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   THE SECRET OF THE SHARDS
 
   



 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   On Old Earth during the Twentieth Century, the first crude efforts were organized to search for signs of extra-terrestial life. Among the scientists consulted for the project was noted physicist Freeman Dyson.
 
   Among his other contributions, Dyson made an unusual proposal. He argued that one way to detect advanced alien civilizations would be to search for gigantic shells they would construct around their home stars.
 
   The idea sounded radical, but his reasoning was sound. As a civilization advances, its energy needs increase at an  exponential rate. Facing energy crisis after energy crisis, these hypothetical aliens would turn to the most powerful and enduring energy source available to them, their sun, and try to tap one hundred percent of its energy output. Dyson figured that the easiest way to do so was to disassemble their home system of planets and use the material to build a loose gigantic shell around the star, completely intercepting all of its light and heat.
 
   Such a Dyson Sphere, if one were ever found, would have one other startling application. If one built the sphere as a single, unified artifact with a radius roughly equivalent to that of Earth’s orbit, the inner surface would receive just the right amount of sunlight needed to support life. Line the surface with soil and water and pressurize it with the right combination of gasses, and you have an artificial life-supporting environment of staggering proportions, one with a potentially habitable surface area roughly equivalent to a billion Earth-sized planets.
 
   Little did anyone at the time know it, but Dr. Dyson’s fanciful proposal to find little green men would alter the destiny of humanity and its daughter races for all time. 
 
    
 
   --From The Path To The Eden Sphere by Gabriella Herbert, published 542, Borelean Greater Press, Borelea
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Males!
 
   Why did they always think the winds of the world were propelled by their pompous boasting?
 
   I turned my back on Cloud and stalked away, snapping my wings loudly so there was no mistaking my irritation. "Leave me alone!"
 
   Cloud chased after me, grabbing at my arm. “Do not ignore me, Gossamyr!”
 
   I yanked my limb away. “I would not, if you did not act like such a child!”
 
   He ran around ahead of me, blocking my forward motion with arms and wing membranes spread wide. His gray eyes smoldered. I stopped, planted my tool-fingers on my hips, and concentrated on looking anywhere but at him.
 
   A dozen wingspans away stood the vast silver-black metal walls of the Tower, curving away into the distance on either side of us like a sheer, impossibly-high metal cliff. We were only a quarter of the way around its base, over a thousand paces away from the Great Entrance where our people made their homes. In the opposite direction, one could barely make out the cultivated rows of trees that made up our expansive orchards. The spot half way between was rarely used regularly, and made an ideal location for the privacy I needed to practice my spirit-callings. That is, until Cloud decided that his wants were more important than my training.
 
   The only other person within sight was Rainfall, who in the distance was stretching a Dhaki hide with wooden tanning pegs on the short scrub grass. She stared openly at us, almost hidden by the immense curve of the Tower’s base.
 
   Realizing I had seen her, she quickly redoubled her strokes with the bone scraper, pretending very hard not to have noticed anything. Wonderful. No doubt Cloud and I would be a popular topic of conversation around many hearth fires this evening.
 
   Far above us, the faintly-visible silhouettes of youngsters playing high on the winds could barely be seen. I turned my eyes away. The memories of my own time in the sky were still too recent and painful.
 
   Cloud lowered his arms and folded his wings. “Gossamyr, I do not understand why you act this way. I did not ask you to do anything scandalous!  I just wanted you to go for a walk with me tomorrow after first meal.”
 
   His shoulders slumped as he cast his eyes downward, his ears hugging his scalp. “I would not have expected you to compromise yourself in any way, if that is what you are upset about.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Cloud, please. I do not care about that. I have been more-or-less ‘compromised’ several times already.”
 
   His jaw slackened.
 
   “Why are you so surprised?” I added hastily. “I hope you still do not think of me as one of your playmates. The skies are denied to us. We are adults now. Everyone our age ‘experiments.’  You know that.”
 
   He pulled himself up straight, fur bristling. I had to admit that he could look impressive when he wanted to, as one of the tallest males in our tribe. “I do not do such things, at least not since I became Chief Hunter. The youngest such in a generation!  And you should not, either, as you are Windrider’s apprentice. You will be Shaman someday. You should hold yourself to a higher standard. You must be better than the common members of our tribe.”
 
   “Better than the others?  Like you?”
 
   He puffed his chest in pride. “Like me, yes.”
 
   I groaned in exasperation, stepping around him and continuing on my way.
 
   He caught up to me a few heartbeats later, walking beside me stride for stride. “But, Gossamyr, I still do not understand!  If you were willing to do things like--like that with other males, why will you not even go for a walk with me?  We used to play together all the time when we flew on the winds.”
 
   Anger flared. “Because those other males understood that it was only for fun, a one-time thing!  But with you, Cloud, everything is so serious and one-sided!  You have practically boasted to every one in the community that you and I will be Mates!  Strange, you never consulted me on that. Will I not be given a choice?”
 
   “Of course it is your choice. It is just that there is a good chance the position of Chieftain will one day fall to me, as Chief Hunter. Such a thing has happened a few times before, and many in the community have already expressed their support. Even some of the Elders, like Azure!  And since you will inherit the position of Shaman, it seems only natural that we would Mate.”
 
   “Cloud, there is no tradition saying that the Chieftain must Mate with the Shaman.”
 
   “But look how well it worked for Flier and Windrider. Besides, many of our group have already begun pairing off. Your choices are narrowing, unless you want to wait for someone much younger to come of age.”  His lips pursed. “My brother Brightwind has quite a crush on you, I understand.”
 
   Brightwind was barely ten years old and still playing on the winds. I shot Cloud a dirty look.
 
   He smirked. “That is the way of things, Gossamyr. People come of age in clusters, usually sticking with the people they played with in the sky. Our group has, what, about twenty members?  Over half are female. Are you going to be one of the odd ones out, Gossamyr?  Are you going to wait until you are thirty-four to finally Mate, like Windblossom?  That’s about twice your age.”  He paused. “You should know I already had a few offers.”
 
   “I know.”  Since Cloud had won his title on the last Great Hunt that was no surprise. “Sunwing has made no secret of her intent to court you. She is much prettier than me. A good choice for you.”
 
   He shrugged. “Sunwing is nice, but I do not want her. I want you.”
 
   I shook my head. “I want a Mate, but I swear to the Spirits it will not be you, Cloud.”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I saw his fur stiffen. A deep furrow ran over his brow as he tried to hide his hurt. “Who, then?” He hissed. “Is someone else courting you?”
 
   “Not seriously, which is just as well. Most of my other choices are little better.”  I thought back to the two males I had “experimented” with in the last few months. They were typical of the rest of the bachelor males. Ripplefur seemed to expect his Mate to be a second mother and constantly clean up after him. But he was not as bad as Clearsky, who expressed interest in me solely in anticipation of my eventually becoming Shaman and the prestige such a position would bring to my future family. 
 
   “You will have to choose sooner or later,” Cloud grumped.
 
   I stopped and spun abruptly toward him, angrily sweeping my arms to my side. My wing membranes kicked up a small cloud of dust from the loose soil surrounding the Tower. “And that is makes me so mad!  How many Matings among our people are just arrangements of convenience?  Mating is supposed to be about love, about two spirits joining!  But many, many times I have seen one female or another pair off with a male who is simply the least objectionable, and she ends up being miserable the rest of her life. I do not want that to happen to me!”
 
   Before he could reply I turned away from him. “Now, if you insist on not going away, I need you to be quiet. I am going to practice my spirit-callings. That is why I came here in the first place.”
 
   A vicious retort hung on his lips, but he thought better of it and closed his mouth. He sat down with his back on the silvery-black wall of the Tower, brooding quietly.
 
   I made of show of preparing myself, stretching my hands and tool-fingers, ruffling my wing-fingers to make sure my wings were properly folded, closing my eyes as I entered my meditative state. One needed an orderly mind to call the spirits.
 
   My breath and heartbeat slowed. Muscles slackened as tension drained away.
 
   My fingers traced paths through the air as I began a soft, wafting chant. Most believed that these movements in and of themselves called the spirits, but in truth they were only mnemonic devices, gestures and words that help Shamans align thoughts into the precise patterns needed to make the spirits obey.
 
   I brought my hands together, my open tool-fingers forming a shallow cup. Slowly, unhurriedly, a bluish shimmer grew between my palms, eventually expanding into a small, bright, globe of light bobbing ever so gently above my open hands.
 
   Summoning such a minor spirit was one of the most basic callings Windrider had taught me, but it also was the one I most enjoyed creating. It was so pretty.
 
   I glanced sideways at Cloud, pleased to see him clearly impressed.
 
   I scowled. Why should I care if I impressed him?
 
   A near-deafening roar ripped overhead, breaking my concentration. The blue globe popped out of existence like a water bubble.
 
   The roar grew overwhelming, vibrating the ground under our feet. My hands shot over my ears, which were already hugging my skull.
 
   I glanced up to see a dark bulbous thing scream past the top of the Tower, then zoom into the distance. It was shaped like a fat ovoid in front, tapering into a long, thin, rigid tail in back. Above it were what I could only assume to be its wings, whirring about themselves at an insane speed. Strangest of all was how it gleamed, like the metal of our Tower. How could such a strange thing ever fly?
 
   A similar creature had been spotted several years ago. It had circled the Tower several times before disappearing over the mountains in the far distance. Though frightening, no one had given much thought to the incident, especially since the creature had never returned. Our world was filled with a great many strange animals. What was one more?
 
   But why had this flying metal creature come back now, after all this time?  Or was this a different creature, perhaps following the same migratory path as the other one?
 
   A flurry of shadows crossed the sun. I blinked into the sky to see a gaggle of youngsters descend toward us and nearly crashing into each other in excitement as they landed.
 
   “This is not the time for silly sky-games!” Cloud barked at them.
 
   “But, but, Cloud, Gossamyr!" stammered Wingstroke, the eldest, barely thirteen. "That whirling thing that flew by--it’s not alone!  The other one its with must be some kind of monster!"
 
   I saw the look of naked panic all of them shared and instantly knew this was no game. "What are you talking about?"
 
   The youngster stabbed a wing-finger up into the sky in the direction the metal-beast had flown, unfolding the breadth of his leathery wing for emphasis. I followed the gesture. There, very far away, the now-tiny figure of the whirling-winged creature approached an obscure floating dot. From the blackness of its shadow it appeared solid, not wispy like a cloud. As I watched the dot grew almost imperceptibly larger. It was coming in our direction. At such a pace it would arrive at the Tower in a few hours at most.
 
   “How far?" I asked.
 
   “We do not know!" cried Windfeather, a female just past ten years old. "We think it might be twenty Tower-heights away!"
 
   The Tower stretched up over a thousand times the breadth of my own full wingspan. To be visible at twenty time that distance, the object had to be enormous. The youngsters were no doubt exaggerating, but from the sky the youngsters would be better able to observe it from other angles than we soil-bound adults.
 
   But what except the clouds could be so huge and still fly?  Even the Sky Wisps, those big tentacled scavengers with their bloated sacks of smelly gas, would be invisible at this distance.
 
   Could it be the Sky Spirit?  Was he returning to the Tower, his original home, after all this time?
 
   I tried to think of alternative explanations, but none came.
 
   I swallowed into a suddenly dry throat and could not think of a single thing to say.
 
   Cloud, however, did not hesitate. As Chief Hunter, he was used to action. “Children," he said quietly but urgently, “Tell Flier and Windrider of this right away. Fly, so you can find them faster, and bring them so they may see. Now go, quickly!"
 
   They bobbed their heads furiously and ran as they spread their wings, catching the wind as it carried their slight frames aloft. Wingstroke, the last aloft, had to struggle the hardest because of his growing body. Soon, he would be too heavy to fly. I felt a pang of sympathy for what he would lose all too soon.
 
   I hugged myself, exchanging a brief, worried glance with Cloud. He sucked heavily on his lower lip, naked anxiety in his eyes. He, too, must have suspected what I did. Our earlier bickering was instantly forgotten. Our petty feelings paled to insignificance next to the possible coming of the Sky-Spirit.
 
   I turned back to the distant black dot. A chill rolled down the length of my spine, spiking my fur to the very tuft of my short tail, as one thought rolled over and over again in my mind.
 
   I never thought I would be alive to see Judgement Day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Myotan, Physiology:  Myotans are a sentient transhuman race based primarily on a homo sapiens genetic template mixed with DNA taken from the bats of old Earth, primarily the Little Brown Bat of North America, or myotis lucifugus. Hence the derivation of their race-name, Myotan.
 
   Myotans tend toward slight builds, with males averaging 160 centimeters in height and the females 152 centimeters. They average about 32 kg of mass per meter of height, compared to 42 kg/m for humans.
 
   Myotans are omnivorous and have slightly higher metabolisms than humans.
 
   Myotans possess a thin layer of fur over most of their bodies, ranging in coloration from yellow to rusty brown to gray to pure black. In some individuals, splotches of contrasting color can be found around the feet, hands, and ears. Most have human-like head hair.
 
   The feet of a Myotan are three-toed and semi-prehensile, terminating in thick toe claws designed for gripping various perches. A small tuft of a vestigial webbed tail can be found just above their buttocks.
 
   Myotan faces are a striking blend of human and bat. Their heads are slightly angular, with a small muzzle and a large, human-proportioned skull to hold enhanced brain capacity. Their most outstanding facial feature are their large, intelligent eyes, which are one and a half times larger proportionally than human eyes to provide enhanced night vision. Their ears are large, triangular, and mobile, for sensitive directional hearing. Myotans do not possess the sonar capabilities of their non-sentient ancestors, but their superior night vision and hearing serve them almost as well in darkened conditions.
 
   Their most prominent body features are their wings. The last two fingers on each hand (corresponding to the ring and pinky fingers on humans) extend a meter or more beyond the hands, which along with a flexible protrusion originating from the elbow provides a stable framework to anchor the sweeping wing membrane. The wing membrane is anchored along the bones of the arm, down the side of the rib cage and terminates at the hip. The membrane is tough but supple, feeling like thin, soft leather to the touch.
 
   This wing arrangement leaves two fingers and a thumb free for tool manipulation. When using tools a Myotan will sweep his wing fingers back, tucked against the palm and running along the underside of the fore-arm. The wing membrane is designed to fold in such a manner that it is easily kept out of the way in this position, allowing a wide range of arm movements.
 
   Myotans have typical wingspans of 1.5 to 4 times their height. This ratio shrinks as they age, with youngsters having much higher wing-to-body-mass ratios than adults.The rest of their bodies are very humanocentric in design, including many of a baseline human’s musculature, sensory organ arrangement, and secondary sexual characteristics.
 
   See Also:  Myotans, Life Cycle; Myotans, Psychology; Myotans, Culture; Myotans, Contact History; Artifact Site X12.
 
   --excerpted from A Basic Guide to the Outlands, 543 “What the $%@*#! is That Thing?” edition, Haggerty Press, Borelea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The Sky-Spirit was master of the clouds and Mate to the Sun, come to judge the worthiness of our people, his children. As was foretold generations ago, when our ancestors first settled in the Tower.
 
   All three-hundred twenty-two of our tribe gathered as what we thought was the Sky-Spirit approached our Tower. No youngsters flew, no hunter brandished a weapon. Even our diminutive Shaman, Windrider, tried none of her spirit-callings. We stood, shifting our feet nervously, awaiting our fate. For what could we do against a power such as the Sky-Spirit?
 
   If it was truly the Sky Spirit. Many had expressed serious doubts. But we knew of nothing else that could be so huge and solid and still fly. We could not take the chance that it was not the Sky Spirit.
 
   A great flurry of activity followed in the wake of the youngsters’ discovery. Flier and Windrider came immediately to join Cloud and I in watching the approaching object. I had kept my eyes on it the whole time and confirmed that it had not deviated in its path at all. It was definitely coming here. We had only a handful of hours to prepare, and we all turned to Windrider for guidance.
 
   Windrider was stunted from birth and barely half the height of any other adult in the community. This small miracle had allowed her to still use her wings to fly until well into adulthood, until pain from her aging joints made that all but impossible. But all had recognized such an enormous gift from the Sky Spirit, and it had been only natural that one so favored by the Divine should become our tribe's spiritual leader.
 
   She began barking orders immediately. We all leapt to obey our Shaman, from the youngest flyer to the staunchest patriarch. In matters of the spirit no one questioned her, and the coming judgment of the Sky-Spirit would be our people's ultimate spiritual moment. Not even our chieftain Flier would dream of defying his Mate in this.
 
   The two of them had always been a tale of contrasts. He, so tall and powerfully built, yet gentle, soft-spoken, and imminently practical. She, so small and frail-looking, yet fiery-tempered, loudly out-spoken and given to losing herself dreamily in matters spiritual and philosophical. The elders of the tribe always remarked how unlikely it seemed that so different a pair could have formed such a powerful bond as Mates that was now well into its fourth decade.
 
   Flier and Windrider were much more to me than just Chieftain and Shaman. They had welcomed me into their family as an adopted daughter.
 
   My true parents had died four years before. They contracted a terrible sickness from tainted food a nomad tribe had given us in trade. The food was perfectly safe for the strangers, dark-furred Felinoids who had different metabolisms, but for us their spice-treated meat turned out to be a deadly poison. Many quickly fell ill, but my mother and father were two of only a handful to die from it.
 
   Their death sparked a horrible time in my life. I was sick for weeks from the food, my wings had just begun to fail me, and I was left utterly alone when my parents’ spirits flew free. For months afterward I would spend many hours on the cold, high ledges of the Tower, contemplating stepping off and not unfurling my wings until the ground had separated my body from my spirit.
 
   Flier and Windrider took me in. For all the great blessing of Windrider's size, she had paid dearly for it in that childbirth was very dangerous for her. Her only natural-born child, Skimmer, had almost killed her coming into the world, and had been so deformed that the poor twisted youngster had only lived a dozen years. They had adopted Windblossom years ago, but she had long since moved into her own quarters. After so long without youngsters in their own Hearth, Flier and Windrider were more than happy to welcome me into their home. I became Windrider’s apprentice, as my mother had been, as a small way of expressing my thanks to our Chieftain and Shaman.
 
   I knew they wanted me to think of them as my new family, that they loved me as one of their own, but on many levels I always had trouble accepting it. My true parents would always be Softpetal and Arrow, my mother and father. My heart would always be empty for their absence.
 
   But Flier and Windrider would always be the best friends I would ever have.
 
   Windrider insisted that we welcome the Sky-Spirit properly as our traditions and honor demanded, if indeed it was the Sky-Spirit approaching us. Even if he decided to annihilate us on sight, we still had to make all the gestures of a proper greeting. This was the Myotan way; to remain true to ourselves and to do the proper thing no matter how dire the circumstances. It was what separated us from the primitives in the surrounding lands; it was what made us worthy to live in the Sky-Spirit’s house.
 
   Food was gathered for a great offering. We all groomed frantically. Children were sent winging on the winds to recall hunters and other away from home. Finally, with everyone present, we gathered outside to greet the Sky-Spirit as it finally grew large enough for us to distinguish details.
 
   It was nothing like what we expected. The Sky-Spirit was supposed to have wings as large as cloud banks and be the most physically perfect example of the most noble of intelligent beings, a Myotan. Our legends said that the Tower was his original home upon the earth, built to his scale, a house he had bequeathed to our people to save us from an eternity of wandering.
 
   But this thing approaching us had only immense size in common with our legends. It must have measured nearly one hundred wingspans long and was shaped like a gigantic raindrop turned on its side, broad in the front and tapering to thinness in the rear. Its bottom-most surface was flat, with strange lights blinking at regular intervals. On its sides were huge whirling blades of metal, a half-dozen strong on each flank, roaring like a thousand wasps as they ate the air and spat it toward the ground. We were buffeted by its winds, careful to keep our wings tightly folded to our sides lest we be swept away.
 
   "By all that is sacred," Feather, a close friend my own age, whispered. Her thin ears tapered back to hug her long golden hair. "Is that really the Sky-Spirit?"
 
   "I-I think maybe it is his boat," I said.
 
   She and several others standing nearby regarded me oddly. "Boat?"
 
   I nodded, unsure if I had just said something offensive. "Um, yes. Why should the Sky-Spirit fly down himself when he can have a magical boat that can sail the currents of the sky?  Do not some nomad tribes use wooden boats to sail the currents of the Great Water three days’ flight from here?"
 
   The others nodded, some re-assured by my explanation. Now that they had a label for it they were not quite so afraid.
 
   Windrider appeared at my elbow a handful of heartbeats later. Because she was so small--the tip of her ears would barely brush my chest--I had not noticed her approach. "Come," she said.
 
   I glanced at the Sky-Spirit's vessel. We had but a hundred heartbeats before it reached us. It was slowing down, perhaps in preparation for landing.
 
   "Come," she insisted, pulling me forward with a grip of surprising strength. Soon we were at the front of the crowd. She glanced at me and saw my puzzlement. "You are right,” she said. "It is a boat. A sky-boat. It is obvious now, but I did not think of it until someone whispered to me what you said. You must have insight I do not, Gossamyr. You will stand with Flier and myself, to greet the Sky-Spirit when he descends."
 
   "B-but, Windrider," I protested. "I am not a shaman!  Just an apprentice. I am not worthy to greet the Sky-Spirit!  That’s for you and Flier and the elders!"
 
   She glanced back at our assembled people before regarding me. “You are as worthy as any of us. Besides, I would very much want the daughter of my heart by my side today of all days."  She pulled my arm so that I advanced with her and Flier a dozen paces in front of the others in order to greet the Sky-Spirit properly. Windblossom, their other adopted daughter, stood nearby with her own family. Flier clasped my shoulder affectionately before returning his attention to our visitor. That was his way; he preferred deeds to words. Windrider’s hand found mine and gave my tool fingers a reassuring squeeze.
 
   The sky-boat slid to a gradual halt in mid-air. It hung motionless ten wing-spans above the ground, ever so slowly dropping. It landed gently on the broad slope surrounding our Tower, but as its great blades of metal stopped whirling, its vast weight made it sink nearly a hand-span into the loose soil.
 
   For a brief moment, all was silence, as if the very world held its breath. A rectangular door slid open in the boat’s side, and out stepped a human.
 
   We had seen other humans, of course. Tall, robust, flat-faced, and almost furless except for their heads. Most nomad tribes who passed through our territory were humans. When we were younger, my playmates among the clouds would snicker at them and their crude things, so far below us. Humans possessed none of the Myotans' sophisticated metal tools, no sleek long bows, no pretty-rock jewelry, no sturdy pottery painted with hunting scenes. Giggling, we wondered aloud if they had enough brains among all of them to bathe occasionally.
 
   But the human who strode forth from the bowels of the sky-boat wore no smelly animal skins nor brandished a wooden spear. He wore a form-fitting garment intricately woven beyond the skill of anyone in our tribe. His jaw was cleanly shaven and his dark hair closely cropped. At his belt hung intricately-carved tools, not of bone or flint or wood but of metal, like the walls of our Tower. Clearly this was a breed of human we had never encountered before, perhaps a magical being. His hands were held up and open in what we hoped was a greeting as his lips moved, pouring forth unintelligible words.
 
   Flier and Windrider approached the human and bowed respectfully before him, asking for peace and understanding. The human shifted uncomfortably and pulled out an odd box with glowing lights. He tried to get them to do something with the box, but they only murmured in confusion and bowed deeper. The human sighed and looked around, settling his eyes on me. He approached, stepping around our leaders. I turned back to look for support from the others only to realize that everyone else had followed Flier and Windrider’s example. I was the only one not bowing. I swallowed hard in a very dry throat as the human stopped an arm's length away.
 
   After many gestures about his neck and mouth, the human made me understand that I was to speak at the box. "What do I say?" I asked him.
 
   He just nodded in approval and encouraged me to talk more. I concluded this might be some sort of test, and nervously segued into our oral traditions, recalling all the stories and legends of the Sky-Spirit and his servants that I could. The more I spoke to the box, the more pleased the human seemed to be. Flier and Glider rose to watch, relieved to see the human pleased. Their nods and nervous smiles lent me gentle encouragement.
 
   Other humans from the sky-boat emerged, bringing food and liquid-filled jars made of an odd, clear material, their gestures indicating they were gifts for us. Murmurs of delight and confusion rippled through our assembled people. What had we done to please the Sky-Spirit so?
 
   Finally, after many hundreds of heartbeats and my voice growing hoarse, the human holding the small box spoke. Or rather, his box spoke, in a crude approximation of the Myotan language. I jumped back and squeaked in surprise. It spoke in my own voice!  "I am Armand Lerner," it said as the human soundlessly moved his lips. "We are friends."
 
   "What do you want of us?" Flier asked.
 
   The Lerner-human turned to him and smiled. "We need your help."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Contact successfully established with the inhabitants of Artifact Site X12 at 5:13 PM Standard Time, 13 June 542.
 
   Contactee race confirmed Myotan, identical physically to tribes found by the North Sea and Exploration Zone Map Grid 112. Estimated local population: 300.
 
   Advancement Level: approximately equivalent to the earliest Babylonian city-states of old Earth. This makes them the most technologically advanced group of their race yet contacted. Significant technologies present: advanced flint tools; primitive metal working (bronze, tin, copper); writing; basic mathematics; pottery; archery; agriculture (in the form of several large orchards adjacent to X12); animal domestication (small canine variants.)
 
   Nanotech Matrix Manipulation Capabilities: limited. Practitioners confined to a female shaman and a handful of lesser apprentices. Spell sophistication estimated to be no greater than level two.
 
   Language:  preliminary syntax analysis indicates a highly variant derivative of the originating Builder spoken language. Nanotech Matrix-enhanced translators enabling ongoing communication.
 
   Preliminary Sociological Profile: authority-driven tribal structure, as is common with groups of their size and biological classification. Clan is headed by a single chieftain, who is married to the tribe’s spiritual leader. Elderly members are held in high regard, and are considered authority figures. Children whose wing-to-body-mass-ratio still allow them to fly are highly cherished and doted upon.
 
   Monogamous male-female pairings predominate, and overall family structure seems similar to that of our own culture.
 
   Personal Note:  As a whole the tribe seems to be extremely open-minded and accepting of further contact. Despite some minor misgivings upon our initial encounter, one could say they are the next best thing to being xenophilic we could hope for.
 
   I like them. I just hope we don’t end up being the worst thing that ever happened to them.
 
   --Official contact report by Captain Lawrencia Rhiannon, captain, Explorer-class helistat Sword of Thorena.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   After the sun hid itself behind its disk of darkness and the slowly-moving Shards framing it in the sky sparkled in all their countless glory, a feast of legendary proportions was thrown beside the humans’ great sky-ship. Our previous preparations combined with the exotic foodstuffs the humans had brought us made for a night of feasting and delight. 
 
   Our visitors had explained at length that they were not supernatural in any way, just simple mortals like us who had the good fortune of possessing the knowledge to make more capable tools. Knowledge they professed they would be willing to share with us, eventually. Many among us harbored doubts about such assertions, but we humored our visitors as best we could. No matter the truth, it was clear they were powerful enough that we did not want to anger them.
 
   Flier, Windrider, and the elders sat before a great roasting pyre beside the human leaders, who had emerged after the Lerner-human and the food-bearers, discussing a great many things. Many of my people crowded around the other humans who had left the sky ship, nearly half a hundred in all. I stood apart, away from the numerous fires around which most of the others gathered, unsure of where to fit in or what to do. The past day had been a cyclone of confusing events, and I needed some time alone to sort them out for myself.
 
   Who were these humans who could tame the sacred winds so easily with their magical machines?  The whirling creature we had spotted earlier was revealed to be a scouting boat of theirs, called a ‘helicopter.’
 
   I frowned as I tried to whisper its alien name. Many of their harsh-sounding words fit strangely on my tongue.
 
   They called their vast sky-ship a helistat, which they claimed to be one of a large herd of such vessels that they used to explore an enormous wilderness called the Outlands. They considered my people and our Tower to be a part of this wilderness. But most extraordinary of all was their claim that their own home territory lay some fifty thousand Tower-lengths away in the direction of the Great Water Ocean. I tried repeatedly to visualize such an incredible distance, only to have my mind falter with every attempt. The world could not be so huge!
 
   Of course, we could not really be sure that anything these humans told us through their magical talking boxes was true. Yet they seemed so friendly and generous, and they answered all our questions directly with little hint of evasion. Most of them seemed to genuinely delight in our company, an attitude that many found very easy to return, especially with their bellies full of exotic foods.
 
   Our visitors could at the same time seem very alien, even though my people had dealt their more primitive nomad cousins many times. Their magical tools and odd garb were the least of it.
 
   The sky-humans had a confidence, an easy-going energy I had never seen in any people, even my own. As if they knew their place in the world to a degree the rest of us did not, and were pleased with it beyond words. In an odd, collective way, they reminded me of Cloud on his pleasanter days, when he was the cool, supremely-competent Chief Hunter, but who nevertheless could not completely hide the overbearing pride seething just below the surface.
 
   Soft peals of laughter drew my attention upward. Many youngsters flew and wheeled overhead against the sky, daring each other to swoop near the humans' immense sky boat. They exalted in their wing-borne freedom, as was their holy right. I looked up at them and felt the sharp sting of loss deep within me, remembering my own time in the skies, now forever lost.
 
   Click. Vhirrr.
 
   I jumped as the alien sound startled me. I turned to see the Lerner-human a few paces away, holding yet another odd box in his hands, this one with a blunt cylinder on the side facing me. A small square of shiny parchment slid out of its bowels.
 
   "I greet you, sky-human," I said, bowing slightly, trying to be as polite as I knew how.
 
   He quietly mouthed some words. His talking box--a "computer translator" I had heard it called--spoke a half-second later. "There's no need to be so formal," he said through his device. “You're the female who first spoke into the translator, yes?  I mean no offense, but I’m still having trouble telling your people apart. I’m Armand Lerner. So, what’s your name?"
 
   "Gossamyr," I said, trying not to betray the nervous tremor in my voice.
 
   "What are you doing here away from the others?"
 
   I canted my head. "I might ask the same of you."
 
   He shrugged, smiling. "Just taking some pictures of your Tower."
 
   "Pictures?"
 
   He held out his metal box. "That's what this is for. It's a camera. An instant one, actually, complete with low-light filter and digital memory. A new design taken right from the Great Library. I just took a picture of you, as a matter of fact."
 
   I ruffled my folded wings in confusion. Did he need to talk so much to make his magic box work?  “A picture of me?"
 
   "Yeah. Want to see?"  He grabbed the small square of parchment that still hung from his camera-box and handed it to me. "It should be pretty much developed by now. Can you see it all right?  Our xenobiologists say your eyes give you better night vision than us, but if you need a light..."  He began fumbling at his belt.
 
   "I can see it,"  I whispered. The image on the parchment was me, as I had seen my face innumerable times in still pools of water and against the walls of the Tower. But the image was not just my head and shoulders, but all of me, standing on the small hillock and looking up at the youngsters slowly wheeling against the sky and the Shards beyond.
 
   My mind reeled in wonder. The person in that small image seemed so strange, yet I had known her all my life. It was like looking through the Lerner-human’s eyes. I studied it intently, trying to see myself as the human did.
 
   Compared to most humans, I was small and slight. My head would barely reach the Lerner-human’s chin. My face was much more angular than a human's flat features, with large, blue-black eyes. Light gray fur covered my entire body. My head hair was long and dark, pulled into a tight braid. The humans seemed to possess a wide variety of bright garments; the only clothing I wore, my leggings, were made of dullish tan Dhaki skins. I wore a forlorn look of longing in the image, profoundly sad and strangely beautiful at the same time.
 
   I blinked hard at it, realizing that this was the first time I had ever thought that I could be...beautiful.
 
   "It is incredible," I breathed as I tremblingly handed the picture back to him.
 
   He held up his hand. "Keep it. Please. Consider it a gift."
 
   "I could not possibly--"
 
   "Go ahead. The camera has the image in digital memory, so I’m not losing anything. Besides, how could I keep you from something that just made you smile like that?"
 
   I blushed wildly, hoping he would not see the redness beneath the thin fur of my face. I carefully hugged the wondrous image to me and thanked him profusely.
 
   We exchanged a few more pleasant words and he ambled away, pointing and clicking his camera-box at the Tower. I studied the picture again, my heart hammering with naked wonder.
 
   I knew somehow in that moment that my life would never be the same again, after the coming of these humans. And as strange and terrifying as today had been, I was glad for it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m getting the hang of Myotan word structure now. It’s not too dissimilar from our own, but that should not be surprising as it derives from the same distant Builder root language as most dialects we’ve encountered. Still, they have quite a unique cadence to the way they speak. If I ever learn enough Myotan to abandon my translator, I imagine I’m going to have a very strange accent to them.
 
   Their language is very vowel-intensive with many soft consonant sounds. Because of their superior hearing, they can put much more complex emphasis on words with inflections that are often much too subtle for baseline humans to hear. Thus, while their language has a smaller total vocabulary than ours, with proper inflection they can convey ideas and concepts that are just as complex.  
 
   Their names are descriptive and often poetic. The literal translation of the name of the shaman’s apprentice, for example, is ‘The Soft-Smooth Substance of a Butterfly’s Wing,’ or more simply, ‘Gossamyr’ (or is that spelled ‘Gossamer?’  I’ll have to look that up.)  In the Myotan tongue it is one curt, highly inflected syllable.
 
   Because we cannot accurately translate all the subtleties of Myotan inflection on the written page, on most official reports the crew has taken to using such abbreviated approximations of the Myotans’ true names. For example, the shaman herself goes by the name of ‘She Who is Blessed to Ride the Eternal Winds of the Sky Spirit.’  But for simplicity’s sake, the crew calls her just ‘Windrider’ in our own language.
 
   I would feel guiltier about this practice (it is a bit human-centric, I suppose) if the Myotans themselves did not constantly mangle our own names. Mine usually comes out something like ‘Armool Hern-her.’  Their language has few harsh consonant sounds, and they have a hard time pronouncing the ‘nd’ in Armand. I’ve let them start calling me just ‘Lerner’ to avoid headaches.
 
   --from the journals of Armand Lerner, 4 June 542
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "What did you say my people were made from?" I asked Lerner as I wrapped my arms about myself against the chill. The loose, furry Dhaki-skin hassock I wore was not helping against the cold as much as I had hoped. I was far less tolerant of colder temperatures as an adult than I was as a youngster. Another side effect of no longer spending a large portion of my days drifting on the winds.
 
   "Bats," Lerner said, checking his instruments. He and another human called Louis were exploring the upper levels of the Tower, investigating the eternally-sealed doors Flier and Windrider had told their leaders about. The humans’ leaders had reported detecting strange readings from their magical instruments emanating from the upper levels. Their explanation left my head spinning with strange phrases like “gravity wave fluctuations” and “anomalous electromagnetic emissions.”  But it seemed urgent to them that they investigate, so Flier granted them permission to visit the rarely-used upper portions of the Tower, a place where we almost never allowed any non-Myotan. However, Flier would only send trustworthy humans, and since I had spent the most time with our guests, he asked me for recommendations. Lerner, my closest friend among the humans, was the most logical choice, and he convinced me to let his friend Louis to come along as well.
 
   Louis was a dozen or so paces ahead of Lerner and I. He was a bit tall for a human, with slick black head hair and a pair of blue eyes that seemed perpetually sleepy. He was grumbling to himself and determined to make this uncomfortable chore as short as possible. Or so he told us every hundred paces or so.
 
   Our community inhabited a small portion of the Tower on the bottommost levels. The structure was otherwise barricaded and empty, though occasionally a nomad band would trade food or tools for temporary shelter within.
 
   But Lerner and Louis' people called it by a different name: “Artifact Site X12.”  According to them, the Tower had been built thousands of years ago by the Builders, a people as far above the humans’ “Known Nations”--their tribal territory, from what I gathered--as the sun and its Shards were above the grass. The Builders created the world and all its wonders, but died off mysteriously after a Great Cataclysm of some kind five thousand years before.
 
   Or so the humans said.
 
   Cloud hated the amount of time I was spending with our visitors, and especially resented the idea of my going alone with two human males into the upper Tower, where I would be alone with them for the better part of a day. Cloud practically demanded that he go along as my “protection.”  He even went so far as to harass the human captain with his complaints. Flier took great exception to this, fearing Cloud’s words would insult the humans. They were our honored guests, after all, and had more than proven their restraint and generosity. Why would I need protection from them?
 
   Cloud reluctantly backed down after being confronted by Flier. Still, he very sullenly watched me walk up the broad spiraling ramps with Lerner and Louis, a deep furrow creasing his brow.
 
   I had grown very comfortable in Lerner’s presence in the past ten days. We talked by an outside hearth fire every night sipping afghuri tea, sometimes joined by others, sometimes not. I was even becoming somewhat accustomed to his flat features and could now easily distinguish him from others of his people. Though of average height for a human, he was as tall as the largest Myotan, with a lithe build, sallow cheeks, and an easy smile.
 
   Some of the others among their crew, however, still made me uncomfortable, especially one truly gigantic male with the name of Stonereaver. According to Lerner, his kind was an off-shoot of humans called Orcs, also created long ago by the Builders, as everything apparently was in their legends.
 
   Lerner and Louis wore bright orange jackets that seemed to keep them much warmer and comfortable than my Dhaki skin hassock. Except for shawls and hassocks when it became chilly, I generally avoided upper-body clothing, as did most of my people. Arm-hugging wing membranes made such garments awkward at best. The humans, however, seemed to have developed their clothing designs into an intricate artform, much like the detailed and elaborate wing tattoos among the Mated couples of my people.
 
   That set me wondering. Did Lerner or Louis have mates?  Did their females weave their clothing for them?  Was such a thing as intimate for humans as wing-tattoos were for Myotans?
 
   “I really don’t understand why you couldn’t have asked Dumas to do this,” Louis grumped. “He’s the xenotech. I’m a Mage!  You want some nanites marched around, come see me. You want someone to spend hours on end in dark, cold, tunnels staring at an LCD, you get the spiders.”
 
   “You know Dumas wouldn’t be able to deal with this cold,” Lerner said. “He can’t just throw on a coat like us. The temperature would probably put his element-bodies into a state of torpor. Then we’d have to warm them up with our own body heat. Wouldn’t that be pleasant?”
 
   Louis shot Lerner a very dour look.
 
   I had no idea what to make of this exchange and thought it best if I just ignored it. "Bats?" I persisted. "You think my people were made from those small flying mice?  I find that hard to believe."
 
   "Why?  Can't you see the similarities?"
 
   "Yes, of course, with the wings and fur and maybe the ears. But we have many more similarities with humans and Felinoids and Vulpines and other, much more intelligent creatures."
 
   We stopped in front of a rectangular impression in the wall of one of the gently-curving corridors we were in. The only light was from Louis carrying a magic, flameless torch with a bright blue light. "Those similarities are more obvious because the races you mentioned were all uplifted based on the human model. The Builders made you as human-like as possible while still preserving distinguishing aspects of your original natural heritage. No sense messing too much with a proven design, I guess."
 
   "That is ridiculous!" I snapped. "Why would humans be so special, to be used as the mold for making things?  Did your Builders not make you too?"
 
   Lerner turned around so Louis could fish a large metal box out of his backpack. Louis unspooled metallic threads from in the box and adhered them to the doorway, then began turning knobs on the box. "We were the Builders,” Lerner said. “I mean, the Builders were human. Humans came about, evolved, naturally on a world long-forgotten by most called Earth. They struggled hard for many thousands of years, spreading out into a small family of planets called the Solar System, until eventually they created the Eden Sphere and the Nanotech Matrix and everything we now take for granted."
 
   After he explained what a planet was, I asked, “If that is so, then what happened to this ‘Earth?’"
 
   “It was disassembled along with every other body in the Solar System for raw materials to create the Eden Sphere."
 
   “Eden Sphere?"  I rolled the odd words around on my tongue.
 
   "It's also called a Dyson Sphere. An enormous shell which once completely englobed the sun. But one day, about five thousand years ago, it shattered, kind of like a big, hollow eggshell.”
 
   “A really, really big eggshell,” Louis interjected, never looking up from his box. “Are you sure we should be telling her all this?  The captain said she wanted to avoid giving these people too much culture shock all at once.”
 
   Lerner barked out a laugh. “So she lands a 10,000-ton helistat right in their front yard?  Look, if we want their trust we should answer all their questions as honestly as we can. Besides, I’m the sophonotologist here so it’s really my call. I’m sure Gossamyr can handle it.”
 
   He turned back to me. “Anyway, that’s what the Shards are in the sky. The debris from the shattered Sphere. No one knows why or how the Great Cataclysm happened, only that it did. A great many people died during the disaster, more than anyone could count. Those that managed to survive--well, the Builders knew quite a lot, far more than both our peoples combined, but the vast majority of that knowledge was lost as people struggled simply to survive. They fell back into much more primitive ways."
 
   I nodded absently but said nothing, not wanting to appear ignorant, even though much of what he said was greatly confusing. The concepts alone were frightening enough.
 
   A shell that could encompass the sun?  The Shards, those ghostly irregular shadows against the sky during the day, sparkling like a million far-off campfires at night, those were pieces of that shell?
 
   "Are we on a Shard?"
 
   They both stopped, turned, and looked at me. I thought I had offended them in some way, but Lerner’s face broke into a broad smile. "That’s right!  How did you figure that out?"
 
   "It just seemed obvious from what you said."
 
   "Do you know there are some peoples we contacted decades ago who still can’t comprehend that?  You're smarter that our bosses give you credit for."
 
   I blushed at his compliment, but thankfully he was oblivious to my discomfort. The discoloration would show only around my eyes, where my facial fur was thinnest.
 
   He went on. "But, yes, we’re on a Shard. The largest surviving one. We call it the MegaShard. It’s kind of flat and circular and millions of kilometers across. I guess that measurement is pretty meaningless to you, but it would take over a thousand years just for us to walk from here to the nearest edge. Even with our airship, the journey would take over a decade."
 
   "If what you say is true, then the world is far larger than I ever thought!  Are there other peoples exploring the Shards?"
 
   He shrugged. “We haven’t found any other explorers. At least not any who can cover distances like we can. Look, Gossamyr, I’ll explain more later when we talk by the fire, okay?  But frankly I’m cold and tired and we don't seem to be making any progress with any of these sealed doors. We should head back.”
 
   Louis nodded, retracting the box’s metal threads. “I’ve been waiting to hear that for the past two hours.”
 
   "Please," I told Lerner. "I want to know so many things!  Your people are leaving the day after tomorrow, and I may never get a chance to ask you all the questions I have!"
 
   "Oh, don’t worry about that.” Lerner smirked. “Or didn't anyone tell you?  With Flier's permission I’ve volunteered to stay behind with your people for a few months. I’m going to answer your questions for quite some time yet.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The decision to let Armand Lerner stay at Artifact Site X-12 was not an easy one. Leaving any crewmember behind in the Outlands, volunteer or not, is not considered a good policy for any captain to establish.
 
   But these were special circumstances. One, we needed more information about the Myotans’ Tower, especially if our long-range plans for it were ever going to be realized. Mr. Lerner would be able to complete a detailed survey and map the Tower interior in the months he would be living there, greatly hastening the timetable for the project.
 
   Two, because of many new discoveries further into the Outlands in that direction, increased helistat traffic through the area was pretty much guaranteed. Artifact Site X12 would see an estimated three more helistat visits in the year after we made first contact, and would probably only increase after that. If Mr. Lerner wore out his welcome, he could catch a ride home with any one of those expeditions.
 
   Third, even though I was a frumpy fifty-something at the time, I have to admit that I was not immune to the handsome Mr. Lerner’s enthusiasm. When he burst into my office with this wild plan for living among the Myotans, he spoke with such passion and energy that I found it hard not to get caught up in those oh-so-velvety brown eyes. It was not something I would have admitted to at the time--captains are not supposed to be swayed by youthful good looks—-but I’m as human as anyone else.
 
   Finally, the biggest factor in letting him stay were the Myotans themselves. They certainly seemed friendly and open to further contact, and Mr. Lerner, a sophontologist, was excited at the prospect of immersing himself in their culture, perhaps even doing his doctoral thesis on them. Flier struck me as a genuinely fair leader, and during our conversations prior to departing I knew that I was leaving Mr. Lerner in good hands.
 
   As for what eventually happened to Armand Lerner--let me state that, looking back, I am well aware of both the good and bad that he experienced at X12, and I do not think he would have exchanged the time he spent there for anything. By the time the Sword of Thorena departed, he had already met his destiny, though they were both blissfully unaware of it at the time.
 
   --excerpted from There and Back Again and Again: The Autobiography of Lady Lawrencia Rhiannon, 549, Haggerty Press, Borelea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "Flier, this is insane!  This human will destroy our whole way of life!"
 
   Our chieftain puffed out a long, impatient breath. "He is only one human, Cloud."
 
   The decision to let Lerner stay in our community raised quite a bit of commotion in the last few days, especially since Flier had not mentioned this new development until an hour before the humans’ airship lifted off. Obviously he had done so to head off any objections like those being aired at this meeting. Windrider and I were the only ones not caught by surprise, and Flier had sworn us to secrecy until he could make the official announcement.
 
   After the helistat faded into the sky, heading back to its home an unimaginable distance away, I escorted Lerner to his new residence in one of the empty double-occupancy rooms the community usually reserved for newly-Mated couples. So much equipment had been left with him that he needed the extra space. He had originally asked to be put in quarters a good distance away from the community, so as not to cause too much disruption. Flier would hear none of it. The Tower was so immense that it was easy for a newcomer to get lost. Besides, Flier had stressed repeatedly, our people's welcome would never be half-hearted. That was not the Myotan way. He had invited Lerner into our community, and to our chieftain that meant inviting him in to the community.
 
   Everything the human did in those first few days drew a crowd, especially a gaggle of exuberant and curious youngsters, who dared each other to rush up and touch his things. Lerner tolerated it bemusedly, even when Wingstroke got hold of a container of something called "spray paint" and used it to give his younger sister a full-fur change of color. Everyone expected Lerner to fly into a rage at such a frivolous waste of such a wondrous device, but he only burst out laughing when he saw the small youngster grinning up at him, dripping bright orange from ear to toe. Many in the gathered crowd joined in with snickers of their own, more out of relief than amusement, as he handed the colorful youngster to her mother for a thorough scrubbing.
 
   But not all joined in the mirth. A sizable minority frowned at the display. And Cloud's lips curved deepest of all.
 
   Hence this meeting, late at night when the human would be asleep. Cloud and some like-minded followers such as the elder Azure insisted on confronting Flier on the matter. I was invited by our chieftain because I had spent the most time with Lerner and could serve as witness to his character.
 
   "Lerner and his people are not like the humans we have dealt with before," Cloud said. "They are not wandering primitives who cannot understand something as simple as the making of pottery. They are magical creatures. Powerful ones!  Who knows what strange spirits drive them?  And now one is loose among us, to do as he pleases!"
 
   Windrider shook her silver-haired head. "Their leader, before she departed with the rest on their skyship, assured me they only wish friendship and knowledge, and to eventually trade with us. They do have workers of magic, shamans like myself and Gossamyr, whom they call Mages. I talked with one called Louis Thorson, a friend of Lerner's, at length before the humans left. They know what magic is, and are right to assert that the tools they use are not such, despite what we first thought. They simply know more and use that knowledge to make better tools, just as we know more than the nomads in the wilderness around us, and use that knowledge to make better hunting weapons like bows and spear-throwers."
 
   Cloud spat. "And what we do is so inferior to them, is that it?  We are primitives to them, as the nomads are primitives to us!  They are so much better than us, that we cower before them!  And now Lerner is here, to remind us of their superiority!"  Azure and some of the others grunted agreement.
 
   "We were all afraid," I interjected, “when their skybo--when their helistat came to us. Is that what this is about, Cloud?  You resent that the humans made you, the big, fearsome Chief Hunter, feel afraid?"
 
   Cloud shot to his feet. "I am not afraid of them!" he shouted. “At least I am not so entranced by Lerner’s magic that I follow him around like a mother-sick fawn, Gossamyr!"
 
   My ears flattened against my skull in anger. "I am no fawn!  Lerner and his people just have so much to teach us!  Like those gun-weapons they showed off to us, the one many of you males lusted over. They said the next time they come, they might bring some to trade. Imagine hunting with those!  Our community need never run low on meat again, unlike with you leading our hunting parties..."
 
   The thinly-furred skin around his eyes purpled in renewed anger. He turned toward Flier, pointing at me. "See?  It is already starting!  Lerner is turning us against each other!"
 
   Flier shook his shaggy head. "Most of the others welcome Lerner, and have personally expressed their pleasure to me at seeing him stay with us. And Gossamyr is right in that we can only benefit from their knowledge."
 
   "But how can we be sure of their intentions?"
 
   Windrider raised her hands and eyes upward. "Because they come to us from the holy sky!  I believe the Sky-Spirit would allow no evil to embrace his winds. And they do not just ride the currents of the sky, they tame them!"  She lowered her gaze and mumbled a few magic phrases. She shot her hand out, and the room’s small hearth-fire shuddered bright blue for a heartbeat. We all fell into an awed hush.
 
   I remember Lerner’s name for such things. The word he used translated as magic, a casting to summon unseen forces, but he said that was an old way of thinking. He told me that the proper name for magic was Nanotech Matrix Manipulation. It was one of a great many things I planned to ask him about in the future.
 
   Windrider continued. "The humans channel the winds, using them to pull their sky-boat upward as we pull travois!  They are as favored by the Sky-Spirit as we!  We are given the gift of flight in childhood, to have it taken away as we mature. The humans do not possess natural flight, but are allowed to use machines to fly for them. Both our peoples are equally blessed, and equally limited, by the Great One. They are our spiritual brethren and come offering great gifts, and yet you would belittle them for it, Cloud?  I think not. My husband did not make this decision lightly. He discussed it with me at great length, and softly expressed many of the reservations you have so coarsely shouted here. It will mean some changes, yes, and perhaps not all of them will be for the best, but we believe Lerner’s staying here and further contact with his people will be for everyone’s benefit."
 
   Many of the dissenters were cowed into silence, both by Windrider's tirade and colorful spirit-calling. Cloud grumbled and seemed about to say more when Flier interjected. "It is settled, then."  Our chieftain cast a withering scowl at Cloud. Our Chief Hunter may be headstrong and brash, but he knew when not to press a contentious issue too far with Flier. Most of the time.
 
   Our leader scanned the room. "Lerner is now a guest of our community, and you will all treat him with respect and courtesy, as true Myotans should, no matter your personal feelings. The matter is closed."  He and his Mate rose, bowed a good-night at us, and left. No one challenged them. The others slowly filed out of the meeting room. I stayed behind to quench the hearth fire, its smoke wafting into the ceiling vents all rooms possessed. Cloud was the last to leave. He shot me one last glance of hurt before he pulled aside the woven blanket that covered the doorway.
 
   I knew at that moment that despite Flier's assertions, this whole matter was far from over, at least as far as Cloud was concerned.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIX
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   To adopt a policy of non-interference with the peoples we contact is sheer idiocy, a silly idea held over from Old Earth fiction. The very act of first contact is going to change contactee cultures irrevocably. Some societies will change a little, some will change a lot, but rest assured change of some kind will occur.
 
   But if we take an active role, imparting useful knowledge such as medical techniques and leaving gifts that will make a good first impression, at least we can ensure the changes that do occur will be for the most part beneficial to us and to the contactee culture. 
 
   Besides, with the enormous stakes the Known Nations are playing for, a little cultural contamination is a small price to pay.
 
   --Excerpted from a speech by famed explorer Joanna Singhe to the Second Underworld Council, 1 June 522, at Tera Island Conference Center, Teranesia.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lerner and Cloud came to blows less than a week later, and it was all my fault.
 
   Our lives settled back into a kind of routine. Much had changed, and yet in a way nothing had. We gathered food as we always had, raised our families as we always had, gossiped and argued and joked and lived exactly as we had before the humans came.
 
   Almost.
 
   There was a new energy, a tension, an expectation to much of what we did now. Some of it was simply the enervation that comes when a long, dull rut in routine was broken. But much also had to do with the newness the humans had brought to us. 
 
   During the day, I worked as usual in the orchards or in the forests surrounding the Tower clearing, gathering food with the other females and older males. As Windrider’s apprentice, I was occasionally excused from having to engage in food-gathering chores, but I always felt guilty when others were working so hard and I was not. When I was younger, I had hoped I would become a hunter in adulthood, but female hunters were rare, as few had the strength to pull a bow or throw a spear as well as the males. Pulling roots and picking fruit was tedious work, but one did not have to interact much with the others if one did not want to beyond idle gossip, giving me much time to think.
 
   My evenings were spent with Lerner as he slowly surveyed the Tower in detail. I had become his de facto assistant. No one questioned when I went to help him, not even myself. Somehow, since he had singled me out on that day of first contact, our fates seemed intertwined.
 
   The fight began innocently enough. Lerner and I had just returned from surveying all the chambers and doorways on the levels he had dubbed 78 and 79. An exhausting task requiring many hours of walking and climbing curving ramps.
 
   Lerner was slightly ahead of me as we re-entered the residential area of the Tower. It was an hour or so before the sun turned dark, and with most of the day’s work done, many of my people were just returning from bathing in the orchard streams. They bustled about in the corridors, relaxing and gossiping. They greeted us politely as we walked by, whispering to themselves as soon we were past. Lerner seemed oblivious, but his hearing was much less than a Myotan's. Some of what they whispered was sympathetic, wondering if I was working myself too hard, while others were cruel, wondering if I preferred the company of the human to my own kind.
 
   I always insisted on carrying my fair share of equipment, even though Lerner's greater human strength could easily have handled more than half the load. Stupid, I know, but my pride got the better of me at times. We were passing through the main residential corridor when my vision fuzzed white for a moment. Days of non-stop exertion caught up to me and like a youngster flying too high I fainted.
 
   I was only unconscious for a heartbeat or so. I fuzzily remembered strong arms catching me. I heard my name called from far away with an odd accent.
 
   I slowly blinked back to full consciousness, to find myself hanging in quite an embarrassing position in Lerner's arms. He was hurriedly stripping off the broad straps anchored around my hips below my wing, holding my burden on my back. The load thudded onto the metal floor.
 
   "What--happened?" I asked sleepily.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said through his translator-box. “You fainted, I think. Are you okay?"
 
   I slowly nodded. "I think so. I--"
 
   A fist shot out and slammed Lerner across his jaw. He stumbled back, letting me go. I fell backwards, smacking my behind on the hard metal floor.
 
   "Keep your hands off her!"  Cloud's fur bristling as he towered over Lerner. The human bent low from the force of the blow and was nursing his jaw with one hand. Cloud stabbed a tool-finger at the human. "Is it not enough that you work Gossamyr like a pack animal and that you contribute nothing to gathering food, but must you also paw her with your monkeyish hands?"  He raised his hand for another blow.
 
   Lerner, with surprising speed for one so large, lunged forward and grabbed Cloud by the forearm. Like a human, Myotans also have a thumb and four fingers to a hand. Unlike them, however, the outer two fingers on each hand function as wing struts, measuring over half a body-length long. When our wing-fingers are not in use,  we fold them against the palm and forearm, so that they are tucked up and out of the way.
 
   When Lerner grabbed Cloud's arm, he also grabbed Cloud's wing fingers, squeezing harder than perhaps he meant to. Lerner was only human, after all, and perhaps did not realize how painful such a grip would be to us, especially backed by a human's heavily-muscled strength. Cloud screeched in surprised agony, flashing his free hand out so that the small talons of his tool-fingers slashed across Lerner’s face. Thin arcs of crimson flew through the air.
 
   Lerner yelped and stumbled back, wrenching Cloud’s arm painfully before letting go. For a second they both cradled their injuries, staring venom at each other. They began to circle each other, sliding into fighting postures. Cloud was large for a Myotan, nearly as tall as the human, and had been wrestling and killing prey since early adolescence. Lerner was clearly unused to violence, but held the advantages of superior size and strength. Who flew the stronger wind in this fight was unclear.
 
   I scrambled to my feet, fighting off another momentary wave of dizziness. "That is enough!" I said.
 
   "Remain out of this!" Cloud snarled.
 
   I rewarded the hunter with my most withering glare, then turned toward my stricken friend, whose face was bleeding profusely. “Lerner did nothing wrong!  I fainted, and he caught me!  He was helping!"
 
   Cloud, unheeding, yanked me away from Lerner by the shoulder. "That is enough, Gossamyr!  I will not have my future Mate embarrass herself by associating with..."
 
   An anger colder than any wind-borne chill swept through me. I shoved Cloud away from me with all my strength. He stumbled back two full steps. "And what makes you think I am going to be your Mate?"
 
   The Chief Hunter was taken aback. "But--but everyone just assumes that we... I know you have been reluctant to admit it, but you and I, see, we belong--"
 
   I flung my hand at the human, who cradled his face in one hand. "Look at what you did to Lerner, our honored guest!  And for what?  Some stupid jealousy of yours?  Because he is taking everyone’s attention away from you?  I will never be your Mate!  Understand, Chief Oaf?  Never!"
 
   Cloud’s lips trembled, looking as if all the Tower had fallen on him. He opened and closed his mouth several times, searching for words, but none came. He scowled bitterly at Lerner. Finally, he turned and stalked away with what little dignity he had left to him, the crowd that had assembled around us watching his every step.
 
   I turned toward Lerner, who seemed as stunned as everyone else. "Come, guest of my people," I said with elegant courtesy, making a show to everyone of elevating him after Cloud had insulted him. "Let us return you to your quarters so I can tend your cuts."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lerner winced as I applied the smelly iodine from his medical kit to his wounds. I had wanted to use a proper herbal poultice, but he insisted on using his human-made medicines. He sat on one of the adjustable metal stools that came from his people's helistat. "Hold still," I chided.
 
   "I'm trying," he mumbled through his translator-box as I held his bruised jaw tight. The gear we had lugged up and down the Tower lay scattered by the doorway, carried by sympathetic onlookers. I had to chase curiosity-seekers away so I could tend to the human in peace. Many congratulated me for standing up to Cloud. The few bachelor males that had been present seemed especially pleased, as my very public rejection of Cloud opened up the opportunity for them to try and court me. As if I would ever be interested in any of them. I would just be trading one kind of oaf for another.
 
   Some in the crowd, however, were silent in their intense disapproval, frowning all the deeper when I chose to help Lerner instead of chasing after Cloud to apologize. The elder Azure made quite a vocal point of this to many bystanders as I led Lerner away.
 
   I sighed, concentrating on my task. I was sure I was going to be the talk of the community for days to come, but for now I had to tend to Lerner’s wounds. Healing the injured was one of my duties as Shaman-in-training, after all.
 
   "The cuts are not deep," I told him, applying the last of his magical self-sticking dressings on his wounds. "They should not leave any scars. If you want, I can get Windrider to call a healing spirit for you. I am afraid I have only been taught minor spirit-callings so far."
 
   He nodded absently. "I’ll be fine. I’ve had worse. But how about you?  You okay?  That seemed pretty intense, what you said to Cloud."
 
   "I was just angry. I cannot believe the way he treated you, after you tried to help me!  Who does he think he is?  I am not some dog, to be ordered around!"  I scowled and leaned back against a table, snapping my wings in a huff. "Forgive me, Lerner, I should not be venting my anger on you. Let us just forget what happened."
 
   The human shrugged. "He's partially right, you know."
 
   “What?"
 
   "About my not helping out around here. I should contribute more. Maybe help your people with food gathering."
 
   "Oh, no, you must not!  There is no need for you to hunt or gather. Flier said so."
 
   "Gossamyr, your people have been very kind, but I can’t keep eating your food and using your things and give nothing in return."
 
   "But you have!" I said. "The food your people gave to us, the medicines you give to the sick, the magical tools you let us borrow to cut wood and help predict the weather, those are all payment enough."
 
   He shook his head. "Yeah, but I don’t feel like I’m contributing. Your people bust their tails all day to put food over your fires, and all I do is fiddle with scanners and range finders."
 
   "‘Bust our tails?’"  I crinkled my muzzle at the odd image.
 
   He rolled his eyes. "A human saying. Anyway, I want to do more. If we could get the survey finished sooner, so I’d have it ready for the next helistat run out here . . ."
 
   I nodded, remembering my fainting attack. "I, too, would welcome any way to make the task easier."
 
   He rubbed his chin, an odd human gesture. “Maybe we could get some of the children to fly equipment up for us."
 
   "No," I said emphatically. "Only if they volunteer on their own, as Brightwind does with the hunters. They should be free to play and fly as they please."
 
   He looked at me oddly. "I’ve noticed that you almost never interfere with the children’s playing, and your people rarely discipline them unless they do something seriously wrong. Why is that?"
 
   "Is it different with human youngsters?"
 
   “We generally don’t indulge them quite as much as you do."
 
   I shook my head. "It is not indulgence!  Do you not understand?  When they fly, they are in the Sky-Spirit’s embrace, and he gives them nothing but joy when his winds fill their wings. But that magic will be taken away from them soon enough.”  My ears hugged my head. “Far too soon. They will lose one of the greatest joys they will ever know, lose what is at the very heart of being Myotan. We have these wings all our days, but can only truly use them for such a short time. It is the price we pay to become an adult."
 
   I turned away from him, surprised to find myself blinking back tears. In the past few weeks, with all the excitement from the humans’ arrival, I managed to push out of my mind my own recent loss of the skies. All those feelings returned to me in a torrent. I hugged myself tightly, trying to fight down a spasm of shivering. “A horrible price.”
 
   Lerner was quiet for a long time. "Do you miss flying that much, Gossamyr?"
 
   "More than I would breathing."
 
   After another dozen heartbeats of silence I heard something tear behind me, then a brief flurry of activity. I turned just in time to see a thin, white triangle of paper float lazily before my eyes, looping through the air before it finally hit the wall, crumpling. I gasped, incredulous at the magic of it.
 
   "I think..." Lerner said very quietly as he walked over to pick up the paper triangle, "I think I know a way I can truly earn my keep around here."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The fact that anyone at all survived the Great Cataclysm is puzzling. The forces that could tear the Eden Sphere apart should have easily extinguished any fragile film of biological life on it. Yet here we are, billions upon billions of survivors spread out among an unknown number of intact Habitat Shards.
 
   One of the prevailing theories for this is that Sphere had been designed to shatter. Much like the so-called "crumple zones" in some automobiles, the support structure of the Sphere may have been designed to absorb most of the energy from a catastrophic impact by deforming to destruction, thus protecting the Habitats.
 
   This is further supported by the fact that there seems to be very little evidence of cataclysmic impacts among any of the large Shards in the ensuing millennia, as if there were some mechanism that was in place that quickly herded them all into safe orbits after the Cataclysm.
 
   And this raises an even more disturbing question: exactly what circumstances were the Builders anticipating that they would need such systems in the first place?
 
   ---A Case Study In Megastructure Engineering: The Eden Sphere by Onitheri Bell, p.93, Lyra Free Press, published 542
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lerner squirmed, his cheeks bright red. “Look, Gossamyr, it’s just a human custom, okay?”
 
   “But how do you expect to clean yourself like that?”
 
   He gathered breath for a lengthy reply, thought better of it, then waded into the stream without a word. “I just will,” he grumped, holding his mini-leggings--“boxers,” he called them—-firmly up in place with his hands.
 
   The end-of-the-day bathing was a long-standing tradition with our people. It was not only a time when we could scrub away the grime of a hard day’s work but also relax and gossip with each other. It was the one thing my people truly did together as a community outside of Remembrance and Mating ceremonies.
 
   As always, we separated out into our particular social groups: Mated couples, bachelor males, bachelor females, and elders all haunted their own portion of the stream, with the youngsters often spread out haphazardly wherever their play took them. The younger ones often stayed by their parents, but the ones Brightwind’s age and older formed their own groups, often characterized by their loud and raucous games. Since this was the first time Lerner was bathing with us, I had taken it upon myself to ease him in socially, half-way between the bachelor males and females.
 
   For reasons that still escaped me, Lerner had been very hesitant about joining in our bathing. We knew from their smell that his tribe bathed as often as we did, that they were not afraid of water like a few of the nomad humans we dealt with. He often bathed at night, with no one else around, and sometimes he would watch us from the banks, typing notes on his magical computer-box.
 
   Gossip had it that maybe he was deliberately snubbing us, that perhaps he thought he was too good to join us Myotans in the streams. I knew it was nothing of the kind, yet exactly why he was reluctant was still a mystery to me. Whenever I asked him about it he suddenly became very evasive, stuttering his words as the skin on his face turned several shades pinker. And today, when he had finally agreed to join us on the eve of our harvest celebration, he had insisted on wearing those strange leggings. Sometimes, Lerner could still seem very alien.
 
   Other times, however, his actions were almost Myotan. When he had first described his idea to me to build artificial wings big enough for an adult Myotan to ride, like the paper triangle he repeatedly wafted throughout his quarters, my heart thumped wildly in my chest. A device that would allow an adult to fly?  If he could truly create such a wonder, it would be a gift beyond measure. My wing-fingers twitched at the very thought of being able to ride the winds again.
 
   But he had explained to me that he was not sure if he could build one of these artificial gliders. His people had possessed such devices for centuries, but he was not an expert in machine-making and certainly not in building gliders. When I asked him if we could just ask his people to build them for us--we would probably be willing to trade just about anything for such incredible devices--he rewarded me with such a stricken frown.
 
   No, he insisted, he would find a way for my people to create the gliders themselves out of local materials. Even if it took many months or years of trial and error. He tried to explain to me that he feared that if we began trading with his people for things like gliders we might end up becoming completely dependent on human technology instead of doing things for ourselves.
 
   As if we would allow anything like that to ever happen. But he remained adamant.
 
   Several days later I helped Lerner scout out a place for him to try to build his gliders. We eventually found a broad cliff over the river an eighth-day’s walk from the Tower, with several broad caves at the base of the winding path leading up to the precipice. Lerner was very pleased that an even larger rise blocked it from view from the Tower. He insisted that we keep the project secret from the others, in case it turned out he could not succeed in building a glider. He did not want to get anyone’s hopes up, only to have them dashed by possible failure. If anyone asked, he and I would simply be out collecting flora and fauna samples.
 
   Of course I had insisted on helping him. I knew much more about the “local materials” than he did, and I was much more familiar with the concepts of flying than he. Besides, after he mentioned the possibility of artificial wings, I would hear of no other option.
 
   He cautioned that the project could take a long time to complete, if it could be done at all. I did not care. I was willing to wait.
 
   I handed Lerner a bundle of soap-flowers and began the business of scrubbing myself down. We did not use the flowers often, just on special occasions such as tonight’s apple harvest celebration. Many within view snickered at Lerner’s clumsy efforts, the bachelor males especially. The bachelor females were more sympathetic. Feather and Windsong came over to help put Lerner at ease with some company and innocuous gossip, but their close proximity only seemed to add to his discomfort, especially when Feather demonstrated on herself how to properly lather up with the soap flowers. He gulped loudly and sank deeper into the water as her hands glided up and down her flanks and the sides of her breasts.
 
   Brightwind picked that moment to swoop in low, skidding along the water feet-first to hit Lerner with a tsunami of a splash. The youngster laughed riotously as he dropped into the water beside us. The human coughed and sputtered, then laughed himself as he suddenly retaliated, his human strength churning up a wave almost equaling Brightwind’s initial assault. A splash fight of epic proportions ensued between them, growing steadily as more youngsters noticed what was happening and rushed to join in. We three females hastily retreated.
 
   If there was one section of my people that Lerner had readily charmed without reservation, it was the youngsters, Cloud’s little brother Brightwind especially. Lerner was still willing to act much like a youngster himself sometimes, ready to laugh and play on a heartbeat’s notice.
 
   I laughed myself when the youngsters decided to make it twelve against one and still could not get the upper wing against the human, even when two of them clamped themselves bodily onto his arms in a vain attempt to keep his limbs from moving. Lerner only used them to make bigger splashes.
 
   Flier met me at the shore as I climbed out of the stream, shaking myself of the excess water. Our chieftain smiled and canted his chin at the human. “It appears our community has a new youngster, one taller than me.”
 
   I smirked. “I am just glad to see him truly at ease for once.”
 
   Flier nodded sagely. “And perhaps there is a way you can help put him at ease even further. I notice you have not yet picked a partner for tonight.”
 
   I sighed. Cloud made such a big deal of us going together to each harvest festival since we were youngsters few of the other bachelor males even bothered to ask me any more. Even with our falling-out the other day, it seemed expected by everyone. “Yes. I just figured I’d end up with Cloud again.”  My lips pursed, regarding Lerner as the splashing games between him and the youngsters wound down. “Are you suggesting...?”
 
   “Why not?  He is our honored guest, and he should have someone to help guide him through our Festival customs. And one needs a partner to truly participate in some things...”
 
   “But...I do not know him that well.”  Celebration partners were always meant to be Mates or good friends, or two people who meant to build a stronger bond. I wanted to honor Lerner, yes, but I was not sure I was willing to take such a public step out of our traditions. Cloud was not the only one in the community who thought I followed our human guest around like a puppy.
 
   Flier shook out his drying fur. “Lerner needs to be made truly welcomed, to have it demonstrated not only to him but to all of our people that he is now a part of us as long as he wishes to stay. A guest welcomed into our home must not be held at wing’s length.”  He pursed his lips. “Besides, I do not imagine Cloud will be very pleased if you choose Lerner.”
 
   I looked sidelong at Flier, then snickered and batted his muscular arm playfully. He knew me very well indeed.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Laughter, music, dancing, feasting, storytelling. Our festivals were all the same, and were also all unique and memorable. This one was even more so, with so unusual a guest attending.
 
   My choosing Lerner as my partner caused much less of a fuss than I anticipated. Many people expected it, it turned out, as many agreed that Lerner needed special help in learning all the rituals and customs of our celebration. Even Cloud did not do much more than scowl often, but he was going do that anyway.
 
   Four times a year we held a harvest celebration, to commemorate the arrival of one our orchard crops. They were staggered to come into fruit about a quarter-year apart. Tonight we celebrated our apple harvest. Ninety or so days in the future we would hold another festival for the peaches, then for the cherries, then for the sugar-rock fruit.
 
   I met our human guest just after dark, near one of several big bonfires near the Tower entrance, as he was conversing with Flier. Our Chieftain, according to his own personal tradition, was already well on his way to being amazingly drunk. His capacity for sugar-rock wine was legendary, and no one could match him for sheer endurance with the drinking urns.
 
   As it turned out I had very little free time with Lerner as my partner. Everyone wanted him to taste the food they had prepared, or inspect the new rug or hide or tool or artwork they had created since the last festival, or listen to the new music they had created. I also became very preoccupied in teaching him our ritual dances, along with a number of youngsters flanking him. The whole community watched, guffawing as he tripped over himself trying to keep up with the children half his size.
 
   Even though he himself laughed at his own stumblings, I felt a brief flush of anger at the crowds' reaction. It was not his fault he kept missing cues in the music. A human’s hearing was not a Myotan's, and he literally could not hear a great many of the songs’ subtleties. They should not make fun of him, for something he could not help!
 
   But I also felt a little sad for my human friend then, forever denied so much of the beautiful sounds of the world.
 
   Many of us gathered for the ritual First Flights of the youngest of us. There were only two this time around, Yelloweyes and Stormsifter, both four years old. They had actually both been flying for very brief periods for weeks. The Festivals were the times they were officially recognized as having received the Sky Spirits' great gift of flight. They were released from the long tethers their parents used to keep them from wandering off and allowed to fly free, guided and coached by the older children in the sky.
 
   Afterward, I dragged my partner off to the feasting mats, where a large repast, made or enhanced in some way with our newly-ripened apples, lay waiting. The youngsters surrounded them, eager eyes glistening. A very pregnant Windblossom, Flier's and Windrider's other adopted daughter, had overseen its organization and preparation, as was her custom. She was acknowledged to be the best cook among us. She had drafted a small army to help her, headed by her young Mate Sharpclaw (well, he wasn't that young anymore, but everyone still thought of him that way, after the scandal of him Mating with a much older female five years before) and most of his Hunter friends. But no one complained; helping Windblossom prepare the meal was considered an exhausting but pleasant duty, provided you could pick at the food without Windblossom catching you.
 
   Windblossom, cruel mistress that she was, made all of us wait until everything on the feasting mats was perfect, adjusting a few bowls of salted meat just so and hissing an evil warning at a youngster who foolishly thought he could sneak a bite ahead of everyone else.  Then she straightened, surveyed the mats one last time with a smile of satisfaction, then nodded to us. We pounced on the feast like it would be our only food for a week.
 
   Afterward, everyone broke up into loose groups of activity; storytelling, singing, music, tradesman talk, play, and so on. Cloud tried several times to corner me for a talk; luckily I managed to dodge, sometimes using Lerner as an excuse to shift away. I breathed a sigh of relief when he finally went to take his turn on sentry duty.
 
   Only a few heartbeats afterward everyone received a very pleasant surprise. Nightfall, one of my playmates in the sky, called for everyone's attention by the largest bonfire; a necessity in the midst of the night, with his pure-black fur. There, holding Windsong in the crook of his arm, he announced their intention to Mate. Everyone cheered; it had been more than a year since anyone had Mated. As Cloud had observed the day the humans first came, people came of age and Mated in clusters. Nightfall and Windsong were the first of my group to formally announced their betrothal.
 
   Hardly anyone was stunned by the development, however. It was an ill-kept secret that the two of them had been "experimenting" with each other for almost two years now. I gladly joined the throng of well-wishers congratulating them.
 
   But truthfully, a dull ache knotted deep in my stomach even as I hugged the happy couple. I admit I was honestly jealous of Windsong. Nightfall was easily the best of the males in our group, though there was never any doubt that he would end up with anyone but her.
 
   But more than that, I begun to wonder if there would ever be a betrothal day for me. Or if I could ever be as happy with my choice of Mates as the blushing and giggling Windsong appeared to be.
 
   Windrider stepped forward and began her ritual calling to the Sky Spirit for his blessing over the coming union. She asked him to send a sign, any sign, that would portent the couple's life together.
 
   Nothing out of the ordinary happened then, but two hours later, just as our celebration was at last dying away and most everyone was straggling away, a box on Lerner's belt jangled noisily. He picked it up, his brows arching high.
 
   "Another helistat's coming," he announced. "They just came within radio range."  He ran to his quarters to get a bigger transceiver.
 
   Windrider smiled smugly in the stunned silence that followed, and I heard her quietly thank the Sky Spirit for His sign.  But what it exactly meant, no one could yet guess.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Love is like the fall of night; it obscures the faults of others but lays bare our own.
 
   --from Myotan oral traditions
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "Lerner, I am not so sure about this."
 
   "Relax, Gossamyr. I've done it plenty of times. It'll go in nice and easy. There might be a little pain or a little blood, but it'll be over before you know it."
 
   The human healer hovered the needle of her viciously thin dagger, called a "syringe," above my arm. She was on in years, with graying hair and a face that broke into a hundred laugh lines whenever she smiled. She looked as if she should be home at her hearth fire watching her daughter's youngsters take their first wing rather than sit there, wrenching my arm with one hand and while wielding a diabolical instrument with the other. "Relax, honey," she said through her translator box. "There really is nothing to it. The needle's only going to go under your skin a bit into the vein here."
 
   I would rather she had said she would plunge it into my thigh until it hit bone. Somehow that seemed more endurable.
 
   Lerner, sitting at my side, shook his head. "I guess she has a ‘thing’ for needles, doctor. My mother’s like that."  He lay a hand on my shoulder, a comforting weight. I turned to him, always keeping a wary eye on the human doctor and her weapon. "Come on, Goss," he chided. Lerner was the only one in the community I allowed to call me that, a clipped, lightly-inflected variation of my true name. In the months he had lived among us, he was slowly becoming proficient in the Myotan tongue. He only occasionally used his translator machine any more. "We won’t get any of the other Myotans to do this if you won't. You saw them do it to me. I’m still breathing. See?  No gaping wound, nor is my arm about to fall off."
 
   I gritted my teeth. "Very well. But I will not watch."  I shut my eyes tightly.
 
   "That's the spirit, honey," the human doctor said through her translator-box as I felt a sharp pinch at the crook of my arm. I heard the doctor clatter around with her vials, filling one after another of the tiny containers with my blood as she had Lerner’s. My hands clamped into fists, my wing-fingers pressed close against my palm. I did not want to show the humans, especially Lerner, how scared I was.
 
   The helistat that now lay alongside our Tower was just as monstrous as the one that had brought Lerner to us, with the odd name of Venia's Betrayal. The previous one had come specifically to investigate the Tower and contact my people. This one, however, was heading further out into an extended eighteen-month-long loop through unexplored wilderness that Lerner's people called the Outlands. The Tower and my people were but one stop on their incredible journey.
 
   My people handled this visitation much more stoically than the first. The presence of these magical humans and their enormous sky-ships were quickly becoming just another aspect of the world, like rain clouds and sunlight. Flier talked animatedly with their captain, a tall, statuesque male with raven-dark hair.
 
   In some ways, Cloud was right. The humans could well change everything eventually, in one way or another. Flier, despite his friendly overtones, was obviously beginning to feel a little uncomfortable about the humans' technological power, which seemed to have few limitations.
 
   Our Shaman was another story. Windrider loved the humans and was especially fond of talking shop with the human Magi. She had learned much new magic from each visit. The other day, they had showed her a spell that would allow her to see the heat of things as light. She was flabbergasted and awed, casting the spirit-calling continuously all day until she fell into an exhausted swoon. I helped tend her as Flier chided her continuously for taxing herself like that. What if she were to die from spell fatigue because of her foolishness, leaving our people with only myself, her half-trained apprentice, as Shaman?  It was an argument a chieftain would use, but I knew it was only a thin disguise for a heart heavy with concern for a reckless Mate.
 
   Pfah, she had said, dismissing her husband's words. Gossamyr could easily become Shaman now. Or better yet, Lerner. He with his human technology would be the greatest shaman our people had ever known.
 
   Flier huffed, very disturbed by her answer. He turned away, unsure of how to respond. Windrider snickered at his back. She loved poking at the armor of his carefully-wrought chieftain dignity.
 
   The taking of my blood lasted only a few heartbeats, but it seemed much, much longer. At last the human doctor withdrew her metal proboscis, removing the last of the interchangeable vials from the syringe. The small cylinder sloshed with red liquid. "Is that really my blood?" I asked.
 
   She nodded, all smiles. "That’s right, honey. We’re going to do a complete DNA and biochemical analysis on your people once we get back to the KN. Lerner explained what all that is, right?  After its done we’ll know a lot more about where your people come from and what makes you tick. And don’t worry, sweety. This is actually very little blood compared to what you have in you whole body, and your system will replace it all in a day or so.
 
   Lerner was suddenly slapped on the back by one of his fellow humans. "So, are they done sucking the life from you two yet?"
 
   I gulped a breath. "L-life...?"
 
   "Louis!" Lerner snapped. "I told you she was nervous about this. You don’t need to come here and..."
 
   The other male held up his hands placatingly. "Hey, sorry!  I was joking!"  He turned to me. "Just joking, I swear."
 
   Lerner shot him a stern look, then arced concerned brows at me. "You okay, Goss?"
 
   I carefully examined my recently-punctured arm. Nothing seemed amiss. "Yes. Ha, ha. Funny joke."
 
   "See? No harm done."  Louis had returned on the new helistat, and I must admit it was pleasant seeing a familiar face among the sea of strange humans. "I came by because you said you two had something to show Rumiko and me."
 
   "Oh! Right," Lerner said, his irritation quickly forgotten. "Where is Rumiko, anyway?"
 
   "She was going to requisition some lunch. Ah, here she comes now."
 
   A human female trotted toward us, carrying a large knapsack. She seemed a bit small for an adult human, almost Myotan-sized. She possessed long, dark hair that swung around her shoulders and a round face highlighted by almond-shaped eyes and a rich complexion. I learned later that she was of a certain genotype, called 'oriental', that existed many millennia ago on the legendary world called Earth, before the various breeds of humans on that world intermixed and interbred into one over the millennia. However, even many of thousands of years later, genetics occasionally conspired to allow ancient features buried in the gene pool to resurface in certain lucky individuals. Rumiko’s unusual features made her exotically beautiful to many human males, at least according to Lerner, who stared at her standing beside Louis with a no small glint of envy in his eyes.
 
   "Hello," Rumiko said through her translator-box.
 
   Lerner spoke up. "Gossamyr, I'd like you to meet Rumiko Rhiannon, a distant cousin of the Sword of Thorena’s captain, which was the helistat I originally came on. She’s a xenotech, an expert in non-Known Nations technology. Both Louis and her are friends of mine from college. Rumiko, this is Gossamyr. She's been an invaluable assistant and a very good friend to me this past half-year."
 
   “It is nice to meet you, Rumiko,” I said. “And a pleasure to see you again, Louis. Lerner told me something of you I wish I had known when we first met when we explored the upper Tower together. You are a Shaman, yes?  I mean, Mage, as you humans say?"
 
   He shrugged. "It didn’t seem important to mention it when I was here before. I’m still just an assistant, anyway. I’m still a couple of years away from getting my full Mage certification."
 
   "Are you actually being humble?  You, Louis?" Rumiko said. “You say you can cast some pretty impressive spells.”
 
   Louis shifted uncomfortably. "A few low-level ones, and I’m lucky I don’t turn everyone around me into a frog when I do."
 
   The female human rolled her eyes. "Lollipop, don't exaggerate."
 
   Lerner smirked. "‘Lollipop?’"
 
   Louis and Rumiko looked at each other, grins growing broad as the male drew the female to him by the hip. "Oh, yeah. By the way, former bunkmate, while you were out here having all kinds of adventures, Rumiko and I got together. As a matter of fact, we’re kind of engaged."
 
   Lerner gaped for a few seconds, then laughed, slapping Louis soundly in the back. “What?  That’s great!  When’s the date?"
 
   "Not for a couple of years, yet. We want to get a few more expeditions under our belts, build up our financial base a bit more. But you’re invited, of course."
 
   "Ha!  I wouldn’t miss it for anything."
 
   "Excuse me," I said. "But what is ‘engaged?’"
 
   "I guess that didn’t translate well," Lerner said. "It means they're, um, what’s the Myotan word, betrothed. They’ve declared publicly their intentions to Mate."
 
   "Oh, we got the 'mating' part down pretty well," Louis blurted. Rumiko shot a painful elbow into his ribs.
 
   "So," Rumiko said hastily as Louis wheezed for breath. "What did you want to show us?"
 
   "The gliders."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We were in the cave where we were worked on our secret project. The cave overlooked a wide, steep slope, an eighth-day's walk away from the Tower in a very hilly part of the surrounding forest that was rarely visited, even by the hunters. Louis crinkled his nose as soon as Lerner removed the barrier from the entrance and we stepped inside. "Whoo!  What’s that smell?"
 
   "We’ve been treating the hides for the wings to make them more supple," Lerner said. "We’ve been trying a bunch of different concoctions, including some mixtures with urinary components."
 
   Rumiko nodded sagely. "I see. The uric acid would have a variety of effects, depending on the nature of the animal skin. Hm. But wouldn’t the urine eventually break down into an ammonia component?  That’ll bleach the hide out, and you said you didn’t want to draw attention. White wings on a glider would be very noticeable."
 
   "Yes, of course, which is why we combine it with other stuff to counteract that. At least in theory. The juice from these berries, for example, when combined with Gawrsh tree sap creates a counter-agent. Actually, the main reason I asked you out here, Rumiko, is that we could use some advice."
 
   Lerner and Rumiko wandered further into the cave, lighting an electric torch and talking chemicals and torque and line tensions. Louis grimaced at me, exhaling low as we found ourselves left behind. Apparently he found all the technical talk wearying. He ran a hand along one of the partially-completed glider’s wooden struts, looking over the half-dozen smaller models we had already made. "So, why are you guys keeping all this secret from the rest of your people?"
 
   I sighed. "Lerner does not want anyone to get their hopes up in case it does not work. He is adamant that the gliders be something my people can create on their own once they’re shown how, and not something they would be dependent on human materials for."
 
   "But Lerner let you in on it. Last night when he and I were having a few shots of your Myotan apple wine he said you’d been in on it from the beginning."
 
   "Of course. Lerner is my friend. Why wouldn’t I help him?"  But to be honest with myself, it was more than that now, more even the prospect of one day being able to fly again. Ever since I saw that thin sheet of folded paper flutter by me months ago, as I held the odd triangle of stiff paper in my hand, I had also realized I wanted so much more out of my life than the mundanities I was formerly content with. The humans had opened my wings to the winds of so much more, that I wanted to be part of their world of magical science as much as I could.
 
   Louis nodded, a wistful thought suddenly lowering his eyes half-way and spreading his lips into a smile. "Lerner mentioned you a lot, last night. Hm. You two spend a lot of time together, don’t you?"
 
   “We do. Lerner has been such a boon to our community that Flier has excused me from food-gathering duties so I may assist him full time. Beside the glider project, I help him transcribe texts from his wristcomp into our Myotan pictograms, teach him Myotan without his translator, gather local flora and fauna for your people’s helistat visits, survey the Tower, and conduct all kinds of experiments with local materials. Through Lerner and his books, we have learned better techniques for woodworking, metal smithing, and weather-predicting. At night sometimes he teaches me to read and speak Borelean, your language. He says I have a strong talent for languages, that I pick them up quickly, but I think he just says that at times to make me feel better. We’re working our way through this wonderful human book called Robinson Crusoe, which I guess comes from your Great Library--"  My words guttered to a stop as I saw Louis tilt his head at me, affecting a sly smile. I was no expert at reading human expressions--I had only Lerner, really, to learn from--but I recognized the wistful, knowing eyes, the shallow nod of his head as he hung not on the meaning of my words, but on my enthusiasm as I uttered them.
 
   Then it struck me. He thought that perhaps Lerner and I were more than just friends. 
 
   My nostrils flared. It wasn't a completely preposterous assumption, I suppose. I mean, Lerner was a good friend. He shared so many things with me, not just his people’s knowledge and writings but his own personal feelings and opinions on things. And I often reciprocated, such as my trust in him had grown.
 
