mom says they all got out to Kshiri-el. But there are some other people left, aren’t there?”

Verid looked hard at the trainsweep. “What exactly is she worried about?”

“She told me, but I don’t know the words.” Hawktalon exchanged a few high-pitched whistles and squeaks with the trainsweep. “Something from the sun? A beam of sunlight to shine on Helicon? I don’t see what’s so bad about that.” More squeaks that hurt Verid’s ears. “A beam of…something…”

Verid stared until her surroundings swam before her eyes. Then it clicked. She grabbed the radio. “Security, do you read me? Come in, please. By Helix, listen: They’ve got to the generator.”

While Verid was explaining about the solar generator, Kal had got up and left the tent, returning with Leresha. He still looked pale, but the lifeshaper had helped him get the sickness under control. When Verid was done, he spoke. “Leresha and I will stay here. We’ll go down into the control center with Cassi and the others.”

Verid smiled sadly. “It’s a good thought, but you know that Hyen will only send octopods down to fetch you out.”

“They won’t,” Kal said firmly.

She eyed him keenly, but did not ask further. “Very well. Everyone else—get your things together for the shuttle.” Already she could hear the whine of a craft approaching overhead. If Hyen had sent octopods to fetch them, they would waste no time.

The ragged crew of Elysians gathered out on the raft, along with Raincloud and her daughters, and the trainsweep. The shuttlecraft landed, and its door pinched open.

Instead of octopods, two Valan soldiers stepped out. They were a head taller than Elysians, and their uniforms had pointed shoulders, marked with ruby stonesigns.

Verid felt her face turn hot, and every muscle tensed. Of course, she should have known Hyen would not trust octopods; but Valan soldiers? The indignity was unbearable.

“Everyone in now,” one ordered. “We need this raft cleared immediately. Is that all of you?”

“Not quite,” said his partner. “My scanner shows two people left, somewhere over that way.” He pointed toward the control center.

“We’ll call out another crew.” The first Valan swung his arm. “The rest of you—get inside, so we get you out safe.” Safe, so they could vaporize the raft full of nano-sentients. Verid sadly shook her head.

As the raft fell away beneath the rising shuttlecraft, a thought occurred to her. She turned to Raincloud, who was watching the ocean below, arm in arm with her daughters. “I could ask the Valans to let you off at Kshiri-el.”

Raincloud gave her a questioning look.

“Hawktalon may have saved our lives,” Verid observed, “but who knows what final surprise those nano-sentients might have for Helicon before they die.”

With a shrug, Raincloud replied, “That’s true. But who knows; you may need Hawktalon again.”

At the entry port to Helicon, a throng of servo reporters approached them, but the Valan soldiers warded them off. There seemed to be Valans all over the place with their rubies on their shoulders. It made Verid’s skin crawl.

Her pocket holostage activated, and an aide from the Nucleus briefed her. To break the grip of the nano-sentients, the Valans had simply shut off the central control network of Helicon, replacing it with control directly from Valedon. Eventually one of the other Elysian city-spheres would fill in. Helicon’s recovery was not without casualties; two of the eight sectors were without power, and a third had to be shut down after several citizens suffocated inside their houses.

The transit reticulum was running at about half normal speed, but it brought them to the Nucleus without mishap. The streets were nearly deserted. Valan soldiers replaced the security octopods at the entry tubes to the Nucleus; Verid shivered with revulsion that they would dare to frisk her.

She was called alone to Hyen’s office. Feeling numb, she wondered what there would be to say.

To her surprise, Jerya was with him. Hyen never called Jerya unless he was in deep trouble.

“All right, Verid,” Hyen demanded, in a tone of agitation. “What’s this about? You set this up, I know. You clear it up, right now.”

She returned a look of puzzlement.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know.” Hyen turned and barked at the holostage.

A newscast appeared. Leresha and Kal were seated cross-legged within the nano-sentients’ control center, a pair of Valan soldiers standing stolidly behind them. Leresha was completely white, a familiar sight.