   Truthfully, not since my parents were alive had I enjoyed myself as with my time with Lerner, learning of worlds and concepts I have never before had thought possible.
 
   But before I saw Louis’ suspicious smirk, I never really considered Lerner as anything more than just a human. But he was a male human, was he not?  A very kind, smart, and exciting male.
 
   I shook my head to clear my mind, ruffling my wing membranes. Entertaining an honored guest was no time to have such--unusual thoughts. "So," I said, eager to change the subject. "You are a Mage?"
 
   "Like I said before, a very minor one," Louis said. "I didn’t discover until half-way through my apprenticeship that Nanotech Matrix Manipulation was never going to be my strong point."
 
   “I have heard that word used a number of times by your people when they talk about magic and spirit-callings. ‘The Nanotech Matrix.’  What is that, exactly?"
 
   Louis stole a glance at Lerner and Rumiko, still locked in their own animated discussion, which had moved on to wingspan and lift ratios. Louis said, “I’m not sure I should say anything."
 
   "Please," I said. "Lerner has taught me much, and I can guess at some things. This Matrix, whatever it is, is how Windrider and myself and other Shamans can call spirits. But Lerner has said he knows next to nothing about that, but you should know. Please, tell me."
 
   "Well . . .okay, but only because you’re Lerner’s, ah, friend."  Briefly, that look returned to Louis’ face. "We’re not supposed to tell this to cultures like yours because it might upset some of their deeply-held beliefs and that might lead to inquisitions and witch hunts and other nasty stuff. But here goes. Do you know what nanotechnology is?"
 
   "Lerner mentioned it a few times, but I must admit the concept escaped me. It has to do with very small things, yes?  He has told me of microbes and cells and what causes diseases, and I understand that well enough."
 
   "Good, that’s a start. The important thing to understand is that microbes are made of smaller materials yet, called molecules and atoms. These are like the bricks in your baking ovens. The bricks can be taken out of the oven and reshaped into many different things, like huts or walls or wells and so on. Well, like bricks, molecules and atoms are the building blocks of everything we see in the world, including cells and microbes and every other living thing. Understand?"
 
   I nodded. "I think so."
 
   “Okay. Nanotechnology is like the machines you see Lerner and I and the rest of my people use all the time, except they are much, much smaller. So small, in fact, that they use individual molecules and atoms for working parts. And even with a million such parts, they will still be no bigger than one of your blood cells, which are of course too small to see without a microscope. The prefix ‘nano’ means billionths, which is the scale on which nanotechnology works--billionths of a meter. The most useful kind of nanotech machine is a nano-sized robot, or nanite. Do you know what a robot is?"
 
   I shook my head. He explained. Apparently it was a kind of animal that was made up of machines instead of blood and organs and skin. At least that’s how I understood it. That was good enough for Louis.
 
   He went on. "Okay. These nanites that make up the Nanotech Matrix are extremely complex and versatile. In fact, we think that there might be hundreds of different makes and models of them, all corresponding to different eras in which they were incorporated into the Eden Sphere by the Builders. These nanites can manipulate molecules and atoms the way we manipulate bricks, assembling and disassembling them into almost any kind of pattern. And they are smart enough to allow not only for some independence, but to reproduce themselves when they wear out. Get enough nanites acting together and they can perform incredible feats. They can disassemble whole mountains and rebuild them. They can store energy and release it in a wide variety of ways. They can act like a gigantic computer, each nanite able to hold hundreds of bits of information and networking together.
 
   "Got all that?  Good. Now imagine that these nanites are everywhere, in every rock, every plant, every creature, every drop of water, every cubic inch of soil, all over the Shard, quietly replicating themselves by the billions and quadrillions until called on to do something by an intelligent user."
 
   "They are everywhere?"  I asked with a start, looking around me as he nodded. "You mean they are in the cave?  In us?  In me?"  I unconsciously began running my tool fingers through the fur of my arms, as if I were checking for bugs. But these bugs were much smaller than I could ever hope to see.
 
   "Yeah. Don’t worry, though," Louis said. "The nanites are mostly harmless. Most of the time they act just like any other microbe, and have very little impact on the environment at large. The Builders designed them that way. But they can be called upon to perform a wide variety of acts by a user, what we call Magi and you call Shamans. There are nanites in your brain, you see, and they constantly monitor your thoughts. When your thoughts align in a certain way, the nanites in your head will transmit instructions to the nanites in the environment, who will combine work together by the billions and trillions to perform whatever you want."
 
   "And this alignment of thoughts," I said. "Those are spirit-callings?
 
   "That’s right!  Well, we call them spells, but yeah, they're the same thing. Different combinations of thought allows a Mage to give the Matrix a wide variety of instructions. Kind of like a computer programming language. Of course, the thought patterns must be very exact and in precisely the right order, and the more complex the spell, the longer and more complex the thought-string of commands must be. It takes a lot of concentration and a lot of study to do it right. I found out I simply don’t have the temperament for such things."
 
   "So magic is really just another form of technology?  I don’t really call spirits at all?"
 
   Louis shifted uncomfortably. "Uh, yeah, something like that. The Nanotech Matrix is Builder technology, meaning it’s millennia beyond what we have in the Known Nations. I've always been taught that its the ultimate tool, the most powerful single form of technology ever created. Most of the original thought-programming language was lost in the Great Cataclysm, and what cultures like ours have been able to re-create is just a drop in the bucket. We figure there are spells that can reconfigure the entire Shard if need be, but those are way beyond the KN’s knowledge right now."
 
   Lerner and Rumiko ambled toward us. "Of course that's the biggest challenge," Lerner was saying to her, "Making everything out of local materials. I don’t like the idea of them becoming too dependent on KN technology for anything."
 
   "That may not be avoidable," Rumiko said. "You know the OEC’s plans for this place."  Snatching a glance at me she quickly changed the subject. "So what are you two talking so vigorously about?"
 
   "Louis was telling me about the Nanotech Matrix," I said.
 
   Rumiko shot a venomous glance at her future Mate. "Louis!  You aren’t supposed to do that!"
 
   "It’s okay," Lerner said. "Goss is smart enough to handle it. Right, Goss?"
 
   Lerner’s expression was filled with bright eyes and an easy smile. My earlier thoughts about him suddenly came bubbling back. He was quite homely by Myotan standards, with his flat-faced, furless features, but somehow that seemed to matter less and less the more I came to know him.
 
   I suddenly felt very self-conscious under his casual gaze, like I had not felt since the humans first came into our lives. I was all at once very aware of how dusty I was from our long hike, how my leggings were worn and frayed, and how I had not brushed my fur in over a day. "Of--of course," I hastily answered him.
 
   On the long walk back to the Tower, I hung to the rear, studying the humans intently, Louis and Rumiko especially. I observed closely how Rumiko acted around her mate-to-be, how everything from how she talked and gestured to how she dressed. I suddenly yearned for Lerner to pay attention to me the way Louis did to Rumiko.
 
   If my life before had been complicated, it was nothing compared to what was to come.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Deep in the night I awoke with a start, a scream choked to silence by fear-spasmed muscles. The nightmare still lapped at my mind. A thousand, thousand hideous bugs, the blackest and hairiest ones imaginable, emerged from every egress in the room and engulfed me, crawling all over my exposed body as they slowly began burrowing into my flesh.
 
   I shivered uncontrollably when I realized that, in a sense, it wasn't a dream at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   NINE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Great Cataclysm is the central mystery in our lives. Five thousand years ago humanity and its daughter races were the undisputed masters of the most colossal artifact ever created, the Eden Sphere. They would have seemed god-like to us, commanding technologies beyond our comprehension at a whim through their connection to the Nanotech Matrix.
 
   Then, over the course of several brief hours or days, something shattered the Sphere and destroyed their civilization.
 
   It is a common misconception, perpetuated by a sensationalist media, that the disaster could have fully occurred in a few seconds. The most popular scenario for the cataclysm is a massive impact from space, say from a rogue moon or planet. The shockwaves from the impact would have traveled around the Sphere at incredible speed, maybe as much as Mach 100. But even at that speed, it would have taken days for the destructive shockwaves to travel the hundreds of millions of kilometers from one end of the Sphere to the other. This creates a truly horrific image, as trillions of sentient beings on thousands of doomed Habitats would have watched their deaths undulate ever-so-slowly across the surface of the Sphere toward them.
 
   Some contend that the Sphere was designed to shatter. But this does not explain why so many habitats spread throughout the breadth of the Sphere died during the Cataclysm. This supports the second most popular theory of the disaster, that of a massive, incredibly destructive Sphere-wide war, with the shattering of the Sphere as the last, most hideous act of violence.
 
   Other, less credible, theories for the Great Cataclysm include everything from a massive solar eruption to space-time anomalies to alien invasions.
 
   But whatever its cause, the Great Cataclysm’s aftermath is even more puzzling. While it is no surprise that a great many of the survivors were thrown back into the stone age, surely this could not have been a universal condition. With all the resources available to the Builders, and given the number of habitat Shards estimated to have survived the Cataclysm, it seems reasonable to assume that at least some factions of the Builders would have survived with all of their technology and knowledge intact.
 
   But where are they?  In our exploration of space following the discovery of the Spaceport twenty-eight years ago, we have seen no evidence of anyone ever trying to repair the Sphere or re-establish communication among the surviving Shards. In fact, except for poorly-organized Cephalopod scavengers, we have encountered no culture with a technology greater than our own.
 
   That I find truly terrifying. For what force in the universe could make the likes of the Builders utterly disappear?
 
   --from Legends of the Builders: A Critical Analysis, by Dr. Vrolet Matthias, published 543, PandoraNet Media, Kylea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "They have an enemy, I think."
 
   I started and glanced behind me. Windrider settled beside me on the Tower ledge. It was one of the lower ones, only seven or eight wing spans above the ground. It looked out over the main entrance gates and the gigantic cleared field beyond.
 
   Below, Flier, Cloud, Azure, and a number of the other prominent citizens of our community parlayed with a small band of nomads passing through the area. They numbered about twenty, baseline humans all, as were most of the nomads we dealt with. I could smell them from here; they rarely bathed and wore cured hides they never washed. One prominent warrior was showing signs of a facial cancer, pustules running down one cheek. He could be no more than twenty or twenty five, and would probably not last another five. Did his people know nothing of basic hygiene or healing magic?
 
   Before we had come into contact with Lerner's people, I had thought all humans were like that, primitive and ignorant. Lerner has told me not to think in such a way, to accept their customs and ways as merely different, not inferior, but I could not help myself. They smelled.
 
   Lerner’s presence made quite an impact on the nomads. Their chieftain was willing to trade away some of his best hides and stone tools if Lerner would mate with his daughter, for just one night, to produce a child. Never mind that the Chief’s daughter had barely entered puberty. Lerner’s stunned expression and stumbling refusal was priceless to watch.
 
   But such was the way with small nomad tribes. They had so few members that they had to jump at any chance to infuse their numbers with new blood. And Lerner, who was obviously very healthy and old enough to prove to them he had what it took to survive, was a worthy stud. The chieftain even got to the point of offering his wife to Lerner as payment for siring some grandchildren. The chieftain’s wife clopped her mate solidly on the head with a water gourd in thanks for that.
 
   Of course Lerner refused again, his face flushing bright red. His society was far different; they had millions of people, or so I was told, back in the Known Nations. They could pick and choose any mate they wanted.
 
   That must be nice.
 
   "What do you mean?" I asked our Shaman as she sat down beside me. "The nomads have an enemy?"
 
   "No, silly child. Lerner’s people."
 
   "What makes you say that?  Did they tell you so, before they left?"  The helistat Venia's Betrayal, carrying Louis and Rumiko, had left just six days before.
 
   "No, they have not said as much," she confessed. "But their kind and ours are not so different that I can't tell when they're hiding something. There are some subjects they avoid talking about, that they swoop and bank away from when brought up."
 
   Despite myself, I found I was more than a little annoyed at her intrusion. I had wanted to concentrate on watching the negotiations--or, more honestly, watching Lerner squirm under the nomad chieftain's scrutiny. The very idea of Mating with the chieftain's daughter seemed to honestly embarrass him. If a Myotan nomad tribe were to suddenly show up and beg our bachelor males to mate with their females, I do not know of a single one who would refuse. That's all males my age seemed to think about. Was there some unknown taboo about human mating that I did not know about, that prevented Lerner from doing such a duty?  Was it really just that he thought the chief’s daughter too young?  Or was it something cultural?  How exactly did humans mate, anyway?  I knew enough about their bodies to know that physically it would be in a near-identical manner to what Myotans did. Lerner and I would not be so different, after all.
 
   I had thought about such things a lot, these past few weeks since I had talked with Louis and Rumiko. This was only compounded when Feather confided in me that one of the human crewmembers of the helistat had propositioned her the night before the humans left. She had politely refused, but admitted she had been intrigued by the offer, curious if nothing else.
 
   But it was a relief of sorts to know I was not the only one who entertained such thoughts.
 
   I caught Glider looking at me oddly. I thought she must be annoyed at my seeming disinterest in what she had to say. I thought it best to at least pretend to listen. "What do you mean?" I asked at last.
 
   "Have you ever asked Lerner if there are others besides his people who are exploring the Shards?"
 
   I blinked at her, no longer so distracted by the tableau below. "Yes. Back when he first came, on our first trip into the upper levels of the Tower."
 
   "And what did he say?"
 
   I pursed my lips, thinking back. "He said he did not know and changed the subject. I had thought it odd at the time, but so much was happening then that I quickly put it from my mind."
 
   Windrider nodded her wizened head. "I have asked other humans who have come the same question, and they have reacted pretty much the same. And they always act just a bit fearful for that heartbeat they contemplate the question."  She brooded under heavy brows. "They are friendly and generous, but they also hide much from us."
 
   "So you come to me, hoping I would have some insight into this from my time with Lerner?"
 
   "Of course. Everyone knows you are perhaps the smartest of us when it comes to all the newness the humans bring."
 
   "Well," I said, "In Lerner's books I have seen pictures of the many terrible wars his people fought against each other. They are not strictly one people, as our tribe is one tribe. There are nine Known Nations, which contain many smaller factions within themselves. Many of these powers, both great and small, have violently opposed each other for generations, until their discovery of something called the Underworld thirty years ago forced them to unite, make peace, and begin exploring."  I stopped short at telling Windrider everything. For all her wisdom, there were things she would simply not understand. Even with all my exposure to Lerner and things human, I still had trouble with some concepts. The Underworld existed beneath the world of the sun and sky, a thousand wingspans under our feet. If the Shards were indeed just vast machines, then the Underworld was where all the machinery was located that kept our world running. When Lerner's people discovered an entrance to it, they learned of the true nature of our world, and it shocked them profoundly. "Perhaps this enemy you suspect is a faction of their own people."
 
   Windrider ruffled her wing membranes. "Perhaps, but I do not think so. I have seen them talk of others of their kind, of other nations that they do not belong to and sometimes resent. They do not use the same type of tones in their talk, the same type of body language. They react akin to the way I see our own children react to strange noises in the woods."
 
   "Windrider, I can hardly believe that. What could Lerner's people possibly fear?  They are so powerful."
 
   "The ones they call the Builders were more powerful than they."
 
   "Could it be these Builders they fear so, then?  Are they afraid that despite what they think, the Builders may yet exist and be angry at what they do?"
 
   The Shaman shrugged, slipping into deep thought. "Could be," she said. "But I still think it is something else. The humans sometimes forget that our hearing is better than theirs, and will whisper to themselves when they think we cannot hear. I overheard the captain of the last helistat talk to her second, and she mentioned about checking our culture for traces of manipulation by people she called ‘the Others.’  She spoke the name with just a hint of dread. I then spent the next few hours chanting and re-chanting our history songs, so that their sophontologist could learn of us. Or so they said. But I knew they had an ulterior motive."
 
   "Did they find anything?"
 
   "Apparently not. But they are so fearful of this enemy they entertained the possibility that we could be their agents.”
 
   “That is silly. How could they think such things?  They should know by now that we are their friends."
 
   "Fear makes creatures, even ones as powerful as Lerner's people, do irrational things, Gossamyr. And it is clear to me that they fear whoever these 'Others' are."
 
   "What can we do about them?"
 
   The Shaman scratched her muzzle. "Not much, I imagine. We can only watch and listen, and warn our new friends if we see anything that could threaten them."
 
   I nodded, unsure of how much of what she said I wanted to believe. I turned to watch Lerner, down below, now negotiating for some cured hides, no doubt to give to the next passing helistat crew for analysis. "The humans are our friends, yes?"
 
   Windrider looked hard at me, then at Lerner down below. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a sly smile slowly grow on her, one very uncomfortably similar to the one Louis had worn back in the glider cave. "Indeed," she said, turning to look at Lerner herself. "And perhaps someday soon they will be more than that, at least to some of us."
 
   I whipped my head up in alarm. She just cocked her head at me. "You talked to Louis before he left," I said.
 
   She shrugged. "Of course. He calls to the Spirits, same as you and I. He and I talked a great deal about many things. And he is unafraid to share his opinions, no matter what they may be."
 
   "Lerner and I are just friends," I said, answering her unspoken question.
 
   "Will it always remain so?"
 
   "I don't see how it could be otherwise."  I could hear the uncertainty in my own words.
 
   She nodded to herself, the smile slowly sliding from her face. She looked intently at our human guest down below. After many thoughtful heartbeats, she said, "I did not give birth to you, Gossamyr, but you are as much a daughter of my heart as any child could be from my own womb. And a mother knows. I worry about you. Despite what some think, it is not the dimmest among us that gets into the most trouble, but the very smartest. And you are the smartest youngster I have seen in the Tower in quite a while."
 
   Windrider sighed heavily. "If you are going to follow your feelings, as I know you will likely do, you are going to fly against a very difficult wind."  She squinted at Lerner, her ears hugging her head. "More like a true storm, I would think."
 
   "Do you think I should not fly it?"
 
   She stood. "I did not say that. Because something is difficult does not mean that it is not worth pursuing. Just be very sure this is truly what you want, Gossamyr. And if you do decide to test your wings against this storm, do not give up for anything. Storms swallow all but the strongest fliers."  She stole one last glance over the edge at Lerner, then rewarded me with a brief, fierce hug before walking away.
 
   I turned to regard the human myself, mulling over her words. Lerner at last spotted me and waved heartily in my direction. Heart fluttering at his unmistakable smile, so alien and yet so warm, I smiled and with just a little hesitation, waved back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Few would argue that the Great Library is the most important Builder artifact site in the Known Nations. It not only allowed us to advance as rapidly as we did but it also gave us our connection to old Earth, the world of our ancestors and where this adventure called life originally began.
 
   According to history, when legendary warlord Thorena the Jackal captured the Great Library from the fanatical knowledge-priests that previously held it, she had been disappointed that the great UTSite building contained no great treasure or fantastical technology. Only very mundane books.
 
   The Great Library contained over a million volumes from old Earth, reproduced in exacting detail on long-enduring synth-paper. They covered ancient Sumerian religious texts all the way through 21st century paperback diet guides. Many believe that the Builders meant the Great Library to be a museum, to preserve the art of bookmaking as it was before the printed word became overwhelmed by electronic media sometime after the mid-21st Century.
 
   Thorena’s first impulse was to torch all the books, but luckily for us she recanted upon consulting her advisors and instead decided to use the knowledge within them to help found the Borelean Empire, which later evolved into our Known Nations.
 
   Our modern calendar marks the number of years since Thorena first captured the Great Library, sparking the genesis of our civilization.
 
   --from The Artifact Site Primer, the Primer Tour Book series, published 543, PandoraNet Media, Kylea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Brightwind!” I called desperately, my voice echoing down the cold corridors of the upper Tower. Beside me, Lerner mimicked my yell with his much deeper voice, hoping for some sign of the lost youngster.
 
   No answer.
 
   We had to find Cloud’s little brother soon. Already the wind whistling through the main corridors was picking up and the temperature was beginning to drop severely. The heart of the Skywrath would be upon us soon, and the upper levels of the Tower, with its many open ledges, was no place to be during such an event.
 
   Lerner’s people called the Skywrath a 'megastorm;' on old Earth they were called hurricanes, though the storms on that odd little ball-world rarely approached the ferocity of the one we now faced. My people believed Skywrath storms were the rage of the Sky Spirit given physical form. Someone, somewhere in the world had greatly displeased the creator of all things, and he showed his rage in wind and thunder.
 
   Lerner had explained to me that such storms weren’t supernatural at all, just a logical extension to the way the MegaShard was built. Not too far away from the Tower by MegaShard standards--a mere 60,000 kilometers--were a great series of oceans and waterways called the Forever River that Lerner’s people believed ran for five million kilometers, all the way from the center of the MegaShard to the rim. The Great Water Ocean several hundred kilometers away from us, half as large as Earth’s Indian Ocean, was but part of a minor tributary branching from that vast waterway.
 
   Megastorms began along the Forever River, usually in one ocean basin or another, starting out as mundane hurricanes. Every once in a great while, wind patterns and warm water currents would conspire to keep one of these hurricanes alive for months or even years on end, slowly growing in size and strength into an unstoppable atmospheric heat engine. These megastorms would slowly make their way along the length of the Forever River or its tributary waterways, sometimes for tens of thousands of kilometers, until they strayed over land and wreaked incredible havoc before finally dying away.
 
   Fortunately for life on the MegaShard, megastorms were rare and the chances of any one area along the Forever River getting hit more than once a century were extremely low. Our oral traditions tell of the Tower being hit by Skywraths twice, once 120 years ago and another 45 years ago.
 
   The storm rapidly approaching us, even after losing much of its destructive power over hundreds of kilometers of dry land, was still as powerful as any hurricane ever seen on Lerner's legendary Earth.  The Tower, made of near-indestructible Builder material, could easily withstand such an onslaught. Our community, given much warning of the storm thanks both to sharp-eyed youngsters and human weather instruments, had battened itself down as best it could and had little to fear.
 
   But Lerner and I had feared for a stash of valuable scientific instruments we had stored near a ledge on one of the upper levels. He and I were busy helping the community lash everything down, from storage urns to the very trees of the orchards, so we asked Brightwind to fly up and do his best at securing the instruments.
 
   Of course he agreed, eagerly, to help us. Unlike his older brother, Brightwind had become fast friends with Lerner over the last several months. Sometimes he even accompanied Lerner in his surveys of the Tower when I was busy elsewhere.
 
   His crush on me had apparently not abated, as he acted so shy and stuttered so when I asked him to fly up for us. He took one look at me as Lerner and I approached him, then did his best not to look directly at me while we talked to him. He self-consciously dug a hole with his toe as I could detect the bright red of a blush around his eyes.
 
   He was so cute!  And so kind and willing to help. If only his brother and he could switch ages...
 
   “Where is he?” Lerner said. “Damn it, we should have never let Brightwind come up here alone.”
 
   “We all thought he would return in plenty of time before the storm hit. It should only have taken him a few minutes!”
 
   We turned a corner. Ten meters down the broad corridor lay the stash of instruments, rectangular crates soaked thoroughly from the rain thrumming onto them from the open ledge just a few meters beyond. We were nearly three hundred meters above ground level, and had a spectacular unobstructed view of the approaching megastorm.
 
   We both almost tripped over the shadowy prone figure at our feet.
 
   “Brightwind!”
 
   Lerner bent low, checking him. “He’s breathing, but unconscious.”
 
   “Do you have a human medkit with you?”  I said, bending low to check on the youngster myself. We couldn't find anything obviously wrong with him. Suddenly I was very angry with myself for not thinking to bring a medicine bag in our haste. Some Shaman's apprentice I was!
 
   He shook his head. “No, but there should be one with the instruments, if I remember right.”
 
   I turned and trotted toward the equipment. “I’ll get it.”
 
   Out the ledge opening, I could see the dark wall of clouds rolling toward us, still kilometers distant but closing fast. I had read in human texts that on Earth such storms would spin about themselves like gigantic pinwheels. But unlike Earth, the MegaShard did not rotate, and there was no--what was the Lerner's phrase?--'coriolis effect' to make it twist. Instead, it spun vertically, like a vast flattened cylinder of screaming wind and lightning turned on its side. In this case, the cylinder must be over a thousand kilometers from end to end and dozens of kilometers high. Lerner said it looked like God’s own steam roller, come to crush the world flat.
 
   Thunder crashed as sinuous hands engulfed my waist. I was yanked away hard from the pile of crates just as a dark ribbon lashed out at me from them. I was barely pulled out of range in time.
 
   I turned. Lerner had his arm around me, holding me close. “Lerner, what--?”
 
   An angry hiss from behind turned my attention back toward the crates. A long tube of scaly muscle reared up from the topmost instrument package, its arrow-shaped head slowly spreading a hood over a meter wide.
 
   “A kite snake!” I gasped.
 
   Kite snakes were cousins of cobras. Their wide hoods extended almost two-thirds of the way down their bodies, allowing them to catch and ride the wind from treetops much like their namesakes. They caught prey like birds and tree mammals by folding their hoods in mid-flight and diving onto the hapless creatures. Their poison was as deadly as their land-bound relatives. If Lerner had not yanked me away...
 
   “Back away. Slowly.”  I whispered to Lerner. We did so, slowly disengaging from each other. The creature still watched us warily, but folded its hood down somewhat.
 
   “It must be protecting eggs,” Lerner said. “They like to build nests in secluded high places like this.”
 
   “How did you know it was there?”
 
   “I spotted fang wounds on Brightwind’s forearm. It seemed to follow.”
 
   “He was been bitten?  Sweet spirits!  We have to do something!”
 
   The human grimaced. “He’ll be dead by the time we can carry him down to the others, but there should be some antivenin in the medkit. If we can get to it.”
 
   My eyes narrowed on the snake. “I think I can take care of it.”  I stepped to the side and cleared my mind for a spirit-calling. Windrider had stepped up my learning of new magic in the past half-year, as if she sensed that I might need the advantages they could give me in the very near future.
 
   Bless her wisdom.
 
   I called a fire-spirit and stoked it into a rage. The crate surface on which the snake rested exploded into flames, throwing burning wood everywhere. The snake was blasted high in the air, caromed off the ceiling, and landed less than a meter from our feet, limp and lifeless, smelling very much like badly burnt meat.
 
   Lerner kicked the creature and its eggs over the ledge while I retrieved the medkit and tended to Brightwind. The youngster was not as bad as we first feared. The puncture wounds were not deep at all. Brightwind must have been pulling away from the snake even as it struck, so that the fangs only scraped away skin and fur from his arm. Still, it had delivered enough venom into the cuts to knock him into unconsciousness after only a dozen steps.
 
   My newly-learned healing spells would be useless until the poison was out of his system. Until then we had to make sure he remained warm and comfortable and depend on the human-made antivenin to do its job. Lerner gently picked Brightwind up, the youngster a piffle to his human strength.
 
   A tortured scream sounded behind us as the wind picked up exponentially. We turned and saw a roiling wall of solid black and gray that seemed to swallow the entire outside world.
 
   “Lerner!” I shouted. “The Skywrath!”  Its leading edge must have been no more than a few hundred meters away, moving faster than anyone in the community had anticipated. If we were caught in one of the open corridors when those three-hundred kilometer-per-hour winds hit the Tower, we would be batted about in these narrow corridors like pebbles in a shaken jar. Or worse, sucked out into the storm, our bodies never to be seen by mortal eyes again.
 
   “Come on!” Lerner shouted and ran toward the interior of the Tower. Grabbing the medkit I hastily followed.
 
   Even burdened with Brightwind, Lerner’s longer human legs easily outpaced mine. He was a half-dozen steps ahead of me when the entire Tower shook as the full brunt of the megastorm’s heart slammed into it.
 
   The wind channeled into the corridor from the ledge opening hit me like a solid wall. I was ripped off my feet and blown down the corridor at blinding speed, completely helpless. If I smashed into any of the UTSite walls, I was as good as dead.
 
   Suddenly, miraculously, a hand shot out from around a corner, snatching mine. With a strength I could not have believed possibly, it yanked me from certain death and into the shelter of a side corridor. Lerner!  The wind was still fierce there, but did not seem likely to yank us off the floor.
 
   I half-sprawled on the floor, dazed and gasping desperately for breath. Lerner, Brightwind still crooked in one arm, shouted something at me, but I could not hear him over the deafening roar of the storm. Then without ceremony he reached down and snaked his arm around my waist, lifting me fully off the ground. He ran with both me and Brightwind deeper into the Tower.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Spirits, I never knew you were so strong!” I told Lerner.
 
   We were huddled together in a small alcove more-or-less in the Tower’s center, trying to keep warm. We had to wait out the storm before we dared try any of the corridors leading to the inter-level ramps, but that could be hours away. The storm winds penetrated even this deep, but thanks to all the twists and turns it was only a medium breeze here. Unfortunately, this portion of the Tower was also the coldest, barely above freezing, as sunlight and warm breezes could never hope to penetrate this far into the massive structure.
 
   “Most humans are like that. I’m nothing special,” he said.
 
   “To a Myotan you are!  Spirits, I still cannot believe it!  You lifted us both and could still run with all that wind!”
 
   He rubbed the back of his head. “I was just lucky you guys were so light, hollow bones and all. Besides, you scared the hell out of me when I looked back and saw your feet leave the ground. I must have had more adrenaline in me than blood at that point.”
 
   I snuggled up closer to him. I liked the excuse of having to warm up to be close to him. It was as pleasant as I imagined, even with our thick clothing between us. “Thank you for saving me. Twice in one day.”
 
   He shrugged. “I’d hate to lose the best assistant I ever had.”
 
   I felt movement in our laps. Brightwind. "Oh no,” I whispered.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Brightwind is shivering. The cold must be getting to him. I mean, that is good in a way. The antivenin must be working, otherwise the kite snake’s poison would be suppressing even this kind of reaction. Still, we must make him warmer or else he could slip further into shock.”
 
   “But what can we do?  We don’t have anything with us.”
 
   I thought about it. “We have to share our body heat. Remove your jacket and shirt while I undress Brightwind.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   I shrugged off my hassock. “We’ll nestle him against our torsos and then wrap the rest of our clothes around us. He’ll be considerably warmer.”
 
   He blinked rapidly, staring at my chest. “Lerner?” I said.
 
   He wrenched his gaze away and did as I suggested. “Right. S-sorry, Goss.”
 
   We returned to our original position of huddling side by side with Brightwind on our drawn-up laps, except this time fur touched skin. Spirits, he was so warm. He did not feel alien at all.
 
   Still, he seemed unusually tense. I made sure Brightwind was in a comfortable position and well-nested before I asked, “What was that?”
 
   “What?” he said, a bit too innocently.
 
   “That stare just now.”
 
   “I was hoping you hadn't noticed.”
 
   “I am not stupid, oh mighty sky human.”
 
   “Goss...”
 
   I chuckled, shoving at him gently with my shoulder. My two near-brushes with death had suddenly made me feel a bit giddy. “I am only joking, Lerner. But why did you stare like that?”
 
   “It’s, ah, kind of embarrassing.”
 
   “And?  Tell me, please.” 
 
   “Well, you have to understand that in my society, females usually conceal certain parts of themselves in clothing, and only expose themselves in the presence of a male if they’re interested. You know, uh, ‘interested.’”
 
   "And what I did reminded you of that?  Is that all?  I thought something might have been seriously amiss."  I snickered. "It is perfectly normal for you to have a male's reaction to a female, you know. Even a female Myotan."
 
   Lerner’s cheeks turned bright red. “Maybe."
 
   "Has it happened before?  I mean, since you've been with us?"
 
   "I guess so. I didn't want to make a big deal of it. I was afraid my reaction would be badly misinterpreted.”
 
   “Oh, I can imagine our misinterpretations."  I started giggling, changing my voice and affecting my best imitation of a clueless female. “‘What is that bulge in your leggings, oh honored human guest?  A third leg?  Are you kicking at something?’”
 
   My human friend at first looked miffed and his cheeks glowed red, but then broke into soft laughter.
 
   I asked, “So which females here do you find attractive?”
 
   His expression sobered instantly. “Goss, I don’t want you to think...”
 
   “Do not worry about that. Answer my question.”
 
   “Well, most of the females here are attractive in some way. I mean, it took me a while to appreciate it, as I wasn't used to how your people looked. But now, well, Sunwing, Feather, and Windsong can be very distracting, especially when they're bathing."  
 
   Not quite the answer I was hoping for, and the disappointment must have shone on my face. He blew out a long breath. “Sorry.”
 
   “Do not be,” I said as lightly as I could, suddenly anxious for a change in subject. We segued into other subjects, discussing many things for a long time.
 
   Eventually I grew tired and yawned mightily. Lerner suggested that I get some sleep, that he would wake me when he thought it safe to make our way back down. I nestled down, careful not to disturb Brightwind, and used Lerner’s broad chest for a pillow.
 
   Still, there was something nagging at my mind, something I had to know. “Lerner?” I asked quietly. “Can you answer a question for me, and be absolutely honest about it?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Am I ‘distracting’ to you?”
 
   He took many heartbeats replying. He pulled me close, and sighed in contentment as we snuggled into each other. “I wish you were human, sometimes,” was all he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I now have little doubt that the Myotans must have splintered off from a much larger group. The time of separation is hard to guess at, since the Myotans don't keep long-term written records, but I'd say at least ten to fifteen generations ago. Their language structure, their unusual blend of technologies, many of their cultural assumptions, and a critical look at their own legends all point to their origin in a larger civilization. Their own origin story of their people wandering for untold years before being led by the Sky Spirit to the Tower indicates they arrived here only after a very long journey.
 
   But where they might have come from remains a mystery. No non-Builder ruins have been found within an earth-span of the Tower, and I find it difficult to believe they could have come from much further on foot, or even wing. My best theory so far is that they arrived in this section of the MegaShard via the Forever River and eventually made their way here. But they have little to no knowledge or traditions relating to sea travel. If they spent generations making their way along the Forever River, their culture, language, and such should reflect it.
 
   Of course, the exact origins of the Myotans here at X12 may never be solved. If they've been here two or three hundred years as I estimate, that's plenty of time for whatever larger group they may have once been part of to change irrevocably or even disappear altogether. Both have been known to happen with surprising regularity to our neighbors on the MegaShard.
 
   ---From the journals of Armand Lerner, 11 June 541.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Nine months after Lerner came to live with my people, he was preparing to launch his first full-scale glider.
 
   Our first test would of course be unmanned save for a Myotan-sized bundle strapped into the pilot’s harness, controlled by a tether like an over-sized kite. We were confident it would crash after only a few hundred heartbeats at most, but hopefully not until Lerner was satisfied that it could handle the winds without shaking apart. Lerner was obsessed with safety, which was one of the reasons our covert project had taken so long to reach this point. He refused to risk anyone until his design was fully tested and proven. He did not want my people presented with a faulty gift.
 
   We were hauling the partially-assembled frame up to our tall testing hill. At the crest waiting for us were the rest of the parts we had brought up on a previous trip, covered with a foul-smelling bitterroot-treated hide that would keep most curious animals away.
 
   The landscape around us was slowly but surely returning to normal after the devastation of the Skywrath. Far fewer trees had been uprooted than expected. Upon examining a number of upended oaks and pines and Gawrsh trees, we found an amazing spurt of new root growth that must have started even before the megastorm hit. The plants’ reaction made a strange kind of sense; after all, the Builders would have engineered the flora of the Shard with megastorms in mind. Why such storms would be allowed in the first place was beyond me. But my people were grateful for such a phenomenon; it had helped save our orchards.
 
   Even more oddly, all the topsoil that had been lost was now nearly replaced, appearing over the last few weeks as if by magic. Lerner blamed the Nanotech Matrix. Besides just being a tool of convenience for sentients, it was also the backbone of Shard maintenance, acting by the uncounted trillions all over the Shard to maintain the habitat’s delicate ecological balance. Too much erosion in any one place could have devastating long-range consequences for an entire region.
 
   Broken trees and animal carcasses still littered the territory around the Tower. This had been a boon of sorts after my people emerged from our shelter; we were still making our way through all the dried meat from all the dead animals we had found scattered around the area. For the first time in a long while Cloud and his hunters had little to do; our community now had so much meat Windrider had to spend a good amount of her week casting preserving spells so that our new supply would not rot.
 
   The relationship between Lerner and I had become strained since that night of the Skywrath storm. We both knew (I think) what our feelings were, and sometimes we would find excuses to hug or hold each other, but we were unable to bring ourselves to take the next step. We hovered in a kind of emotional limbo, more than friends but not quite something else. We argued more than anything these days, our growing frustration with each other and our situation boiling over at times.
 
   Lerner’s words from that night in the Tower kept haunting me, when he said that sometimes he wished I was human. That was impossible, of course, but I thought maybe if I could make myself seem more human to him, he would find me more attractive. I traded some pottery and painted hides for some human clothing from the female crewmembers on the helistat that passed through our territory only a few weeks before. Trading with human crews had become common enough, and no one thought twice of my bartering for human knick knacks.
 
   I had to make a number of adjustments so my new human-style clothing could fit my decidedly non-human body. The "jeans" fit fine, once I got my feet through the narrow-fitted leggings, and skirts and their undergarments I had also no trouble with.
 
   Not everything I tried worked so well, of course. Shirts and blouses, designed for wingless arms, proved unworkable. I discovered human-style makeup does not mesh well with a face covered in fur and that high-heeled shoes were no doubt the work of the criminally insane. My experiments with the bewildering garment called a ‘bra’ are best left undetailed.
 
   Everyone in the community quickly noticed my different mode of dress and for the first time I could remember I could see looks of genuine envy on the other females. Human-made cloth from the Known Nations was much more colorful and intricate than our own cured hides and loom products, making me an instant exotic commodity in the eyes of the bachelor males, who began showering me with much more attention than usual despite my cool attitude toward them.
 
   The only one who seemed oblivious to my new fashions was the very person they were designed to impress the most. Lerner hardly commented on them, and indeed seemed not to notice any change I ever made in my appearance to please him.
 
   We stopped momentarily to rest, lowering our burden gently to the ground. “So," I said between pants of breath, spreading my wings wide to cool off, “I hear that Brightwind wants to become a helistat pilot, now.”
 
   The human shrugged. “Yeah. The captain of the Galen’s Lover let him and a few of the other youngsters onto the helistat's bridge when it was here. According to his mother, it’s all he has been able to talk about since.”
 
   “Is it possible for him to actually become a pilot?”
 
   “Seriously?  I don’t know. He asked me the same thing. I told him he’d have to go to the KN when he was old enough and be schooled and trained properly. That would take at least a good half a dozen years. And of course he told that to Clearsky.”
 
   “Uh-oh,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. You would not believe how angry she was. She yelled at me for a good half-hour, saying I was giving her impressionable baby youngster dangerous ideas. Flying monstrous machines!  Travelling to some alien land and spending years away from his family!  I must be some kind of monster, she said.”
 
   “At least we know where Cloud gets it from.”
 
   He shrugged. “Ah, she was just being a protective mother, I guess. You might as well blame a fish for swimming or sky-wisp for floating.”
 
   “Or a human for being obstinate.”
 
   I meant the comment just to be a playful tease, but it darkened Lerner’s mood considerably. “Come on,” he said abruptly, grabbing the glider. “Let’s get this up there.”
 
   We resumed our lugging, until my shirt snagged on a low-hanging tree branch. I had been experimenting with cutting the sleeves off and the sides open and wearing them hassock style, with a string tied around my waist to hold them in place. Lerner shook his head as we lowered the glider again. "I still don't understand why you insist on wearing that."
 
   I pulled the fabric from the branch, a bit annoyed at him. "Human females wear similar and you do not complain."
 
   “That’s because they’re human. You’re Myotan. You should wear Myotan things."
 
   “You are beginning to sound like Cloud," I said. “Besides, it is a pretty shirt. Not that you would ever notice."
 
   “That’s beside the point. You shouldn’t try to be something you’re not. That shirt’s not going to make you human anymore than this glider is going to make me Myotan. You shouldn’t be so dazzled by human things that you adopt any silly fad that comes along."
 
   My annoyance flared hot. “Do not talk to me like I am a youngster!  I am not trying to be human and this is not a fad!  I wore this because I thought I looked nice in it!"  I carelessly dropped my end of glider. It thumped to the ground loudly. "And if you think I am so stupid and weak-willed that I act like a raven with a shiny every time I see a new human thing, then maybe you should get a new assistant!"  I stomped angrily past him and down the trail, snapping my wing membranes loudly for emphasis.
 
   Lerner, after a moment, ran after me. "Goss!  Wait!  Goss, please!"  He maneuvered himself in front of me,  stopping me short. "Look, I’m sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean it like that."
 
   I crossed my arms and refused to look at him.
 
   "But I still don’t understand why you keep wearing..."
 
   "I wore it for you!" I yelled, suddenly blinking back hot moisture. “Why do you keep making this so hard?  Do I really look so hideous?  Am I really just some kind of perversion to you, one you just can’t seem to bring yourself to indulge in?”
 
   Before Lerner could react I ran from him, not wanting to endure the humiliation of his reaction, whatever it was. I ran from him, back along the trail to the Tower, the wilderness around me blurring with tears.
 
   Lerner did not follow.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I avoided him for two days straight. No one questioned me when I suddenly rejoined the food-gathering chores, holding catch-baskets for others while they rooted around in the months-old storm debris of the forest, looking for sweetmoss and newly-grown mushrooms. Oh, I could hear them whispering to themselves, about how the human's alienness must have finally gotten to me and driven me off. I had abandoned wearing human clothes and most of the other non-Myotan affectations I had picked up over the last half-year.
 
   I had been so stupid!  How could I ever have pretended that Lerner could learn to like me like that?  It was obvious in the way he had begun to patronize me, like a wayward youngster. Perhaps he had always treated me like that, and I had been too awed by his exotic human ways to notice. Perhaps I had never been anything more to him than just some clever primitive he had strung along just to observe my reactions.
 
   Not everyone proved oblivious to my distress, however. Feather knew something was seriously wrong, but I met her concerned questions with stony silence. The less anyone suspected the truth, the better. I could not handle the humiliation.
 
   Windrider came to my quarters early in the morning of the second day. I turned away, burying myself in the long, dried grass lining my sleeping mat. I did not want her to see me crying. She did not ask a single question nor even said a single word, but just kneeled beside me, stroking my shoulder. Somehow she just knew that I needed her, and came.
 
   That night I snuck out of Tower and retreated to one of my favorite brooding spots, a small break in the rows of trees in the backmost cherry orchard. When one sat back against a tree at a certain angle, one could see almost half the sky through the canopies. I did just that, contemplating the incredible panorama of the Shards slowly wheeling against the sky in all their nighttime glory. I had read that Earth had only a measly ten thousand or so specks of light, which were in reality very distant suns, visible at night. Above me wheeled over a million fragments of the Eden Sphere stretching from horizon-haze to horizon-haze, each shining by reflected sunlight. The only break from them was the sun, now hidden by its nighttime disk of darkness. Unfettered by any clouds on nights like this, the Shards lent a ghostly luminescence to the land, much as I imagined old Earth’s large moon must have done for it. The whole vista had always seemed incredibly beautiful to me, even after I learned of the horrible price that had been paid to create it.
 
   I tried to imagine what the sky must have looked like five thousand years ago, before the Great Cataclysm, when the entire length and breadth of the intact Eden Sphere in all its glory must have been visible. I also tried to envision what it must have looked like during the Cataclysm.
 
   To see the very sky itself shatter.
 
   “Gossamyr?  Goss, is that you?”
 
   Lerner appeared down the line of trees, slowly ambling toward me, as if giving me plenty of time to flee if I wanted to. Panic gripped me as I did think briefly of running away, but I knew that some kind of confrontation was inevitable. Might as well just let the winds take me where they may.
 
   He sat down next to me. I did not look at him, but I was aware of everything he did; the way he moved, the way he breathed, the way he drew his knees up to his chest just like me.
 
   We were quiet for a while.
 
   He spoke up at last. “Gossamyr, you are not hideous and nothing we could ever do together could be a perversion. I am sorry you might have gotten that impression and for everything I said. I've missed you these last few days."
 
   I could barely summon the strength to speak past the weight in my gullet. "I am sorry I have been remiss in my duties as your assistant."
 
   "Gossamyr . . ."
 
   "And I am so sorry I embarrass you, that I make you feel uncomfortable."  My words suddenly tumbled out of me in a rush. “I am sorry that I have acted so stupidly these past few months, trying to get you to like me as more than a friend. We are too different. I must be so ugly to you.”
 
   "Ugly?"  he said. "You are not ugly. Just different. Its taken me a while to get used to it, is all. I know it must have been the same for you. And you don't embarrass me at all. You just take me by surprise sometimes, the way you're always so eager to try new things."
 
   "You do not have to tell me kind lies, Lerner. Especially since it took you two days to finally come around to say them."
 
   He idly rolled a clump of dried earth around on the ground. “I needed the time to think. It’s something I haven’t really been doing a lot of, lately, I guess. I kind of knew how you felt, and I feel the same way, but I kept thinking that it was all just a passing mood and we'd get over it. I don’t think I’m so hesitant around you just because we’re from different races. I mean, that’s still probably part of it, but the more I think of it the less important it seems.”
 
   He straightened out his legs, looking up at the sky. “The way you make me feel, especially since the night of that storm, is intimidating, sometimes. Goss, I haven’t felt this way about anyone, ever. I don’t think it would matter much if you were a Myotan or a human or a Builder goddess descended from the heavens, because my reaction would probably still be the same. Whenever you're around things seem more, I don't know, momentous. I’m not sure I’m ready to handle those kinds of feeling.”
 
   “So where does that leave us now?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know.”
 
   I shook my head. “Lerner, these past few days have been painful. Frustrating. I cannot live like this. I think we know how we feel about each other. Either we spread our wings and fly this wind together or we do not. But I cannot go on as something in between. Decide, right now, what you want. It does not matter what it is. I will live with your decision. But I have to know!”
 
   He canted his head to one side, thought about it for a dozen heartbeats, then nodded to himself. He sprung to his feet and began walking away.
 
   Spirits, no.
 
   He stopped after a few steps and turned back toward me. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”
 
   I looked at him bewildered, but did as he asked. It took him nearly a half-hour to return, carrying a burden.  He must have gone to the Tower and back. “Lerner, what is that?”
 
   “Blankets,” he said, unrolling them. “No sense in us being cold or uncomfortable. I don’t want anything to distract us.”
 
   My eyes widened, my heart thumping wildly against my chest. “Does this mean what I think?”
 
   He nodded. “I guess I knew from the moment I came out here what decision I was going to make. Maybe I just wanted you to convince me.”  He suddenly seemed very unsure. "Um, that is, if you're still willing to, uh, fly this wind with me?"
 
   Now that the moment had come, I suddenly felt very nervous and shy myself. I just smiled and nodded, afraid to say anything lest the nervous tremble in my stomach found its way into my voice.
 
   His face lit up in a slight smile as he sat down next to me by the tree and wrapped the blankets around us. I had to hold back a bemused snicker; almost the exact same expression Clearsky and Ripplefur had both worn on the occasions I had agreed to "experiment" with them. Some aspects of being male must be universal, no matter the species. “Perhaps we should go to my quarters,” I said. “Or to yours.”
 
   “And have everyone around us know what we’re doing, with their extra-sensitive Myotan hearing and smell?  Goss, you and I are pretty open-minded, and think of the trouble we had getting to this point. Imagine what it’s going to take to make the rest of the community here to accept us like this. If you really want to do this, then we should keep it quiet as long as we can. We’ll have to introduce them to the concept slowly, just to be safe.”
 
   We knelt facing each other, our bodies close enough to feel each other’s warmth. Lerner looked pensively at me, tugging on his lip with his teeth. “So, um, how do we start?” he asked.
 
   “I do not know,” I confessed. “If you were Myotan, I would know exactly what to do.”
 
   “Same with me, if you were human.”
 
   “Hmm. Um, okay. Why do we not try kissing?  I have read about that in human books.”
 
   He seemed unsure. “That’s not something Myotans do.”
 
   “But it is something you will like. Let us try it.”
 
   We bent close and pressed our lips together. I made a good effort, but after a few heartbeats I could only start giggling with my mouth mashed to his. We pulled apart. “I do not think that is going to work,” I said.
 
   “Your muzzle isn’t quite built for it,” He agreed. “Hm. I know.”  He dropped the surrounding blanket a bit to gentle reach for my triangular ears. His fingers began to tentatively caress the edge of the thin, sensitive skin. “I’ve listened to enough dirty jokes around the hearthfires to know that females are supposed to like this. Am I doing it right?”
 
   I nodded. “Almost. You have the right idea. Gentler, though. Use longer strokes.”  I gasped at the sensation as his fingers glided over the full length of my ears. “Like that, yes. I--Ooo. Mmm.”
 
   His self-satisfied smirk was priceless, and it only became larger the more I moaned encouragement.
 
   We moved on to other things, and soon our clothes were flung about us like they had been caught in a windstorm. What followed were some of the most awkward, clumsy, frustrating, and wonderful hours of my life as we experimented in how to please each other. Not everything we tried worked, but a lot did.
 
   We did not engage in the act of actual mating, as both of us felt we were not quite ready for that. Yet. Still, what we did do satisfied us so that we fell deep asleep tangled in each others’ limbs.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We awoke an hour before dawn, according to Lerner’s watch. It was a peaceful, languid kind of wakening, as one person’s stirring gently nudged the other back to the world. The landscape was still as ghostly-dark as when we had fallen asleep. Unlike on old Earth, where dawn was always preceded by an extensive graying of the sky, here on the MegaShard the transition from night to day took seconds, like a spark from a flint suddenly catching a pile of dried grass. But that was some time away yet.
 
   We rolled on our sides to face each other, smiling without words for a good long time. Lerner half-whispered, “Goss, have I ever told you that you’re beautiful?”
 
   Finger on chin, as if I was truly thinking of it, I said, “I do not think so. Perhaps you should repeat it many times from now on, to make up for your past negligence.”
 
   “I will. You’re beautiful.”
 
   “That is a good start,” I said with a satisfied smile. I sat up and stretched my wings up and out, to their fullest extent. “Ouch!”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “My left wing’s a little sore. I think you slept on it for a little while.”
 
   He propped himself up on his elbows, looking stricken. “Geez, I’m sorry.”
 
   I stroked his cheek with my tool finger. “It is okay, Lerner. Really. A small price to pay for such a wonderful night.”
 
   “It was great, wasn’t it?”
 
   “And we will only get better with practice, I imagine.”
 
   A sly grin crossed his lips as he leaned forward to nuzzle and nip my neck. “So when do you want to ‘practice’ again?”
 
   I giggled like a youngster. “We have to check on the glider this afternoon, do we not?”
 
   He chuckled and pulled me closer to him, his lips traveling down to my collarbone, and lower still. “Lerner,” I said with great reluctance, “we do not have time to ‘practice’ any further tonight. The Orchard tenders will be here shortly after dawn.”
 
   He pulled away and sighed like only a frustrated male could. “I know. But I can at least hold you for a couple more minutes, can’t I?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Are we going to have any trouble sneaking back in?  I’m not usually up at this hour, so I don’t know who’s going to be about.”
 
   “Windrider usually wakes before dawn, but I do not think you need worry about her. I think she will not say anything if she sees us. In fact, she would probably wonder why it took us so long to get together.”
 
   “She’s a sharp old bird.”
 
   “She is,” I agreed. “The only other people who will be up at this hour will be the hunters--Lerner!”
 
   My warning came too late as a thick spear shaft shot out of nowhere and slammed Lerner across the temple, smashing him away from me. Before I could react the weapon descended again, arced back up and then fell a third time, each blow impacting with bone-crunching force. Lerner rolled away into a fetal position, moaning in pain.
 
   Cloud stood over Lerner, screaming incoherent rage. The hunter landed half a dozen more blows before I could drag him away.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "It was not like that!" I protested loudly for the dozenth time. Flier, upon hearing what happened, immediately convened a council of Elders in the tribe. That our Chieftain was very upset was obvious to all, and when they heard the circumstances surrounding the incident that caused him such distress they were as shocked as he had been at Cloud's accusations.
 
   The chief hunter of our people sat in one corner, smirking in triumph at his pummeling of Lerner and I being brought before this tribunal-of-sorts. Lerner was in a nearby chamber, his wounds being tended by Windrider.
 
   "But Cloud saw you and the human engaging in an act of perversion," Azure the Elder said. "If that alien coerced you in anyway, Gossamyr, we assure you you have nothing to fear from him here."
 
   I shot to my feet, knocking back the stool I had been sitting on. "For the final time, it was not like that!  You have all known Lerner for well over half a year now!  How could you believe he would be capable of something as monstrous as forcing me?  I wanted him to touch me!"
 
   A flurry of exclamations followed.
 
   "Shocking!"
 
   "Intolerable!"
 
   "Perversion!"
 
   "Will you be rutting with our wolf-dogs, next?"
 
   "Enough!" Flier said, stabbing a tool-finger at the owner of that last opinion. "There is no need for filth like that, Azure!  That goes for the rest of you!  Conduct yourselves befitting Myotans or else I will eject the lot of you from this chamber myself. Remember you are here because I wish to benefit from your wisdom, not to listen to whatever excrement will fit on your tongue. Understand?"
 
   They all murmured chastened assent, Azure doing so last and most reluctantly.
 
   Our Chieftain turned toward me. "Be that as it may, I cannot say I disagree with some of their sentiment, Gossamyr. It was unsettling, to say the least, to have heard what you and the human were doing."
 
   "Cloud was right," Azure said. "Lerner is corrupting our way of life. Gossamyr used to be an upstanding member of the community."
 
   I sneered. "Oh?  And when was that, exactly?"
 
   "You may have been rambunctious and rebellious, but that is to be expected with youth. But you wear human clothes, talk constantly of their ways, and now even engage in mating behavior with one!  How is that not corruption?  And all to satisfy some lustful perversion."
 
   "It is not perversion!  I, uh, we--" My words stumbled over each other, trying to think of how to get them to understand. The Elders promptly ignored me and launched into a heated discussion amongst themselves. Azure and his faction were the most vocal with their denouncements, quickly pouncing and arguing down anyone who expressed a more moderate opinion.
 
   Windrider slid into the chamber, quietly taking her place beside Flier. Hardly anyone noticed. She nodded briefly at me, knowing the question already on my lips. Lerner was going to be all right.
 
   Listening to the Elders argue, I realized all this was more than just about me and Lerner. This was about all the change the humans had brought to the community since they first arrived, and the resentment he had been accumulating among the more conservative among us ever since. They liked things as they were, before the humans came. If they could, people like Azure and Cloud would use this incident to kick Lerner out of the community and dismantle any good he might have done for us over the past nine months. Unless the winds in this chamber changed dramatically, I could tell that was exactly how this tribunal would fly. Lerner would be forced to leave the next time a human helistat visited, and Azure and Cloud's faction might put a stop to human contact altogether.
 
   That could not be allowed. To turn our backs on everything the humans had shown us, to retreat back into our previous unknowing lives would be insanity.
 
   And, far more importantly, I could not stand the thought of never seeing Lerner again.
 
   I had one strategy yet to try. I hesitated to use it for many reasons. I was not sure I wanted to be committed so fast to such a course, since I was still unsure of a great many of my own feelings. And how about Lerner?  He had been so hesitant just to admit his feelings toward me, how could I expect him to react to this?  He might hate me for it, never speak to me again.
 
   But there was no other way to defuse the situation. From their talk, resentment against Lerner was growing quickly among them, and Flier could not ignore their conclusions if backed by the majority.
 
   By the breath of the Sky-Spirit, had it really come down to this?
 
   "Wait," I said aloud, then repeated it louder several times. It took a moment for them to quiet down. "You still do not understand. I wanted him to touch me, for us to be intimate."
 
   Azure was annoyed at the interruption. "Gossamyr, we already know you surrendered to your own lust. That is not the point here. What--"
 
   "I wanted him to touch me because I have feelings for him."  As I said the words, I suddenly felt strangely empowered. The nervous treble left my voice, and I stood up straighter. Windrider, sitting across the room, must have anticipated what I was about to say. A broad smile of deviltry about to ensue crossed her muzzle. I continued, knowing I had at least one ally in the room. "Very powerful feelings. They have been growing stronger every day. Our touching was not just a spontaneous act of lust. We were drawn to each other like winds crashing, as if our spirits were crying out for a part of themselves that have been missing all our lives."
 
   The gathered entourage was shocked into silence. They had heard the ritual words before, but could not believe they were coming from me at this moment.
 
   Cloud shot to his feet. "Gossamyr, no!"
 
   "Quiet!" Windrider commanded him. She turned toward me, the most serious face I ever saw on her. "What are you trying to say, Gossamyr?"
 
   I gulped down a deep breath. "I intend to make Lerner my Mate."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Lerner's jaw hung loose when I told him. "You said what?"
 
   "Please do not be angry."  I was in his quarters, an hour after the meeting had concluded. After my revelation, no one would question my being here with him now. He lay in his broad hay-laden cot, his head and shoulder expertly bandaged by Windrider. She had given him smelly but pain-killing poultices, as well as put a healing casting on him, which I guess would put the nanites in his body to work diligently repairing the damage to his tissues. "I did not know how else to keep them from punishing you. They were so angry, they might not have just sent you away. They might have hurt you more."
 
   The meeting had exploded after my announcement. My words had hit like a lightning strike on a cloudless day. The assembled elders shouted at each other, the uproar crescendoing with Cloud swearing to kill the human on the spot for bewitching me. But Windrider, with her tiny, diminutive frame, stood up before the assembled lot of them and commanded them into silence. Such was her presence that all at once they fell quiet. "That is enough of that nonsense," she shot at Cloud. "You will do no more harm to Lerner. There is no magic here, hunter. Gossamyr is under no spell."
 
   She cackled dramatically, playing up her long-crafted role as a slightly crazed caller of spirits. Flier rolled impatient eyes, but the others paid rapt attention. "No, that is not quite right. Magic is at work here, a magic most of us have felt at her age, when we found the one to whom we were destined to spend our lives with. To deny her feelings for her future Mate is to deny the magic that binds all of you to your current ones!  She has chosen her Mate, and we must respect that!"
 
   "But Lerner is human!" Cloud spat.
 
   "That is inconsequential!" Glider said. "We have all seen his spirit and know it to be generous and hard-working. He has treated none of us with anything less than courtesy and understanding. We have seen how he and Gossamyr were drawn together even on their first day, as she stepped forward to speak into his translator-box. I have seen, even if many of you have not, how they have drawn together not as assistant and master, not even as friends, but as a couple over these past few months, as yet afraid to acknowledge the powerful bond growing between them until, apparently, very recently. It is not our lot to question the wisdom of the Great Sky-Spirit in bringing these two together across the vast distances of the world. If they are destined to be Mates, then none here will stand in their way."  She shot a murderous glance at Cloud, heading off his inevitable protest. "None!"
 
   The assemblage was cowed, even Flier, who would never even dream of opposing his Mate over a spiritual matter. Murmurs of reluctant assent began circulating among them, acknowledging Lerner and I as a couple, if that was the will of the Sky Spirit. They had to, for to deny our spiritual bond would mean that they would have to reject the same bond with their own Mates. The incident of earlier, while it clearly still disturbed some of them, was downplayed as just some more pre-Mating "experimentation."
 
   Cloud angrily stalked from the room without saying a word, casting a hell-fire glance back at me.
 
   But the greatest surprise of the night came from Windrider, when I went to talk to her after the others had left. "Thank you," I said. "Thank you so much for what you did."
 
   "I am glad I did it," she said. "They are all so full of themselves, anyway. You and Lerner should be allowed to do what you want. This world is so full of sorrow and cruelty that people should be able to snatch what pleasure they can in each other, no matter how different they may be."
 
   I hugged her fiercely. "Pfah," she said at the embrace, but I could tell she was thankful for it anyway, hugging me back. "I could do no less for the daughter of my heart. If I had not said something, I am sure Flier would have. But I have a confession to make, Gossamyr."
 
   "What is that?"
 
   She craned her head to one side, then to another, to make sure none but myself could hear her. Then she lowered her voice even more. "You see, Gossamyr, you are not the only one in the community who finds Lerner exciting and attractive. I personally would like to see him stay around."
 
   "What!"
 
   She cackled. "Oh, do not get me wrong. I cherish the life I have had with Flier, and would not change a single moment. But truth to tell, after I realized what was happening between Lerner and yourself, I began to look at him with new eyes. Had I been born forty years later, you would have some serious competition for your new betrothed."  She batted her eyes and canted her hip in the way males like, then chuckled and sauntered out of the room.
 
   "I'm not angry. I don’t think so, anyway," Lerner said, bringing me back from my brief reverie. "I don't know what I'm feeling right now. But explain to me how this keeps us from being punished."
 
   I sat down at the edge of his cot, taking a deep breath before I began. "You see, if what we did last night was just a random act of lust, a desire for each other's bodies and nothing more, that would be wrong. Intimacy is supposed to be reserved for Mating, you see, for when you join your spirit with another’s. What we did happens often enough, especially among younger people, but it is discouraged. If you had been just another Myotan, the incident would have been forgotten. But because you are alien, I think it shocked and frightened many people.
 
   "But if we are meant to Mate, if our spirits were fated by the Great Sky-Spirit to join together for the rest of our lives, then what we did was not a petty act of lust but a consummation of our destinies. Our intimacy would be viewed as inevitable in the eyes of the community, and indeed would garner their blessing."
 
   "So pre-marital sex is okay as long as it's with the person you're going to marry anyway. Is that right?"
 
   I nodded. "To put it in human terms, yes."
 
   "Gossamyr, I don't know what to say. They sure as heck didn't cover stuff like this in First Contact training."
 
   "I am sorry I got you into this, Lerner. Maybe I should have thought of something else to say. But do not worry. No one expects you to make an oath of betrothal while you are injured. If you wait a few days, you can denounce the whole thing. By then everyone will have calmed down over what happened, and things will probably return to normal."
 
   He silently thought about it for several minutes. "First of all, I’m not sorry for anything that’s happened, Goss, and neither should you be. You didn't force me to do anything I didn't want to do. There were two people under those blankets last night, remember?  Second, this is really going to mess things up for you, isn't it?"
 
   I nodded. "Your refusing to become my Mate will make me look like a fool at best, and a scheming liar at worst. Announcing the intended joining of Spirits in Mating is considered a sacred act. It will look like I just said the words to save my own skin."
 
   “And did you?"
 
   My ears hugged my skull. “I could not bear the thought of them sending you away."
 
   We were both silent for a long time. Finally, very quietly, he said,  "Maybe I won't denounce it."
 
   “Lerner, you do not have to do such a thing!  Tempers are high right now, but in the end you will not be blamed for anything. You are not Myotan. I will bear the brunt of the shame. I have been in trouble before. I am used to it."
 
   "Gossamyr, all we've done here is talk about what every one else thinks or feels or is going to do about what happened. We haven't talked about how we feel about what happened."
 
   I opened my mouth to protest, but quickly shut it again. "And how do you feel?" I asked.
 
   "A lot of different things. Angry at Cloud for attacking me, and more than a little annoyed at everyone else for sticking their muzzles into something that really isn't any of their business. At least, where I come from, it would be none of their business. And I'm disappointed that our first night together was marred by such an ugly incident. But mostly I want to spend more time with you, and to hell with what everyone else thinks."
 
   “But, Lerner, Mating is for life. You should not do this because of me."
 
   Lerner leaned forward, raising his unbandaged hand to stroke me gently behind my ear. I grumbled contentedly at his gentle touch, unaware until just now of how much I had longed for it all these hours we were apart. "Of course I'm doing it for you. What better reason is there?"
 
   I took his hand in mine. "Do--do you truly want to Mate with me?" I whispered.
 
   “Didn’t we kind of do that last night?”
 
   I smacked him soundly--no place where he was seriously hurt, of course--even as my laughter joined his.
 
   We snuggled for a while. Eventually, I stood and walked out into the corridor, making a show of drawing the outer privacy curtain tight on Lerner’s quarters. The corridor was unusually packed, as many had no doubt found an excuse to be close to whatever potential new scandal may erupt between the human and the Shaman's apprentice. They all turned to look at me, whispering among themselves, and many heads poked out of doorways to gawk. I spared them only a brief glance. Lerner was right. What they thought of us, good or ill, did not matter as long as we had each other.
 
   I slipped past the curtain and found my way back to my human beloved in the near-total gloom. I stripped off my clothing and slid next to his warm, inviting body on the sleeping mat. We ‘practiced’ with each other for the rest of the day, and this time no one disturbed us.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Xenosexual behavior is more common than most of us are led to believe. This is mostly due to our own culture-centric prejudices. For instance, human-Orc marriages, which comprise about 1% of marriages in the KN, are not considered xenosexual matches. Now one could argue that Orcs are a very mild human variant race, very close to baseline humans, but they are a separate species nonetheless. And what about human-Centaur or Orc-Centaur marriages, of which there are about 4,000 or so in the KN?  They’re not generally considered xenosexual matches either, but few can argue how radically different Centaurs are from the baseline norm.
 
   No, it’s only because baseline humans, Orcs, and Centaurs have been integrated so inexorably into our cultural mainstream for so long that we do not consider sex among them to be aberrant, despite the fact they are all distinctly separate species. It is only when one of our own has an encounter with a member from an Outland race do we tag that person a xenosexual.
 
   The term has become increasingly derogatory over the years, and I find that very unfortunate. Xenosexuality should not be derided, but seriously studied and even embraced. Among other things, I think it can give us a serious glimpse into the minds of the Builders.
 
   Look at the evidence on the Shard around us. So much attention has been given to the number of species that have been given human-style consciousness and language that we tend to overlook how many of those races have also been given a human-style sexual drive. Coupled with human-like physiology, it is inevitable that members from one Artisan-class species are going to find members of another Artisan-class species attractive.
 
   Just look at the unusual response to the cover of August’s issue of Outland Explorer, the one that featured the photo of that Myotan girl looking up at the UTSite Tower at X12. The magazine received over 2000 letters and e-mails asking for more information about her, the majority from men. It was obvious they found this Myotan female attractive, but given today’s social climate very few would ever admit to having any kind of xenosexual response to her.
 
   The Builders gave almost all their daughter races the ability to communicate verbally in order to assure that a link of some kind would always exist among them. Perhaps a similar reason would also explain why they made so many Artisan-class species sexually compatible. I believe that the Builders not only intended this to give their daughter races yet another common ground for understanding, but also they must have intended for there to be sexual contact of a limited extent between species. After all, what better way of understanding a person is there than through physical intimacy?
 
   --from Xenosexuality: An Opposing View, by Dr. Hikaru Smith, published in the October 543 issue of Outland Explorer, PandoraNet Media, Kylea.
 
    
 
    
 
   Then again, maybe the Builders were just pervs who liked to screw weird things.
 
   --from an anonymous reader's letter written in response to Dr. Smith’s article, published in the December 543 issue of Outland Explorer, PandoraNet Media, Kylea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I pulled the strap taut, unfolding the wing assembly into place. I quickly tied it off to the main glider frame, strumming the line once to make sure it was tight. The leather cord vibrated like a string on a music gourd.
 
   Lerner's betrothal announcement was in less than an hour, when he would formally declare his intention to become my Mate. I had already made my formal declaration at the council meeting; now it was his turn. He was recovered enough from his injuries that no one would question his ability to declare such a thing with a sound, untroubled mind. I had to hurry. I secured the other lines for the wing, carefully threading the control cord to the anchor point next to the body sling. It would bend the wingtip to help with control when in the air.
 
   I had told Feather I had a special errand to run, and that I would return in time for Lerner's announcement. She had given me an odd look, but said nothing. Though we had told little to anyone, everyone knew what Lerner's announcement would be. I had spent every night of the past two weeks in Lerner's quarters, and everyone knew by now what we did there. Surely, I imagined Feather thinking, not even Gossamyr would miss her Mate-to-be announcing their betrothal. But there was much more going on today than Lerner's declaration.
 
   Our affair had of course been the talk of the entire community for the past two weeks. It had shocked and surprised many, but--perhaps thanks to Windrider and her unmovable opinions--most came to accept it as inevitable, yet another oddity in the strangeness of the past year. The majority thought of Lerner as a friend, and it appealed to many that he would officially become part of our community by Mating with one of our own. In fact, it became a fashion of sorts to compete with how accepting they had become of the human; of how this person had invited him to their quarters for an evening meal, of how another had talked to him often at length, of how still another knew all along that he and I were intentioned for one another. Most such assertions were merely talk, of course.
 
   But some were heartfelt. Feather could not resist talking excitedly about my eventual Mating day and wanted to know every juicy detail about the intimate nights I spent with our human guest. Everyone had of course by now seen him naked when he bathed in the orchard streams, and more than a few had made sly asides when they had first seen his intimate parts. He was only average for a human, but humans were big by Myotan standards and everything was in proportion. Feather slyly mentioned her surprise at how I did not now constantly walk bow-legged.
 
   There were those who spoke out against it, of course. Azure, Cloud, and their faction were most vocal about having this outsider, this alien, commit acts of abomination with me, a poor innocent victim in all this. But Windrider, and, suprisingly, Flier, now shouted down such opinions whenever they heard anyone so much as speak such words. To my adoptive father, the matter had been settled as soon as I had told them all of my longing to join with Lerner's spirit for the rest of my life. Flier, for all his gruff demeanor, was in truth an unrepentant romantic. He has stood up for other unlikely matches in the past where he thought true feelings were at stake, such as with Windblossom and the much younger Sharpclaw, and he would not back down now when prejudice would stand in the way of the true joining of two spirits. Especially when one of those was the daughter of his heart.
 
   Oh, our chieftain had a long talk with me one night over the decision I was making. A long, long talk, not as a chieftain to a tribal member, but as a father to his daughter. He wanted to make absolutely sure I would be happy with my Mating.
 
   I loved Flier dearly, but I never missed my real father more than when our chieftain hugged me good-bye that night. 
 
   So Azure and the others became quieter, or I should say, more subversive, about their opinions. No longer did they shout it to any who would listen but grumble or sneer hatefully to themselves whenever I passed by, or make sure I was "accidentally" bumped when carrying a heavy burden to make sure it sprawled to the ground. I endured their abuse in silence, unwilling to give them the satisfaction of seeing their efforts rewarded.
 
   But Lerner intended this day for much more. He was worried too many now mistrusted him, and would therefore mistrust any other human they encountered. He was determined to come clean with Flier and the rest of the Elders after his announcement, to not only tell them of the gliders but to prove their worth to the community. And the only way he could do that was by demonstrating how they worked. In the air.
 
   We had argued late into the night about his plan. He was adamant. It was his idea, his project, his responsibility. He would take the risks and pilot the glider. It was insane. He was still too hurt from Cloud's beating, and, human technology or not, he was not an accomplished flyer. He could quote to me a great deal of the mathematics of air flow and wind resistance, but he in truth knew little of their practical reality.
 
   But I did. I was a much more logical choice to pilot the glider for its first flight. I was lighter, and had been riding on the winds since I was three. Plus, I had been there for every stage of the glider's construction; I knew as much about the machine as he did.
 
   But he would not hear of me putting myself in danger on a untested contraption. As if that excused him to do the same!
 
   But I managed to convince him to save the demonstration for after the announcement, which he promised everyone would be at midday. That would give me plenty of time to slip off to our test cliff, assemble the glider, and fly it home.
 
   I snapped the last strut into place and at last my artificial wings were ready.
 
   I pulled the large triangular craft to the edge of the cliff, bracing it perpendicular to the ground with my own weight against the winds buffeting it. My heart thumped in my chest. At an earlier time in my life, looking over such a precipice would have been preceded by a delicious anticipation of launching myself off and spreading my wings to catch the updraft. Now I was scared. Were I to fall, my wings would serve no more than to slightly slow my descent, perhaps just enough for me to merely shatter my spine instead of killing me outright.
 
   The human-designed glider in my hands bucked against the breezes that slid past me. Would it truly allow me to fly again, or would it simply hasten my death?
 
   I slipped under the glider, strapping myself into the flexible body sling, grasping the control bar and wrapping the wing cords around my palms. My reluctance to do this was silly, I kept telling myself. I had seen, many dozens of times, the wonders human technology was capable of. Surely this glider would be no different.
 
   Yet for many long heartbeats I stared hard over the cliff edge, my throat parched.
 
   I realized that if I did not go soon, I would lose my nerve completely. Trembling, shouting incoherently to drown out my own sudden fear, I ran to the edge of the precipice and jumped over the edge.
 
   And fell straight down.
 
   I screamed. My instinct was to spread my own wings, but I bit back hard at the reflex. That would have been disastrous, causing the whole rig to spin wildly out of control.
 
   I had other wings now. I quickly shifted my weight to bring the fabric and hide wings above me to better catch the updraft.
 
   They caught the powerful winds flowing up over the cliff and I was whisked up, breathlessly, into a vast ocean of blue sky.
 
   The wind rushing past me, the ripple of air through my fur, the wisp of clouds and Shards that now seemed so much closer. The feelings were so familiar, so indescribably pleasurable. The skies around me blurred as I squeezed out tears of joy. I was flying!  Great Spirit of the Sky, I was flying again!
 
   It was not quite the same, of course. These were not my wings that filled with the breath of the Sky Spirit. But it was close enough. I banked right, then left, whooping in glee at my newly-reclaimed freedom among the winds.
 
   I arced toward the Tower, its silver-black metal reaching impossibly high into the sky until it seemed to brush the Shards themselves. It had taken me hours to walk to the precipice where our glider lay, but it took me just a handful of minutes to reach our Tower's immense clearing. Below, I saw my people, mere dots against the green, clustered here and there, some spotting me and pointing upwards. Many youngsters took wing and flew up to me, to investigate this strange new presence in their skies.
 
   They swooped close, Brightwind in the lead, gasping in astonishment. “It's Gossamyr!" Cloud’s little brother shouted to the others. “Look!  It's Gossamyr!  And she's flying!"
 
   They wheeled and danced around me as I slowly circumnavigated the Tower. They, with their natural wings, were far more agile in the air than I could ever hope to be strapped into this clumsy human contrivance. Still, I joined them in their squeals and laughter, grateful for even this humble semblance of true freedom.
 
   I could have stayed in those skies forever, but I dared not. Reluctantly, it was time to end my flight. I slowly spiraled toward the ground. Many of the people of the community, who had gathered to hear Lerner's announcement, ran after me as I swooped low, chasing my shadow on the short green scrub grass below.
 
   Lerner was in the front of the pack of followers, his long human legs propelling him faster than the others. I turned to smile at him, his words ripped away by the wind zipping past me, and that became my undoing. A sudden gust of wind blew across my flank, upending the glider and sending me tumbling out of control toward the ground. I tried to compensate and right myself, but the spinning descent completely disoriented me. The grass soon filled my vision, and the glider and I hit the surface hard, tumbling end over end. My chin plowed into soft soil, and I tasted more grass roots than I ever intended to in my life.
 
   Within a heartbeat Lerner was tearing the glider's harness apart with his bare hands to get at me. "Goss!" he shouted. "Gossamyr, are you okay?"
 
   I spat out a mouthful of grit and plant fiber. "Yes. Of course. I am fine, Lerner"  I looked around me at the smashed wooden frame and torn fabric. "Oh, no!  The glider-"
 
   "Who cares about the glider!  Stay still and don't try to move!"
 
   “But I am not hurt!" I said petulantly. I tried to sit up, but Lerner held me down as hands roamed over my limbs and elsewhere, checking for broken bones. I was feeling giddy with so much adrenaline and excitement surging through me. I couldn't help but giggle at his touch. "Lerner, spirit-heart, now is not the time for such things, with everyone watching!"
 
   Many of the people surrounding us exchanged amused smiles.
 
   Lerner brushed my ankle and I winced, not at any pain but at the complete lack of feeling there. The human frowned and probed deeper. This time I felt a strange kind of grinding, not quite pain but certainly not pleasant, either. "Ouch!"
 
   The human nodded. "That ankle's broken, I bet. It's numb now but it will probably start swelling and getting sore soon. Everything else seems to be okay."  Without ceremony he effortlessly lifted me in his arms. "C'mon, I see Windrider coming up. We'll take you inside so she can tend to you right. Shards, Goss, whatever possessed you to pull such a fool stunt?  When you crashed I swear my heart almost stopped."
 
   "Wait!" I said as he took his first step forward.
 
   "What?" Lerner asked, with some alarm. "Are you in more pain?  Geez, I should have examined you better--"
 
   "No, no, it is not that," I said. "What about your announcement?"
 
   "Goss, that can wait."
 
   "No it cannot!  A female waits all her life to hear the words of betrothal from her destined Mate. Everyone is just about assembled, and I do not want to wait anymore. My ankle will keep."
 
   "But--"
 
   Flier and Windrider finally caught up to the main mass of people and pushed their way to the front of the crowd. "Gossamyr!  Are you all right?"  Flier cried incredulously, seemingly oblivious I was being held horizontally by Lerner. "You were flying!  By the Sky-Spirit, you were actually flying!  How?"
 
   "It is a gift to our people that Lerner and I have been working on for many months. What I flew was just a test model. Within a few years we can have one for all of you."  A collective gasp went up from the assembled crowd, the meaning of my words sinking in. Would it really be true, that they could fly again, as I did?  "I will tell you all about it, in a minute or so."  I glanced meaningfully at Lerner. He sighed like a martyr, well aware of over two hundred pairs of eyes drilling him expectantly. 
 
   “Okay, okay," he said.  He then spoke the words, with all the community watching. The growing throbbing in my ankle was quickly forgotten as his speech wound down and he looked deep into my eyes, the crowd sounding a cheer around us, ragged at first, then hearty and deafening. They converged upon us, congratulating and wishing us the best in our life together. In the hearts and minds of everyone assembled, Lerner had truly become one of us.
 
   And that was when Cloud tried to kill him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   If anything will prove to be the KN’s undoing, it’s not that we have too many secrets, but that we don’t have enough friends to share them with.
 
   --Rebecca Iyeyasu, Outland Exploration Commission (OEC) Executive Director.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I heard the whistle of the arrow just before it sliced into Lerner from behind just above his shoulder joint, into the meat of his flesh. On a Myotan, the shaft would have carried right into the joint, making the victim lame for life, unable to flex his wing fully. A cruel maiming. But Lerner, with his larger human muscles, did not have as pronounced a ball-and-socket joint as we did. The arrow only sliced muscle.
 
   I felt the impact shudder through Lerner’s body even as he fell forward from it. He dropped me, and I landed on the ground, rolling back several feet from the momentum, wincing at the new pain the violent jostling was creating in my own injured limb. When I looked up again, I saw Lerner sprawled on the ground, groaning and clutching his wounded shoulder. The wound bled, but not as much as I thought it might. The shaft itself must be holding most of the blood at bay.
 
   The crowd parted to see Cloud stride forward with his bow, leading a small but well-armed party of hunters and sympathetic tribe members. The Chief Hunter was nocking another arrow. “We have had enough of this foolishness!” he yelled, eyes fixating on Lerner. “This ends now!”
 
   Flier growled, stepping between the Chief Hunter’s party and their human target. “Cloud!  What do you think you are doing!”
 
   “What I should have done months ago!”
 
   “I will not allow you to do that!”
 
   Windrider joined him at his side, raising her hands high. “Nor I!”  She began chanting a spirit-calling, one that would no doubt put an swift end to this rebellion.
 
   At that moment all dozen or so of Cloud’s follower pulled out human-made guns. The lengths of dull gray metal and wooden stocks brought forth a shocked gasp from the crowd. Even Windrider’s chanting stumbled to a halt, her concentration broken.
 
   We had all seen a gun’s ability, backed by the power of the humans’ technology. The superiority of the human way of making things had been imprinted into their minds in the past year. To everyone, even Windrider, Cloud and his group had instantly trumped anything the Chieftain or the Shaman could try.
 
   I looked around, desperately trying to find some way to help, but I could not even stand on my own. What could I possibly do?
 
   I spotted Brightwind close by. I beckoned him to me. Cloud’s followers paid the youngster no mind.
 
   “Help me,” I whispered as he approached. With his awkward help, I began to haul myself to my feet.
 
   “We traded these weapons from the last human helistat,” Cloud yelled. “See what the humans have kept from us?  See what they wish to hoard only to themselves?  They have so much power, and yet they refuse to trade it with us!”
 
   Lerner sat up as best he could, hand trying to stem the streamers of blood from his shoulder. “That’s not true,” he gasped through gritted teeth. “We have always tried to be generous. We’ve given you medicine, food, farming techniques, tools, the gliders...”
 
   Cloud strode up and picked Lerner up by the lapels. “Lies!” he shouted in the human’s face. “That glider is made of hides and sticks. Why not let us trade for airplanes?  Or jets?  Or helistats, for that matter?”
 
   Lerner goggled at him in surprise. Cloud continued. “Oh, yes. Gossamyr is not the only one who can look at your human books. We know what you are capable of, what you deny us. Why do you do it?  Does it make you feel superior, seeing how much you have and what little we possess in comparison?  Or did you just think us stupid and primitive?  Yet we certainly learned how to use your guns quickly enough.”
 
   “And look what you use them for!” I shouted.
 
   Some of Cloud’s followers turned angry looks at me and clenched their weapons tighter. I thought for a moment that perhaps my outburst would buy me a bullet in the gullet. Cloud turned to regard me, but instead of seeing his usual flint-hard anger I saw a look of almost-pity cross his face. “Gossamyr, please. Not one of us blames you for what you have done--”
 
   Azure spat. “Like the dark spirits we do not. If it were not for her lust for this alien, she would never have led so many others astray.”
 
   “That is enough Azure!”  Flier snarled, but was quickly shouted down by the other gun-wielders. Cloud also yelled at the elder.
 
   Azure was momentarily defiant, setting his jaw, but quickly acquiesced under the Chief Hunter’s unwavering glare. “Ignore what he said, Gossamyr. Most of us do not feel that way. You are one of us. But Azure is partially right in that your impetuous feelings has blinded you to what is really going on between our two peoples. Forget about your affair with him and come back to your own people, to the way things used to be.”
 
   “The hell I will.”
 
   “I do not know what ‘the hell’ is, but eventually you will see that I am right, Gossamyr.”
 
   “You are right?  About what?" Flier spat at him. "Trying to murder Lerner just now?  You commit this kind of atrocity and you seriously expect any of us to listen to you?  He has just given us a tremendous gift.”  Our chieftain gestured violently toward the ruins of the glider. “One that will allow us to ride the winds as adults!  And this is how you repay him?”
 
   I turned to Brightwind as the males argued. “Take me to my betrothed.”
 
   Slowly, haltingly, Cloud’s younger brother helped me to hop-step through the crowd. I would show Cloud. I would stand with Lerner even in the face of his guns.
 
   Suddenly Cloud stood between us and the human, his wings spread wide. “No. You do not understand!  My shot went where I wanted it to. I only wanted to scare him. So he and his fellow humans would know our strength of will when they come for our Tower.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Cloud?”
 
   A look of triumph crossed his face. “You mean Lerner has not told you?  That you, of all of us, do not know?”
 
   I looked at him blankly, uncomprehending.
 
   His laugh was short and bitter. “The humans who sold us these guns also told us of the humans’ ultimate plans for our people, for our Tower.”  He turned toward the rest of the assembled people. “They are planning on coming not to visit us by helistat, but eventually to stay. They plan on building a base for their sky-ships here!  They will come by the hundreds and then by the thousands, and eventually outnumber us in our own sacred home!  We will be swarmed like beetles on an anthill!”
 
   Flier turned to Lerner. “Is this true?”
 
   Lerner opened his mouth to speak, but could only close it again and look away.
 
   Blessed spirits, no. It could not be.
 
   Cloud turned away to address the crowd again. Brightwind and I hurried to Lerner. Windrider, thankfully, was already tending to Lerner. Cloud’s followers saw but made no move to stop us. They had made their point. Lerner was discredited, fallen. They were in control, now.
 
   We worked quickly to tame his bleeding. I tore off pieces of my leggings and his shirt to pack the wound. Once that was done, Windrider broke off the part of the arrow shaft still sticking out from his shoulder. Then, before the human even had a chance to think about what she was doing, she pulled the other half of the shaft out through the back of his shoulder. Lerner cried out in pain. The cloths I held at both sides of the wound quickly filled with blood. Glider chanted a minor spirit calling to slow the bleeding, then segued into a more powerful healing spell to help the wound close up. She then tended to my ankle, binding and splinting it and using magic to tamp the steadily-rising pain.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Lerner said. “This wasn’t how you were supposed to find out.”
 
   “So it is true?” Brightwind asked, incredulous.
 
   Lerner slowly nodded, head hanging low. “I’m afraid so. It’s one of the reasons I originally stayed here, to assess how the Tower would function as an advanced base, and if your people would be receptive to the idea.”
 
   “What would our opinions matter to you?” I said, looking away. “Your people could just take whatever they wanted.”
 
   Lerner reached up with his good hand and tilted my chin back toward him. His expression was pained, and not from his wound. “Gossamyr, no. There are many reasons why I stayed. But my original work was finished three months ago. I could have left with the Venia's  Betrayal. There’s only one reason I’m staying now.”  His thumb caressed my cheek in the odd but comforting human gesture.
 
   Despite myself I purred softly at his touch. Tears brimmed my eyes. “Spirits, when that arrow hit you, I thought my life had stopped.”
 
   “Me too,” he said. “But listen to me, all of you. You have to understand. We would have asked your people first. We aren’t conquerors. The distance between the Tower and the KN would make it totally impractical to absorb you politically, even if we wanted that.”
 
   Windrider finished her spell on my leg. She looked directly at Lerner. “You say you would have asked. But if we said no, would you listen to us?”
 
   “I like to think so. Some of my bosses would be upset, but to tell the truth there are plenty of other spots that would make for a good base. The Tower is simply the most desirable one, because it already has a built-in, defensible shelter and most importantly, a friendly population.”
 
   He tentatively sat up, glaring at the huge crowd of people Cloud was ranting at. Even Flier stood quietly, listening to the chief hunter. “But it is important that the advanced base get built as soon as possible. Important for my people, for yours, for everyone. The Myotans will be well-rewarded and well-treated if you allow us to use your Tower.”
 