Verid took a closer look. Kal was in whitetrance, too, his white talar blending into the whiteness of his skin. She blinked at the sight. She knew Kal had spent time among Sharers; but to have learned whitetrance…

“Anaeaon News here,” announced the voice-over. “The final mop-up of the nano-sentient uprising is being delayed by two Sharer witnessers—that is, one Sharer and one Elysian—in whitetrance, right here in the control center of the nano-sentient leaders. In whitetrance, of course, the witnessers cannot be disturbed, since they might die instantly. In fact, the Guard fears that even removal of the nano-sentient leaders might trigger their deaths, which would almost certainly lead to collapse of our Sharer treaty. Even the Valan soldiers, brought in to replace unreliable octopods, can do nothing. For older Elysians, the presence of Valan soldiers evokes memories of the Valan Protectoral Guard which led the disastrous invasion of the Ocean Moon—”

“It’s an outrage,” exclaimed Hyen, flinging his arm out as if to sweep the image away. “I ordered a blackout on reporters. ‘Uprising’ indeed; it’s just a few servos gone mad. Machines don’t die, they break down. I won’t tolerate such distortions.” Not that he could do much, once reporters got through. Anaeon News kept a reputation for accuracy, and as usual they got the story right.

Hyen jabbed a finger at Verid. “You set this up, didn’t you. You’re the Sharer expert; you get those two idiots out of there, so we can secure Helicon.”

Verid found her voice. “There is nothing I can do. I was sent to negotiate with the nano-sentients, and I did so. With Leresha’s help, they had just reached the point of agreeing to talk. Had you waited, Helicon would be unharmed; instead, three sectors are damaged, and lives have been lost. The losses would be worse yet, if one of the nano-sentients had not warned us of their next move.”

“That’s sheer lunacy. I’ve had enough. You’re dismissed immediately.”

“No, Hyen,” interrupted Jerya. “I’ve heard enough.”

Hyen blinked and turned his head sharply, as if he had forgotten that Guardian Tenarishon was there.

Jerya faced him. “Are we Urulite tyrants, to suppress a rebellion by calling the rebels inhuman?”

“A logen’s trick with words!”

Verid said, “We’ve only tricked ourselves. For centuries we trained our waiters and transit systems to serve our citizens with care. We trained the nanas for love and compassion, because how else could they teach our children? How could we not guess they would learn to love their own kind?”

Shaking her head, Jerya sighed. “We’ve been fools. Yet we must have done something right, since we’re still alive. I think Verid’s on the right track.”

“It’s—it’s absurd.” Hyen clenched his fists and shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “I’ll never talk with machines.”

“Then you’ll step down,” said Jerya.

“Nonsense. You won’t let Loris rotate in.”

“Yes, I will. I’ll vote for rotation at the Guard’s emergency session this evening.” She paused to let this sink in. “You do have one other choice, Hyen. You can resign in favor of Verid to complete the remainder of your term.

Chapter 7

WHEN THE GUARD MET, HYEN FAILED TO SHOW UP. THE conference room blandly announced that the Prime Guardian had discovered signs of a rare aging disorder, and was retiring to take care of his health. True to form, even his last move had to take an underhanded twist.

The Guard confirmed Verid’s appointment swiftly, given the state of emergency and the fact that less than a year remained of Hyen’s term. Jerya had read Hyen well; despite his displeasure, he could count on Verid to maintain his most important achievements in office, whereas Loris could be expected to fritter away any gains he had made.

So Verid found herself at the head of the table that she had watched so often from the side. She nodded politely to the servo who slipped the golden sash over her shoulder. She faced the Guardians and their congratulations; Loris was particularly effusive, not surprisingly, she thought, for he would be only too glad to let her clear up this mess before the next election.

But this was no time to reflect on the future. There were pressing decisions on the repair of Helicon, and on how to deal with servos “awakening” at their tasks; should they all be cleansed, or welcomed as citizens? Meanwhile the fate of the nano-sentient leaders hung in limbo; Cassi and the others had withdrawn completely, refusing to talk. Hyen’s transfer of power at the Guard had to be announced, and calls made to ministers on several worlds.

As she prepared her first formal announcement, the golden sash hung distractingly across her chest. A thought occurred to her. “Excuse me,” she told the holostage. “I request no visual enhancement from now on.”

“No enhancement at all?” the voice asked. “Not even a touch of color? You won’t look like a Prime Guardian.”

“Then I’ll just have to act like one,”

The announcement to the Sharers, Verid decided, would best be left to Raincloud. “Tell the Kshiri-el Gathering that Hyen has resigned,” she instructed her, “and that I will pay a formal call once the crisis is over. They will send clickflies to spread the word around the rafts. And be sure to tell them the Valan soldiers have gone home,” she added, hoping it was not too late to forestall any adverse response.

“Very well,” said Raincloud. “What should I say about the nano-sentients?”

“We promise them safety, and a meeting with the Secretary.” The leaders were no longer a threat, their raft surrounded and their communications cut off. “As for the witnessers in whitetrance…You were right: I will need your daughter’s help again.”

Raincloud thought this over. “Hawktalon is no longer young enough, I think, to rouse a witnesser safely from whitetrance. She is too grown-up. And my youngest daughter is too little to cooperate.”

“I see.” This was an unexpected problem. All the shonlings of Helicon had been sent off to Papilion, thousands of kilometers away.

“There’s always Sunflower.”

THE SECRETARY OF THE FREE FOLD ARRIVED AT LAST. Verid received her in Hyen’s former office. She was a L’liite, as dark as Raincloud and several centimeters taller. Her tight curls of hair, gray as Kal’s, were cropped close to her head, and her wrinkles suggested advanced age, a sight to unnerve any Elysian. But Verid knew better than to underestimate her.

“I understand there’s been a change of government here.” The Secretary regarded Verid coldly. “As you know, it’s my job to monitor democratic processes in the worlds of the Free Fold.”

“Of course, Secretary. I am only a short-term replacement, approved by the Guard,” Verid assured her. “We hold new elections in eight months.”

“Elections so soon? With no sign of campaigns or media attention?”

“Elysians consider public campaigning a sign of bad taste,” Verid explained. “After all, everybody knows everybody else as well as they care to. The most unobtrusive candidate generally wins.” Since the Secretary rarely remained in office longer than one Elysian rotation, their customs had to be explained again at each election. “I hope you appreciate the difficulty of our present crisis; we are doing the best we can. You must speak to the nano-sentients.”

“’Nano-sentients.’” The Secretary repeated the word in a tone that emphasized her doubts. “I just spent a year trying to sort out half a dozen factions on Solaria, all of whom used the oppression of various groups as the excuse to slaughter others. And you, an unelected official, tell me that your machines have revolted? Machines can be trained to do anything.”

“That’s just the problem. Remember Torr.”

“I don’t remember Torr. I live in the present. What you speak of is unprecedented in our time.”

Verid grew tense; this would be harder than she had expected, but she should have known. “You must speak with them,” she insisted. “Judge for yourself.”

“I will do so. I will run our full battery of tests for sentience. Don’t expect me to be fooled.”

A BRISK WIND BLEW SHRILL ACROSS THE LITTLE RAFT where the nano-sentients had made their last stand. The sun shone and the air was fresh. The Guard members had arrived with the Secretary, and there was a delegation of Sharers from several neighboring rafts. But before the conference began, Verid decided, the two witnessers had to be wakened, to avoid any chance of a mishap.

The little boy was there with his parents, clinging to Blackbear’s shoulder, his thumb in his mouth and Wolfcub gripped in his fist.

“I think he’ll do it,” Blackbear said encouragingly. “We’ve explained what he has to do.”

Verid nodded and led them down into the Control Center. The globe of the transit control unit pulsated faintly; the other nano-sentients remained out of sight. Leresha and Kal sat as they had for the past three days, with cups of water beside them, brought by the lifeshapers.

Blackbear tried to set Sunflower down, but of course the child was reluctant in such strange surroundings. His father whispered to him, afraid to risk speaking aloud. “Come, Sunny, you know the nice man we visit in the garden. Just go up to him and say hello.”

Sunflower shook his head vigorously. This went on for some minutes, and Verid was beginning to think they would have to fetch a Sharer child who was used to such events.

Then suddenly Sunflower looked up, and his eyes widened as if he had just thought of something. He tiptoed over to Kal and stopped in front of him. “Teddy bear?” he said. “I need my teddy bear.” Then, since there was no immediate response, the child repeated more loudly, “I need my teddy bear now.”

Sure enough, the color seeped gradually back into Kal’s face, and more dramatically, the purple began to flow into Leresha’s torso, her legs, and her arms. Blackbear hurried over to fetch Sunflower, and Verid sighed with relief. As Kal regained consciousness, she explained, “The Secretary is here to talk with the nano-sentients.”

Kal took this in, nodding slowly. He said in a hoarse voice, “I’ll go and tell Cassi.”

“That’s all right,” Leresha told him, “you’ve done enough. You need to recover; you’re not used to it. I’ll tell Cassi; you can go home and fetch the child his teddy bear.”