   “But why?” I said. “What is so important about this base?”
 
   He chewed his lip a bit before replying. “Gossamyr, Windrider, Brightwind, there is a secret my people have that we are absolutely forbidden to tell other peoples. More important than the Nanotech Matrix or the origin of the Shards or even the existence of the Others. It is a knowledge so potentially explosive that my people had to endure riots and rebellions for years after it was made public, civil unrest that threatened to tear apart entire nations. It is the reason that we launched our current Age of Exploration, why we so doggedly send expedition after expedition into the Outlands. It changed everything about us more profoundly than we ever dreamed possible. I want to tell you, but if I do, it may change everything here.”
 
   Brightwind, Glider, and I exchanged glances. “Tell us,” I said.
 
   He did.
 
   I felt the blood draining from my cheeks as he spoke. When he finished, I shivered involuntarily, my eyes instantly seeking out the ghostly Shards in the sunny sky. Windrider and Brightwind did the same, with much the same expressions.
 
   Could the universe truly be so cruel?
 
   Windrider glanced at the rest of our people. “We have to tell them. Now. Before this foolishness goes any further.”
 
   “Not just yet,” I said. “They may not listen, the way Cloud has them. But I think I know a way to add some weight to what we say, without anyone else getting hurt.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I glanced at Lerner, then back at Windrider. “We are going to need your help, Shaman. But do not worry. It will only take a few heartbeats, and I do not think you will find the task unpleasant at all.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I steadfastly believe that if Thorena the Jackal really understood the long-range consequences of her actions, she would have torched the Great Library without hesitation and gone back to bullying sheep-herders.
 
   You cannot have great knowledge without the dark truths it reveals. Personally, I think we all would be much happier if we had never discovered the secret of the Shards. I don’t think anything we ever do is going to make any difference, in the end.
 
   --excerpted from “In Defense of Isolationism,” by columnist Morgana Stewart, published 2 January 544, op-ed page, Lyra Times-News, Borelea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Listen to me, everyone!” I shouted. They all turned to regard us. I leaned on Lerner’s good side, his arm wrapped in a makeshift sling to keep it immobile. Windrider and Brightwind flanked us, supporting us both figuratively and literally. 
 
   Cloud’s ongoing argument with Flier about corrupt humans stumbled to a halt in the wake of my outburst. The Chief Hunter was more than a little annoyed at the interruption, but Flier nodded in our direction, giving his assent.
 
   “Cloud does not have all the facts!  He is distorting the truth!” I added into the sudden silence. “You must listen to Lerner!”
 
   Azure sneered, leveling his rifle. “Why should we listen to that unclean outsider?  The only reason you listen to him is because of your filthy lust for him, when you should be preserving your body for a proper Mate.”
 
   My wing membranes snapped loudly. It’s intensity startled many people. “Lerner is my proper Mate now!”
 
   The silence plummeted to unheard of depths in the wake of my words. Cloud’s jaw slacked as the meaning of my statement registered, his eyes flitting from me to Lerner to Windrider.
 
   Our Shaman spoke up, her mischievous smile as broad as I had ever seen. “Oh, yes, Chief Hunter. I joined their spirits while you were ranting. Your brother Brightwind served as witness. Gossamyr’s and Lerner’s spirits now fly as one. Their bond is sacred and unbreakable except in death.”
 
   “And more than that,” I said before anyone could add anything else, “He is part of our people now. One of us. As I am one with our tribe, so too is my Mate. His body may be human, but his spirit is now Myotan.”
 
   “It is true,” Lerner said. “I love Gossamyr, would do anything for her. I now willingly give up any ties I may have to my fellow humans and their governments and agencies. My home is here now.”
 
   “Lies!” Cloud yelled. “Trickery!”  He snatched a gun away from one of his fellow hunters and leveled it at the human. “Before I was just trying to scare you, human. But for this, your life ends!”  His finger tensed on the trigger, and I knew my new Mate was only seconds away from death. I tried to move, only to be betrayed by my wounded ankle.
 
   Brightwind stepped in front of the weapon, wings spread wide. “Cloud, no!”
 
   “Step aside, little brother,” Cloud snarled.
 
   “I will not!” the nine-year-old said. “This will be murder. It is not right!”
 
   “Step aside!” Cloud yelled, swiveling the rifle barrel up to clear Brightwind.
 
   The youngster moved forward to intercept, tears brimming his broad eyes. “Cloud, please. Gossamyr and Lerner are my friends. They saved my life. How could they be evil and do that?  I know you hurt because of what you feel for Gossamyr. But this is not you. Please. You have always told me that hunters kill only because they have to. That they must never be cruel. But look at what you have done. Wounded Lerner just to frighten him. You would not do that to an animal, but now you would do that to my friend and Gossamyr’s Mate. Is that how a Chief Hunter acts?  How a Myotan acts, hurting anyone who does not agree with him?”
 
   Cloud’s hands trembled. He looked at his brother, then long and hard at Lerner and myself. Finally he tore his eyes away, lowering the gun. “No,” he said very quietly. “No, it is not the way a Myotan acts. Forgive me, little brother.”
 
   “Pfah!” Azure yelled, swinging his own gun up to aim at Lerner's head. “If you cannot do what is needed, then I will!”
 
   Suddenly all his fur stood on end as every muscle in his body locked up. His teeth ground together so hard we heard enamel cracking. He spasmed for a dozen heartbeats before he slumped to the ground, unconscious.
 
   Everyone looked at Windrider, who still had her hands in the position needed to summon a lightning-spirit. She grinned, very pleased with herself. “About time someone did that,” she said. A withering glare from her and all of Cloud and Azure's followers lowered their weapons, lost without the backbones of their leaders. Under Flier's order the other hunters took their weapons from unresisting hands.
 
   Our Chieftain approached Lerner. “Is it really true that you have taken Gossamyr as your Mate?”
 
   The human nodded, and clumsily pulled me closer by one arm. My wings wrapped around his waist as much as for emphasis as to hold myself up.
 
   Flier grinned. “Then welcome, truly, to our people. We will listen to what you have to say.”  He turned sternly toward Cloud and his followers. “And afterward we will determine a punishment for what all of you have done. I will convene the other elders, but unless they can convince me otherwise you and your families will not share in the communal food, or in our orchards, or be able to trade with any outside group for the next half-year; you will only be able to eat what you yourselves gather from the Wilds.”  Many of them paled at his words. Such a punishment meant many exhausting days hunting or gathering far from the Tower just to subsist. “And, you, Cloud. You and Azure will be exiled.”
 
   “No,” Lerner said. “Please, Flier. They were only doing what they thought they had to. Perhaps if the situation was reversed I would have done the same thing.”
 
   Our Chieftain gave the human a stern glance. “You were the one who was attacked and threatened, Lerner. Do not let them or their guns frighten you into leniency. If we let this kind of transgression go unanswered, they or someone else may think they can get away with it again.”
 
   “Please,” Lerner said. “Gossamyr and I don’t want to begin our new life together by seeing anyone suffer. I will heal, and in the end there will be no real harm done. And if they are true Myotans, as I’ve come to understand what that means, then they already have begun to really regret what they have done.”  He glanced meaningfully at Cloud. Their eyes met, briefly, and to my surprise it was Cloud who looked away first, nodding shallowly.
 
   “Very well,” Flier said. He turned to our assembled people. “As a testament to Lerner’s generous spirit, no punishment shall be handed out for what transpired today. But I warn each and every one of you that such sins will not be tolerated again. Lerner is one of us, as surely as if he had been born into our clan. You will treat him accordingly, and the next time anything like this happens his mercy will not be enough to stay my judgement.”
 
   Many of Cloud’s followers let out gusty sighs of relief, glancing in gratitude at Lerner. Only Cloud refused to look up, but he nodded shallowly in response.
 
   “Now, please,” I said. “Listen to Lerner. He does have something very important to tell us. It may be the most important thing we ever hear.”
 
   They all looked at us expectantly. Lerner looked down at me, a bit apprehensively. I squeezed his hip in encouragement. I knew the next few minutes would not be easy for him, or for any of us.
 
   Lerner turned to the assembled Myotans. “The truth is, my people--my old people, the Known Nations--have not been entirely honest with you. Please understand we did not do so out of malice or contempt. We only wished to spare you suffering and misunderstanding.
 
   “This is especially true of a discovery we made thirty years ago. What we learned threw our entire civilization into a violent upheaval that took years to quell. There were many bloody riots, protests and even armed rebellions. Many killed themselves, and many more were driven to the brink of despair and madness. This is the reason we do not tell those we meet this secret, to spare them the chaos we had to endure from that knowledge.”
 
   I could feel Lerner tense under my arms. “The Shards are dying," he said. "All of them. Even our own. The Great Cataclysm never truly ended. The End of the World is coming, and we do not know how to stop it.”
 
   He paused, letting the words sink in.
 
   “Thirty years ago,” he continued, “my people found their way into the Underworld beneath the habitable surface of the Shard, and into a spaceport that contained thirty-seven relic Builder spaceships. We learned eventually to fly these craft, and used them to explore nearby Shards. And that is when we began to learn of the horrific truth.
 
   “I have told you how the Great Cataclysm that destroyed the Eden Sphere five thousand years ago, of the many billions--trillions--of lives that cost. But the disaster did not end there.
 
   “Many habitats survived intact, but both the damage done by the Cataclysm and a lack of knowledgeable maintenance began exacting their toll. Vital support systems began failing without warning. Entire ecosystems collapsed. Sometimes the damage would not show up for decades or even centuries, and by then it was always too late. It was not the long-dead Shards that truly alarmed us, but the Shards that were in the process of dying. One Shard’s water-recycling system had failed, turning it into a vast, uninhabitable desert. Another was completely overrun by a Matrix Weird, where all the nanites fed voraciously on anything organic. Another’s gravity control system fluctuated wildly out of control, reducing its ecosystem--including what must have been millions of inhabitants, who must have died agonizingly--to gooey slush.
 
   “There are about a thousand habitat Shards out there dying all around us right now, costing the lives of at least a billion sentient beings per day. A billion or more people dying per day. Horror we can't even begin to really imagine. We also estimate there are at least several thousand more habitats that are still healthy and life-supporting in the debris field from the Sphere, but sooner or later they will all suffer cascade failures and die.
 
   “That’s when we realized that our Shard, the MegaShard, the largest surviving habitat, was not immune from these cascade failures. That it, too, will eventually succumb, and could be doing so right now. And everything we have ever known, our entire civilization, will die along with it. It could happen in a year, or in a century. Or in the next few heartbeats. And we would never know until it was too late. We are, everyone of us, facing certain extinction. The end of us, of eerything and everyone we love. The end of every living thing.
 
   “Many of you have asked why we humans of the Known Nations explore so fanatically. It’s because we have to. We’re searching for the knowledge we need to reverse the tide of decay and destruction among the Shards, knowledge we hope and pray has been left intact somewhere within the ruins of the Eden Sphere by the Builders. We’re the only civilization we know of doing this. And even after thirty years, we have explored only a very small fraction of our own Shard and the Shards beyond."
 
   He paused, letting his words sink in.
 
   "But..." I spoke into the silence, "but if the situation is so desperate, why does the Known Nations not just take what they need?  Why be friendly to us at all?"
 
   He looked down at me. "Are Myotans the only ones who can act Myotan-like?  Can't humans have integrity and honor as well?"
 
   "Of course. But is that truly the only reason?"
 
   "No, I admit there's another, more important reason."  He turned toward the rest of my assembled people. “Many of you were puzzled and looked suspiciously on the generosity human explorers have shown the Myotans. The helistats that visited always brought food and trade goods for you, and I had been ordered to teach you as much of our knowledge as you could absorb without harming yourselves. You wondered why I originally volunteered to stay with you, a people I had met only a week before and knew almost nothing about.
 
   “It is because you can’t understand how important people like you are to us, to the Known Nations. My fellow explorers tell me how closely my progress with you is followed in the media back home, how many people enthusiastically read of you in magazine articles and books. You see, the vast majority of the peoples we meet are indifferent or unheeding or outrightly hostile to us. Even those races that are our technological peers or close to it--the Cephalopods, the Boiler Lords, the Darlani--could care less about our mission and are wrapped up in their own petty concerns. We’re completely, utterly alone in our impossible quest to save what remains of the Eden Sphere.
 
   “What we need more than anything else are allies. You may be small in number and may not have the sophisticated tools that we do yet, but you possess a quality that we have found to be incredibly rare in the Outlands: you’re willing to be our friends.
 
   "You see, what we need more than anything else is help. Remember my first words to you that day we first landed?  That's as true today as it ever was then.
 
   “So the decision about the base is up to you. I just hope you can sleep at night, knowing what we need it for.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   All victories are hollow so long as one despairs, and all defeats are temporary so long as one hopes.
 
   --from Myotan oral traditions
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Of course we decided to let the humans build their base at our Tower. After Lerner’s revelations, how could we not?  Only Azure and a handful of others dissented when Flier put the decision to a general vote. Surprisingly, Cloud was among the large majority of those who voted in its favor.
 
   The actual construction of the base would not start for half a decade yet. The logistics of such a feat, especially since much of the equipment had to be transported from the KN via helistat over a hundred thousand kilometers of distance, were enormous. Everything had to be planned out meticulously in advance. Until then, helistat traffic through our area would slowly increase, as the crews now knew with assurance that they had a friendly port they could fall back on if they needed to.
 
   Lerner’s news of our world’s peril and the only small chance the KN had to reverse it did cause some problems in our community. There were fights and arguments about it for months afterward. But somehow, even though this mostly went unspoken, we were comforted that the humans were doing something about it. Or, perhaps more importantly, that we would become part of the solution. Very few doubted that we would remain on the sidelines for long. Some of the younger of us, Brightwind especially, talked about becoming explorers and joining the humans on their great quest.
 
   Lerner assured us that we would be treated as equals. After talking to several helistat captains, and trading heavily with them, he set up a small library of sorts in one of the larger empty Tower rooms near our community. He swore he would expand it as more books became available to him from future helistats. At his insistence, the full spectrum of human knowledge would now be available to us, for good or ill. It would be up to us how we put that knowledge to work.
 
   A week after Lerner’s revelations he and I finally were honored by a feast celebrating our Mating. Both of our injuries and the stress of the day we received them had prevented us from properly consummating the bonding of our spirits. Windrider had insisted that we hold off on sex until we got our strength back, so we would not inadvertently hurt each other during intimacy. Such frank talk made my new husband squirm in embarrassment, but he reluctantly complied. We slept in separate apartments so we would not be tempted to disobey our Shaman. The days passed with agonizing slowness.
 
   Finally, Windrider publicly declared us fit for mating, much to Lerner’s dismay at her announcing it to the assembled community at large during our bathing time in the orchard streams.
 
   It was not until the celebration died down and we walked, hand-in-hand, to our new apartment that the enormity of what we had done fully struck me. Lerner began pulling the curtain to our new apartment aside when I stopped. “Wait.”
 
   Lerner looked at me. “What is it?”
 
   “We are Mates. Sweet Spirits, I have a husband. Is all of this for real?  Did it all really happen?”
 
   Lerner stepped up to me, hand stroking my wing. “Goss, are you okay?”
 
   “I do not know. I just suddenly realized that everything has changed.”  I turned away, tool-fingers on my forehead. “Spirits, I am so sorry, Lerner. I am spoiling this for you.”
 
   “It’s okay. It’s natural to be a little jittery.”
 
   “But I was looking forward to pleasing you tonight. I do not know why I am so nervous now. I mean, I still want to, but I am suddenly scared.”
 
   “So am I,” he said.
 
   “You are?”
 
   “It’s funny. Even when Cloud shot me, I didn’t feel as nervous as I do right now. Becoming Mates was a huge decision for both of us, and made on the fly besides. Of course I’m scared. Tonight we make our Mating--our marriage--real, and there’s no turning back.”
 
   I put my hands on his hips, unconsciously trying to comfort him. “That is it exactly, Lerner. Do we really want to go through with this?  A regular Mating is difficult enough. But we are separate species. How are we ever going to make this work?”
 
   He stroked my cheeks lightly with his fingertips in his human way. “Tell you what. Let’s just be husband and wife first. We'll fly through whatever storms may come when they get here. Now, please, Goss, I think I'd really like to show my wife how much I love her.”
 
   I opened my mouth to respond, but instead I just leaned on his proffered arm and let him help me hobble into our new quarters. The rest of the night was spent truly becoming Mates in every sense of the word.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Afterwards, I lay beside him on our broad sleeping mat, face to face, my wing unfurled and draped over him. He snored softly in slumber. On a whim, I leaned over and lick-kissed him on his stubbly human cheek. “I love you,” I whispered.
 
   He stirred, smiling in his sleep.
 
   I murred contentedly, snuggling into his warmth until I joined him in slumber.
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   SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Courage is the personal trait most admired by strangers and most loathed by family.
 
   --From the Myotan oral traditions.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Three years passed.
 
   Shadows and sunlight strobed over me as I ran through the forest, my heart hammering wildly. The game trail I followed was narrow, winding and treacherous. A fallen tree loomed out of the shadows. I leapt over it, only to land on a coiling patch of exposed roots just beyond. I tripped and tottered forward, wings snapping wide as I fought desperately to regain my balance.
 
   A distant screech tore through the forest behind me. The Xique had my scent. It was only a matter of time before they ran me down and tore me to shreds.
 
   I prayed to the Sky-Spirit to at least grant me the mercy of knowing what had happened to my husband before I died.
 
   Lerner, spirit-heart, where were you?
 
   I slowed and hefted the heavy human-made rifle in my tool-fingers. It was conceivable, though unlikely, that I could evade my hunters just long enough to reach the safety of the Tower.
 
   But I could not do that. Lerner was out here, somewhere. I could not just flee and leave him to the Xique, wherever he may be.
 
   Besides, I was foolish for trying to run from my pursuers; a Myotan, designed as a flying creature, had no hope of outrunning a Xique and its pack, who had been engineered to run down multi-ton herbivores.
 
   The gun would help in the coming confrontation, but I dare not rely on it exclusively. It was a modest-caliber  single-action weapon designed for felling small prey, not defending against a three-meter tall killing machine like a full Xique. Shooting such a creature, especially with my inexpert aim, would only serve to make it madder. If I was lucky, I could maybe use it to kill one the smaller crèche-mates that made up the Xique hunting pack before I was overwhelmed.
 
   I could hear crashing through the forest behind me. They were closing, and fast.
 
   I had one chance.
 
   I turned to fully face my pursuers, letting the gun hang slack in my hand as I unfocused my vision and cleared my thoughts. The world blurred gently around me as I reached into myself to bring the clarity of mind needed to summon a spell. I chanted softly to call the spirits to me.
 
   The crashing grew louder.
 
   Steady the breathing. Clear the mind. Reach in, order the thoughts precisely.
 
   Do not wrestle with the spirits, Windrider always told me. Do not be their master. Be their vessel. Let the thoughts needed to call the spirits flow through you, like wind through trees.
 
   A small, furry shape burst out of the underbrush, its sleek hind legs pumping madly at it dashed at me. It was a Xique crèche-mate, barely a meter tall. Its wiry forearms were spread wide, its curved claws framing the needle-like teeth bared in its angular head. A three-meter tall, similarly-shaped shadow loomed just behind it. The full Xique, the master of the pack.
 
   The thoughts in my mind converged all at once, thundering into a single moment of absolute crystal clarity.
 
   The spirits--the Nanotech Matrix--responded.
 
   The tree immediately behind the full Xique exploded in a ball of fire, the burning shrapnel of its bark flying everywhere. The Xique screamed in shock and agony as its skin bubbled and its fur immolated. It staggered forward a few steps, its upper body a torch of burning, blackened flesh. It slumped to the ground a heartbeat later, lifeless.
 
   Something landed at my feet with a dull thump. The lead crèche-mate had been blown forward by the blast. Its fur smoldering and skin bubbling, it snapped futily at me as it painfully tried to struggle to its feet. I brought the rifle up to its head and squeezed the trigger. The recoil reverberated up into my shoulder.
 
   My husband had once told me that Xique had been uplifted from an old Earth animal called a kangaroo. He had even showed me a picture of one, in a copy of a book from the Known Nation’s Great Library. When humanity had ruled that strange, round little world, the kangaroo had been a benign, silly looking herbivore. But the Builders, in one of their many epochs of experimental genetic tinkering, had changed the animal into one of the most vicious and efficient killing machines the MegaShard had ever known.
 
   In any particular birth litter, one Xique will eventually become dominant over his or her siblings. This Xique produces a surge of hormones that allows it to grow into its species’ ultimate form, three meters tall and fully sentient, while its siblings barely reach one-third that size and are little smarter than dogs. These crèche-mates become the full Xique's personal hunting pack, fanatically loyal to their master and the success of the hunt on which their existence depended.
 
   I turned and ran. The full Xique was either dead or nearly so, and its other crèche-mates would not leave its side. But boom of the fire spirit being birthed and the report of the human gun would attract the others of its kind infesting the forest. And the Xique's choking screams as it slowly died were not helping.
 
   If I could only get some distance, I could resume the search for my husband and just maybe survive until nightfall.
 
   It was so like Lerner, taking off on his own, thinking he could solve the whole Xique crisis himself. He was a human, he had argued. The Xique would not connect him with my people, whom they had mysteriously singled out for elimination. Four days ago a hunting party and some foragers were attacked, killing an older hunter named Firelight and badly wounding a few others. But the Xique were not content to stop with them. They sporadically attacked the Tower alone or in pairs, attempting to force themselves into our very homes. They fought fanatically and fell upon their victims without mercy or prejudice. Old, young, male, female, it did not matter to them. Apparently they would not be satisfied until all my people were wiped out, for reasons they never even bothered to try to explain to us.
 
   They attacked any of my people who ventured forth from the Tower for any reason. Many were hurt trying to gather food or tools left outside. The Tower had five cubic kilometers of room and we had stored food and supplies which could last us months, but these could not last forever. We had human guns, and the hunters wanted to launch an all-out assault on our tormentors, but our chieftain Flier feared of the lives such a tactic would cost us. The one dead and eight wounded already weighed heavily on our small community of three hundred thirty.
 
   It was then that my husband suggested that he go out and try to parley with the Xique. He said he would just walk boldly out, unarmed, to the forest edge a kilometer away and hope they refrained from slaughtering him long enough for him to work out some sort of agreement. He was trained as a sophontologist, and he felt confident that he knew enough of Xique mentality that he could avoid being harmed. Never mind that all his knowledge was gained second hand by other human explorers who had encountered other Xique groups tens of thousands of kilometers away. 
 
   My gut knotted and pulled taut as soon I heard his plan. Why in the name of all the Spirits did males of any species insist on being heroic when their females would be just as happy to have them stay at the hearth and be sensible cowards?
 
   I screamed at him. In our three years of marriage, he and I had only a handful of truly heated arguments, but that night I yelled at him until my throat was raw and my tool-fingers trembled with rage. How could he be so foolish?  He would die if he went out there alone!  My husband, the technological human, the rational scientist, acting like a foolish, adventure-drunk hunter!
 
   But he was adamant, and Flier could think of no other tactic. The situation looked that grim. The morning he left Lerner hugged me tightly, as if our vehement shouting match of the night before had never happened. I was still so angry with him but, Spirits help me, I hugged him back just as fiercely, breathing deeply of his comforting scent.
 
   We reluctantly pulled away and minutes later he disappeared into the vast forest surrounding our Tower. That night I slept with his clothes gathered around me like a nest, his smell the only thing that could calm my steadily fraying nerves.
 
   The first two days, we were able to stay in contact with him by radio. He said he had established contact with the Xique, talking to them through his translator-box, but they had no interest in anything he had to say. They also kept him from returning to the Tower, not wanting him to interfere with whatever they were trying to accomplish. Then we had no radio contact with him for three days straight. Everyone began fearing for the worst.
 
   I could not stand waiting any longer. Especially thinking of how I had treated him the night before he left. What if he was truly gone, and his spirit now flew above the Shards?  Why could I not have made our last night together one of passion and joy, instead of one filled with scorn and selfishness?
 
   I had to know what had happened to him. I had to. I could not wait any longer. Just before dawn I snuck out of the Tower, having rubbed myself down with crushed bitterroot oils to hide my scent. A Xique's eyesight is not that keen, so I was able to find my way deep into the part of the forest where Lerner had disappeared as the sun appeared from behind its nightly disk of darkness. As stealthily as I could, I began searching. No matter what, I would find my husband and bring him home. It was only until shortly after midday, when my bitterroot smell began wearing off, that the Xique slowly became aware of my presence.
 
   Sounds behind me. I did not dare turn to look, for fear of slowing down, but I recognized the distinctive, rapid beating of claws on soil. I quickly worked the bolt of the gun and fired blindly behind me, hoping the blasts would buy me some time.
 
   After a few heartbeats, after I entered a broad clearing in the forest, I turned to look. The human-made gun had indeed made the Xique and its crèche-mates hesitate. They hung back several hundred paces, eyeing me warily. The Xiques' first and only attempt to assault the Tower openly had taught them to respect guns.
 
   The creature was far enough away that I could easily summon another fire-spirit before it could possibly reach me. It would be one less Xique-pack to worry about.
 
   Normally, the thought of killing another thinking being would have repulsed me. But that was before these creatures had attacked my people and endangered my Mate.
 
   I began clearing my mind for the spell.
 
   Agony and hot needles ripped through my thigh. I screamed and staggered back, seeing my own blood spurt high into the air.
 
   I looked down to see one of the crèche-mates latching his teeth onto my limb. It must have broken off from the others, snuck around behind me. The pain was indescribable as it worked my flesh with vicious jerks of its jaw. White spots danced before my vision.
 
   On sheer instinct I brought the rifle down and shot its head off. I was lucky I did not take half my leg with it, shaky as my aim was. Blood gushed from my thigh as the creature slid off, soaking my leggings completely through.
 
   A growl exploded nearby. I looked up to see the full Xique bearing down at me at top speed, its knife-like foreclaws extended from the two fingers on its forelimbs. The crèche-mate had been a distraction, to give his master the opening it needed to take me. I had barely two heartbeats before it would tear into me. My slack fingers could not make the gun work.
 
   My life was over. Lerner...
 
   The Xique's head suddenly snapped back, followed a half-heartbeat later by a clap of thunder. It crashed to the ground, tumbling over and over until its tremendous momentum was finally expended. The two surviving crèche-mates caught up and began sniffing and wailing at their dead master. Two more thunderous cracks blew them back nearly two meters each, their body cavities blown open.
 
   A new sound, high above and behind me. A continuous, staccato whirring. I twirled as best I could with my leg, expecting another Xique assault.
 
   A human helistat rose into view over the canopy of the forest. A small one, as such things go, measuring only fifty meters or so along its major beam. Out of the undercarriage leaned a large humanoid figure with a rifle. She was waving frantically at me.
 
   I waved back, white fuzzing my vision, and despite everything I suddenly started laughing. I do not know what I thought was so funny, but I could not stop. The helistat lowered a long ladder, and someone, very far away, called my name.
 
   Lerner?
 
   My legs turned to water and I crashed into a deep, deep abyss of darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The three general “Schools” of sentient life uplift are Artisan, Functionalist, and Experimentalist. Each represents a broad grouping of known races according to characteristic directions and philosophies the Builders apparently took in modifying base life-forms. Whether these Schools actually represent different factions of Builder bioengineers or merely different recurring “fads” in uplift practices during the Builder Era is unknown.
 
   The ARTISAN School seems to have produced the most number of races, about 40% of known intelligent species. Artisan-class sentients seem to have been designed primarily to appeal at least partially to human concepts of beauty and aesthetics. While Artisan intelligences fulfill a very broad range of ecological niches available to sentient species, the primary concern in their creation seemed to have been elegance of design and an aesthetically pleasing form. Not surprisingly, this School includes most transhumans and has the largest number of species with human-like physiologies and behaviors.
 
   Examples of Artisan uplifts include: Centaurs, Dragonkin, the Fae, Felinoids, Merfolk, Myotans, Otterkin, and Vulpinoids.
 
   The FUNCTIONALIST School is the second most numerous classification, comprising about 35% of known sentient species. This School is characterized by intelligences that are optimized to perform a very specific function or to fully exploit a certain ecological niche. Much less emphasis was placed on making them pleasing to human perceptions as to ensure they could perform their designed function with maximal efficiency.
 
   Examples of Functionalist uplifts (and their niches) include: Delphs (predators), Kobolds (burrowing scavengers), Orcs (warrior humanoids), Trundles (construction specialists), Ursoids (omnivore grazers), and Xique (predators.)
 
   The EXPERIMENTALIST School is the third major classification, making up about 15% of known races. The creators of experimentalist sentients seemed to have been most concerned with pushing the limits of uplift science and originating intelligences that were truly divergent from the human baseline. Not coincidentally, they are also the sentients that are the least human in both form and culture, and this category includes almost all invertebrate uplifts.
 
   Examples of Experimentalist races include: Cephalopods, Dryads, Spider Swarms, and Wolflings.
 
   The remaining 10% of intelligent races are those that seem to straddle one or more Schools and therefore defy easy classification. For example, Mantas were clearly designed to be large ocean grazers, making them candidates for the Functionalist School, but their very divergent form of intelligence could also easily make them Experimentalist uplifts.
 
   --From A Basic Guide to the Outlands, 546 “What the @&%$*! Is That Thing?” edition, Haggerty Press, Borelea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “Gossamyr, that was the stupidest thing you’ve ever done!”  Lerner stalked back and forth across our modest apartment like a cornered carnivore. “Skies of Earth, I almost pulled my hair out with worry while you were unconscious!"
 
   I stuck out my tongue playfully. "Blech. The last thing you need is to be less furry, husband."  But instead of smiling he only scowled deeper.
 
   I laid on my back on our wide sleeping mat, my leg wound bound tightly and expertly by Windrider's efficient hands. I did not remember much of my rescue, as my loss of blood kept pushing me in and out of consciousness. I only fuzzily remember being swept up in strong, gentle hands--my husband's?--and the bumpy, frantic ride in the human airship. I must have completely blacked out then, for the next thing I remember I was waking on my sleeping mat, surrounded by worried faces, as Windrider called a healing spirit for me.
 
   "I'm serious, Goss!" Lerner said. "What did you think you were doing, going out into a Xique-infested forest by yourself?"
 
   "I was looking for my husband who had done the exact same thing, as you well know. I thought my spirit callings would give me an advantage..."
 
   "Your spells mean nothing to those killers!  It wouldn't matter how many fire or sleep 'spirits' you summoned, they wouldn't have stopped until they killed you!"
 
   "But it had been days since anyone had heard from you."
 
   "All they did was chase me out of radio range with the walkie talkies we have in the tower here!  I was fine!  I told you I'd be fine!  Xique don't think like humans or Myotans, Goss. To them, it doesn't matter that I live with our people here. I wasn't Myotan, so therefore I wasn't an enemy. You didn't have to risk yourself by going out there!  If McDevitt's crew had shown up even one minute later . . ."
 
   A voice called from the doorway. "She would have been dead."
 
   I greeted our visitor with a smile. “Windrider."
 
   "Good day, daughter," Windrider said.
 
   "This is not a good time," Lerner grumbled.
 
   Our shaman raised an unimpressed eyebrow at him. "Pfah. Silly arguments can wait. Her injuries cannot."
 
   "Fine," he snapped, grabbing his jacket. "I'll be talking to our visitors."  He was quickly out the door.
 
   "He is angry with me," I said, crossing my arms. "He was so affectionate after I woke up, but now...."
 
   Windrider sauntered up to my bedding, pulling out herbs and poultices from her bandoleer pouch. "Can you blame him?  He almost lost you to your own recklessness. How do you expect him to react to that?"
 
   "What was I supposed to do, Windrider?  Hide in the Tower while Lerner risked his life to help us?  Sit quietly and safe while he could have been dying under Xique claws?"
 
   "No one doubts your courage or your love of your Mate, Gossamyr. But please, next time have some consideration for those who worry about you."
 
   I smirked. "Like you?"
 
   "Yes, like me, silly child," she grumbled as she pulled the blanket aside, exposing my wounded leg. "I tend to worry about you far more than I do most of our other people, and it is not just because you are the daughter of my heart."
 
   "Why is that?"
 
   “The others do not think they can fight a dozen Xique by themselves with a single human gun and few spirit-callings."  She carefully removed the human-made gauze bandages and sniffed at the blood-caked gashes, crinkling her nose. She slowly nodded in approval. "It is hard to tell from the smelly juice the humans put on the wound--"
 
   "Antiseptic," I said.
 
   She glared at me. The one aspect of human technology she was deeply unimpressed with was their medicine. "--But I can detect no infection. Still, I should put a proper poultice on it."
 
   I shook my head. "The antiseptic works just as well, Windrider. You do not need to go through the trouble of mixing a poultice for me."
 
   I could tell from her furtive glance at her herb pouch that she already had. Oops.
 
   Our shaman pursed her lips. "Very well. How is the pain?"
 
   "Better, especially since you gave me the Afghuri tea mix," I said. "It is beginning to itch a lot, though."
 
   "That is from the healing spells. Your flesh is knitting itself back together. I should renew the spell."
 
   "I can do that myself."
 
   "No!"  she insisted. "Calling spirits, especially for healing, is taxing work. I do not want you to tire yourself."
 
   "But it is a simple calling . . ."
 
   "Hush!  I am Shaman, I will call the spirits. It is the least you can let me do after making me worry so."
 
   What could I say to that?  The matter settled, Windrider laid her tool-fingers on either side of the gashes, closed her eyes, and began chanting. She continued for many minutes.
 
   I did not feel anything when the spell was completed, nor would I. Healing spells worked slowly, as the nanites within me would be made to help my body's natural systems in regenerating the traumatized tissues. In order to do that, they had to draw upon the building materials already in my body, like proteins, lipids, carbohydrates, and other nutrients. While the spell was in effect, for about twenty-four hours, I would have to eat and drink about twice as much as usual to give the nanites the building materials they needed, so I would not lose too much muscle or fat to the healing process.
 
   Or so Lerner and other humans had explained it to me when they had taught me fully about the Nanotech Matrix. It was one of the few things Lerner and I had argued bitterly about in our first year of marriage. Even though I had originally been eager to learn all I could about human-style magic and spells, the concept of the Nanotech Matrix and its Shard-girdling system of nanites was still something my mind continually balked at. And not because I found trillions of microscopic machines in every cloud and river and rock and bird just a little icky. No spirits were involved anywhere?  The winds of life that the Sky-Spirit had given every object in the world was just a misinterpretation of a powerful Builder tool?  My spirit-callings were just how ignorant people called the thought-programming used to command the Matrix?
 
   It was something my oh-so-pragmatic and agnostic husband argued often with his very spiritual wife about. I had to wait until I had made my pilgrimage with Lerner to his Known Nations and was shown the nanites with a microscope before I began to truly believe he was right.
 
   I did not know where that left me as my people’s future Shaman. I still believed in the existence of spirits, especially the Sky Spirit, but it was obvious now that they were far less involved in the day-to-day workings of the world than I had been led to believe.
 
   Watching Windrider call her spirits made me nostalgic. She steadfastly refused to believe in the Matrix, and after only trying once to convince her of it, I gave up. In many ways, there was something much purer and exciting in her spirit-callings than in a human Mage's ordering his mind into a Matrix thought-program. To the humans, it was a science, detached, ordered, and categorized; to her, it was a way of living that defined her, her people, and her world. I wished Lerner could see it like that.
 
   Lerner. Spirits, I hoped he was not as angry as he acted. The night before I had really wanted to make love, but Lerner refused, not wanting to aggravate my injury. Or so he said. But he did sleep next to me the whole night, arm draped protectively over me in one position or another. Usually, we would drift to our own sides of the sleeping mat, but that night he unconsciously hovered next to me. It was so sweet he wanted to protect me even in sleep, but I realized that maybe I had truly scared him...
 
   "Thinking about Lerner?" Windrider asked. She finished her spell and began rebinding the wound.
 
   I started, then lowered my eyes. "You are very wise, Shaman."
 
   "Wisdom is only the ability to see the obvious. What else would a young female be worrying about after an argument with her Mate?"
 
   "Do you think--do you think he is really mad at me?"
 
   "Yes. But he will forgive you."
 
   "He can be so stubborn."
 
   “So can you. Mates often fly in the same winds.”  She tucked in the last of her bandages around my wound and gave it a final inspection with her fingers to make sure everything was in its proper place. "It could have been worse. You could have ended up with Cloud."
 
   I crossed my eyes and lolled my tongue. Windrider snickered. "That is true," I said. "Cloud would always be mad at me. Spirits, he is always mad at me now."
 
   "He is still bitter at having lost you to Lerner."
 
   "But he was Mated himself, to Sunwing, before her accident..."
 
   "He only Mated with her because you were no longer available, and he was never happy with her. But he did come to care for her a great deal. Her death only adds to his unhappiness, as does his seeing you and Lerner so happy together."
 
   I frowned. "We are not happy right now."
 
   Windrider sighed, reaching out to stroke the folded wing membrane along my arm. "Daughter of my heart, listen. When you are young and newly Mated, every argument seems to carry great weight. But take the word of one who has been Mated for four decades now. Arguments pass. Disagreements are forgotten. But what you and Lerner share is genuine and real and will transcend any silly fight. Your spirits are one. Why else would the Sky Spirit have brought Lerner all this way specifically to us, when he could have ended up anywhere in this vast world?  He was meant to be with you from the moment the Winds of Life were breathed into his soul, as you were with him."
 
   "But if that is so," I pouted, "than the Sky Spirit is cruel, in his way. Lerner and I can never have children."
 
   "Is that what the human doctors told you, when you visited their land?"
 
   I nodded. My husband and I were separate species, after all.
 
   She flicked her tool fingers at me. "Pfah. The humans know much, but not everything. They know how to build wondrous tools, can cast spells you and I have never dreamed of, and can travel incomprehensible distances in their sky-ships. Yet when it comes to matters spiritual they are like unschooled youngsters. Trust in the Sky Spirit, Gossamyr. He rewards love like yours and Lerner's. Just remember you two have only not found a way to have children yet."
 
   She rewarded me with a broad smile and ambled out of the apartment, leaving me to contemplate her words.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The thing about Gossamyr that infuriates me the most is how reckless she is. Always taking risks, never really thinking things through. My heart almost stopped when I scrambled down the helistat’s rope ladder and saw her lying still and lifeless in that field. Shards, half her body was drenched with blood!
 
   The next twenty hours were the worst of my life. Even Windrider wasn’t completely sure she would pull through, as Gossamyr had lost so much blood, and Windrider is always so optimistic, in her grumpy old Shaman kind of way. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t do or think about anything except sitting beside my wife and praying--me, an agnostic, praying!--that she would come back to me. When she finally fluttered her eyes open the next day, it almost made me believe there was a God. Or Sky Spirit. Or whatever.
 
   This wasn’t the first time she’d done something like this, of course. She flew that untested glider that day we were Mated. She angrily confronted that crowd of shouting xenophobes when we visited the KN. She just had to try to make gunpowder, by the pound no less, after she read about it in our small library. According to our neighbors, the smell of sulfur still lingers a bit in the hallway from that blast.
 
   I guess we’re lucky we didn’t decide to stay in the KN. Given her track record, I have little doubt she would have caused at least three major wars by now.
 
   Still, I shouldn't complain about her insanity. I’m the one who married her.
 
   --from the journals of Armand Lerner, entry dated 4 June 546.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I had little to do that day, as I could only barely hobble around our modest apartment, so I spent most of it going over the notes from Lerner’s journal. I had promised to help him organize these for the memoirs he always planned on writing about his experiences with my people, but he never seemed to be able to do more than jot down a paragraph or two once in a while. I could not help him write it, as I had only been speaking Borelean a few short years and writing it even less. But I could try to organize what he had finished so far, and perhaps use it as a bargaining chip in asking for his forgiveness.
 
   A photo slipped out of the pile of folders arrayed before me on the sheets of the mat. We had replaced the traditional mounds of dried long grass Myotans usually slept in for a human-made mattress about a year ago. I had to admit the human-made bedding was more durable and comfortable, but I sometimes missed that wonderful earthy smell of the grass.
 
   I recognized the picture immediately, a momento from our visit to the Known Nations. I stood with Lerner’s birth family at their country home in the Known Nation of Borelea. I was in the center, with Lerner draping his arm around my shoulders. His jovial father, large and stocky with a great smooth bald head, stood to our right.  His stoic mother, almost as tall as her husband, but willowy like a reed, stood to our left. His excitable teen-age sister, with a bubbly smile and winsomely dark eyes, kneeled before us. It was just a few days before we would return to the Tower after three months in the Known Nations.
 
   I was giddy with excitement the day Lerner and I left the Tower for his homeland aboard the Dream of Milthrai, a cargo helistat converted for exploration. The monstrous Explorer-class helistats that originally brought Lerner and the other humans to my people were in truth in the minority of the vehicles the KN had plying the Outlands. Only three dozen of them existed. On the other hand, the smaller, cheaper, and more easily-available cargo helistats plied the unexplored regions of the Megashard in numbers over a thousand strong, many of them owned and operated by independent explorers. Unfortunately, they had barely half the range of their larger cousins, even if extensively retrofitted. An advanced base such as the one the KN planned to build at the Tower was designed to help the smaller helistats range much farther than they could based solely in the KN.
 
   The entire community turned out to see Lerner and I off, with more than a few of my fellow Myotans wearing jealous expressions. I was the first person in all our people’s memory to undertake such a huge journey. Many had wanted to accompany us, Brightwind and Feather especially. Unfortunately, the helistat was just returning from further in the Outlands, laden with a great many samples of the environments it had encountered and discoveries it had made. The crew could only spare enough weight for my husband and myself and our personal effects.
 
   I was flush with the excitement of the adventure. Lerner had come to us only sixteen months before. He kept calling the trip our “honeymoon,” a quaint human custom he told me of.
 
   The journey to the KN took nearly six weeks. The crew could have gone faster, but fuel conservation is drilled into them from their first day of training. Unlike old Earth, the MegaShard had no fossil fuels. The KN never enjoyed such vast stores of readily-available combustible fuel, and for many decades had to struggle with alcohol fuels, the supply of which was often threatened by grain shortages or blights. While in the last several decades the KN has developed alternative fuels such as methanol and hydrogen, the mindset toward very strict fuel conservation is still deeply ingrained in their minds. Slow and steady is the KN explorer’s way of life.
 
   The corridor of land between the Tower and the KN had been fairly well explored by the dozen helistats who had flown the same route before it. The Dream of Milthrai stopped to land every week or so to refuel at an open source of water, cracking it with electricity for hydrogen, and to forage for what supplies we could.
 
   At first, I was surprised we could land at all, as I had just begun to understand how helistats worked. They were essentially enormous balloons with propellers attached, much like the blimps I had read about on old Earth. Would they not be constantly blown about by the wind, I thought, especially if they tried to sit still on the ground?  But then I learned they were far more advanced than the old 19th-century zeppelins. Their compartmentalized gas bladders had an inner membrane which actually held the lifting gas, in this case helium. These bladders were inflated when the craft needed lift, and be compressed and evacuated when the craft needed weight, such as when it landed. A "dynamic buoyancy" system I'd heard it called, far too heavy and complicated until lightweight composite materials and computer controls made them possible.
 
   On one refueling stop three weeks out we were approached by natives near a small lake that fed into a larger river. At first, I mistook them for baseline humans, until Lerner pointed out their deep golden skin, pointed ears, and general lack of body hair. Minor details to me, but enough for my husband’s people to classify them as a separate “race.”  Lerner called them the Fae, so named because of their superficial resemblance to creature from old Earth legend. They were very friendly--they had met KN helistats before--and apparently all possessed a flexibility and agility that bordered on the superhuman. For our amusement one warrior climbed a tree without using hands or feet, undulating up and around the narrow trunk like a snake. The Fae lived among the trees of the forest surrounding the lake, hopping and swinging from trunk to branch to outcropping, feeding off of foliage and birds. They used only simple tools and the only clothing they believed in were straps and belts to hold their carved wooden implements.
 
   It was in spending the night with them that I got my first true taste of what it must be like to be a KN explorer, to meet peoples I had never before even dreamed existed. Talking and laughing through our translator-boxes with the Fae around the campfire that night, I gained a new respect for my husband’s former profession even as I grew to cherish an alien people I would only know for eight hours.
 
   The helistat crew that ferried us proved very helpful and easy going. Along with my husband, they spent the month and a half of the trip helping to coach me about life in the KN, where I would be spending a quarter-year of my life. Whenever they weren’t on duty, at least one of them would take the time to teach me about things such as cities and eating utensils and telephones and, most of all, about money.
 
   The last proved to be the most difficult concept of human society for me to comprehend. Oh, I could understand the basic concepts and the math of it just fine. But money, as a way of life, seemed insane to me. The humans had lived with it all their lives, so to them it was second nature. But I came from a culture where most important resources were shared more or less freely. If a person needed something, was it not in everyone’s best interest to see that they get it?  A hunter with a better weapon catches more food for the community. A woodworker with the proper tools makes better furniture for everyone to use. A Shaman with the appropriate plants makes more effective medicines and poultices.
 
   Myotans do claim some things as our own, mostly luxuries, and we trade for newer and better things, but necessities are never up for negotiation. The whole community helps when the flint knapper needs to find the proper rocks or when the orchard-tenders need help keeping scavengers away. What they do ultimately benefits every individual.
 
   But not with the humans. To a person from the Known Nations, every item and service in the world ultimately has a money value attached to it. If a person cannot pay, they cannot get that item or service. If they cannot afford a vehicle or public transportation, they walk. If they cannot afford clothing, they go naked. If they cannot afford food, they starve.
 
   Madness.
 
   And worse yet, they use colorful strips of paper or, even more confusing, abstract numbers in a computer file as go-betweens for hard goods. Would not straight trade be so much simpler in many cases?  If a woodworker wanted food, for example, why didn’t he just give the food provider some of his work in trade?  Why did he have to earn this “money” first and then go trade it for food?
 
   Added to this were all sorts of even stranger concepts. Interest, taxes, equity, liquidity, stock fluctuations, bonds, gross profits, net profits and more. How could they keep track of it all?
 
   I rarely thought of my husband’s people as truly alien anymore, except where this ‘money’ was involved.
 
   Still, I managed to learn enough about human-style finances to barely get by while I was in my husband’s homeland. For a few months, anyway. It caused me no small anxiety as we approached the borders of the outermost nation, Zalon.
 
   Neither my husband nor I, nor any of the crew, were prepared for what greeted us as we touched down in Elysium, Zalon’s main support base for helistats. The landing field was thronged with people, many of them toting cameras of various makes and models. As soon as Lerner and I appeared in the helistat’s doorway to disembark, we were overwhelmed with shouts and questions and the blaring lights of more than two hundred cameras.
 
   So many people!  There were more humans on that tarmac than Myotans in our entire community. And yet they were only a tiny proportion of a single profession, reporters of news. They jostled and shoved each other, shouting and yelling to have their questions heard over their fellows. I hovered very close to my husband, feeling very much like a wobbly foal surrounded by a slavering wolf-pack half a thousand strong.
 
   It was the first time I truly began to comprehend the scale of the Known Nations, a civilization with five hundred million citizens.
 
   Uniformed humans called police appeared at our side and helped us push our way through to a waiting land vehicle. Once inside a representative of the Outland Exploration Commission drove us to our hotel, apologizing for the “media blitz,” as she called it.
 
   The next few days were a blizzard of press conferences and interviews, many of them very bewildering and exhausting. Both my husband and I were very confused by all this, but when an interviewer showed us a recent issue of Outland Explorer magazine, Lerner began to understand. Over the next several weeks, after he made a number of telephone calls, he explained it to me in a way I could eventually understand.
 
   The magazine had as its cover the photo Lerner had taken of me the night when we first met, which had been included as the Sword of Thorena’s mission inventory. News of our courtship and Mating had just reached the KN a few months before, and had been the feature article in the magazine, one of its most popular issues in its fourteen-year history.
 
   So much of what explorers discovered or brought back from the Outlands were abstract, or worse yet, depressing. The discoveries and first contacts were exciting in their own right and they brought much knowledge, but there was little for the average KN citizen to identify with, to connect with. One discovery seemed to blur into another.
 
   Then the story broke of how a sophontologist stationed deep in the Outlands had won the love of a native "beauty"--the magazine’s  words, not mine--and had married her. But, get this, she wasn’t human. It was a romance that crossed all the lines, of distance, of culture, of species. That, the people could identify with. One interviewer said our story was almost Shakespearean, whatever that meant.
 
   Outland Explorer ran the article on us with the title, “The New Face of the Outlands,” focusing on interviews with various Myotans a helistat crew conducted passing by the Tower a few weeks after we were officially Mated. The original author thought the article would get one-time play in one newspaper or another, probably ranking a few inches as a human-interest story. Instead, “OutEx” paid him many thousands of credits and made it the centerpiece of a feature article.
 
   And then a week before the Dream of Milthrai reached the borders of the KN it entered radio range with the KN’s outermost communications outpost and announced that we were coming. The timing was too good for the magazine to pass up. It used all of its considerable influence to muscle up a media frenzy centering on our arrival.
 
   But all the media attention did have a positive effect. Lerner had been afraid his back-pay would not be able to cover the living expenses and the cost of our medical consultations. But almost as soon as we landed we were inundated with offers and endorsements. We not only ended up with enough money to cover all our expenses while we stayed in his homeland, but we had more than enough to cover all future visits we could expect to make.
 
   After the seemingly endless interviews the tours began, sponsored and advertised heavily by various commercial interests. First was Borelea, the last surviving remnant of the old Borelean Empire, now a progressive democracy. We saw the old Imperial palaces standing just a brisk walk from ultra-modern shopping complexes and industrial parks. Next came the nation with the name of Destiny, the technological leader of the KN and Borelea’s only real challenger for dominance of the KN alliance. Destiny was dominated by the Church of the Sphere, which saw the Builders as the divine agents of the humans’ God. The nation was home to the Great Library, the greatest treasure in all of the Known Nations.
 
   The Great Library was the only building I ever encountered that rivaled the Tower in sheer impressiveness. It was over a kilometer cubed with many projecting towers and ramparts, made of one solid block of UTSite like the Tower. Inside, on long-enduring synth-paper, were exact replicas of over a million old Earth books arrayed on shelf after shelf on a hundred different levels.
 
   After the Great Library, we visited Teranesia, a nation composed of a thousand-plus islands in the vast Diamond Sea, a body of water that rivaled Earth’s Pacific Ocean in size. On one of its remotest islands, Malachon, both the Spider Swarms and the entrance to the Underworld were discovered thirty years before. The Underworld Discoveries sparked the KN’s current Age of Exploration. After Teranesia we swept through the other, lesser nations, all the monuments, curiosities, parks, entertainments, and parties blurring together.
 
   Finally we ended up back in Zalon, the newest and most technologically limited of the Known Nations. It was formed just twenty years earlier by an ambitious Outlands warlord, who immediately joined the KN’s loose alliance as soon as his territories were pacified. It was thousands of kilometers further into the Outlands than the other Known Nations, and was the logical place to build the first great explorer helistat base at the city of Elysium.
 
   All this touring took over half of our three-month stay in Lerner’s homeland. It was a breathless and exciting six weeks which I would not have traded for anything, but I was very glad to settle down for the rest of our stay with Lerner’s human family; his mother Siobhan, father Hiroko, and much younger teen-age sister, Helena. Meeting them was perhaps the most tense moment of my visit to the KN, but thankfully they welcomed me into their home graciously.
 
   It was only after things calmed down a bit after that we finally go to see fertility experts. Thanks to our unprecedented coverage by the media, we had over a dozen clinics vying for us to see them.
 
   As expected, our options for having a child of our own were limited, but not totally restricted. Adoption, artificial insemination, and cloning were what we had to choose from. We had a many long, intimate, and sometimes very strained discussions of what to do. Eventually, after much agonizing, we decided to wait. We were both young and could afford to put it off for a number of years yet. Lerner, though eight years my senior, was a male and therefore had no time limit on his fertility. And I was barely twenty at the time; I had at least another decade yet in which I could get pregnant without worrying about age-related complications. We would return to the KN in the future, when in all likelihood we would opt for embryonic cloning, as that would be the closest we could get to truly having children of our own.
 
   Lerner’s family was wonderful in their support. As among my own people, my husband’s union with me did not meet with universal approval. Our critics and detractors were few but very vocal, winding up almost every day on newscasts, Net chat rooms, columns in the paper or on occasion leading sign-toting protesters at the places where we toured. I so feared that Lerner’s family would be among these.
 
   It did not start off well. His father and sister were very accepting, but his mother at first was cold and quiet around me. It took her a while--and much cajoling by her family--to eventually open up around me. I learned toward the end that she hadn't been resentful of my being non-human, but by the fact that I had taken her son so far away from her. But she told me that in the end she came to realize how happy I made Lerner, and what else could parents really wish for their children?  What else really matters in this life?
 
   After that, she insisted I call her Mom.
 
   And in her I saw much of what made Lerner who he was. In truth, all of them were what made most good people who they were: a loving family.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Personality Magazine (PM):  What are your impressions of the KN so far, Mrs. Lerner?
 
   Gossamyr Lerner (GL):  Your lands are very exciting and fascinating, but a little overwhelming. I am still getting used to seeing so many people all at once.
 
   PM: Not used to crowds?
 
   GL: Not on such a scale. Only three hundred and twenty live at our Tower, and we gather all together only rarely. When my husband took me to a--what is it called?--to a soccer game last week, the stadium was filled with over 40,000 people. 40,000!  More than a hundred times all of my people combined, and that is only a tiny fraction of the people who live here in the Known Nations. As I said, it can be a little overwhelming.
 
   PM: I imagine it must not help to find yourself a celebrity.
 
   GL: I still find the idea of “celebrity” to be a very bewildering concept. I do not understand what I have done to deserve such attention. I am only my husband’s Mate.
 
   PM: But that’s just it. People seem to really adore how you and Mr. Lerner fell in love against all odds. You two do make an off-beat and cute couple. My own teen-age daughter just put up a poster of you two in her room.
 
   GL: That is...interesting. Not everyone here thinks so highly of us, though.
 
   PM: It has been reported that you two have had trouble with anti-xenosex protestors.
 
   GL: Yes. They have showed up at almost all of our scheduled appearances, waving their wooden signs and shouting hateful things at us. At first they upset me greatly, and once I made the foolish mistake of trying to argue with them.
 
   PM: They upset you only at first?
 
   GL: My husband eventually pointed out that they were only a small portion of the people who would come to catch a glimpse of us, and that most of the humans we talked to expressed pleasure at seeing us together.
 
   Besides, it is not the first time my husband and I have had to endure hatred because of what we did. I only had to get used to it coming from alien faces.
 
   --condensed from “Gossamyr Lerner: The Interview”, by Aryel Rozhenko, Personality Magazine, November 544 issue, PandoraNet Media, Kylea
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   My ears involuntarily twitched in the direction of the door as I detected my husband’s footsteps approaching our apartment. Lerner had a certain human-heavy rhythm to his footsteps that were unmistakable to my Myotan hearing.
 
   The corridor outside was fairly quiet, as at mid-afternoon most of our neighbors were tending to the orchards under the watchful eye of our hunters armed with human guns. The Xique attacks had tapered off dramatically in the last few days, leading many to hope that the mysterious hunters had called off their unknown vendetta against our people.
 
   I hurriedly hobbled about, making sure everything was in its proper place. The crutch was the same one I had used three years ago after I broke my ankle the day we were Mated. As I hurriedly shoved the last of the cooking utensils out of sight I lit the human-made candle on our eating mat with a minor fire-spirit. The candle was a human custom, not a Myotan one, that I hoped my husband would appreciate.
 
   Lerner pulled aside the privacy curtains to our apartment, blinking in confusion. “Goss?  What’s going on?”
 
   The main room of our apartment was dimly lit, the only illumination was the gentle glowing coals of the central hearth fire and the candle. Our large woven eating mat was freshly-scrubbed and neatly laid out with our nicest wooden bowls and human-made metal eating utensils. At its center stood a thick earthen-ware pot, steam slowly rolling out of the seam of its fitted cover.
 
   “I have kept your early-day meal hot for you,” I said, trying to sound casual.
 
   Lerner pursed his lips. “Goss, Windrider said you were supposed to rest.”
 
   “I was bored. Besides, it was my turn to cook. Are you displeased?”
 
   He shook his head. “Of course not. Just surprised.”  He took his accustomed place at the mat. “Smells good. Is that what I think it is?”
 
   I kneeled opposite him, ladling the contents of the pot into his bowl. I took care not to scoop up the fist-sized, fresh-from-the-hearth-fire stone at the bottom that was keeping the contents warm. “One of your favorites. Dhaki stew with leeks and elbow-plant roots.”  He began stirring his bowl with interest. “This time I tried mixing in some afghuri leaves and some corhus bark into it. I do not think it came out badly at all.”
 
   His stirring slowed and eventually stopped as he frowned into the bowl’s contents. “What is wrong?” I asked.
 
   He put down the bowl. “Why do you always have to do this, Goss?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Experiment. Take chances with the food.”
 
   I did not understand why he was suddenly so upset. “I like to try new things, as you well know, Lerner. I admit that not everything I have cooked has come out well, but please, at least try it.”
 
   He stood, his voice rising with him. “I’m so sick of this!  Why can’t we just have a normal meal?  Why do you always have to take some kind of chance with it?  Why are you always willing to risk everything on a heartbeat’s notice?  Don’t you have any consideration for me?  Skies of Earth, why do you always have to be so goddam reckless?”
 
   He threw his spoon hard on the mat, making it bounce high before clattering to a stop on the metal floor. He stalked off toward his office, fuming. I was too stunned and confused to say or do anything, at first. Then I became angry. How dare he treat me like that?  I had worked hard to make such a nice meal for him!
 
   Then, wondering at my own stupidity, I realized he had not been talking about the meal at all.
 
   I slowly made my way to my feet and hobbled over to the doorway that led to his office. He sat in a human-style swivel chair at a modular plastic desk, both of which had been delivered by a helistat crew two years before. He was typing away furiously at the keyboard to his computer, the one whose batteries had to be recharged every few days at the solar cells we had set up just outside the Great Entrance. I stood in the doorway for many minutes, but he refused to acknowledge me.
 
   “I was looking for you in that forest, Lerner,” I said quietly.
 
   His fingers trembled over the keyboard, their frantic rush momentarily halted. “I know,” he said, his lips quivering and moisture in his eyes. “That’s what made it even more awful.”
 
   I hobbled up to him and he hesitantly opened his arms for me, drawing me onto his lap. I snuggled hard into his shoulder, and he hugged me close, a pleasurably sigh escaping his lips. I knew then, in that non-verbal language that husbands and wives share, that all the difficult feelings that had passed between us since my rescue was instantly forgiven.
 
   We held each other like that, quiet, unmoving, for Spirits know how long. Then I began slowly untying the fastener-string of his shirt and lick-kissed his ear. He responded enthusiastically, his strong human hands gently seeking the most sensual parts of my body. Soon we were caught up in wild throes of love-making as I straddled him on his chair.
 
   I needed him at that moment, hungered for him as few other times in my life. His denial of me since my rescue had hurt deeply. But in our fervent intimacy, all that mattered was the heat of his touch and the soft, rhythmic power of his hips.
 
   Our love-making session finally wound down a good two hours later. We held each other close on our sleeping mat, where we had finally ended up after haphazardly making our way across the apartment, leaving a long trail of clothes behind us. I breathed deeply of our mingled scents, feeling my heart slow and my fur smooth out at his familiar and very comforting scent. Spirits, how could I have ever thought of him as alien?
 
   He snuggled me up to him, saying, “Goss, I’m sorry for blowing up earlier. I’m sorry for everything.”
 
   “I am sorry, too. Perhaps if the situations were reversed I would have felt the same.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have treated you like that. You deserved better, especially after all you’ve been through. It’s just that...” his words faltered.
 
   “That I make you so angry sometimes,” I finished for him. “I know. You make me very angry sometimes, too.”
 
   “What’s wrong with us, Goss?  All we seem to do lately is argue.”
 
   I stroked his hip. “Argue and then make-up afterward, husband. Do not forget that part. Windrider has told me it is natural for couples only a few years Mated like us. We are still adjusting to each other.”
 
   “But--”
 
   “Hush. Do you question the wisdom of our Shaman?”
 
   “But sometimes I have to wonder, Goss. Maybe it would have been better for you if we hadn’t Mated. Maybe I shouldn’t have come here at all.”
 
   “How can you say that?  Lerner, I cannot imagine how my life would have turned out if it had not been for you.”
 
   “You would have Mated someone who could keep you safe. It seems every time you get hurt it’s somehow because of me.”
 
   “I would have done those things--or other so-called ‘reckless’ things--no matter who I was Mated to. Can you truly think of any male in the community who could keep me any safer or saner than you?  I cannot. How about if I had Mated with Cloud?  Our arguments are nothing compared to the wars he and I would have constantly fought.”
 
   “But he could have at least given you children.”
 
   My joyful mood died. I looked away.
 
   “I saw the look on your face,” he continued, “when Feather was showing off little Shardsong last week. Like how her new youngster was the greatest treasure on the entire Shard and you were the poorest beggar on the streets of Lyra.”
 
   My ears hugged my head. “I will not lie and say it is easy. But we discussed this before, especially back in the KN. Your people’s scientists said they can give us children. We agreed we would go back when we were ready.”
 
   “And if I remember right you were never comfortable with the solution they offered.”  Basically, the KN biologists would extract cells from Lerner and myself and use them to make genetic copies of us. Clones. They would advance the cells only to the early embryo stage and then surgically implant them into my womb. After that, they would develop within me like any other fetuses and be birthed and raised as normal children. Indeed, our embryonically cloned children would be indistinguishable from any other youngsters.
 
   Yet the process seemed unnatural to me, and it would not give us true children. I am sure that if we went through with it I would love the youngsters I birthed with all my heart, but children were supposed to be a blending of a Mated couple’s spirits. The embryonic cloning scheme did not combine anything of Lerner and I, just copy us as a potter using the same mold makes exact copies of the same urn.
 
   “And it’s still an experimental procedure,” Lerner was saying. “It’s only been done several dozen times with non-humans, with Orcs and centaurs, and never with a Myotan. All sorts of complications could come up. They’d have to keep you in the KN all through your pregnancy to monitor your condition and then probably through the first year of the kids’ lives to make sure nothing’s wrong with them. We’d be gone from all our friends and family here for at least two or three years.”
 
   “Lerner, please. I knew the day we Mated that children were a remote possibility, but that did not stop me from making the vows. The fact that we even have this option is more than I ever expected, and the sacrifice sounds worth it, when we are ready. Do not worry about it just now. We have many years before we need fear my losing my fertility. Plenty of time. Yes, I am envious sometimes of my female friends and their youngsters, but I can live with that. Until we go back to the KN, you and Windrider and Flier will be family enough for me.”
 
   We snuggled for many heartbeats before Lerner spoke again. “You are a good wife, Gossamyr. Better than I deserve. I can’t help feeling guilty about what happened to you, though.”
 
   “I have a inkling you will always feel guilty about something, husband. It is your way. But let us dwell on other things right now.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   I sat up and stretched. “Like the fact I am famished. I am under a healing spell, after all, and I have certainly worked up an appetite after the last few hours.”  I reached for my crutch.
 
   Suddenly Lerner was on his feet, sweeping me up into his arms. I laughed as he carried me over his shoulder to our eating mat, settled me gently on it, and ladled us both a bowl from the still-warm cooking pot.
 
   It turned out he liked my stew very much.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Earthspan:  An earthspan is a measure of distance used in the Outlands, approximating the distance around Earth at the equator, or 40,000 kilometers. The MegaShard measures roughly 246 earth-spans, or about 20 million kilometers, across.
 
   On expeditions it typically takes an explorer helistat about four weeks to cross one earth-span, though travel times vary widely due to frequent stops for provisioning, refueling, surveying, and contact. The shortest confirmed time for a helistat crossing an earth-span is 11 days 9 hours set by the explorer helistat Galen's Lover, captained by Lady Lawrencia Rhiannon, in 543.
 
   The distance from the KN to several notable Outland landmarks is given below in earthspans.
 
    
 
   North Teleport Node.....……….........0.5
 
   North Sea(Dodge City Settlement)...2.2
 
   X12 (Myotan Settlement)........……..2.9
 
   Forever River..............…………......3.0
 
   X25 (Asgard Statues)...……............7.9
 
   X31 (Ruined Builder City)..……....12.1
 
   Boiler Lord Territory.........……....15.5
 
   Darlan.................………….....…...18.7
 
   NBR 117 (Old Ones Ruins)....…...19.9
 
   Current Extent of Exploration Zone…20.4
 
   Birthing Zone (Shard Center).…..61(est.)
 
   Nearest Shard Edge...........……....67(est.)
 
    
 
   --from The Basic Guide to the Outlands, 546 What the @#$%*&! Is That Thing? edition, Haggerty Publishing, Borelea
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I would never have told any of my human friends this, but their landed helistats always reminded me of immense bugs with shiny, blue-black wings squatting on the grass.
 
   Their vehicles' upper surface was covered over with solar cells that constantly recharged their homopolar batteries, hence its dark and shiny shell. Add to that its flattened raindrop shape and one could not help but be reminded of a beetle with its legs tucked out of sight.
 
   But the humans never saw them that way, or, if they did, never mentioned it. They always talked of their vehicles with great pride and more than a little awe. As well they should. These were craft designed to travel tens of millions of kilometers in their operational lifetimes. The Tower was located over one hundred thousand kilometers away from the Known Nations, a mere tiny fraction of the total distance across the Shard they were designed to explore. Immense explorer helistats, measuring a monstrous three hundred meters from stem to stern, pass through our territory every few months now before heading to or returning from destinations far into the Outlands. And each ship was designed to make many such trips.
 
   I held my Mate's hand as we leisurely walked toward where our newest visiting helistat lay a thousand or so paces from the walls of the Tower, about ninety degrees around from the five-meter-wide doorway of the Great Entrance. Large as it was, the helistat before us was one of the lesser of its kind, a converted cargo helistat barely fifty meters long and twenty meters high at the apex of its hump. The vast majority of its interior would be taken up by dynamic buoyancy gas bladders and a thin but strong composite support frame.
 
   An arrow shuddered into the ground at my husband's feet, stopping us dead. I gasped and Lerner swore.
 
   Its owner appeared a moment later. Cloud walked right up to Lerner, staring him eye-to-eye, snarling, "They are staying!"
 
   "Cloud!" I snapped. "You could have hurt us!"
 
   He snatched only a quick glance at me. "If I truly wanted to harm your...Mate, Gossamyr, that arrow would now be shuddering in his chest." He turned back toward Lerner. "But that does not change what I just learned!  These humans are staying, are they not, Lerner?"
 
   "Yes," Lerner said through clenched teeth. "You knew it was going to happen sooner or later, Cloud. Flier approved this months ago. The Niven's Folly is just the first to be assigned here."
 
   "More humans!" Cloud shouted. "Now they are going to live among us?  It was bad enough we had to put up with you for the past four years..."
 
   "And do you think that, oh mighty Chief Hunter," I snapped, "every time you fly one of Lerner’s gliders?  When you are up in the skies enjoying the rapture of the wind thanks to my husband's generosity, do you curse his name?"
 
   Cloud glared pure murder at me. "One of those gliders also killed Sunwing," he said darkly, referring to the accident which took his own Mate the year before. "I will take this up with Flier."  He gathered his arrow and stalked away.
 
   During such encounters with Cloud I was never happier with my decision to choose Lerner over him. I proudly walked beside my Mate, holding his arm just so in the tradition of Myotans, unafraid to show off to everyone that I was proud to be Lerner's Mate, no matter what Cloud or Azure or any of their his like-minded followers thought of us.
 
   We reached the helistat and Lerner knocked at the side-hatch. A few moments later it swung open and the largest female human I had ever seen stood on the other side of its threshold.
 
   People had told me of her, of course, in the past two weeks as I convalesced, and I had seen several others of her kind during helistat visits in the past. But those had all been males; seeing a female of her race in the flesh was not something I had expected.
 
   She was an Orc. The female's jaw was substantial and powerful, giving her the appearance that she could easily bite my arm clean off, bones and all. Above that was a wide, flat nose and dark, heavy brows. Pointed ears sprouted from a nearly-bald pate, which was shaved clean except for a single, night-dark topknot of hair that spilled down to the small of her back.
 
   She was so big. She easily topped two full meters, a head and a half over my husband. She was broad and powerfully built, with a muscular build few humans could match and no Myotan could achieve without a Tower full of wishful thinking.
 
   She was dressed modestly, in jeans and loosely-buttoned gray flannel shirt, but there was nothing modest about her as she stood brazenly in that doorway, hand on her canted hip and a scowl on her lips.
 
   Her frown melted into an instant smile as her eyes wandered from Lerner to me. "Are you Gossamyr?"
 
   "Y-yes?"
 
   She grabbed up my tool-fingers and shook them vigorously, taking the rest of my body along for the ride. "I am very honored to meet you for real!  What you did two weeks ago, fighting all those Xique to find your husband, that was so ass-kicking cool!"
 
   "It was stupid," Lerner grumbled.
 
   The Orc woman turned toward him. "You dishonor her by belittling her deed, scientist."  She pronounced the last word as if she were saying dung-eater or baby-slayer.
 
   Now it was my husband's turn to scowl.
 
   I liked her.
 
   "I'm Amethyst, of the Bloodrinker clan," she said as she stepped aside so we could enter. "My ancestors served as honor guard in the ancient Borelean Empire, and my mother and grandmothers fought in the Teranesian War of Independence."
 
   The other Orcs I had met had also introduced themselves by quoting their family's great deeds. It must be part of their customs, most of which I had read that they adopted from records of Earth’s great warrior cultures, such as the Samurai and the Masai.
 
   "I am honored to meet you, Amethyst. Are you the captain?"
 
   "Me?  'Fraid not. I'm the security specialist and sometimes double as secondary pilot and engineer. Jackie's the captain. I just wanted the honor of greeting you and your husband at the door. C'mon. We've set everything up in the cargo hold."
 
   Amethyst led us through a short stretch of hallway to the cargo hold that took up the central portion of the ship. I had been on a similar vessel when I had traveled to the KN two years before. Many of these vessels had served as commercial cargo haulers between the principalities of the Known Nations before being converted into exploration craft. The crew quarters and operational machinery were arrayed in a ring around a central rectangular cargo module, which can either be outfitted with a standard cargo space or with special-purpose modules such as laboratories or pre-fabricated advanced bases.
 
   A double-layered sliding door shifted open to reveal a cargo hold overladen with boxes but with a large space cleared out in the center for two back-to-back folding tables and a half-dozen chairs. Two humans--baseline humans, like my husband--were inside. One, a male, sat with his legs up on the table, studiously smoking a cigarette. The dark glasses which hid his eyes were a perfect match for his dark hair and black leather jacket. Despite his new affectations, though, I recognized him instantly. “Louis!”.
 
   He grinned broadly as he came over to hug me. We all laughed and exchanged pleasantries as he punched Lerner affectionately on the shoulder and brushed his lips on my cheek. “Never did get to kiss the bride!  Ha!”
 
   I mock-scowled at Lerner. “Why didn’t you tell me Louis was here?”
 
    He just grinned. “I wanted to keep it a surprise.”
 
   The female human watching all this, for a refreshing change, was about my size, maybe only a centimeter or two taller. She had a shock of short, reddish hair and a face punctuated by a number of small blemishes my husband later called freckles. She wore a pair of wide-lens glasses which made her blue eyes seem unusually large and expressive, almost Myotan in character. She identified herself as Jacqueline McDevitt but was quickly distracted by a coffee machine beeping behind her. She seemed to be one of those people who were constantly harried by too many things to do and not enough time to do them in.
 
                 "...So Rumiko got hired out on an expedition to Boiler Lord territory. But they couldn't fit me on as they were already overloaded with Mages, and we couldn't turn down the money she was being offered. So I figured if she was going to be gone eighteen months, I might as well sign on to an expedition myself."  Louis was saying. “And I must admit, Gossamyr, that you're looking a lot better now that you aren’t bleeding to death.”
 
   Amethyst crossed her tree-trunk arms. "Not that you were much help with the Xique, you charlatan of a Mage."
 
   Louis snarled, like he had been expecting her to insult him. "Hey, I got the healing spell on her when we rescued her, didn't I?  I stopped her bleeding!"
 
   "Only after Lerner had to yell at you to do something. You just stood there looking stupidly at her when he pulled her in, like you had never seen blood before. And you could have done something about the Xique pursuing her."
 
   Louis' brows knitted together, his face reddening. Amethyst was obviously trying to make him angry, and succeeding. "Security was your job, Orc!" Louis spat.
 
   Amethyst's fists curled. "Hedge wizard!"
 
   "Merc!"
 
   "Slacker!"
 
   "Slut!"
 
   "Do I look like your mother?"
 
   And so it went for a number of minutes. Jacqueline came over to join me and my husband, and I caught Lerner and her smirking. My confusion must have shown through into my expression because Jacqueline leaned over and whispered in my ear, "Oh, don't worry about them. They do that all the time. Louis is just way too dense to understand that Amethyst is flirting with him. That's how Orcs do things. They think a vicious argument is a kind of foreplay. If she really didn't like him she'd just ignore him or pound him into a fine pasty pulp."
 
   I whispered back, "But why doesn't anyone tell him that?"
 
   She shrugged. "There's no TV this far out, so we have to do something for entertainment."
 
   My husband snorted back a laugh.
 
   Humans.
 
   The argument ground to a halt when Jacqueline laid a coffee pot on the table and distributed cups. Louis settled into a dour silence and did his best to ignore Amethyst. The Orc woman seemed both pleased and disappointed with the way the argument had gone. Maybe she had wanted it to last longer. Jacqueline, however, brightened right up. No matter their true cause, the arguments between her crewmates had to wear on her sometimes.
 
   "Dinner will be ready in a few minutes," the captain said. “We have a lot of KN food in stores, Lerner. Louis told me you'd really appreciate a Lara-style pizza."
 
   My husband's eyebrows arced high. "You have that?"
 
   "I just put it in the oven before you got here. A real oven, not a microwave, and I made everything from scratch, if you can count bottled sauce as scratch."
 
   "Wow," Lerner said. My husband finally noticed the food scents. "That smells incredible," he said.
 
   Jacqueline bowed marginally from her seat. "Thank you. If there's one thing I've learned in my years in the Outlands is that there's nothing more essential to crew morale than decent food. When you're half a million klicks away from home, feeling isolated and lonely, it matters a lot if you're eating cold canned beans or warm freshly-baked bread. People first thought I was crazy buying all that food-prep equipment for the helistat, but you'd be surprised how many vet explorers apply to my crew, despite the lower pay because I'm an independent, because of my reputation as a chef. The newbies always go for the large, glory-filled expeditions. The older ones who've been around the Shard a few times can appreciate the importance of simple comforts over slightly higher pay."  She turned toward Amethyst and Louis. "Right guys?"
 
   Louis quipped, "Higher pay would be nice, too."
 
   "You could always walk home."
 
   "Only if you bake some cookies for the trip."
 
   I sighed and looked around. "I thought there were four of you on board," I said. "Where's the other one?"
 
   All the humans looked at each other, their expressions unreadable.
 
   "He's doing a maintenance check," Jacqueline said. "He'll join us after we eat."
 
   Their response seemed odd but I didn't pursue the matter. "So tell me the story behind your ship's name. The Niven's Folly."  I had learned that most helistats were named after some legend or another, and I was always fascinated to hear of them. The helistat that had made contact with us, and consequently brought my husband to me, was called the Sword of Thorena, named after the favored weapon of the first empress of the Borelean Empire. The Galen's Lover, one of the helistats that most frequently passed through, was named after the mysterious lover of Galen, the younger brother of the third Borelean Empress, Iyako the Lion. Who, what sex, or even what species Galen's lover was remains lost to history, but it is known that Galen risked his life in his sisters' succession duel in order to save his lover from execution.
 
   "It's nothing special," Jacqueline told me. "It's kind of named after an author from old Earth. He wrote Ringworld. Ever hear of it?"
 
   I shook my head.
 
   "In the era it was written it was well-received as a piece of science fiction, but little else. But when my people found a copy of it in the Great Library, it was obvious it was one of the seminal works of the human literature. It was the first book we know of to ever take the subject of megastructure engineering seriously, even if it was meant primarily as a work of fiction. He got a lot wrong, but he also, surprisingly, was dead-on about other things. The book is very popular back in the KN. It's required reading in secondary school."
 
   "It sounds interesting," I said. "I'll have to read it some time."
 
   Louis grumped, "Its not that great."
 
   Lerner chuckled. "Louis was named after the hero of that book. He’s never been too happy with it. It’s like being called Beowulf or Hamlet."
 
   “Only dorkier,” Louis added.
 
   "So anyway," Jacqueline continued, gesturing to the world around us. "This is kind of where Mr. Niven started us on the path to, so everything that's happened is kind of his fault. Niven's Folly. Get it?"
 
   "Clever," I said.
 
   "Thanks. It's about time someone noticed that."  A ding from an adjoining room pulled her away, and within a minute she returned with a large circular pan with steaming, multi-colored contents. I had never been that big a fan of human cuisine, but I had to admit that it smelled wonderful.
 
   It tasted equally so, even if the first bite burned my mouth. Lerner snickered as I desperately fanned my lolling tongue. He could have warned me!  I shot him a you're-going-to-sleep-alone-tonight-if-you-don't-shut-up look, a weapon in every wife’s arsenal whose effectiveness transcended species.
 
   The humans talked during the meal. I mostly listened. Cloud would have been surprised; not once did they mention or even hint at the fact that they were here to destroy the Myotan way of life.
 
   Jacqueline talked at length of how she got the contract for coming here from the OEC by out-low-bidding everyone else. Her profits wouldn't be much because she put in such a low bid, but the six months she stayed here did guarantee six straight bank payments for the helistat taken directly from her pay. Other jobs did not necessarily guarantee that, and much of an explorer's income comes from survey and specimen-gathering work in an inherently unreliable market.
 
   Most of their talk on finances went over my head. The concept of money still made my head hurt at times.
 
   We were just finishing the meal when Jacqueline, cleaning up some of the dishes, remarked casually. "Ah, here's our fourth crewmember now. Gossamyr, meet Dumas."
 
   I glanced at both doorways leading into the cargo hold, but saw no one enter. I was about to ask Jacqueline if there really was a fourth crewmember when I saw over a dozen hairy black spiders, each larger than my fist, descend from the ceiling on a glistening strands of silk.
 
   Quite naturally, I screamed.
 
   Do not get me wrong. I am not one of those females who jump up on a cot and chatter in panic whenever they see something with more than four legs. Hardly. But seeing this...mass...of hairy, scabrous arthropods scrabble over the table sent a panic signal shooting down my backbone to the tip of my short tail.
 
   My first instinct was to run away. That lasted for about a second, and I fought it down. My second instinct was to squash them. I shot up and grabbed the chair behind me, intent on doing just that.
 
   Lerner grabbed my arms a split second before I could deliver my blow. "Goss!  Don't!" he yelled. "That's a Spider Swarm!"
 
   "A what?"
 
   "A Spider Swarm. You remember me telling you about them on Malachon Island, right?  You wanted to meet one but we didn't have time."
 
   Now I recalled. They were a kind of non-human species. They were a pack intelligence, with up to twenty different tarantula-sized spiders sharing the same interconnected mind through some kind of metal-rich radio-like organ in their thoraxes.
 
   At the time I had originally read about them, I had thought it would be really intriguing to meet such an unusual sentient species. But now, confronted with what was essentially a heap of fourteen long-legged, hairy spiders, I was not so sure.
 
   Still, some of my original revulsion and panic began to drain away. I became aware that Louis was snickering. Both Amethyst and Jacqueline gave him dirty looks.
 
   I lowered the chair, never taking my eyes off the spiders. "Do they--does it talk?" I asked Lerner.
 
   "Yes," the spiders answered, with a voice like a dozen people whispering at once. Like all species on the Shard, they had been bioengineered by human Builders, and the one thing our creators did was ensure that all of their daughter species had at least the basic capability of verbal speech. "Sorry I startled you, Mrs. Lerner. I could not resist making a dramatic entrance."
 
   All the spiders joined in an odd hissing chorus. Sss. Sss. Sss.
 
   Was that a laugh?
 
   I looked at the spiders more closely. They were larger than the tarantulas that occasionally popped up near the Tower, about ten centimeters long from fangs to the rear tip of their abdomens. Their heads and thoraxes seemed proportionally bigger, and I noted a shiny, metallic hexagon showing on each of their mid-sections. From what I recalled from that magazine article read so long ago that would be the antenna-like structure of their all-organic but metal-rich radio-organ that allowed the minds of the spiders to network like so many computer stations.
 
   Some of the spiders wore small plastic and cloth harnesses, obviously designed to help them haul around tools and small burdens. And I wondered how they could manipulate tools without hands, until I realized that over a dozen spiders coordinating together with eight barbed legs each would probably be far more dexterous with tools than any human or Myotan.
 
   "Er, sorry I tried to squash you," I said awkwardly.
 
   "That's okay," the spiders whispered. "I'm used to it. I'm the engineer on board. You know, I fix the bugs in the machinery. Get it?  Bugs?"  Again the sss-sss-sss of arachnopod laughter.
 
   "Are you male or female?"
 
   Some of the spiders skittered off the table and scuttled across the floor. I squelched my instincts to shuffle away from them. "You mammals are too obsessed with gender," the remaining spiders said. "Never mind my element-bodies there. I'm just going to check on some things while I talk to you. As for your question, I'm both. My individual element bodies only last several years. I have to continually mate and breed them in order to perpetuate myself. Inbreeding will eventually get the better of me, as it does all Swarms, but hopefully that won't be for another couple of decades yet."
 
   "I see," I said to be polite. "And what does your name mean?  Doo-Moss?"
 
   The tarantulas crawled over themselves for a moment. "I named myself after an author from old Earth. Alexandre Dumas. Wrote The Three Musketeers and The Count of Monte Christo. I love those books!"
 
   Jacqueline smiled. "Dumas is a bit of a swashbuckling buff."
 
   Dumas' individual bodies now leapt over each other excitedly, some grabbing forks and spoons and engaging in mock sword battles with them. It was the first time I noticed that the two forelegs on each spider were modified with closable hooks on their ends to allow them easier grasping of items. "You bet!" Dumas exulted. "One for all and all for one!  What Spider Swarm wouldn't like a human who wrote things like that?"
 
   All conversation came to an abrupt halt as a loud thump sounded far overhead. "What was that?" Jacqueline asked.
 
   "Give me a minute," Dumas said. "I'll send one of my element-bodies up topside to check it out."
 
   Apparently Dumas could engage in a number of different activities at once. His speech was surprisingly human-like, but it was obvious from watching him that he was anything but. Perhaps his friendly mannerisms and humor were but hard-won skills acquired after many years of living and working among humans. My husband had adopted himself well to Myotan culture after nearly four years among us. Would it be unreasonable to assume that Dumas hadn't done the same in the Known Nations?
 
   After a minute of uncomfortable silence, Dumas' element bodies suddenly began leaping around the room in anxiety. The tarantulas could apparently clear nearly four meters in a single bound when they put themselves to it.
 
   "Jackie!" Dumas said. "On the roof!  It's the young Myotan named Brightwind, and he's bleeding!  Badly!"
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   I hastily cast a healing spell on Brightwind, silently urging the nanites to do their work with haste. The last was a useless gesture, I know. The spell instructed the nanites in the Matrix to their task in the same way as always. I had no control with any subtleties.
 
   Cloud’s little brother was twelve now. His light gray coating of fur had begun to sport generous blond streaks that looked like splashes of gold. His soulful green eyes and handsome sweep of wing meant that he was surely meant to blow the first winds of desire into the hearts of many young females. His body had just gone through its first growth spurt of adolescence, meaning he would have to work harder at flying than he used to. His father had made a gift to him of a small human-made steel knife on his landmark day. Brightwind had used it constantly since, discovering a talent for wood carving and whittling. His favorite subjects were always the human helistats, which he still swore he would pilot some day.
 
   I had known Brightwind since he was born. I had seen him grow from a suckling infant to a bright, happy youth impatient to grow up.
 
   Now my hands were soaked with his blood as I sat next to where he lay on Jacqueline's cot. His body had lengthy gashes in a dozen places, all soaking his bandages to overflowing.
 
   He was dying. I did not know if my healing spells or human medicine was going to change that. The damage to his body was simply too extensive, his blood loss too catastrophic.
 
   He was twelve years old.
 
   The humans were arrayed behind me. Lerner had run back to the Tower for help. I could hear some of the element bodies of the Spider Swarm scrabble on the ceiling, staying out of the way. Besides our breathing, it was the only sound in the suddenly-quiet room.
 
   We had found Brightwind on the apex of the helistat's gas envelop, his blood feeding small streams of crimson that dripped off the side of the vehicle meters away. One of his wings was half-shredded.
 
   The human drugs ebbed away his pain and grogginess. He looked up at me with semi-lucid eyes. "G-Gossamyr..."
 
   "Hush," I said. "You're hurt, little flier..."
 
   "No!"  He tried to sit up, but could barely lift his head. "Gossamyr, listen!  Xique--they're in the Tower!"
 
   "What?"
 
   "I do not know what happened. I was sleeping when I heard a lot of yelling, then gunfire, and then my mother dragging me out of the apartment and up the ramps toward the higher levels. I heard the screech of Xique behind us, and rifles firing. Someone shouted at us that there were hundreds of Xique in the Tower..."
 
   My gut knotted. "Hundreds?"
 
   He nodded weakly. "Yes."  Behind me someone shuffled out of the room. I paid the action little mind. "I knew what had to be done. I shouted at my mother, but she would not listen. I finally had to pull away from her, make my way to a ledge on one of the upper levels. I was by myself. Xique crèche-mates attacked me just as I reached an open entranceway on the third level. I--I fought them off as best I could, but one kept hanging on even as I launched myself onto the winds. It kept tearing and tearing at me, but I was finally able to smash it off against the side of the Tower."
 
   "But why?" I asked, tears cutting deep rivulets in my thin facial fur. "Why did you come out here?  Why didn't you stay with your mother, where you'd be safe?"
 
   "I had to get the humans, Gossamyr. They will help us. They're our friends--"  Brightwind said a few more words, but his voice had degenerated into a barely-audible whisper, then into a sibilant hiss as his blood-caked chest shallowly rose and fell, rose and fell.
 
   Jacqueline's voice cracked behind me. "Is he--?"
 
   Louis, who had been manning a portable medical scanner at the head of the cot, shook his head slowly. "Not yet. He's just unconscious. But there’s a good chance he'll never wake up again."
 
   Twelve years old.
 
   I gently stroked Brightwind's folded wing membrane and quietly prayed for him. If I do not see you again in this life, little flier, I will greet you when both our spirits fly above the Shards.
 
   "Come on, let's go," Amethyst shouted from the doorway. I turned to see her just returning form the hallway. She carried several large rifles of a type I had never seen before. She tossed one to Louis just as Lerner entered the room behind her.
 
   “Gossamyr,” he gasped. “The Xique...”
 
   I nodded solemnly. “Brightwind told us.”
 
   “They didn’t attack me,” my husband said. “But they wouldn't let me enter. They just hissed a warning at me. There were only a few of them by the entrance. But there were so many tracks going into the Tower. I could hear screams...”
 
   We all looked at Lerner, then at the weapons in Louis and Amethyst’s hands. The spider swarm whispered from above, "Amethyst, what do you intend to do?"
 
   The towering Orc set her jaw in a hard, grim line, fingers tensing on her weapon. "Making sure that kid wasn’t just sucking oxygen when he said we were the Myotans’ friends. Come on!"
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   Newly-encountered peoples during a first contact situation will have three general responses: they’ll greet you, they’ll run away, or they’ll try to murder you.
 
   New explorers are usually shocked by how often it’s option number three.
 
   --from The Explorer Profession, an OEC Orientation Booklet, Sheltem Publishing Group, Teranesia, 543.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Bodies were strewn everywhere. I whispered a fervent thanks to the Sky Spirit that most of them were not Myotan.
 
   Barely twenty minutes had passed since Brightwind had shuddered into unconsciousness. A storm of hot debate had quickly followed Amethyst's bold statement; not so much if we should help my people, but how. Jacqueline ceded her authority in this matter to Amethyst, as she was the only fighting expert among us. The Orc's plan had originally been to send only herself and Louis, the only other experienced combatant aboard, into the Tower.
 
   I would hear none of that. These were my people. I could not sit in safety while they were being slaughtered. I calmly, coldly told Amethyst that I was going with her and Louis, and that she had better show me how to work one of her strange rifles.
 
   Amethyst began to protest, but then she locked eyes with me and her words ground to a halt. She was three times my size and could have snapped me in two with a flexing of her arms. But she nodded and tossed me a rifle, showing me its basic operations.
 
   The others wanted to go, too. Lerner made an especially impassioned case. The people in the Tower were his as well.
 
   Amethyst shot that idea down, for two reasons. One, even if things went well for us, there would be a desperate need for medical attention after the Xique were driven off. Jackie and Lerner should concentrate on organizing supplies with that in mind and maybe help coordinate with us via radio. Second, if things didn't go well for us, Jackie and Lerner would act as a "Hail Mary" back up, whatever that meant.
 
   She did decide to take Dumas, however. As Lerner pointed out, the Xique think very species-specific. They had never seen a Spider Swarm before, and would not recognize them as an enemy. Amethyst planned on using him as a scout, so Dumas busied himself by having his element-bodies gather equipment harnesses and mini-radios for themselves.
 
   Strange, that you could think of Dumas in both the singular and plural and be right both times.
 
   Lerner and I had only a few brief heartbeats to ourselves to say good-bye, as we shuffled away from the others. I could see the reluctant near-panic in his eyes at our separation. I felt a dull gnawing in my stomach at the thought that this could be the last time I would ever see him.
 
   I could see in his eyes that he wanted to be with me.  I said gently, "I'll be careful. Rescue me if I get in trouble, okay?"
 
   He swallowed back his words, nodding slowly. We bent close, holding each other fiercely. We gently touched forehead to forehead and nose to muzzle, drinking deeply of each others' scent.
 
   We reluctantly pulled away and rejoined the others. I grabbed up my weapons and headset radio, joining Amethyst, Louis, and Dumas as we stole out of the vehicle.
 
   We quietly made our way across the half-kilometer distance between the helistat and the Tower. Of course the Xique would have ignored the enormous sky ship; it reeked of humans, and both the distance and the massive walls of the Tower would have prevented us from hearing any commotion within that immense structure. Still, the guilt ate away at me. I had been safe, laughing and gorging myself on exotic human food, as my people faced their greatest peril in living memory.
 
   Both Louis and Amethyst carried large backpacks that they had hastily stuffed while I had said good-bye to my Mate. On the outside of these were three more of these "assault" rifles we carried secured with generous rolls of duct tape. Amethyst's basic plan was to fight our way through the Xique to whatever Myotans remained hearty and arm them with these guns and other weapons the humans carried in their backpacks.
 
   Also on the outside of their packs, split neatly into two groups, was Dumas. His element bodies scuttled excitedly, one every once in a while alighting itself on the Orc's shoulder to see what was going on.
 
   As we crossed the grass-covered no-man's land between the Tower and the helistat, I heard soft wingbeats far overhead. The sound would be too subtle for the humans to pick up with their limited hearing. I looked up and saw Myotan silhouettes against the Shards. First one or two, than more than a dozen.
 
   At least some had made it to the upper levels, and had sent the children winging toward safety.
 
   Toward the helistat, I suddenly realized. Brightwind wasn't the only one in the community with faith in our human friends and their technological power. I had to wonder if that would ever be a liability someday, but today I was grateful for it.
 
   I whispered into the voice-activated radio at my lips. The gain on it was turned up enough that it could easily pick up the soft sound. "Lerner, husband, are you there?"
 
   He answered immediately from the bridge of the sky ship, his voice loud in my earpiece. "I'm here, Goss. Are you okay?"
 
   "Yes. There are more youngsters flying toward the helistat. Help them."
 
   "Jackie's already heading up topside. Maybe you guys should wait and see what they have to say about the situation inside."
 
   Amethyst spoke into the common channel. "Tell us as we go. We've wasted enough time on preparations. People might be dying."
 
   "But once you're inside the Tower the UTSite walls will block our signal."
 
   "That's partially the reason why I brought Dumas along. His element bodies are each fixed with a radio. He'll set up relays at least part of the way into the Tower. As we go up levels we’ll try to send at least one element body to a ledge so it can burst you an update."
 
   My husband was quiet for several heartbeats. "Okay. I'll let you guys know as soon as we find out anything here."
 
   We were silent when we found the first of many Xique bodies a dozen or so meters from the main entrance. They were piled thickly just inside, beyond the doors and barricade my people had erected after the first attacks. The Xique my husband mentioned guarding the entrance were not to be seen; most likely they had joined their fellows inside.
 
   My people had not been stupid. After the Xique made it clear we were their enemy, we had barricaded all the entrances with solidly-constructed fortifications and doubled all the sentries, especially at night. As we slowly made our way in, the bodies and spent ammunition strewn about told the tale of what had happened. The Xique had not quite taken the sentries by complete surprise. They'd gotten close, though, before the sentries had spotted them and opened fire. Then a mob of Xique must have rushed the entrance.
 
   As we advanced along the wide main corridor, we discovered many Xique bodies, but only a few Myotan ones. I recognized most of them; Skyeyes, Whisper, Ripplefur, Sunlight. Warmbreeze's face was ruined, but his wing tattoos of red-feathered birds, painstakingly rendered over the years by his Mate, Rainfall, were unmistakable.
 
   Recognizing each one was like someone smashing a hammer to my stomach. I had grown up knowing them all. In a community our size, you could not avoid such a thing.
 
   Upon closer examination, we discovered that each one's weapon was spent or nearly so, with few spare bullets on them. Yet, I knew for a fact that each sentry always carried a generous amount of extra ammunition. The defenders must have fought a fighting retreat against the invaders, giving the rest of the community time to rouse and retreat to the upper levels.
 
   "Why didn't we hear the gunfire?" Louis' voice was barely a whisper.
 
   "We were too busy laughing," I said quietly.
 
   "The big question," Amethyst said, "is why aren't we hearing gunfire now?"  She quickly directed Dumas to get busy setting up the radio relay with the helistat. She didn't want to go any further without establishing that.
 
   As soon as his element-bodies scampered away, we all drew quiet, stopping in our tracks so as to minimize the noise around us. Even Dumas stopped the constant scuttling of his remaining element bodies.
 
   "I can hear guns," I said. The others looked at me quizzically. "It's very far off, though. Many levels above us." I paused. "I think I can also hear Xique screeches. A lot of them. They must have pursued my people into the upper levels."
 
   Louis shook his head. "Why didn't the Xique leave a sentry or two down here?  You know, to cover their retreat or head off reinforcements."
 
   "They did at first, remember?"  The two humans grimaced at hearing my husband’s voice in their ear. "They must have been anxious to get in on the kills and left to join the fight."
 
   I toed one of the Xique corpses, its head nearly blown half off by an expertly-placed bullet, as he continued. "The Xique aren’t soldiers. They are hunters. Everything they know involves felling prey, not invading fortified structures against a hostile force. They would have only a very rudimentary grasp of tactics, and that would only be for small hunting packs, not a huge mob of full Xique and all their crèche-mates. They would just attack and try to overwhelm through sheer numbers and ferocity."
 
   Louis looked up and down the wide corridor, lit here and there by a still-smoldering torches. "Yeah, but after taking so many losses..."
 
   "They are protecting their Prey Gods. I’ve had plenty of time to read up on them in the past few weeks, records from human expeditions who have peacefully contacted others of their kind. They worship the huge animals that they hunt. They believe the oxen and megabison and apatosauri willingly and selflessly give up their lives to feed the Xique. After all, the Xique reason, their prey are so much larger and stronger than they are, and they number so many more than the Xique that they could easily combine their vast numbers and simply wipe out all the predators if they wished. The Xique believe they are allowed to exist only by the selfless martyrdom of their Prey Gods. Its the only thing they’re truly fanatic about. Anyone besides them who hunts the herds they are so dependent on are sometimes sought out and destroyed without mercy. They must think the Myotans were harming the herds, but I don’t see how. They must have been assembling this mob to attack us for months."
 
   Amethyst nodded, speaking into our common channel. "Okay, we've reached the main community corridor. A lot of bodies, most of them Xique. No live hostiles yet. No Myotan survivors either. We think everyone retreated to the upper levels and the Xique pursued them."
 
   "That matches with what we've been able to get out of the youngsters. The kids say that most of the community is holed up in the storage megaroom near the Tower's north edge on level thirteen. Remember where that is, Goss?  It's large enough to hold everyone, but only has four entrances, making it somewhat defensible."
 
   I nodded. "Makes sense. We store some supplies there. Did the children say how many are injured?"
 
   He was several heartbeats replying. "Blackfur says they were mostly able to stay ahead of the Xique. They were sent on ahead while the adults occupied the Xique with their guns, giving them time to reach upper-level ledges and glide here."
 
   "How many Xique do they think there are?" Amethyst asked.
 
   Another pause. "Well over a hundred full Xique. Maybe twice that many."
 
   Amethyst grimaced. However marvelous or lethal she believed her weapons to be, even she was hesitant at taking on hundreds of vicious killing machines in the tight corridors of the Tower.
 
   But what choice did we have?
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   I had no idea that such horrible weapons could exist. Or, worse yet, that they had been mass-produced by our human friends.
 
   I had run across mentions of wars again and again both in the histories of the Known Nations and on old Earth. But those had been abstractions, mere historic facts that were easy to glaze over.
 
   But to see these Assault Rifles in action added a horrific reality to those tales. If these were real, if these weapons were so destructive, then what of the other, more powerful weapons I had read about?  Grenades and missiles and nuclear bombs?
 
   A loud chuff sounded behind us. I twirled around to see a Xique barreling at us from behind. Dumas hissed a warning into our radios, but I was the only one who was in a position to do anything before it was on us. Spirits, those things could move so fast!  My finger squeezed the trigger on the assault rifle, already held at the ready, leveled in my hands.
 
   The weapon jumped in my grip. It was not designed for Myotans, and it was hard to compensate for the recoil with my slight mass. I gritted my teeth and did my best to hold the stream of death bursting from its barrel steady. My teeth rattled.
 
   Fur and flesh exploded in a half-dozen locations on the Xique's body. It kept coming, roaring its defiance at me the entire time. The wounds would have been instantly fatal on any Myotan or human, but the Xique was barely starting to stumble. I only had half a heartbeat before I would be in reach of its claws.
 
   But my shots had slowed it down enough for the others to take action. A near-deafening roar erupted behind me and to my right, adding another burst of fire to my own. Another sounded to my left, reaping the Xique' crèche-mates just a few strides behind their now-dying master.
 
   The full Xique crashed to the floor and skidded to within centimeters of my foot. My toes were splashed with the blood of his last, shuddering breath. I shivered away a chill.
 
   What truly terrified me most about these weapons was not that they existed, but how grateful I was to have one in my hands.
 
   "Dammit, Dumas!" Amethyst growled. "You're supposed to warn us about attacks from the rear. That's why we have some of your element-bodies trailing us!"
 
   "I don't know where that one came from!" Dumas said through the radio-link. "He must have snuck by me. They can be very stealthy when they want to be."
 
   "Just pay better attention next time."
 
   "I am doing what I can."
 
   "Shh!" I said.
 
   Amethyst nodded. "She's right. Our chattering's going to give us away..."
 
   "No!" I snapped. "I hear something. Some kind of vibration. I can just barely make it out."
 
   They stopped in their tracks and looked at me expectantly. Louis' brows shot up. "I hear it too. Kind of like a low hum very far away."
 
   My ears twitched one way and then another, trying to locate its source. The sound was almost subsonic, and seemed to be coming from everywhere around us. Myotans had superior hearing to humans, but our ears were oriented more toward the higher end of the sound spectrum. At the lower end we and humans were almost equal.
 
   "What is it?" Amethyst asked. "Is it like a machine hum?"
 
   "No," I said. "Not machine nor musical either. It is hard to describe. It is like, um,--"
 
   "Like a million bugs buzzing miles away," Louis said.
 
   "I would not put it quite like that," I said. "But I guess that is close enough."
 
   Amethyst looked at Louis in alarm. "A million bugs?  Do you mean that literally?  Is there something wrong with the Nanotech Matrix?"
 
   Louis and I locked gazes for a brief second. We had not thought of that, yet we were supposed to be the experts.
 
   Louis tucked his gun onto his shoulder. "Give me a second and I'll check with a Matrix Analysis spell."
 
   My ears perked up. "A what?"
 
   "It's a low-level casting that'll tell me what's happening with the Matrix in about a one kilometer radius. It'll tell me primarily if there are any Weirds or Dead Zones or major programs in effect in the radius. I’ll show it to you later, if we live through this."
 
   Amethyst nodded, looking around nervously. "Hurry up. I don't like staying in one spot for too long."
 
   Louis closed his eyes, relaxed his shoulders, and began whispering to himself. Very minimalist compared to most spirit-callings I had been taught, but that was not surprising. My people, and most peoples in the Outlands, my husband has told me, view the simple spells and other Matrix phenomena that survived the Great Cataclysm as true magic or as some spiritual manifestation. Windrider and I call our spells spirit-callings, after all, for that was what we were taught that we do, call out to the souls of objects and creatures to do our bidding.
 
   But the Known Nations discovered the true nature of the Matrix shortly after their industrial revolution of 70 years ago. They had the unique opportunity to develop Matrix Manipulation as a science and have dispensed with a great amount of ceremony that less advanced cultures indulged in.
 
   But not completely. I noticed his fingers dancing at his sides, reminiscent of the elaborate hand-gestures that many of the KN's Mage Guilds employed before the Matrix’s true nature became apparent.
 
   His gestures stopped and for more than a minute he was silent, unmoving. Amethyst, Dumas and I were quiet to allow him to concentrate, peering into the corridors around us for any sign of our enemies. We had been lucky so far, in that we had only encountered a few stragglers in the past hour and had avoided the main mob of Xique that was surely in the Tower somewhere, perhaps clustered around where my people were making a stand on the thirteenth level. But then the Tower was so huge--nearly five cubic kilometers of volume--that it is difficult to look for anything specific, even a large mob of taloned killers, in such a space.
 
   Louis' eyes snapped open. "Holy shit."
 
   "What?" Amethyst and I shot at him simultaneously.
 
   "There's a Weird in the Tower. A big one, too, almost a ten meters in radius. It's centered on a Dead Zone above us somewhere. Hold on, let me check my map."  He pulled out his wrist computer and tapped a few keys, then ran his thumb furiously over the trackball. "I'm only guessing on this. The spell gave me a sense of approximate distance and direction, but not any definitive measuring units. But I'd say it's centered about there, on level forty-five or fifty. Somewhere in the center. And it's been there for about several weeks."
 
   "About the time the Xique attacks started," I said.
 
   Amethyst looked from the small computer display to me. "Do your people use that part of the Tower?"
 
   "Rarely. We only bother with the upper levels for the gliders or with children playing. We rarely go into the interior where there's no light. The last person who did that extensively was Lerner when he did his initial surveys of the Tower four years ago."
 
   Amethyst clamped her massive jaw tight as she thought furiously for a few moments. A Weird could mean serious trouble. The nanites that made up the Matrix numbered in the uncountable trillions, and though they were heartier than any organic microorganisms, they often wore out after a fairly short time. That meant, that like other microbes, they had to replicate themselves constantly. And like anything that reproduces, bit errors in the replication process can occur, resulting in mutations. Most nanite mutations simply cause the machine to break down or not function altogether. If a surviving nanite has a noticeable mutation, the other, "mainstream" nanites have been programmed to hunt it down and annihilate it without mercy. But every once in a great while, a nanite will mutate in a subtle enough way that it won't be detected, allowing it to replicate. This continues until it and its offspring has some noticeable affect on the environment, at which point the mainstream nanites notice something is wrong and begins attacking the mutants in force. However, depending on how successful a mutant strain of nanites is, the area that they could affect could be from a few centimeters to a few dozen kilometers across. This area is what KN Magi call a Weird.
 
   Weirds are dangerous not so much as they'll actively cause harm to organisms in the area, but that they are virtually undetectable by normal means. If a spell is cast in a Weird, the mutant nanites will interpret the commands in unpredictable ways. If I were to summon a fire-spirit in one, it may function normally, it may just a generate a barely-perceptible spark, or it may cause the entire Weird to ignite into a fiery holocaust.
 
   Fortunately, Weirds were rare. In the KN's five-hundred year history, only seventeen Weird sightings have been confirmed, and most of those resulted from miscast spells. The mainstream Matrix was big enough, versatile enough, and intelligent enough to recognize and quickly exterminate their mutant brethren. No known Weird has lasted more than a few weeks.
 
   But how could a Weird had formed in the Tower itself without Glider or I noticing it?  And the timing of it forming and the beginning of the Xique attacks was too close to be coincidental. And was it truly causing the odd, almost subsonic hum?
 
   "There is something going on here we don't understand," Amethyst said.
 
   "Duh," said Louis.
 
   "The Xique know something," I said. "They must. Else why would they attack us and invade the Tower?  Do they know of the Weird?"
 
   Dumas grumbled, "too bad we can't just ask them."
 
   I looked at the disgusting hand sized-spider, eyes growing wide. "I think," I said, "that is exactly what we have to do."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The origin of the KN’s “level” system for classifying Matrix spells has a rather embarrassing origin.
 
   When tomes from the Great Library were first translated by descendants of the captured knowledge-priests, the scholars looked upon them as founts of unending, unerring knowledge, no matter their subject. After all, who could question the wisdom of Old Earth on any subject, which were already providing them with marvels such as gunpowder, metal armor, penicillin, and paper?
 
   So when a hard-bound, highly-detailed fantasy role-playing game was discovered among the many books, the Borelean scholars took it for an honest-to-Shards manual on magic. Many Mage guilds adopted affectations the game outlined for wizards (witness the ornate robes, incantations, and rituals still practiced by the Necromancer and Dreamwalker Guilds, among others, for proof of this) and its level-based spell system, with harder-to-cast and more powerful spells earning higher levels, was instantly adopted. What was truly embarrassing was it took over a century for the error to be publicly recognized, but by then the level-based system was too well embedded into Mage culture to be abandoned.
 
   Since then the system has been recalibrated many times. At one point, there were only three levels; at another, there were several hundred. The modern system uses twenty-five levels; the first ten describe all known spells, with level one spells being the simplest and level ten being the most complex known, while the remaining levels encompass the full potential the Nanotech Matrix is theorized to possess, to be filled in as KN Magi learn more.
 
   --from So You Want to Turn People Into Frogs, by Lowell Colon and Dibny Strazkal, 546, Haggerty press, Borelea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "Cover your ears!" Louis whispered as he began his spell.
 
   The long corridor ahead of us was jammed with Xique. Near as we could tell this is where a good portion of them fell back to regroup after being temporarily repelled by my people. Thanks to Dumas’ scouting, a scent-dampening spell, and the Xique’s lack of knowledge of military tactics, we were able to eyeball them from around a far corner without them immediately sensing our presence.
 
   Louis began mumbling quickly under his breath.
 
   He stepped out into the corridor just as he finished his spell, his hands immediately flashing to his ears. An ear-splitting screech like a million claws scraping on a million metal plates pounded into my skull. It felt like nails were being driven into my head just behind my eyes.
 
   The spell was called Shattersound. I was over fifty meters away and around a corner from where Louis directed the spell’s epicenter, where the nanites were self-destructing by the tens of billions by vibrating themselves at hypersonic frequencies. My ears were flat against my hair and my hands tightly clamped over them, yet I had to fight hard to keep from screaming from the pain. Even the humans with their dimmed senses grunted uncomfortably.
 
   The Xique in the corridor, who possessed a sense of hearing even surpassing a Myotan’s, had it much, much worse. When I turned around the corridor to look I saw the devastation caused by the spell. Dozens of Xique and their crèche-mates lay on the floor, either unconscious from sensory overload or writhing in agony as their ears bled profusely. If they survived they would be permanently deafened.
 
   The Xique nearest the spell’s epicenter were completely devastated. The soundwaves had been so intense that many around it lay dead or nearly so, as vital organs ruptured, skin burst, and eyes hemorrhaged into bloody pulps from the vibrations.
 
   I almost felt sorry for them.
 
   Almost.
 
   When this was all over, I had to get Louis to teach me that spell. Provided we both still breathed.
 
   We had consulted my husband at length, at least as much as our situation allowed, and rehearsed carefully what to say through our translator boxes to get the Xique to stop fighting and to listen to us. We carried KN-made translators with the Xique language cadged from peaceful contact with Xique tribes from various helistat expeditions.
 
   We had tried talking to them a number of times. But none were interested in anything except eviscerating us. Their reluctance to kill non-Myotans for some reason had disappeared. Perhaps now that they were within the Tower, they were overpowered by Myotan scents, and could only think of their enemies with such a smell in their nostrils. We kept the translators on anyway, in the vain hope we might run across a rogue Xique who would somehow have enough sanity to listen to us.
 
   Amethyst followed up Louis’ attack with a few well-placed lobs from the grenade launcher on her rifle, aimed at targets beyond what Louis’ spell affected. In theory, both attacks combined would give us a 100-meter-plus clear run to the room where supposedly my People were making a stand. After that, with the strength of many numbers behind us, we hoped we could finally get the Xique to listen before more slaughter ensued on both sides.
 
   “Come on!” Amethyst hissed as she started running. Louis looked at her dazedly. I grabbed him and pulled him forward into a haphazard dash. My legs felt wobbly. I was barely able to navigate around the dead and dying Xique in the corridor.
 
   Multiple spell casting is exhausting work, and Louis and I had been casting spells fairly steadily for the past hour since we entered the Tower. Amethyst wanted to save the rest of her grenades and explosive charges for when we reached my people, to give them a better fighting chance. But that meant that we had to draw upon our other source of firepower--magic--in order to reach them.
 
   When a string of Matrix-thought commands is completed, the nanites in a caster’s brain, which constantly monitor output for such things, instantly go into action. They network with the other nanites in the body, both by radio and benign chemical signals. The billion or so nanites in the caster’s body form both a processing network to number-crunch what needs to be done and forms a large transmitter to send electromagnetic signals to the nanites in the surrounding environment. At least that’s how human Magi explained to me how it works.
 
   But while the nanites might be incredibly sophisticated machines, they were still microbes and as such wore out quickly, especially if they were being used in, say, casting a lot of complex, destructive spells. A lot of them malfunction or go dead in the process. The surviving nanites have to therefore step up their own rate of self-replication to compensate.
 
   Both this extra work and accelerated replication generates a lot of heat the body has to deal with. When casting a few simple spells spread out over the course of the day, this effect is hardly noticed. But when casting complex spells in a relatively short time, like what Louis and I had been doing for the past hour, the accumulated heat begins to really wear on you. It’s like having a fever, or a hangover, or both. My breath came in short gasps and Louis was not much better. We had to be careful; another spell or two might push us over the edge into unconsciousness.
 
   Louis quickly shook off his momentary stupor and began running on his own. With his longer human legs, he quickly put a distance of several paces between us, with Amethyst several paces beyond him.
 
   We were only a few dozen meters into the corridor when I heard the unmistakable clack-clack-clack of Xique foot-claws on metal behind us. The Xique in other parts of the Tower were converging on us, to see what that horrible sound was. That’s why we had to run; if we didn’t move fast, we might be overwhelmed.
 
   The claws were getting closer surprisingly fast. I swung my rifle around behind me, too late. I was swiped from the side, the Xique’ body swatting me against the corridor’s wall like a heavy club. I cried out at the impact, my weapon flying out of my hand. The creature’s crèche mates shot ahead of their master, attacking my human companions, who were just beginning to turn at the sound of my cry. The crèche-mates leapt on them before they had a chance to bring their guns to bear. Their human-made ballistic armor would probably protect them from the worst of the crèche-mates’ claws, but the hissing and frothing mini-Xique would be enough to keep them occupied while their master finished me off.
 
   The Xique may not know much about large-scale tactics, but small group to small group they were very effective.
 
   The full Xique loomed over me, shooting his clawed foot up to descend on me. I was too dazed and exhausted to take any physical action. I had seen enough of their victims to know what was about to happen. One foot claw would hold me down with the creature’s weight while the other was brought up, and with a single, powerful rake, split me open from chest to crotch.
 
   Suddenly a half dozen black, hairy horrors leapt onto the Xique's face, curved arachnid fangs sinking into eyes and soft flesh. One buried what looked like a philip's head screw driver into the Xique's open ear up to the handle. The Xique's horrified, panicked scream of pain reverberated up and down the corridor. It clawed at its muzzle, but the spiders had already leapt away like fist-sized fleas. It fell over, thrashing like mad. Almost as an after thought I scrambled for my rifle and squeezed off round after round into the huge hunter until it stopped moving.
 
   I slowly rose, glad to see Amethyst and Louis had taken care of its nasty little crèche-mates. But my relieved smile turned into a deep frown as I followed their eyes to either end of the corridor, which were jammed with Xique, slowly approaching us. The one Xique had slowed us down enough to allow the others to reach and surround us.
 
   There were too many even for our assault rifles. We could take many of them down, but it was doubtful all of us would ever live to meet up with my people now.
 
   But they weren't rushing us, like they had everywhere else in the tower. Perhaps all of their dead surrounding us finally gave them pause, let a modicum of caution trickle into their minds.  
 
   My mind raced. Say something!  It might have been our only chance. “I am not your prey!”  I shouted, the translator at my belt transforming it into the squealing language of the Xique. “You are not my hunters!”
 
   Miraculously, the Xique hesitated in their slow approach. The closest one tilted his head to regard me queerly. He hissed and spat, and the translator said, “Who are your hunters, then?”
 
   I pointed at Amethyst and Louis. “They are. The humans. We are their prey.”  Spirits, I hoped my husband knew what he was talking about when he told us to try this ploy.
 
   The Xique looked at me, at them, at me again, and at the humans again. He hissed loudly and his slowly-advancing crèche-mates instantly retreated from the humans, leaping to just behind their master. They sputtered and growled in apparent annoyance. They couldn’t understand why they had been ordered back. One tried to rush at Louis again, only to have the full Xique bat him with his two-meter-long tail, sending him sprawling back down the corridor, yelping.
 
   Amethyst and Louis instantly raised their weapons. “No!” I shouted. “Don’t shoot!  The Xique, um, aren’t your prey!  I am!”
 
   The Orc and human exchanged brief glances, no doubt wondering if my spell-fatigue had somehow affected my brain.
 
   Xique expressions were hard to read, but I could tell that the one I was talking to eyed me with some suspicion. “If what you say is true,” he asked through my translator, “then why do we never see them hunt you?”
 
   I glanced around. Other Xique were beginning to converge on us in a tight semi-circle. I prayed to the Sky Spirit to make my next words not be the ones that got us all killed. “Um, because we are too few yet to allow them the honor of hunting us. We are only a few hundred in this part of the world. They would deplete us too quickly, and once we were all gone, how could they honor our sacrifice for them?  We allow them to help us to prosper so that one day they can hunt us without restriction, and we can feed them.”
 
   The creature shifted uncomfortable, thinking. Their entire world was hunting, their whole reason for living, at least according to their own traditions, was to honor the sacrifice of their Prey Gods. They respected other predators and their designated prey as long as those hunters respected them.
 
   Louis and Amethyst were also becoming increasingly uncomfortable with my parlay. There were now too many Xique around us for them to even have a hope of blasting through. If things turned to violence now it would be very bloody for both sides. 
 
   I turned toward all the Xique, regarding them coldly while doing my best to squash the fear of them that still quivered in my belly. My leg wound of two weeks ago ached wildly. I turned up the volume on the translator to make sure as many of them as possible could hear me. “All of you!” I shouted through the device. “All of you are responsible for this!  In attacking us, look how much you have depleted our numbers!  Our hunters must wait that much longer before we grow numerous enough for them to honor us with a hunt!  Why have you done this?  Why do you commit crimes against those who are kindred to those you hunt?”
 
   The heated debate of confused Xique that erupted around us sounded like a pound of fat sizzling on a fire. They hissed and sputtered in consternation. They had not thought of us as any more than a threat to be eliminated. Now they weren’t so sure. They sure didn’t expect anyone other than themselves to understand their philosophy. I was thankful my husband had so many reports of contact with Xique from other regions on the MegaShard. Miraculously, he had really known exactly what we had to say.
 
   My parlay partner regarded me, his head dipping low. “Why?  The sound. It drives the prey away--”
 
   One of his fellows tramped up behind him. “Bloodgouge, no!  How do we know if we can trust this female?  She may speak falsehoods.”
 
   I looked this new arrival right into his cold, compound eyes. Lerner had told me of a demonstration to possibly convince them, if it came to that. “You doubt me?  Fine. Doubt this!”
 
   I turned off the translator and walked up to Louis and Amethyst, who had been watching the exchange with fascinated anxiety. They looked at me expectantly, then both opened their eyes wide as I pulled Amethyst’s knife from her hip and used it to slash open my arm. “You two have to drink my blood.”
 
   They both look horrified. “What!”
 
   I glanced nervously behind me. “Don’t question!  Just do it. They think you eat us!  Its the only way to convince them!”
 
   Amethyst nodded grimly, then bent low to lick the warm liquid flowing from my forearm. Louis still grimaced, but after a sharp elbow in his side from Amethyst, he, too, tasted my blood. I bopped him on the head. “And make it look like you’re grateful for it!”
 
   He grumbled a half-dozen quick curses but managed to hold down the blood in his mouth without retching as he clearly wanted to.
 
   I shivered. It was a ghastly act, but with a quick glance back at the Xique I could see it having an effect. The non-sentient crèche-mates were pacing about excitedly, keen at the smell of my living blood, but their full Xique masters held them at bay. I turned the translator back on. “They are not our prey,” they said, one after another. ”We must talk.”
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   I was getting very tired of falling unconscious at the most exciting moments.
 
   My eyes fluttered open. I did not know what to expect, but I looked up into a fuzzily-defined face that I thought looked familiar. From its position and the soft, warm pillow  my head was nestled in, I must be in his lap. "Lerner?  Husband?"
 
   "No," came Cloud’s voice. It cracked a little, as if in remembrance of an old pain suddenly made fresh again.
 
   The fuzziness around me suddenly snapped into the crystal clarity of the world I knew. "Cloud!" I stammered. "What happened?  Where am I?"
 
   Windrider was right beside me, applying a water-soaked rag to my forehead. Amethyst and Louis were on either side of me, Louis puffing away at an almost-consumed cigarette. He said, "you passed out after our little demonstration. Spell fatigue mixed with your injuries and blood loss must have pushed you past the edge. You fainted. Surprisingly, the Xique didn’t give us any kind of trouble when we picked you up and carried you here.”
 
   I found I could sit up with a little effort. My head throbbed wildly, but I managed to nod a bit. "They probably thought you were bringing me here to eat me. They would not interfere with your predator-prey relationship. They would think it was sacred to you, just their relationship to their Prey Gods is sacred to them.”  The humans looked stricken by such a horrible thought, but in truth it was probably the best interpretation of events we could hope for from the Xique. “Where are they?"
 
   "Still out there," Amethyst said. "Shards, they’re excitable. But they haven’t attacked since your little parley with them, and near as any of your Myotan sentries can hear, they're hotly debating what precisely happened with you."
 
   I nodded slowly, gritting my teeth at my skull's throbbing. I looked around. Windrider changed rags, fussing repeatedly about my minor injuries. I would have many scars to show off to my children, provided Lerner and I could ever have any.
 
   The large chamber was lit here and there by torchlight and a few small human-made electric lights. Some of the community had hastily gathered some things other than weapons, and some children had braved the winds to bring some equipment and medical supplies from the Niven's Folly. The defenders had managed to successfully secure a short hallway leading to an outside ledge. It was how they had sent the children to the helistat in the first place, and the narrow confines of the particular hallway made it easy to defend.
 
   The lighting would be dim to the humans, but we Myotans possessed superior night vision. The dull light would serve us almost as well as daylight.
 
   What I saw did not look encouraging. Many lay on the floor in drying pools of blood, tended by family who did not look much better. "How--how many--?"
 
   "Over twenty," Windrider said. "Over twice that wounded."  For the first time I noticed her hand shook, that her eyes were framed with dark circles of fatigue. She must have pushed herself to the edge of spell fatigue as I had, but in her case using healing spells in a desperate attempt to save the dying. "Gossamyr, I cannot believe that this happened. Why would the Sky-Spirit do this to us?  Have we sinned that badly?"  Tears brimmed her eyes. She normally would never show such emotion, but the grief and exhaustion was making her careless.
 
   I reached up and stroked her cheek. A human gesture I had picked up from my husband, but one that seemed to comfort her nonetheless. "Hush," I said. "Those who have left us are beyond pain now. They are in a better place, watching over us. Isn't that what you have always taught me?"
 
   Cloud snarled behind me. "Those Xique will pay for what they've done!"  I turned to see him snatch up his rifle. Cloud, grateful to have a human-made rifle in his tool-fingers. The situation must be truly desperate. "Now that the humans are here, we can counter-attack!  The weapons Amethyst have given us will make the fight far more even, and the children are bringing up even more from the helistat."
 
   I shot a quick glance at the Orc woman. Why did the humans have so much firepower aboard?
 
   As if sensing my question, she smirked, rolled her eyes, and shrugged. Apparently most of the firearms were hers. I wondered if even Jacqueline knew how many weapons she had aboard.
 
   Some hunters were like that, collecting arrowheads and knives far in excess of how many they would need in their lifetimes. They were always paranoid that one would break or they would run out at a crucial time. Perhaps Amethyst was the same way, only with guns and grenades.
 
   Amethyst spoke to Cloud. "Maybe we should give the Mages time to rest, first. We can use the support. This room seems fairly dependable, so we should be safe until we're ready for our breakout. Gather every able-bodied adult you have--"
 
   Cloud's fur bristled. "You do not give the order here, human!"
 
   "Look, I'm the most experienced soldier you got."
 
   "These are our people!  Our home, not yours!  We will make the decisions!"
 
   Windrider snapped, "Cloud, speak to them with respect!  They risked their lives reaching us!  And they have brought us better weapons!"
 
   The Chief Hunter spat. "If their guns are so much better than the ones we have, why didn't they give them to us in the first place?  Do we only get their cast-offs and junk?  If we'd had these so-called assault rifles from the start, we might have been able to hold off the Xique!  All this death and misery could have been prevented. Instead we have to constantly endure human arrogance--"
 
   Louis spat. "Oh yeah?  If you hadn't had those guns you traded from the helistat crews for, you would have had no chance at all in holding off the Xique!"
 
   All four of them suddenly erupted into a yelling match, Cloud, Louis, Windrider, Amethyst, each one yammering at the top of their voices. Thank the Sky Spirit the Xique were far out of range of our translators or else they might have decided to slaughter us just to put an end to such idiocy.
 
   "Shut up!" I shouted at them. "That is enough!  There will be no counter-attack!"
 
    All their words suddenly guttered to a stop as they turned to stare at me. Slowly I helped myself to my feet. My legs were a bit wobbly.
 
   Louis said, "What are you talking about?"
 
   "Didn't you hear what they said out there?  They will not attack us as long as they believe we're the humans’ prey."
 
   Amethyst shook her head. "Gossamyr, you did a righteous thing, buying us some time with your double-talk and blood-drinking back there. But it won't hold. They'll realize it's bullshit sooner or later."
 
   "Maybe. But didn't you hear what that one said when I asked them why they attacked us?  We assumed it was because someone here had done something to harm their prey-beasts. But now I don't think so. I think they attacked that hunting party as just their first victims."
 
   Amethyst grimaced. "I still don't--"
 
   “The sound!" I said. "They said they were attacking because of the sound!"
 
   Instinctively, all grew quiet in the room, listening. The humans had to strain, but we Myotans heard it readily, a steady, low thrumming that could just be detected over the low-grumble of conversation and activity throughout the chamber. All their eyes grew wide in realization.
 
   "Yeah," Louis said. "But the big question is, where is it coming from?"
 
   "I think we already know that," I said. "The Weird near the fiftieth level. But the more important question is, can we shut it off?"
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   "I'll be dipped in shit."
 
   Some of the Xique regarded Louis queerly when the translators changed his words into the Xique language. They sniffed at him suspiciously, then shuffled away.
 
   Or perhaps it was their discomfort from the sound, now very loud and almost painful. My ears were flat against my head and I could only block out some of it. Even the humans were wincing at the constant claws-on-metal vibration that seemed to fill the world around us.
 
   But what made Louis swear wasn't the sound but its source. A chamber, a large, machinery-filled chamber that had not been accessible when Lerner and I completed our Tower survey four years ago. The Tower had a number of sealed off chambers with doors that never opened, no matter what one tried. In the entire history of my people, none of the sealed doors had ever been opened.
 
   And now it seemed as if one had spontaneously decided to open on its own. How?  Why?
 
   Those questions were temporarily pushed to the back of my mind as I surveyed the wonders before me. The machines that lined the walls seemed to be made of snapped-together geometric shapes with constantly shifting surface colors and textures. They almost seemed to ripple and undulate on their own, ever so slightly. At the opposite end of the chamber stood three large transparent tubes filled with a clear liquid, slanting at a severe angle as they merged into the silver-black metal of the floor and wall. The liquid inside percolated occasionally with thousands of tiny bubbles. A scattering of loose artifacts lay on the floor and on the room's one lone workbench.
 
   I had seen much of the Known Nations technology, and knew instantly that these machines were far in advance of anything they had yet conceived. They could only be of Builder make. This chamber may have been sealed off since before the Great Cataclysm five thousand years before.
 
   The Xique were not impressed by the chamber's contents. Though sentient, they had no technology. It had no use in their way of life. The Builder artifacts were probably just so many funny-looking rocks to them. But one did take notice of a significant fact:  "This is where the noise is coming from!" Bloodgouge said through the translator. His four crèche-mates huddled close to his feet, mewling pitifully. To me, the noise was extremely grating. To the Xique, who have even better hearing than Myotans, it must be downright painful. "But what is causing it?  I see nothing making the noise!"
 
   I turned to the Xique. "This is what has been causing your Prey Gods to leave the area?"
 
   Bloodgouge slashed his tail back and forth, the Xique equivalent of a nod. "Yes. They are much more sensitive to such things. They have been steadily moving away from the region for months now. It took us a long time to figure out what was irritating them so. We eventually realized that your Tower was centrally located in the region they had abandoned, and when we got close, we heard the noise. It has steadily gotten worse. We assumed the dwellers of the Tower were causing it, that you deliberately chose to drive the Prey Gods away. It never occurred to us that something such as this could happen in your Tower and you not be aware of it."
 
   "It surprises me, also."  We were on the forty-seventh level, smack dab in the center of the tower. It was just below where the kilometer-wide base of the Tower begins to taper into the relative needle-like point that existed over a thousand meters above us. It was a part of the Tower that was rarely visited. Both the youngsters and the glider-fliers rarely ventured far from the many open ledges at the Tower's exterior or the few established paths that led higher. The interior was too dark, and the twisting corridors were too easy to get lost in. Lerner and I once spent nearly two days wandering lost in these corridors, huddling next to each other for warmth whenever we could.
 
   But this door had not been open then. One of Lerner's tasks originally was to fully map the interior of the Tower. We had done so in the first half-year he was here. No corridor had been left off, no doorway, open or closed, unaccounted for. I am very sure we would have remembered a self-lit chamber full of Builder marvels.
 
   But why had we not noticed the sound?  The Xique said it had been steadily getting worse as the weeks went by. Surely someone would have noticed even a low hum.
 
   Unless they thought it was the howl of the wind that constantly passes through these upper levels. During really powerful gusts, the entire Tower has been known to fill with wind-howl. Perhaps those who did hear it thought nothing of it.
 
   "Stop the noise!" Bloodgouge said to me. "If you are truly the spiritual kin to our Gods, please, stop it."
 
   Amethyst spoke up before I could reply. "We'll get right on it. Dumas?"
 
   The Spider Swarm literally leapt into action, his element bodies making meter-consuming springs into the chamber. I turned toward the Xique. They couldn't understand the complexity of technology, so I had to explain to them in simpler terms what Dumas was doing. "Our...pets will hunt down and kill the source of the sound. They are small and can fit in places where we cannot, in case whatever is causing it is hiding. But it may take him a few hours..."
 
   The noise stopped. We all turned to look into the room. Dumas' element bodies were all clustered around a machine at the far end of the room, one that looked like a shoebox connected to a car engine. They all turned in our direction. It was hard to tell with a life form like him, but I could swear he was looking at us smugly.
 
   "Or maybe not," I said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Okay, if we can all stop giggling for a minute, we’ll continue with our overview of the course.
 
   Most of the inhabitants of the Outlands are made up of what we, perhaps erroneously, call “aboriginal” tribes, from an old Earth term. Each band has a mean population of about forty individuals, though some tribes can have as few as a dozen or as many as several hundred members. They usually have very limited tool sophistication, what we refer to as prehistoric or stone-age technology. And with their limited tools, they cannot travel far within a typical lifetime and therefore have limited contact with other peoples. Can anyone tell me what all that means?
 
   Correct, Ms. Rhiannon. Limited gene pools. Even in a band of several hundred, assuming typical human-like family structure, in ten generations at most every one will end up being related somehow to everyone else. For generations afterward inbreeding becomes the norm, and this will eventually result in debilitating birth defects in many of the newborns. The tribe may well cease to be.
 
   In order to prevent this, the solution is obvious: the members of an aboriginal band need to mate outside the tribe as often as practical. And this is exactly what most do.
 
   Now, in terms of sheer population, about sixty-five percent of the peoples in the Outlands are baseline humans or transhuman variants, with another five to fifteen percent--depending on which estimates you believe--are mammalian uplifts patterned after the human model. And that means sexual instincts and preferences that closely resemble our own.
 
   In other words, as contact specialists, you’re going to have to deal with sexual matters a lot in order to foster friendly relationships with many of the peoples in the Outlands. As part of a helistat expedition, you and your fellow crewmembers will be exotic strangers, and therefore very attractive as prospective mates, to many of the peoples you’ll contact. As the past thirty years of exploration has shown, sexual liaisons and relationships between some members of a helistat crew and the natives they meet along the way is almost inevitable. In some cultures, it will even be expected.
 
   This is not to say that you’ll necessarily have to perform sexual acts yourself in these situations. Er, what’s that, Mr. Turnbull?
 
   (Class laughs)
 
   Yes, Mr. Turnbull, I’m sure some girls you know would be more than willing to take on such delicate diplomatic tasks. And you’d be more than willing to help them train, wouldn’t you?
 
   (More laughter)
 
   But seriously, some sophontologists have been injured--one even killed--because they or their crews broke some sexual taboo by either being too conservative or too liberal with the subject in the eyes of the natives. You have to learn, and quickly, what’s acceptable and what isn’t in the society you’re contacting. Accurate observation and quick assessment are key. This is especially true with transhuman Artisan uplifts, whose exact sexual natures can be hard to predict.
 
   What’s that, Ms. Akashi?  Ah, yes. I knew someone was going to bring up the Lerners. Someone always does, lately.
 
   I know the Lerners got a lot of press when they visited the KN a few years ago. But let me tell you here and now that the Lerners are the exception, not the rule. If you have some romantic notion of going into the Outlands to find some exotic transhuman soul-mate, put it out of your head right now.
 
   A long-term relationship between two members of your own species is complicated enough. Maybe you’re too young yet to understand all the emotional baggage and hard work that goes into making a lifetime commitment work. Can you really imagine what it is like to be intimate--and I don’t mean just sexually--with someone who is not only from a different gender and a different culture, but from an entirely different race?
 
   --from class transcripts of Prof. Stihen Tatinopolis, from his course Explorer Sophontology, section 313: Mating Rituals and Sexual Practices of Sentient Species in the Outlands, Lyra University, Spring semester 546
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The last shuddering after-shocks of our love-making died away and I slowly, reluctantly, disengaged myself from atop my husband and rolled away to the side. I lay beside him, aglow with a contentment that washed all the horror and death of the last few days out of me. I knew the feeling would fade as soon as my sexual high ebbed, but at the moment I wallowed in temporarily not feeling any grief or pain.
 
   Lerner twisted around on his side to gaze dreamily at me, his hand gently stroking the fur on my belly. Still very hot from all our activity, I panted heavily, my chest heaving with one wing spread fully to my side off the mat to help me cool off. I almost envied the human ability to sweat so freely, even if it had taken me months after our official Mating to get used to the smell.
 
   I eventually became comfortable again and turned over onto my side to face him. He smiled at me and snuggled close. I gladly returned the favor. We said not a word. We did not need to. His eyes fluttered shut and soon he was gently snoring in sleep.
 
   Sometimes he would stay awake afterward, and we would talk or cuddle some more for a short while. But we had already mated three times that day, twice just then and once that morning. That was the most he had ever done in so short a time. I think I had worn him out.
 
   But I could not help it. I felt near-insatiable sexually since the battle with the Xique. Even now I could feel again a faint stirring deep between my legs. I found myself becoming anxious for morning, when Lerner would be rested enough for us to mate again. Somehow tending to my needs myself didn’t seem like a satisfying solution.
 
   My husband, ever the analytical sophontologist, had said earlier that I was compensating for being confronted with so much death by being obsessive about a life-affirming activity, like sex. Not that he was complaining, he quickly added, as at the time I was in the midst of shredding his shirt with my finger-claws getting it off.
 
   But I reasoned I had a lot to compensate for.
 
   After Dumas had shut the sound off, the Xique left. Just like that. They paid no attention to us or the corpses, both Myotan and Xique, they passed on the way out. Their task was done; they had ended the potential threat to their Prey Gods. That was the end of that, as far as they were concerned.
 
   We let them go. Both Cloud and Amethyst were for counterattacking them as they left the Tower, when they would be easy targets out in the open and least expect it. Cloud was especially hot for revenge, but our chieftain Flier quickly voted that strategy down. The Xique would just attack again. No amount of vengeance, he said adamantly, would be worth even one more death. 
 
   Twenty-three of us were dead from the Xique attack. Twenty-three of my friends and neighbors, I had known all my life or, in the case of the five dead children, I had known all their lives. Over fifty were injured badly, some so awfully that they may never be able to lead normal lives again. Brightwind especially tugged at my heart. I was so grateful that he had just barely pulled through, but both his wing membranes had been torn up, his right so badly that we had to cut off the membrane to prevent infection.
 
   He still had years to go before the Sky Spirit would have taken the winds from him. Seeing his small, nearly-wingless body writhe in pain under his many bandages clawed at my heart in a way none of the other losses had. My husband tried to console me, saying that Brightwind was one of the luckier ones, that all he had lost was his wings.
 
   Only his wings!
 
   Humans could be so dense sometimes. I guess there are things about Myotans that no human will ever fully understand, even Lerner.
 
   I was so mad at him for saying such a stupid thing I wanted to strike him. Instead all I did was glare at him and went on helping the others with their injuries without a backward glance. I caught his eye an hour later, and I could tell I had hurt him.
 
   He began to apologize when we got back to the apartment the next day. I ravished him as a way of saying he was forgiven. Windrider always told me that the trick to making a relationship work was to forgive each other at least one more time than you curse each other.
 
   But then I ravished him again. And again the next morning. I could not help myself. My body cried out for him and would not be denied. I felt the lust-frenzy even more powerfully that night, after I had just spent a grueling day removing the wings of the dead for their Remembrance ceremonies in a few days’ time. Lerner was shocked at my wild intensity that night. I practically attacked him, scratching and biting and fighting off all his attempts at foreplay because I needed him in me right that minute!
 
   Lying next to my Mate, hearing him snore softly, feeling his heat so close, was driving me to distraction. I rubbed my thighs together, trying to relieve the tension building down below.
 
   I should not wake him up. I really should not. He could not possibly do it again so soon.
 
   But I reached for him anyway. Maybe if I coaxed him in just the right way...
 
   I stopped myself. Why was I acting like this?  This was not me. I liked sex, yes. Very much. But this was excessive. Why was I so anxious to mate at every opportunity?
 
   Lerner said I was compensating. But what if my lust was only a symptom of an even greater need?  What if my body was crying out for something more, and that it instinctively proceeded to get it in the only way it knew how?
 
   After all, what was mating for?
 
   The answer calmed me down, tamped my lust just a bit. I could wait for that until morning. But now I had something even more urgent to share with my husband.
 
   “Lerner?”  I shook his shoulder. “Lerner?”
 
   His eyes fluttered reluctantly open. “Huhrm?”
 
   “Husband, we need to talk.”
 
   His brows knitted, a little irritated. “Goss, can’t this wait?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. Lerner, I want to have a child. Now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The only truly tragic death is the one that is remembered better than the life which preceeded it.
 
   --from Myotan Oral Traditions
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The last of the wings of the dead were hung in the Hall of Remembrance with the traditional chants of our Shaman and Chief.
 
   The Hall of Remembrance was one of the largest chambers in the Tower, over forty meters square and half that tall. For reasons that remain unknown to us to this day, it is riven with many thousands of hooks and thumb-sized holes. Our ancestors took advantage of this to hang the preserved wings of the dead, so that those who loved them could visit and remember.
 
   The process of preparing the dead for this day had fallen to Windrider and myself. As Shaman and apprentice Shaman, it was our duty. First, we had to carefully cut the wings from the dead bodies, an extremely unpleasant and emotionally tearing task, as the families of the deceased were present to lend their prayers for the departed spirits.  Then the bodies were burned, and their ashes scattered into the winds at the top of the Tower. They no longer needed their wings to fly.
 
   Then we set about preserving the wings with root extracts. If kept dry, they would last for generations. Then, those wings that were still untattooed--those of the children and unmarried adults--were given to their families so that they could put markers of remembrance on them. Usually, it was the person’s name combined with either art or poetry, depending on the family’s preference. They did not need to rush, of course. They could come back here at any time to perfect the tattoos of their departed loved ones. When my parents had died, they had both had full wing tattoos, but I came to the Hall of remembrance every night for a month to complete a small poem I had written for them on the corner of their wings. I would spend hours here, alone, exploring the wings of the dead. Many families had long poles on which hung the wings of many generations past. Always, as was our custom, one said a prayer to the departed spirit to whom the wings belonged before disengaging them from their hooks and examining them.
 
   It was the first time I had felt truly connected to my people, not just as they are now but to all the generations we had dwelled at the Tower. Some wings were so old that their patterns were paling and flaking with age.
 
   Some bore patterns, pictures, and calligraphy that were clearly meant purely as artistic works. Some were quite beautiful. But others told, either in words or pictographic form, stories and histories of the times in which they lived. Many told of the great plague that swept the community just several generations before, the one that whittled our numbers from nearly half a thousand to merely several hundred. Another told of a vast Skywrath storm that swept through our area a century and a half ago, one so powerful it annihilated everything for dozens of miles around. Only the Tower had withstood its onslaught. Still another recounted a great schism in the tribe, as a crafty and ambitious shaman tried to oust his chieftain from power, ultimately failing. Their feud ended with a duel, the Shaman using his spells and the chieftain using his hunter’s skills and weapons. The chieftain won, but only after an apparently epic battle.
 
   Still, many of the wing tattoos told simpler stories, of births and deaths and Matings and celebrations. These were just as fascinating to me as the epic stories and I spent hours mulling over them.
 
   Some depictions were just bewildering, however, as one couldn’t be sure exactly what the tattooist had in mind. One in particular always stood out in my mind. It was on one of the oldest set of wings, its tattoos fading into obscurity. I could just barely make it out. It was a pictographic story, and seemed to tell of our people’s original journey to the Tower. That was no surprise; it was common knowledge that we had come here from some distant, unknown land, guided by the Sky Spirit. But what puzzled me was that we seemed to come from some circle or globe with some strange markings. When I had asked Glider what it meant, she said that the circle was meant to be the sun. The sun was the Sky Spirit’s wife, after all, and it was she who probably birthed the first generation of Myotans. At the time I had accepted it.
 
   I had not thought of that incident much in the past several years, especially since the humans came. But now that I was so forcefully reminded of it, I had a sudden realization. What if the circle on that set of wings had not been metaphoric?  What if it represented a real object?
 
   But what?  The Eden Sphere, perhaps, before it was destroyed?  Or could it have been one of the mythical planets that my husband told me of, the ones that had served as raw materials for the Sphere?  Maybe even old Earth, where life and humanity had originated?  I would have to ask Lerner of that later, when the ceremony had concluded.
 
   But there were still so many wings in the Hall of remembrance I had yet to explore. And now twenty-three more were being added. 
 
   Our wings were the most sacred parts of ourselves. They are what distinguishes us as children of the Sky-Spirit, as Myotans. It is a comfort to many of us that this most magical part of ourselves will live on for us after we die.
 
   Our human friends from the Niven’s Folly were also present at the Remembrance Ceremony, quietly observing from the back of the chamber. The only one missing was Dumas, who I was told had spent most of the past week in the newly-discovered open chamber, examining the Builder machines there. Lerner had joined him several times, but thought it inappropriate to spend too much time there so soon after so much tragedy.
 
   Windrider began a long, slow process of saying a personalized prayer for each of the dead. The prayers ended almost exactly the same for each, an entreaty to the Sky Spirit to welcome them into his domain beyond the Shards.
 
   There was Shardancer, an elder with eight grandchildren. She had always been quiet and restrained, an eternal source for wisdom and--when the youngsters weren’t around--off-color jokes. No one knows why she did not heed the warning to flee.
 
   Ripplefur and Skyeyes, a young couple who had been Mated just a year before. Ripplefur had been one of the males I had "experimented" with in the months before I met Lerner. Skyeyes had been heavy with his child. They had been slow fleeing their apartment and had been attacked by the Xique in their sleeping chamber.
 
   Spiral, Feathervoice, Strongwing, Skyskimmer, Mist, and Warmbreeze, all sentinels on duty when the Xique attacked. Skydawn, Windracer, and Stripefur, who immediately joined the defenders as soon as they realized the danger. They had all given their lives so the rest of the community could flee.
 
   Whisper, another sentry, who some said had fled his post when the attack came and was struck down by a Xique where he cowered in one of the remote chambers. Whether this was true or not, no one knew for sure. He was honored as a hero along with his fellows anyway, at Flier’s insistence. The dead deserved the benefit of the doubt.
 
   Smoke, a father of four and the community’s best woodcarver. His family lived the farthest from the Great Entrance, and had been warned last. He sent his family ahead up to the upper levels while he grabbed his gun and tried to join the sentries trying to delay the Xique. Near as anyone could tell, he was quickly cut off by the invaders and made his way cautiously up the levels, fighting and evading the enemy the entire way. He had almost reached the safe haven on the thirteenth floor when he had been ambushed.
 
   Yellowblossom, a shrew of a female who was always complaining of the imagined slights done to her by others. She had used the confusion of the evacuation to sneak into Coldwinds’ apartment to steal some human knives she always believed Coldwind had cheated her out of. Her greed cost her life.
 
   Hawkfire, an old, stubborn male whose partial deafness had prevented him from hearing the warnings until too late.
 
   Steelsky, Wind, and Cloudsinger, all children who got separated from their families during the panicked flight and fell into Xique claws.
 
   Zephyr and Snowfall, two teen-agers who had been sweethearts for over half a year and whom many believed were destined to become Mates. We had found their bodies in one of the storage chambers away from the main cluster of apartments. It was a common place for young couples to sneak off to when they felt the need to “experiment.”  They had died in each others’ arms, and the searchers had found them still clutching each other even in death. At their families’ request, Windrider joined the young lovers’ spirits as Mates posthumously.
 
   I had known them all. I had prayed for each of them during the past week. I prayed for them silently now, alongside Windrider’s chants, as did the rest of the community. Even my husband, who did not believe as we did, joined in to honor the fallen.
 
   The only sound to intrude on Windrider’s chanting was a soft snuffling. I looked up to see Louis, at the back of the chamber, messily wiping the tears streaming from his eyes on his sleeves.
 
   A side of him I had not expected to see. Maybe there was something to Amethyst’s attraction to him after all.
 
   The prayers ended, and with them, the ceremony. But the grieving of loved ones would go on for months and years, if not the rest of our lives.
 
   Does one ever really recover from such a loss?  Families and friends are with you all your life, no matter what separates you, be it distance or time or death. The grief we feel is not from their absence, but from their constant presence in our memories, knowing we can never again have more of them than that.
 
   I just hoped this would be the last tragedy that the community would have to suffer through for at least a little while. 
 
   But I knew, somehow, that our woes were in truth just beginning.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   They began calling it “the Laboratory.”  Dumas had come up with the name, saying the room reminded him a little of a scene from an old Earth novel called Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus. It caught on with the KN crew.
 
   It was the first time I had entered the chamber since we first discovered it with the Xique.  My husband and I had agreed to oversee some equipment Dumas had set up for overnight monitoring. He had maintenance duties he had to attend to on the helistat, duties he had neglected of late in light of the discovery.
 
   The Lab was now a strange mishmash of Builder and Known Nations technology, the latter unloaded from the helistat and strewn about the room for various purposes. Sensors, tools, fuel cells, analytical computers, workbenches, and more.
 
   Dumas had practically set up shop in the chamber, heaters arranged around the room to keep it at a temperature the Spider Swarm could work comfortably. Compared to the nearly-freezing temperature that greeted us with the Xique, the change was more than welcome. Even now he was busy on the far side of the chamber, his element-bodies crawling over one of the large, angled, liquid-filled tubes.
 
   Actually, it was a bit of misnomer to call Dumas “him.”  His element bodies were composed of both sexes and he had to mate with himself every so often to replace element bodies that wore out. I often wondered: was what the swarm did sex or masturbation?  And worse, his element bodies had to mate with what were in essence their own brothers and sisters. There was a halfway decent chance that at any one time one of his female element-bodies would be carrying a small pod of eggs webbed to her abdomen. They became attuned to the mind-link while still within the egg, and after they hatched they devoured each other until only the strongest and hardiest individual was left to become a full-grown spider.
 
   I shuddered at the thought. Dumas seemed more alien the more I learned of him. How could any creature exist whose basic instincts for survival included incest and cannibalism?  His human-friendly veneer must have been a hard-won skill.
 
   My husband went to confer with the Spider Swarm. I wandered around the chamber, inspecting this machine and that.
 
   As I approached a mysterious stand of Builder machines, I noticed that the silver-black surface undulated ever so slightly, as if it were made of standing water responding ever so slightly to the air currents passing through the room. When Lerner rejoined me I asked him about it.
 
   “There’s some debate as to what that could be,” he said. “It’s been observed at other artifacts sites too. We know the outer casing is some kind of flexible UTSite material, maybe microscopic interlocking links of some sort, held more or less rigid by precisely-shaped electromagnetic fields.”
 
   “I think I see.”  I read extensively about Known Nations technology and science whenever I could sandwich it between my Shaman apprenticeship, assisting my husband, and about a dozen other duties I had to do during the day. Over the years I had accumulated what I hoped was a basic understanding of their sciences. “But why does the surface ripple like that?”
 
   “Well, that’s the question. I’m no Xenotech, but you know how our electronics use circuits that route electrical current from one component to another?  Well, as best as anyone can tell, the Builders took that one step farther, and integrated the transfer of energy on a quantum level using other forces of nature as well, particularly gravity. To put it another way, their microcircuitry uses sub-atomic fields to enhance--and some say replace--the flow of electromagnetic potential through their machines with gravitons, mesons, and so on. Quantumtronics, or Q-tronics, its been called.
 
   “Anyway, that’s the prevailing theory. The casing being UTSite means we can’t crack it, so we can’t know for sure. But we do know that the ripples you’re seeing are gravity waves being generated, merging, and fading out within the Q-tronic machines just behind the surface. In fact, the bulkhead was probably made specifically to be flexible so it could partially harmonize or maybe even focus and amplify the gravity waves.”
 
   I nodded. Another astonishing wonder in a world of wonders. I pondered if there would ever come a time I would become so jaded by such things that I would lose my sense of awe. That would be a sad day indeed, if it ever happened.
 
   “And the sound this room was generating?” I asked. “Did it have something to do with these Q-tronics?”
 
   “In a way,” came a soft voice right by my ear. I turned to a see a large, black, hairy spider hanging by a strand of webbing dangling from the ceiling an inch away from my muzzle. I yelped and jumped back. The creature swung back and forth a bit until it landed on the undulating bulkhead. “Hmm. Interesting,” it said. “Like being on a water bed, only vertical.”
 
   My husband looked askew at the spider. “And when was the last time you were on a water bed, Dumas?  I thought Spider Swarms don’t need sleep like humans.”
 
   “We don’t, but we have to stay someplace at night in human lands, and that usually means human hotels. I had a waterbed at a hotel in Elysium, about a year ago. They’re so much fun!  I meticulously unbolted the nightstand from the floor, hauled it onto the bed, and played out the ship scene from Twenty Years After. The particular element-body you’re talking to played Planchet, D’Artagnan’s somewhat buffoonish valet.”
 
   “Water beds are fun in a different way for us mammals, you know.”  My husband laughed and pinched me below the tail.   “We should try one next time we go to the KN, Goss.”
 
   “Lerner!” I snapped. “Not in front of...”  My words trailed off. Not in front of the incestuous, cannibal tarantula?  I suddenly realized we could mate right here on the floor and we’d have a better chance scandalizing the workbench and power tools. I turned back to Dumas. “So, you were saying something about the sound?”
 
   While my husband and I had been momentarily distracted the spider had segued into a mock sword-fight with a densitometer on the work bench, using a tiny screwdriver for a blade. It was somehow incongruous to me that a creature like a Spider Swarm could feel playful, much less actually play. It continued on for several seconds after I asked my question and then--almost reluctantly-- it put the screwdriver down and faced me. “Yes,” it said. “As far as I can tell, there is a lot of Q-tronic machinery in this room, and it probably connects to other devices in other sealed rooms in the Tower. In fact, if you go over to where my other element body is waving the cloth--see it?--I can show you something.”
 
   Sure enough, on the other side of the room a tarantula on another workbench was waving a small white cloth dangling from its fore legs. We walked over. The element body crawled up onto a particularly mysterious-looking bank of Builder machines. “Do you see this?” It said, instantly picking up the conversation from its other body.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I think this is what was catalyzing the disruption. It’s a gravity wave resonator. A communication device like a radio, except it uses gravity waves instead of electromagnetic waves as the carrier. A couple others have been found in other artifact sites, so this was fairly easy to spot.”
 
   “That’s why you were able to shut it off so quickly before.”
 
   “Right. Part of my job as xenotech is to keep up with discoveries of other expeditions. Now remember that gravity waves are not quite like electromagnetic waves. EM radiation comes only from certain specific sources. Gravity waves, however, come from everywhere. Every material object in the universe has mass and therefore a gravitational field. In other words, everything around us is emitting gravity waves.“The resonator does work like a radio in that it sets up a gravity-wave transmission in resonance with the gravity waves being emitted by the objects around it. This boosts the signal, kind of like how a radio station uses a transmission tower. But while a radio can only work like this with metal objects, a gravity-wave resonator can work with any material object, as they all emit gravity waves.
 
   “What happened, I think, is that the resonator used the entirety of the Tower as its transmission booster. Many people think that may be the Tower’s true purpose, to act as a gravity-wave transmitter. If you’ve ever noticed, the Tower’s vertical curve is very asymptotic, like the graph of a quadratic equation. The outer shape probably has something to do with the wave amplitude. All the rooms, airducts, living space, and lighting might have been added just as an afterthought.
 
   “Anyway, it was transmitting powerful gravity-wave signals for I don’t know how long. It was slowly making its way up the frequency spectrum, from long waves to short waves. What this did was two things: one, it set up secondary resonances in the surrounding area in objects of a certain size. In other words, objects of a certain size acted like receiving antennae on a radio for the gravity-wave transmission. This is probably what was really bothering the Xique’s multi-ton prey gods. The effect probably wasn’t life-threatening, but the constant vibration of your internal organs would make you feel--what was that term you mammals use?--it would make you feel queasy, like motion sickness, only you’d have it all the time. Not surprisingly, the Xique’s prey gods decided to move far away to where the effect wasn’t so intense.
 
   “As the gravity slowly transformed to higher and higher frequencies over what I guess were a number of weeks, the vibration of the tower crossed the threshold into the low-subsonic hearing range. The Xique, who have far superior hearing to humans and even Myotans, picked up on that. Heck, given the Tower’s size and the power of the gravity-wave transmissions, they could probably pick up the low hum at an easy fifty kilometers distance if the conditions were right. They must have concluded that the sound was what was driving the prey-gods away, and sent out the word to every Xique they could reach.”
 
   I shifted uncomfortably. I was following the technical jargon, but only barely. “What would have happened if you hadn’t shut off the resonator, Dumas?”
 
   The element-body before us scuttled around in a tight circle. The Spider Swarm equivalent of a shrug?  “My best guess is that things would have gotten very unpleasant around here for you and your people, Gossamyr. In another week the resonance would have started to affect human-sized objects. All of you would have been constantly sick. You would have had to abandon the Tower for I don’t know how long.”
 
   We were all silent for a moment, contemplating that. “But how did the resonator turn on?  Last we knew this room was sealed.”
 
   “I don't know. It might have been set on a timer, or remotely activated. Probably all the machines in this room were activated at the same time, including the door mechanism.”
 
   “But why?” I said.
 
   “The real question here is not why,” my husband said quietly, “but who did it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Human-animal hybrids are thought to be the first transhuman intelligences engineered by the Builders, perhaps not too long after the Great Library records end. After all, primitive human-animal hybrids were already in existence on old Earth as far back as the 1980s, when biologists of that era began grafting human DNA onto lab animals for medical research.
 
   Hybrids would be easier to create than pure uplifts; some scholars even call it a “cheat” on the Uplift process. After all, the template of DNA sequences for creating a sentient humanoid lifeform already exist in every human being; it would only be a simple matter for people with Builder-level technology to “customize” this template by importing other ready-made gene sequences from other lifeforms.
 
   There is further evidence among existing species of these ancient hybrids, as many Artisan-class humanoids have DNA sequences that unmistakably came from human beings. Felinoids, for example, get only 1%-2% of their genes from cats. The human genes seem to govern the sentient’s overall humanoid form, brain formation, reproductive mechanics, and internal organ function. The feline genes govern facial features, secondary body features (fur, tail, etc), as well as enhanced senses.
 
   Other sentient species with possible human-animal hybrid gene sequences include Myotans, Otterkin, Equinoids, Neomatans, and Vulpines, but await the opportunities for wide-spread gene-sampling and testing needed for confirmation.
 
   --from In Search of the Non-Human Mind, by Freida Han, published 545, Haggerty Press, Borelea. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Dumas left the Lab several hours later. He had rigged up several tiny portable heaters to allow himself to transverse the corridors of the Tower without losing too much heat. The batteries on the heaters would only last an hour or two, but that was more than enough time for his element-bodies to make their way down to the surface and its more arthropod-friendly temperatures.
 
   As soon as he left Lerner and I spread our blankets and sleeping rolls and had sweaty, sticky, very noisy sex. The exotic nature of our surroundings only added to our excitement, that and the fact that we would not be disturbed--it was well past dark and the vast majority of the community fifty stories below us was fast asleep. Still, the open door lent a slight element of danger that added extra shivers to our mating heat.
 
   When we finished, Lerner pleasantly surprised me by pulling out the needles and dyes and cloths of our tattooing kits. We heated our small pouches of dye by the space heater, and using the unit’s cheery reddish glow, my very naked husband was soon injecting warm red ink into my wing membrane with the repeated pinch-prick of his favorite bone needle. We had tried KN-made metal needles, but I hated how they felt; so cold and impersonal, and I could not help always thinking of the humans' evil-looking syringes. Like most females I’m very particular about what I let penetrate my body. Myotan-crafted needles made from the bones of small birds somehow always felt warmer and friendlier.
 
   In and of themselves, the individual pinpricks with the needle hurt, and many thousands of them over the course of many years were needed to perfect our tattoos. But the pain was always mitigated by the fact it was your Mate working on you, creating out of love an artwork that would live on long after you died. And the act was somewhat sexual, at least to us Myotans; your Mate straddles you, injecting warm ink into your body, each penetration of the needle breaching new skin, like the hymen of a virgin. Even the sensation of pleasure-pain was somewhat similar, if on a smaller scale, to what I felt my first time all those years ago.
 
   Soon it was my turn to work on him. I pulled my favorite needle from my kit, sterilized the point with a KN-made lighter, and bent to my task. Lerner had no wings, of course, but insisted on sharing in the Myotan tradition with me. His back and chest were my canvas. I straddled my husband’s muscular backside and began applying the silver-gray dye I had prepared several days ago to the helistat image on his right shoulder blade.
 
   He squirmed several times under my ministrations. I often wondered if the tattooing process was as arousing for males as it was for us females, or if it was just the constant close touch of a naked female that inflamed them so. Probably a little of both. Not that my husband needed much provocation in any case.
 
   Just as I finished blotting the last of the stray ink from his back, he slowly turned over under me, his physical arousal very evident. His oh-so-innocent pursed lips and sprawled body were an invitation I could not resist. I shifted my tool fingers to his shoulders and spread my thighs wide to show how eager I was for him. With a soft, very male growl of eager impatience, he wiggled into position and thrust up into me with one fluid upward motion. I cried out as he filled me, shuddering with pleasure. His rhythm began slow and languidly, but quickly he worked his way into wild abandon. I met him surge for surge, grinding down into him with every upward push.
 
   It was his second time that night, so he lasted quite some time. I was able to climax twice before he cried out and went rigid under me, clutching my hips tightly and flooding me with his warm male gift.
 
   I collapsed on top of him as we both shivered through our aftershocks. I spread my wings wide to help me cool off.
 
   Something dry and scratchy scuttled across my right membrane near the very tip of my wing-finger. I looked up to see a hairy black spider peering at us, its eyes glistening in the glow from the space heater.
 
   I yelped and practically leapt off my husband, crouching on his side to make sure he was squarely between me and the creature. Lerner bolted up into a sitting position, looking around for whatever startled me. “What?  What is it?”
 
   Trembling, I pointed.
 
   My husband rolled his eyes. “Goss, that’s just Dumas.”
 
   “I--I thought he left.”
 
   “He did, but he left an element body behind to help us monitor the equipment.”
 
   “That means he was probably watching us the whole time!” I said accusingly.
 
   Lerner shrugged, laying back down with fingers knitted behind his head as he looked up at me. “Not the whole time, I’m sure.”
 
   “That pervert!”
 
   “Goss, you have to understand about Spider Swarms. They aren’t human.”
 
   “I am not human.”
 
   “You know what I mean. Our bodies are so alien from theirs that he couldn’t possibly get aroused from watching us. Heck, he’d probably get more excited watching water drip off a damp rag than watching us have sex.”
 
   “Then why is he watching us?”
 
   “Remember this is just one element body, separated from the rest of Dumas. Individually like this, the element bodies aren’t any more sentient than, say, a well-trained housecat. Its all the spiders’ minds acting together in concert that give the swarms their intelligence. Dumas’ communal mind probably gave this critter here some simple commands to carry out while it was out. But it’s used to being part of a unit, so it’ll hang around whoever it finds familiar, like us. Besides, it’s a natural predator, so it’s probably fascinated by jerky motion, just like a cat would be.”
 
   “Hmp,” I said, pulling my lips into a sly smile. “And I guess we were pretty jerky there for a while.”
 
   “Speak for yourself, wife. Every move of mine was pure grace.”
 
   I thumped him playfully on the chest. “Oh, right. Did you say the spider liked watching jerky motion, or watching jerks?  If it is the latter than I know a certain human he has his eye on right now.”
 
   “There’s someone else in the room?”
 
   I thumped him again, only half-playfully this time. He snickered and grabbed me, pulling me down into a mock-wrestling match. We rolled and struggled and laughed. He could have pinned me easily, but--smart male that he was--he let me end up on top.
 
   I cooed, my finger claws lightly scratching the near-hairless skin of his broad chest. “Does all this enthusiasm mean you’re ready for a third time, husband?”
 
   He looked a bit sheepish. “Geez, Goss, you’re going to screw me sterile.”
 
   “That does not matter with us.”
 
   He sat up, his face suddenly serious. “Maybe not for some things. But I’ve been thinking a lot about what we talked about the other night.”
 
   “About having a child?”
 
   “Yeah. If that’s what you want, I think I’m ready to go through with it.”
 
   “I have been thinking about it, too, Lerner. I am ready for it. But I am also unsure about a great deal. Especially about what the doctors back in the KN said we had to go through. And whatever children I eventually birthed wouldn’t even be our children, not in the true sense. They’d be--what was the word?”
 
   “Clones,” he said. “Our twin brother and sister, kind of.”
 
   Silence stretched. “Lerner,” I said at last,  “I want to have children, but I want to have our children. I want it so much that it hurts sometimes when I think of it. But I don't know if we should leave for two years or more, not after what happened with the Xique. We lost so many. Our people need everyone, including us. Windrider needs me. I just--”  My words faltered.
 
   My husband reached up and wiped away a stray tear I didn’t know I had shed until he pulled away glistening fingers. “Goss, it’s okay. We can wait a few more years until things get back to normal. We’re both still young.”
 
   “But it hurts, Lerner. Every other female my age already has a child or is expecting one. And when I see Feather or Windsong holding their youngsters, feeding them or rocking them or cooing little sounds at them, I feel this big emptiness deep inside. It sounds stupid and selfish, but I want a child now.”
 
   My husband opened and closed his mouth several times, searching for proper words to say. Finally, almost helplessly, he just leaned close and gently rubbed my back.
 
   A long time passed with us just holding each other. I calmed down and just enjoyed his warmth and closeness for a long while.
 
   My husband decided to change the subject. "Has there been any change with Brightwind?"
 
   I slowly shook my head. Brightwind had fallen asleep one night last week and had never woken up. His other injuries were responding well to treatment, but his head wounds had relapsed and driven him into a coma. "I'm afraid not. He keeps getting worse and worse. Both our spirit callings and KN medicine are not helping. Windrider fears he may be slipping away from us."
 
   "Damn."
 
   "We can't lose him, too, Lerner. We can't. Not after all the others."
 
   He hugged me tighter. "There's nothing we can do, I guess. There may be nothing anyone can do."
 
   A grumble sounded on the far, darkened side of the room, followed by a low whine and an odd popping noise. I yelped and without thinking jumped in my husband’s arms. “Is that Dumas?”
 
   I could feel Lerner suppressing a nervous shudder. He shook his head. “No. Dumas is right there.”  He pointed with his chin at the spider who was two meters away, on the opposite side of us from the sound, scuttling slowly closer. It, too, was seeking comfort in closer proximity. “What was that?”
 
   “Let me see.”  I waved my arms, chanting quickly and quietly in order to summon a light spirit to illuminate the far side of the room. Nothing happened. I tried again, putting all my concentration into it. Nothing again. “Lerner, the spirits--the Matrix--is not responding!”
 
   “Damn,” he said, reaching for his tool pack. “Didn’t Louis say that this room was not just a Weird, but a Dead Zone?  The constant subsonics caused by the gravity resonance might have destroyed all the nanites in it. I wish we would have thought to check on that.”  He grabbed up a flashlight and swung it around to where the noise had originated.
 
   There, just beyond the angled transparent tubes, stood a broad, open doorway that had not been there before. And beyond it, darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The question I always come back to is this: Why a dyson sphere?
 
   The Builders had incredibly advanced technology, so much so that interstellar travel would have been a routine matter for them. They could have accomplished any number of starship schemes outlined by Old Earth visionaries. Light sails, antimatter rockets, Bussard ramjets and more would have been as easy for them to make as creating an automobile is for us.
 
   The existence of extra-solar planets had been confirmed since 1994 on old Earth, meaning that in all statistical probability the galaxy at large must contain at least thousands of life-bearing worlds such as Earth and many millions more that are terraformable, another technology that the Builders would not have perspired over.
 
   So why didn’t they go?  Why isn’t the galaxy teeming with human-built starships and colonies?  Like our old Earth ancestors, we turn radio telescopes, interferometers, and kit-bashed gravitic detectors toward the surrounding stars and so far have found only silence, a dearth of artificial signals in every direction.
 
   Our science of true astronomy is still young; after all, no one from the KN had ever seen real stars until Joanna Singhe looked out into space from the Underworld thirty years ago. There is still much we do not know. But the question remains: why are the stars still so silent?
 
   --from The Other End of History, by Kylie Agamotto and Kenneth Jones, published 545, Little Shard Press, Teranesia.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We were not stupid. After what had happened with the Xique, we were not going to risk ourselves on unknowns. At least not by ourselves. We grabbed our clothes and ran out of there. We stopped just long enough for Lerner to grab up Dumas’ element body on the way out. It might have been my imagination, but the spider seemed as relieved as we were to get out of that place.
 
   We did not stop to dress until we were five levels down, shivering only slightly more from the cold than from our own dread.
 
   We returned six hours later at dawn with a small army. All the humans, Dumas in his entirety, as well as Flier, Windrider, and Cloud.
 
   The Lab hadn’t changed at all since we left. The new doorway still gaped open. Upon cautious approach, we discovered it led to a short corridor that ended in another door. Dumas sent one of his element bodies down it to investigate, and the spider spanned nearly three meters in a single leap back when the door at the far end swooshed open as it drew near. That portal led to a small cubical room.
 
   The humans investigated and discovered that the far doorway was composed of two sets of walls, one belonging to the corridor and another belonging to the small room, with a finger’s width of space between them. All the humans reached the same conclusion simultaneously: the small room was an elevator.
 
   Jacqueline squealed in pleasure, and both Louis and Amethyst smiled broadly to themselves. The Outland Exploration Committee in the KN made it a policy to hand out generous bonuses for significant Builder artifact discoveries. Jacqueline’s crew had been instrumental in discovering the Laboratory, so would get the lion’s share of the OEC’s discovery bonus for it. Jacqueline figured it to be about a hundred thousand credits each, enough to get the bank off her tail for at least several months, as she put it. I was part of the discovery team, and both Amethyst and Jacqueline insisted I get my fair share of the take. It was generous of them, but I had little need for KN money here.
 
   Now we had found a possible means to access other parts of the Tower and that may have previously been denied us. Depending on what was found, the OEC bonuses could mount into the millions. The humans from the helistat were well aware of this as they excitedly began preparing an expedition to use the elevator.
 
   Comparing different maps of the Tower Lerner had prepared years before, it was determined that the elevator was right over the central axis that ran the entire length of the Tower. Dumas even speculated that it might even lead into the Underworld.
 
   The Shard was one vast disk over ten million kilometers across, but for all its girth it was very thin relatively, only two hundred kilometers thick at most. The habitable surface covered the sunward side, the atmosphere covered by a millimeter-thin “roof” one hundred or so kilometers overhead. The microscopic shutters on this roof layer of unknown material create the day-night cycle on the Shard.
 
   But a kilometer or so below us, beyond a mysterious interface layer explorers from the KN have so far been unable to penetrate, was the Underworld. A vast maze of millions of miles of tunnels and chambers waited there, mostly empty. The humans first discovered the Underworld shortly after finding the Spider Swarms on their island home thirty years before, which led not only below the Shard but to the KN's Spaceport and its relic ships.
 
   Of all the theaters of exploration the KN engaged in, the Underworld received the least attention and was therefore still the greatest unknown. The humans’ initial expeditions confirmed that, at least around their own territory, the Underworld had been abandoned for apparent millennia; millions of cubic kilometers of gargantuan corridors and chambers, some of which could swallow up the entirety of the Tower. And even worse, it was airless except for a few small, pressurized chambers scattered at seeming random.
 
   Because the elevator might bring whoever took it to the airless Underworld or some other equally unpleasant chamber, pressure suits from the helistat were deemed essential for the initial foray. At first I had been surprised that a helistat carried such equipment; when would an airship ever have to worry about going into space?  But Jackie explained that explorers had to be ready for anything, and the pressure suits could double as all-purpose hostile environment suits. KN explorers used them mostly for radiation protection, as many artifact sites were composed of radioactive metal debris. The suits are also sometimes used in places with compromised air quality and even on the few occasions another entrance to the Underworld was found.
 
   Jackie had first bought her two pressure suits ten years ago when she had first become an independent explorer. They had since remained mothballed in the cargo hold of the Niven’s Folly ever since. What that meant was a six hour delay as Dumas ran extensive system and integrity checks on both suits.
 
   With a wide array of straps and adjustable clasps, the suits could fit most body types of baseline humans. Unfortunately, that precluded everyone except Jackie, Lerner, and Louis. The suits couldn’t accommodate Myotan wings, Amethyst was simply too big, and Dumas was, well, a herd of spiders.
 
   After much debate, it was decided that Lerner and Jackie would be the ones to investigate where the elevator went, if it went anywhere at all.               Jackie, because she was most experienced of the human explorers, and Lerner, because he was a sophontologist. Louis protested that his skills as a mage might prove more valuable, but Jackie vetoed him. He and Amethyst had originally been in on the discovery of the Lab; now it was her and Lerner’s turn.
 
   I was as unhappy with the selection as Louis. Couldn’t Lerner let someone else take the risk?  I pulled him aside and told him so.
 
   He looked at me askew. “This from the female who decided to take on the Xique twice now?”
 
   “My recklessness does not excuse yours. Let Louis go instead. He does not have a Mate sitting here making herself sick with worry before he even leaves.”
 
   “Gossamyr...”
 
   “We don’t know what’s on the other end of that elevator. It could be anything.”
 
   “And that’s the reason why I have to go. We only have two scientists here, and I’m the only one who can fit into the pressure suit. We could find something important. I have to go.”
 
   I nodded silently. I did not like it, but I understood.
 
   I hugged him fiercely. A half-hour later, he and Jackie, clad in their bulky air-tight suits, disappeared behind the door to the elevator.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Hours passed. Flier, ever practical, returned to the community far below to recruit others who would bring up food, water, and sleeping rolls in case we had to wait the night.
 
   I was never more than five meters from the elevator door. I sat against the cool wall, basking as much as I could in the warmth from a space heater. Windrider came up and sat beside me, content to wait away the hours at my side. We talked occasionally about many things. Anything but whatever dangers my husband might be facing at that moment.
 
   We were quiet, too, for long periods of time, content just to be in each others’ company. It was in one of these long pauses that I told her, “Lerner and I decided we’re ready for children.”
 
   Our shaman started, picking out a small knot in her arm fur. “I thought you would have to go back to his old people for that.”
 
   “That is right.”
 
   “Oh.”  She looked crestfallen.
 
   “Do not worry, Windrider. We will not be going for a while yet.”
 
   She looked at me askew. “But it will not be soon enough for you.”
 
   “It is not--”
 
   “I know you, Gossamyr. You will leave without a glance back, and forget about us.”
 
   “Windrider, please. We will be gone a few years, yes, but we will come back. This is our home.”
 
   “Lerner had a home, too, before he came to us. He never speaks of anyone he left behind in his homeland. He has parents and a sibling there, yes?”
 
   “Yes, they all live near Lyra, which is a very large city in Borelea. Also, an aunt and a number of cousins, who came to Lyra at the time to see us. They were all very nice.”
 
   “But he left them, left everything he knew, to stay with us.”
 
   “He originally volunteered to stay in order to survey the Tower.”
 
   Windrider nodded. “He said he was only supposed to stay six months, until the helistat which dropped him off would return. But he stayed on longer anyway.”
 
   I squared my shoulders, holding my chin slightly higher. “Maybe he had a good reason.”  I actually got her to smile slightly. “Do you really think I will go to the KN again and never come back?”
 
   She was silent for many minutes. “The humans believe they have magic fully explained don’t they?”
 
   “In a way. They believe that Magic is really something called the Nanotech Matrix.”
 