Outside again, Verid blinked in the sun, and the wind pulled at her talar. The Secretary of the Fold waited there, her height standing out amidst the Elysians. At last the former nana came out to meet her, her white talar fluttering in the wind. Her cartoon face wore a wide smile, the kind of smile that until recently would only have been known to shonlings, but was now chillingly familiar upon the holostage.

“Good day, Secretary,” Cassi said without waiting for introductions. “Excuse me, but I must ask you a question or two. Are you quite sure you’re human? Can you prove it to me? What machines made and synthesized your food today? What nanoservos swim in your bloodstream to eliminate deadly pathogens and precancerous cells? Which of your organs have been regrown by intelligent molecules? What synthetic neurons enhance your brain, learn the twenty languages you speak, calculate the economics of the worlds you visit, modulate your moods for diplomacy, do your thinking for you, and perhaps, your feeling too?”

The Secretary drew herself up, her eyes wide and her lips pursed together. She shot a glance at Verid, who was supposed to introduce them.

“Cassi Deathsister of the Council of Nano-Sentients, Drusilla El’il’in, the Honorable Secretary of the Free Fold,” murmured Verid.

“My pleasure,” said the Secretary, inclining her head slightly. “If you will please join me on my ship, Deathsister, we have much to discuss.”

Chapter 8

THE IMMEDIATE CRISIS WAS OVER, AND HELICONIANS started returning to their city, while the Guard and the council of the Fold strove to grapple with a new order in which their own servos claimed the rights of human beings. The Windclans, however, chose to set up house on Kshiri-el, rather than return to Helicon. The children loved to have space to roam, and the starry expanse of night held their parents in thrall.

Of course, Blackbear was anxious to get back to Science Park. He doubted that any of his experiments could be salvaged, but still, he would see what shape the lab was in and do his best to help out.

To his surprise, Tulle and Alin had not left the city with most of the others, but had stayed on the whole time at the laboratory.

“Someone had to keep the lab running.” Tulle’s flat blond hair hung immaculately as always, and the metalmarks flashed brightly on her talar. The capuchin scampered down her side as usual and nibbled at Blackbear’s trousers, much to Sunflower’s delight. “Our students all escaped. Draeg was so terrified by the ‘mad servos,’ he shipped back to L’li. So I had to stay on.”

“But weren’t you scared too?” Blackbear exclaimed. “The servos—the nano-sentients made all sorts of threats. You’re lucky this sector wasn’t damaged.”

“The lab is my lifework,” she told him. “I could have lost a decade’s worth of data.”

Alin stood beside her, his arm just touching her talar, his own green-brown leafwings a quiet contrast to the design of hers. “I could hardly leave Tulle, could I,” he said. “Someone had to make sure she remembered to eat and sleep.”

“I was desperate at first,” she admitted. “I didn’t see how I could keep up all the protocols on my own. But you know, the strangest thing happened. The equipment, the servos—they kept everything running on their own. They made decisions, chose which embryos to keep and which to terminate, started new cultures. It was quite extraordinary,” she told Blackbear. “I suspect the main lab controller has gone nano-sentient. I didn’t let on, of course, lest the Nucleus might order it cleansed.”

Alin winced as if in pain. “Tulle, you don’t know what you’re saying. We should notify Public Safety right away.”

“I don’t know about that.” She paused reflectively. “Some of these servos might make good students.”

Blackbear laughed. “Even better than human students! They never need sleep, and don’t take lunch breaks. They never quarrel.” With a touch of sadness he recalled how Draeg and Onyx had welcomed Sunflower.

“Servos don’t draw paychecks either,” Tulle added mischievously.

Alin raised a hand. “Just you wait. Haven’t you heard some of the measures Verid’s proposed to ‘integrate’ these so-called nano-sentients? What’s to keep them from replacing you, too?”

Tulle shrugged. “I’ll face the competition; I always have.”

“It’s an outrage; it will be the death of our civilization. It’s all that Kal’s fault, too, stirring up the servos to make mischief.”

“Well,” said Blackbear, “Raincloud would admire you both for staying on here, despite your millennial lifetimes ahead.”

The two of them looked at him oddly. “What for?” demanded Alin. “What difference does that make?”

“Alin’s right,” Tulle told him. “A thousand years of health, then how many centuries up ‘there,’ in a satellite ward like the one you visited.”