   She flicked her hand at me in a dismissive gesture. “Yes, yes. You explained it to me once. But they have not explained everything. Someone has yet to tell me how Builder science can explain away my visions.”
 
   “You have had a vision?”
 
   She nodded slowly, suddenly looking very old. “Yes. The spirits speak to me. They may use this Nanotech Matrix or something else for the means of their communication, but they speak nonetheless. And they tell me you will go away soon, and for a long time.”
 
   “What?  Windrider, that is silly.”
 
   “Is it?  You have told me of the wonders in the human lands. You and Lerner will leave, spend years there using human magic to bear your children. You may well get used to the comforts there, and quickly forget about us.”
 
   “I could never do that. This is my home. I cannot tell you how desperately I missed you and Flier and all the others while I was away in the KN. Every day I wished I had you there so I could share with all of you everything I was seeing and doing.”
 
   The Shaman’s voice lowered to a near-whisper. “When your parents died and you came to live with Flier and me, I prayed so hard to the spirits every day to help you through such a horrific time. I never felt I did enough to comfort you. I was not the mother to you I should have been in Softpetal's absence. You were always so angry and distant, and I could not reach you.”
 
   “That was not your fault. I was angry at everything, then. There is no reason to feel guilty.”
 
   “You have not yet been a mother, Gossamyr. You cannot know what a torture it is to see your child suffer. And through the spirits I have known since even before the humans came that you were destined for an unusual life. Your Mating with Lerner only confirmed that. And I fear now that it is going to be even more eventful, after everything that has happened in the last few weeks. It just pains me to think that soon you will go away, undergoing the spirits-know-what trials, without me there to help you.”
 
   “I wish you could come with us to the KN, Windrider, when we go. There is no one I would rather have with me.”
 
   “But the community needs a Shaman, so I must stay here. Just promise me, Gossamyr, that if you do go away you will come back, if you can.”
 
   I reached an arm across her shoulders and hugged her to me. “Of course I will, Windrider. I promise that no matter what happens, I will come home. I will come back to you.”
 
   She leaned into me. “That is all I want.”
 
   A loud pop made us jump, followed by a low hiss. I helped Windrider to her feet as the Elevator door slowly pulled open, revealing Lerner and Jackie, pressure suit helmets cradled in their arms.
 
   We all rushed forward, but I pushed my way to the front to hug my husband. It was awkward, with the bulky pressure suit between us, but welcome nonetheless.
 
   Both humans seemed very pleased with themselves. Jackie, who was not having her breath squeezed out by her Mate, was the first to speak. “You won’t believe what we found!” she exalted to her crew. “We are so rich!”
 
   Louis asked excitedly, “What?  What is it?”
 
   “A teleport node!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I hate people.”
 
   --independent explorer Jurgens Ming-na Walthiem, when asked what motivated him to spend so many months at a time away from civilization.(Personality magazine, December 545 issue)
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Like many things the Builders created, the teleport node was awe-inspiringly huge.
 
   Its main chamber was a hollow metallic UTSite sphere thirty meters across. Small handles protruded from the sphere at about human height, connected to a door which made up a vertical quarter-slice of the sphere. It was surprisingly easy to manipulate, despite it having to weigh at least a dozen tons. As slight as I was, I had no trouble swinging it open by myself and locking it tightly into place. Controls besides the entrance both inside and out could open and close it automatically.
 
   The sphere was attached to nearly a cubic acre of mysterious-looking machinery bound behind tight UTSite bulkheads. These were what supposedly powered the teleport node, with the sphere just acting as the transport chamber.
 
   The node itself was nestled in just one of the immense pressurized chambers my husband and Jackie had found here in the Underworld. These spaces were dotted here and there with a number of odd-looking devices. A huge, delta-wing aircraft of some kind that was obviously way too huge to fit through any of its room’s openings. A room filled with racks upon racks of small, reddish pearls, with a bluish globe about the size of a fist sitting on a pedestal in the chamber’s exact center. One chamber had strange furniture that “popped” up from the floor but was still part of it, like a thin sheet of rubber someone was pushing real furniture against from underneath. And there were a dozen more, all just cursorily explored in the few short hours we had been wandering around down here.
 
   The humans and Dumas were ecstatic. This find was worth over a million credits after they registered it with the OEC. After Lerner and Jackie reported back that it was safe to traverse the elevator, most of us went down in small groups to see the discoveries for ourselves.
 
   I went down with the first group, accompanied by Lerner, Louis, Dumas, Flier, and Cloud. I had been on elevators in the KN, but this experience had little in common with those clunky metal boxes. The elevator walls were rounded and smooth, devoid of any obvious controls or even any blemishes of any kind beyond the soft blister of light on the ceiling. Even the doors, when closed, were only barely-visible outlines. Lerner spoke simply, “descend,” and the elevator began to move. My stomach seemed to drop away from me as we accelerated down at a dizzying speed, not fast enough to cause us any real trauma but just swiftly enough to really feel the discomfort of it. And that was just us Myotans, who were used to the gut-wrenching accelerations and stops that came from flying. The humans looked much more distressed than we were, but endured it in silence. The Builders had obviously been much more interested in speed than in comfort, or perhaps knew of a way to modulate the elevator’s descent that we did not.
 
   After several minutes the elevator did an odd flip-flop, reorienting itself. We were held to the floor by some weird gyrations involving centrifugal force. We had been told to expect this, but it still came as a surprise.
 
   We had just passed the interface layer of the Shard, the kilometer-thick layer that had so far proven impenetrable to Lerner’s people. Many of the maintenance machinery thought to regulate the function and habitat of the Shard were thought to be located there, including the focus points for the gravitational generators located at the Shard’s rim. In simpler terms, the Interface layer was where the Shards’ gravity field was focused, stretched out in a circular plane that girdled the entire Shard. Thus, the layer was always “down,” no matter which side of the Shard you were on. The elevator had to reorient us as we passed through the interface, as the direction that was “up” on the surface would be the new “down” in the Underworld.
 
   We descended over two kilometers by Dumas’ estimate. Apparently the Underworld chambers were the only destination accessible by the elevator. Lerner and Jackie had tried to get the elevator to go elsewhere, but to no avail. We had stopped just as abruptly as we had started.
 
   After several hours, I grew bored with everyone doting on the teleport node. I grabbed a flashlight and a canteen and said I was going to explore a little on my own.
 
   “Goss, are you nuts?”  my husband said. “We’ve only cursorily explored the chambers down here. You could run into all sorts of trouble by yourself.”
 
   “It seemed safe enough for you and Jackie,” I said. “Besides, someone has to see what else is down here. We might as well start now.”
 
   Flier said, “Your Mate is right, Gossamyr. It is too dangerous for you to wander around down here alone.”
 
   “Are you forbidding me from going, Flier?”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “And have you impale me with one of your glares that can ferment juice?”  My husband choked back a laugh, then pretended to have heard nothing. “I did not say you could not go, just that I do not want you to go alone. Cloud, go with her.”
 
   Cloud and I looked at each other in alarm, then back at our chieftain. My ears tapered against my skull. “Flier...”
 
   “Cloud is not doing anything else, and he is a good fighter in case you run into something. And he will behave. Will you not, Chief Hunter?”
 
   From the way Cloud recoiled from Flier’s stare, I was apparently not the only one who had picked up a talent for harsh looks. Cloud swept the floor with his eyes and said sheepishly, “yes, Chieftain.”
 
   We left, my husband warning me one last time to be careful. Was I so reckless, that he always had to repeat that?  Perhaps I should remind him that if it hadn’t been for my impulsiveness, we probably would never have ended up together. After all, what “careful” Myotan female would even have considered a human Mate?
 
   The corridors were wide and vaulted, with sharp angles near the floor but arcing into a seamless curve nearly five wingspans overhead. Side corridors, yawning chasms of mysterious darkness, appeared out of the gloom at seeming random, as did human-sized doorways. We occasionally ran across what appeared to be immense portals, large enough to swallow trees, but they refused to open for us. The entrances to smaller rooms opened readily enough, shushing open on their own as soon as we touched their surfaces.              
 
   I brought along an electronic notepad, and began to draw a rough map of the chambers we passed. My husband had done that when he had first surveyed the Tower, so we would not get lost and to serve as a reference for his first serious drafts of the Tower’s blueprints. It was a good idea, so I followed suit in the Underworld.
 
   “You do not like me any more, do you?” Cloud grumped as soon as we were out of earshot of the others.
 
   “Flier told you to behave,” I snapped. Then, after a few moments' pause, I added, “On the day of my Mating, you shot my husband with an arrow, threatened to kill him, and did everything you could to discredit and shame us. You have not exactly been a friend to us these past few years. But this is not the time and place to discuss this.”
 
   He shrugged. “These machines have been here for untold years, and they are not going anywhere. Besides, perhaps I do not share the fascination the humans have for technological things.”  He said the last word like a curse.
 
   We entered a chamber that must have been as large as every occupied apartment in our community combined. It was so large it took nearly a heartbeat for our echoes to rejoin us. It was lined with large blocks of what looked like metallic UTSite. “Hmm. Could be an element node,” I said. The Builders had been known to store raw materials in such containers. Sometimes they were easily accessible, sometimes not. I had read somewhere that the element nodes in the Underworld sometimes contained materials considered too toxic to allow into the upper habitat even by accident, such as uranium, raw chlorine or even plutonium. Best to leave them alone. I toggled the small trackball on my notepad and started toward the next chamber opening.
 
   “To get back to what we were talking about,” I said to my companion. “You are a hypocrite, Cloud. You rail against the humans and what they bring into the community, but even now you carry a human-made rifle instead of your usual bow and quiver of arrows.”
 
   “After the Xique attack, I thought it prudent to carry better weapons.”
 
   “But that is just it. What have they given us that was not better than what we had before?  I have noticed you enjoying a glider flight at least once a week, despite what happened to Sunwing. Gliders that Lerner showed us how to make. And his former people are so generous with what they have!  Because of them, we have better medicines, better tools, better farming techniques...”
 
   “Better husbands?”
 
   I stopped walking and turned on him. I must have been sporting one of the glares Flier had mentioned, because Cloud withdrew from me a half-step upon seeing my anger. “Is this what this is all about, Cloud?  You still resent my Mating with Lerner instead of you?”
 
   “Gossamyr, he is not one of us.”
 
   My snapped my wing membranes in irritation. “Answer my question!”  My voice was louder than I intended.
 
   Cloud sighed. “Very well. I will not lie. Yes. Yes, I resent it still. I always have. Even after I was with Sunwing. Everyone agrees that you would have been my Mate if the humans had not come.”
 
   “Everyone but me. Cloud, I remember those days as clearly as you. I remember everyone saying that, too, that we would probably end up Mating. It may have even come to pass. And you want to know why?  Not because I loved you, or really felt anything toward you except maybe a distant friendship. It was because you were the least objectionable bachelor male available. I was always an outsider, always odd little Gossamyr who was always thinking strange thoughts instead of going along with everyone else. It was even worse after my parents died. I would have ended up with you not because I wanted to but because there would have been no one else I could have even remotely have gotten along with. Would you have really wanted me that way, Cloud?  To me, you would have simply been a Mate of last resort. I thank the spirits every day for sending Lerner to me instead.”
 
   I knew my words were going to hurt him, but perhaps that last statement had been a bit too much. He looked like an arrow had just pierced his chest. But after a moment he straightened, adjusted his rifle’s shoulder strap and began walking ahead. “I see. Fine. Let us get on with this, then.”
 
   I instantly regretted my anger. I did not know he still hurt so deeply for what happened, not after three years and a Mate of his own with her wings already in the Hall of Remembrance. I ran to catch up to him, laying a hand on his arm. “Cloud, please.”
 
   He angrily shrugged me off. “No, Gossamyr, it is all right. I overheard you and Windrider talking. You go have your blasphemous children with your alien Mate in his homeland. Your people will get along fine without you. You are really more human now than Myotan, anyway.”
 
   My anger suddenly returned. “What is that supposed to mean!”
 
   “Look at you!”  He flung his tool-fingers at me, indicating my body. “You are wearing human jeans instead of Dhaki skin leggings!  You are actually wearing a shirt, a human tee-shirt, tied together through loops you pierced in your wing membranes!  Your sacred wings mutilated for human cloth!  What other Myotan in the community has done such a thing?  And look at how you handle that electronic box, like you have been doing it your entire life!   You speak the human language so much that you actually have some of a human accent nowadays!  Even your wing tattoos are of a human totem, of these strange “sunsets” that took place on their mythical old Earth!  Your body may look Myotan, but everything else about you has become human!  And you are going to be our next Shaman?  Human whore is more like it!”
 
   I growled, my fist lashing out and backhanding him. He did not even try to dodge or block it. The blow staggered him back a step. “How dare you!” I shouted. “I love my husband!  Windrider herself gave us her blessing from the start!  If it was not for the humans and their weapons, we would all have been meat for the Xique!  You are lucky I do not summon a lightning spirit and show you just what kind of ‘whore’ I’ve become!  I--”
 
   My tirade dwindled away when I noticed the tears flowing from his eyes, matting his facial fur. Had my blow hurt him more than I had thought?  “Cloud?”
 
   “And you want to know the stupidest thing, Gossamyr?  The most incredibly dumb thing about all of this?”  He wiped his eyes on his wing membrane like a little boy, the trembling in his voice barely contained. “I would still become your Mate in an instant, if I could.”
 
   I was stunned into silence.
 
   “G-go join the others, Cloud,” I finally managed. “Just tell them we got separated. I’ll come back in a little bit.”
 
   “Gossamyr?” he said, a bit hopefully.
 
   I shook my head. “Cloud, I am so sorry I have hurt you like that. I guess I never really knew how you truly felt. But you have to understand. Lerner is my Mate. He always will be, in this life and the next.”
 
   He opened and closed his mouth several times, trying to think of something to say, his face careening through a dozen emotions in as many heartbeats. But in the end, all he did was give me a shallow nod--which could have meant anything--and turned to go. I watched the light from his flashlight slowly recede down the tunnels.
 
   I found myself wiping away a stray tear. Would Mating with him have really been as awful as I always said?  Perhaps it would have just taken him longer to grow up than most.
 
   I wished that, just once before I died, that I could meet a single male--of any species--that did not utterly confuse me.
 
   I continued with my exploring, but the thrill of it was gone. I went through the motions of mapping, but I reacted not at all in the way I thought I would when confronted with the impossible machines of the Builders.
 
   I knew Cloud had always been resentful of Lerner for winning me over. I just did not realize his feelings had run so deep, or that he had held on to them after all these years. No one in the community had worked harder to sabotage Lerner and I, but spirits help me, when I saw him crying just now all I wanted to do was hug him. We had been such good friends once, before we grew up...
 
   Which, of course, would have been the most insane thing to do, leading him on in any way. Lerner was my Mate. I never regretted that, not even with all the awkwardness of our differing bodies and when the entire community seemed arrayed against us. He was everything I ever wanted in a husband.
 
   Except being able to give me children, as Cloud could have.
 
   Where was my mind going?  I shook my head to get that image out of my head.
 
   Which was when I tripped over the mummified corpse.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thousands of civilizations have risen and fallen on the MegaShard since the Great Cataclysm five millennia ago. This should come as no surprise, given the Shard’s sheer size and its estimated trillions of sentient inhabitants. In the KN’s Zone of Exploration alone, which barely makes up 3% of the total surface area of the MegaShard, ruins of 138 non-Builder civilizations have so far been discovered. Most of these never achieved a level of advancement beyond the early Bronze Age. In the same area, 34 living city-states as well as 19 coherent nations have been contacted since the current Age of Exploration began 30 years ago. Again, most of these are at low advancement levels and seem likely to fall into the traps of resource mismanagement and calcifying conservatism, not to mention falling prey to outside forces such as natural catastrophes and belligerent neighbors, that doomed so many of their predecessors. Only the Known Nations, the Boiler Lords, Darlan, and the River Kingdoms have so far been able to escape this trap that most Shard-bound societies fall prey to, and two of those have had to adopt a calcifying form of extreme conservatism to ensure long-range viability.
 
   The civilizations that first arose on old Earth also experienced these difficulties, but they emerged within such close proximity to each other, especially on the Eurasian continent, that total collapse was often arrested. As one society fell, others close by were often rising, providing a “safety net” of preserved knowledge by halo effect.
 
   On the MegaShard, however, civilizations can arise tens of thousands of kilometers away from their nearest neighbors. If they stumble, there is no one around to catch them. Even on Earth, some cultures were so completely isolated that their collapses were near-total in their slide back to the stone-age; witness the Maya and the natives of Easter Island, among others.
 
   On maps, living civilizations are often denoted by name but sites of dead ones are usually denoted by the initials NBR (Non-Builder Ruin) and a number indicating the order in which they were discovered. The OEC offers a discovery bonus of ten to twenty-five thousand credits for living civilizations, but has withdrawn the bonus for finding NBR sites because of their plentitude.
 
   --from A Guide to the Outlands, 546 Under Every Rock edition, Haggerty Press, Borelea
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I did what any sane, rational person would do when all alone in a strange, dark place and suddenly confronted with a leering visage of death.
 
   I screamed.
 
   I stopped when it finally percolated into my hindbrain that the body was not moving or going to hurt me in any way. Several weeks earlier, I had helped Windrider prepare twenty-three fresh corpses for their final journey. While that experience deeply disturbed and saddened me, it did not evoke even a fraction of the dread that the dried, grinning skull did. Recent death was something I could handle. Ancient death was a terror new to me.
 
   The figure was humanoid, naked to the waist, where some tattered remnants of cloth still hung. Its skin was leathery and pulled taught into a thousand painful-looking creases. Its eye sockets were large, dark and hollow. I suppressed a shudder.
 
   It was not human like I had first suspected. The Builders had been human, so I guess that is what I expected the mummified corpse to be. But as I looked more closely, I saw that the skull was too elongated, and the bones were too slight. Most tellingly, the third and fourth finger on each hand extended over a meter.
 
   A Myotan.
 
   I gingerly poked at the remains with my flashlight.
 
   “Gossamyr?”
 
   I yelped and involuntarily flung the flashlight into the air. I turned just in time to see Cloud catch it with his free hand. “I heard you scream.”
 
   I gestured toward the mummified corpse. He swung his own light over it even as he handed mine back to me. “Sky-Spirit,” he breathed.
 
   “It’s Myotan,” I said.
 
   “How old is it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  It was odd, how quickly our earlier confrontation was forgotten in the wake of this discovery. The fantastic machines that awaited us in the surrounding chambers somehow seemed a bit too abstract to have much immediate impact upon us. But this, this was something we could immediately identify with; one of our own, dead. “But it looks like he has been down here a very long time. Decades, or maybe even centuries.”
 
   “I should go get the others,” he said.
 
   “I am pretty sure they heard my scream. They will be here soon enough.”
 
   “Do not be so sure. We are quite a ways away from them, and we had to turn several corners. Plus, the echoes act strangely, here. I barely heard you and I only left you a few minutes ago.”
 
   “We will go get them, then. Just let me make sure we can find this spot easily, again.”  I closed my eyes and summoned a light spell. Or a sun spirit, as Windrider would call it. The nanites in the surrounding area would give off their stored energy as low-level light for about an hour or so. By their many billions, it would be just bright enough for a human to read by. And unlike summoning a fire or lightning spirit, the nanites would not destroy themselves in the process.
 
   My mind cleared and I began the ordering of my thoughts necessary to reach out to the Matrix. But suddenly I felt something mentally reaching toward me, instead. A presence, a mild kind of pressure in my mind, probing.
 
   I stopped the spell and the presence faded away. I tottered slightly.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “I--I do not--” I looked around, suddenly alarmed. “There is something here with us.”
 
   Cloud pulled the rifle from his shoulder. “Where?”
 
   I shook my head. “That is not going to do any good. It is in the Nanotech Matrix, I think.” I had to remember that Cloud knew very little of nanites. “The presence, I mean. Connected to this place, somehow.”
 
   “A spirit?”  He glanced meaningfully at the mummified corpse behind me.
 
   “Something like that,” I said. “I am going to try to contact it further.”
 
   “Is that wise?”
 
   “Probably not.”  I slitted my eyes. Once again I cleared my mind for a spell, but which one I was not quite sure yet. It did not matter, because the presence returned as soon as I began ordering my thoughts. I felt a growing compulsion the longer I stayed in contact with it, a compulsion to reach out and touch the wall behind the corpse.
 
   But not touch it just anywhere. A small square, about chest height, began glowing a dull red.
 
   “Spirits!” I swore. “What is that?”
 
   Cloud looked at me, perplexed. “What?  Where?”
 
   I peered more closely at the square on the wall. I saw that the light did not actually come from the wall, but from a perfectly two-dimensional plane hovering a finger-width above it.
 
   My husband had mentioned something similar once, found only rarely at other artifact sites: a Matrix-accessed control. The physical instrumentality found on most Builder artifacts are thought to be merely back-ups. The Builders probably controlled most of their devices directly through the Matrix, their minds linked by it to all their machines.
 
   This--whatever it was--must have been left on automatic, responding to whoever was within range who could access the Matrix. Conversely, it was planting an image in my mind through the nanites already in my brain. I placed the tips of my tool-fingers on the wall in the center of the glowing square. They tingled briefly.
 
   A message flashed through my mind. DNA variations within accepted parameters. Code verified. Access granted.
 
   A laser-straight seam appeared in the wall before us, followed by a pop and a low hiss. The seam pulled apart to reveal a narrow doorway and a chamber beyond. The mummy slumped into the opening.
 
   I gingerly stepped over it and into the new chamber. Cloud hissed at me to wait, but I ignored him. The room had opened for me, specifically. Or at least someone with the right DNA. What did I have to fear from it?  If it had been a trap it would have opened for anyone indiscriminately.
 
   Inside, another crystal room like the one we had found earlier, but here the crystals were white and irregularly shaped. Did the builders just really like pretty rocks, or was there something more to it?
 
   Dumas mentioned that the crystal in the other room might have been holographic crystals, used as a kind of memory storage device for computers. Is that what these were?
 
   I walked over to one and picked it up, looking through the translucent material. The interior seemed more than a little odd, like it was reflecting the light from my flashlight in impossible ways. Looking into it for more than a couple seconds made my head hurt.
 
   Only one crystal stood out, a perfectly-round globe a few centimeters across, resting on a raised box on its place in the shelves. Inside it was another sphere, one that looked strangely out of place within the larger one. Its colors constantly shifted and it seemed to undulate and fade out when I looked at it too closely. I felt another headache coming on the more I peered at it, so I put it down and examined the box underneath.
 
   The box was made of a strange kind of plastic. Its surface throbbed and flowed in my hand, an indication of active Q-tronic circuitry within. But most odd was the many tiny symbols painstakingly carved into its molding. I peered closely at them, and realized they looked surprisingly similar to Myotan script. Not exactly the same, but many symbols seemed to have close facsimiles in our own alphabet. The only letters that were more than a few millimeters high were also the only ones I could more-or-less translate, assuming the two alphabets were indeed related.
 
   The message was simple.
 
   Death of the World.
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   I looked down at my hands, disappointed. Why weren’t they on fire?
 
   “It isn’t working,” I said.
 
   “You’re not doing it right,” Louis said. “You have to visualize a circle-arc of about sixty degrees after you get done with the photon interactions. Here, I usually move my finger in a curve like this during that part to remind me.”  He demonstrated.
 
   He, Windrider, Amethyst and myself were in the woods several kilometers from the Tower, having a spell-swapping session. Amethyst came along nominally to provide us with some security, but in truth was probably just happy for the chance to see Louis do what he did best. She spent as much time covertly watching him than watching out for any potential threat.
 
   We had really made an outing of it, complete with a packed lunch. After the harrowing events of the past few weeks, it was sheer pleasure to get away and relax and talk shop.
 
   Everyone one was still in a flurry over our discoveries in the Underworld, and most of the able-bodied of our people went down at least once to gawk at what had been hiding under our Tower all this time. Some got into arguments--which had Captain McDevitt in a near-apoplexy--that all the Builder wonders just discovered in fact belonged to the Myotans, since they were all discovered in our Tower. But of course we would have little to no idea what to do with most of them, and most usually brought that up lately just to annoy the Myotan-sized human.
 
   Well, most at any rate. Cloud and Azure, always mated in their dislike of the humans, were partly serious about challenging anyone who tried to remove the artifacts, and suggested to Flier that he ask for concessions from the humans--like even bigger and better guns--before they be allowed to examine them further. So far our Chieftain had resisted, but he admitted that the idea had some merit and weighed what to ask the humans for. Not the humans on the Niven’s Folly, but those that ran the KN and their exploration office.
 
   The battle with the Xique had made our leader rethink many decisions of the past few years. There was some merit to Cloud’s assertion that more and better guns, which the humans had always been reluctant to trade with us for, might have turned the battle in our favor much sooner. We spoke of such at length only a few nights ago around a late-night hearth fire, while my husband was tapping away at his computer and Windrider had slunk into a deep sleep.
 
   He spoke that perhaps we had been too generous, too grateful to the humans for all their gifts. That if we were going to help them explore the Shard and save our world, then perhaps we should be better prepared to face the dangers that all that entails. And that meant becoming stronger in any way we could.
 
   Of course I repeated to him all the arguments my husband had told me when we talked of the same thing. That too much knowledge given too quickly can prove dangerous. You do not give children burning torches until they learn to respect what fire can do. So it must be with us, we must accept the fact that the KN simply knows more about such things than we do. Besides, from all that I had read, I knew that the KN was much more open with us than a large majority of the peoples they contacted.
 
   Our chieftain only nodded curtly, segueing into a dour, silent brooding. I know he respected my opinions on the matter but I could also tell he was questioning the wisdom of my position. He just wondered, in a final, hushed whisper before he gathered his mate and returned to their quarters, how much like the humans we would have to become to make sure nothing like the Xique ever befell us again.
 
   His question haunted me for a long time afterward, my tool fingers running semi-accusingly over the human-made jeans I now habitually wore, for in truth I had no answer for him.
 
   I tried the spell again, and again no burning hands. “Spirits!  What am I doing wrong?”
 
   “Are you visualizing the photon transformations right?”
 
   “I do not know. And do you have to use the term ‘photon’ so much?  How about if I just think in terms of light?”
 
   Windrider harrumphed. “Is that what he is talking about?  Why can you humans not just say what you mean?  Perhaps your translator-box needs fixing.”
 
   I turned toward my mentor. “Photons are what light is made of.”
 
   Windrider rolled her eyes. More human nonsense. Light was light.
 
   Louis continued, “I guess it doesn’t matter what you visualize light as, as long as you can visualize the transforming part. Remember, you’re using the Nanotech Matrix to transform the light around your hands. Here, I’ll show you again.”  Louis chanted a few words under his breath and wiggled his fingers in a short but complex pattern. A nimbus of fire sprung up surrounding his hands, dancing and leaping with his every movement.
 
   Windrider walked up and tentatively reached out for the flames. She looked surprised that they gave off no heat.
 
   “A hologram,” Louis explained. “Like the ‘sun spirits’ you call, only smaller and more tightly focused.”
 
   “It is a small fire spirit?” Glider asked.
 
   “No, no. It’s an optical illusion of a fire. The spell isn’t restricted to the image of fire, either. It’s any small-scale image you want manifested within about a meter of your body. You want a glowing blue aura around your skin or a third eye to open on your forehead, this is the spell you’d use. We call it called FX. It’s used mostly to impress pretty girls in bars and primitives in the Outlands.”
 
   Our Shaman looked at him askew. “Primitives?  Like us?”
 
   Louis’s ‘flames’ petered out as he held up his hands placatingly. The spell only had a short duration. “No, that’s not what I meant. I mean, you guys used to be pretty primitive but you’re better now.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘used to be?’” I asked
 
   Windrider snapped her wings, her muzzle crinkling in annoyance. “Yes, what?”
 
   Louis looked at Amethyst, who held no mercy in her bemused smile. “You got yourself into this,” she said matter-of-factly. “You’ll have to get yourself out.”
 
   Louis shrugged. “Well, look. It’s just that when we first contacted you, you weren’t, you know, that sophisticated. But you’re better now!  You’ve got guns and better metalworking and gliders and stuff like that!”
 
   I frowned. “In other words, we are more like you humans. And that makes us better”
 
   Louis looked genuinely puzzled. “What’s so wrong with that?”
 
   I recalled Flier’s comments of the other night. Even though I brushed off his words then, they returned with enough force to truly flare my anger at Louis. “Nothing, if we were human. But we are not!”
 
   Amethyst tched at her crewmate. “Gossamyr’s right, you know. Didn’t you take a Cultural Ethics in college?  You know, respecting Outland societies?  The value of Otherness?”
 
   The human grunted. “Amethyst, the only reason you respect someone else’s ‘Otherness’ is so you can have new targets to shoot at. But all that Old Earth Prime Directive crap is for more primitive cultures. These guys aren’t like that anymore. They’re almost...
 
   This time I could feel my fur rankling. “‘Almost?’”
 
   He looked at me, alarmed to see me so angry.  “Whoa. You’re taking this way out of context. I guess what I mean is that you’re becoming more human-like, as a group. You guys are mostly human, genetically. Why wouldn’t you want it to go further?”
 
   I shook my head. “No one would argue that your people possesses better tools than we do, and that we have much to learn from you. But to say we were more primitive simply because we lacked sophisticated tools is completely false. Take those tools away from both sides and we are as good as any human.”  I caught Windrider smiling and nodding in approval in my direction.
 
   “And any human is as good as you?”
“Of course.”
 
   Louis planted his hands firmly on his hips. “And do you feel the same way about the band of human nomads who’ve set up camp by the river a twenty kilometers away?”
 
   “What?  I--I don’t know. I’ve never really thought about it.”
 
   “Mm-hmm. And what about the band of Felinoids you say pass through the area every few years?   Are they your equals?  How about the Otterkin that live two days’ march beyond the hills?  Or the Xique?  Or all the other nomads who occasionally come through your territory?”
 
   Windrider and I were silent.
 
   Louis nodded his head. “Yeah, I thought so. I’ve overheard the way you people talk about your neighbors. You think you’re better, more enlightened than them. You know, Lerner used to fill out weekly reports during his first year here for the passing helistat captains. He mentioned it a number of times. If it’s someone more primitive than you, you’re superior. But if you meet someone more sophisticated, you’ve got to be treated as an equal. Well, tell me this, Gossamyr: would you have even contemplated marrying Lerner if he had been one of those human nomads, dressed in a Dhaki skin loincloth he hadn’t washed in a year?”
 
   “Louis,” Amethyst spat. “That’s enough. You’ve made your point.”
 
   He flopped his hands at his sides in exasperation. “I am so sick of hearing and reading about one culture or another a helistat comes across and having them act all arrogant because they’ve built some mud pyramid or whatever just like a thousand other Outland civilizations have done!  I mean, we’re the ones who actually got to the point where we understand what's going on and taking all these risks trying to save the whole freakin’ Shard!  You’d think people would give us a little respect!  But no!  They can’t admit to being even a little bit less than we are because that might bump them down on the technological food chain a few notches!”
 
   His tirade wound down, and an awkward silence stretched on for several heartbeats. “And is that how your people feel,” I finally said ever so quietly, “about the Others?  Or the Builders?  Or even the people of old Earth?”
 
   He had no answer for that.
 
   “You forget that unlike many of the other peoples you mentioned, I have actually been to your Known Nations. I have read your books, watched your television, listened to your leaders. How much of what you have built was done trying to prove yourselves the equal of peoples that were clearly greater than you?  Do you not want, either now or at some point in the future, to be considered the equal of the Builders or the Earth people?”
 
   “But you don’t understand,” he said, all of his earlier bluster evaporating. “We are them. The peoples of old Earth and the Builders were both our ancestors. One begat the other, and in turn begat us.”
 
   “Are you so sure of that?  Or do you only tell yourselves that?”
 
   He bowed his head. “But it has to be true.”  He sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than anyone else. “We are their inheritors.”
 
   I opened my mouth for a retort, then thought better of it.
 
   When the humans first came into our lives, they were very evasive on what they believed. Did they put their faith in the spirits?  Did they worship the sun and earth, as did some of their nomad human brethren?  Perhaps they believed in nothing at all?
 
   Eventually we learned that they subscribed to a huge plethora of different beliefs. They had no unifying faith as did we and many of our neighbors. Ask any of the KN humans what they believed, and inevitably the answer would differ significantly in some way or another from his fellow humans, even if that human was a member of the same so-called religion.
 
   But I learned that what unified them was not a belief in the mystical, as with my people. It was a faith in their past, or at least what they believed was their past. That they were carrying on a tradition of greatness started by civilizations I had read about in their books; the Greeks, the Romans, the Chinese, the Americans. And, to a greater extent, the Builders. Ever since the beginning, I had been very curious to discover what drove my husband’s people, so over the years I had read the histories from the Great Library that had so inspired them.
 
   In doing so, I discovered something very similar to the KN’s current attitude. The Americans had had a phrase for it:  Manifest Destiny. The belief that they had a very special, very specific destiny to fulfill. For the Americans, Manifest Destiny had meant expanding across a continent. Their belief drove them to create a powerful nation. But it also had a great price: the destruction, imprisonment, and assimilation of dozens of indigenous cultures and a century of unprecedented environmental degradation. They were still trying to repair the damage to their own society and surroundings caused by that ill-conceived Imperialist frenzy when the last books chronologically contained in the Great Library were being written.
 
   Looking at Louis now, I could almost see the zealousness that drove the early Americans. The same unwavering belief in the righteousness of their chosen path, and the lesserness of anyone in their way. Now, the KN was considerably more enlightened and advanced than the myopic Victorians, but still, what price would their Manifest Destiny exact?  What “lesser” peoples would fall victim to it?
 
   Mine, perhaps?
 
   Amethyst wisely decided to change the subject in the midst of the growing uncomfortable silence. “So, uh, Gossamyr, where has your husband been?  I haven’t seen much of him in the last week.”
 
   I shrugged. “He has been very busy with all the artifacts in the Underworld. I am surprised you are not down there with them.”
 
   She shrugged. “Not much I can do, except some heavy lifting here and there. Nothing really threatening down there except a whole lot of dark. Might as well stay up here out of the more technical-minded’s way. At least in the daylight I occasionally have something to shoot at.”
 
   “Well, Lerner’s most excited about the artifacts I found in that hidden room, trying to decipher the markings on it. He said that some of the script is indeed a variation of Myotan pictograms, maybe a more ancient form.”
 
   “The other script he says is some kind of language he has never seen before. It is not in any of the KN databases. He thinks it may even be derived from the original Builder language. He is hoping that if he can get the Myotan script translated, that may act as a “rosy stone” for the other language.”
 
   “That’s ‘rosetta stone,” Louis said.
 
   Windrider observed, “you do not seem too happy with all this, Gossamyr.”
 
   I ruffled my wing membranes in irritation. “That is all he has been doing the past week. He seems to be becoming obsessed with it. I mean, the artifacts have been there for who knows how long, and another helistat will not pass through for two months. I do not see what the rush is.”
 
   “And he has no time for you?”
 
   “That is not it. Well, not exactly. He has been obsessive about his work before. I am used to being ignored in such times, and I do not mind it very much, as I know the work he does is important. But this time, he has taken it to an extreme, he rarely eats and goes without sleep for days. He even refused a tattoo session the other night.”
 
   Louis and Amethyst looked at me in bewilderment, but Windrider arced her brows high in understanding. How could the humans understand how sacred the tattoos were to us, how important they were to the bonding of husband and wife?
 
   “It must be important,” Amethyst said, “if he’s devoting so much time to it. And there is a lot of money at stake.”
 
   I frowned at the mention of human money. It caused so much trouble, even here, it seemed. “I hope its worth it.”
 
   The Orc woman smirked. “For his sake, eh?”
 
   I tried the FX spell again. This time my mind was clear enough to focus on it properly. I cupped my hands as if I was holding a particular part of my husband’s anatomy as illusory flames exploded between my palms. “For his sake, yes,” I said with a mock-threatening smile. The other females snickered.
 
   Louis came out of his dour silence. “You did it!”
 
   “I just pictured the light around me dancing to the song of my mind, changing in color and shape to the tune of my thoughts.”
 
   “More poetic than my heisenberg transformation of photons, but, hey, whatever works. Both obviously must produce the same kind of visualizations needed to activate the spell. Just remember you always need that image immediately after the gray-scale and energy imaging.”
 
   I tried the spell again, failing. Then again and succeeded, this time generating a sky-blue aura around my body. Not to be outdone, Louis made electrical arcs dance in a lazy spiral from his head to his toes. It took Windrider another half-hour to learn the spell, thank mostly to advice from me. I wasn’t sure if she was having trouble with Louis’ human-centric description of the thought-language or if she was just more comfortable with me explaining it to her.
 
   Small shadows passed before the sun, announcing the arrival of several youngsters as they wheeled down from above. They were already yelling excitedly as they landed, before we got them to calm down and tell us their news slowly.
 
   "I do not know really what the big deal is," said Darkeyes, the eldest of the two youngsters at nine. His much smaller sister Treeleaf had only taken her first wing two years before, and hung close behind her older brother shyly. "But all the adults in that lab-oar-ah-torrie were very excited," Darkeyes continued, "and sent us to get all of you. I guess they found something in there they can talk to. And it talks back!"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SIX
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sometimes I fear for my adopted people. I don’t mean physically or materially. They were well off before humans ever came to the Tower, and the past several years they have seen a boom of material wealth because of trade with the KN. I imagine this trend will only continue in the years to come, and will multiply tenfold when the helistat base is finally completed and the Tower becomes in essence an extension of the KN.
 
   No, what I fear for is the Myotan soul, as it were. Ten, twenty years from now they will not be what they are now. They will have diluted much of their culture because of constant human contact. They are still in the phase where they see the KN and all its wealth and power through envious eyes, not understanding, with the possible exception of Gossamyr and Cloud, the vast changes that will have to come. And of course their opinions of it are polar opposites.
 
   Much has been made in some circles of the parallels between the Myotans and some Native American tribes, and between KN explorers and the imperialist Europeans who first explored North America. I have always been dubious about this comparison. The Myotans have a unique culture in their own right, with few similarities to peoples like the Sioux or the Iroquois, and the Known Nations are in no way interested in conquest. The sheer scale of the MegaShard would make that impossible anyway.
 
   But contact with the KN has begun a process of irrevocable change in Myotan culture, change which may not necessarily be for the better. The people I had become so enchanted with when I first came here with the Sword of Thorena probably will not exist in recognizable form within a few generations. Even if all human contact stopped immediately, it would do no good. They have seen now what is possible, and will not want to stop until they have all that we do and more.
 
   Gossamyr says I am being overly romantic and sentimental, wanting to preserve my own fantasy ideal of Myotan culture and not its reality, of wanting to trap our people into a bottle of time from which they can never change or grow. She says I should stop seeing our community in the abstract and deal with our people as, well, people. And, as such, they should be free to choose their own destiny no matter what well-meaning social scientists like myself may wish to happen otherwise.
 
   Spirits bless my wife, she’s right.
 
   But we also live on the opposite side of history from all those Native American cultures. We know their fate, both good and bad. And I can’t help feeling a terrible dread every time I think of all the thousands of humans who will flood the Tower by helistat in only a decade’s time, like settlers on wagon trains.
 
   --Armand Lerner, from Observations of a Stranger in a Strange Land, Outland Explorer magazine, Kylea Media, May 546
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We arrived at the Laboratory an hour later, breathless, only to be shushed as soon as any of us opened our mouths to ask what was going on. Flier and several Myotan hunters stood in a small cluster off to the side, shifting about and looking nervous. They all seemed relieved to see their Shaman and her apprentice; apparently the situation smacked of too much magic for them to feel comfortable even with their human-made guns. Jacqueline was holding a camera on my husband, who was in the middle of the room apparently talking into air.
 
   “Go on,” he said. He turned briefly to acknowledge me and the other newcomers with a head nod, then turned back.
 
   I nearly jumped out of my fur when large, glowing block letters appeared in the air a few feet from Lerner, scrolling along just like I have seen the text in his computer-box do on numerous occasions. The letters formed a distinct message:  WE DESIRE A FRACTAL DIMENSIONAL CONTROL INTERFACE LOCATED IN THE MAINTENANCE TUNNELS UNDER THE GRAVITIC RESONATOR CONSTRUCT YOU CURRENTLY OCCUPY.
 
   “A what?”
 
   There was a pause, as if who ever Lerner was talking to was either thinking or consulting someone. ITS APPEARRANCE WOULD BE SIMILAR TO A LARGE TRANSLUCENT CRYSTAL. IT WOULD APPEAR AS WHITE IN YOUR VISUAL SPECTRUM.”
 
   “The crystal I found!” I exclaimed to my husband.
 
   Lerner shot me a sour expression. Apparently I had just revealed something he would rather have left ambiguous.
 
   “What do you want with it?” Lerner asked.
 
   IT IS VITAL FOR OUR ONGOING INTERESTS. WE WILL OFFER AN EXCHANGE FOR THE CRYSTAL.
“What kind of exchange?”
 
   WE MUST PAUSE IN COMMUNICATION TO CONFER AMONG OURSELVES.
 
   The letters froze for many seconds, and it became apparent that whoever we were talking to was not forthcoming with an immediate reply. I cautiously approached my husband. "What is all this?" I asked him with a hushed voice.
 
   His hand grasped mine, grateful for the contact. Apparently the situation had unnerved him more than he was willing to show otherwise. "A few hours ago we were preparing to go back down into the Underworld when these letters started appearing. At first we thought it was an automated thing, like that automated Matrix interface you found in the Underworld, but it became apparent that there was someone on the other end. It took quite a while for us to establish what was going on, and to fetch the people who should be here for what's apparently a first contact situation."
 
   "Holy crap," Louis said. "Someone other than us who knows how to use Builder tech?  This is big."
 
   "Damn right," Jacqueline said with a huge grin. "Standing OEC discovery bonus for a friendly civilization with tech equal or better than the KN is a cool million credits. We just got rich again."
 
   "If they prove friendly," Lerner said. "And if they're an actual civilization and not some crazy old coot who just happened to come across a particularly user-friendly artifact somewhere."
 
   "There's more to this, though," Flier interjected. "Gossamyr, Windrider, these are the people who sent that signal that angered the Xique."
 
   "What?" Windrider said incredulously.
 
   "Wait a second," Lerner said. "We already discussed that with them. They meant that signal only as a beacon, to draw the KN to the Tower for negotiations. They didn't understand what it would do to the local wildlife."
 
   "So they say," Flier said with ice in his voice. "Or perhaps they did know, and simply did not care."
 
   "Such accusations is unlike you, Flier," I said.
 
   Our Chieftain curled his tool-fingers into a fist. "I have buried too many friends this past year, Gossamyr. Too many. In those darkest moments as we lay besieged by the Xique in the upper Tower, I believed that all our children might spend their last moments feeling only claws and terror. Never again."
 
   Windrider moved up and stroked her Mate's strong back comfortingly. To see Flier admit to such fear was as unprecedented as it was unnerving.
 
   Flier continued. "I understand that this may be important to the humans of the KN, Lerner. But make sure that nothing discussed here endanger our people again."
 
   My husband nodded solemnly.
 
   "So who are these guys?" Louis asked.
 
   "Jacqueline and I think they may be the Others."
 
   "No shit."
 
   "You've mentioned them before," I said, remembering the conversation Windrider and I had about them years ago on the Tower ledge. "But most humans who have talked about them have always been vague."
 
   Lerner nodded. "That's probably because no one really knows much about them. There's not enough hard evidence for the KN to even officially acknowledge their existence. They're pretty much conjecture based on a lot of rumors and stories explorers have brought back."
 
   "Until now," Louis said.
 
   "But we don't know if the people we're talking to here are those Others."
 
   Flier nodded. "But who are these Others supposed to be?"
 
   Lerner shrugged. "Its hard to say. There have been rumors of another group or faction or whatever active in the Outlands ever since the KN began exploring after the Underworld expedition. Some Outland peoples have reported coming into contact with other groups like ours, but couldn't have been from the Known Nations. Of someone telling certain select groups to oppose KN explorers, or even attack them. Of mysterious entities or such creating Weirds and Dead Zones like the one in the Tower here for unknown reasons. Stuff like that.
 
   "Many people see something sinister in what they don't understand. But even if these are the same people responsible for all that, there's no real evidence that they have malicious intentions."
 
   "And there's no evidence that they're saints, either," Louis interjected. "Let's play this cautiously no matter what the truth may be."
 
   Everyone nodded in agreement at that as the words suddenly returned floating in the air, causing half of us present to jump in surprise.
 
   WE WILL AGREE TO AN EXCHANGE OF KNOWLEDGE FOR THE FRACTAL DIMENSIONAL INTERFACE. WE ARE WILLING TO GIVE YOU LIMITED WORKING KNOWLEDGE OF A NUMBER OF SPHERE SYSTEMS AND CONTRUCTS THAT YOU CURRENTLY DO NOT UNDERSTAND.
 
   “Why limited?” Lerner asked.
 
   Again, a long pause. GIVING YOUR CIVILIZATION FULL KNOWLEDGE OF MAJOR SPHERE SYSTEMS WOULD NOT BE NOT DESIRABLE.
 
   Lerner thought about that for a moment, but decided not to press the issue. “All right. Just for the sake of argument let’s say my people might be interested. What would we have to do for this limited knowledge?”
 
   PLACE THE FRACTAL DIMENSIONAL INTERFACE IN THE TELEPORT NODE, AND ACTIVATE THE NODE.
 
   “What good would that do?  The teleport node system is screwed up from the Cataclysm. It randomizes almost every destination.”
 
   INCORRECT. THE TELEPORTATION SYSTEM USES A TRANSFINITE DIMENSIONAL COORDINATE SYSTEM YOUR CIVILIZATION HAS NOT YET DISCOVERED. THE DESTINATIONS ONLY SEEM RANDOMIZED BECAUSE YOUR SCIENTISTS HAVE NOT YET CONCEIVED OF THE MATHEMATICAL PRINCIPLES UNDER WHICH THE SYSTEM OPERATES. 
 
   The humans goggled at the words for a few heartbeats, not daring to breath. Even I understood that those few sentences alone, if true, was the most anyone had ever learned about the workings of the teleport nodes since they were first discovered.
 
   "We are so rich," Jacqueline whispered happily.
 
   LONG AGO THE TELEPORT NODE UNDER THE GRAVITIC RESONATOR CONSTRUCT YOU CURRENTLY OCCUPY WAS LOCKED TO ONE DESTINATION. PLACE THE FRACTAL DIMENSIONAL INTERFACE IN THE NODE CHAMBER AND ACTIVATE THE NODE.
 
   “Why don’t you just come and pick it up yourself?”
 
   TRAVEL TO YOUR COORDINATES IS NOT DESIRABLE.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   A dozen heartbeats of silence.
 
   THAT ANSWER IS NOT AMONG THE KNOWLEDGE WE WISH TO EXCHANGE WITH YOU.
 
   “Um, all right, then. Exactly what knowledge do you wish to exchange with us?”
 
   They started with generalities at first, promising us more specifics once they had the crystal in the Node. They revealed that metallic UTSite is created in part by manipulating the field range of the strong nuclear force. That the gravity generators the humans’ve seen at the rim of the Shard use collapsed super-dense matter accelerating at just fractions below lightspeed to generate their effects. They promised to teach the humans the principles of gravity wave communication.
 
   "Wait a minute," Louis interjected. "How do we know that you're telling the truth about all of this?"
 
   Lerner scowled at his friend's undiplomatic question, but the Others replied anyway. WE HAVE ANTICIPATED THAT YOU MAY NEED PROOF OF THE VERACITY OF OUR CLAIMS TO KNOWLEDGE AND OF OUR INTENTIONS TO UPHOLD OUR END OF THE AGREEMENT. WE ARE WILLING TO OFFER TWO BENEFICIAL DEMONSTRATIONS.
 
   "You have something specific in mind?"
 
   BEHIND YOU AT THE FAR END OF THE ROOM YOU OCCUPY ARE BIOLOGICAL AUGMENTATION CHAMBERS. We all turned to regard the large cylindrical tanks against the far wall, the ones attached to large banks of machinery and seemed to grow right out of the floor. Even Dumas hadn't guessed at their purpose to date.
 
   THE CHAMBERS ARE DESIGNED TO MODIFY AND REPAIR LIVING ORGANISMS. THE SUBJECT IS SURROUNDED AND PERMEATED WITH A HIGH-MINERAL NUTRIENT BATH THAT THE NANOTECH MATRIX WITHIN CAN USE AS RAW MATERIALS FOR ALTERING AND RESTORING VARIOUS BIOLOGICAL TISSUES. THE CHAMBERS CAN BE USED FOR A WIDE VARIETY OF PURPOSES, INCLUDING ACCELERATING CELL GROWTH AND ALTERING DNA.
 
   My husband's brows furrowed. "I don't understand."
 
   WE HAVE BEEN MONITORING ALL ACTIVITY AND CONVERSATIONS WITHIN THIS CHAMBER SINCE IT WAS FIRST DISCOVERED BY ITS RESIDENTS SEVERAL WEEKS AGO. WE ARE AWARE OF AN IMMATURE MYOTAN MALE WHO IS SUFFERING BIOLOGICAL CASCADE FAILURES DUE TO INJURIES. WE CAN DIRECT YOU IN THE USE OF THE BIOLOGICAL AUGMENTATION CHAMBERS TO RESTORE HIM TO FULL FUNCTIONALITY.
 
   "You can do that?" I asked, incredulous. Not our spirit-callings nor the humans' science had helped Brightwind come out of his coma. Brightwind's condition had been steadily worsening, and all of us had begun to fear for the worse. "If you can truly do that we would be truly grate..."
 
   "What's the second demonstration you mentioned?" Lerner asked, cutting off my expression of gratitude. Reckless words in a bargaining negotiation like this, apparently.
 
   WE ARE AWARE OF THE CONVERSATION BETWEEN YOU AND YOUR BIOLOGICALLY-INCOMPATIBLE GENETIC EXCHANGE PARTNER AFTER YOUR SEXUAL ACTIVITY WITHIN.
 
   Lerner's voice stuttered, his silly human custom of taking exception to any talk of sex, but my mind was already leaping ahead to what the Others were proposing. Spirits, they couldn't be!
 
   WE CAN GUIDE YOUR TECHNICIANS IN THE USE OF THE BIOLOGICAL AUGMENTATION CHAMBERS PRESENT AT YOUR LOCATION AND HELP YOU AND YOUR BIOLOGICALLY-INCOMPTABILE GENETIC EXCHANGE PARTNER CONCEIVE OFFSPRING.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The legend of Galen's Lover is one of the most popular stories in Known Nation's history, and with good reason. It was one of those rare instances where love, honor, and courage proved to be more than just storybook fantasies.
 
   Lyssa the Fox, heir and first-born daughter to Thorena the Jackal, had passed away after pushing the fledgling Borelean Empire her mother had founded to legendary size and power. She had left three potential heirs--Petra, Iyaku, and Diana, who by their mother's decree were expected to duel each other to the death in a remote wilderness for the throne.
 
   But Lyssa had also had a son, Galen, who by all accounts had a gentle scholar's soul, and as a male, was forbidden in the old Borelean warrior-female society to engage in violence except defensively. Galen at the time of his mother's death had fallen deeply in love with a mysterious stranger.
 
   The exact identity of Galen's lover to this day remains murky. Who this person was, what gender he or she was, and even this person's exact species has remained a matter of speculation for centuries. It is only known that he/she/it was from outside Borelean society, and his mother had hated the match and had Galen's lover imprisoned and sentenced to death.
 
   But Lyssa had died before the sentence could be carried out. As all his sisters also disapproved of his choice of beloveds, Galen knew he had only until the new empress was crowned before his beloved was executed. In desperation, knowing he was no match for any of his warrior sisters and defying all Borelean tradition, he joined the succession duel as a last-ditch effort to save the person he cared for most in the world.
 
   Two brutal days of personal battle later, only a badly-wounded Galen and his sister Iyaku, the one he had always been closest to, remained. Iyaku bested him easily, but was so impressed by his courage and love that she spared him. Within three days Iyaku was crowned as Iyaku the Merciful, and Galen's lover was released into the gentle scholar's loving embrace. Galen and his lover left the Borelean Empire soon afterward with his sister's blessings, and forever disappeared from the historical record.
 
   Four hundred years later, the story has spawned a literal mountain of plays, novels, operas, essays, movies, video games, and more. But perhaps the greatest evidence of the story's resonance among the citizens of the Known Nations is that finding out what happened to Galen and his lover continually places among the ten most important exploration priorities in public opinion polls. 
 
   --excerpted from A Lover of Galen's Lover, by Shala Ting, Technocracy of Lyra Free Press, Lyra, 538 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   "So what do you think, Windrider?"  I shifted from one foot to the other nervously.
 
   She grumped, crumpling dried redberry root into a wooden mortar and grinding away. "You and Lerner already seem determined to go through with it. Why do you need my opinion?"
 
   "We both trust your wisdom. You know that."  I dug an imaginary hole in the floor with my toe. "And you will be the child's grandmother, after all."
 
   "Only a grandmother of the heart."
 
   I shrugged. "That is the only kind that matters."
 
   She smiled thinly. "Perhaps you are learning after all, apprentice. But this business you speak of--it involves great risk for you."
 
   "Bearing a child is always a risk. This is simply a bit more complicated than most."
 
   "But if this works, the child will be almost completely conceived of by these Others' magic. Magic that neither we nor the humans understand."
 
   "But the Others cured Brightwind!  He's awake and recovering because of them."  We had been at the point where Brightwind's family had little choice but to trust the Others. It was either that, or hang their little boy's wings in the Hall of Remembrance within a few weeks at most.
 
   It had been a harrowing day for everybody. We all monitored the entire procedure closely from the time they immersed the youngster's body in the grayish liquid of the augmentation chamber tank and all through the six hours the youngster was within as Dumas and Louis followed the Others' instructions. The time passed agonizingly slow for us, but for Cloud and Brightwind’s parents the wait was pure torture. Trusting the youngest member of their family to unknowable aliens who, inadvertently or not, had caused immense suffering among our people.
 
   But the morning after Brightwind was removed from the tank, he woke bright-eyed and cheery, wondering what had happened. His mother and father wept openly, hugging him fiercely. By the time Windrider and I reached the chamber, Cloud had joined them, as they all held each other as a family. Brightwind was simply bewildered by it all until I pried him loose and explained everything, his kin too choked up to make coherent sentences.
 
   Not everything was perfect, though. The membrane of his right wing was still missing. When asked, the Others said that they had only promised to restore Brightwind's "vital systems."  Apparently they had not seen his wings as vital.
 
   We definitely ruled out these Others being Myotan.
 
   "Making you pregnant will be different from healing Brightwind," Windrider said. "They will not just be healing, but creating life, and using your body to do it.  It sounds more than a little reckless and unnatural."  
 
   "It will be a lot less involved than what they did with Brightwind. Besides, Dumas has been studying their methods for over a week, going over the machines in the Laboratory with all his care and knowledge. Plus he and Louis will monitor me the entire time. He believes that what they propose is with some risks, but doable. Even simple, given everything they had to do with Brightwind."
 
   Windrider stopped her grinding and sighed. "But the spiders do not fully understand the machine's magic."
 
   "Not entirely, not enough to, say, build his own.  But Dumas understands its workings enough to carefully monitor what happens to me. Besides, he said I should be in it for only a few minutes at most."
 
   "And this...machine will combine your seed and Lerner's?  Your child be born of your combined spirits?"
 
   "I hope so."  What was to actually happen was that nanosurgery was to be performed on the egg waiting in my fallopian tube, combining the DNA in its nucleus with Lerner's from his donated sperm. I smiled briefly, inwardly. Even in this most unusual method of conception, the male still had it easy.
 
   According to Dumas, the DNA combination should work out to produce a healthy Myotan child. From the KN's own analysis from the blood tests they had taken over three years ago, most of our DNA originally came from humans; we were in large part simply human/bat hybrids. The process proposed by the Others would take the human portions of the Myotan DNA structure from Lerner, and the rest from me. Dumas even suggested that this might even be a good thing for the Myotan community at large, injecting fresh blood into our limited gene pool.
 
   But it was not the method that worried us the most, as Windrider so poignantly reminded me. "But even after everything you just said,  you are not sure you can trust these Others."
 
   "They seem to have been straightforward with us so far. Some of what they have told us may be blunt or what we do not want to hear, but they do tell us. And they really seem to want that crystal, badly. And we've made it clear that only if everything goes well and our youngster is everything we hope for, that then and only then we'll proceed with the rest of their proposed exchange."
 
   "And are they willing to wait the nine months and more for your pregnancy?" 
 
   I shrugged. "They have no choice, if they want their crystal."
 
   She frowned thoughtfully. "If I were them I would be resentful that you held such sway over the bargaining process."
 
   "But what can they do?  They've admitted they cannot come to where we are, for whatever reason. If they could have, they would be here already and would have no reason to negotiate."  I walked over and knelt beside her, leaning into her side as I did when I was younger. She took me up in her arms, smoothing my head hair. "I think we have every angle covered, Windrider. But I am still unsure. I could be risking a great deal for a selfish motive."
 
   She tched loudly. "There is nothing selfish in wanting youngsters of your own, Gossamyr. The entire community benefits for each new spirit brought to us. If your heart and your spirit cry out for such a thing, and your Mate and family and all the community wishes dearly for you to have it, then surely it must be a good thing."
 
   "All the community?"
 
   "Of course. You think we all have been blind to your anguish?  We have seen the disharmony being childless has caused Lerner and yourself. We knew that for you to have children, magic of some kind would have to be involved. But I think most of us just assumed that it would be human magic, not the magic of these unknown and far-away Others."
 
   I frowned, reminded again that too many of our people had so much blind faith in human machines and capabilities. After the Xique attack, when human technology had been essential to our survival during the worst crisis in our history, few thought to question its continued necessity in our lives. 
 
   But I was the one who had actually been to the human lands, and saw the end result of having such technological power, both good and bad.  My husband, Spirits bless him, made sure to show me the full spectrum of human experience in the Known Nations. The poverty, the crime, the diseases, the wars, the petty greed and myopia that pervaded so many of their communities. When my husband worried aloud about cultural contamination of my people, it were these problems he feared for his adopted people the most. I have told him repeatedly that our people are strong enough to handle these consequences, and that we made the decision to embrace some human ways with rational clarity and free will.
 
   But at times I wonder myself if we were truly prepared, if the wisest among us expressed such casual faith in human miracles. In truth, to my generation and older, human technology will always seem like a type of magic. Even with myself, I can memorize the words and ways of the machines I use, even quote the scientific principles under which they operate, but it is always with the same attitude that I memorize and study the thought processes that allow me to call the Spirits. Just another system of magic, really, even though I knew science was something far more. It would be up to Brightwind's generation and their descendants to allow themselves to truly understand what makes the humans' technology works.
 
   And what the Others proposed to do...
 
   A completely different type of magic from the humans’, really, which is what made it so frustrating. I knew all the ins and out of calling a Spirit, and I had learned enough of the general shape of human technology to at least guess at what might be good and bad there. But with the Others, it was a complete unknown.
 
   Well, I had made a flight of faith before, when the humans first came to us, and things ultimately worked out well for everybody in the end because of it. I would have to do so again, and hope for the winds to blow in the same direction twice in a row.
 
   "You've made your decision," Windrider remarked quietly.
 
   I nodded. "Yes. I am going to go through with it. There is much to gain. Besides just a child for Lerner and myself, Dumas says he can learn a great deal more of valuable data just monitoring the machine during the procedure, learn to use it for our own purposes."
 
   "But we could lose you," she said.
 
   I shrugged. "That would not be such a great loss for the community, would it?  Many say that I am constantly causing trouble. Perhaps everyone could finally get some peace and quiet."
 
   She pinched me so hard on my arm that I yelped. "Do not even joke of such things, daughter!"  But she hugged me tightly afterward.
 
   I snuggled into her embrace, rubbing my sore arm, thankful for the momentary respite of such fierce affection. The next few days of my life were going to be very eventful, and I felt that I should grab whatever peace while I could.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   YOU WISH TO COMMUNICATE.
 
   I regarded the disembodied words floating along the far wall with a great deal of trepidation. In the back of my mind, I knew it was just a minor manipulation of the nanotech matrix, something myself or Windrider or Louis or any other semi-accomplished worker of magic with the right spirit-callings could accomplish. But on the other wing, the Others accomplished it with such casual ease. It bespoke of a knowledge of the Builders' secrets that we could only guess at.
 
   "Yes," I started cautiously. "I am the one who is going to be putting myself most at risk in this procedure, and I guess I just wanted to clarify a number of things before I go through with this."
 
   The words hovered unchanging, waiting for me to continue. "So, uh, where are you right now?  Where are you communicating from?"
 
   WE DO NOT DESIRE TO SHARE THAT KNOWLEDGE.
 
   "Why not?"
 
   The word floated, unchanging. They weren't going to answer that one.
 
   "Why do you want that crystal so much?"
 
   IT IS ESSENTIAL FOR A NUMBER OF OUR ENDEAVORS.
 
   "What does it do?"
 
   THE CRYSTAL IS A FRACTAL DIMENSIONAL CONTROL INTERFACE. IT ALLOWS DIRECT INTERFACE AND COMMUNICATION WITH THE NANITE POPULATIONS IN MANY OF THE SPHERE HABITATS WITHOUT THE NEED FOR THOUGHT-PROPAGATED PROGRAM LANGUAGE.
 
   My eyes widened. If I understood that right... "You mean that crystal allows you to call spirits--um, manipulate the nanotech matrix--without using spells?"
 
   YES.
 
   "You mean we could use it to control the Nanotech Matrix?  Just tell it what we want?"
 
   NO. THE CRYSTAL'S MAIN FUNCTIONS ARE ENCODED. YOU WOULD BE UNABLE TO USE IT.
 
   "Its encoded?  How?"
 
   UNKNOWN. WE HAVE OTHER FRACTAL DIMENSIONAL CONTROL INTERFACES BUT HAVE BEEN UNABLE TO UNLOCK THEIR HIGHER-LEVEL FUNCTIONS. WE HOPE THAT BY STUDYING MORE EXAMPLES OF THIS TECHNOLOGY WE CAN LEARN WHAT TYPE OF ENCRYPTION IS CAUSING THIS LIMITATION.
 
   I pulled my lips to one side. "And I suppose that is not something we could manage on our own."
 
   NO. KNOWN NATIONS SCIENCE IS NOT ADVANCED ENOUGH TO EVEN DETECT THE ENCRYPTION, MUCH LESS DECIPHER IT.
 
   "My people are not part of the Known Nations."
 
   THE KNOWN NATIONS IS THE ONLY CIVILIZATION OF CONSEQUENCE IN YOUR AREA OF THE PRIME HABITAT.
 
   "I see," I said icily, snapping my wing membranes. Nothing like being told that my people were of no consequence. "And this is important enough to you that you're willing to wait the length of my pregnancy and more, to make sure the youngster Lerner and I have is healthy and normal?”
 
   YES.
 
   "And to divulge all the other scientific knowledge you promised?"
 
   YES.
 
   "Actually, it seems you're getting quite a bargain. Heal a wounded youngster, give a desperate couple a child, and teach the KN some technical secrets it would probably puzzle out on its own in a couple of years. And in return, you get a crystal that might control the entire Nanotech Matrix."
 
   WE CONSIDER THIS A FAIR EXCHANGE.
 
   "How do we know you're not lying to us?"
 
   WE ATTEMPT NO FALSEHOODS. WE WILL HONOR OUR PART OF THE EXCHANGE SO LONG AS YOU HONOR YOURS.
 
   I nodded quietly, thinking. Truthfully, I did not know what I expected to get out of this meeting that all our previous ones of the last few weeks had not covered. They did seem desperate for the crystal but had no way of retrieving it themselves. The only way they could get it now was if we gave it to them. And for us to do that, they had to deal with us fairly. We had made it very clear that any hint of deception or harm, and they would never see the treasure they so dearly wanted.
 
   "You--you're not going to hurt me, are you?" I asked, my voice small. I did not know where the question came from; it just suddenly bubbled up onto my tongue.
 
   YOU WILL NOT BE HARMED BY THE GENETIC RECOMBINATION AND IMPLANTATION PROCEDURES. HOWEVER, PREGNANCY AND CHILDBIRTH ARE KNOWN TO BE TRAUMATIC FOR YOUR SPECIES. WE CANNOT GUARANTEE THAT YOU WILL FEEL NO PAIN OR DISTRESS DURING THOSE EVENTS.
 
   I sighed, hugging myself tightly. How had my life led to this?  Mated to an alien, asking other aliens to help us conceive our offspring?
 
   Perhaps it wouldn't have been such an awful option to have waited for Brightwind to come of age after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The procedure was executed flawlessly. The device I was instructed to lay in looked like a smooth, streamlined cylinder that, when opened, looked very much like a contoured human-style reclining chair. Dumas, Louis, Jacqueline, and even Lerner examined it a dozen times, inside and out, both individually and separately. Dumas conjectured that large parts of the machinery at the base of the tube was a nanoforge, designed to create large populations of specialized nanites and chemical compounds upon command. As the Others indicated, the tanks would fill with an element-heavy nutrient bath, to give the medical nanites the medium and materials they needed to perform almost any kind of task.
 
   The lid closed with all my friends and family around me, Lerner anxiously standing guard next to the chamber, looking ready to claw it open by hand if something should go wrong. I was scared and nervous, but he looked like a mountain lion about to spring at the slightest hint of danger.
 
   We touched, forehead to forehead, nose to muzzle, drinking in each other's scent and closeness. We both needed the comfort and calmness of the other's presence to go through with this.
 
   The lid closed, and I lay in darkness for a few heartbeats. I felt something surge around my mouth and nose, and reached up to feel a thin, fibrous membrane forming over them. My eyes and ear canals began to itch, and I knew from what the Others told us that the nanites there were also building membranes to protect the more sensitive parts of myself from the fluid bath. The chamber began to fill with fluid, which was thick and heavy but surprisingly warm. If I wasn't so tense I might have almost called the immersion process somewhat sensuous.
 
   The fluid soon filled the entire chamber, but I had little trouble breathing; the membranes over my mouth and nostrils must have been oxygen-permeable. I lay there for at least a hundred long heartbeats, but nothing seemed to happen. At one point I thought maybe I felt something, deep inside, but it was so faint and ambiguous it could have easily been my imagination.
 
   Not quite as fun as the natural way to get pregnant, I had to admit.
 
   Afterward I emerged from the chamber. Dumas, Jacqueline, Lerner, and Windrider all examined me very carefully, even minutely, as best their skill and instrumentation would allow. Windrider and Louis and myself all performed divinations and sight spells on me looking for dark spirits (or a Weirds or other Matrix anomalies, to use Louis' terminology for such things.)  Nothing wrong as far as any of us could tell.
 
   That night Lerner and I had some very intense sex, as if to make up for a lack of it in the Others' sterile conception process. Even if our child was not going to be conceived like this, we at least were going to pretend.
 
   Weeks passed. We all kept a careful eye on my health as time went by. I began to become even a bit optimistic.
 
   That quickly evaporated during my first bout of morning sickness a few weeks later. And during the times I began experiencing hot spells for no apparent reason. And during my odd cravings in the middle of the night for raw afghuri bark and peach cider. I knew that these were normal signs of pregnancy, but it was a far different thing to watch others go through them than to go through them myself. Of course Feather and Windrider and many of the other females were greatly amused by my very familiar predicaments. I even amused Lerner with my biological tribulations at times, though a well-placed snarl from me usually put a stop to any of his chuckling.
 
   Another human helistat came to visit us shortly afterward, an unscheduled converted cargo helistat much like the Niven's Folly. It was named the Shadow of Fate. We informed them of all of our recent discoveries, but unfortunately they were heading further out into the Outlands, and would inform the Known Nations as soon as they returned to within radio range of the nation of Zalon's outermost radio towers. That would take about three months, give or take. The next scheduled helistat visit would not be for a good six weeks after that, so the Shadow of Fate would most likely be the one taking the info to the KN.
 
   Jacqueline and her crew decided to extend their stay at our community six more months, for a solid year. They would be here to see my youngster born. Their time here so far had proven immensely profitable, and they all wanted in on whatever else might emerge from our discoveries in the Underworld and our negotiations with the Others. Louis was the only one among them to grump at the suggestion, but his fiancée’s expedition would still be over a year away when he got back to the KN, so he was eventually convinced to go along with the rest.
 
   Life in our community proceeded much as it always had. The Others grew silent and unresponsive for long periods of time, understanding that they would have to wait until our child's birth before further negotiations could proceed. Feather became pregnant with her second youngster three months after I did, and we spent many a night giggling and laughing as we weaved the soaker cloths and other garments the youngsters would wear.
 
   Windrider fell ill for a few weeks, forcing me to take up her duties. I was glad to help her, despite the bulge in my tummy beginning to show and increasing aches in my back from the added weight. But her sickness, a bout of weakened energy and labored breathing, worried me to no end. For the first time, I began to realize that Windrider may not always be with us. That she was as mortal as the rest of us. I frowned every time I thought of our people without her. How could we ever get along without her wisdom and advice?
 
   I also realized how unprepared I was to ever become Shaman. I would be a poor substitute for my mentor.
 
   Thankfully, she recovered, though she was tired more often than she was before. She approved of the job I had done while she was ill, but I felt she just said those things to make me feel better.
 
   My pregnancy looked nearly as perfect as such things could be by the sixth month. I ate voraciously, licking our eating bowls greedily for every last drop and morsel, arranging trades with others, especially Jacqueline, for more exotic fair to quell my odd cravings. Once, for a seeming joke whose punchline eluded me, she offered me a bowl of strawberry ice cream and pickles. It turned out to be one of the most delicious things I ever ate, and told others about it. Everyone in the community, pregnant and not, traded away her modest stores for both and were equally enchanted with the odd combination. We had yet another thing to trade with the humans for when the next helistat visited.
 
   Of course we removed the Fractal Dimensional Control crystal the Others wanted so badly to a new, hidden location in the Underworld. They said they couldn't come to our part of the Shard, but we couldn't be sure if they were completely honest, or if their circumstances might not change. Our possession of the crystal was the only guarantee we could get we wanted from our Faustian bargain, and we were taking no chances with it.
 
   Close to the beginning of my ninth month of pregnancy, the Known Nations finally replied to our initial report on the contact with the Others. Another converted cargo helistat arrived, the Bright Horizon. The KN officials acknowledged that they wouldn't interfere with our negotiations with the Others, as my people were after all independent of the human powers, but they insisted that they leave behind another contact specialist and some security personnel to negotiate on the part of the KN.
 
   Flier was ambiguous about the supposed contact specialist but was more than grateful for the four surly, well-armed Outland marines that formed the squad attached to her. Even months later, the Xique attacks were still fresh in everyone's mind.
 
   The Contact Specialist was named Sharik Polara, and Jacqueline took an immediate dislike of her. Louis mentioned that Jacqueline was afraid that Polara might try to lessen her crews' discovery bonuses from the found Builder technology. Even when Polara assured her up front that she had no such intentions, Jacqueline grumbled something under her breath about "lying two-faced bureaucrats."
 
   I had met a few bureaucrats back in the KN, and Sharik Polara met the seeming stereotype. Dry, aloof, distant, but near-obsessed with minutiae, she went about her negotiations with the Others with methodical efficiency.
 
   However, the Others soon made it clear that they were uninterested in communicating with her or with the KN in general at the time. The only thing they were interested in in this section of the Shard, they said, was the Fractal Dimension Control Interface. Polara tried to be tactful, but it was obvious to everyone in our community how frustrated she quickly became with their intractable stance.
 
   The four marines were somewhat more friendly. At first they were almost as aloof as Polara, but after they scouted out the area, both around, in and under the Tower, and assessed there were no immediate threats, they began to relax and interact with us much more. Lerner mentioned that their friendliness, though sincere, was also actually part of their training. Outland Marines, drawn from all members of the Known Nations and placed at the service of the Outland Exploration Commission, could not be expected to be employed in any large numbers or be able to count on back-up of any kind when on missions deep in the Outlands. As a result, they were expected to cultivate alliances with local peoples whenever possible, to give them potential support and back-up from that angle.
 
   As my pregnancy came nearer its term, I felt bloated, achy, cranky, and convinced I had made one of the worst mistakes of my life. Occasionally, Lerner and I had good moments, as we felt our child kicking within me, but for the most part I simply felt tired and sore and fat.
 
   When I went into labor in the dark deeps of a cool, rainy night, the pain was the worst of any I have ever felt, only comparable to the Xique crèche-mate savaging my leg. I hoped and prayed that when all this was over and I finally held my child in my arms, the worst would be over.
 
   If only that had been true.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   THIRTY-NINE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Insanity, not foolishness, is the opposite of wisdom.
 
   --from Myotan Oral traditions.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   My heart thundered in my chest as I cradled little, crying Sunset in my very weary arms. So tiny, with large, bewildered eyes, tiny fingers holding the beginnings of paper-thin wing membranes. His weight was nearly inconsequential, yet I was aware of every rise and fall of his chest as he lay against me, suckling gently at his first meal.
 
   We named him Sunset, the human word, after the prettiest pictures I had seen of old Earth in the KN's Great Library, to remind him that he had a human, as well as a Myotan, heritage. Besides, it was an unusual and poetic name, as befitting his origins. With our much subtler and richer inflections, his full Myotan name was Sun Bestriding the Horizon Haze with Many Colors.
 
   Lerner kneeled beside me on our sleeping mat, watching me with an awe-struck smile as I nursed our son.
 
   A contented warmth passed through me.              Sweet Spirits, I truly had a family of my own.
 
   Sunset did not do much those first few days. Cry, suckle, excrete, sleep, with no awareness of day or night. That was enough for me, though, as exhausting as it proved to be. My was son beautiful. How could anyone not fall in love with this new little spirit among us, full of such hope and life?
 
   But on the fifth day, sometime during the night when Lerner and I slept the exhausted sleep of new parents, Sunset disappeared from his crèche, not a wingspan away from where we lay.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   A spear through the heart would have been more endurable than the dark horror we experienced the next morning when we saw Sunset's crèche was empty, an hour before the sun emerged from behind its disk of darkness. Shouting disbelief and irrational accusations at each other, we frantically searched our quarters. The entire community was soon roused to join us. We even brought over Highleaf's dogs to help sniff out Sunset's scent.
 
   That's when we got our second shock of the day. The scent led us to one of our remote storerooms. Almost all of the preserved meat had been eaten, and many of our food storage sacks were ripped into.
 
   People immediately began buzzing about a raid of some sort, that maybe the Xique had come back or some nomad tribe decided to forego the usual bargaining and just take what they wanted, somehow. Everyone was a little too careful not to mention around me that one of the things they must have taken was my newborn son.
 
   I began screaming at everyone present, my words inconsolable and incoherent even to myself, before I settled into helpless sobs. My mind just blanked with grief and panic.
 
   Why wasn’t anyone doing anything?  Great Spirits of the Earth and Air, why would anyone want to steal my child?
 
   I quieted down as Lerner comforted me as well as he could. A dull ache settled deep in my stomach, and I knew it would only worsen with every hour Sunset was not in my arms. I held Lerner close, rigid and crying, as all the panic and terror of the situation suddenly burst open in me.
 
   That was when we first heard the gunshots.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Every one of us ran toward the sound, simply on instinct. Those who had human rifles unslung them from their shoulders as we ran, fearing the worst.
 
   What we found toward the main entrance of the Tower made us all stop short. A mangled human body, wearing the tatters of the ballistic cloth uniform of one of the Outland Marines, lay just inside the entrance. Blood and viscera were splashed everywhere, staining the silver-black UTSite walls four meters apart.
 
   More gunfire, from outside. When we arrived two of the human marines were firing their weapons on full automatic into the night, attempting to hit something crashing through the light underbrush a hundred wingspans away.
 
   The human stopped when it became apparent that they no longer had a viable target. They turned back toward us, the large male in charge of the squad swearing heavily through his computer translator. "That bastard thing took out Kevitte!  Son of a bitch!"
 
   The other marine, a female, gritted her teeth as she slammed a fresh magazine into her weapon. "We're going after it!  I winged it, I'm sure of it. With infrared we should be able to follow it no problem."
 
   The sergeant shook his head. "Kamiko, no. We follow it into the forest now it'll just ambush us like Kevitte."
 
   Flier strode up, eyeing the night warily. "What happened here?"
 
   "Damn thing jumped us, sir," the Sergeant said. "We were on our regular pre-dawn sweep when this thing came out of nowhere, biting and clawing. And that fucker moved fast!  Kevitte was already gutted by the time it took us to swing our weapons around. We seemed to have scared it off, though."
 
   Kamiko grimaced. "For now. It might be back, though."
 
   "What about my son?" I blurted. "What about Sunset?"
 
   The marines looked at me quizzically. Flier explained what had happened in the Tower, with my missing youngster and the ransacked storage room.
 
   The sergeant met my eyes briefly, then looked away in sympathy. "I'm sorry, Mrs. Lerner. We didn't see the intruder carrying anything. If we did we wouldn't have shot at it."
 
   "What did it look like?" my husband asked. "Was it a Xique?"
 
   The sergeant rubbed his chin. "I couldn't tell you for sure, never seen a Xique myself except in a book and we only caught a brief glimpse of it. It was kind of humanoid and furry and seemed to be all claws and teeth, so yeah, maybe."
 
   Cloud finally arrived, and after a brief, fierce explanation, he growled and hefted his human made rifle, calling out for other hunters. "We'll track the thing. We can see better in the dark than you humans can."
 
   The sergeant shook his head. "I don't think that's a good idea."
 
   "Neither do I," Flier said. "I am sorry, Cloud, but with too many hunters, it will easily avoid you. With too few, you will be too vulnerable. For now, let us pool our numbers and defend the Tower. When daylight comes we can use the youngsters and the humans' helistat to help us search by air."
 
   "But Gossamyr's baby..."
 
   Flier raised his voice hoarsely. "You think this is an easy decision, Chief Hunter?  Sunset is my grandchild!  But I have the safety of everyone to think about."
 
   Our chieftain walked up to me, looking me deep into my eyes. I could see the anguish in him, almost as great as my own. Children had always been our most precious commodity, and having one in peril like this tore at Flier deeply. "Every hunter who is not on garrison duty tonight will continue searching the Tower for Sunset. I swear, upon everything I have ever loved, that we will find him, Gossamyr. No matter what. I swear."
 
   He rewarded me with as reassuring a hug as he could manage before he handed me off to Lerner, who held me again. I felt moisture seep through the thin fur on my forehead and I knew he had joined me with his own tears of worry.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Days passed. No sign of Sunset, though the creature who took him was glimpsed fleetingly here and there, in the wilderness surrounding the Tower.
 
   Rumors flew fast about what had happened. Many speculated that my son had ended up as a meal for the beast, though of course people mentioned this only when they thought me well out of earshot.
 
   But that made little sense. Why feast on my small child when the creature clearly could sniff out our storerooms full of food and have himself a feast?  Plus we had found no blood or any sign that Sunset might have been attacked. And, of course, I find it impossible that even the stealthiest of creatures could sneak into a corridor crowded with Myotan residences and not have his alien scent detected by a single one of my peoples' superior senses. And why did it attack the KN marines when it left the rest of us alone?
 
   My husband began thinking that the whole sequence of events was not coincidence. That the contact with the Others, Sunset's unusual method of conception, and now this creature coming to steal him away were all connected. How could they not be, he said?  Too many coincidences.
 
   We comforted for each other in our apartment for a while. Both Flier and Windrider told us that the best we could do was just stay and wait and let others search. We were too emotionally distraught to join in, and might do something rash and dangerous.
 
   Of course that lasted for about an hour before we went and joined the searches anyway. It wasn't in either of our natures to just sit and wait while others took all the risks.
 
   And this was my son. I braved a forest full of Xique to find my husband. I would face down a Shard full of them to find Sunset.
 
   We all carried weapons. We would take no chances. Lerner carried a pistol, myself a human-made rifle that more comfortably fit into my Myotan tool fingers.
 
   We tromped around the wilderness with a party of hunters, all of us quiet except for Lerner, who murmured low to himself. To a human he would have been inaudible, by we Myotans could discern his words. At least those of us who understood Borelean. He tried out theory after theory in his head about Sunset's disappearance, rejecting each one.
 
   Finally, he stopped up short, scowled, and began stalking back toward the Tower with a brisk, deliberate pace. The hunters and I all exchanged bewildered glances before I broke off and ran after him.
 
   "Lerner!  Lerner where are you going?"
 
   "To the Laboratory," he said, never slowing his pace. "Its about damn time someone asked the Others exactly what's going on."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   You always hear about some stuck-up overeducated pundit anointing an old Earth authors as the "father" of the Eden Sphere, or the Known Nations, or this or that. Freeman Dyson, Albert Einstein, H.G. Wells, blah blah blah.
 
   You ask me, we should move H.P. Lovecraft to the head of that paternity list, because you wouldn't believe some of the screwed-up shit our expeditions are finding out there.
 
   --Uthriel Vonagi, assistant deputy director of the Outland Exploration commission, in an interview in Outland Zealot magazine, 544.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I heard the scraping sounds long before Lerner did. They were odd, bone on metal. I held a hand on his shoulder, stopping his forward motion. Someone--or something--was in the Laboratory.
 
   He opened his lips to ask what was going on when I placed my fingers over them. He clamped them shut, nodding. He understood his human senses were not as acute as my own, and trusted me to take the lead for now because of that.
 
   Lerner had told our companions in the search party not to come with us when we talked to the Others. He did not say why. They looked confused but were not insane enough to argue with two grief-stricken parents with guns.
 
   The search parties had gone over the Laboratory after Sunset's initial disappearance, but found nothing amiss. As had become the custom, Dumas left one of his element-bodies in there to monitor equipment. Flier and the other searchers had tried to contact the Others, but they either did not receive the transmissions or did not deem it necessary to respond. We had had other periods of long non-communication with them, and no one thought it particularly odd that they were silent now.
 
   We both gripped our weapons tighter now as we heard more movement within the chamber. We shut off our flashlights, as we were close enough to the light spilling out from the doorway that they were no longer needed. We approached the portal as quietly as we could and peered inside.
 
   The creature was inside, sniffing at the security barriers the KN bureaucrat Polara had insisted we erect around the Underworld Elevator. It clawed at it experimentally.
 
   It definitely was not a Xique, though it was as big as one, nearly three meters tall. Heavily furred and heavily muscled, it seemed vaguely Myotan, and even possessed remnants of wing-like membranes under its arms. Its finger claws were enormous, as long as our skinning knives, with no less fearsome-looking fangs as it snarled at the blockade.
 
   From the moment I had first heard about the creature from the human Marine Sergeant, I think somewhere deep in my subconscious I realized the truth. But it was so horrific, my mind kept banking away from it. It was only when my nostrils flared wide to take in its scent that I could no longer ignore the evidence right before me.
 
   I had been expecting the smell of a foreign creature, a pungent mixture of strange soils and exotic blood. But the scent that hit me descended right into my hindbrain, trigger so many deep, uncontrollable instincts just by its powerful familiarity.
 
   The Others had not trusted us to carry out our end of the bargain. It was the only explanation. They had no means of forcing us if we decided to dishonor our side of the deal. So they took the only opportunity they could to place an agent of their own at the Tower. Obviously they had done something to me, or to Sunset directly, when they conceived him in that augmentation chamber. Something all of us missed.
 
   The form of the creature even made a kind of utilitarian sense. Strong and fearsome enough to handle most threats, making the most of the natural weapons of the original form, but not so big and muscular that it couldn't manipulate tools or fit into Myotan-sized spaces. All that food had been to allow it gain mass, to feed the nanotech-driven transformation of bone and muscle and nerves.
 
   An agent that the Others could plant and activate as needed, when suspicion of them was at its low ebb. Had they planned this from their first communication, offering to heal Brightwind just so we could trust them enough to give them access to my womb?   Had my child never been anything more than a means to an end?
 
   I looked at Lerner. His eyes told me he had already figured out the truth back in the forest.
 
   Our son--if Sunset had ever truly been our son--had been changed using technology we could never hope to comprehend. My poor child was not even a week old, and had been made into a monster and a murderer.
 
   I suppressed a deep shudder of despair and horror. The Others could not even be remotely human or Myotan, to do this to a child. For the first time in my life I began to understand what the word alien could truly mean.
 
   Lerner opened and closed his mouth several times, his eyes darting back and forth between the creature and myself, completely at a loss as to what to say. I could only guess at the thoughts avalanching through his mind all at once.
 
   I saw him come to a decision. He stepped out into the doorway, conspicuously noisy enough to draw the creature's attention. The beast twirled and snarled, its claws  spasming on open air in warning.
 
   I hissed, "Lerner, what are you doing?"
 
   "Its Sunset, Gossamyr."
 
   "I know," I whispered, joining him in the entrance.
 
   The creature eyed us warily, but took no action. The surreal possibility of the two of us being torn apart by our week-old son didn't escape me.
 
   Lerner nodded slowly. "Maybe he only attacks what he sees as a threat. We should try--try to help him."
 
   "Sweet spirits, how?"
 
   "I don't know. Maybe that augmentation chamber can reverse whatever they did to him."
 
   "Why?  Why did they do this?  We were going to give them their crystal!"
 
   Lerner frowned. "They played us like idiots. And that's exactly what we were."
 
   "But how did they do something like this?"
 
   "Dumas could probably guess better than me. Probably hid a number of things in Sunset's DNA that looked innocuous to us on a cursory scan. Or maybe they hid programmed nanites in his blastocyte. Or both, maybe."  He seemed to crumple into himself for a moment. The creature still looked quizzically at us, shifting from foot to foot. Did it recognize its parents after all?  "We have to help him, Gossamyr. Let's give the Others the crystal, see if that will placate them enough to reverse this..."
 
   I slowly shook my head, setting my lips in a grim line. "No."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "We will help our son, Lerner. But not through the Others, not after this. They have proven beyond any doubt that we cannot ever trust them again."
 
   I looked up at the creature, into its dark, glassy eyes. It showed no comprehension, even a kind of innocence, reflected there. I realized he still had the mind of a newborn, only his body had become a puppet of something far more sinister.
 