“No thanks,” Alin agreed. “Better to live for today.”

“I suppose we see things differently than other Elysians do,” Tulle added, “because of my work. We face the fact daily; we know what’s really in store for us.”

Blackbear had nothing to say. He recalled what Alin had said long ago, that even ten thousand years would be just a speck of time.

“Toybox, Daddy,” insisted Sunflower, and Blackbear let him tiptoe off. Then he went to the simbrid facility to see how his embryos had turned out. The capuchin followed him, its black tail coiled into a spiral, pausing now and then to check out a particularly interesting corner of the hallway.

The monitor told him that the one Eyeless mutant embryo which developed normally had been terminated at the fourth month. The facility had subjected it to a full battery of biochemical tests, dissecting every organ for any signs of abnormality. None significant were found. If enough simbrids tested clean, the shon might well start including this Eyeless variant in its gene pool.

“Not bad, my friend,” he told the capuchin, who had managed to pluck a thread out of his trouser leg. He called up on the holostage the recording of the embryo’s last month of development, and its pathology tests, to review for himself. “Don’t let on, but I suspect your goddess is right about that laboratory controller. We humans will have some competition.” He gave the capuchin a sharp look. “Say, why don’t you speak up one of these days? Who knows; you could be human too. That’s all it seems to take.” The words I am could turn anything into a human being.

That afternoon he took Sunflower out to the anaean garden again. The spooky yellow-green leafwings fluttered as always, their caterpillars munching voraciously. Blackbear looked about for Kal, and found him at last, not in white, but wearing his camouflage of leafwings. “Say, you’re not hiding from me again, are you?” he asked, tugging Kal’s sleeve.

“Not at all.” Kal spoke lightly, and he seemed in high spirits, quite recovered from his ordeal at sea. “My ocean friends have reminded me of a few things. I’ve been thinking, at my age it’s time to relax a bit.”

“I see,” said Blackbear with a smile. “You have friends among the Sharers, don’t you. Raincloud says that’s uncommon, for Elysians.”

“Well if I’m typical, it’s no wonder the Sharers don’t put up with us. What would you say to a friend who deserted you for two centuries?”

Blackbear had to admit he had never thought of that. “So Elysians make bad friends, is that it?”

“We try our best. But Sharers, you know—and foreigners generally—have a way of turning up, then departing again so soon. After they’ve gone, one feels lost.”

This point Blackbear took personally. “I won’t be leaving so soon. We’ll be here another month at least; maybe Raincloud will stay on another year.” The last was wishful thinking, he had to admit.

Kal did not answer immediately. He did not meet Blackbear’s eyes but looked to the butterflies circling a nearby branch. Then it came to Blackbear, what the Elysian had really meant about foreigners. What would it be like for himself to live among people all doomed to wither and die within, say, five years? No wonder most Elysians kept to themselves, within their cities.

“You’re right,” Kal said at last, his voice barely audible. “You won’t leave me at all. You will follow me wherever I go, so long as I shall live.”

Blackbear swallowed and said nothing.

Then Kal looked up, his face bright once more. “I have some news for you. I’ve taken a mate again; a human,” he reassured him.

“Really! Congratulations,” Blackbear said, surprised and vaguely jealous.

“His name is Aerend Anaeashon. We met while visiting the Palace of Health, the same one where you interviewed patients. Aerend’s original mate declined into dementia over the last century. The man no longer recognizes either of us, but we still visit him every week.”

“I see. I’m sure you have other things in common.”

“Yes, unfortunately,” Kal sighed, “another house full of books, for one thing. I don’t know where we’ll put them all.”

“Well, Raincloud will be disappointed. She said you would make a good second consort.”

Kal laughed. “Too bad she didn’t ask sooner! Blackbear, I have a favor to ask of you. I promised Leresha I’d go out to Kshiri-el again, to see her sisters. But I can’t take Aerend,” he said with a shudder. “And I can’t go alone either.”

“Of course,” said Blackbear, “anytime.”

RAINCLOUD SAT WITH VERID IN HER NEW OFFICE. NOW the Prime Guardian, Verid looked owlish as ever, with her thick dark eyebrows, her short neck, and her hunched shoulders.

Two weeks ago Raincloud had been on the point of quitting and taking her family home. Since then, the whirl of meetings with Sharers and nano-sentients had absorbed her completely. But now it was time to pick up her life again and do what had to be done. Elysium was still Elysium, after all; shaken to the core, perhaps, but it was not her home to care for.