   Something broke deep inside me. A thousand possibilities of saving my son flowed through my mind all at once, all utterly impossible. This was far beyond Known Nations technology or Matrix Manipulation. Even if the augmentation chamber could reverse the change, it would take us a lifetime or more to learn how.
 
   I prayed quickly, fervently. Only one possibility remained that gave my son any kind of real hope or redemption. And it did not lie in this world.
 
   I brought the barrel of my rifle up, leveling it at Sunset. It weighed heavier than mountains. My finger slid to the trigger. "We must free his spirit, so he can fly free."
 
   Sunset growled low, shoulders hunching and clawed hands spreading wide, knowing a threat when he saw one. Incredibly, Lerner stepped between me and Sunset, his arms spread wide. "Goss, no!  How can you even think that?"
 
   Tears streamed down my cheeks. "You think this is easy for me?" I half shouted. "You think this is so easy?  My son is innocent!  But as long as he is trapped in this world, in that body, he will be a monster and a killer. Let me free him!"
 
   But I could feel my resolve wavering. I knew if I hesitated even a few more heartbeats I could never go through with it. How had my life come to this impossible choice?
 
   I pulled the rifle up from Sunset's midriff to his head, well over Lerner. The creature lunged forward, unheedful of his father between us. I was already pulling the trigger when our bodies all crashed into each other. The force hit me like a hammer, sending me sprawling to the hard metal floor. The rifle discharged again. Claws raked metal, narrowly missing my eyes.
 
   Then most of the weight on me was gone, and I could hear claws scrabble on metal down the outer corridor, quickly retreating. Lerner rolled off me, and I fought hard to pull myself to my feet again. "Lerner!  are you all right?  We have to..."
 
   I suddenly realized most of my midriff was wet and warm. I looked down, and saw my lower body awash in blood. I could tell instantly by the scent that none of it was mine.
 
   "Lerner!" I shouted. He lay face down, not moving. I knelt down next to him, panic rising in me anew. Was he unconscious?  I saw only a few claw scratches on him, and knew those were nothing serious.
 
   Then I turned him over, and saw the wide gaping bullet wound just below his chest. And his eyes, staring up at me, past me, past all earthly concerns.
 
   My husband's spirit was now flying past the Shards.
 
   And I had killed him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Cloud found us not too long afterward. I had done everything I could for Lerner. Everything. Bound his wounds, kept him warm, cast healing spirits, talked to him, prayed fervently. One thing I could not do was move him. He was too big for my slight frame, and moving him would only make his injury worse.
 
   I had no idea if I had helped him or not. He had not been quite dead, as I first thought. But his breathing was still barely a hiss. His skin had turned pallid and chill.
 
   Lerner’s body lay on my lap, his blood slowly congealing on me and the floor.
 
   “Gossamyr!” Cloud shouted, rushing up to me. Other hunters poked their heads in the door. “Spirits, what happened?”
 
   “I killed him,” I said very quietly.
 
   “What?”
 
   I looked up at the Chief Hunter, my tears making him a blurry phantom. “I was shooting at the monster. At Sunset. He--he got in the way. Lerner....”
 
   “Spirits,” Cloud whispered.
 
   The Chief Hunter was quiet for few moments, regarding me. Then, slowly, reluctantly, he walked around and kneeled beside me. The other hunters at the doorway entered, and one darted away to get Windrider. “Gossamyr, please.”  Cloud gently encircled my arm to pull me up. “You can’t stay here...”
 
   I clutched tighter at Lerner, snarling. “I will not leave him!”
 
   Cloud’s expression was pained. “But it is very dangerous for you, for anyone, to be alone in the Tower right now. We need to get you to safety, to get help for Lerner.”
 
   I do not know where it came from, but his words sparked incandescent rage. I was instantly on my feet and lunged at the Chief Hunter, clawing wildly at him with my tool-fingers. “I said I am not leaving him!” I screamed. “I hate you, Cloud!  Always saying stupid things!  Are you still trying to take me away from Lerner, is that it?  I bet you are glad he is dead!”
 
   I stopped short, realizing what I just said. This could not be happening!
 
   Cloud had not lifted a single tool-finger to stop my attacking on him. He just stood there and took it. Now he bent down and inspected Lerner awkwardly. "Lerner may join the spirits very soon, Gossamyr" he said very quietly. "I would rather not have you join him as well because I left you here alone with a killer running loose. But I will not force you to leave with me if you do not want to."
 
   He took the other hunters out into the corridor, and they talked low and hurriedly so I could not hear.
 
   I went back to Lerner without thinking, kneeling and hugging him close. But now, the shock of what had happened was beginning to wear off, and I was suddenly reminded that our son, or whatever he had become, was still out there. I eyed where I had dropped the gun, but I made no move to touch that accursed weapon again.
 
   Once, I thought I heard the scraping of claws on metal far-off, but it was faint even for my hearing and I could not be sure if it was simply my imagination.
 
   Cloud came back into the room, much sooner than I anticipated. The hunter who had run for help had not gone back down all the way to the community, but rather simply moved to an open ledge and radioed for help from the helistat. Jacqueline happened to be on board, and moved immediately to send help up to us. Cloud said they would be here as soon as they could. All I could do was nod.
 
   Within an hour we were back down in the community, my husband carried as gently as possible on a sturdy travois. Lerner was taken directly to Windrider's quarters. Immediately she changed the soaked-through dressings on his wound, applied healing poultices, and prayed. I was at his side the whole time, aware of every minute change in his condition, but finally too numb and tired to do anything but pray beside our Shaman for his spirit.
 
   I slept next to him on his mat. I remember waking at times, just staring at the silver-black metal ceiling for long, interminable periods of time. Windrider and Flier slept on their own mats, nearby. I slept as close to Lerner as I dared, touching him to lend him comfort, to lend him strength, anything that I could offer. I tried not to think or feel anything, or else I might crumble to nothing. I thought of my parents. Mercifully, I fell into an exhausted sleep.
 
   I woke suddenly, light from the day outside filtering in through the series of discrete mirrors the Tower possessed. The sleeping mat beside me was empty. Flier stood, watching over me protectively, with pain-filled eyes.
 
   I knew at that moment. Our chieftain did not have to say anything. I knew what had happened to Lerner while I slept.
 
   The world blurred as tears came again, unbidden, in torrents. I did not know I could have so many in me. Somewhere, far off, came a scream of unbridled despair and agony. It took me several heartbeats to realize that scream was my own.
 
   Flier knelt down beside me on the sleeping mat, taking me in his arms. "Your husband died shortly before dawn, so quietly none of us noticed. Windrider said he simply lost too much blood, nothing could be done. At least he died here, in comfort, with those he loved."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The radio hissed in my ear. Amethyst’s voice, very weak despite the booster I had dropped a hundred meters back to enable communications with the rest of the hunting party around the UTSite corner. “Gossamyr, this isn't working. The creature could be anywhere. It might not even in the Tower any more.”
 
   I proceeded down the darkened corridor of the upper Tower alone, my only way of navigating through the eternal blackness was a pair of human strap-on helmet lights hastily jury-rigged with a generous amount of duct tape to fit my Myotan head. I clutched the human rifle tight in my hands  “No,” I hissed into the radio link, keeping my voice as low as possible. “The Others want that crystal no matter what. It will not leave until it gets it. And the only way into the Underworld is through the Lab.”
 
   “At least let me send someone to join you.”
 
   “No,” I repeated. “That will ruin the plan. I’m bait, remember?  A lone, isolated female. We've fortified the storerooms and living quarters; it now has no other source of food except ourselves.”
 
   “It could just forage out in the forest...”
 
   "But by the time it returns it would find all the entrances fortified as well. The Others know that. Dumas thinks its rapid growth and high metabolic rate will force it to eat voraciously at frequent intervals."
 
   "But you're its mother."
 
   I snarled. "Amethyst, if you cannot offer anything useful, stay quiet!"  She grumbled some reply, concern and anger in her voice. I ignored her.
 
   I had spent the last two days in Flier's and Windrider's quarters. Recovering, sleeping. I found I could not go back to my own quarters. There were too many reminders there. Windrider had taken me there the morning after Lerner's spirit flew free, and just two steps in I froze up, trembling, and could not stop. Paralyzed by scents and sights that brought back too many memories. Windrider took me back to her own apartments after that.
 
   I had tried as much as I could not to think of what had happened. Windrider took care of Lerner's body, preserving his skin tattoos for his Remembrance Ceremony that had to be delayed until after the creature was caught.
 
   What I ended up thinking about a lot was the Others. The many broken things inside of me ground together and ignited into a conflagration of hatred. Their betrayals, their lies, their manipulations.
 
   That morning I awoke, and something snapped in my mind. I was no longer content to just lie around and weep. I dressed, grabbed some equipment and a weapon, and went and joined the search parties. A few told me that perhaps it was best for me to return to the residential area, but after I snarled at them and threatened to call a fire spirit on their most sensitive areas, they backed away.
 
   The remaining KN marines had adamantly refused my help to hunt down Sunset, citing both my distraught emotional state and lack of military experience. Both good points, I supposed, which I promptly ignored. Amethyst seemed to be the only one who understood and let me join her party of Myotan hunters, but even she was becoming testy.
 
   My people had not been idle while I was stifled with grief. They had been doing systematic sweeps of the Tower. Unfortunately, the structure was too huge and we were too few. The creature kept evading them. They did wound it once or twice as it tried to approach the Laboratory, but gunshots seemed to do little more than slow it down.
 
   I worked with the search parties, growing more assertive and demanding by the hour. What was taking so long?  I hated even a moment of being idle. Every time I closed my eyes, even to blink, I saw Lerner under me, crimson gushing from his abdomen. I could still smell the coppery scent of his cooked blood. As I hold him I can feel his heart falter every few beats as it tried to pump less and less blood harder and harder.               Did he realize in his last fleeting conscious moment that his life was over?
 
   Or that it was his own wife who had pulled the trigger that ended everything for him in this world?
 
   I would have thought that any gun in my hand would weigh heavy. But the rifle in my hands felt surprisingly light. After I set Sunset's spirit free, I would reserve one final bullet for Lerner’s true murderer.
 
   Before I had left in the morning, I asked Windrider to retrieve some things for me from the apartment. She returned with a pouch of tokens to give me strength. The picture of myself looking up at the Tower, which Lerner had taken so long ago. A few scraps of hay from our sleeping cot, which still had his scent. My favorite tattooing needles, which had pierced my husband’s skin with all the skill I could muster. Another photo, this time of me with Lerner’s family in the KN. Guns and knives and spells were weapons of the world. These were my weapons of the spirit.
 
   “A pouch of Remembrance,” Windrider observed as she watched me prepare to join the search parties.
 
   I nodded, tying the pouch tightly to my belt, before tying on a knife sheath and hefting my rifle.
 
   “You are not planning on coming back from this hunt, are you?” she asked.
 
   “This will be resolved one way or another, Windrider.”  I pulled aside the curtain to the apartment and walked out.
 
   The Shaman caught my arm before I had taken more than three steps. She looked stricken, eyes pleading. “Remember your promise, Gossamyr. Return to us, if you can. Even--” Her words faltered, tears brimming her eyes. It was the first time I could ever remember her crying. “Even if it is only as a spirit.”
 
   On impulse, my veneer of anger crumbling for just a few brief heartbeats, I leaned close to her, touching her brow to mine. “My spirit will always heed your calls, Windrider, no matter where above the Shards I fly.”
 
   I almost broke, then. I could feel the wave of horror and grief churning up within me again. If I had let it loose, the storm would have been irresistible.
 
   But with no small effort, I choked it down, turned, and left to join the hunters.
 
   Back in the present, a shadow, deeper than the others, loomed at just the edge of my vision down the corridor, shattering my reverie. Adrenaline made my fur stand on end for just a second until I realized it was shaped square and regular. A doorway, like so many others in the Tower.
 
   But a creeping suspicion gnawed at the back of my mind. I approached it cautiously, flipping on my receiver again. "Amethyst."
 
   "Gossamyr!  Don't go out of communications again. We were about to send people after you."
 
   "Amethyst, do you have the map of this level handy?"
 
   "What?"  I heard shuffling. "Yeah, I have it here on my wrist comp. Why?"
 
   "Where is the nearest open doorway on this level?"
 
   "About ten meters behind the squad here."
 
   "Well, there's open one ahead of me, about twelve, fifteen wingspans ahead."
 
   "What?  According to my map, that’s a door that's never been opened."
 
   "Its open now."
 
   "Damn. Okay, sit tight. We're coming up to you for a closer look."
 
   I acknowledged the message but proceeded ahead anyway. I opened my ears and nostrils as much as I could. I could just barely smell the creature as I got closer, but the spoor was old and weak. He had been here within the last hour or so, but had left soon afterward.
 
   I peered around the doorway, looking into the room. It was small and square, not more than a wingspan on a side. Its only occupants were a few small scraps of ancient metal scattered over the floor.
 
   The Orc and the hunters caught up to me, also peering into the room and confirming the creature had recently been there.
 
   "But what does it mean?"  Amethyst said.
 
   "It can open doors we've never had access to," I said. "Maybe even all the doors in the Tower."
 
   "But why open this room?  There's nothing in it."
 
   "It is searching, I think."
 
   "Gossamyr?"
 
   My lips drew a grim line. "Its looking for another way into the Underworld."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Threat Assessment Report: X12 Myotan community contact with unknown distant intelligence
 
    
 
   Date: 9 December 547
 
    
 
   Re: Attack by unknown creature
 
    
 
   The whole operation has turned into a shitstorm clusterfuck. Can't be helped. We've only got three soldiers on the ground, a small helistat crew, and three hundred scared and angry locals, facing some unknown menace lurking in the shadows. Its like that monster movie you laugh at with your friends but secretly pray you never become part of.
 
    
 
   --Filer: First Sergeant Neil Milthrai, Borelean Special Forces
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “No one’s seriously wounded,” the human marine sergeant said. “It came out of nowhere, somehow evading our thermal imagers. It beelined straight for us but your friend Graystorm got in the way. Its objective was pretty clear.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. “It was coming after you humans?”
 
   He nodded grimly. “Yeah. It locked eyes right on me and swatted the others aside like flies. I think it was trying to take out the most substantial threats first. No offense. But that damn thing isn't just pure instinct. Its intelligent enough to have at least some grasp of basic tactics.”
 
   The marine spat. “But it going through the others gave me time to bring my rifle on it. As soon as the others were clear I laid into it on full auto. It must have taken at least a dozen hits. Blew it back on its ass nearly three meters. I stopped firing, thinking it was dead or close to it--what wouldn’t be, after that?--but then it scrambled to its feet and shot back into the shadows before anyone of us had a chance to do anything. That thing was fast!”
 
   I scowled. “Why didn’t you go after it?”
 
   He gestured at the hurt Myotans around him, being tended by those who had escaped the creature’s wrath. “We tried to, but it lost us pretty quickly. Besides, we had wounded. They took first priority.”
 
   “That’s no excuse!  We have to stop him!”
 
   Amethyst’s brows furled. “Gossamyr, do not fault a leader for looking after his men. You do the memory of your husband proud, hunting his killer so relentlessly. But you must give it time.”
 
   “My husband is not a memory!” I snarled.
 
   She gave me an odd look, then continued. “You are too irrational and that monster is far too dangerous for you to go after it half-cocked. Calm down. One stupid mistake and the creature will make you a victim like your husband.”
 
   “Will you stop talking about Lerner like that!”  My voice rose higher than I meant it to. Everyone turned and looked at me. “Lerner is...is not...the monster didn’t kill...”  I angrily turned away, stalking down the corridor where Amethyst said the creature retreated into.
 
   Behind me, I heard Cloud’s voice. “I will go with her.”
 
   Sergeant Milthrai, quietly to the Chief Hunter:  “Just be careful. I’ve seen this kind of thing before. She's as dangerous as that creature right now.”
 
   A few minutes later Cloud jogged up to me. We walked silently as such for a long time, him only a few steps behind me. I did my best to pretend he was not there.
 
   I stopped every few minute to examine the blood trail the creature left behind. “It is getting thinner,” I said after a long interval.
 
   Cloud nodded. “Good. The creature must be bleeding out. It will be easier prey.”
 
   I snapped my wings. “I do not think so. Look at the blood trail. If the monster was weakening, it would sway this way and that, as the creature lurched and stumbled along. Or maybe it would be near the wall, where it would try to support itself. But neither shows. It is a straight, steady line through all the corridors and ramps we passed.”
 
   “Well, if it is not getting weaker, then what?”
 
   I turned to Cloud, Looking at him fully for the first time since he joined me. “It is healing.”
 
   “That quickly?  From over a dozen gunshot wounds?  Impossible!  That would take--”
 
   “Magic,” I finished for him. “No one has seen him cast a spell, but suppose he does not need to. Suppose the nanites in his body automatically heal him instead of waiting for instructions to do so. Perhaps the Others are using the Tower as they did before, and are constantly broadcasting instructions to him through gravity-waves that neither we nor the humans can detect, and commanding the nanites to do so. Hm.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “But if they can instruct the nanites directly, why do they need him?  Why not just instruct the nanites here to kill all of us in the Tower, then have the nanites carry the crystal to the Teleport Node for them?  But they must have programmed the nanites within Sunset's body somehow, without us detecting what they were doing.”
 
   Cloud blinked in confusion. I went on anyway, talking more to myself in any case.
 
   "In the machine that helped to impregnate me were a reserve of nanites unconnected to the mainstream Matrix. The Others might have perverted them, programmed this transformation in advance, then hid them within Sunset as he developed. It is the only way. Louis and others have told me that nanites are usually not present in newborns; the Matrix must keep its distance in order to prevent any possible deformation in the development of a fetus. But the Other-programmed nanites could have hidden there, reproducing and growing in number as my son himself grew within me, safe from attack by their Mainstream brethren."
 
   I gave a cold little laugh. "But once he was born they were quickly running out of time. The mainstream nanites were slowly working their way into him from all around him. They waited as long as they dared before the normal nanites began taking notice of the Weird inside my son."
 
   I segued into silence, brooding. But it became clear that for some reason the Others couldn't control the mainstream nanites. If they could, all of this would be unnecessary. If they could operate the Tower's internal systems remotely, why couldn't they access the Matrix here as well?  Surely they were smart enough for spells and magic, like myself or Louis or any other Mage on the Shard. What was so different about them that the most universal tool among the Shards would be denied them?
 
   Louis had taught me the Matrix Analysis spell. I should cast it again, to see if the Others were using any spells within the Tower.
 
   And if my theory about my son was correct... "I can use that spell to locate the Sunset!”
 
   Cloud looking more confused than ever, but when he began to ask the inevitable questions I shushed him loudly. I shouldered the rifle and set about calling the spirits immediately.
 
   As soon the spell was cast, I could sense a Weird-- my son?--twelve levels above us. And with a leap of intuition I suddenly knew exactly where it was going.
 
   “Well?”  Cloud asked, impatient.
 
   “Its close to the Lab.”
 
   “We go back to get the others, then,” he said. “Maybe we can head it off.”  He grabbed my arm and pulled me back in the direction of Amethyst and the others.
 
   “Let go!” I yelled, wrenching my arm away. I immediately set off for the nearest ramp leading up. “Do what you want. I’m going after that creature, here and now.”
 
   “Gossamyr, wait!” Cloud said behind me, watching me get further and further away. “We have to get the others. The thing is too dangerous. You can’t just go alone. You can’t...Oh, dark spirits!”
 
   Within another few heartbeats he had caught up to me again. We were silent the rest of the way.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   As we slowly approached the entrance to the Lab, weapons drawn, Cloud finally spoke up again, this time in a harsh whisper. “How do you expect to kill it if it is healing magically as you say?”
 
   “Even nanites have to have their limits. They still need raw materials to repair his tissues, and as far as I know the creature has not eaten since being hit by the sergeant's weapon. No one has reported stolen food or for that matter been attacked so the creature can eat. But there might be things in the Lab or in the Underworld that can help him.”
 
   The chief hunter shook his head. “Why did you and Lerner ever trust these Others?”
 
   I snapped my wings. “Did you not ever want something so bad that you would do anything for it, even fool yourself into thinking that the means justified the end result?”  I looked at him and let a wicked smile play across my lips. “Like, say, shoot your rival for a female that you knew hated you?”
 
   Cloud winced. “Cruel words do not fit you, Gossamyr.”
 
   “Perhaps if I had been more ruthless about what I wanted in life instead of always compromising with others, things may have turned out differently. But no, I always felt so guilty about all the trouble I’ve caused that it seems all I have done these past few years is lick someone else’s fur to make up for it. With Flier and Windrider, with the elders, even with Lerner. Trying to be a good daughter, a good Mate, a good student, a good Myotan, even a good human, in a way, all the time. And look at the storm those winds have blown me into. Well, no more. When I join Lerner’s spirit--if he can ever find it in himself to forgive me--I will do so by doing what I know has to be done instead of doing what others expect of me.”  I moved toward the door, weapon at the ready. “And I want you to know that what you think means nothing to me, Cloud. Stay out of my way, Chief Oaf.”
 
   When we reached the Laboratory, I vaulted through the open doorway, weapon leveled, ready to blast away at anything that moved. But nothing stirred at my entrance. I carefully scanned with the entire room and found not a single living thing in the Lab.
 
   Cloud entered behind me, subdued. “Where are the guards?” he said. We had left Stormcold and Wingdance here last I knew. “I do not like this.”
 
   “I’ll cast another Matrix Analysis to find Sunset. Maybe he turned off somewhere, and they pursued.” I said. It was far more likely that Sunset had ambushed them then dragged them off somewhere to feed, but I said nothing.
 
   I cast the spell. “I cannot detect it. It must be out of range.”
 
   Cloud looked perplexed. “How can that be?  You said the spell had a range of a human kilometer. From here that would cover the whole Tower. It could not have gotten out of range that fast.”  His eyes widened. “Unless...”
 
   He turned toward the small elevator that led to the Underworld. The blockades had been moved.
 
   I moved toward the elevator entrance. The chief hunter sighed. “Well, I guess we have our work cut out for us.”
 
   I spun toward him. “Not ‘we’, Cloud.”  Before he had even a moment to react I quickly called a lightning spirit. Cloud’s body tensed painfully for a second as all the muscles in his body tightened, then slumped to the ground, stunned.
 
   Then, while he was mentally defenseless, I cast a Sleep spell on him. He would be out for hours. I stripped him of his extra bullet clips. I would need them for what was to come.
 
   I turned and entered the elevator. However, just before I activated the chamber, I regarded Cloud’s still form. Very remotely, buried deep down, a pang of guilt sparked and grew. Was Cloud really so awful?  He had changed in the past few years, especially since Sunwing had died, a pain I could now very much identify with. He had done nothing but help me after he found me over Lerner's body. And he had stuck with me, trying to protect me, despite all the verbal abuse I had given him in the past few hours.
 
   No!  I had to concentrate on my objective. I had to free my youngster's spirit. Cloud did not matter.
 
   But the Lab was awfully cold...
 
   Sighing, I exited the elevator. I activated a heater and dragged Cloud in front of it, trying to make him as comfortable as I could.
 
   I was such a fool, sometimes.
 
   I hefted my rifle and headed back toward the elevator. As soon as the doors closed and I began to descend, I knew deep down that I would never see the Tower, my home, or any of my friends again.
 
   One last task, and my life would be over.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   In every moment of every day, the world ends and is reborn anew.
 
   --from Myotan oral traditions
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The Underworld had changed since the last time I had visited, at least in the immediate vicinity of the elevator entrance. Great stacks of equipment from both the Niven's Folly and the more recent helistat that bore the marine to us lay spread everywhere, connected by ground wires that sprawled everywhere like tree roots. But most surprising were the shimmering webs that stretched everywhere between anchor points no more than an arm’s length wide.
 
   Dumas. He had not exactly been forgotten in the ensuing crisis with the creature, but it was thought that since he was isolated down in the Underworld with his surveys and experiments he would be safe. No one had thought to come down here more than once to check on him.
 
   I didn’t see the spider swarm or the creature anywhere. There was no movement or sound I could detect beyond the relatively small circle of light created by Dumas’ base camp.
 
   I almost called out for the spider swarm, but thought better of it. The echoes were too pervasive and unpredictable down here. No sense letting the creature know where I was just yet.
 
   The network of chambers under the Tower was vast, and there were many we had only briefly examined. Any one of them could have a hidden exit which could lead into the vaster Underworld beyond. I may never find the creature.
 
   But no. The Others wanted the crystal. We had told them that we moved it from its original chamber, and they had assumed that it was somewhere in the Tower above. But the truth is we had hidden it down here, where the hiding spaces were so much vaster.
 
   My eyes widened. Of course. I did not know where the creature was now, but I knew where it would head to once it had what it wanted. I just had to get there first.
 
   I turned to go and was greeted with a large, fist-sized spider dangling from a web in front of my face. “Dumas!” I exclaimed.
 
   His other element-bodies scuttled up along the floor and walls to join us. “Gossamyr,” the Swarm said. “What is going on?  What I assume was the creature Louis warned me about came through the elevator just a little bit ago.”
 
   I quickly filled the Spider Swarm in on all the pertinent details of the last few days. “Did he hurt you?” I asked.
 
   “No. He growled at my element bodies if they happened to get too close, but otherwise left me alone. He must not consider me much of a threat.”
 
   “That may be because the Others do not know much about your kind and could not program him accordingly. To him you may just be a bunch of spiders instead of an actual person”
 
   Dumas’ element-bodies swarmed over each other in irritation. “It's unfortunate that I wasn't topside to help track the creature down before this. I could have helped. You humans always tend to think too individualistically, never give enough thought about the group as a whole.”
 
   “I’m not human,” I told him.
 
   “To me there is very little difference between your two sub-species. You look and act and think so much alike. After all what are the differences between, say, yourself and your husband compared to the differences between you and me?”
 
   The look on my face at the mention of my husband must have been unmistakable, even to a herd of sentient spiders. “I am...sorry about the passing of your husband, Lerner. Did I err socially in mentioning him?”
 
   I shook my head. “Never mind that. We have to find the monster.”
 
   “He’s not far from here,” Dumas said. “I have one of my element-bodies watching him. He is rummaging through many chambers, looking for something.”
 
   I nodded. “Okay. Directly confronting him now would be stupid. We’re going to have to lay a trap. We have to make sure he never threatens my people again. Come on.”  I began stalking down the darkened corridor.
 
   I heard the dozen-odd tarantulas scuttling along the metal floor behind me. “Where are we going?”
 
   “The teleport node.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “It’s locked on one location. The Others weren't lying about that,” Dumas said from inside the globe of the node. One of his element-bodies hung from the control-pad about my head-height just to the right of the doorway.
 
   I shifted pensively from foot to foot, rifle tight in my hands and a dozen offensive spells on the tip of my mind. Dumas’ element bodies were spread wide, keeping a watch out for the creature, but that was no guarantee that it couldn’t find some way to surprise us. “Is that unusual for a Teleport Node?”
 
   “Yes. The whole idea of the teleport network is that the user should be able to access any other node in the system, no matter its location. It wouldn’t be a very convenient form of transportation if each node only went one place, would it?  You might have to cycle through thousands of transmissions before you finally ended up where you wanted to be.”
 
   “But it’s more than that. Its been locked ever since we’ve discovered it. One thing KN xenotechs have learned is that the teleport connections between two points isn’t stable. The shifts appear random, but like the Others told Lerner, we may simply not have the math to understand what's happening. But once a shift occurs, it is almost impossible to access the old destination again. The shifts usually occur within minutes or sometime hours of each other. The two nodes in KN territory have only four destinations they can access semi-reliably, and those are not guaranteed from one day to the next. To find one such destination-lock so far from KN territory is very interesting. If only I can find out how long it’s been like this.”
 
   “So it has been like this for longer than two days?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then the creature has not meddled with the node yet. Hm. Dumas, I have something important to ask of you.”
 
   A number of his element bodies shifted position, the better to look at me. “Yes?”
 
   “I am going to have to ask you to sacrifice one of your element-bodies.”
 
   A heartbeat. Then: “Explain.”
 
   “We cannot let the creature back up into the Tower. It cannot be allowed to hurt my people again. Do you understand?  No one else gets hurt if we fail to kill it. We have to remove it from the Tower, permanently.”
 
   The spider swarm said, “I think I see where you are going with this. We will ambush the creature as you said, and lure it into the node. I will have one of my element-bodies within, who will operate the controls as soon as the creature is inside. It will then be teleported away. Am I correct in assuming that's your strategy?  Good, then I agree. It is a worthwhile sacrifice.”
 
   "Are you sure?  I mean, the element-body is part of you.”
 
   The spiders scuttled about agitatedly. “As I said earlier, I am not human. Nor Myotan,” he added hastily. “Though I am well-trained and experienced in relating to humans, you must remember I am essentially a very different kind of consciousness from you. For me to even use the pronoun “I” is misleading, as would be the word “we.”  I am something in between. Your language is inadequate to describe how “I” view “myself.”  I am one being, but I am many minds.
 
   “And perhaps much more than you, I understand that individuals mean nothing compared to the whole. If I had to sacrifice one of my element-bodies to save the other thirteen, I would do so without hesitation. Unlike a human or its kin, who balk at, say, cutting off a limb to save themselves. What matters a hand or foot compared to your very life?  And yet that is how you and your kind thinks, even though it seems silly to spider swarms like me.”
 
   “I am glad you think that way,” I said gravely. “Because you are not the only one who is going to make a sacrifice here.”
 
   Dumas switched spiders at the Node controls; the new one was unusually large, with a large sack of webbing tied to its back. “I figured as much," he said. "You want to make sure the creature is dead, no matter what injuries you sustain, and no matter if you are in the node when it is activated.”  Dumas paused for a second, thinking. “You are going to sacrifice yourself for the good of your community. Admirable.”
 
   I grunted, unsure of how to react to being complimented by tarantulas. In the end I decided to let him think what he wanted. He did not need to know how selfish I was being at the moment.
 
   My body, my heart, my very soul ached to join Lerner, wherever his spirit flew. Funny, just a few short months ago, I had begun to think of myself as a religious skeptic, an almost-agnostic. Now, I prayed fervently to the spirits on an almost hourly basis, begging them to look after my loved one and beg his forgiveness on my behalf.
 
   There had to be an afterlife. There had to be some part of us that lives on after our mortal life is over. Otherwise, what would be the point of living at all?   To be born, make babies, and die, to eventually fade from all memory, completely forgotten, as soon as your wings fade forever in the Hall of Remembrance?
 
   My husband had to be out there somewhere, beyond life. And I would join him if I could, very soon.
 
   But I had to do this one last task. I would follow after my son's spirit as it flies beyond the Shards.
 
   As soon as that thought fully formed in my mind, all the horror, all the anger and rage, all the grief of the past two days washed out of me in a torrent. I unlocked teeth I did not know I had been clenching, and slowly, almost arduously, slumped my shoulders. A shiver of relief ran through me, from ear-tips to toes, as I truly exhaled for what seemed the first time in hours.
 
   All my possible destinies, all my might-be futures, were now closed to me but one. Knowing what was to come was inevitable gave me a feeling of peace.
 
   Dumas signaled that the creature was approaching. I stood in the doorway of the teleport globe, gun leveled and ready, spells already forming in my mind. It was useless to try and hide. Chances were he already smelled me, and his hearing was sensitive enough at this distance to hear my heartbeat.
 
   As soon as it turned into view at the far end of the node chamber I saw it was carrying something cradled in one arm. The crystal. He had found it, after all. Now I was the only thing that stood between it and the fulfillment of its mission.
 
   It saw me, and charged.
 
   I had been confronted with a similar situation before, months ago with the Xique. My experience with them would serve me well against my son.
 
   I loosed a fire-spirit directly in front of him. A bright flash of orange-white flame sputtered briefly into existence at his feet, tens of billions of nanites self-destructing to release the needed energy.
 
   The blast burned off half his fur in an instant and turned the skin of his legs into blackened, blistering ruins. He barely slowed down.
 
   Not good.
 
   I loosed another fire spirit, with equally poor results. All the creature did this time was stumble for a step or two.
 
   It was getting too close for me to risk another fire-spirit. Instead, I swung the rifle up and started blasting.
 
   That got results, even if it did take over a dozen shots just to get the thing to slow down to even a slow trot. Every time I had to switch clips--three times in under a minute--the creature would take those few seconds to get back up to speed, despite the nearly two dozen holes I had blown through its body.
 
   Inexorably it reached the entrance to the node. I stumbled back to the far wall to allow it to enter. It gurgled blood-soaked rage at me. “Now, Dumas!” I shouted as it cleared the doorway.
 
   The spider at the controls danced its legs furiously over the keypad. The door slid shut as I emptied my last few bullets into the creature.
 
   Dumas’ element body hit the activate button.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   I was expecting something--anything--to happen at that moment. I held myself rigid in anticipation. The creature took advantage of my moment of hesitation, swiping me hard across my jaw. I went flying to the side, impacting the inner wall of the teleport globe. The entire sphere rang like a bell.
 
   I shook my head, trying to focus past the agony in my midriff and jaw. That was good, in a way. If my body had gone numb in either region, it would have been a sure sign of something broken. By rights the creature should have shattered my jaw, but its weakened and wounded condition probably was sapping a great deal of its more-than-human strength.
 
   I squinted hard, trying quickly to regain some cognizance before the creature could press his attack. It limped slowly toward me, step after arduous step. It was wounded in a more than a dozen places, with two fist-sized holes from the clustering of my bullets blown right through his abdomen.
 
   I noticed a hideous stench, like overripe meat left in the sun too long. The creature was smoking from several locations on his body. At first I thought it was his fur still smoldering from the fire-spirits I summoned, but then I noticed it was not his fur but his raw skin underneath glowing cherry-red and occasionally hissing as steam ruptured from a gash in the skin.
 
   The nanites in his body must be working overtime to repair the atrocious damage done to his tissues. And the billions of nanites in his body, engaging in all that non-stop activity, produced a lot of heat.
 
   He was literally being cooked from the inside out.
 
   His genetic designers, the Others, had made quite a mistake in letting the nanites within him dedicate themselves so single-mindedly to healing.
 
   His wounds would have killed any mundane creature long ago. Spirits, I could actually see through his body in some places from the bullet holes!  I was still too dazed and hurt to move quickly. But if I let the creature get a hold of me I was finished!
 
   In desperation I summoned a Shock spell and cast it at him. No effect. Of course. His body did not have mainstream nanites in it; they would not obey my commands. And any other spell I could summon, like a fire spirit or Louis’ Shattersound, would affect me as well in the confined space.
 
   The door to the node suddenly swooshed open. Outside was not the stark, silver-black walls of the Underworld I expected to see. Rather, a forest lay beyond the portal, one lush with thick trees and deep-green brush. Birds warbled in the distance.
 
   Spirits preserve me, the teleport had actually worked. We were somewhere else among the Shards!
 
   The creature turned at the sound of the swooshing noise. He was almost directly between me and the doorway.
 
   His moment’s distraction was the chance I needed. Now or never. I summoned what remained of my strength, and, yelling at the top of my lungs in some incoherent scream of rage and desperation, I flung myself at the creature, rifle first.
 
   I hit him off-balance, rifle between me and him so I could push him better. His skin felt burning-hot on the knuckles of my tool fingers. I gained momentum, the creature flailing at me wildly. His claws slashed shallowly across my back. I screamed in pain, but that only seemed to add to my momentary adrenaline rush of strength.
 
   Finally we stumbled out the door and out onto the leaf-strewn forest floor. The trees around us looked spectacularly mundane, pines and maples and oaks with the musty-humid scent that always hangs low in a virgin forest. Summoning all my remaining strength, I pushed the creature away from me.
 
   He snarled and charged me as best he could.
 
   Again, his wounds made him slow. I had time to grab the rifle barrel and use the gun as a club. The first blow caught my monstrous son clean across his jutting jaw. Another such blow sent him reeling backwards. I pressed the attack, despite the agony each swing would open up in my back from the creature’s cuts. I could not think of my own pain now.
 
   I landed blow after blow, driving it back. Finally, it tottered on a precipice that had been all but concealed by a patch of low-lying brush. Snarling my victory, I rushed forward to deliver the final blow that would send it reeling downward.
 
   The creature’s paw shot out and grabbed my arm. But as he did so, my momentum transferred to him, giving him just the small amount of force he needed to send him over the edge. He dragged me down with him.
 
   We tumbled end over end down that steep hillside, impacting rock and roots and brush in painful succession. The creature took the worst of it.
 
   Through the haze of motion and pain I saw us rapidly approaching another, much more steeper precipice. How far down it went I could not be sure, but I knew I had to avoid it at all costs.
 
   I kicked viciously at the creature, landing a foot squarely on his still semi-intact chest. I kicked out as hard as I could, the creature’s talons raking across me as it tried desperately to hold on. My hand shot out to grab something, anything. Miraculously, my fingers found the base of a narrow tree. I clutched desperately at it with all of my remaining strength. I stopped my fall, barely, nearly wrenching my shoulder out of its socket in the process.
 
   With one last howl of defiance, the creature’s grip on me broke and it went tumbling over the precipice. I heard him impact a second later with a dull, bone-crunching thud.
 
   For a long while I didn’t move.  I couldn’t. I hurt too much. I was covered with dozens of bruises and cuts, plus the long gashes in my back caught my flesh on fire every time I twisted or bent my midriff.
 
   But I had to make sure my son was dead. I had to. His spirit had to be freed. It would be the only way my own spirit would ever find peace in the next life.
 
   Slowly, arduously, I stood and staggered over to the cliff’s edge. The forest was preternaturally quiet around us; our conflict must have scared the wildlife into silence. Leaning against a lonely, twisted oak I peered down.
 
   At least thirty wing-spans below I saw him. He had landed in a small clearing at the very base of the cliff, surrounded by ankle-high grass and wild flowers. From the acute angle that he lay it was obvious his spine was broken. His skin smoldered hotly as he mewled softly, pitifully.
 
   He looked at me and for the first time since his transformation I saw no malice, no alien hostility. In so much pain, with so many of his mutated nanites occupied, the programming of the Others was failing. Now the only thing that lay within that dying shell was a terrified innocent, who could not understand where he was or what was happening. His look was one of pure confusion and hopeless pleading.
 
   Alien creatures beyond my understanding had made him a monster. But now, in the final moments of his life, he was what he should have been all along: a child.
 
   My child.
 
   I slumped to my knees. Spirits help me, this would not be as easy a task as I had thought an hour ago.
 
   I forced myself to relax, to clear my mind. I reached into myself to summon one, final spirit.
 
   The Nanotech Matrix responded, and I opened my eyes just in time to see the grass surrounding him burst into flames. The fire quickly consumed him, and I was not surprised to see his already-heated body catch fire. A few moments of agony, and at last he stopped moving.
 
   Tears stung my eyes. “Sunset,” I said to remind his departing spirit of who he was. “Your name is Sunset,” I shouted, sobbing, hoping he would hear and understand.
 
   I watched his body immolate for long time, until there was little left except ash and blackened bone. It was only after the flames died down to oily smoke that I realized that it was time.
 
   I wiped my eyes dry and slowly, methodically made my way back up the hill, retrieving the rifle from where it had landed half-way up. It took a long time to again reach the Teleport Node. I wanted to be somewhere I could see the sky when I made my final journey.
 
   I lay against the odd, mysterious machinery that surrounded three-fourths of the Node sphere, staring up at the sky. Just as I did so, night fell, the sun hiding itself behind its disk of utter darkness. All the Shards shone in their unfettered glory, a million, million star-like motes moving ever so stately against the velvety blackness.
 
   I thanked the Sky-Spirit for this one last gift.
 
   I held the short barrel of the rifle against my breast, just left of center, and pulled the trigger.
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   FORTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Click.
 
   I looked down at the weapon, disbelieving. I squeezed the trigger again and again and again.
 
   No ammunition left.
 
   What little strength I had left fled. The weapon fell from my tool-fingers.
 
   Lerner was dead. Sunset was dead.
 
   Nothing mattered.
 
   I curled into a ball on the cool grass, just breathing with my eyes closed, for a long time.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It was daylight before I was aware of the world again. I was on my back, staring up at the ghostly Shards meandered across the azure sky.
 
   A persistent dry scratchiness on my breast made me look up. A hairy black tarantula straddled my chest. It stared back at me with all eight of its tiny eyes.
 
   Dumas. Or, rather, the element body of his that had activated the teleport node. Being part of a group was as natural to it as flying was to me. I must be the only familiar creature it recognized around here, so with its limited, single-body intelligence it naturally congregated to me.
 
   I let it squat there.
 
   After several hours, the spider left me and returned a short while later. I heard the crunch-slurp of it feeding on something.
 
   As the day wore on I felt the steady tingly itch of sunburn settling in where my fur was the thinnest. My throat scratched with thirst, my stomach growled with hunger, and my muscles threatened to cramp.
 
   I had been foolish before, trying to kill myself with the gun. Too easy. This way, lying here waiting to die, I would suffer much more.
 
   The way it should be.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The massive doors of the teleport node shut by themselves with a loud clank late in the day. Dumas’ element-body leapt off me as the machinery around the globe hummed briefly, then went quiet again. I blinked numbly at the node. My vision had begun to blur, so I could only fuzzily make out the node’s circular silhouette against the sky.
 
   The door slid open, and out stepped a tall, muscular figure, unmistakably female. “Gossamyr?”
 
   “Amethyst?” I croaked.
 
   She rushed up to me, other figures emerging from the metal globe behind her.
 
   I tried to laugh at the absurdity of her being there but my voice cracked like sun-baked sand.
 
   But when the Orc woman knelt down next to me and tentatively put her hand on my head, the weight of her fingers like an electric shock. She was real, not a mirage as I first thought.
 
   I tried to talk, but only a small wheeze escaped my throat. I moved to sit up, but the effort only succeeded in tumbling my tentative hold on consciousness into a deep, dark abyss.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   My eyes blinked slowly open. Amethyst’s face was above mine. “Hey!” she shouted at figures I could only barely make out with my still-gummy vision. “Hey, she’s waking up!”
 
   I noticed blearily that we were in a shelter of some kind, a tarp spread out between a plastic frame. A KN-made tent of some kind.
 
   Two new faces joined Amethyst’s in my line of vision. Louis and Cloud.  Insanity. Didn't they know about the Node?
 
   “Relax, Gossamyr,” Amethyst said. “The worst is over. Your fever’s broken. You should be on your feet in a few--”
 
   Her words were cut off as I flung myself at her, wrapping my arms around her torso. The movement took almost all my strength and threatened to tumble me back into the abyss of unconsciousness. I was overwhelmed by the intense need to touch someone, anyone, just then. A cold shivering that I could not stop for all the world overtook me as I hugged her.
 
   Amethyst stiffened. Orcs aren't known for their displays of affection. Yet she took only a heartbeat to wrap her massive arms around me my waist and let me cling to her for as long as I liked.
 
   After a while, I surprised myself by soaking her shirt through with tears. I thought I had none left.
 
   I haltingly told the three of them what happened, including my attempt to take my own life.
 
   As my words wound down, silence reigned in the tent. Amethyst pulled back from me as her eyes flicked toward her rifle, propped up not far away against her backpack. “If you want,” she said very quietly to me, “I can free your spirit for you.”
 
   I thought about it long and hard. I did not know then, nor would I ever truly understand, why I shook my head shallowly and mouthed a very tentative “no.”
 
   And so a new life I could not have imagined a day before began.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-SIX
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The chieftain’s name is He Who Flies with Nobility and Grace, or, as the crew’s been calling him, Flier. He seems one of those gruff-on-the-outside-but-soft-on-the-inside kind of guys. He’s a master of the stern, immobile, I’m-in-charge facial expressions, but you can tell that he listens intently to every single one of his people and considers any council they give him seriously.
 
   His wife, Windrider, is almost his exact opposite. Where Flier is large, imposing and stoic, she is small, wiry and fiery-tempered. She never lets a single, undiluted opinion of hers go unspoken, especially if it can stir up a bit of trouble. Her position as spiritual leader makes her the center of a great deal of the Myotans’ social lives.
 
   Both of them command immense respect in the community. Their heirs apparent are another story. Cloud (more accurately Majestic Cloud Girdling the Sacred Sky), the young but admittedly very talented Chief Hunter, will likely become the next Chieftain, but many here consider him far too arrogant and self-absorbed to be good at the job. And Gossamyr, my de facto assistant and liaison, is considered too odd-headed to be a competent Shaman.
 
   Many expect Cloud and Gossamyr to marry, just as Flier and Windrider did. They used to play together all the time as youngsters, and many consider the current rift between them to be only temporary.
 
   I just can't see them as a couple, though.
 
   --from the journals of Armand Lerner, entry dated 8 July 542
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The weeks that followed were a blur to me. Many things happened, but most of them did not register as important enough for me to pay attention to. My mind was lost in other things.
 
   Much of the time I forgot to eat. Amethyst often had to cuff me on the head just to take a few bites.
 
   She and the others argued often. About what I could not recall.
 
   The teleport node hummed once a day for a while, delivering equipment and supplies. Amethyst told me that they had hastily arranged for this before they had come on their rescue mission to help me. It made a strange kind of sense. Travel through the Node was one way; there was no way back. Provided the three of them survived whatever awaited them on this end of the Node, they would be stranded indefinitely, and would need all the help extra equipment could supply.
 
   It took about two weeks before I began to come back to myself. It began with the sudden realization of how filthy I was. I had not bathed or brushed my fur since Lerner had...since before I had come through the Node. Before it had not seemed to matter. Now, in the space of one heartbeat to the next, I could not stand the stink of myself.
 
   The others had discovered a river nearby, not even an hour’s walk away. When I asked Amethyst to come bathing with me (no Myotan likes to wash alone) she immediately grabbed a few towels and followed me, giving the males a stern warning not to peek.
 
   As she undressed, I felt intimidated by her again despite myself. Seeing her nude only reinforced how enormous she was. A full two meters tall with more curves than any two females of my species, she had shoulders as broad as my out-stretched arm and thighs that looked powerful enough to crush rocks between them. Her avalanche of dark hair alone, pulled back into a topknot and falling all the way to her hips, looked to weigh half as much as I did. I was used to having males much larger than me around; that seemed only natural. But a female of such proportions only served to make me feel very inadequate, and very lucky she had not shown up at the Tower sooner than she had. I could not imagine Lerner or any other male ever paying much attention to my barely-curving figure with a mountainous bosom like hers on display.
 
   “The water is cold,” I said, shivering as I slowly waded into the stream.
 
   Amethyst, already waist-high in the water, shrugged. “It’s good to see you react to something.”
 
   I got deep enough into the river to dunk myself. As the bracing chill water swept up over me, I contemplated not surfacing. Ever.
 
   I stared up at the sun rippling beyond the surface of the water an arm span above me. I could just open my mouth and fill my lungs. A few minutes of pain, then my spirit would fly free...
 
   I broke the surface, gasping.
 
   I was such a coward.
 
   “I lost a brother once,” Amethyst said, lathering up her hair with a small bottle of human soap. “He died almost ten years ago.”
 
   I blinked at her, a little out of breath. “What--what was his name?”
 
   “Steel.”  She submerged to rinse out her hair, then stood again. “My little brother, only sixteen. He died a senseless death, hit by a car while walking home from secondary school. I had a hard time getting over it.”
 
   “I am sorry.”
 
   “But a senseless death does not imply a senseless life,” she continued. “Steel lived life as a true Orc, always pushing himself and his limits. He may have only been a teen-ager, but his soul was well-forged even so. No, the only thing senseless about his joining the fires of heaven's forge was how much of my own life I spent drowning in self-pity afterward.”
 
   She balled her fists and mimed punching in the air in font of her. “For months after he died I went down to the gym and pounded on a punching block for several hours a day. Hell, I cracked three of them. I built up calluses a centimeter thick and often my hands would bleed. I could not think of any other way to make the pain of his passing go away other than to torture myself. But then I realized, is this how Steel would want me to live?  Was I really honoring his memory, or was I only trying to hide how I felt sorry for myself?”
 
   I nodded. “I know what you are saying.”  I stared at the water quietly trickling past my half-submerged tool fingers. Memories of my parents bubbled up, unbidden. “The pain never really goes away, does it?”
 
   “No.”  Her shoulders drooped. “But you learn to live with it.”
 
   I was about to ask her more when her eyes suddenly narrowed into the distance and she flung her arms in an ‘X’ across her chest. “That bastard!” she yelled.
 
   “What?”
 
   With her heavy chin she pointed up at a far cliff overlooking the river, not too far away from where our camp lay. Something amidst all the green and browns there glinted from the sun. “I bet that’s Louis with binoculars!”  Amethyst growled as she sunk deep into the water until just her head bobbed above the surface. “I warned him not to peek!  When I get back to camp I’ll tie his legs around his neck and pull tight!”
 
   I did not move. The water was already covering me from the hips down, so I was not showing anything more than I usually did. “But I thought you always wanted Louis to ogle your naked body.”
 
   Her cheeks turned a bright red. “Not without my permission!”
 
   I could not help it. I laughed. Amethyst could snap a tree trunk in two, yet here she was acting like a virgin at her first ear-nibbling.
 
   Spirits, I could not remember the last time I had laughed, even a little.
 
   Still, she was right. Louis had no right to take liberties after she had asked him not to. Before he could realize what I was doing, I summoned a small light spirit right in front of the location I saw the glass reflection earlier. Just bright enough to dazzle. My Myotan hearing picked up a very surprised and pained yelp. Definitely Louis’ voice. With any luck he would have been looking right into the light spirit with his binoculars when it popped into existence
 
   Now it was Amethyst’s turn to chuckle as I told her what I did. Somehow, it felt even better making her laugh than doing so myself.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I could probably attribute my new-found lucidity to simple survival instincts. If I had continued on as I had, I probably would have died from sheer neglect. But somehow having friends nearby lessened my self-destructive tendencies just enough for sanity to reassert itself.
 
   That is not to say that everything was sunshine and smiles. Dark moods easily overtook me. It was the worst at night, when I would half-wake and reach for Lerner, only to realize that he was not there. Nor would he ever be, again.
 
   Louis categorically denied ever spying on Amethyst and me, even though his eyes proved unusually sensitive for the next few days, forcing him to constantly wear sunglasses. Amethyst told him it was no surprise that he could go blind holding binoculars one-handed.
 
   Louis just grumbled.
 
   Now that I was thinking somewhat clearly, the realization of what my three friends had done for me hit hard. There was no way back through the Node. If we tried going back through the node, we could have ended up anywhere at a million or more other teleport sites scattered throughout the Shards. Any number of them could be somewhere much worse than a lush mountain forest.
 
   “But why?” I finally asked them as we sat around a small cook fire one night. “Why did you come at all?  Why strand yourselves with me?”
 
   Amethyst squared her shoulders. “I cannot speak for the others, but for me it was a matter of honor. It took us quite a while to discover what happened to you. When we did, I knew I could not let you face whatever waited here for you alone, no matter what. If the monster had taken your life, then at least I would avenge you.”  Her eyes slid sideways, almost shyly. “To an Orc, brave actions such as yours are the poetry of life. Your courage inspired mine, so I leapt into the Node after you.”
 
   I blinked at her, barely nodding in acknowledgement. It felt very strange to have words of naked admiration spill from her. In truth, I felt very small and dirty.
 
   I turned to Cloud, who had not said as much as two words to me since the three of them arrived. I asked him the same question I had Amethyst. His eyes locked with mine, the answer obvious in his pained expression.
 
   Damn him.
 
   I turned toward the last member of our quartet. “And you, Louis,” I asked. “Why did you come?”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders, frowning deeply. “Because I’m a fucking idiot.”  He forked a chunk of meat into his mouth, chewed a moment, and said, “Everyone else was acting so goddam heroic I guess I just kind of got caught up in it. I felt like a spineless coward when everyone was volunteering to come after you, so like an idiot I joined in. It felt like the right thing to do at the moment. I mean, whoever faced that creature would need a Mage backing them up. But now... God, Rumiko is going to kill me.”  He glanced meaningfully at Amethyst and Cloud. “If I ever see her again.”
 
   From what they told me afterward the decision to come after me was reached fairly quickly, less than ten minutes, with the three of them assembled after Dumas related to them what had happened. They made Dumas promise to have Jacqueline and the Myotans send them equipment and supplies in case they survived. There had even been a good chance, given the inherent unpredictability of the teleport network, that they could have ended up on a Shard tens of millions of kilometers distant from wherever we were.
 
   But that had not been the case. Louis and Amethyst tried dozens of different coordinates that supposedly could reconnect back with the node a the Tower, trying to send a message back that we were alright, but apparently none worked. The stream of supplies dried up after a few days when it became apparent to those on the other side that we were never coming back, at least not that way. Their last written messages wished us luck and a prayer from Windrider saying she would intercede with the Sky Spirit to watch over us. If we were even there to receive all that they sent, that is.
 
   We settled into a routine as we slowly built a base-camp around the entrance to the node. Cloud spent most of his time away in the forest, slowly exploring and hunting down game to supplement the food supplies sent through the Node. Thanks to him, we ate very well. But I could tell that he also spent so much time alone to get away from me, whose close proximity must have been painful for him.
 
   Cloud also discovered that we were in a large, apparently virgin forest. He could detect no sign of any tool-using sentient along any of the game paths that he took or territories he could see. We were in the middle of some remote mountain range, so that came as no surprise.
 
   Amethyst quickly established a defense perimeter with trip wires, shallow pits, and blunted pungi sticks. They were not designed to kill or maim but to slow down anything approaching the camp while simultaneously warning us. She wanted us secure from wild animals, but did not want any local sentient who might come to greet us in peace to be accidentally impaled on a sharpened log. That would make for a very bad first impression.
 
   She also occasionally accompanied Cloud on his hunting expeditions to get a lay for the land and to scout out any potential hazards. The worst thing they found were the spore of a wolf pack that frequented the area, but hopefully like most natural animals they had enough sense to stay away from sentients like us.
 
   Louis busied himself with setting up camp and tinkering with the equipment to get it to work right. With Dumas (or most of him, anyway) out of the picture, he was the most technically-minded of us, which was not saying much. Thankfully, most of the equipment sent through needed little or no adjustment or repair.
 
   Louis also tried to get a fix on our position by studying and comparing the positions of known Shards in the sky. It was a long, slow, inexact process given the limited tools and databases he had to work with. He swore a lot under his breath, too low for a fellow human like Amethyst to hear but clearly distinctive to Myotans like Cloud and myself. When we asked him to stifle his non-stop invective, it led to the first real argument among us.
 
   I kept myself busy by unloading, cataloging, and organizing the supplies that had come through the Node, something the other three had been somewhat lax in doing. Considering that those on the other side could never expect to see us again and could not even know if we were alive or dead, they were surprisingly generous. I had the feeling that in some way sending us the supplies was a kind of symbolic remembrance ceremony for us.
 
   Still, we were grateful for everything we got. We could be on the other side of the sun from the MegaShard for all we knew. Our odds of ever seeing the Tower or the KN again were vanishingly remote.
 
   Survival gear was the most important. Tents. Sleeping rolls. Tarps. Back packs. Rain ponchos. Thermal-reflective blankets. Generously-stocked medkits, including leather pouches full of Windrider’s poultices. Small tool-kits, including collapsible saws. Hundreds of meters of spider-silk cable. Canteens with water purifying filters. Iodine tablets. Several hundred man-days of rations, including Myotan-made salted meat and dried fruit, along with a generous helping of MREs and pre-packaged food from the Niven’s Folly.
 
   Everyone but Cloud was excited to see that they packed along not one but two small, collapsible solar cell arrays for battery recharging. Cloud thought it foolish to depend too much on KN electronics in a seemingly infinite low-tech wilderness. The rest of us did not agree, especially since sophisticated tools like our sensors, communicators, and hand-computers were sure prove invaluable. The latter especially, with the enormous knowledge they each possessed in their databases on Outland inhabitants, flora, fauna, and conditions.
 
   With the exception of Amethyst’s advanced assault rifle, the weapons sent were mainly standard hunting rifles and pistols, thankfully with easily interchangeable 9mm ammunition. They would be enough for providing food and defending ourselves against most mundane threats.
 
   Amethyst’s AAR was another story. Jacqueline sent along enough ammunition and grenades for its underslung launcher for the Orc to conquer a small city. A small paper note, included in a code-locked strongbox that also contained a repair kit, said “better safe than sorry.”
 
   The last transmission of goods occurred five days after my companions had arrived, and contained mostly personal effects for all of us. Almost two weeks after it was received, I came across a large bundle from Windrider. On it was a long note scrawled in our native Myotan pictograms.
 
    
 
   I know you are alive, Gossamyr. In my heart, I know. Many of those here believe otherwise and say we are foolish for sending so much through the metal globe, but neither Flier nor I listen. I still feel your spirit in this world.
 
   You will mourn for Lerner for a long time, as is only natural. I just pray that those friends with you now offer you the comfort I desperately long to give you but cannot.
 
   Wherever Lerner’s spirit now flies, I am sure he watches over you with love and longing. He may not be with you in this world now, but I know you will always be in his thoughts.
 
   As you will be in mine.
 
   I love you, daughter of my heart. Be well.
 
    
 
   I opened the package, and in there among clothing and several of my favorite human books were a few photographs, ones I had long-since put away. One was taken just six months ago, when Flier, Windrider and I were surprised at an evening meal by a human photographer from a visiting helistat. We were laughing, mock-indignant at the intrusion.
 
   I hugged the framed photos to me. For the first time since coming to this strange land, I realized how incredibly far from home I truly was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The KN’s so-called Zone Of Exploration (ZOE; the slang form is pronounced as zoh-ee, like the girl’s name) represents how far into the Outlands expeditions have been able to penetrate and return. The ZOE extends 12 to 20 earthspans from the KN, depending on which direction one goes. Its official boundary is expanded every year as expeditions venture further into unknown territory.
 
   Despite being constructed to be as self-sufficient as possible, explorer helistats cannot operate for more than two to three years without major maintenance that can only be performed at a fully-supplied base. In simple terms, they just wear down, especially with all the demands expected of them in the Outlands. This limits the distances they can cover and points to why the ZOE has expanded at a snail’s pace in the last decade or so.
 
   However, the OEC is working in conjunction with a number of KN governments to set up advanced bases in the Outlands where helistats can be fully supplied and repaired. Likely sites for advanced bases include the UTSite Tower at X12, the River Kingdom of Corinthia, the non-functioning Teleport Node at X14, and the sooner colony of Llewellyn on the North Sea, all two to three earth-spans away. Once these are completed, hopefully sometime in the next five years, helistats will be able to range farther without having to return to the KN, and the ZOE should expand significantly.
 
   --excerpted from A Basic Guide to the Outlands, 547 “Never Pet A Sleeping Rustalumph” edition, Haggerty Press, Borelea.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   One duty that seemed to fall to me by default was looking after Dumas’ element-body. My earlier revulsion to spider-swarms seemed to have completely abated, probably because it was easier to mentally handle one single tarantula than a herd of fourteen. I made sure she (Louis confirmed indeed that it was a she, mostly by the full egg-sack she constantly carried on her abdomen) was properly fed and sheltered.
 
   I had expected the spider, separated from its swarm, to be like any other spider, basically little more than a hunting and eating machine. I was very surprised when she began displaying a real personality. Sometimes she would catch prey, a large bug or a small rodent of some kind, but refuse to eat it until she joined us around the campfire at night for our main meal. She would quietly suck and slurp at her food while the rest of us ate and talked, glad for the company.
 
   She turned out to be very curious, often rummaging through boxes and piles of equipment just to see what was there. And strangest of all was the urge she often displayed to play. She would pounce on inanimate objects repeatedly just for the fun of it, batting them around and chasing after them if they were small enough. She and I developed a game with a knotted end of a rope, where I would jerk the cord around on the ground and she would try and catch the knot. As the days wore on, she would drag the rope to me whenever she wanted to play.
 
   Spirits help me, I actually began feeling fond of the repulsive little thing.
 
   My other companions proved far more dour. The reality sunk in that we were stranded unimaginably far away from everything we ever knew, probably for the rest of our lives. The supplies and equipment sent through the teleport node would help enormously with survival, but in these condition none but the hardiest of the tools could survive more than a few years, a mere fraction of the time we could expect to be out here.
 
   From what Louis could deduce from the Shards in the sky, we were still somewhere on the MegaShard. That led to a brief hope among us that somehow, some way, we could simply walk home. But then he revealed that we were anywhere from two hundred thousand to two million kilometers away from the relatively tiny area of the Shard that held the Tower and the KN. He even did the math. At the minimum estimated distance, taking into account sleep, foraging and natural obstacles such as mountains, oceans, and rivers, it would take us just under forty years to hike the distance overland to reach our respective homes. Using rafts and other home-made water craft, providing we could find a series of waterways favorable to our direction of travel, would cut the time down to about twenty-eight years.
 
   At the maximum estimated distance of two million kilometers, the travel time turned out to be from two to five centuries.
 
   All that provided, of course, we knew which direction to go. Louis was still working on that.
 
   “This is all my fault,” I said with a bowed head as we ate around our meager campfire that evening.
 
   “Pfah, you didn’t drag anyone here,” Amethyst said. “We each made our own decision. We are all adults, Gossamyr. We are all responsible for our own actions.”
 
   “But...”
 
   She held up a hand. “What’s done is done. None of us blames you.”
 
   Louis shifted slightly at that statement, refusing to look in my direction. Did he feel uncomfortable saying anything contradictory in front of the others?
 
   “The more practical question,” Cloud said, “is what we do now.”
 
   Amethyst nodded. “Agreed. We really should set ourselves on a long-term strategy of some kind, something beyond just sitting here beside the node.”
 
   “But what?” I said.
 
   “We should try and find a local civilization,” Louis said. “You know, something at least what you Myotans had, or better. An actual city-state would be best. They would have much better information about this area of the Shard than we could get ourselves.”
 
   Amethyst nodded agreement. “And it would give us the option of settling down somewhere.”
 
   We all looked at her, puzzled.
 
   “Think about it,” she said. “We’re all used to some trappings of civilization. Even a city state with Bronze-Age tech would be better than the four of us wandering around forever by ourselves, our equipment and tools breaking down one by one.”
 
   “What would be so awful about that?” Cloud asked. “I find the idea of a life of wandering and exploring an appealing one. When your human tools break down we can just make do with simpler devices. Think of the adventure it would be!  All this time I’ve been a hunter I’ve had responsibility to the community and I could never really explore like I wanted. Now, I do not have to do that. There are only four of us. It would be easy enough to keep ourselves fed on the trail.”
 
   “But that’s part of the problem,” Amethyst said. “I think of all of you as my friends, but I do not want to spend the rest of my life knowing only you three. Besides, we are also relatively young, so maybe a few years of traveling don’t seem so bad now. But I imagine there will come a time in our lives when we will be pushing fifty or sixty, our bones creaking, and we would want to settle down, have families.”
 
   “But that should not be a problem,” Cloud pointed out. “Look at us. Two humans, two Myotans. We could--” he cast a furtive glance at me as his words died in his throat.
 
   “What?” I said, letting ice drip into my voice. “What could we do?”
 
   His voice was very small, his eyes avoiding me. “Pair off. A family is not impossible for at least two of us.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. “Yes it is, Cloud. It always will be.”
 
   He ruffled his wing membranes in irritation but said nothing.
 
   I turned to our human companions. “But how about you two?  Are baseline humans and Orcs compatible that way?”
 
   “Certain rare human-Orc couples can produce children,” Amethyst said. “The genetics are just barely similar enough for that to sometimes happen. But half-Orcs are always sterile. Mules. It would be a cruel thing to foist onto our children, if we can have them.”
 
   “Hey!” Louis interrupted. “Who said anything about us getting together?  I’m engaged to Rumiko, remember?”
 
   “But that means nothing now,” I reminded him. “You may never see her again.”
 
   “That’s okay, Gossamyr,” the Orc said. “I was only musing. I wouldn’t want to go to bed with ‘tiny’ here anyway.”  She gave me a broad wink.
 
   Louis was indignant. “What do you mean by that?”
 
   She held up a rigid index finger. “You.”  Then she held up the forearm of her other arm, fist balled. “A typical Orc male. Figure it out.” 
 
   She exaggerated, of course. I hoped she exaggerated.
 
   Cloud indignantly interrupted. “I thought this was supposed to be a serious discussion!”
 
   Louis fumed into silence, but I caught a brief and secret smile on Amethyst’s lips. “All right,” she said. “It is. So we’ve kind of decided to search for a decently-advanced civilization nearby, if there is one. Once we find it and see what they know about this area of the Shard we’ll decide what to do after that. Is everyone in agreement on that?”
 
   I nodded, Louis grumped a yes, and Cloud shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Okay, then. Now we’ll have to decide on the steps we’ll have to take to do that.”
 
   “We will have to scout around much more thoroughly than we have been,” Cloud said. “See what is beyond these mountains, so we at least have some idea which way to go.”
 
   “But there’s a problem with that,” Amethyst said. “The smart thing would be to climb a summit and see what’s what from up there. Unfortunately, we’re on one of the smaller peaks, surrounded by many larger mountains. Ascending the larger mountains will be dangerous. None of us are experienced climbers. Plus there’s all this cloud cover. I don’t think I’ve seen the sun more than twice these past few weeks.”
 
   Louis shrugged. “Probably the mountains are a natural weather barrier for some drainage system. All the precipitation and storms from the surrounding area may get pushed by the prevailing wind against the mountains and get bottled up here.”
 
   Cloud rubbed his chin. “That still does not solve our problem. Both climbing a peak or hiking out of the range to have a look around would require at least two of us, leaving the other two back at our camp here with the equipment. That is a separation of at least a week, probably more.”
 
   Amethyst finished her meal and put her bowl aside. “Yeah. I’d rather not have us separated for that long.  who knows what complications that could arise.”
 
   “Isn’t there any other way?” Louis asked.
 
   We were all silent for a heartbeat, thinking. “Too bad we cannot still fly, Gossamyr,” Cloud mused.
 
   I sat straight up, an idea hitting me like a clap of thunder. “Yes, we can!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It took us a little over a week to complete the glider. It was nearly identical to the ones Lerner showed my people how to build a few year ago. The longest activity was hunting the animals needed for the appropriate hides and then curing their skin. Some of the human tech did help, especially all the spider silk cable used for lashings, but otherwise it was culled from all-natural materials.
 
   I was the natural choice to pilot. I was the lightest and the most knowledgeable about building and handling such gliders. After all, I had helped Lerner build the first one years ago and had supervised the building of the one we would use for scouting.
 
   For once, I think Cloud’s protests had less to do with his overprotective instincts toward me and had more to do with his jealousy of my being able to fly while he could not.
 
   We had plenty of places with which to launch the glider. High, steep cliffs with steady, powerful updrafts for my animal hide wings to catch. Getting into the air would be no problem.
 
   Landing was another tale. The mountains we were in were heavily forest-covered and steep. The few clearings we could find near the camp were too steep for me to even try to land in, and the territory above the tree line was no better. So that left just one relatively long, flat expanse where I could land and not expect to snap my legs on touchdown: the river.
 
   On the morning the glider was ready Louis came up to the cliff to help me launch while Amethyst and Cloud were by the long, lazy, broad stretch of river where I planned to land.
 
   Louis burdened me down with a bunch of equipment which I was not sure I needed. The transceiver radio headset I could see, but a full video ensemble, vision-enhancing goggles, inertial locator and other items looked liked they would only weigh me down.
 
   “They’re mostly just precautions,” he said. “I’ve linked your goggles and locator into your video hook-up, which will transmit everything it sees to my handcomp-radio link here. Notice the chest harness for the camera is gimbaled, and that’s linked into your headset. Basically, the camera will follow your head movements to a certain degree, so we’ll be able to see and record everything you do. I can even do a computer enhancement on the recordings later, and maybe we can even see some things you won’t.”
 
   “I am surprised Jacqueline included such sophisticated equipment in her ‘care’ packages to us.”
 
   He pulled on my equipment harness, making sure everything fit snugly. “The second rule of any explorer: record everything. Jackie’s been in the business a long time, so I guess when she thought we’d be in uncharted territory, it was just second nature for her to include this stuff. I only hope I’ve hooked up everything right.”
 
   “What is the first rule?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Of exploring. You mentioned the second rule. What is the first?”
 
   “Survive.”
 
   I absently patted the holstered sawed-off shotgun strapped to my thigh. Pistols designed for human hands were clumsy for us Myotans. Our wing-fingers were too long to easily or quickly wrap around the pistol grip. Rifle grips, which tended to curve back at a shallower angle, made handling such a weapon much easier for me.  “Is that why you three insisted I bring this along?  I really do not think I am going to need it.”
 
   “You might run into trouble up in the air and be forced to land somewhere unpleasant. That’s the secondary purpose of all this gear you’re carrying. If you do go down somewhere unexpected, we can find you much more quickly by reading your locator readout and checking the video of what you saw on the way down.”
 
   A long pause.
 
   “Louis, do you hate me?”
 
   He blinked at me. “What?”
 
   “For stranding you here. I mean, Cloud and Amethyst have so far been treating this like a big adventure, as if they don’t understand the real trouble that we are in.”
 
   “Oh, they understand,” he said. “They’re just hiding it better.”
 
   “And you are acting bitter, resentful.”
 
   “Geez, Gossamyr, how do you expect me to react?  Of course I’m resentful!  I’m engaged, for God’s sake!  Granted I couldn’t have expected to see Rumiko for another eleven months, but now I probably won’t see her again, ever.”
 
   I bowed my head. “I am sorry.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me that shit. Yeah, it is partly your fault I’m here. Yours and Cloud’s and Amethyst’s. The three of you had to act all brave and selfless. You especially, the grieving widow and mother all alone in some unknown place facing that monster. When the others volunteered on the spot to come and help you, I felt like a little shit of a coward for not doing the same. So I agreed to come with them through the node just so I could ease a momentary spasm of my conscience.”  He smacked his forehead. “God, I’m so stupid, sometimes. I’ve ruined my entire life because of peer pressure. Now I’m stuck with a bunch of non-humans in the middle of nowhere, and I’ll never see Rumiko again. I’ll probably die alone and in pain, a happy-meal for some Xique or something.”
 
   “Amethyst likes you,” I blurted.
 
   He shrugged. “I know.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Of course I do. You think I never noticed that all her baiting and arguing with me was just an Orc’s way of flirting?  I did grow up in the KN, you know. Everyone knows about that. But I’m not interested in her, and not just because I am--was--engaged. Interspecies couples always have a lot of problems, as I’m sure you know. Even races as closely related as baseline humans and Orcs. I don’t want to deal with that kind of thing.”  He looked at me sheepishly. “Besides, she’s so huge.”
 
   “So if you are not interested, why do you allow the flirting to continue?”
 
   “Ego, I guess. A guy likes to be reminded that women dig him, even women who could press him one-armed like a free weight. Now if we’re all done with our little heart-to-heart, you better get in the air. We don’t know how long this good weather is going to last.”
 
   I agreed, and he helped me check over the straps one last time to make sure everything was all set. As I approached the edge of the cliff, glider wings turned down and at an angle to avoid my lifting off prematurely, I glanced back one last time at Louis. He stood where I had left him, looking me over thoughtfully. Something about his gaze made me shift uncomfortably, like a gazelle being sized up be a nearby lion.
 
   We four were going to be stuck together for a long time. Perhaps he was re-evaluating his options.
 
   He had to know he had as little chance with me as Cloud did. He was Lerner’s best human friend, and I would never betray my husband like that. Still, I lingered at the cliff edge for a few heartbeats longer than I should have, arcing my back just so and letting him get a long eyeful. Males are not the only ones who like to know that the opposite sex “digs” them.
 
   I stopped abruptly, brows knitting hard. Sweet spirits, what was I doing?  What would Lerner think?
 
   I hastily unfurled my tanned-hide wings and stepped off the cliff.  Thankfully, I was instantly lifted into the all-forgiving sky.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FORTY-NINE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   There are actually four Shard-spanning megarivers on the Megashard, roughly ninety degrees apart, running from the Birthing Zone in the center to the rim. The one closest to the KN is called the Forever River.
 
   Calling these bodies of water "rivers" may actually be a misnomer; from space photos of the MegaShard it appears that only in a few spots do they become narrower than the Atlantic Ocean of old Earth. In fact, for most of their running lengths of 4-plus million kilometers, the four megarivers are wide enough to swallow old Earth many times over. Once their contents reach the Rim Sea after what some estimate to be a hundred year journey, their water is recycled back to the Birthing Zone to begin the cycle again.
 
   The Forever River was first reached by the legendary Milthrai expedition, launched in 342. It took them over four generations to travel there via boat and return, greatly startling the then-new nation of Kylea when a ragtag-fleet of ocean-worthy canoes appeared at one of their remotest ports in 429. Today, the trip can be made in about eight weeks by a helistat, and a semi-stable string of medieval nation states called the River Kingdoms have welcomed trade with the KN.
 
   --Excerpted from The Outlands Primer, 9th Grade edition, Pertel Press, Lara, Borelea, 547
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I laughed at the wonderful and long-missed sensation of the cool wind rippling my fur from head to toe. Spirits, I longed to beat my wings powerfully and bank and whirl among the clouds as effortlessly as the birds.
 
   But I could not. I was only flying now thanks to a clumsy contrivance with stiff, barely movable wings made from the dead animal skins. I snapped my wing membranes between my two long fingers, fighting back the desperate urge to unfurl my living wings. To partake of the skies the way I was meant to, to feel the wind fill my wings instead of just being a passive passenger on an unliving human invention.
 
   Louis’ voice burst forth into my ear. “Gossamyr, are you there?”
 
   I frowned, the spell broken. “Yes,” I said into the radio transceiver. “The glider is holding up well. Everything seems to be in working order. I have gained quite a bit of altitude already, and the sky is fairly cloudless. Visibility should be good.”
 
   “The camera’s picking up some good pictures, but there’s a bit of picture noise from jostling. Try to smooth out your flight as much as your can.”  He paused. “Okay, start describing everything you see. It’ll help us to interpret what we see on the video hook-up.”
 
   On that odd little ball-world of Earth where everything started, the horizon would curve away from you, hiding all but the terrain within a few dozen miles, even if you were standing on a mountaintop. But here on the MegaShard there was no such curve, only an endless flat expanse that stretched for millions of kilometers in every direction. I had a far vaster vista of the surrounding lands than the ancient explorers of old Earth could ever have imagined.
 
   “Okay. The mountains seem to run in a broad but kind of regular line to what you’ve designated north east to southwest. To the north and west the mountains go on for some distance, then merge into a deep green. A forest, maybe?  Then after that--it’s hard to make out from this distance--there’s a thin line of lighter green, then dark bluish-green for as far as I can see after that. It goes on quite a ways, right into the horizon-haze.”
 
   “Damn,” Louis said. “That’s definitely a large body of water of some kind. Maybe even an ocean. So much for that direction.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Amethyst said. We were all linked on the common radio channel. “Oceans are a natural source for food and trade. We’d be bound to meet up with at least some friendly peoples there. And we discussed making better travel time by water than by land.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Louis said. “Gossamyr knows how to build a glider, but does any one of us knows how to build an ocean-worthy boat?”
 
   The others were silent.
 
   “I didn’t think so. River rafts like we discussed are one thing, but taking on an ocean is quite another. It could end up being  Atlantic- or Pacific-sized, or even larger, for all we know. Which reminds me. Gossamyr, does the river near us empty into that ocean?”
 
   “No. We’re almost directly on the opposite side of the range from it. I’m turning in that direction now. Maybe about forty kilometers of peaks and we’d be in what looks to be foothills. The river winds to the south and west through them, then empties into a large blue-green patch of water. A large lake of some kind. There is a huge stretch of light greenish-brown after that going into the horizon haze, broken up here and there by darker patches of either green, gray, or brown. Hills and forests?. I can also see thin blue lines radiating away from the sea. Other rivers draining into it, I guess. I cannot make out much beyond that.”
 
   “Okay, that’ll do for a general lay of the land,” Louis said. “See if you can follow the river closest to us. That seems to be our best bet...”
 
   I was up in the air for over two hours, much of that time hopping from updraft to updraft to get the altitude I’d need to see as far as I could. With the mountains, I had been high to begin with, and I must have ascended over a thousand meters beyond that. For a few moments, at the very apex of my flight, the air began to thin out to the point where I had trouble catching my breath.
 
   Flying too high was a danger every Myotan is taught to avoid at an early age. If it ever did occur, we were told to dive back into the thicker layers of air immediately. I did so with the glider, concluding I had seen everything I could, despite Louis’ admonishments to stay aloft longer and gather more data.
 
   I slowly spiraled back toward base camp, using the inertial locator to help find my way back. I was glad for the little instrument. One mountain slope looked too much like all the others in this alien land, especially from the air.
 
   The blue ribbon of the river grew gradually larger as I descended. Humans are generally unaware of this, but a river has two parts: the water on the surface and the air above it. The river is almost always cooler than the land which it passes through, and as such creates a significant heat-sink above it. To a flyer such as myself it was not just a stream of water, but a winding ribbon of cool air that cut through the surrounding atmosphere. Cool air that was in constant conflict with the warmer air around it, creating potentially dangerous downdrafts and eddies. As youngsters, we were always told to avoid riding the winds around rivers lest we fall victim to them. It was precisely for that reason that many of us played many a game of dare over the rivers near the Tower, for the sheer thrill of the danger. In truth, once one learned the quirks of it, river-gliding presented little real danger.
 
   I had done it many times as a child, and was perhaps overconfident as I swooped toward the watery surface. When I was younger, my wings would respond to my slightest whim, making for precision control of my flight. Now, the rigid and clumsy wings of the glider responded only sluggishly when I was hit with a vicious downdraft. I struggled hard not to land face-first the last thirty meters, and barely succeeded, swooping up and level in a low arc. I blurred past Amethyst and Cloud, who were shouting things at me that I couldn’t possibly hear over the roar of the air around me and the river below. I was over a hundred meters downstream from where I was supposed to land.
 
   I was plunging at a shallow angle. I could not possibly gain any altitude again, not with the downdrafts around the river. If I stayed on the glider I would not touch the water for another kilometer.
 
   So I untied the straps in quick succession and plunged the last four meters or so into the icy water. The glider, suddenly unburdened by my weight, shot up at a steep angle. That was the last I saw of it before the surface of the river closed over me with frothing foam.
 
   Foam?
 
   I had gone too far down the water way. The river was narrowing, the water moving far more swiftly than I had anticipated.
 
   I broke the surface, gasping for air. I could feel the current pulling hard at me.
 
   I was in trouble. The near shore was at least twelve meters away. I could swim well enough to stay afloat, but fighting the current to reach the shore before I ran into really rough water was going to be another matter. Plus, the water was very cold, being mostly mountain runoff. If I did not get out of the water soon it would become a real problem.
 
   I stroked hard toward the shore, the water sweeping me inexorably downstream the entire way. In the distance I could just barely make out the wreck of the glider, one wing sticking up at a severe angle from the water as the current carried it away. The sight lent a tinge of anger to my efforts. Two solid weeks of hard work swept away like random twigs.
 
   Five meters from a small, rocky, pebble beach my feet made contact with the river bottom and I began to slog my way toward shore. I stopped immediately when I spotted and an unusual shape on the river bank.
 
   It was a large, black cylinder over four meters tall and half that wide, choked heavily with climbing vines. At first I thought it an enormous stunted tree trunk, but then I noticed its highly polished surface gleaming in the sunlight. Squinting, I could barely make out what could only be writing chiseled across its surface.
 
   I had only taken a half-dozen steps toward it when my foot caught on something. It felt soft and squishy and my toes just kind of sunk into it.
 
   I yanked at my leg hard, trying to dislodge it. The soft and squishy something yanked back with a force I was unprepared for. I almost went under and had to splash desperately just to keep drawing breath.
 
   Then it began to slowly, inexorably suck my leg down centimeter by centimeter.
 
   Intense pain sparked, just below my ankle. Like someone was running a dry razor over the entirety of my skin.
 
   I screamed and thrashed. I was in pain and panicky, with an unknown thing apparently eating my leg and a minute or so away from being pulled under. I could not think of anything else to do.
 
   I kicked and clawed at whatever was holding my leg, which had now crept up to my calf. It felt tough and leathery. In desperation I clutched at the shotgun holstered on my other leg and had just freed it when I was pulled under for the last time with another scream on my lips.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Greetings, stalwart traveler!  Welcome to Outland Survival Guide 5.2 for your Iyaku Portable Computer System!
 
   This expansive, fully-indexed, and easy-to-use database will provide you with everything you need to know for emergency and long-term survival in the Outlands away from KN support, as required under OEC statute 206A section 3 of the Emergency Outland Training Initiative.
 
   This information guide includes such widely-applicable topics such as emergency medical procedures, flora and fauna identification, food preparation, water purification, campsite and shelter construction, long-range signaling, basic weather prediction, and low-tech means of transportation such as travois, rafts, canoes, and equestrian skills.
 
   This Guide is here to help you make the most of your stay in he Wilds, to not only survive but thrive a well!  With this Survival Guide at your fingertips, no aspect of Outland survival will be beyond your grasp!*
 
    
 
   *In the event of emergency situations, it is recommended that you place your Iyaku Portable Computer system into low-power library mode even if unit is solar powered, in order to conserve long-term battery life.
 
   --Introduction to the Outland Survival Guide software database, ver. 5.2, for the Iyaku Portable Computer System.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I was not in a good mood the next evening.
 
   I huddled by the fire wrapped tightly in a thin thermal-reflective blanket. Spirits, I just couldn’t seem to get warm. Occasionally I’d segue into a brief trembling fit or find myself a bit short of breath. As one of my people’s healers I had seen the symptoms often enough to recognize mild shock when I saw it, but I had never had to experience them for myself.
 
   My left leg was sprawled straight and stiff-kneed before me, wrapped in ointment and protective bandages. It was completely furless from the mid-thigh down, and the exposed skin was blazing bright red. Near my foot, I had actually lost the top several layers of skin.
 
   Spirits, why was it always my legs that ended up getting hurt?  Lerner used to love how shapely they were...
 
   I had been caught by a river siphon. They were large worms genetically-altered by the Builders that could grow many meters in length. They anchor themselves to the bottom of waterways and feed off the debris the currents wash downstream. The one that had caught my leg was a true monster, nearly four meters in length.
 
   Amethyst and Cloud had just caught up to me when I went under for the final time. My Orc friend had dived in and cut me loose from the mindless creature. By the time she dragged me to shore I was half-drowned and suffering from the beginnings of hypothermia, not to mention the open bleeding sore the entirety of my leg had become.
 
   Years ago, back when I had first become interested in Lerner as a potential Mate, I had briefly contemplated shaving off my fur, thinking that perhaps he would find me more attractive if I were as hairless as a human female. Looking at the pink and spindly flesh of my furless skin whenever I changed my bandages, I was very glad I had never gone through with that. My naked skin reminded me of a just-plucked bird about to be spitted.
 
   Human painkillers kept me from most of the discomfort, and my own healing spells combined with antibiotic ointments would assure that both skin and fur would grow back fully. I should be back to normal in three weeks at most. The only downside was that I had to eat twice what I normally would in order to give the nanites in my body enough raw materials to regenerate my skin completely. That would be like feeding a whole other person, and diminish our food supplies by that much more.
 
   Adding to my miserable mood was the fact I had little to do while I convalesced.  I could not move very much lest I irritate the delicate new skin the nanites were building underneath the bandages. I had hoped I could play with Dumas’ element body, but she seemed to have completely disappeared over the last day. No one had seen her. I hoped she had not run off or had somehow gotten eaten by something while the rest of us were engaged in my little glider adventure.
 
   As the days passed the others spent a great deal of time near the "monolith" I had seen on the river bank, as we came to call it. They showed me countless digital photographs and scan readouts of it. Three meters tall and half that wide, it jutted up from the riverbed like a giant poking his finger through the ground from underneath. It was the first sign of sentient beings we had encountered since coming through the teleport node.
 
   The monolith was composed of fused black basalt, a rare mineral on an artificial world with no volcanic activity. But far more curious and significant were the pictograms that wrapped around the monument from top to bottom.
 
   They were Myotan.
 
   Well, not exactly. Many of the pictographic letters were strangely distorted, interspersed with symbols I had never seen before. But they were similar enough that there was no mistaking that the monolith’s alphabet and ours had too many parallels to be a coincidence.
 
   Cloud and Amethyst set up a secondary campsite beside it after scouring the area once again to see if the monolith belonged to anyone. The mountains still proved devoid of sentient beings. This was not surprising; given the amount of sheer space on the MegaShard, there were probably swaths of territory larger than old Earth's continents that remained untouched by intelligent beings since the Builders had sculpted them unknown millennia ago.
 
   But someone had come through here before, perhaps on the way to the teleport node.
 
   Not just anyone, I realized. Myotans had come here. My ancestors, in all likelihood.
 
   Ever before we had discovered that mummy in the Underworld under the Tower, Lerner had suggested that perhaps my people had come to the Tower from some other civilization. It was one of my husband’s pet theories that we had splintered off from a larger Myotan culture centuries ago, and our earliest legends did tell of us living elsewhere before being given the Tower by the Sky Spirit. Plus, tattoos on that ancient preserved wing the Hall of Remembrance spoke of a long journey from some sphere-like object, an object that could have easily been a teleport node.
 
   Now the monolith seemed to offer definitive proof. The alphabet on its rounded face could easily have been the precursor of the one I grew up using, allowing for permutations my people may have added to it over the centuries.
 
   We spent many days trying to decipher the message the pictograms said. The process was slow. None of us were language experts or sophontologists, and the alphabet was different enough that many of the pictograms could have had a dozen different interpretations. If Lerner had been with us, he would have been able to work through a translation in half the time.
 
   But the monolith’s presence offered more questions than it answered. Why did my people go through the node to begin with?  Did they end up at the Tower by chance or design?  Why did we lose the knowledge of our original home, wherever that could be?  The node back in the Tower was locked on one coordinate: these mountains. What was its significance?  And why had we never tried to return?
 