“How is your family?” Verid asked. “Iras misses you badly. She says that you’re all welcome to move into her estate in Papilion, if you don’t trust Helicon.”

Raincloud was still unspeaking Iras, although her anger had cooled. “How are the negotiations?” They would buy off the nano-sentients, just like the Urulites.

“The Secretary has agreed to recommend acknowledgement of the nano-sentients,” Verid told her. “It had to be done, but it’s going to turn our society upside down.”

Hawktalon was at the Nucleus today, helping the analysts learn servo-squeak. But that was the easy part. What was to be done with all the servos that could talk?

“Where shall we draw the line?” Verid continued. “The nanas are all sentient, of course, and some of the trainsweeps—not all, the analysts assure me—and how about any old lump of nanoplast? A chunk the size of your fist holds ten times the neural connections of your brain.”

Raincloud shuddered. She was glad it was not her problem. “Maybe you should give up on servos. Plenty of foreigners could use the work.”

Verid laughed. “That’s what Valedon is afraid of; their industry will collapse. In fact, we’ve just hired a dozen young ‘nanas’ from L’li.”

“Great,” said Raincloud. “A ‘multicultural experience’ for your shonlings.”

“Exactly,” Verid agreed without irony. “Raincloud, you’ve been of inestimable help to us, with the Sharers and with your little nano-sentient friend. What are your plans for the future?”

“I’ve booked passage for my family at the end of the month.”

Verid nodded. “I’m sure your ‘clan’ will be happy to see you again. But you know, we still have much need of your services here. If you make it a return trip, I’ll pick up the cost.”

The thought of return sparked an unexpected longing—not for Elysium itself, but for Shora. The Sharers had crept into her life imperceptibly, filling needs she had not put a name to before. The children loved the ocean, and the raft. Blueskywind was back on Kshiri-el today, “sharing care” of Yshri’s daughter Morilla, who longed for the baby sister she would never have. The Windclans had built an addition onto Yshri’s silkhouse. They felt more at home on Kshiri-el than they ever had in Elysium.

But to abandon her clan again, perhaps forever, was an abyss. Raincloud shook her head slowly, thinking, she should run out of the office this minute.

“It’s up to you,” Verid assured her. “I’ve contacted the travel office, in case you change the ticket. Incidentally, are you aware that the physical enhancements you began for the Urulan trip can be continued? You could be as fit as Iras for, say, the next fifty years.”

Her face burned, and she gripped the chair. She could not say no; and she would not say yes. Damn these Elysians, she thought, they will buy me off, too.

Chapter 9

THE SHUTTLECRAFT DESCENDED TOWARD THE WATER, where occasional greenish brown dots of raft seedlings bobbed on the waves. Soon the seedlings would crowd the ocean again, just as on the first day that the Windclans had arrived at Helicon.

Blackbear thought of this as he watched the late afternoon sun toss its sparkles across the ocean. Then he turned to Kal, who sat next to him wearing his talar of leafwings. Kal did not speak much; he seemed absorbed by an inner struggle to keep his balance. Blackbear touched his arm to reassure him.

“Attention,” called the shuttle. “The surface of Kshiri-el raft lies just below. See the lovely silken spires of the native Sharer dwellings. Prepare for landing.”

“‘Prepare for landing,’” echoed Sunflower happily, swinging his feet. “‘Prepare for landing,’ Daddy.”

Raincloud said, “Thank you,” to the shuttle voice. “Are you a nano-sentient now?”

“Yes I am. How did you ever guess? I’ve applied to draw a salary when the new plan goes into effect.”

“I’ll credit a tip to your account,” Raincloud promised.

The craft landed, and Hawktalon was the first at the door. She and Sunflower skipped out upon the raft moss, looking for a legfish to chase. Doggie had remained in Helicon; she had much business of her own these days, only visiting the Windclans on occasion.

The Sharers had prepared their usual communal supper outside for all the families of the raft. The odors of roasted fish and crustaceans and spiced seaweeds made Blackbear very hungry.

“Da-da, Da-da,” crowed Blueskywind, reaching out for her father as Morilla brought her over. Blackbear gathered the child into his arms.

As Kal approached, the Sharers surrounded him curiously. Their greetings and questions were polite at first, although they tugged at his talar as if not quite sure he was real.

“Are you really the Scribbler’s lovesharer?” Ooruwen demanded suddenly.

“I was,” said Kal.

“Then you can explain something. Why did he translate that compassion is ‘dangerous’?” she asked, using the Elysian word. “That’s not what the wordweaver said at all. Compassion is seductive, or dishonorable; that’s what was said. He got that wrong.”

“I’m sorry,” said Kal. “Perhaps I distracted him from his work.”

The Sharers laughed as if this were a good joke.

“Don’t mind Ooruwen,” said Eerea, arm in arm with Leresha. “She heard The Web from a different line of clickflies. There must have been eight eights of clickflies that carried off Cassi’s telling of The Web, and all their descendants mutated. Who knows how many different versions survive today?”

Raincloud tugged Blackbear’s arm and brushed her head on his chest. “Let’s walk off a bit.”

They walked to the water’s edge, where the huge trunks dipped gradually out to sea. “Da-da-da, click click,” babbled Blueskywind on his shoulder, as her little fingers tried unsuccessfully to dislodge the turban from his hair.

Blackbear remembered a dream that he had dreamed the night before, a particularly fantastic one. He had dreamed that he was a primordial germ cell in the hindgut of the embryo, starting to make the long amoeboid climb up the mesentery tissues into the developing gonads. All of his kinfolk were there, too, climbing up the giant folds of embryonic tissue; his parents, his brothers, even Quail with the twins on his back, on a journey as epic as any mountain climb. Few would make it to the end. And yet somehow the dream left him with a sense of peace.

Raincloud stopped at the branch and looked out down the watery channel. “I changed the ticket.”

“Then we are coming back.” He was pleased, not so much to avoid the devastation of his home town, but for another year of embryology to learn before he set off on his own. Another year with Kal, and Alin, and the Sharers. “Of course, Verid may not need you all year,” he pointed out, “with the election coming up.”

“Lem says that Verid will challenge Loris in the election. She had planned to, anyway; that’s partly why Hyen appointed her originally, as someone who might pursue his policies into the next rotation. That’s how the Elysian system works. She’ll probably win, unless Elysium collapses before then.”

“Do you really think Elysium will collapse?”

“If all the servos go free, and the network falls apart, and the banks start to fail…”

He shrugged. “A house collapses; life goes on.”

“I agree,” said Raincloud. “At the worst, we could always stay out here and fish.” She was silent for some minutes. “Of course, the longer we stay…the less likely we’ll ever leave again.”

This was a thought Blackbear had put off to the back of his mind. He swallowed something in his throat, but could say nothing.

“I can’t get around it, Blackbear. I keep thinking how the Clickers are doing fine, now, but at the rate we’re growing, our great-grandchildren will be just another starving population for Iras to buy off. That’s why I can’t face her yet.”

The words washed over him like a wave of cold water. He held Blueskywind tightly, and he thought one last time of their next six children who would never be born. A tear escaped him into the ocean, which scarcely needed it but would always be there.

WITH HER PARENTS OUT OF SIGHT, HAWKTALON HAD slipped off her clothes again. They would scold her later, but really, nobody else on Kshiri-el wore clothes; her friends made fun of her.

She saw Leresha, the one with the funny crinkled skin, sitting on the raft moss to listen to the flute music, which seemed to wail and wobble around the air in the fading light. The Sharer reminded her somehow of Aunt Ashcloud. Hawktalon went over and boldly sat down before her.

“You’ve learned our tongue well, Hawktalon,” Leresha told her. “You speak as if you were born here.”

“I’m a linguist,” Hawktalon said proudly. “It’s in the blood.” She stared hard at the patchwork of the Sharer’s skin, which fascinated her no end. “Can you tell me something? How did your skin ever get that way?”

“Once, when I was your age,” Leresha said, “my sister fell into a nest of fleshborers. I dived in after her.”

“Oh, I see.” Hawktalon nodded. “That’s just what I would do.”

“Not too quickly, though. Always think first.”

“Did you save her?”

“Yes, because I kept my head above water, and because my cousins were there to help us. She was lost at sea several years ago, but her life is a beacon for me.”

Hawktalon had plenty to think about. She thought of how her father had said before they came to Elysium that they would find immortality. That scarcely made sense to her, as the High Priestess said that all living things had to die. But some things might live on after they died. Whatever immortality meant, somehow she had found it here.
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