   The main task of trying to decipher the pictograms eventually fell to me while Cloud hunted for our food and the two humans worked on building a river-worthy raft. Being Mated to a sophontologist for nearly four years made me the closest thing we had to a specialist.
 
   I do not know when exactly it happened, but I began to find myself talking out loud to Lerner's spirit. After a long period of frustration at trying to decipher the pictograms, I tried to think of what my husband would say. That went from asking questions aloud of him and imagining his answers, to asking him questions that had nothing to do with the monolith. Soon I was talking to Lerner as if he were truly there. I liked to believe he was in spirit, listening and responding in his own way just beyond my ability to hear him. Or perhaps nothing was there at all, that I simply talked to empty air and the rest was my imagination.
 
   I talked anyway. In odd, quiet moments, when the others were busy or out of earshot, I told him of everything that had happened to the four of us since coming through the Node. I spoke of length of our plans, of ideas and theories I had about the monolith and the origins of our people.
 
   But mostly what I spoke of was our time together as husband and wife, of the quiet moments he and I shared. Of waking up and finding him smiling at me from across our sleeping mat, where he must have been watching me for spirits-knows how long. Of the time he horribly botched dinner and we ended up eating only raw apples from the orchards; for some unknown reason we just started laughing half-way through the meal and could not stop for nearly a half-hour. Of the time he tried to teach me how to use his computer as I sat on his lap; he kept getting more and more distracted as I shifted about to tap the keys until we ended up making love right then and there. Most do not realize how precious such little moments are until they were gone.
 
   It was the first time since coming through the teleport node that I could think of Lerner and not have the horror of his death replay endlessly in mind. Often, at night, the tears would still come as they almost always did, but they did not rip at my gut as they once had.
 
   We eventually translated the monolith's pictograms, at least enough to understand the general gist of its message. It spoke of a great mission undertook by ‘the People’ (Myotans?) to aid 'Those-Who-Come-From-Beyond-the-Sky.'  A mission of vast importance, upon which they believed rested the fate of the world-disk. They would proceed to the ‘elsewhere-box’ (the Teleport Node?) to search all the lands under the Shards for the most precious treasure that existed. They seemed to have some sense of how unimaginably vast the MegaShard and the teleport network could be, for the adventurers left in a large mixed group of over a hundred, fearing that their quest may take many generations.
 
   The second half of the message told of where returning searchers should proceed to, in case their time away had eroded their memories. To our astonishment, it spoke of a vast Builder City beyond the large lake I had seen and of "the People’s" settlement there.
 
   “So we found an artifact site.” Amethyst grinned broadly as we she looked over the readout of my final translation. “If this is right, we’re on the doorstep to every explorer’s dream.”  She saw Cloud and I looking at her quizzically. She explained:  “This says a Builder City ruin lies just beyond that sea!  Don’t you understand?  Builder cities are collections of thousands of UTSite buildings and structures. They’re usually a treasure trove of Builder artifacts, and this one is a virgin find. Fire of my soul, if only we had the Niven’s Folly here!  We could lay claim to millions of credits worth of artifacts!  Tens of millions!”
 
   “So we are going to head there?”
 
   Louis nodded vigorously. “Do you have a better destination in mind?  If nothing else, ruins like that usually are an epicenter for nascent civilizations to emerge around. The ancient roads and canals surrounding the cities usually lend themselves well to emerging peoples. And if we could get hold of several working Builder artifacts, it might make our long-term survival much easier.”
 
   “One question,” Cloud said. “How far away is this city?”
 
   I dug a hole with my toe. “Um, that’s the biggest problem. My best estimate from the pictograms puts it between three to four thousand kilometers away. Probably more.”
 
   We were all silent a moment as the numbers sunk in. Amethyst whistled low.
 
   Four thousand kilometers. The breadth of the North American continent on old Earth. One-tenth of the distance between the Tower of my people and the KN. We knew we had to cross a great distance on foot no matter where we decided to go, but having a concrete destination now seemed to add extra weight to each of us.
 
   Four thousand kilometers.
 
   And we had to cross it on foot?
 
   Spirits.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The MegaShard is the largest surviving habitat, and as far as we can tell, was the largest habitat of the Eden Sphere.
 
   In many ways, the Megashard does not make sense. Why build a habitat so large, when building a thousand smaller ones would have accomplished the same thing as far as living space, and been easier to maintain and much less vulnerable to catastrophic damage?
 
   Of course there are many theories. That the Eden Sphere required machines so large only something like the MegaShard could house them. And hey, as long as you have something so big, why not make a habitat out of it anyway?  Waste not want not.
 
   Or maybe the MegaShard is an enormous experiment of sorts. The one habitat big enough to throw every single lifeform and culture ever created during the Age of the Builders together, and see what happened.
 
   Or maybe they just liked to think BIG and were gearing up for even bigger habitat projects, with the MegaShard as a practice piece.
 
   Sometimes that's where I think the Builders went. They got tired of their old toy Eden Sphere, and went off to some far galaxy to create a real one. We were only the warm-up for their REAL work.
 
   --Neils Bohr Amigachi, editorial, Kylean Journal of MegaShard Studies, volume 2, issue 14, 548
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   My leg twitched as I limped toward the river, carrying the last of the supplies. The reaction was purely psychosomatic, I knew, especially since my leg was nearly healed. But I could not help it. That river siphon attack of five weeks ago had hurt, and my body still favored the weakened limb.
 
   We were preparing to leave the following morning, as soon as the sun slid out from its veil of darkness. We had worked hard on creating a large, sturdy raft for the first part of our journey. The records from my brief flight showed that this river probably merged with one of the larger waterways that flowed into the Little Ocean, as the others began calling the large inland sea or lake that lay between us and our ultimate destination. Our hope was to use this rather silly-looking craft to cross at least the first few hundred kilometers.
 
   I unloaded my burden and turned to Louis. “Are we all set, then?” 
 
   He straightened from checking the lashings on the raft for what must have been the twentieth time. “Yep. You had the last of everything we’re bringing from base camp. We’re all set to leave tomorrow morning.”  Everything we could not bring with us we had carefully sealed and buried not too far from the Teleport Node, underneath rock cairns for easy location if we ever needed to return for them. We had also included messages with the equipment for KN explorers should they ever happen to find our stashes, explaining who we were, how we had ended up here, and where we had gone.
 
   “Good,” I said. “There is one last thing I must take care of. I will return by nightfall.”  I shrugged on a small backpack I had prepared with enough supplies for a half-day and made sure my shotgun was secured at my side.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “To see my son one last time.”
 
   They did it again, Louis and Amethyst and Cloud all exchanging worried glances together.
 
   “Um, perhaps you should not go alone,” Cloud said, stepping forward.
 
   “You are right, chief hunter,” I said, turning ostentatiously away from him. “Amethyst, I would be honored if you would accompany me.”
 
   Cloud looked away, jutting out his lower lip. The slight had not been lost on him.
 
   “The honor is mine,” the Orc said solemnly. She straightened, pulling on her assault rifle and accompanying equipment. She turned to Louis. “That is, if you males will not be completely at the mercy of the Wilds without us females here to protect you.”
 
   Louis grumped. “Well, gee, I don’t know, Miss Big Bad Orc Lady, that chipmunk chittering at me looked awful scary!”
 
   Amethyst told Louis exactly where he could put that chipmunk should it show up again.
 
   We made our way back along the now well-worn trail to the Node four kilometers distant. Once away from the males, Amethyst did not have to worry about modesty and stripped down to her tank-top in the muggy midday heat.
 
   The trail was the easiest we could blaze between the river and the base camp, but that is not to say that it was actually easy. It wound around half a mountain and covered almost as much distance vertically as horizontally. More than once we found ourselves climbing over sloping outcroppings of boulders as high as both of us combined.
 
   “You shouldn’t bait Cloud like that,” she said as we neared the Node almost three hours later.
 
   “He is still clinging to a dream that was unlikely before the humans ever came to the Tower,” I said. “Now that Lerner is no longer with us, he thinks the dream can be renewed. I do not need his sympathy or his help.”
 
   “I think you might be reading too much into it, Gossamyr. Sure Cloud is arrogant sometimes, but he does seem to genuinely care for you. I have not seen him say or do anything improper toward you since we came through the Node. You shouldn’t let your anger distort your judgement.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her. “I have a lot to be angry about!  If my mourning my family hurts Cloud, that is too bad for him. Or for anyone, for that matter.”
 
   She nodded. “As it should be. Just remember that if you need a friendly sword at your flank for that battle, I'm here.”
 
   I smiled at her briefly, almost despite myself. “That an odd way to put it, Amethyst.”
 
   She shrugged. “Orcs are fighters. You Myotans have your flying metaphors, we have our fighting ones.”
 
   I stopped and turned toward her. “The sentiment is still welcome. Thank you. You have been a good friend to me these past weeks when I truly needed one.”
 
    “I have only tried to do what is honorable.”
 
   “I must admit that ‘honor’ is still an elusive concept for me.  The word doesn't really translate well. But it seems a very admirable trait in your people.”
 
   She looked aghast. “You do not know what honor is?  You?  But you are one of the most honorable people I have ever met!”
 
   I blinked at her, perplexed.
 
   She continued. “Perhaps Myotans have no word for it, per se, but many of you practice honor nonetheless. It amounts to doing the right thing, at all times, regardless of the circumstances. To an Orc, the ‘right’ thing means being courageous in all things, as you are.”
 
   My eyes lowered halfway as they swept the ground. “My husband thought I was too courageous. Too reckless.”
 
   She chuckled. “He was human, and a male besides. Of course he would think such a thing. But I have little doubt that it was your courage that first attracted him to you. It shines like a beacon in you. It makes people want to be like you.”  She took a deep breath. “I want to be like you.”
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “To my people, courage is expected, but it is not always easy. For me, it’s very hard sometimes. Before I came to the Tower, I had never really challenged myself. I always took commissions on helistat missions that were relatively routine. There were dangers, of course, but nothing truly extraordinary. I hate to admit that I liked it like that. It was comfortable, which to an Orc should be an abominable state of affairs, but it was a situation I could not bring myself to end.
 
   “But when we arrived at the Tower we found you, this little half-naked female, alone in a forest fighting off the most blood-thirsty carnivores in the Outlands. And with only had a rifle and some spells!  Ha!  That is courage!”
 
   She shrugged her massive shoulders, burying her hands in her pockets. “I would not tell anyone but you this, Gossamyr, but I was shamed greatly by your actions. You were barely half my size and ten years my junior, doing all these extraordinary things, while I whiled away my life in one safe job after another. I could not stand looking at myself in the mirror. I saw only a coward. Do you think I was unafraid when we went into the Tower with all those Xique?  I tried to talk big and sound confident, but I was terrified. It was by being with you, and that poor little Brightwind flying to warn us even with his wings torn up, that gave me strength enough to pass into the Tower.”
 
   I snickered. The Orc woman looked stricken. I hastily said, “I am not laughing at you, Amethyst. Hardly. It is just I was so scared when we went back into the Tower that night I thought my wings would fall off. When that first Xique charged us it was all I could do to keep from voiding myself. The only thing that kept me from screaming and running out back to the helistat was that you were acting so brave and self-assured. You inspired me.”
 
   She gaped, then beamed. “Really?”
 
   I nodded. "But truth is that I would much rather have your honest friendship than any kind of hero-worship.”
 
   She smiled and clapped me on the shoulder. “Done.”
 
   A half-hour later we reached the spot where my son had died. The earth around him still showed signs of scorching, though his bones had been stripped of any remaining flesh by local scavengers. The Weird which had consumed him was long since dissipated, at least according to Louis’ analysis spells conducted in the days after arriving. The mutant nanites that had not been destroyed by my fire-spirits had quickly been overwhelmed by the mainstream nanites that surrounded them on all sides.
 
   I should have come sooner, tried to preserve what I could of his wings for a proper remembrance ceremony, but I was too troubled and fearful of what I would find when I finally did approach him. His remains represented too much pain for me to easily confront. It took me until now to finally approach him.
 
   Amethyst, who had remained a respectful distance away, was surprised when I asked her to join me in prayer for Sunset’s spirit. But she gladly knelt at my side, crossing her arms over her chest and praying in her Orc tradition.
 
   Sunset had only lived a few days. No matter how deformed his body might have become, no matter how twisted the Others had made his instincts, he could not have been truly aware of what he did. His spirit was innocent and was now thankfully free to fly beyond the Shards. I asked Lerner’s spirit to look after him with love and wisdom, as a father should, as I knew he would have in life.
 
   Somehow I managed to hold off the inevitable tears until after the prayers were finished, but come they did. Amethyst comforted me with a light arm across my shoulders, letting my grief pour itself out once again. Thankfully there were no wracking sobs this time. Just water streaming from my eyes as I remembered and mourned.
 
   Just as we were preparing to leave, as we would just barely return to the river before the sun darkened, I spotted something glinting in Sunset's bony hand. I peered closer, and saw the Fractal Dimensional crystal he had retrieved just before our final battle. It had remained forgotten in light of everything else that had happened.
 
   Gingerly, I plucked it from his remains. Obviously, the crystal was very important in some way. Enough for the Others to be willing to kill many people for.
 
   Why?  What was its significance? 
 
   I pocketed it. A mystery for another time. The Builder city was many months, if not years, away. Plenty of time to contemplate its mysteries later.
 
   Upon returning to the river, we received one final surprise that day: Dumas’ element body had returned after being absent for nearly four weeks. It must have sensed that we were leaving, and scrambled to join us.
 
   We discovered that it had good reason for its absence: it was accompanied by nine offspring, each about half their mother’s size. I was perplexed at first--did not Spider Swarms eat most of their young?--until Louis pointed out that long-hidden instinct must be at work. The young would have been born with their radio-organs fully developed, their tiny arachnoid minds already networking with their fully-developed mother. In other words, they had enough brain power between them to begin the slow climb back toward full sentience. As their first conscious decision, they decided to keep enough of themselves alive to form a full Spider Swarm.
 
   How long such a process would take, no one in our group knew. Having a new Swarm splice off from an already living Swarm was a rare and poorly documented phenomenon outside of Malachon Island, the Swarms’ original home in the KN. How this new Dumas would behave--if indeed it could even still be considered Dumas anymore--remained to be seen.
 
   Still, we welcomed the spiders’ return with gladness. Our little ragtag company of refugees was whole once again.
 
   We began our great journey at first light.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I just hope wherever Amethyst, Louis, and Cloud ended up, that they found Gossamyr and everything's all right. I just hope my recurring nightmares of them being eaten are just my own anxieties and nothing more.
 
   But my contract here is up. I decided not to renew it a second time. Six months ago, it had seemed an ideal strategy to extend our stay, with all the new discoveries being made. But after what happened with Gossamyr and her son, I just feel tired and burnt out. I have been witness to the Myotans' worst year in living memory.
 
   Our replacement, the unimaginatively-named helistat Sally Forth has arrived, and its time for Dumas and I to take the Niven's Folly back to the KN. Luckily a few Myotans have volunteered to help fill in for my missing crew. What they lack in technical expertise they make up for in raw enthusiasm. Especially Brightwind, which has surprised and delighted almost everybody. Since losing his wings to the Xique, he had been mopey and morose, in a dark depression that was hard to imagine any 13 year old going through. The only thing that had put some energy back in him was the prospect of flying to the KN with me and coming back on the next available helistat.
 
   Of course, we hadn't the heart to tell him until we took off that the only way his mother would agree to it is if she came along. You know how boys are at that age, Myotan and human both. How are you going to explain to a thirteen year old boy that the greatest macho adventure of his life is going to include his Mom?
 
   --From the logs of Jacqueline MvDevitt, captain and owner of the converted cargo helistat Niven's Folly, 24 March 547
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We spent three months on that river.
 
   We had had a lot of trouble with our raft, especially on the rougher parts of the river, and were only too grateful to have any excuse at any time to pull to the shore. The mountains produced many rapids we had to navigate, rapids that looked like no big deal in our aerial recon photos but were quite another matter once you were shooting them on a clumsy platform of lashed-together logs.
 
   When we had constructed the raft, we had assumed that all wood was equal; we just cut trees that were the right length and width. It turns out that the type of wood does indeed matter. You need logs that are tough, but more importantly elastic enough absorb glancing blows against rocks and other debris without splintering. Use a wood that is too brittle and the logs will break apart at the first serious impact.
 
   That is exactly what happened during the first serious rapids we hit the morning of the second day. The far-aft quarter of the raft was pine, which turned out to be one of the poorest woods we could have chosen. A jarring blow against a jagged rock and we lost three outer logs. That unbalanced the raft and we had to scramble to keep it from getting swamped. Despite our best efforts we still lost a crate full of ammunition and one of the neo-Dumas’ young element-bodies when the logs splintered. We did not know of the latter until an hour later when we finally entered calm water and thought to count tarantulas. 
 
   Only after we left the mountains and began our winding way through the vast country of foothills did we encounter our first tribe of sentients, a small nomad band of about three dozen humans who called themselves H’rai. First contact was somewhat halting, as they obviously mistrusted our admittedly strange-looking band, but eventually we were able to get them talking enough for our belt-translators to absorb enough of their word structure to allow rudimentary communication. Louis and I traded a few well-placed medical treatments and healing spells (easing an old woman’s arthritis, several rashes from what looked like poison oak, and an animal bite that had begun to fester) for some food and several hours’ company. All members of the tribe painted themselves head to foot in elaborate patterns with powdered dung and affected many ivory piercings. They were somewhat sophisticated for a people who the KN would classify as having an advancement level of “Prehistoric,” with recurve bows and what looked like woven plant fiber clothing. According to them, there was an entire “nation” of H’rai further along the river, which they called the Amiriq, from which they had traded their more advanced tools for animal hides and furs.
 
   This was exciting news for us; the tools carried by the nomadic H’rai indicated a fairly sophisticated home-grown technology, and the fact they traded with outlying peoples indicated an advanced economic and governmental structure of some kind, perhaps even at the city-state level.
 
   Unfortunately, the nomad H’rai could tell us very little about their cousins, as they only met with them once a year or so to trade. They would tell us that they were strange, but not nearly as strange as we. They got no argument from us there.
 
   Over the next few weeks we met other nomad tribes and managed to repeat our healings-for-food-and-information deal with most of them. Only one became belligerent as we approached, thumping arrows into the water around us as we angled toward the shore, but several very loud bursts from Amethyst’s assault rifle quickly put a stop to that.
 
   The weather soon turned miserable as one storm front after another battered the countryside, and we were forced to spend almost a week camped ashore. Huddling in our tents and under tarps as we tried to get mud-encrusted logs to catch fire was a very unpleasant business. Not for the first time I felt the deep pang of homesickness, yearning for the clean--and dry!--metallic walls of the Tower.
 
   When the quick succession of rains finally ceased, Cloud insisted on delaying our departure so he could go hunting, which he said was best after just such a sustained downpour. Unfortunately, that was when he ran afoul of a Wolfling mated pair.
 
   Wolflings were mammalian bipeds similar to Myotans in that they had very human-like body structures and features, except for the fact that their animal genes came from wolves, not bats. They were somewhat human-sized, with angular wolf-like heads, a covering of shaggy body fur, and a peculiar digitigrade stance. They looked similar to the half-man, half-canine werewolves I had read about in ancient Earth legends.
 
   Unfortunately, unlike us Myotans, they could never evolve a technical society of their own because of a devastating quirk in their biology. They mated for life, and when the female becomes pregnant she exudes a pheromone that triggers a dramatic, hormone-driven transformation in the male. Over the course of several weeks, he will add over two dozen kilograms of muscle mass, his limbs extending to ape-like proportions. His fur grows coarser and his skin tougher, his claws and fangs becoming curved and razor-sharp. Unfortunately, he also loses much of his human-level sentience, becoming little better than a berserker hunting and killing machine, obsessed with only one thing: providing for and protecting his mate and brood at all costs. Anyone even approaching his family is likely to be rent limb from limb. When the female stops lactating she stops producing the pheromone and the male will transform back to his more human-like state, at least until the next time his mate becomes pregnant.
 
   The transformation sometimes is as frightening to the female as it is to non-Wolflings, especially the first time she sees it happen. That is what happened to Cloud; he ran across a newly-mated female fleeing in terror from her just-transformed male. Cloud, dumb gallant hunter that he is, approached her, fearing she was fleeing from some wild animal, despite her trying to warn him away. It took him some minutes to finally realize what she was, and by then it was almost too late. The male lunged out of the woods and nearly swiped his head off with one blow.
 
   I suppose it is a tribute to Cloud’s skill as a hunter that he managed to stay alive long enough to reach the rest of us, the huge slavering humanoid wolf hot on his heels. The creature had over half a dozen arrows sticking out of it from Cloud’s bow, but that hardly seemed to slow it down. After several harrowing minutes of fighting, we managed to drive it off with a combination of guns and spells.
 
   I spent the next week on the raft tending to Cloud’s many cuts and gashes. Dark spirits torment him if he didn’t seem to enjoy the extra attention from me, despite the fact all the cuts made it difficult for him to move much in the first few days.
 
   Still, the incident drove home to all of us just how dangerous the Outlands could be. Even a seeming innocuous creature such as the small and vulnerable Wolfling female could hold the possibility of a sudden and very painful death.
 
   Another week on the river and we began coming across farmed land and permanent villages. These villages were composed mostly of buildings made of various combinations straw, wood, and patches of mud, and the people did not look much better. Proper hygiene seemed to be a hit or miss proposition among the cultures in the Outlands, with most of them straying as far as possible from the target.
 
   We made contact with several of these villages, all of whom were mistrustful at first but willing to trade information and supplies for several hours with skilled healers. We were thankful that they were of the same H’rai culture that dominated this river valley, and that they served a central city-state further down the river, where it flowed into an even larger waterway.
 
   Inevitably some of the villages’ elders began offering trade goods in return for our males spending a night with one of their women. The nomad H’rai, as mobile and as numerous as they were, probably had no trouble keeping their gene pools fresh. But here in these villages, where their agricultural lifestyle demanded that they stay in one area most of their lives, inbreeding became a serious concern. Exotic strangers weren’t seen just as a source of stories and trade items, but as a valuable resource for instilling new blood into the community. At many villages, this took the form of the inhabitants making individual advances toward what they saw as exotically attractive strangers. At others, however, the practice had become institutionalized to the point where the village leaders bargained away nights of sex with their fertile village females. Even some Mated couples took part, especially if having children of their own proved difficult for them.
 
   Cloud refused without exception, but Louis agreed more than once, especially if the village offered him a particularly attractive female or two. Amethyst seethed at this, but said nothing. She would spend hours upon end furiously cleaning and sharpening her weapons whenever Louis was off in one of the huts with a native partner.
 
   Amethyst and I were occasionally included in the discussions when one village big-shot or another tried to buy us away from “our” males. The first time that happened, Louis went along, trying to see how big a price he could get for us. I was worth exactly five goats, two pigs, and a bow, according to the village chieftain. Amethyst turned out be worth three pigs and a hand-axe more, because our potential buyer thought he would be able to get more work out of her.
 
   After we near-strangled Louis, however, he got the idea that we were not for sale, even for fun.
 
   During this time we also began running across local watercraft. Some were flat rafts similar to ours the native poled from village to village, trading goods. Some were honest boats, with small curved hulls and a single-masted triangular sail used to tack upstream against the current. Most ignored us, but a few pulled up along side to either trade or inspect us in the name of the H’rai nation. The latter we could usually bribe into leaving us alone with minimal trouble.
 
   We arrived at the main H’rai city-state itself, Amiriq. It was large with a high wooden palisade surrounding the original inner city. However, it was obvious that in some ways the city was too successful for its own good. Much of the recent construction spilled over into the cleared land surrounding the city outside of its walls. When I was in the KN, the humans had a name for such a phenomenon: urban sprawl.
 
   As we entered the city, the first impression I got was the overwhelming stench. Feces, puddles of urine, rotting hay, rat carcasses and more all lined the streets, making any stay there almost unbearable for Cloud and me. He and I stayed with the raft after that first foray while Louis and Amethyst sought an audience with H’rai’s rulers, a council of merchant families.
 
   The rulers turned out to be surprisingly ignorant of the lands outside their own territory, except to say that a clan of Otterkin lived down river beyond their established satellite villages and beyond them lay a number of hostile tribes of unknown character.
 
   Several days later on the river we met the Otterkin, every bit as pleasant and friendly as the H'Rai told us they'd be. Fortunately most of them could speak the H'rai dialect, so our computer translators had no trouble keeping up with them. After we made contact with them, they would hop up onto the raft by twos and threes while the rest would swim by, some of the more daring and playful youngsters getting enough speed to vault over our craft entirely. For several nights they would visit our campsite on the shore, trading fish and shell creatures for interesting stories and dirty jokes.
 
   Otterkin were as tall as a typical human, but far lankier with slightly shorter limbs. They all possessed an agility and flexibility that would put even the Fae to shame. Like we Myotans, they were transhumans who retained a great many human features. They had very expressive eyes, small muzzles, agile lips that always seems most natural when curved up in a mischievous smile, and rounded ears on the top of their very otter-like heads. They had human-like head hair, which most of them kept cropped short. They also possessed a layer of full-body fur, which was slightly longer and slicker than what we Myotans possessed.
 
   They did not believe in clothing. Spending so much time in water, who could blame them?  Their very casual nudity did cause us some consternation. Surprisingly, it was not Louis and Cloud who proved to be the most flustered by so much female flesh on display. Amethyst and I practically choked on our words of greeting when the first male Otterkin climbed up onto our raft and we saw what was between his legs. We first thought he was deformed, but he turned out to be common-sized among his species.
 
   My husband, in a playful mood after a session of love-making, once explained to me about the relationship between penis size and infidelity in primates. The more promiscuous the species proved to be, the longer the penis would evolve. Gorillas, who had near zero promiscuity, had members barely five centimeters long despite their enormous physical size. Humans, however, the most promiscuous of all primates, had the largest penises, extending fifteen centimeters or more.
 
   At least that was the theory. He also said the Builders stuck with it when creating sentients that possessed primate-like sexuality. No sense messing with a proven survival mechanism if they did not have to.
 
   Judging from the--evidence--before us, the Otterkin were a very promiscuous species. Indeed, not one of them seemed to have a fixed female partner for even the few nights they visited us, and the males did not seem to feel the need to compete with each other, even on a friendly level, as human or Myotan males often do. I realized with a start that all their competition to pass on their genes was done on a much more intimate level. Sperm versus sperm from one sex act to the next, penis versus penis, dueling.
 
   I laughed out loud at the images that conjured up. Everyone on the raft, human, Myotan and Otterkin alike, gave me a very odd look. I tried so hard to stop laughing that I started to hiccup and could not stop for a half-hour.
 
   The Node river eventually emptied into a much larger waterway the H’rai called the Nalum River. As the H’rai warned, we began running into hostile tribes, either baseline humans or close variants, who would hurl atlatl-assisted spears at us from the shore. They did no real damage and a few well-placed and very loud bursts from Amethyst’s rifle quickly put an end to that. Still, we thought it best not to put to shore for several days until we cleared their territory, so we all slept on the raft (not a very comfortable experience) and lived off of our rations during that time.
 
   We met our first major obstacle several weeks of uneventful travel later, as we came across an enormous waterfall. The plunge from top to bottom was almost two hundred meters. Our raft, not to mention us, would have no hope of surviving such a fall.
 
   After some debate we decided we would have to abandon our raft and carry our equipment down to the river’s new level, where we would have to build a new craft. This decision turned out to be tougher than we thought it would be; we had all grown somewhat attached to the little vessel that had seen us through so much.
 
   We had to make several trips up and down the adjacent slopes to transport all our equipment and supplies. Louis would not abandon even a single box. In some ways, I could understand; who knows what we might need later in our journey?  But in other ways his near-obsessive attitude about the KN equipment became very annoying. Did we really need to save every MRE wrapper and bullet casing, as he insisted?  It was almost as if he was so insecure about being cut off from home that he had to hug closely to him every single scrap of it we had with us.
 
   It took us two days to haul all the equipment down the waterfall edge. On the second night it worked out that Cloud and Amethyst were caught by nightfall on top of the waterfall while Louis and I were at the bottom. Via radio we agreed for them not to risk descent during darkness and for them to make camp up there as best they could. For the first time since we came through the Node our little party was separated.
 
   While Louis and I sat around our campfire that night, he surprised me by pulling out several small animal-hide canteens he had traded the H’rai for weeks ago. They were full of fermented berry juice. He explained that both Amethyst and Cloud were too “starch-assed,” as he put it, to enjoy a good drink in our situation. He was saving it for when he could let loose a little when they weren’t around. He offered me some.
 
   I was exhausted, stiff from two days of hauling bulky supplies, and had started to become very bored the last several weeks of our journey, so I readily agreed. Soon we had finished one canteen and started on a second, laughing and snorting at the stupidest things.
 
   Then Louis surprised me again by saying he could really understand why Lerner had fallen for me. He even  called me pretty, in a furry-Pocahontas kind of way. Whatever that meant.
 
   I knew even then it was the fermented juice in him, but it did not seem to matter. Like I said, I was bored and drunk myself. And, Spirits help me, I felt an incredible surge of loneliness. I had spent most of the last few years waking up with someone warm and loving by my side. I missed that terribly in the last few months.
 
   So it was my turn to surprise him by inviting him over to sit beside me. His moves were hesitant at first, but I was used to knowing what human males wanted and took the lead. Soon our clothes were in a pile as our hands frantically explored our most intimate places. Spirits, I never realized how much I missed that kind of touching.
 
   But after only a few minutes tears began flowing from my eyes. I could not help it. The feelings were too familiar. Louis’ awkwardness reminded me too much of my first few times with Lerner. All the grief and anguish of my husband’s passing that I thought I had begun putting behind me came crashing back out in great sobbing waves.
 
   To his credit, Louis backed off instantly at the sight of my convulsive tears. When I haltingly explained what was going on, he tried to put his arm around me to comfort me. I screamed at him to leave me alone.
 
   Spirits, I could not believe what I had been about to do!  Was that how I honored Lerner’s memory, by cheating on him with his best friend?
 
   Louis retreated sheepishly and we both got dressed. We barely exchanged two words the rest of the night.
 
   The next morning I woke with needles in my skull from a bad hangover. Simply listening to birds chirp was enough to drive spikes behind my eyes. To say that Louis and I felt awkward around each other would be like saying the Tower was kind of tall. We did not even know if we should look at each other, much less what to say.
 
   When Cloud and Amethyst returned later that morning with the last of our supplies, they knew instantly something had happened between Louis and I.  You cannot spend so much time in such a small group and not notice such things. But neither of them said a thing to us, and we did not feel like discussing it. The tension level in our group rose steadily in the days afterward. Amethyst became very cold toward me, and Cloud and Louis almost came to blows a dozen times while we worked to build another raft.
 
   Our situation might have completely deteriorated if something altogether unexpected had not distracted us.
 
   The Spider Swarm began to talk.
 
   Up until this point we had gotten used to treating the tarantulas like pets. They mostly foraged for themselves and did not bother us much except when they wanted to play certain games, like chase-the-string, which we often gladly obliged to relieve the overwhelming tedium that often overtook us on the journey.
 
   But then one night, with the new raft half-finished and us four humanoids eating and glaring wordlessly at each other around the campfire, the Swarm spoke into the heavy silence.
 
   “Duuummasssss,” they hissed in near-unison.
 
   I was so startled that I nearly dropped my tureen of soup. Louis and Amethyst swore aloud.
 
   After a heartbeat, the Spider Swarm repeated itself. “Dumas.”  Then again, in rapid succession, as if immensely pleased with itselves:  “Dumasdumasdumasdumas.”
 
   Louis suggested that the Swarm’s communal mind must have finally congealed enough for it to start communicating verbally again. And, not surprisingly, the first thing it spoke was its own name.
 
   We were all delighted to hear the new Dumas speak, even if its vocabulary were distinctly limited. We spent most of the rest of the night trying to coax the swarm to speak some more, and thanks to enticements of food and play, after a few hours it could say half a dozen more words, including our names.
 
   The tension level between us deflated somewhat after that, but it never quite returned to the easy-going camaraderie we had when we had first started this venture. That was unfortunate, as we could have truly used that trust in the tumultuous months to come. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After another year and a half lost in the Outlands, travelling, living amongst, and sometimes fighting many strange peoples, I had thought myself jaded against surprises. After all I had been through, what was left to truly astonish me?
 
   The wrecked KN helistat that met our quartet as we crested the hilltop was made all the more shocking by its familiarity. One thing we had had to come to grips with fairly quickly since coming through the Teleport Node was that we could never expect to see our respective homes again.
 
   It had taken us twenty months to just put four thousand kilometers behind us, mostly by water, and given all the obstacles we had encountered it was a miracle we had made even that good a time.
 
   Which was part of the reason that the sight of the helistat wreck was so disconcerting. Even though technically we knew we could still possibly be within range of the KN’s helistats, their current zone of exploration covered an area of something like six trillion square kilometers. Our chances of ever meeting up with potential rescue were even more remote than the prospect of walking home.
 
   So seeing the helistat lying prone, its composite carbon-nanotube spine broken and its gas bladders impaled in dozens of places by rocks and tree limbs, made it seem more akin to a ghost. The spirit of our past lives come back to haunt us.
 
   We had been hearing rumors of the wreck for months now, picked up from a few nomad bands, and had done what we could to track it down. As well as chase down rumors of the mysterious city beyond with its sky-stretching towers.
 
   The wreck had once been an Explorer-class helistat, like the Sword of Thorena that had first made contact with my people over six years ago. Three hundred meters from bow to stern, thirty meters wide, its flattened-teardrop shape now all but unrecognizable from the carnage. It lay crumpled on a rough slope punctuated by boulders and scraggly trees. Debris lay scattered in all directions.
 
   “Spirits,” Cloud swore. “What happened to it?”
 
   That self-same question was on all of our minds. And, almost as one, we lifted our heads toward the tall spires in the distance, almost lost in the horizon haze. We were still roughly a hundred or so kilometers from the ruined Builder city. Even at this distance, its collection of six two-thousand meter tall Tower-like spires were easily visible across the flat expanse of the Shard.
 
   We came seeking an answer to the mystery at this ruined city, only to be confronted with another. I think we all knew, deep inside, that the two were connected.
 
   We slowly began making our way down the hill to investigate the wreck.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   “I still do not understand,” I said, looking up at the deflated canopy overhead. We stood in the corridor just outside the wrecked vehicle’s bridge. “What could possibly shoot down a helistat?”
 
   Amethyst set her jaw in a grim line as she scanned the treeline from the large blast hole in the vehicle’s side, where we had entered. “A Boiler Lord crawler can do the trick,” she answered.
 
   "Its possible we could have ended up near their territory," Louis said. "After all, no one's ever really figured out just how far Boiler Lord lands extend. And of course it would fit our crappy luck just right, to run into those sons of a bitches."
 
   The Boiler Lords were one of only two civilizations the KN had encountered on the MegaShard with technology approaching its own. Technically the Lords had technology equivalent to Victorian-era Earth. While true that they never developed the internal combustion engine nor rudimentary electronics, the major technologies they did have access to--steam engines, hydraulic engineering, and clockwork mechanisms--they had developed in directions never seen on old Earth or in the Known Nations.
 
   The Boiler Lords were nomadic raiders and conquerors, using vast, multi-ton steam-powered land crawlers to rape, pillage and enslave any lesser peoples in their way. These crawlers, known as Boilers in their own language, were the land-going equivalent of the KN’s oceanic warships, thickly armored and bristling with artillery. Thought to be the last remnants of a sprawling civilization they themselves helped to destroy five hundred years before, the Boiler Lords loosely dominated an area over three earthspans across.
 
   The KN’s contact with the Boiler Lords had always been marked by hostility and often open conflict. A number of battles had been fought, helistat versus crawler. Usually the helistat, much more maneuverable and armed with long-range missiles, came up the winner, but not always.
 
   “But if we are where D’Artagnan thinks we are on the Megashard,” I said, “then we are almost as far away from Boiler Lord territory as we are away from the Tower. Almost a quarter-million kilometers."
 
   Amethyst shrugged, looking through her rifle’s heavily-battered electronic scope at the nearby tree line, checking for heat-signatures. “That’s if we are where he thinks we are. He's said a number of times that his estimates are crude at best."
 
   “I still think I'm right, though,” came a whispered voice from above. I looked up to see a D'Artagnan's element bodies slowly descend from the ceiling on strands of silk. “Whatever did this to the helistat wasn’t a Boiler Lord artillery gun.”
 
   “What then?” The Orc mused. “Spells?”
 
   D’Artagnan swarmed his element-bodies over toward the bridge, leaving two behind to converse with us. It had taken the new Swarm months to learn how to talk properly again, but once he did he quickly re-educated himself using the databases in our remaining hand computers. The one thing he did seem to retain from his “parent” swarm was his affinity for things technological. As to the significance of his new name, D’Artagnan, I was told it was the old Earth author Alexander Dumas' most famous character.
 
   “Spells are a possibility,” the two remaining spiders said in unison. With only two of them speaking, we had to strain a little harder to hear their softer voices. “But also unlikely. Look at the damage here and in other parts of the craft. If it were someone using the Nanotech Matrix, you’d assume a hostile party would use the nanites already aboard to carry out their attack, like from a Combust or Shattersound spell. But all those holes have obviously been blown from the outside in. No spell the KN knows, at least to my knowledge, could do that. Of course that doesn’t preclude Matrix Manipulations of which we might be unaware.”
 
   “Okay,” Amethyst said. “Say it’s either the Matrix or a technological agency that did it. I still want to know what kind of attack it was. Can you tell us what precisely hit the helistat?”
 
   “Oh, that’s easy,” The spiders said. “See how the edges of the hole are melted, and how bits of molten metal seemed to have splashed along the interior?  At first I thought it was a laser, but then lasers would have made far neater holes in plastic and metal. They only explode things with water in them, when all that concentrated heat causes steam explosions. No, I think what did this was some sort of concentrated, high-energy plasma jet, like those experimental “pulse” cannons the Teranesians back home have been experimenting with, or perhaps some submunition that could mimic the effect.”
 
   “Forge of Heaven,” Amethyst whispered, running fingers almost reverently along the edge of the blast hole. “Those things can blast through a tank. We’re lucky this helistat's hull is still in one piece, then.”  She tugged her lips down. “Figuratively speaking, of course. And that kind of weapon is too sophisticated for the Boiler Lords to have come up with, either.”
 
   I shrugged. “We are lucky we found this helistat at all, given we could be anywhere in the Outlands.”
 
   “Not just anywhere,” D’Artagnan said. “And given what I’ve been finding on the bridge, it was not that great a coincidence that we ran across it. This is the Milthrai’s Dream, and given what records we have of its flight plan when it left Elysium three years ago, the nearby Builder City must be Artifact Site X31, its main goal. We just converged on the same place it happened to be going.”
 
   Amethyst rubbed her prodigious jaw. “Let’s see, you say the database showed it left the KN three years ago?  At half a million klicks distance, it would have taken it, what, a year to get out here?”
 
   “More or less,” D’Artagnan said.
 
   “Okay, that means two things. One, since its flight plan was known and it is already a year overdue, it will be declared missing in another year. Then the KN will probably launch a follow-up mission to see what happened to it and to complete its investigation of the artifact site.”
 
   I followed her logic, nodding. “And that means a helistat will be coming out this way in about two years!”
 
   “Not only that, but two, any surviving crew of the Milthrai’s Dream here would have known that, too. Chances are they are still in the area.”
 
   “If there were any survivors,” came Cloud’s voice behind us. While we had been inspecting the main damage points, he had conducted a cursory tour of the interior. “And if whoever attacked the helistat did not get to them first.”  He glanced meaningfully behind him. “This ship has been scavenged, and I do not mean just by animals raiding the leftover food stores. Almost nothing is left in any of the cabins I looked in, not even mattresses or furniture. They took almost everything that was not bolted directly to a bulkhead.”
 
   “And sometimes even that,” D’Artagnan said. “My element-bodies on the bridge have been finding a number of electronic units missing, like the radar and radio suites. They weren’t ripped out, either. Someone very carefully unscrewed them and unplugged their wireports.”
 
   “The crew could have stripped the ship themselves, if they had to move after the crash,” I ventured.
 
   Amethyst shook her head. “No. I’d like to think that, too, but its far more likely that any surviving crewmembers were captured by whoever attacked the airship. I don’t think they could have crash-landed with so much damage and not have taken any casualties. Yet, we didn’t find any graves or markers anywhere close by. Humans would have buried their dead, if they could.”
 
   “So what do we do now?  Find out what happened to the crew?”
 
   “The more important thing,” Cloud said, “is finding out if whoever downed this craft is still close by.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "Talking to an incomprehensible alien intelligence isn't so hard. Getting her to shut the hell up while I watch the gravball game, that's another story."
 
    
 
   --Teranesian Comedian Del Tharef, on his wife, from the transcript of the Grand Known Nations Comedy Fest XIII, broadcast by the Tera Broadcast Network, 11 December 547
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   We chanced a small fire that night in the middle of the wrecked helistat’s large cargo hold. The chamber had a huge rent in the roof and the gas envelope above it. It afforded us a narrow view of the Shardless night sky above. Hidden away from outside view and its smoke concealed by the cloudy night, Amethyst was reasonably sure it would fail to give us away to any potential enemies that did not already know we were there. Besides, we needed the morale boost of having a fire. Despair is an enemy that always had to be held at bay in the Outlands, especially when you are so unimaginably far away from home. The helistat wreck only seemed to drive that reality home all the deeper.
 
   And it did not help that Cloud was at it again. “Gossamyr, why must you be so unreasonable?” he said as Amethyst and D’Artagnan busied themselves with checking the perimeter scanners. Louis was buried in his sleeping roll and snoring softly. “We have been together all this time, endured so much at each others’ side. Have I really turned out to be so despicable?  Is it really so difficult for you to find a place for me in your life?”
 
   My teeth ground. “Cloud, please...”
 
   He leaned forward. “Gossamyr, I know how lonely you have been. How we both have been. We can change that...”  His tool-fingers tentatively lowered on my shoulder.
 
   I slapped it away, snarling. “Enough!  Half a Shard and a lifetime away and you still cannot comprehend that I Mated with Lerner and not you!”
 
   Cloud’s anger flashed. “Lerner is a year and half dead, Gossamyr!  When are you going to accept that?  Get on with your life!  Why should you deny yourself--deny both of us--what could be our only chance at a real family?”
 
   I wanted to hit him. No, I wanted to summon my most powerful fire spirit and cram it down his throat. Instead, I shot him a murderous look and stalked away. He made a disgusted sound but did not follow.
 
   I was so angry that I only noticed Amethyst and D’Artagnan were in my way as I brushed past them. One spider had to skitter madly out of the way to narrowly avoid being stepped on. The Orc stepped aside then rushed after me.
 
   I was well down the airship’s main spinal corridor when she finally caught up. I sat down heavily on a lumpy piece of debris, snapped my wings, and harrumphed loudly.
 
   Amethyst raised a brow bemusedly. “So he tried to come on to you again, eh?”
 
   My hands clenched at empty air, wishing for a neck between them. “He--is--an--OAF!  If I had wanted to Mate with him, I would have done so years ago!  Why can he not get that through his UTSite-thick skull?”
 
   “He’s male,” she said, the only explanation she needed.
 
   “He told me that Lerner has been dead for a year and a half and that I should get on with my life!” I continued. “I cannot believe his nerve!”
 
   Amethyst’s smirk faded into a thoughtful frown. She tilted her head to one side. “There may be something in what he says,” she said. “Not that you should sleep with Cloud or anything. But...”
 
   “But what?”
 
   Guiltily, she looked away. “It was obvious to everyone back at the Tower how much you loved Lerner. But he’s gone, Gossamyr. You can’t keep punishing yourself for what happened. You need to move on, find someone else.”
 
   “Like Cloud?” I spat.
 
   “No, definitely not.”  Once, on our long journey, she and Cloud had gotten drunk and spent the night together, probably in an ill-conceived impulse to get even with Louis and me for our night of almost-passion by the waterfall. Both regretted it for reasons they would never specify, and had never repeated it. “But someone. I know we have not met any other Myotans as we thought we might, but there has been some nice enough human males who were interested in you.”
 
   “And being who I am, you thought that humans are not necessarily a bad choice for me. Like that chieftain who was willing to trade away half his tribe’s horses to “buy” me?  Or that trader on the Little Sea who said we could make a fortune by hitting every port in his little pocket empire and having me dance for coins?  Or how about the Otterkin we met on the H’rai River?”
 
   The Orc shrugged. “Gossamyr, you’ve avenged your husband and have mourned him properly. Now you should seize whatever chance at happiness you can. I know Lerner would not want you to be miserable for the remainder of your days just because he is not here to share them with you.”
 
   I drew up my legs and wrapped my wings around them. My ears hugged my skull as I thought of how to reply. “I know,” I said quietly. “In my head, at least, I know that. But in my spirit, I feel very differently. I have been tempted more than once, you know. Remember that Dreamwalker Shaman in the city-state of Auuel about three months ago?”
 
   “The one you were always talking shop with?  He was cute, I guess, but a little on the short and skinny side.”
 
   “For you, maybe, but that made him attractively Myotan-like for me. He began seriously flirting with me, and I found myself flirting back, at first.”
 
   “At first?” Amethyst asked.
 
   “I had to stop. I felt like I was betraying Lerner. Just like with Louis, the feeling just came crashing down on me like the fall of night. I ran out of the Dreamwalker's hut and never saw him again.”
 
   We were quiet for some time, thinking our own thoughts. “Spirits, I still miss Lerner so much,” I said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   More silence. Finally I stood. “I am going for a walk.”
 
   She nodded. “Do you have everything?”  By that she meant my sidearm, my radio, and my inertial locator. When I showed her I did, she did not protest. I had long since proven myself to her; she knew I could take care of myself, as surely as she knew I needed to be alone at times like this.
 
   I exited the wreck and made my way into the surrounding forest. My night vision and directional hearing allowed me to navigate my way fairly well, despite the gloom. I made my way to a small clearing, where I could look up at the sky. Small breaks slowly forming among the clouds allowed some Shardlight to peek through.
 
   “Can you hear me, Lerner?” I asked the night sky.
 
   No answer, of course. Nothing at least that could register in the physical world. At times, I thought I could feel his spirit close by, but it was just as likely to be my own desperate imagination.
 
   But that did not stop me from talking to him anyway. “I miss you. Every day I miss you. I pray to the Sky Spirit that you are happy, and that you are with Sunset's spirit.”
 
   A soft breeze tickled my fur. I imagined Lerner’s spirit passing by me, embracing me as only a spirit can.
 
   I haltingly told him of what had just happened between Cloud and me, of Amethyst’s advice. “What should I do?” I asked. “Amethyst was right that I cannot keep living like this. I am so lonely, and I hurt inside so much of the time. But I am your Mate. No matter what Amethyst or Cloud or D’Artagnan or even my own inner voice sometimes tell me, being your Mate is not something I once was, but something I still am.”
 
   I pulled my shotgun from its hip holster. I ran a tool finger slowly along its barrel. “I can join you. When I first freed our son’s spirit from his monstrous body all those months ago, I tried to join you, but that gun was empty.  This one isn't.”
 
   I pointed the weapon at my heart, toggling the safety off. It would be so easy.
 
   I held the gun there, trembling, for many heartbeats.
 
   I let the weapon fall into loose fingers as I slumped to my knees on the cool grass. It took many minutes for me to reluctantly flip the safety back on and re-holster it. “I am sorry, Lerner,” I whispered. “I want to be with you. I really do. But I just cannot bring myself to do it. Like all the other times I have tried to join you these past months, something I just cannot name holds me back.”
 
   The wind picked up. I let it wash over me, willing its bracing chill to cleanse my troubled spirit.
 
   “You there!  Trespasser!”
 
   I looked up, startled. The booming voice came from the far tree line. I almost did not recognize the words, as heavily accented as they were. Yet, the language it spoke was unmistakable.
 
   Myotan!
 
   I was on my feet in an instant, my hand hovering over my gun. Who--?
 
   “Identify yourself!” the voice demanded. “This site is off-limits!  What is your name and worker number?”
 
   Narrowing my eyes, I could make out over a dozen shapes moving in the gloom just beyond the clearing. More than I could handle with a single weapon. A few spells would do the trick, but I had no idea how many more there might be beyond what I could see. Fire spirits or a Shattersound spell might take out a dozen up close and really tick off the few hundred that might be just behind them. I decided for the moment to handle this diplomatically.
 
   “I am a traveler,” I yelled in the direction of the voice. I decided there was no need to mention the others just yet. “I mean neither you nor your people any harm. If I have violated your territory or your laws without knowing, I am willing to make any compensation within reason.”
 
   “A clever lie,” the voice said. “If you are truly from the primitive lands, than where did you get your --?”  He ended the sentence with a word I had never heard before.
 
   “My what?” I asked.
 
   A loud report sounded. Dirt exploded at my feet. “Your --!” the voice said, emphasizing the unfamiliar word. “The weapon at your hip!”
 
   My eyes rounded wide. He meant my gun, and had used one of his own to emphasize the point. My people’s word for “gun” had of course come from the humans. His language, his version of Myotan, must have its own word for it.
 
   But far more significantly, he had a gun as well!  Could they have captured them from the helistat crew?
 
   The situation had just become far more dangerous than I first supposed.
 
   “Now answer our questions, renegade!” the voice demanded. “And truthfully this time!  What is your name and number?  Why have you trespassed on restricted territory?”
 
   “I am telling you the truth!” I said. “I do not know of what number you speak of, but my name is Gossamyr Lerner. I am originally from a place my people call the Tower, which the Known Nations, allies of ours, also call Artifact Site X12.”
 
   "You are working with the sky devil humans, then! Where is your helistat?”
 
   “There is no helistat,” I began.
 
   “No more lies!” the voice boomed. “If you try to deceive us again, you will be punished for it!”  For emphasis, they fired another bullet at my feet.
 
   Chattering gunshots exploding behind me instantly answered that lone bullet. I half-expected to feel the bullets rip through me, but instead I heard agonized screams from the far tree line.
 
   My momentary confusion instantly evaporated as soon as I heard Amethyst’s and Cloud’s voices behind me, shouting for me to get under cover. They must have heard my parley with our unknown attackers and had quickly and quietly worked their way into position.
 
   I leaped to the ground just as Amethyst loosed one of her rifle grenades. The clearing was momentarily lit as bright as day as its far edge ignited in an inferno of white phosphorus and flying bodies.
 
   I scrambled back to my companions, willing myself as close to the grass as I could. Bullets whizzed by in both directions over my head. Something that felt like a very big mosquito bit into the tip of my ear and I smelled the cooked-copper odor of my own blood.
 
   Finally I rolled over into the dried-up stream bed my companions were using for cover. It was barely hip high. Off to my side, Amethyst was scurrying along its length, poking her head up in one location, squeezing off a few bursts, then ducking down again and moving to a new position before her opponents could draw a bead on her. Cloud, with his much more modest hunting rifle, plinked off a few shots here and there, never doing much more than raising the rifle above the edge of the gully and firing blindly over his head. I got the idea his true purpose in all of this was to help keep the heat off of Amethyst, our only real combat expert.
 
   One of D’Artagnan’s element bodies skittered up to me, but kept silent. No doubt the Swarm had only sent this one spider with Amethyst and Cloud, to keep tabs on what was going on. In this kind of fight a herd of tarantulas would be of dubious value at best.
 
   I saw no sign of Louis. They might have left him back in the helistat with all the equipment.
 
   “You can start calling spells any time now!” Amethyst hissed at me as she ducked just in time to avoid a spread of bullets that exploded at the lip of the gully.
 
   “Um, right!” I shouted over the din, shaking off my momentary shock. I chanced a quick glance over the lip of the streambed to get my bearings.
 
   I ducked back down. I had seen where I had to place my spell. “Cover your ears!” I yelled to my companions as I began to prepare a Shattersound spell. Our attackers, whoever they were, were about to get a very rude surprise.
 
   Unfortunately, they surprised us first. Amethyst, in the midst of scrambling for a new firing position, suddenly froze in place, all her prodigious muscles bulging and her jaw locking so tight I could hear teeth enamel crack. An instant later, she crumpled in a heap on the muddy ground, unconscious with her face down in a muddy puddle.
 
   I had seen such an effect enough times to instantly recognize it. A lightning spirit!  The concentration for my own casting was instantly broken as I rushed to my friend’s side. “Amethyst!” I shouted. A yelp sounded behind me as Cloud, too, was attacked. I had just barely pulled Amethyst’s face clear of the water when my own body became an inferno of pain, followed by deep darkness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   FIFTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "If you ask me, First Contact should always be made with guns blazing and a show of firepower. If a few natives die, they die. But you'd be surprised how easy that makes Second, Third, Fourth, and Fifth Contact for our side."
 
   --Maritza Njoulk, former captain of the Iyaku's Mercy, at her trial for attempted genocide, Elysium Grand Courthouse, Zalon, 546.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I awoke with a start on a hay-laden cot in a small, gray, featureless room. A basin of clear water stood in one corner of the barely three-meter wide chamber, a broad-mouthed, clay urn lay in the other. A stout wooden door was framed by walls made up of rough, fist-sized bricks. The only light came from one such brick glowing dully in the ceiling, an obvious recipient of a low-energy Light spell, the kind where the nanites could expend dim light for days at a time before wearing out. The room would have been gloomy for a human, but I could see just fine.
 
   After some investigation I discovered a small metal grating affixed into the wall under the cot, the obvious source for the room’s air circulation. It was barely three hand-spans across and securely bolted in place.
 
   The strangest thing was that I felt neither sore nor groggy, as one would expect in the aftermath of a Shock spell. Instead, I felt as well-rested as I had ever been since coming through the Teleport Node. I must have been out for quite some time. My skin felt tingly as if it was just scrubbed, and my fur was recently-brushed with no tangles. Even the leggings and small hassock I wore had been cleaned. Whoever my captors were, at least they were hygienically minded.
 
   The thought of someone washing and brushing me while I lay unconscious led to a momentary panic that perhaps they had done other, darker things to me while I lay helpless. I quickly examined the suspect areas of myself; no bruises or soreness, thank the Spirits. Not proof positive that my body had not been taken advantage of, but it helped to ease my fears.
 
   I hoped that my friends were all right. We had been through so much together. Shock spells were designed to incapacitate, not kill, so chances were they were prisoners like me, wherever we were.
 
   I used the chamber pot (at least that’s what I hoped the urn was) and carefully examined the room in careful detail. The walls were thick and the door sturdy; no easy escape there. I had spells available to me that I could have used to possibly force my way out of the room, but since I had no idea where I was or what may lay beyond the door, I thought it wise to hold back for now.
 
   Beyond the ventilation grating lay only a cool breeze and darkness. I listened carefully. I could barely detect sounds from far off chambers, the buzz of indecipherable conversation and the scuffle of indeterminate activities.
 
   But what I smelled was the most startling. The scents that arrived to me through the ventilation system were Myotan!
 
   Intellectually, I knew that made sense from the circumstantial evidence. The glyphs on the obelisk we had discovered by the Node and the language our unseen assailants had used were variants on my own Myotan language. The KN had reported encountering other, widely-scattered groups of Myotans in their travels, so my kind were hardly an unusual lifeform on the MegaShard.
 
   But my heart beat faster at the thought of meeting strangers who were my own kind. Meeting non-Myotans had become commonplace for me, but the only other Myotans I had ever known were back at the Tower. I was strangely nervous at the thought of meeting them face-to-face.
 
   As if my captors could read my thoughts, I heard footsteps approach on the other side of the door. After the rustle of metal on metal--a key working a lock?--the door swung open. Framed in the dark portal stood three dour-looking Myotan males, armed with oddly-shaped rifles.
 
   They could have been males from the Tower, but they adorned themselves in strange ways. Their wings bore no tattoos. Instead, for decoration, they dyed the fur on their torsos and longer hair on their heads in contrasting colors in odd geometric patterns. Their ears were pierced in a number of places (I winced involuntarily at the sight--Myotan ears were very sensitive) with metal hoops and spikes protruding from them. The leggings they wore were not the cured Dhaki hides my people wore, but appeared to be densely woven plant fibers similar to what humans from the KN often sported.
 
   Their weapons were even odder. Arm-length metal barrels with an odd curving handle and a thin shoulder stock that slanted up from the rear of the weapon. It took me a second to recognize that, unlike human guns, these weapons were designed to specifically fit a Myotan’s hand. The back-curving handle and the sloping shoulder stock were features built to specifically minimize any interference in handling the rifle that often resulted with the wing fingers and membranes on human guns. A Myotan could easily and quickly grasp and use such a weapon.
 
   “Come with us,” one of them said, all but mangling the words with his odd accent.
 
   The spokesman maintained an impassive expression, but the other two clearly ogled my body as I stepped out into the brighter light of the corridor, and not in a friendly way. I could feel their eyes roam over me, as the spokesman took the lead and they followed behind me.
 
   I prayed that Lerner’s spirit was close by, to lend me strength.
 
   The walk was surprisingly short, for only about a hundred heartbeats later I was led into a large chamber covered over with tapestries and punctuated at regular intervals by broad support beams and glowing braziers. At the far end stood a large crescent-shaped hardwood table, its curve bowing away from me. Seven Myotans sat on padded stools around it, five males and two females. They wore loose fitting hassocks with intricate geometric designs stitched into them, no two alike. Their hair and fur were uncolored--perhaps that was an affectation afforded only by their warriors--but jewelry was plentiful with necklaces, brooches, and tool-finger rings. Their ears sported not plain metal hoops but bright gemstones.
 
   Behind the table stood what I assumed to be a large aquarium, like I had seen in some human homes, affixed on a huge metal pedestal with small blinking lights. An odd, many-tentacled creature hovered in the bubbly water, one of its large, pure-black eyes turned toward the rest of the room.
 
   My entrance caused quite a stir among the Myotans. The male at the apex of the table’s curve seemed especially stunned at my appearance, sucking in a low breath. The two females affected various stages of annoyance at the males’ reaction.
 
   I knew I was not ugly, but I also knew I was far from being a legendary beauty. Here, though, my appearance had a profound effect. The exotic stranger effect, as my sophontologist husband loved to call it. Perhaps I could use that to my advantage, down the line.
 
   The male at the apex of the table was about a decade older than me, with broad shoulders and surprising pale-gray eyes. “Your name?”  He asked.
 
   “Gossamyr Lerner,” I said, emphasizing the proper inflections.
 
   “Gossamyr Lerner,” he repeated, straining to imitate my accent.
 
   “What is going on?” I asked. “What happened to my companions?”
 
   “They are as unharmed as can be expected, considering they killed four of our soldiers and wounded many others. The large female human has been giving us a lot of trouble, though.”
 
   “She is not really a human. She is--”
 
   “An Orc,” he finished for me. “A closely-related sub-species of baseline humans. Yes, we know much about the Known Nations.”  He talked right over my surprised reaction. “The Orc is very strong and can throw off the effects of a Shock spell surprisingly quickly. We have had to sedate her with drugs after she injured a few guards in an ill-fated attempt to escape. She is sleeping quietly now. The other human is also sedated, as he was wearing the symbol of a KN Mage guild when captured. We cannot risk having a magic-wielder of unknown ability free.”
 
   I did not enlighten him that he was in fact talking to one. “And Cloud?”
 
   “You mean your Mate?  He is still in his cell, awaiting questioning after we are done with you.”
 
   “Cloud is not my Mate!” I snapped, perhaps with more venom that I meant.
 
   The spokesmale blinked at me in surprise. “We just assumed, because you two were travelling together...”
 
   I huffed and snapped my wings in annoyance. “You assumed wrong. My Mate...died over a year ago. But what is going on here?  Who are you?  Why have you captured us?  Was it you who shot down the helistat?”
 
   “We will ask the questions, outlander!” an older female snarled.
 
   The spokesmale held up a hand, a clear signal for her to restrain herself. She did so only reluctantly. “Enough, Skel. Remember, she is a guest here.”
 
   "Prisoner, you mean," Skel grumbled. “How do we know they are not part of an advanced force sent to avenge their airship, Kalen?  They did kill four soldiers and injure thirteen others!  Even now skydevil human troops could be advancing on the sacred city!  Maybe this human-lover and her friends are spies!”
 
   Her paranoid rant reminded me very much of Cloud. Apparently there was at least one in every community.
 
   Kalen stabbed her with a menacing scowl. Skel jutted her jaw momentarily in defiance, but quickly looked away in acquiescence. Kalen said, “We have spotted no airships or any other activity from the skydevil humans anywhere in our territory. With the remote-sensing equipment our sponsors have given us, I doubt very much the outlanders could have snuck one of their enormous skyships by us without us knowing.”  He turned his attention back toward me. “But that does not explain what the four of you were doing at the helistat crash site, Gossamyr Lerner.”
 
   I kept my face steady, but smiled inwardly. Four of us, he had said. He did not know anything of D’Artagnan, then. Our friend was still free after all. Spider Swarms were unknown in the Outlands. No colony of them outside their island in the KN have ever been found. Even if these people had seen the spiders, they may not have realized they were a communal intelligence. “We came through a Teleport Node about four thousand kilometers away, in the mountain range the locals inhabitants called H’rai.”
 
   The creature in the aquarium blurbled loudly. Everyone in the room turned to regard it, some with the starched fur and pricked ears of naked alarm. After a few long breaths when it became obvious the creature would make no more sound, they all hesitantly turned back toward me.
 
   Very odd, but given their nervous reactions I decided not to ask about it at the moment and continued on with my explanation. “Do you know what a Teleport Node is?  An 'elsewhere box' maybe?  Yes?  Good. We found mention of the nearby Builder city on a large basalt obelisk we discovered not far away from the Node by a river. It spoke of a great quest of some sort being launched through the Node, and that anyone who was returning from that quest should proceed here. We were stranded with no way back to our homes, so we figured a ruined Builder city was as good a goal as any.”
 
   A small, mousy male at the end of the table spoke up. “And you understood the writings on the obelisk?”
 
   I nodded. “It and the written language of my people are very similar, with some exceptions. Was it created by your people?”
 
   The small male nodded. “We have records of it, yes, but no one in living memory has ever visited the site. We know passage through the teleport network is hazardous. Anyone we send through the Node will never come back. Our ancestors learned that many generations ago when they sent the Searchers on their great quest. I find it very, very interesting that you, an unknown Myotan who can speak and read our language, came through the Node. And I find it fascinating in the extreme you had in your possession a gem that fits the description of the Fractal Dimensional Interface Crystal pretty well.”
 
   Councilmember Skel shot to her feet. “Axa, you cannot mean that she is one of the Searchers!”
 
   Axa shrugged. “One of their distant descendants, most likely. She and this Cloud both. The similarities in our languages is almost proof positive, once you allow for grammatical shifts that would inevitably come with the passage of time.”
 
   “Wait,” I said. “I am confused. What exactly are you saying?”
 
   Councileader Kalen affected a bemused smile, hands spread wide. “I think what Councilmember Axa is saying, Gossamyr Lerner, is that it seems likely that your ancestors originated from our lands fifteen generations ago. In other words, welcome home.”
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   The helistat drone project of 520 to 525 is of dubious accomplishment. The idea was to outfit some high-flying automated helistats, maybe twenty meters at their longest beam, with high-altitude automatic cameras, and then send them out on year-long loops through the Outlands. They were designed to hug the upper ceiling of helistat performance, and never touch down except at its initial launch and final touchdown in the KN.
 
   Of the 62 helistat drones launched, only 5 returned intact. A full thirty nine were never heard from again. The wreckage of others have been occasionally found by exploration expeditions.
 
   Amazingly, helistat drone 61, the second to last to be launched, returned to the KN in 540, fifteen years after it was launched. It was long out of fuel, and simply had the one-in-a-thousand chance of catching winds that brought it back to the KN, where it finally deflated its gas bladders when it blew close to its designated return coordinates. It had completed an amazing journey of nearly a million kilometers and took snapshots of several artifacts sites, including the mysterious Builder "city" X31. A helistat expedition is being organized even as this is written to investigate this intriguing concentration of Builder constructs, the largest yet known.
 
   It does make one wonder about the fate of the thirty nine drones never recovered. Could some of them still be wandering the Outlands to this day, captive to random winds, taking digital snapshots of fantastic sights we can only guess at?
 
   ---Excerpted from Forgotten Mysteries of the MegaShard, by Bilquis Fagan, Greater Borelean Press, Lara, Borelea, 544.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Councilord Kalen swept his wing membrane wide. “Is it not beautiful?”
 
   I followed his gesture to the six gleaming silver-black spires in the distance, framed by wispy clouds and ghostly Shards against the deep azures of the sky. “I have to admit it is.”
 
   According to the helistat logs, what the KN called Artifact Site X31 Kalen's people called Llexa, the City of the Sky. A hundred square kilometers of UTSite buildings and structures, punctuated by half a dozen Tower-sized spires in its exact center. No one actually lived in the city, however, as too much of the metallic UTSite had degraded into radioactive isotopes of iron. That was the problem with the near-indestructible metal; it had to be a fed power constantly or else it spontaneously degraded with an intense burst of X-rays. Most of the city was fed from the Shard’s main energy grid, but after five millennia with no direct maintenance some of those connections had begun to fail.
 
   Short jaunts into the city for up to several days were considered safe, but any time beyond that and a traveler was risking sickness in later life. In fact, some spots of the city were considered so hot that anyone visiting those areas had to wear protective lead-lined suits.
 
   The Myotans instead had built up six broad “provinces” surrounding the city, each of these consisting of a central stone fortification and an accompanying walled settlement. Their fortifications looked very reminiscent of human castles I had seen in KN historical sites and in old Earth books, right down to the palisades and barbicans. Form followed function, even a dozen earth-spans away.
 
   Each of the six Councilmembers controlled one province, with Kalen, the Councileader, controlling Llexa itself. He was not exactly the ruler of the council, but rather its arbiter and leader. He controlled more political clout than the other Councilmembers and mediated between them. He often got his way in matters political, but not always.
 
   The Dhaki-pulled wagon we rode in was broad and open-topped, adorned with intricate metal fixtures and shields. Appropriate for a head of state, as were the half-dozen armed guards that flanked us on riding beasts of their own. When I had first seen the creatures earlier in the day I nearly fainted. They were megaraptors, four-meter tall versions of velociraptors. Like their smaller cousins, they had been recreated long ago through Builder genetic engineering. Only the Xique were more feared as predators in the Outlands. The fact that megaraptors could be domesticated, much less trained as riding animals, would have never occurred to me, or to any other sane sentient as far as I was concerned. Spirits, many of their teeth were longer than my tool fingers!  I wondered how many trainers they had lost trying to make such nasty predators into obedient beasts of burden.
 
   Yet I had to admit the presence of megaraptors on either side of us made me far less willing to attempt an escape I would have been otherwise on this tour Kalen had insisted he give me. My injuries at the claws of the Xique three years ago were still too fresh in my mind for me to take on such similar creatures. The armored Myotan guards bearing ultra-tech rifles did not help, either. They were different from the ones the guards back at the castle had carried. These were all metal, with glowing electronic displays and a half-melted, alien look to their overall design.
 
   Kalen caught me staring at our escorts. “You are wondering about their weapons. You think they might be Builder relics.”
 
   “Are they?”
 
   “Truthfully, I do not know. They are gifts from our sponsors. They may be of Builder origin, or they may be of recent manufacture.”
 
   “You have mentioned these ‘sponsors’ before. Who are they?”
 
   “I assure you, Searcher Gossamyr, you will formally meet their representative soon enough.”  Ever since they discovered that ‘Lerner’ was a human-adopted name, they had dropped it when they addressed me. Instead, they have given me the title of Searcher, an honorific of sorts.
 
   I gestured at the castle fading away in the distance, as well as the small hamlets and towns we slowly passed. “Is all this from your sponsors also?  Did they give you the knowledge to build your civilization?”
 
   “We built all of this ourselves. Our sponsors have only given us the technology we needed to overthrow the old, corrupt order that held the provinces a generation ago. They continue to give us technical help, not only to maintain our new social order but to defend ourselves against hostile foreign threats.”
 
   “Like the helistat.”
 
   “Like the helistat, yes. They have warned us about your Known Nations, about how the sky-devil humans use their airships to conquer and pillage. They appear friendly at first, but only to ferret out weaknesses for their eventual attack and conquest.”
 
   I laughed. “You do not know the humans at all, do you, Kalen?  Didn't you have captive humans from the helistat?  You never questioned them about their motives?”
 
   “Yes, extensively, just before the remaining crew died in a badly advised escape attempt. But what they told us only colluded with what our sponsors had said about the humans’ Known Nations all along.”
 
   I decided to let the matter drop. He would believe what he wanted to believe, and my credibility as a human collaborator would be near zero. For the moment, any way.
 
   I scowled as we passed workers toiling in a broad furrowed field. They were naked except for loincloths and catch-baskets slung over their shoulders. “What is so special about your so-called new order?  It seems to me that you and your fellow Councilmembers are little more than technologically-elevated dictators.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “A Known Nations term, from their science of Sophontology. You use your advanced tools and weapons only to hold onto power, yet do not contribute work of your own. You do not share the benefits of your technology and your knowledge with those you rule.”
 
   “We have only had these tools for fifteen years, and for three of those years we had to use them to fight against the old autocrat and his armies!  Do you think it is so easy to turn the four hundred thousand peasants in our provinces into literate scholars in so short a time?  We are still trying to just rebuild from the war. Do you expect us to give fusion stills and plasma rifles to people who can barely pilot one of those new steel plows correctly?  We are doing what we can, educating them as best we can. Perhaps in a decade or two...”  He looked out at the workers in the field, and Spirits help me if his expression did not seem genuinely pained. “My mother and father died working the fields under the old autocrat. Neither one of them lived to see the age of thirty. Worked to an early death. They were far from unique, in the old order.”
 
   “I am sorry to hear that. I, too, lost my parents. But that still does not excuse you for leaving your people in such a state. Surely there are many intermediate technologies you can give them.”  I tried to think back at all the schemes the humans had proposed to my own people. “How about windmills, to pump irrigation water farther and to mill better wheat?  Or how about showing them how to make compound bows, to help them hunt?  I can imagine dozens of ways that you could improve their dwellings and storage houses. Show them how to make ash-concrete bricks, for example. I also saw many of your subjects with facial lesions and pox scars. The humans showed my people how to make penicillin for ourselves. The process is complex, but it is something that can be taught to the healers here, I am sure.”
 
   Kalen frowned. “I do not know of the things you are talking about. Our sponsors have not taught us about them.”
 
   “What have they taught you, then?”
 
   “How to improve our defenses, how to build better weapons, mostly. Our fortified settlements are stronger now than they have ever been. We also have catapults and ballistae now, and we are just beginning to learn to make our own guns and cannons. That is in addition to the many marvelous machines they have given us, including our weapons and communication equipment.”
 
   “But nothing that can benefit your people as a whole.”
 
   “Three years or so ago they showed us how to create gliders.”
 
   That took me aback. The timing of that sounded odd, since it closely coincided with gliders being introduced to my people. “Really?”
 
   His pale gray eyes looked wistfully up at the Shards. “Your companion, Cloud, told me that all your people fly until you lose the ability naturally. Do you know that when I was three years old, officials from the autocrat came and held me down while one of them cut the tendons from my wing-fingers along my arm.”  He held up his elbow and pulled aside his fur so I could see the old scars. “After that, my wings could never support my weight, even as a youngster. Flying was a special privilege reserved only for the families loyal to the autocrat and his pet nobles.”
 
   I blinked at him, shocked. “You mean you have never flown?”  Flying was at the very heart of being a Myotan. I thought of Brightwind and his crippling, of how heavy his denial of the skies had weighed upon my heart. But to be Myotan and never fly...
 
   He shook his head. Suddenly his pale eyes pierced mine. He was no longer Kalen, the stern Councilord, but simply a fellow Myotan. “You said to me a few days ago that you flew all the time as a youngster. Tell me about it, Searcher Gossamyr.”  His voice became quiet, with an unmistakable tinge of pained longing. “Tell me what it is like to fly with your own wings.”
 
   His request took me aback. Lerner had asked the very same thing of me, long ago. With my Mate, it had been just idle curiosity. But with Kalen, it was an intense hunger for something his very blood cried for but had been forever denied him.
 
   I told him, hesitantly at first. It occurred to me that this might just be a ploy to gain my sympathies, but then I noticed that the driver and the guards all seemed to lean toward me ever so slightly, ears perked high, so they, too, could hear what I described. Councilord Kalen’s experience at the hands of the autocrat’s minions must not have been unique.
 
   Kalen listened with rapt attention, like a youngster hearing of the Sky Spirit for the first time. With that little bit of vulnerability showing, I also began to notice that he was fairly attractive. Fine, smooth fur, expressive eyes, a noble, short muzzle. And he was genuinely listening to what I said, a trait rare in any male, no matter the species. Perhaps I had spent so much time appreciating human features that I forgot how pleasing a Myotan’s could be.
 
   A pang of guilt stabbed hard at my gut, bringing my words to a halt.
 
   Kalen canted his head to one side. “Is something wrong?”
 
   I shrugged. “I was just thinking of my Mate.”
 
   “The human?”
 
   “I have only had one Mate.”
 
   He held up his tool fingers placatingly. “I did not mean to offend. Cloud told us you were Mated to a human.”
 
   “That does not seem to surprise you.”
 
   “Inter-racial affairs are not unheard of. My own cousin once had a fling with an Aquan female that passed through with a nomad clan. But I must admit it is unusual to find such a couple in any kind of long-range commitment.”
 
   “We fell in love. And, believe me, no one was more startled by that than we were. Yet it all seemed to work out, at least until...”  I suddenly found I could not finish the sentence.
 
   “Until he died,” Kalen finished for me. “You said as much before the council. What happened?”
 
   I wondered briefly if I should bother telling him. But the words began pouring out of me almost on their own accord. In truth, I had never told anyone all of what had happened, not in my own words. Cloud, Louis and Amethyst had lived through the ordeal with me, and D’Artagnan would just get confused at all the subtleties of the emotions us bipedal mammals seemed to indulge in.
 
   It was a catharsis of a sorts, even though I had to back-track many times and explain things to Kalen he did not understand, either culturally or technologically. I did not fear giving away any secrets, as their mysterious sponsors obviously already knew a great deal of where we came from.
 
   I felt strangely at peace as my words finally wound down. The story had taken so long that we now found ourselves surrounded by the block-like UTSite buildings on the outskirts of Llexa proper.
 
   “That is quite a tale,” Kalen said. “You are quite an extraordinary female, if all that is true.”
 
   “Extraordinary?" I laughed. "Only in that I bring misery to those around me.”
 
   “So I should watch myself, eh?  But your claim of not having arrived in a sky devil helistat is holding up very well, especially after hearing your story in full. That tale would be difficult to make up on the spot. I am truly sorry you lost your Lerner. You must have looked very beautiful, when you smiled for him.”
 
   My ears starched straight up in surprise.
 
   He laughed. “A mysterious, exotic beauty from out of our legends ends up in my carriage, and I am not allowed to flirt, even a little?”
 
   I was blushing. “Flattery will not addle my head as it might other females, Kalen.”
 
   “Does that mean I should never compliment you again?”
 
   “I...did not say that.”
 
   He seemed pleased with the answer. The wagon came to a halt beside a large UTSite pylon over five meters tall and twice that wide. Two-meter tall rectangles that I immediately recognized as closed UTSite doors were splayed around it at thirty degree angles. “We are here,” Kalen said.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   The Councilord slid off the wagon and helped me off. His mood suddenly darkened as he stepped into the shadow of the structure. “The next phase of your tour.”
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   The Underworld seems like the most likely theater of exploration to yield the answers we're looking for. But it is the one that by far receives the least amount of funding and support.
 
   In a way its understandable. No majestic airships or Builder spacecraft here, no PR-friendly natives or topless Outland females to entice the public. Only cramped pressurized crawlers in claustrophobic tunnels thousands of miles long, huddled against the hard vacuum and oppressive darkness that permeates most of the Underworld. More than one explorer has been driven mad by spending a bit too long in such conditions.
 
   Pay for Underworld explorers is almost twice that of Outland explorers or space crew. And yet the OEC receives not even a tenth of the volunteers for it.
 
    
 
   --Xerxes Gallo, newspaper columnist and retired explorer, in an interview to Explorer magazine, August, 544
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Kalen seemed disappointed when he caught me suppressing a yawn as we descended into the depths of the Underworld. I had undertaken such journeys before, first on Malachon Island when I visited the KN and then numerous times after the Lab was exposed in the Tower. The seemingly endless array of corridors and featureless rooms below seemed only depressingly familiar to me.
 
   Only when we stepped into a broad, semi-circular chamber did I perk up. Before a huge curving transparent window-wall stood Cloud, the first familiar face I had seen since waking up in my cell four days before. He was accompanied by Councilmember Skel and her retinue.
 
                 “Gossamyr!” he exclaimed as soon as he saw me. Our two groups merged, with he and I at the epicenter, and before I knew it he swept me up in a powerful hug.
 
                 I was glad for it. Cloud may be a complete ass at times, but he is nothing if not sincere about how he feels. It felt good to know that here at least was someone who genuinely cared about me in a sea of utter strangers. After all, we had been the best of friends once, long ago. I hugged him back, briefly, and for not the first time since coming through the Node I ached for home.
 
   He had an odd smell on him, one I could not place. I pulled back to look him over. “Are you all right?”
 
   He nodded enthusiastically. “They have treated me very well.”
 
   “And the others?”
 
   “They have not told me much other than that they are unharmed.”
 
   So he had been treated much the same as myself. As Myotans, we obviously had much more status among them than the humans, enough to at least be let out of our cells and shown around. My gaze briefly locked with his, and an understanding passed between us that though we had much we wanted to ask each other and discuss, we had to hold off on that for now with so many of the others around us.
 
   Instead, Cloud gushed. “Gossamyr, is not all of this amazing?  A Myotan society, almost as advanced as the humans!”
 
   Councilmember Skel, who had been watching us with narrowed eyes, frowned. “‘Almost as--?’”
 
   Cloud looked at her apologetically. That puzzled me. Why would Cloud, of all people, care what a stranger like Skel thought?  Unless...
 
   I inhaled deeply through my nostrils. The trace was very faint, as Cloud had bathed in the last several hours, but it was Skel’s scent that could still just barely be detected on him.
 
   I could not suppress a surprised gasp that thankfully went unnoticed by the others. Cloud and Skel had been intimate the night before!
 
   Poor Cloud. So proud, so arrogant, and yet so vulnerable. Sunwing had bluntly seduced him years ago after I was Mated with Lerner and was no longer a rival. Cloud as a hunter may have been able to wrestle rustalumphs to the ground bare-handed, but all a determined female had to do was wiggle a smooth-furred tail in front of him and all his steely resolve dissolved into a mushy puddle.
 
   My eyes narrowed on his new lover. Skel met me gaze for unblinking gaze. I could see how he could be attracted to her, despite her being at least a decade and a half older. She was still striking, with a compact frame and a steely fire in her eyes. But Skel was obviously just using him, to what end I could not guess. I could only imagine that our arrival had caused a bigger upheaval in their society than we had been led to believe, and she was determined to have one of us on her side.
 
   I could not help but goad the haughty female. “It is true that your society is much smaller than the Known Nations and lack their industrial and research base, so of course you would lag behind in many areas.”
 
   Skel drew herself up straight, her eyes burning into me. “We did not have the benefit of tripping across a vast store of technical knowledge, as the sky-devil humans did!  We created most of our technology on our own, without outside help, the hard way!”
 
   I sneered. “And that only got you enough to build castles and roads and maybe even create some primitive firearms, maybe. Certainly not enough to build those sophisticated rifles your guards carry about. Obviously you got those from your so-called sponsors.”
 
   Skel snapped her wings in irritation. “And what would a primitive outlander such as yourself know of what we can or cannot make ourselves?”
 
   “I was Mated to one of those ‘sky-devil humans’, one whose specialty was studying and classifying aspects of other cultures, including technology. As soon as I could understand their language I read voraciously any book from the KN I could lay my tool-fingers on. I am far from being an expert, but I do know that if the KN, with all their vast numbers and factories and scientists could not produce weapons such as those, than neither could you. They are Builder artifacts. Bones your sponsors have tossed to their favored pets, to keep them docile and obedient.”
 
   Skel snarled. “You ignorant seller of sexual favors!”  Some of her retinue and Kalen’s stirred, disturbed as the female Councilmember by the insult.
 
   “Gossamyr--” Cloud hissed.
 
   Perhaps it was not the smartest strategy, but something about Skel starched my fur. How dare she judge my people or my husband’s!  “It is true!” I continued before she could interrupt me again. “I do not know who your sponsors are, but as obvious as the sun in the sky they must be using you.”
 
   Kalen stepped between us before Skel could loose the angry retort on her tongue. “Enough,” he urged. “This is an argument for another time.”  Skel shot him an acid scowl, but acquiesced.
 
   “Councileader, Councilmember,” one of their retinue said, pointing out the windowall. “Our sponsors have arrived.”
 
   For the first time, I focused on what was beyond the transparent surface of the window-wall. An enormous chamber stretched away for what must have been a kilometer on either side and ten kilometers straight ahead. Even with such distances, there was no atmospheric fuzzing; every detail was crisp and clear, even at the far-end of the chamber. I realized total vacuum must exist beyond the glass.
 
   The chamber also rose several kilometers above us, the impossibly vast visage of the sky-ceiling broken in three places by what looked like enormous doors five hundred meters on a side, directly over a large, open floor space of equal size. One of these doors was sliding aside, to allow a large, wedge-shaped craft to slowly ascend from the floor into the inky blackness beyond. Another entered after it, slowly descending on blasts of bright rocket fire.
 
   It wasn’t the newness of the vista that unnerved me. It was its familiarity. I had seen such a sight once before, and I instantly recognized the what the chamber beyond the window-wall must be.
 
   "A spaceport," I gasped. “Your sponsors must be the Cephalopods."  The last word hung in the air like a leaden weight. The Known Nations’ most dangerous enemies, except for possibly the Others. I’d heard they sometimes traded technology to natives of living Shards in exchange for organic resources. I turned toward Kalen. “What arrangement do you have with them?  Do you give them food and plants and wood and they give you guns and high-tech devices scavenged from long-dead Shards?”
 
   He looked more than a little suspicious. “How can you know that?”
 
   “There are many different clans of Cephalopods. The ones that count themselves as enemies of my husband’s people are in the minority. In truth most of them are indifferent to the presence of humans in InterShard space and seek only trade. Those that are more friendly have no qualms about telling the KN what the other clans do.”
 
   “Lies!” Skel shouted. “Our sponsors have told us that all of their kind stand united to oppose the sky-devil humans. Why would they give us all these powerful weapons--which we could easily turn on them--if not to defend ourselves from the coming human invasion?”
 
   “Would you send an attack dog after an enemy unless you were sure it had sharp teeth?  Manipulating your people, Skel, must be just one skirmish in their campaign against the Known Nations. By arming you and feeding you lies about the humans, they create trouble for the KN on the KN's home Shard, denying the humans territory on the MegaShard while giving your sponsors a potentially valuable beach head for future incursions.”
 
   “Much of what she said is true,” Cloud chimed in. “I have read many of the same things in the human magazines. Cephalopods are not to be trusted, if that is truly who your sponsors are. The humans of the Known Nations may be haughty and arrogant, but I must admit they have rarely lied to us outright.”  He paused, regarding me. “Do not give me that look, Gossamyr. I have grown up somewhat since that day I attacked Lerner. And I have had much time to think these past few years.” 
 
   Skel was unconvinced. “What makes you so sure the humans were not lying about our sponsors?”
 
   Cloud turned away and bit his lip. "I cannot know with complete certainty, but they would have little reason to lie to us about them, since it would have seemed a remote possibility to them that we would ever actually meet a Cephalopod."
 
   The room segued into an uncomfortable silence. My gaze inevitably wandered to the view outside the window-wall. “Over there.”  I pointed to a large, 300-meter long cylindrical craft resting in a molded UTSite berth. “Isn’t that a Builder spacecraft?”  The KN had discovered thirty-seven such craft under Malachon and had used them to spear-head their space explorations.
 
   Kalen nodded. “Yes. It has always been there. No one can access its interior, not even our sponsors. It does not respond to any signal and its hull is made of the impenetrable pseudo-metal.”
 
   “UTSite,” I said. The KN’s relic craft had been the same way, except the humans had found a way inside. I could not recall how exactly. I wished D’Artagnan were here. He could probably have figured it out in no time.
 
   “Is that the human word for it?” Kalen asked. When I affirmed it was, he continued. “It is too bad we cannot get into its interior and learn how to fly it. Our sponsors say the sky-devil humans control a whole fleet of such craft and use them to terrorize InterShard space. If we could even get one such ship of our own, we could turn the tables.”
 
   I made a non-committal noise and stared at the Builder spacecraft in the distance, not wanting to get dragged into another verbal argument.
 
   Lerner would have loved to have been here now, to see such new wonders. He would have ached to wander around the spaceport in a pressure suit, to try and figure a way into the mysterious Builder ship. I wished I could go in there for him.
 
   Unbidden, an alien voice burst into my mind. Access recognized. Acknowledge?
 
   I started, but no one noticed me, as lights suddenly came alive on the cylindrical relic ship. Kalen and his retinue swore heavily and pointed out the window-wall.
 
   The voice had come from the crystal. Acknowledge? it repeated.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered, not quite sure what I was agreeing to. I think I just wanted to see what would happen, if I was just imagining things or not.
 
   The ship outside came alive. More lights blinked on, and a low, rumbling vibration shook the floor as something in its interior awakened. All conversation in the room died, then exploded into shouts of disbelief again a heartbeat later as they realized what was happening. They jammed against the window wall.
 
   Vessel now on stand-by, the crystal voice said.
 
   “Wh-what?” I said. This time Cloud turned to regard me. His eyes narrowed.
 
   Vessel is now in stand-by mode, awaiting further instructions. Do you have specific orders you wish to input?
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Options include complete or partial diagnostics of individual ship systems or the ship as a whole; upgrading to start-up mode; inputting navigational coordinates; relaying communication through the ship; initiating shut-down sequence; disengaging docking clam--
 
   The vibration under the floor grew more and more intense. “Shut it down!”  I said. “Shut it down right now!”
 
   Acknowledged.
 
   The vibration abruptly ceased and all the lights on the hull abruptly winked out. I was so relieved to see the artifact return to sleep that I scarcely noticed that everyone in the room drilled me with their eyes, ears tapered back in alarm.
 
   I sighed, deep and heavy. Nothing could ever be simple, could it?
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   The cybernetic octopus was not happy.
 
   Kalen stood to the side as one of his “sponsors” looked me over from its environment bubble. The Councileader had tried to catch my eye several times, to give me a nervous but encouraging smile. I ignored him and concentrated on the odd being sitting in judgment of me.
 
   The creature blurbled in my direction, its tentacles quivering in irritation in its liquid medium. A number of cables spooled out from its floppy body/cranium into a number of input devices in the mobile aquarium-bubble. Every few second I saw the creature flash one of its black eyes to some kind of heads-up display concealed from us vertebrate onlookers.
 
   As I had suspected since seeing the Spaceport, Llexa’s sponsors were a clan of Cephalopods particularly hostile to the Known Nations. The space-faring scavengers were even more fractionalized than my husband’s people, with over a thousand clans vying for scavenged resources and jockeying for dominance among their fellows.
 
   I should have recognized the one that was in the conference room, the one whose pressurized, water-filled walker I had mistaken for a fancy aquarium. But for some reason, perhaps because of the KN’s stories of them were always filled with such dread, I had expected a Cephalopod to be much bigger. The being before me could not have weighed more than a medium-sized dog. If it (she? he?) was not at the controls of a monstrous robotic walker that contained his life-support bubble, I probably could have drop-kicked creature across the room with little effort.
 
   This “interview,” as the creature had called it, came three days after the incident with the Builder ship. It had been the minimum amount of time it had taken for Kalen’s people to get a message to their sponsors’ main ships, not just the small envoy craft that had settled in the spaceport previously, and for a ‘Pod ship carrying a Cephalopod leader to arrive.
 
   I found out later that they'd had the Interface Crystal the Others wanted so badly in an adjoining chamber, a makeshift laboratory set up by the Cephalopods, when the Builder ship was activated. The best anyone could guess is that the crystal acted as a mediary between my mind--or, more accurately, that nanites in my brain that interpreted my thoughts--and the Builder ship.
 
   Almost immediately after the incident with the crystal the guards dragged me back to the surface and throwing me back into my cell where I rotted until being summoned before the Cephalopod representative.
 
   A tinny, emotionless voice in pitch-perfect Myotan emanated from a speaker in the two-meter tall walker. “Your sound-designation is Gossamyr. Confirm this.”
 
   “You mean my name?  Yes.”
 
   It blurbled for several seconds, lights flashing on its wire leads. “Councileader Kalen and others in his dominance umbra have reported on your actions in the space access chamber 3.46 cycles ago. They have also provided extensive details on your accounts of your background prior to arriving at this habitat settlement. Explain your reasons for activating the Originators’ artifact spacecraft.”
 
   Something about its unrelenting pure-business tone was unnerving, plus the fact that I never saw the creature itself actually speak only added to my feelings of unease. It was carrying out an entire conversation completely through its cyber-linked mind alone.
 
   My mind raced about how to reply to the creature. Lying might buy me some time, but unfortunately I knew so little about Builder technology that I doubted I could make any falsehoods sound convincing. “It was an accident. I did not mean to activate the ship. The crystal wanted acknowledgement of some activation sequence or something, and without really knowing what that meant I said yes.”
 
   “What did you do to activate the crystal from its dormant state?”
 
   “I--I don’t know. I remember thinking about my Mate, about how he would have loved to have seen this Spaceport and enter the Builder ship. Then I heard this voice in my head, asking for acknowledgement.”
 
   The creature stared at me unblinking--do Cephalopods ever blink?--for a great many heartbeats. Finally, the speaker blurted. “Your primary sound designation is Gossamyr. But Councileader Kalen has reported you have a secondary given designation. Confirm.”
 
   “Yes. My Mate’s name was Armand Lerner. He was a human, and I adopted their custom of taking my Mate’s second name as my own. My full name is Gossamyr Lerner.”
 
   “Your genetic exchange partner was not of your species?  I had thought that an error in Councileader Kalen’s reports. Foolish. Armand Lerner's genes would be incompatible with yours. You could not produce offspring.”
 
   My anger sparked. Did everyone have to have an opinion about my choice of Mates?  “I know that!  But we fell in love...”
 
   “A mammalian emotional imprinting mechanism which obviously malfunctioned. Your dysfunction is noted.”
 
   “It is not a dysfunction!”  My voice rose. “How dare you judge my--!”
 
   “Gossamyr--” Kalen hissed, but too late.
 
   A deafening shriek exploded from the Cephalopod’s walker, loud and painful enough to drive both Kalen and myself instantly to our knees.
 
   It was cut quickly short, replaced by the ‘Pod’s booming voice. “You are in MY dominance umbra, Myotan. Any further lack of subservience in your actions or in your communication with me will result in repeated punishment.”  Its emotionless monotone only made the creature’s threats all the more chilling. “Confirm your comprehension of my statement.”
 
   Kalen and I rose on shaky legs. I was tempted to summon a Shattersound spell and cram it down that arrogant creature’s beak, but I quickly backflapped from that impulse. They did not seem to suspect yet that I could manipulate the Nanotech Matrix. If they did, they would have kept me sedated as they did Louis, who they blamed for the spell that downed so many of their troops by the crashed helistat. That, and D’Artagnan, wherever he was, seemed to be our only advantages at the moment. “Yes. I understand. I will comply with what you want.”  For now.
 
   “Your genetic exchange partner was also the same human who established communications via gravity wave resonator with beings designated as ‘Others’ by the humans, while in the Originators’ gravitic resonance construct, designated as ‘Artifact Site X12,’ also by the humans. His sound designation was Armand Lerner. Confirm.”
 
   “How could you know that?”
 
   “Confirm!”
 
   “Yes. Yes, Lerner talked to the Others at the Tower. Many of us did.”
 
   “The Dominance Umbra of the Others and those of my clan overlap. We are allies. It is they who told us how to enter the space access facility here, and have helped us to stage raids upon the humans and rival clans who would threaten our claims on dead Shards.
 
   “They used a chimera lifeform created from the genetic codes of your genetic exchange partner and yourself as a means of procuring a valuable Originator fractal dimensional interface crystal that was located in the resonance construct. However, this acquisition attempt was thwarted by mammalian humanoids indigenous to that area.”
 
   “I thwarted the attempt!  I killed my son, who was twisted into a monster by your allies!  I took the crystal from his body.”
 
   The Cephalopod was silent for several seconds, regarding me coldly. “This confirms the suspicions of our allies.”
 
   “What suspicions?”
 
   “That the crystal that activated the Originators’ ship in the space access facility is the same as the one our allies attempted to procure at the gravitic resonance construct. Unfortunately, we have encountered a complication.”
 
   Kalen and I exchanged brief, worried looks.
 
   The creature in the tank blurbled for several minutes, the lights on his wire leads blinking madly. “I am in communication with our allies at this moment, through a gravitic resonator link they have provided my clan. They relay through me a generous offer to you, Gossamyr Lerner, in exchange for the use of the crystal.”
 
   “Wait. I am confused. Why do they need to offer me anything?  Do you not already have the crystal?  What do you need me for?”
 
   Several seconds of silence, then:  “They relay through me that there is a reason why they chose a chimera lifeform for their procurement attempt. They wish to have this explained to you in full, so there will be no further misunderstanding. The crystal was preprogrammed many cycles ago to be attuned only to the genetic structure of a small cross section of the Myotan population. Most likely this was accomplished as a security precaution when your ancestors first encountered the crystal, before storing it in the dark side maintenance and storage tunnels. They must have attuned it to their own genetic code and that of their offspring.”
 
   “What does that mean, exactly?”
 
   “I can guess that,” Kalen interjected. “It means you are probably the only one here who can use the crystal. We've already tried to get Cloud to do something with it, but nothing.”
 
   “Correct,” the Cephalopod said. “There may be a statistically insignificant percentage of Myotans in Llexa that may also be able manipulate the crystal, but finding them would be prohibitively costly both in materials and time. Back at the resonance construct, our allies manipulated you and your genetic exchange partner’s desire for offspring in order to produce an agent with a genetic code compatible for operating the crystal.”
 
   I was quiet for many long heartbeats, thinking. But finally I shook my head. “No. Your allies caused me and my people a great deal of pain and suffering. I refuse to help them in any way. I refuse to use the crystal for them.”
 
   Kalen winced and pulled his ears back, expecting another sonic assault from his sponsor. I did the same; surely my refusal and impudence would be taken as a challenge to the ‘Pods assertions of dominance. But no attack came. Instead, it trembled its tentacles irritatedly for several seconds.
 
   “My allies relay through me that they have anticipated your response,” the creature finally said. “As a show of good faith on their part I must now and in the future refrain from harming you or any with whom you may have emotionally imprinted upon.”  Through the emotionless monotone I could just barely detect a faint glimmer of annoyance.
 
   “That includes Councilord Kalen,” I blurted, fearing the creature would take its frustrations out on him later. Kalen’s head whipped around toward me, ears starched straight out and eyes wide in surprise. A pleasant grin threatened to burst out on his lips.
 
   Oops. I guess my statement could have been interpreted to mean I had feelings for him. I would have to straighten that out later.
 
   “I am still hesitant,” I added after a heartbeat. It looks like I was going to be stuck being the Others’ tool for right now. But if that was so, it would do no harm to see what I could get out of the deal.
 
   “Our allies relay through me that, again, this reaction on your part was anticipated. As was mentioned earlier, you will be well rewarded for your service.”
 
   “What could they possibly offer me that could make me work for the killers of my family?”
 
   Even the Cephalopod seemed genuinely surprised at hearing the answer, just before he repeated it to us. “Our allies relay through me that, if you wish, they will restore both your human genetic exchange partner and your unaltered hybrid offspring to you. Our allies have the knowledge and the means to make them live again.”
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   I sat on the edge of my new bed and frowned. Since the meeting with the Cephalopod leader three days ago, I had been taken out of my cell and given a real room in Kalen’s stronghold. Like the humans, Kalen’s people had discovered the use of mattresses, though only the rich and powerful like the members of the Council could afford them in their homes. Unlike the stiff, spring-molded mattresses of human manufacture, however, this one was hand-sewn and stuffed with dried grasses. It smelled wonderful, for all its lumpiness, and probably weighed twice what I did. In it I enjoyed the most wonderful nights’ sleep since coming through the Node.
 
   I allowed myself a wan smile as I realized that this was Myotan-made. The most comfortable thing I had ever lain on and it was not human-made, not Cephalopod-made, not Builder-made, but created by my own people.
 
   I frowned. No, not my own people. Not really. Yes, the Myotans of Llexa were the “mainstream Myotan population” of Lerner’s speculation, the mysterious larger group that my tribe had split off from about three centuries ago. But the generations of time since that splintering had created a vast distance between us. Their feudal society was as different from mine as the Humans’ industrialized one. Kalen talked much about reforms and freedom for all, but in truth from everything I had seen the common citizens were little better than farming fodder. They lived in squalid shelters not much improved over what the far more primitive H’rai had, toiling away most of their waking hours trying to meet the demands of their own shrunken bellies and the tithes demanded by their government.
 
   After the Cephalopod’s startling offer, after I had lapsed into a deep silence contemplating it, Kalen had tried to talk to the ‘Pod representative about some of the reforms I had suggested to him. The creature would have none of it, rejecting the ideas as a remnant “corrupting influence” of the humans over me. Kalen had been obviously disappointed, perhaps even a little angry, but said nothing.
 
   Kalen. He seemed a good male, but trapped by politics and circumstances. He and I had shared evening meals for the last several days. He had proven to be very charming and witty, and was never hesitant to compliment me.
 
   I bounced a little on the mattress, and not for the first time fantasized what a wonderful experience love-making must be on such a bed. Only I did not always envision Lerner with me. Kalen was intruding more and more on my fantasies of late.
 
   It was only natural, was it not, to be curious about a handsome male?  It was not as if I had never fantasized about other males, even after Lerner and I were Mated. But they were only breezes of insubstantial imagination.
 
   I could imagine Kalen's deep gray eyes piercing me as I slipped him out of his clothes, his rich baritone voice gasping and moaning as I explored his hard muscles, his broad chest shuddering against my bosom as he enfolded me in his wings...
 
   I blinked away the fantasy from my mind's eye. Spirits, I was so lonely. Perhaps when Lerner returned to me, I would have much less need to think of other males.
 
   If he returned to me, I had to remind myself.
 
   After all, I had not spoken directly to the Others, only through the Cephalopods, so I could not tell exactly how trustworthy the invertebrates' promise had been. Their record with Kalen’s people had been dubious at best.
 
   The Cephalopods had given them the means of casting off the tyranny of the old Autocrat, but the “freedom” that followed was strictly on the space scavengers’ terms. The Council and its underlings had enough ‘Pod-supplied high technology to hold onto its position of power and make a few token improvements, but not the underlying knowledge of how that technology worked. But the Cephalopods kept stringing them along with promises of better machines and better techniques, occasionally giving them dribbles of things like gunpowder technology, if the Myotans would keep supplying their clan with organic materials. By now the high tech machines were integral in both the Llexan power structure and economy; giving them up and thumbing their snouts at the ‘Pods would lead to disaster. Plus there was the fact of the ‘Pods subtle threats should the Myotans ever try to upset the balance.
 
   It was a trap with few ways out. Much like the one I found myself in.
 
   My friends and myself were prisoners, no matter how kind they had been to us since they discovered my ability to use the crystal. One of the ‘courtesies’ that had been extended to me as I tried to make up my mind as to what to do was that Louis, Amethyst and Cloud were officially upgraded to guests, though Cloud had already been spending a disproportionate time in Skel’s quarters for personal “interrogations.”  I often overheard my own guards and servants (I was still very uncomfortable with having the latter) making dirty jokes about the Councilmember and her young barbarian toy.
 
   Kalen arranged it so my companions and I could meet face-to-face for at least an hour a day during first meal. Louis was taken off drugs and all three of them were sworn to good behavior. The two humans were watched by especially wary guards. Amethyst was far stronger than even the biggest of them, and Louis was a known Mage whom they were convinced had cast that Shattersound spell by the helistat wreck. By silent consensus we agreed not to disillusion them to the fact. The longer they did not suspect I knew spirit-callings, the better.
 
   Besides, our trying to brute-force our way out of the situation had little merit. Even if we did blast through all the overwhelming firepower at the stronghold with spells and whatever weapons we could scrounge up, escaped the city, and evaded all pursuit, where would we go?  The Llexans had explored their small section of the MegaShard up to about ten thousand kilometers in all directions. Except for the H’rai and a small community of elephant-like Trundles near the edge of a desert called Desolation’s Heart, they had encountered no other civilized settlements. Three tiny outposts of civilization in a territory equivalent to one of old Earth’s hemispheres.
 
   Of course, any chance of having an unmonitored conversation was near nil, with all the guards possessing Myotan hearing, and our use of a Known Nations language would have looked too suspicious. So we settled for conversations that would more or less meet the expectations of our listening captors.
 
   That is not to say the conversations were innocuous.
 
   “Gossamyr, you can’t do it!” Amethyst shouted earlier that morning. “Handing something like the crystal to the Cephalopods is insane!  Who knows what they’ll do with it?”
 
   “Treat us better,” Louis grumbled, his eyes still wearing the heavy bags of his days of sedation. They took him off the drugs three mornings ago and he still looked hung over.
 
   The Orc shot Louis a murderous look. The male human shrugged. “We have nowhere else to go. Say Gossamyr does what they want and eventually they let us go. It would take us, what, at least ten years or more to reach another viable civilization, if there’s another one within reach of our natural lifetimes. And if we do, the chances are they’d be as primitive as the H’rai or worse. Finding another enclave in the Outlands as advanced as these Myotans is a one-in-a-million chance. If we can get on their good side by sucking up to their ‘Pod friends, then I say we should do it. Besides, if the ‘Pods don’t want to show these people things like plastics or alcohol fuels or flush toilets, what’s preventing us from doing it?  We can barter our technical knowledge for a decent life here. They trade occasionally with nomads, including humans, so you and I should be able to find dates once in a while, Amethyst. Hell, its public knowledge that Cloud here already found a partner.”
 
   Cloud glowered. “Enough, Louis.”
 
   “I’m just saying that these are your species, Cloud. I can’t imagine it’d be hard for you and Gossamyr to settle down here, have families if you wanted.”
 
   Amethyst crossed her massive arms and shook her head. “It’s still too dangerous to give the ‘Pods any kind of cooperation, no matter how it may benefit us. If that crystal really is a ‘remote control’ for Builder artifacts, maybe they can use it to take over KN ships, or invade the Spaceport under Malachon!”
 
   Cloud tore at a flatbread. “I do not think so,” he said, chewing. “Remember what the ‘Pod said. Only Gossamyr can use the crystal. She can probably bargain that she will not use it for the ‘Pods that will any way directly harm the Known Nations. Or their allies.”
 
   “Allies like your people at the Tower?”
 
   “Of course. I have never liked our association with you humans, but even I realize that it is now pretty irreversible. What protects the KN protects we Myotans in this case. Anyway, such a bargain would not be unreasonable.”
 
   “What if they use torture to force her to use the crystal the way they want?”
 
   “That would be foolish. Damaging her in any way would jeopardize their use of the crystal.”
 
   “They could threaten us with harm to force her,” Louis mused. “Or her, ah, ‘friend’ Kalen.”
 
   “True,” Cloud said. “But that also may make her balk. No. It would serve them much better if Gossamyr was their willing ally rather than a reluctant slave. I think that is what they are playing for. Right, Gossamyr?”
 
   “Hm?”  I had listened to them, but with only half my attention. My mind was aswirl on other subjects.
 
   Amethyst smirked. “Thinking about Kalen?”
 
   “No.” I said matter-of-factly. “I have held this back, unsure what to make of it, but I--I need your advice about what to do about it. The Cephalopods--or, more accurately, their allies, the Others--have offered to restore Lerner and Sunset to life if I help them.”
 
   A heartbeat of stunned silence, followed by a long, sustained explosion of shouting.
 
   “You cannot seriously believe--!”
 
   “How could they possibly--!”
 
   “Spirits of Sky and Light, if they really--!”
 
   I held up my hands, pleading for silence. “I have thought upon this long and hard, and I honestly do not know if they can do what they say or not. I have read about human science, and I know things like clones are possible. If it were only that, I would have no hesitation in saying no. But these Others command Builder technology, something that is little understood even by the Known Nations and their best scientists. Everything we know that the Builders have accomplished is something all of us would call miracles. If such science could build worlds larger than stars and create the tools that became magic itself, then why would such a tiny miracle like giving my husband and child back to me be beyond them?”
 
   They digested that for a moment. Finally, hesitantly, Amethyst said, “Gossamyr--no. If these Others have Builder machines, then maybe they could create a perfect genetic duplicate of Lerner. Maybe they could use an artifact or a Matrix spell we don’t know of to plumb your memories and give that neo-Lerner a personality close to the original. But it still wouldn’t be him. His soul, his spirit, has moved on, beyond anyone’s reach.”
 
   My eyes narrowed. “But how do you know that?  How can we ever know what the Builders were capable of doing?  How do you know their sciences did not include studying the ways of the spirits and the life after life?  Perhaps they have a way of reaching the realms beyond our own, to call spirits back.”
 
   Louis rolled his eyes. “Gossamyr, come on. That’s superstition.”
 
   Amethyst crinkled her flat nose as if she had just stepped into a pile of manure. “Your atheist beliefs are no secret, Louis.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean they’re any less valid. I don’t believe in souls and stuff. We just are who we are. Physics, chemistry, and biology are miracles enough to create and sustain life without adding make-believe supernatural powers to the mix.”
 
   “But look at how many people believe in souls.”
 
   “A billion people believing in a delusion does not make it any less a delusion.”
 
   “Enough!” Cloud snapped his wings loudly for emphasis. “What you two believe about the spirits is irrelevant. So is what I believe. This is Gossamyr’s decision, and it is her beliefs that matter!”  He turned toward me, piffing away a stray head hair. “Humans.”
 
   I regarded the former chief hunter. “And what do you think I should do, Cloud?”
 
   He thought about it. “Truthfully, I do not know. I always resented Lerner for taking you away from me, but lately I have begun to think that perhaps I never had you to begin with.”  He seemed to shrivel ever so slightly, his shoulder slumping as his large eyes swept the floor. It was the first time he had ever admitted such a thing, perhaps even to himself. “But I do know you were happy with him, and you deserve happiness if you can have it again.”
 
   “Cloud, are you--okay?  You do seem different, lately”
 
   “Skel is a special female. This is not easy for me to say, but she has opened up feelings in me I had long since thought dead and buried. I know many people think she is just using me, but it is not like that. She tries to maintain a certain image in public, but when we are alone she is wonderful, kind, funny--”  His words trailed off as his mind wandered to thoughts of her.
 
   “If that is true,” I said, “then I am happy for you, Chief Hunter.”  I tentatively reached out a tool finger and brushed his shoulder, a gesture of friendship.
 
   “There was a time I would have given anything to have you touch me like that,” he said, mimicking my gesture. “But I thank you just the same, Shaman-to-be. As for my advice, think on this. Say these Others can restore Lerner and your child--your child as he was meant to be--back to you. Maybe they can even recall their spirits from beyond the Shards. But would their spirits want to come back?”
 
   I started. I had not thought of that. Both my Mate and my son would now be in paradise, flying endlessly free. It would be torture to tear them away from such joy. But there were also many tales in our legends of spirits who haunt the world of the living, spirits who coveted life that was cruelly torn away from them too soon. “I killed them,” I said very quietly, so that only Cloud could hear. “No matter the circumstances, it was still me who ultimately ended their lives. If they have a chance to live again, I have to give it to them. If their spirits decide not to come back to me, I--I will understand. But I have to at least try, to give them the chance.”
 
   “So you will accept the Others’ offer?”
 
   “I think so, but with the provisions Amethyst and Louis suggested. Nothing I do with the crystal can harm the KN or our people, and freedom and advantages for us personally.”
 
   I told the others of my decision. Louis and Amethyst grumbled, but they understood my decision. Amethyst said. “Just be careful, okay?  You’re heading into very unknown territory with this deal.”
 
   In the long flight, that turned out to be quite an understatement.
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   Only a week later, the Cephalopods showed me my husband.
 
   I was shocked that they were able to do so so quickly. I thought it might take them years to recreate Lerner. But the Cephalopod envoy who met us at the entrance of the relic Builder ship explained that with the nanotech matrix, assembling an object--even one as complex as the human body--was simple when one could build it molecule by molecule.
 
   No, the invertebrate explained, the difficult part would be reassembling his mind, to give me back the Mate I remembered.
 
   "But what about his soul?" I asked.
 
   The Cephalopod blurbled as the large robotic walker trundled beside me as myself and my armed escorts walked through the narrow corridors alongside the spaceport. The docking bay leading to the Builder ship was lined with many ports and airlocks. The one we were in now had a transparent roof, through which I could see the immense curve of the cylindrical Builder vessel. It was large enough to dwarf even the explorer-class helistats of the humans, its silver-black metallic hull gleaming in the spaceport’s sterile lighting far overhead. "I am unaware of what the Others are doing in that regard. It is unknown to us if your new genetic exchange partner will contain the old one's soul or if like the rest it will simply be an extremely sophisticated copy."
 
   "I am surprised your kind knows about spirits and souls."
 
   "We have inherited records of the Builders as extensive as that possessed by the Known Nations, including their widespread belief in the existence of souls. We have never seen any empirical evidence for their existence, but neither had the Builders, and the belief systems which endorsed them survived and proliferated up until our latest records."
 
   "And what do you believe, personally?"
 
   "I currently operate within Optimizer Kaa'Kree'ek's dominance umbra, and he is under the impression that we possess immortality on a spiritual plane superior to all other species and clans."
 
   "But what do you believe personally?"
 
   He blurbled for a few moments, perplexed by the question. "I operate within Optimizer Kaa'Kree'ek's dominance umbra," he said, content that that explained all.
 
   We were silent as we passed through the spacious cubical airlock and entered the ship. A small corridor led to a much larger and open one, apparently running along parallel to the hull. The walls were sleek and clean, the UTSite bulkhead covered over in a soft-white plastic material. Doorways and access panels--some undulating with the telltale sign of Q-tronic circuits-dotted the corridor at regular intervals.
 
   "The entities you call the Others are in communication with me," he announced as we cleared the large airlock. "They urge me to warn you to expect a surprise."
 
   "What kind of surprise?"
 
   "You have been cloned."
 
   I goggled at him. Of course I was familiar with cloning; the KN scientists who were going to help me and Lerner conceive youngsters were essentially going to clone us. "What?  Why?"
 
   At that moment we ushered into a large side chamber filled with many strange machines. At the far end was an array of large bio-augmentation tanks similar to what I had been put into for Sunset's conception. We approached and I could see that three of them were operational and occupied.
 
   "The fractal dimensional interface crystal is keyed to a number of genetic markers unique to your DNA. The Others possessed your genetic blueprint from their operation on you at the Gravitic Resonance Construct where your tribe nests. It seemed logical to the allies of my Clan to simply recreate you biologically and use an agent to manipulate the crystal that they can control directly."
 
   The Cephalopod blurbled. "Unfortunately, your genetic duplicate could not access the crystal's functions. The allies of my clan are unaware why this is so. Something is still missing from the equation."
 
   "I have no idea what that could be."
 
   "The allies of my Clan anticipated a high probability of your ignorance, given your background. Still, they seek to study you in depth in order to duplicate mental or other parameters which can be induced in your clone to allow her to access the crystal's functions."
 
   "You're awfully up front about such a devious plan."
 
   "The allies of my clan instruct me to say that they do not attempt to deceive. Their logic is straightforward. They wish to have a back-up system for accessing the control crystal. They have your cooperation and can use the crystal through you. However, as a biological entity you are fragile in many respects, and your loyalties may shift despite the rewards cooperation may give you and those in your umbra. Hence, they wish to create a redundant control system."
 
   "And when my clone learns how to access the crystal, she becomes the primary system and I become the back-up."
 
   "That is logical. But our allies tell me to say that they will still honor their agreements with you, as you would still have value as an emergency redundancy."
 
   "Nice to know they are so pragmatic."
 
   "You bargained and maneuvered for advantage. Why should they not do the same?"
 
   We stopped by the first biological augmentation tank which contained my genetic duplicate. Despite knowing what to expect, I still gasped as I saw its contents. It was me. Well, not exactly. She was younger, still adolescent, unblemished by age or the many trials that I had gone through in the past few years. Her wings were plain and untattooed, her legs were thick-furred and missing the scars of my various injuries, her ears were still smooth and crisp-edged.
 
   I sighed, surprised to find myself a bit jealous. I did not envy her life, but her young, fresh body was a flight in a different wind.
 
   I looked up and almost despite myself my eyes slid to the two biotanks closest to hers. The only other two that were active.
 
   The two that contained my family.
 
   I approached the first one slowly, blinking in disbelief at the face that slowly wove into view through the translucent lid. Lerner. Again, a younger copy in the prime of physical health as my clone had been. This Lerner lacked many of the telling signs of experience and age. No scars, no receding hairline, no laugh lines around his eyes as the husband I knew had. Yet it was undeniably him.
 
   I reached out toward him, to be stopped by the tank's transparent lid. I ran my fingertips along the glassy surface, tracing the outline of his features.
 
   Beyond him I inspected the next biopod. Sunset, as I remembered him, as he should have been. A small, vulnerable newborn. My arms ached to hold him, to feel his tiny weight against my fur.
 
   I bit my lip to stop its trembling. 
 
   I somehow kept most of my anxiety out of my voice as I turned toward the Cephalopod. "How do I know the Others will not turn them into monsters this time as well?"
 
   The octopoid creature turned an eye toward his instruments. "Our allies instruct me to say that they have no need for such tactics here."
 
   "But that does not mean that they will not hold onto that option if necessary."  I turned angry. "We know that they used mutant nanites to change Sunset back at the Tower. I want to make sure that the Others are not using them here."
 
   Again, the Cephalopod was quiet for a number of heartbeats. "Our allies instruct me to say that the mainstream Nanotech Matrix cannot be trusted. They say that there are many horrors hidden within it that your people--or even mine--have not guessed at yet. Thus do they choose to work through nanotech machines of their own design."
 
   I blinked at him. That certainly was not an answer I was expecting. But in a way, I guess I could understand it. When I first learned of the nature of magic, I, too, was terrified of what it could potentially do. "Still, I would rather have my family not be jeopardized like my son was back at the Tower."
 
   "Our allies instruct me to remind you once again that they have no need for such tactics here. The nanites need to stay in place for the time being to complete the resuscitation process. However, once decanted the alternate nanites within them will eventually be overwhelmed and replaced by the mainstream nanites within a few weeks, from natural food and water consumption and respiration."
 
   I nodded absently. That did make sense. "Alright. I suppose now the big question is when will you be able to bring them out of the augmentation tanks?"
 
   "Our allies instruct me to tell you that first they want to wait and make sure that you will fulfill your end of the bargain, and will serve our needs in good faith. Plus they also have much re-engineering to do on the genetic duplicates, to reconstruct their psychological and memory pathways into simulacra of what you remember of them. That will take at minimum fourteen days for the offspring and one hundred twenty one days for the adult."
 
   "But what about their souls?"
 
   "Our allies instruct me to tell you that your genetic exchange partner and your chimera offspring will be as you remember them."
 
   "But..."
 
   "Our allies instruct me to tell you that that is all they wish to discuss on this matter at this time."
 
   I frowned, knowing from past experience that further questioning of the Others would be useless.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   When I was returned to my room, I received quite a surprise: a large spider web in the corner. My escorts paid it little notice, only saying that the chambers needed to be sprayed for vermin again.
 
   What they didn't notice was the highly stylized letters at the bottom, written in Borelean script. They would be near-unrecognizable to the Llexans, seeming a random part of the web pattern, but I recognized them almost immediately.
 
   UNDER BED, they said.
 
   As soon as the door was shut and I was alone, I scrambled to my knees and felt around frantically. I found webbed to the underside a piece of folded paper. I quickly tore it free and read it.
 
   FINALLY GOT HERE, it read in Borelean script. ALREADY CONTACTED LOUIS, GATHERING INFO. LOCATED CAPTURED EQUIPMENT, ATTEMPTING TO GAIN ACCESS. WILL CONTACT YOU SOON. --D'ARTAGNAN
 
   I laughed softly to myself before I tore the paper up into small bits and dumped it into the almost-full chamber pot. Not only was our small group of travelers united again, but now we had a hidden ally.
 
   Now how to take full advantage of him?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As much history is made in bedrooms as in battlefields.
 
   --Horton Guissepe Tomoe, Sex And Cosmology, Greater Laran Press, Borelea, 547
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Another surprise waited for me on my bed a few weeks later when I returned from having my now-customary evening meal with Councileader Kalen. My visitor spoke up just as the guards shut the door closed behind me. “Having a pleasant time manipulating our leader, Searcher Gossamyr?”
 
   “Skel!”
 
   “Councilmember Skel to you, outlander,” she purred. “I do not forget your honorific. Do not forget mine.”
 
   My tool-fingers clutched at air as I wondered just how hot a Fire Spirit I would have to summon to melt that smug smile off her face. “What do you want, Councilmember?”
 
   “To talk, without prying ears listening. The guards outside the door are loyal to me, and with no small difficulty I’ve managed to get a few of our Matrix Users to disable our Sponsors’ listening devices with a few well-placed nanoswarms.”
 
   “Are you not afraid that will raise the Cephalopods’ suspicions, having all their spying devices disabled?”
 
   “I have made sure that they suspect the human Mage, as the listening devices have also been disabled in his cell and the female human’s. They may punish him, perhaps put him on drugs again. It is of little matter. You are the one I need to talk to.”
 
   “So you will just allow my friend to suffer to play your little games of intrigue?”
 
   “These are not games!” she growled.
 
   “What is it you are after, Skel?  Do you want Kalen’s position of Councileader?”
 
   She barked a short, derisive laugh. “From the first moment I saw you, Searcher Gossamyr, I considered you foolish. And you prove it again just now. Do you really have no idea the reality of our situation in Llexa?  No, I do not want to be Councileader. My game, as you call it, plays for much larger stakes.”
 
   “Such as what?”
 
   “Such as freeing my people from the thrall of alien monsters. Many of us are well aware of how our space-borne ‘sponsors’ treat us, of all they hold back from us, of how they all but control us with whispered threats and shouted promises. We have traded slavery under the Autocrat for a much worse kind of servitude, and we will never be free of it unless we act swiftly and decisively. And here the idiot gods of luck have delivered you, the perfect tool I need to do just that.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her. “The crystal.”
 
   “Of course. With you in control of that crystal we can seize many of their machines, make them work for us. Machines we can use to drive those tentacled devils back into the realm of the Shards and off our world permanently.”
 
   I looked her over suspiciously. Was she truly serious?  Or was this a ploy to ferret out my true intentions in handling the crystal?  Could I trust her either way?  “Does Kalen know what...”
 
   “Kalen is as big a fool as you are!”  She spat. “Bigger, actually, as all he has done lately is moon over you. He thinks, has always thought, that we can work with the space scavengers on even terms, that they will eventually treat us as equals. Even now, he continues to delude himself that they are doing the best they can by us. The only good you have done since being captured is helping him cultivate some serious doubts about our sponsors’ sincerity. I am sure if you were to finally bed him you would be able to convince him of anything, as taken as he is by you.”
 
   A hairy black shape skittered up the wall behind her. D’Artagnan!  I managed to hide my surprise by pretending Skel’s talk of Kalen’s feelings were a revelation to me, slipping into a contemplative silence. A moment later I saw a similar shape moving under the bed, another of his element-bodies. The one above her positioned itself in the corner, an advantageous perch that could be used to leap on Skel if need be. The element body made a show of cleaning its fangs with its forelegs for emphasis. My friend was letting me know that he could take out the Councilmember at any moment, if the need arose. A bite from a single tarantula would be painful but not fatal, but if he managed to swarm her...
 
   I suppressed a shudder.
 
   “You are one to talk, Councilmember,” I said, pretending we were still alone. “I notice you wasted little time in sharing your sleeping mat with Cloud. You are manipulating him in ways I would never dream of doing with Kalen.”
 
   She pursed her lips, tugging her ears back. “At first, that was true. I had thought that he would be knowledgeable about human technology and tactics. He was headstrong, and very male, and thus very easy to manipulate. I was badly disappointed to learn that of you four he was the most ignorant of human technology. If it had been just that, I would have dropped him after a few nights. But he proved to be a surprisingly satisfying lover. He is strong and relentless but surprisingly gentle. He has suffered many years of continuous sexual frustration that I am pleased to have him vent on me.”  She rewarded me with a deep frown. “You were a fool to chose a human over him.”
 
   “I would have been a fool not to.”
 
   “This Lerner of yours must have made the Shards themselves dance, from the way you talk of him.”
 
   “He was my Mate, not that you would understand such things.”
 
   “I was deeply in love, too, once. But that was a long time ago.”  Her lips pursed as her mind raced deep into her past. She shook her head. “Eh, this is not what I came to discuss with you!  Will you help us against the space scavengers or not?”
 
   “How can I trust you?”
 
   “You cannot, I suppose, but consider this:  I know you are a Matrix user, and that your group of refugees consisted of five, not four.”  I saw the spider on the wall tense, but for the moment it held back. “The fifth one is still free, somewhere. Cloud will not tell me if he is human or Myotan, but he must be Myotan, or else he would have been spotted by now. He must have taken refuge with some group of sympathetic peasants or another. I could have told that information to Kalen or the other Councilmembers or even to our Sponsors, but I have not.”
 
   “Cloud told you?”  That arrogant, self-absorbed hunter!
 
   “Do not be too hard on him. Yes, he took a chance telling me your secrets. But it can work to our advantage. We can pool our resources. Your people have the crystal, powerful spells, technical knowledge, a hidden partisan somewhere. I have a coalition of sympathizers I have been building for years, political connections, and resources of an entire province. Together I think the balance can be tipped against the aliens. The only question is you, Searcher. You must know their promise of bringing back your family is hollow. Even if the Cephalopods were capable of it, which I seriously doubt, they would not see it through. It is their way to promise and promise but never fulfill their word.”
 
   I scowled. “Give me a heartbeat to think.”
 
   It was entirely possible she was telling the truth. If this was a ruse on the part of the Cephalopods, it seemed an unlikely one. Skel, for all her other failings, did not seem to me to be one who would gladly suffer being another’s tool. I wanted to believe her, to tell her, yes, I would join her against the Cephalopods. But two things held me back.
 
   One was Kalen. Where did he fit into all of this, and if I did join Skel, how would it affect him?  Not well, I imagined. I did not want him hurt.
 
   The other consideration was the promise of the Others for my family. How far could I really trust them to keep their promise?  Unlike Skel, I did believe they could bring back Lerner and Sunset, at least in some form. But would it truly be them, if and when the Others worked their magic, or would they only be hollow simulacra?  There would be no way to know until they actually did it.
 
   But if there was even a slim chance--
 
   “No,” I told Skel. “I cannot. My Mate and my child--”
 
   The Councilmember was on her feet, her voice rising dangerously high. “They do not compare to the entirety of my people!  You foolish, selfish outlander, what do you know of a life of slavery?”
 
   A growl exploded in my throat. “And what do you know of killing your own son!  Of having your Mate bleed out his life out in your arms!  Of being forever cut off from your home!”  The echo of my wings snapping boomed loudly off the small room’s walls. “Do not whine to me about what a difficult life you have had!”
 
   We stared hellfire at each other for many heartbeats. Finally, she looked away. “So you will not help us, then.”
 
   “Not directly. I wish I could, but I cannot. If my Mate and child can live again, I will do whatever I can to make that happen.”  I sucked my lip, thinking for a moment. “But perhaps I can supply you with an advantage that cannot be directly linked to me.”
 
   She eyed me suspiciously. “What would that be?”
 
   “Tell your guards to take a walk. I can only tell you this in strictest confidence.”
 
   “You cannot be serious.”
 
   “You asked me to trust you. Now you tell me you cannot trust me?”
 
   She set her lips in a grim line, brooding it over. It was not an easy decision for her. Pride and suspicion warred with need and practicality. Eventually, however, she spoke to the door. “Bkor, Tek, take a walk. A long one.”
 
   One of the guards responded with a similarly hushed voice. “Councilmember, are you sure?”
 
   “Mostly,” she said, with more hesitation in her voice than I expected. “Yes. Go. I will be fine. Searcher Gossamyr and I have much to discuss.”
 
   The other guard spoke. “But--”
 
   “Go!” Skel commanded. After a few heartbeats of careful listening, we heard their footsteps fade off down the corridor. Skel turned to me, expectant.
 
   I sighed. I was taking a bit of a gamble, and I wish I had time to ask permission with the others for it first. But if Skel was telling the truth, my companions would understand. “Councilmember, what I am about to show you will probably upset you greatly. But, please, I assure you you will not be harmed, so try not to cry out.”
 
   She crinkled her muzzle. “Cry out at what?”
 
   “D’Artagnan, please show yourself.”
 
   The spiders in the corner and under the cot both turned and looked at me with all their multitude of eyes. Are you sure? they were silently asking. I considered it slightly ironic that I had now spent so much time with the Swarm that I could actually read much of its bodies’ language. “Come on out. All of you, if you’re here.”
 
   Sure enough, the rest of the Swarm quickly crawled out from under the bed. They waited until they were all assembled before emerging from the shadows.
 
   Skel saw a carpet of black tarantulas trundle across the floor. All of her fur, from her ears to the tips of her toes, starched straight out as she let out a strangled squeak and leaped back onto the bed like a cat fleeing from spilled water. “S-searchers and saints!” she gurgled as the one on the ceiling glided past her muzzle on a strand of webbing. She scrabbled as far back as she could, trying to blend bodily with the wall.
 
   I would be lying if I said I did not find her terror satisfying. For the first time since I had known her, her smugness had completely evaporated. “Councilmember Skel, I would like you to meet D’Artagnan. D’Artagnan, Councilmember Skel.”
 
   “Charmed,” all the spiders said in unison. “I am very pleased to meet you, Councilmember Skel.”  D’Artagnan pronounced all his ‘s’ sounds as a sibilant hiss, the kind he used when he really wanted to disturb people. Apparently I was not the only one enjoying this.
 
   “What are they?” Skel squeaked. “Is this a spell?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. This is the fifth member of our party. He is a Spider Swarm.”  I quickly explained to her his nature. “He is also our technical expert. If you want help in matching the Cephalopods’ technology, he is the one you must talk to.”
 
   Slowly her look of horror melted away, replaced with calculating intensity. It was not what Skel had come to me for, but I could tell it was a satisfying replacement.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Months passed in a blur, and before I knew it I found myself dressing for an acceptance celebration, officially welcoming Cloud, Amethyst, Louis, and myself into the community of Llexa as "persons of importance", which was a roundabout way of saying we were minor nobility.
 
   The Llexans' manner of formal dress was strange to me: an off-the shoulder white shawl replete with calligraphy of quotes from their scholars; white leggings that melded into moccasins; a copious amount of gold and bronze jewelry. I had spent three hours immediately before getting dressed having servants dye my fur black in intricate geometric patterns.
 
   I frowned at the stranger staring back at me in the large reflective glass they had provided me. In my opinion, I looked gaudy and garish, even if I had seen many others wear similar outfits in my stay here. Still, in many ways, the style of dress was no odder than any of the humans’ fashions I had tried on over the years. I still smirked at the time Lerner had tried to get me to wear human lingerie. When we first became lovers, he was adamantly against me wearing human-style clothes, but as the years passed he softened his stance, especially toward undergarments that only he would see. I could not believe humans found those garishly-colored wisps of lace on their Mates to be sexy.
 
   Lerner. Soon I would be reunited with my Mate and son, the Others kept telling me. I found myself growing impatient to see Lerner’ face, to know his arms around me again...
 
   I shook my head, smoothing back a hair that had escaped the tight braid I wore. I knew I should not get my hopes up until--if--I actually saw him again. And even after that I should be wary. The Others could easily betray us as they had before.
 
   But hope is an addiction, a thousand times more alluring than the most powerful drug; at first you sip the sweet juice cautiously, but before you know it you are gulping it down by cask...
 
   Which made what I had to do tonight after the celebration all the more confusing for me. On the one wing, I looked forward to it with delicious excitement I had not felt for years, not since Lerner and I had first been drawn together. I drew a quivering breath every time I thought about what I might be doing later tonight. But on the other wing, I would be betraying so much, no matter how expedient to the greater good the act may be. How could Lerner ever look at me when he returns, knowing what I was about to do?
 
   I hurriedly flashed my mind to other things.
 
   The Cephalopods had kept me busy with my end of the bargain, using the crystal to open sealed chambers in the Underworld and to place the Builder spacecraft at their disposal. Like the one Lerner and I had been given a tour of back in the KN, the vessel was a huge cylinder, over a thousand meters from stem to stern and a third of that wide, its hull made of silver-black UTSite. And also like the KN’s relic ships, it had been stripped down to its very basics. Propulsion, life support, and maneuvering were the only major systems still operating. Whether the vessel still possessed things like sensors, navigation, or weaponry was unknown, because the space scavengers could find no hardware or software evidence. That did not mean that they were not there, only that neither I, the crystal, nor the Cephalopods knew how to access them if they were.
 
   Using the crystal I could have easily flown the ship myself, but the Cephalopods did not trust me to do more than to open its doors and raise it a few meters above its docking cradle for inspection. This close to a Shard, the ship used powerful magnetic field generators to provide both lift and propulsion, pushing against the metal UTSite beneath it. They were busy trying to figure out the manual controls as well as installing the sensors, computers, and weaponry to make the ship usable to them without me as a go-between. I tried not to think too much of what they would do with the ship once they had it completely outfitted.
 
   A loud scratch at the wall outside. “Gossamyr, it’s me, Kalen.”
 
   I opened the doorway’s curtain and Kalen saw me. “You look beautiful tonight,” the Councilord breathed.
 
   I did my best to breeze the compliment away, narrowing my eyes at him. “Does that mean that I did not look beautiful before?”
 
   He blushed. “No. No!  You just look more beautiful than you did...er, I mean you have always looked...”
 
   I smirked. “Kalen, I was joking. You look handsome yourself.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said, standing up straighter.
 
   Kalen wore an outfit very similar to mine, but blood-red with black trim. The only real difference between the genders fashion-wise was the color scheme. White, blue, yellow and green were considered feminine hues; black, brown, red, and purple belonged to the males.
 
   After a bit more fussing and pleasantries, we arrived with our bodyguard/escorts at the castle’s main hall, located a number of levels underground. One of the Cephalopods’ gifts of knowledge to the Myotans was better engineering techniques for their castles, allowing them to extend much further below the surface than previously. The hall we entered had been only completed the year before.
 
   It stretched over a hundred wingspans long and a third of that wide. The ceiling five meters above us was a convoluted series of arches supported by sparse but sweeping pillars. As the occasion was celebratory, the hall was decorated with brightly-colored paintings on the walls and pillars. Kalen had told me that they commissioned different artists for different celebrations, so each occasion had its own unique look.
 
   Kalen and I caused quite a stir when we walked in side by side, many of the nobles warbled the clipped sing-song greeting they used for “hello.”  In a tradition I found amusingly parallel to the human custom, we began flitting from group to group, making our introductions and otherwise “schmoozing,” as I had heard a KN official once call it.
 
   Cloud and Skel arrived shortly afterward. They had long since abandoned trying to keep their affair secret and had publicly been seen together for many weeks now. Some speculated that Cloud would soon formerly announce their intentions to Mate.
 
   That bit of gossip produced a small but unsettling weight in my stomach. I was glad that Cloud was happy--really, I was--but with Skel?  She and I would never be friends, even if circumstances in these last few months had brought us together as allies. She was far too manipulative and overbearing. Cloud deserved better.
 
   I tugged my ears back. Or was I just jealous?  I had never wanted Cloud as my Mate, but at some level I guess I had always found his puppy-like devotion to me to be flattering. Now that it was gone, I missed it.
 
   It was so strange, sometimes, how our lives worked out.
 
   Amethyst and Louis were the last “guests of honor” to arrive. From the way they grumped and scowled, I could tell they had been fighting again. Not the flirtatious, witty insult-matches that they used to have, but a genuinely bitter argument, where Louis would shout at the top of his lungs and Amethyst would affect a frigid silence. As the only two human prisoners, they had been given adjoining rooms complete with a door between them, in the belief that they would prefer the company of their own kind. Amethyst had taken the opportunity to work up her courage about revealing her real feelings to Louis. After about a week in their new quarters, she snuck into Louis’ room freshly-bathed, perfumed, and fully nude late at night to surprise him--only to find him already in bed with a Myotan female, a professional seller-of-sex Louis had arranged for the guards to get for him.
 
   To say Amethyst did not take this well would be a grand understatement. The Orc threw the seller-of-sex across the room into unconsciousness and Louis had to resort to spells to keep Amethyst from throttling him with her bare hands.
 
   When the guards finally pulled Amethyst off of him, I was told, her face was drenched in tears.
 
   Things had been very tense between them ever since. Louis could no longer conveniently ignore Amethyst’s feelings for him, a situation which seemed to make him feel both threatened and embarrassed. As for Amethyst, Louis had hurt her far too deeply and too often for her to easily--or ever--forgive him. She did not talk about it much. An Orc’s way of dealing with pain and anger was silence. But several days after the incident she did haltingly admit to me that to her it seemed Louis was willing to be intimate with every female on the Shard except her, even when she was the only woman of his species--or close to it--he could expect to see for years to come.
 
   I hoped their personal feud would not damage our plans for the coming weeks. Dumas had been coordinating covert communication between us and Skel’s rebels, and events were proceeding apace. We needed both Amethyst’s tactical expertise and Louis’ spell-casting in the coming conflict.
 
   Much--too much--of Skel’s plans hinged on me, and not just for the interface crystal. I had unprecedented access to another major piece in play, one that might fall squarely into the Cephalopods’ tentacles once the rebellion begins if I did not do something about it.
 
   Skel caught my eye with a knowing glare when she and Cloud came to greet Kalen and I. She wanted to make sure in no uncertain terms that I remembered the many conversations we had shared over the last several weeks regarding what specifically she expected me to do tonight to secure that oh-so-important strategic advantage.
 
   It was not so much a question whether I wanted to do it--because I suppose I did--it was a question of whether it was right to do so. Not only did I have misgivings about using what was supposed to be a sacred act to so boldly manipulate someone I cared about, but there was Lerner to think about, as well. 
 
   I could not trust the Others, but if there was even a slight chance they could do as promised...
 
   I had told no one this, but I planned a betrayal of my own. I had agreed to help overthrow the Cephalopods, but I was willing to bet the Others would still want the crystal no matter the status of their octopoid allies. After the rebellion was over, I would strike my own deal with them. Without the Cephalopods as go-betweens, I would set my own deal on the table: the crystal--and whatever else they may want, within reason--in return for my husband and my son.
 
   But at the moment Kalen was right beside me, warm, loving, full of laughter, and he adored me. Instincts I had buried for nearly two years now cried out for me to surrender to his clumsy but endearing advances.
 
   After much politicking and socializing, the highlight of the evening arrived. In an uncanny mirror to our own celebrations at the Tower, everyone in a Llexan celebration was expected to take part in providing songs and rhythm. You could sing, or play an instrument, or keep rhythm with wing-snapping, or dance. Everyone had their own specialty, just like in my people’s harvest celebrations.
 
   Kalen’s specialty was the same as my own, dancing. We provided something for everyone to look at while the others provided the music. I was not quite as light on my feet as I had once been--various injuries to my legs over the years had taken away some of my dexterity--but I still held my own. We spent a number of hours just dancing, singing, and something I had not done in what seemed years--laughed with a light heart.
 
   Perhaps Llexa would not be such an awful place to spend the rest of my lifetime, after all.
 
   Hours later we were still laughing, this time high on a remote rampart garden. To a Llexan, height in one’s dwelling was a matter of prestige. To my people, living in a two-thousand-meter Tower, such a thing had never been a consideration. If we wanted height, it was only a walk up the ramps away. But the Llexan Towers were surrounded by square miles of radioactive ruin, making them dangerous to visit and suicidal to linger in. So almost all Llexan dwellings above that of a hut were built as tall as practical, with at least one balcony or flat section so the owners could enjoy the advantages of height. Most Myotans here had never known the joy of flight. Even those youngsters who now could fly without fear of mutilation had no older playmates to show them or experienced adult to tell them how to fly, so a great many accidents were reported on a regular basis. This in turn discouraged many of the adults from letting their children fly. It was one of the many things I would have to try to change here in the future.
 
   Kalen was talking beside me as we looked out over the cityscape surrounding the castle, dotted by the warm glow of hundreds of hearth fires. “Did you see how hard Councilmember Axa was hitting the ale?  I thought his ears would fall off!”
 
   “With the way that old prune was trying to bed that female with his Mate just across the room, I wish something else of his would have fallen off!”
 
   Kalen snickered. “Its just the way he is. We’re a little looser here with marital fidelity than your people, I guess.”
 
   “The humans are the same way. Perhaps it has less to do with biology and more to do with the size of the community. More people, more temptation, perhaps.”
 
   “Or a larger crowd for the perpetrators to hide in.”
 
   “That as well.”
 
   Kalen’s muzzle crinkled into a smile. “You made quite a positive impression on the crowd this evening. I had feared there were too many negative rumors floating around about you for us to ever dispel.”
 
   “Negative rumors?  Like what?”
 
   Kalen tugged his ears back. “Well, I suppose those are not something your servants or guards would let slip around you. Like the one where you’re really a shapechanging sorceress whose real form is rather toad-like.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I would bet a breeze to a hurricane Skel started that rumor.”
 
   “Which makes another popular rumor all the more amusing.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “That the public fighting between you and Skel is just a ruse and that you two are secretly lovers.”
 
   “What!”  I scrunched my face and stuck out my tongue. “Even were I so inclined to that sort of thing, I would never pair up with Skel!”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   What do so-inclined females look for in other females?  “Um...she is not pretty enough?”
 
   Kalen’s voice suddenly dropped an octave as he leaned closer to me. “At least not as pretty as you.”
 
   An awkward utterance from a nervous male, but somehow no less enticing for it.
 
   He reached out as if to brush a stray strand of head-hair from my face, then slipped his tool-fingers lower so they gently caressed my cheek. I let out a little gasp at the soft sensation. Then his fingers brushed along the sensitive base of my ear. His touch was so warm, so sensual, I could not help but to shiver pleasantly in response.
 
   Apparently I did not need to make any kind of monumental decision about this. My body was making it for me.
 
   He traced my ears for a few moments, making me exhale with contented satisfaction, as our bodies suddenly found themselves brushing up against one another. Chest to chest, I could feel my heart pound in rhythm with his own. His hands roamed lower as I felt his hot breath blow into my now very-sensitized ears. “Not just pretty,” he whispered. “Beautiful.”
 
   Desire ignited deep within me as Kalen’s fingers began tracing my wing membranes. Spirits, I wanted him. Badly. It had been so long. My own hands began eagerly exploring his body, thrilling at the broad chest and taut stomach muscles under my fingertips.
 
   His caresses on my wings felt exquisite, exciting. “I love your wing tattoos,” He said in a hoarse whisper, distractedly. “You never did tell me how you got them.”
 
   “It is not important,” I breathed, shuddering as his tongue traced a line down my neck. “They were just--they were made by--”
 
   Oh, sweet spirits, what was I doing?
 
   In the next heartbeat I was on my feet, twisting away from Kalen.
 
   “Gossamyr, what is wrong?”  The disappointment in his voice was hard to miss.
 
   “Kalen, I am so sorry. I just cannot do this.”
 
   “Did I hurt you?  Did I do something wrong?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. You are not at fault, in any way. I should not have encouraged you.”
 
   “I still do not understand.”
 
   I spread my wings wide, making sure they were clearly visible in the Shard light. “My husband gave me my tattoos.”  
 
   I turned to see his lips form a small, silent ”o.”  He looked away.
 
   The silence stretched and stretched.
 
   “Perhaps,” I said, “it would be best if I went back to my quarters.”
 
   “But--”  He began, only to reluctantly nod a moment later, trying to look anywhere but at me. He did not want me to see the pain so evident in his eyes. I prayed he did not hate me now.
 
   Not that he ever could hate me as much as I now loathed myself. So much for securing that strategic asset Skel was so worried about.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The walls of Kalen’s castle shook as bolts of plasma hotter than the surface of the sun incinerated stone and flesh alike. From my vantage point peering out a third-story weapon slot all I could see were distant flashes of light far beyond the walls among the sprawling streets of the city, steadily creeping closer. Skel’s rebellion had moved swiftly, taking Kalen’s garrison on the outer city walls by surprise and quickly decimating it. They now moved for the stronghold itself.
 
   Kalen’s forces were doing what they could, but they would be quickly overwhelmed. Hundreds--thousands?--of them would die tonight.
 
   All because of me.
 
   I tore my gaze away from the distant flashes, trying to ignore their far-off booming. One of D’Artagnan’s element bodies scampered into view on the smooth-polished stone wall.
 
   Absently I finished snapping on the human-made ballistic armor vest the spiders had modified for me and hefted the human-made rifle in my tool-fingers. D’Artagnan had already completed his primary mission and had time to fetch our KN equipment from the Llexans’ vault. With all the chaos that had erupted in the last two hours no one would notice their absence.
 
   Spirits, it felt good to have that awkward-shaped weapon in my hands again. The feeling of helplessness ebbed away just a little, and I hated myself for it. I was trained to be a shaman. Shamans are about life, about healing, about binding friends and family together into a community. Feeling good even for a moment about gripping a weapon of death in my hands made me wonder how far I had come from that foolish youngster I had been when the humans had first come to the Tower.
 
   My young chambermaid’s shrieking momentarily drowned out the distant thunder of plasma weapons. I turned to see her in a corner clutching a broom to her like a holy sword, surrounded by a dozen hissing black tarantulas. I snapped my wings in irritation. “D’Artagnan, stop that.”
 
   “I’m Zell, Searcher!” the female shrieked. She was trying to bat at one of her tormentors with her broom. The spider easily leapt out of the way. “Look out, or they’ll get you, too!”
 
   “D’Artagnan, that’s enough!”
 
   “Can’t I even have a little fun?” the spiders whispered in unison. “I don’t get to be the villain that often!  How about if I suck out just a little of her juice?” 
 
   Zell’s eyes popped wide as she shrieked again. She stabbed an accusing tool-finger at me. “The rumors are true!  You are a user of magic!”  Her voice got very small as the spiders skittered forward. “Please don’t let your monsters hurt me.”
 
   I was just about to use a sleep spirit on her to keep her out of the way when an insistent knock sounded on the door. “Gossamyr!”  Came Kalen’s voice. He and two guards burst in. “Gossamyr, we have to leave before the stronghold is overrun!  Our plasma weapons won’t work!  I don’t know what trick Skel used...”
 
   I turned casually and swept my hand at the guards. They fell to the floor, unconscious from a sleep spirit. Kalen gaped, and then with horror belatedly recognized my dress and the weapon in my hand. I leveled the gun at him. “Not Skel’s trick, Kalen. Ours. Now by the sacred skies please do not move. I do not want to see you hurt.”
 
   The handmaiden trembled. “She’s a worker of magic, Councileader!  These monsters are her familiars!”  Some of the spider swarm’s element bodies, unable to resist such a dramatic cue, hissed theatrically.
 
   Kalen was only confused for a moment. His eyes narrowed on mine, full of hurt. “I never really knew you at all, did I?  Why?  Why do all this?”
 
   I decided to pretend to hear him ask “how?” instead. “Those ‘monsters’ are D’Artagnan, the fifth member of our party from the Tower. He’s a Spider Swarm, a communal intelligence of sorts.  He is also a technical expert. He is the one who figured out that all of your weapons had a radio-activated shut-off code built into them by the Cephalopods. It was their insurance against you ever using their own weapons against them. He figured out the code and tight-beamed it around the stronghold to de-activate your weapons, then gave Skel’s forces the signal to attack. I doubt your forces can get their hands on enough gunpowder weapons on such short notice to even slow Skel's advance.”
 
   A painful thrum hit my ears, causing me to grimace. I had been expecting it, but Zell and Kalen had not. They cried out, hands clamping hard over their ears.
 
   “A Shattersound spell,” I said. “Amethyst and Louis have been freed and like me have been given all their old equipment back, courtesy of D’Artagnan here. I imagine they are now fighting their way to the gate, to let Skel in.”
 
   Kalen started for a moment, as if to run and warn his people. But a tensing of my fingers on the trigger squelched that. His eyes narrowed. “You have not answered my question. Why, Gossamyr?  I thought that you and I...”  His voice died.
 
   I lowered my weapon. He did not try to run away. He knew it would be useless, now. Or perhaps his need for answers outweighed any other concerns at the moment. “Kalen, it is complicated. I would be lying if I said I did not have feelings for you. But the Cephalopods your people deal with, they are monsters. They control you every way they can. They control the technology that your society depends on, make you utterly dependent on them for it, and as D’Artagnan has shown they have always had the means to take it away from you if you got out of line. How much longer until you would have become their slaves altogether?”
 
   “We are not slaves!” Kalen snapped back. “You think we were blind to what the Cephalopods were doing?  We knew they were trying to use us!  But we were using them as well!  We were learning from their technology. Slowly, yes, but we were learning. Some day...”
 
   A new voice rang out from the hallway. “Some day when?  Generations from now?  When our children or grandchildren have completely forgotten what it is like to live in a world without monsters from beyond the bottom of the world?  When they know of no other life without the Cephalopods?”
 
   Skel strode into the room, flanked by her own soldiers. She wore leather strappings with metal strips bolted into them at strategic places. The ensemble reminded me of primitive human armors I had seen in a museum on my visit to the Known Nations. It was blackened and broken in number of places, and the fur on her exposed face was seared completely away, leaving only chalky ash clinging to her skin. Apparently she had gotten too close to a plasma rifle hit.
 
   “You got here much faster than I expected,” I said.
 
   “The main attack was a diversion. Your friends helped me slip in through Kalen’s ‘secret’ tunnels.”
 
   “What?  Why was I not told about that?”
 
   She almost sneered. “Like you just said, you have feelings for Kalen. We did not want you to back down at the last minute out of concern for him. You already failed to, ah, secure him once. You could not be trusted not to do so again.”
 
   I hefted my KN-made rifle to point at the fallen guards. “As you can see, I did not.”
 
   She frowned. “No, you did not.”
 
   For a heartbeat, all that could be heard were the distant thunder of the plasma weapons and the screams of the people they were killing.
 
   “All this has accomplished nothing,” Kalen said bitterly. “The other Councilmembers will fight you, Skel.”
 
   “Axa and Rherel already have thrown in with me, and the others are sympathizers among the Council.”
 
   “And those are willing to support you against the Cephalopods?  Especially after you have displayed your propensity for betrayal with this cowardly attack?”
 
   “They may have no choice. With you captured and your base of power neutralized, mine is the most powerful faction. Especially if we can neutralize the others’ Cephalopod-given weapons with a simple radio signal.” 
 
   Kalen scowled hard.
 
   “It does not have to be like this,” I urged him before he could say anything. “You could join Skel. With you backing her, your people will rally against the Cephalopods as a whole.”
 
   “And be annihilated. Gossamyr, you don’t understand the power they have!  Skel, have you forgotten they can send their ships up through the Underworld to the surface?”
 
   My jaw went slack. D’Artagnan’s element bodies skittered about themselves in naked agitation. We both turned toward Skel. “What?”
 
   Skel looked away.
 
   My resentment toward her redoubled in an instant. “Why did you not tell us this?”
 
   D’Artagnan added,  “If they are anything like the other Cephalopod ships the Known Nations has fought with, they will be invariably armed with nuclear missiles. They could wipe out your entire civilization with a few volleys.” 
 
   “They won’t do that!” Skel countered. “They only brought up one ship once many years ago, as a demonstration of their power. The truth is they have spent so long in space that this environment is very painful to them. They hate it, especially the high gravity. We have long figured out that the “ambassadors” sent to our Council meetings are actually being punished by this duty. Besides, they need the organics we provide. They will not risk wiping us out. They may attempt to suppress us, to enslave us, but they will not destroy us.”
 
   Kalen sneered. “You’re risking an awful lot on that one assumption.”
 
   “One cannot win without taking some risks. You used to know that, Kalen, until being Councileader made you content and slow.”
 
   “So what happens now?” Kalen asked.
 
   Skel shrugged. “The Cephalopods will of course be very concerned about all this violence, but we will play up what it seems on the surface: an internal power struggle only, a bloody coup against you and nothing else. We will give them more than the usual amount of wood and moss and water to placate them, to show them that this new regime will continue to support them as the old regime did. But all the chaos that will follow in the next few days will give us ample opportunity to cover troop and artillery movements.”
 
   Kalen’s mouth set in a grim line. “And then you will try to capture and hold the Spaceport.”
 
   “Of course. A lightning strike with most of our military power behind it and with the element of surprise should be able to accomplish it. Especially now since we have several surprises of our own working for us.”  She shot me a knowing glance.
 
   “And if you fail?”
 
   “We won’t fail.”
 
   Kalen ignored her. “If you fail, the Cephalopods will retaliate. Harshly, brutally. They may not destroy us utterly, but I have little doubt that they will wipe out one or more entire enclaves as an object lesson to those of us who ever have rebellious thoughts again. Tens of thousands will die, our military will be wiped out, our industrial strength crippled, our people’s wills shattered. We will never be able to even try to cast them off again. Ever.”
 
   Skel was quiet for many heartbeats. “I know that,” she admitted. “And it will be my enclave, my people, that will most likely be destroyed. But we are already committed. It is now or never. That is why you must join us, Kalen. With your support, we can bring the fence-sitters on the Council fully behind this plan, attack the Cephalopods with all of our coordinated strength. We would stand a much better chance of victory. Without you, the Council will remain factionalized, and we will only be able to strike at our tormentors with a fraction of the forces we have. Whether you agree with my decisions or not, Kalen, even you can see that holding back now only endangers us all.”
 
   The silence stretched as Kalen considered her words. The fate an entire people rested on what he would say next.
 
   Which is why what he said next took everyone completely by surprise: “Gossamyr, can I ask you something?  Can you be honest with me?”
 
   “Um, of course, Kalen.”
 
   “Your husband’s people have fought against the Cephalopods before. Tell me, truthfully, can my people win?”
 
   “Kalen, I am an outsider to the Known Nations. Perhaps you should ask Louis, or Amethyst, or even D’Artagnan. They would know more about the Cephalopods’ capabilities than I would.”
 
   “But I have a feeling that they will tell me only what I want to hear. I know you will tell me the truth, even if it is unpleasant. If I truly mean anything to you, Searcher, please, tell me.”
 
   His eyes were full of hurt and anger, yet I could see the desperate need in them. He would listen to what I had to say, weigh my words as part of his decision to affect thousands and thousands of lives. All eyes in the room were upon me.
 
   I had never been so scared to utter a sound, even when we had seiged the Xique-infested Tower.
 
   “I...” my throat squeaked. I cleared it and tried again. “Kalen, I honestly do not know if your people can drive the Cephalopods away from your Spaceport. There are so many unknown factors. You have the numbers and surprise but they have the technology.”
 
   “Honestly, Gossamyr,” Kalen reminded me.
 
   I looked deep inside myself for an answer. I did not like what I found. “I have been to the Known Nations and I am fully aware of what high technology is capable of. My people have been forever changed by contact with the humans simply by our having met them.”  Those words hurt me even as I uttered them. It was the first time that I had truly admitted as such, even to myself. Perhaps it was because of the situation, perhaps because of my extreme homesickness, or perhaps because I was simply growing older, but I suddenly missed the simplicity of my life before the humans came. “That is the power of such tools. I think it is possible for your people to gain a decisive victory against the Cephalopods, but against such power the chances are very slim. But there is also truth to what Councilord Skel says that our chances are much more narrow--perhaps non-existent--without you.”
 
   “Thank you, Gossamyr,” Kalen said. “What she said only confirms what I myself thought. I will join you, Skel.”
 
   The Councilmember was taken aback. “You will?”
 
   Kalen nodded slowly. “Whether I approve or not, you have forced my hand. If this is to be our only opportunity, than we must take full advantage of it. I will not publicly support you, as we must maintain the fiction that this was a coup, but I will talk privately to the other Councilmembers to ensure that they back you fully.”  His eyes narrowed. “This coup IS just a ruse, right, Skel?”
 
   Skel hesitated just for a moment. “I could not gain the support of the rest of the Council for our true purpose if it was anything else.”
 
   A good answer, almost as if it were well-rehearsed.
 
   I had a feeling that even if we defeated the Cephalopods, the fighting here would be far from over.
 
   But that would have to wait until after. Now all that stood between Kalen’s people and freedom was the Spaceport. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vacuum.
 
   Just the word itself was enough to evoke a shiver of dread up my spine. It seems no one from the KN could ever write about it in all the magazines and books I read without describing some of the horrible effects of being exposed to it. Air screaming out of your lungs. Eyes bleeding. Flesh bloating out and bursting like over-full water bladders...
 
   Now vacuum stared at me from the opposite side of the window wall from the meeting room I had been brought to when I first was brought to the Llexan Spaceport. On that other side, plasma gun bolts ripped and flashed as Myotan soldiers wearing the few vacuum-proof suits built for our kind engaged surprised and panicky Cephalopods. Even one stray shot hitting the transparent windowall and I would experience the agonies of the naked vacuum for myself.
 
   A rag tag group of soldiers gasped and rested around me, having fought hard to get me this far. Our goal: the Builder crystal ensconced in the relic spacecraft still swathed in its berthing cradle.
 
   Things had gone as well as could be expected, so far. Skel’s forces had taken the few Cephalopods that guarded the surface entrance after a fierce fight, and launched a surprise assault on the scattered Cephalopods in the Underworld when they emerged from the Surface elevator. The invertebrates' were slow to react in each skirmish, presumably from surprise and the high gravity they hated.
 
   Louis tugged at my arm. “C’mon, Gossamyr. We have to go.”
 
   “Wait. Something’s happening...”
 
   The impossibly huge airlock doors over us on the top of the open docking bay cranked open silently. What I assumed could only be a Cephalopod spaceship slipped down through. It looked like an enormous, welded-together mass of pipes and metal boxes. It seemed to follow no discernible design or symmetry, just a clump of material suspended over us by repeated burns of its thrusters.
 
   It immediately drew the fire of the Myotan soldiers below. Pits of molten metal erupted on its surface wherever the plasma bolts hit.
 
   Suddenly a grayish wave exploded from the leading edge, blasting into the Myotans with merciless force. Before my eyes over a dozen living beings were smashed into barely recognizable pulp, swathed in clouds of vacuum-crystallized blood.
 
   “Wh-what--?” I started to ask.
 
   Louis pulled me savagely by the arm. “Gossamyr, we have to go!  NOW!”
 
   I realized with a start that most of the troops had already left the observation alcove, leaving only me, Louis, and a very anxious pair of rear guards shifting nervously by the exit.
 
   “Run!” Louis shouted. We exited the door, and less than two heartbeats later a horrendous flash of heat exploded behind us with a near-deafening whompf!  A rush of scorched air blew past us.
 
   We slowed down only when we caught up the main body of soldiers. I looked behind us, grateful to see the two soldiers behind us hadn’t suffered any more than Louis and I.
 
   I expected air to be howling past us to the vacuum beyond the smashed window wall, but nothing beyond an overly-warm puff. “I do not understand,” I said.
 
   “I'm guessing the ship hit the observation room with a laser. One set to the frequency of visible light, judging by how it passed right through the windowall without hurting it. We would have been spatters of bubbling goo if we stayed in there. As it is, the laser just probably superheated the room’s air.”
 
   Our troop of soldiers continued to advance down winding UTSite corridors, us in tow. “But why would the Cephalopods have lasers like that?  I thought space combat was fought with missiles!”
 
   “It is,” Louis said. “They’re the only things with the range and accuracy to hit across the thousand of miles of space that ships fight at. But because of that, ships carry anti-missile defenses. That laser isn’t meant to hit other ships, its meant to take out an incoming missile.”  He spat. “I read all about this stuff as a kid in high school. I always thought it was cool, space combat and all, you know?  And before you ask, the Myotans down in the hangar bay got hit with what I think was a sandcaster. Another anti-missile weapon, meant as a last-ditch short-range defense. Shoots a lot of fine-grain particles in the direction of the missile to act as a spread-out barrier. Against missiles, its effectiveness is so-so. Against living people, though, its like God’s own shotgun.”
 
   “Spirits.”
 
   The roar of plasma weapon fire ricocheted down the winding corridors to us. The lead soldiers of our platoon had encountered their first heavy resistance. Our advance halted, us too-valuable outlanders held back behind a twist of corridor for safety.
 
   I chanced a quick glance around a corner at the battle. Three Cephalopods in robotic walkers defended the pressurized walkway far down the corridor as half the Myotan soldiers with us lay down a barrage of suppressing fire. The other half scrambled for the cover of a cross-corridor halfway between their comrades and the enemy. More than one soldier exploded in a shower of hot viscera and super-heated blood from the enemy's plasma bolts.
 
   I ducked back around the corner. “We should try a spell!  Maybe a Fire Spirit or a Shattersound...”
 
   Louis shook his head vigorously. “Won’t work,” I barely heard him say over the thunder crashing in the next corridor. “I already tried. The ‘Pods always make sure their operational areas are Dead Zones. They don’t use the Matrix that much. On the spaceships where they live, one badly-cast spell could kill everybody. So they usually destroy the nanites in an area with flamers before they set up any serious operations so no one can use the Nanotech Matrix against them.”
 
   I nodded. That made sense, in an odd way. But it did not stop me from feeling helpless.
 
   A huge blast reverberated up the corridor. Soldiers fled backward, spilling out into our corridor for cover. We fell back as they took up positions, peppering the cephalopod defenders when they could to keep up the pressure. Amethyst, who had been in the midst of the fighting, homed in on Louis and me with her face blackened by plasma-charred soot.
 
   “God’s forge!” she swore. “They must have some kind of computer targeting on those fucking walkers of theirs!  They’re hitting way too many of us dead on, and they just laugh off peripheral hits!”
 
   “Is there any way to flank them?”
 
   “Not that I can see, but let’s check that map.”  Louis reached into his belt and hastily unfurled a paper map, one of a number of hand-drawn copies Kalen’s people had supplied us with, drawing upon their best knowledge of the Underworld. 
 
   Louis scowled as he scanned it. “Dammit, no. There’s no way around them. The one cross-corridor behind them is just a nexus of airlocks.”
 
   Amethyst nodded, her lips suddenly growing tight. Her finger stabbed at the corridor we just came from and backtracked. “Wait,” she said. “There’s an airlock here, about fifteen meters back along this side tunnel. It wouldn’t be too far to run from one lock to the other right behind those ‘Pod bastards.”
 
   Louis started at her. “Through hard vacuum!”
 
   She shrugged. “I’ve read that you can survive a minute or so of exposure to vacuum. It shouldn’t take more than ten seconds to run across from ‘lock to ‘lock.”
 
   “Yeah, if the airlocks work right, if the cycle time isn’t that long, if the ‘Pods haven’t scrambled the access codes...”
 
   “Shards, Louis, do you have any better ideas?  We’re pinned here, and its only a matter of time before more ‘Pods show up, and then we’ll be surrounded. I’m going!”  She shouldered her rifle and took a step back down the way we came.
 
   Louis grabbed her. “Amethyst, don’t!”
 
   “Dammit, don't...”
 
   “Think!  Even if you’re exposed for even ten seconds, it’ll still screw you up pretty badly. You’ll be hemorrhaging, your eyes and ears bleeding, your lungs may collapse—you’ll be a lot less pretty and in no condition to help anyone even if you make it to the airlock behind the ‘Pods.”
 
   “We don’t have pressure suits, we don't have  a choice!”
 
   “I know, I know. Let me think...”
 
   “Wait,” I said. “We have canteens, don’t we?”  I pulled one from my belt, examining it. It was a Llexan-built, cylindrical affair made of metal with a wide, screw-on lid. “They’re made of metal, so they should work. And the opening isn’t too narrow, I hope.”
 
   The human and the Orc looked at me like I had gone mad. Amethyst said, “Gossamyr, I don’t think that’s going to help me, even if it could hold air...”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Not you, Amethyst!  D’Artagnan!  Or at least his element bodies!”
 
   Their eyes popped wide as they suddenly saw where my idea was flying to. They exchanged a hurried glance and scrambled to find D’Artagnan. I emptied several soldiers' canteens and hastily dried the insides with the long hem of my undershirt.
 
   Once the Spider Swarm was assembled, a more complete plan formed: Amethyst and two volunteers would each carry three canteens, each containing a tarantula, and other equipment across the gap from airlock to airlock. Providing she could get through in time, the spiders would emerge on the other side (by themselves from the insides, if need be, but hopefully it would not come to that) and put together a nasty surprise for the Cephalopod defenders from behind.
 
   Amethyst clamped the spider-carrying canteens to her belt. Two Myotan volunteers were busy double-checking their equipment when Amethyst announced she was ready.
 
   “May the spirits guide you,” I said.
 
   “Yeah,” said Louis. “Be careful.”
 
   Amethyst regarded him with an unreadable expression. “Since when do you care about whether I’m careful or not?”
 
   Louis rolled his eyes. “This is not the time or the place...”
 
   “Yes it is. There is a good chance I will die in the next few minutes. So at least have the courage to tell me, this one time, if you have any feelings for me at all.”
 
   Louis scowled. “Dammit, there’s Rumiko...”
 
   “Your fiancée is half a million miles away and two years in the past. Was I really so horrible that you never even thought of sharing my bed?”
 
   Louis crossed his arms and slid his eyes to the side. “Look, just come back, okay?  Stupid Orc...”
 
   Amethyst grabbed Louis’ flak jacket and yanked him to her so their noses almost touched. From the dark furrow on her brow I thought she was going to throw him into the wall. Instead, she mashed her lips to his.
 
   He tried to fight it at first and grunt something snide around her forceful kiss. But the Orc woman just kept her mouth on his, doing something with her tongue we onlookers could only imagine, until Louis’ struggling transformed slowly from pushing away to a trembling caress of encouragement.
 
   Amethyst broke contact, looking extremely smug, then grabbed up her AAR and joined the two Myotan volunteers on their way to the airlock. Louis just stood there, stunned, wiping moisture from his lips. He looked after the Orc woman until she disappeared around a corner, his expression unreadable. Finally, when she was gone, he returned to his former position beside me, still quiet. “Stupid Orc,” he whispered absently, but with no venom at all, this time.
 
   We waited, the zip-zap-boom of exchanged plasma fire occasionally punctuating the sudden lull. We had no way to monitor Amethysts progress, so all we could do was hold our breath and hope for the best.
 
   Suddenly, an explosion rocked the tunnel and nearly deafened me, followed closely by a second one, then a third. An indefinable yell emerged from the assembled soldiers as the plasma rifle fire crescendoed all at once and then fell silent. Just when I thought I could hold my breath no longer our soldiers loosed a ragged cheer and told us it was safe to advance.
 
   Louis and I quickly glanced around the corner just in time to wince through a thin, billowing cloud of smoke and steam. As it thinned, we could see, far down on the end of the corridor, hulks of the three Cephalopod walkers belching sparks and gouts of briny-smelling water. Two of them looked like they had blown up in mid-stride; one still stood, both legs intact, but its chassis was a smoking ruin, leaning against the UTSite-line corridor walls.
 
   The third lay off to the side, completely destroyed, a charred black ruin. Obviously when the destruction of the other two had given the Myotan troops the opening they needed, they took advantage of it and opened up on it with everything they had.
 
   The remnants of the troops advanced forward cautiously, still hugging cover wherever available. D’Artagnan’s element bodies scuttled forward to meet them. Almost immediately I was summoned to the front and led to Amethyst.
 
   The Orc was propped up groggily against one wall. She and the other survivor of their mad rush through the spaceport’s vacuum looked to be in a bad way. I leaned close to Amethyst; she was half-conscious and delirious from the pain and ordeal. Her corneas were dark with burst blood vessels and she was wheezing shallowly, perhaps from a collapsed lung. I began to examine her.
 
   Louis startled me by speaking directly behind me, almost directly into my ear. His voice was strained, all of its usual flippancy gone. “Is she...?”
 
   “I don’t know. It looks bad. It looks like she really pushed the limits of how long she could take outside. Longer than what she should have been. I wonder what...”
 
   “Look,” Louis said, pointing to a dark mass beside the other Myotan who had made it into the airlock with Amethyst. At first I thought, oddly, that it was just a pile of meat wrapped in rags. But then I saw the fur, and the remnants of a badge of rank on what was once a lapel. A trained butcher could not have destroyed a living body so thoroughly, so fast...
 
   “Spirits,” I whispered, fighting down the acrid taste of rising bile.
 
   “Looks like he was caught by the Cephalopod ship’s sandcaster. Poor bastard. Maybe they stopped to drag him back into the lock. He did have some of D’Artagnan with him, after all. The canteens look intact enough. From the position it looks like he must have tried to shield them with his body...”
 
   “Spirits. M-may he fly free,” was all I could think of to say. I felt so small, next to such courage. 
 
   An element body scuttled into view, hopping onto my shoulder. “We don’t have any time to waste!” D’Artagnan said. “The Myotans are hearing activity far up the corridors--Cephalopod reinforcements. The rest of me has already opened the access for the ship. We have to go!”
 
   “But Amethyst and that Myotan soldier...”
 
   “Carry them!  But we have to move, now!”
 
   Louis and I exchanged a panicky glance before we shouted for help and haltingly dragged our massive Orc friend into the Builder spacecraft between the two of us.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   No Cephalopods were in the ship itself. No doubt they never believed we would get this far.
 
   The crystal lay in its nest of sensors and monitors off the ship's functioning bridge as it had for months. I had little trouble finding it, since the Cephalopods had brought me here over half a dozen times in the past several months to test using it.
 
   I rolled the spheroid in my hands. To think that such a small thing could become so important that it meant so many lives had to be spent just for me to have it in my tool-fingers. But with it, the Llexans could seal off the Underworld forever and be rid of their Cephalopod oppressors once and for all. Without it, the Cephalopods can keep sending troops and even whole ships to the surface to grind Llexa and its provinces forever under heel.
 
   To think that I could become so important to the conflict because of it. How could the fate of hundreds of thousands depend upon me?  I was just a shaman’s apprentice of a small tribe. Why did the Sky Spirit contrive that everything must come down to this?
 
   "Gossamyr Lerner," a voice called to me, both very familiar and alien at the same time.
 
   I looked up, startled. I stared back at myself. Or rather, my Other-created replica stared back at me from the chamber's entrance. She was nude, young, and beautiful, so much so that my two Myotan escorts had to blink several times before leveling their weapons. Still, their professional training reasserted itself almost instantly. "Move and we incinerate you," the lead soldier growled.
 
   Rats scrabbled up and down my spine looking at her, memories of Sunset's horrific transformation fresh in my mind. Perhaps the Cephalopods had not left the ship unguarded after all.
 
   My other self ignored the soldiers. "Gossamyr Lerner, you endanger the crystal as well as yourself."
 
   "What do you want?" I asked.
 
   "We wish to move you to a place of safety, far from this conflict."
"'We?'  You mean your creators, the Others."
 
   "This biological construct is only a means of communication. We cannot allow you to jeopardize the interface device. Please allow us to move this vessel to a secure location, and the combatants can carry out their conflict as they will."
 
   "Why?  You've never told me, told even your supposed allies, the Cephalopods, why this crystal is so important."
 
   "It is an over ride command device for Builder artifacts."
 
   "Yes, but what..."
 
   The entire vessel shook. “What was tha--?” I started to say until another, more violent vibration shook through the giant ship.
 
   The soldiers around me looked perplexed. Louis began swearing as he had to re-start the healing enchantment he was using on Amethyst. “Godammit, what the hell is going on?”
 
   My replica was the only one in the large chamber who was calm. She canted her head to the side, broad ears twitching. "Our allies the Cephalopods grow impatient. They will not heed our requests for restraint for much longer.”
 
   A Myotan soldier rushed into the chamber, breathless. “They hit the access tunnel!  Its blown to vacuum!  We’re cut off!”
 
   The Myotan Commander’s stricken expression was unmistakable. He had already lost half his men getting us here. “What?  How?”
 
   “The Cephalopod ship!  It blasted the corridor with its sand-weapon, popped the seams it looked like!  My squad only barely made it into the ship’s airlock!”
 
   “Shit!” Louis swore and rushed over to me as we began hearing what sounded like far-away hail hitting metal.
 
   "Our allies are now shooting at your vessel directly," the Other-built replica said. "They cannot damage the UTSite hull, but they seek to frighten you into surrendering by making it seem that they can. But they capable of greatly upgrading their firepower and using it to damage everyone in the interior. Again, let us take control of the vessel and remove the crystal and yourself from potential harm."
 
   "I cannot!" I said. "Do you not understand that as soon as you do the 'Pods will take their ship to the surface and attack the Llexans?"
 
   "The conflict of the Llexans and our allies is of consequence to us only in how it could potentially damage the crystal and its operator."
 
   "I cannot!"
 
   "Gossamyr Lerner, you are putting your family in danger."
 
   The room, formerly filled with the shouts and swearings of soldiers, suddenly grew quiet at my replica's statement. By now it had become common knowledge what had been promised me in exchange for my cooperation. Only the tac-tac-tac of the Cephalopod sandcaster could be heard distantly thudding away at the hull.
 
   "We are aware of the value you place on your mate and offspring," my double said coolly. "We may terminate our efforts to recreate them for you if you fail to cooperate."
 
   "You cannot!"
 
   "Abide by our wishes and we will proceed as we said we will."
 
   "Just tell me it is your wish, Searcher," the lead soldier growled. "And I will incinerate this abomination where it stands."
 
   "Gossamyr," Louis said quietly. "You know--you know--that they can't give you back Lerner and Sunset. Not the real ones. All you'll get is a hollow copy, like your double here."
 
   "Untrue," my clone said. "We would replicate her mate and offspring to nearly exactly as she remembered them, using the memories in her own cerebral cortex as a guide."
 
   "But what of their spirits?"
 
   "We are unfamiliar with such concepts. We have never encountered any such metaphysical manifestations, and are dubious as to their existence."
 
   The words sank into my gut like iron weights. They did not know of the spirits?  Beings as advanced as these?
 
   Was everything I believed in nothing but superstition after all?
 
   But more importantly, I realized they would have no means of retrieving Lerner's or Sunset's spirits. Tears stung my eyes.
 
   My family was never coming back to me. All these months of hoping, and nothing. It hit me like a wave, as I truly felt their deaths all over again.
 
   "My answer is no, then," I blurted, trying to control a trembling weakness in my limbs. "Spirits, no. Our bargain is off. This ship stays."
 
   My clone blinked. "We urge you to reconsider."
 
   I could not control my tears now. A friendly pair of arms enfolded me. Louis'. He, too, realized what my refusal meant.
 
   "Again, we urge you to reconsider. If you have concerns about your recreated family, we assure you they will be as you remember them. After they are decanted from the biogenetic augmentation chambers, we can fine-tune their neurochemical response pathways..."
 
   "No!" I yelled. "They would be abominations, more so than what you did to my son. I will not be part of this any longer. The deal is off. You get no more crystal, no more anything, from me. That is final!"
 
   My replica blinked twice, then launched herself at me with inhuman, murderous speed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY-SIX
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The KN is a small flame of light against an infinite ocean of darkness. I wonder how many times it will flicker before it finally goes out.
 
   --noted author Gabriella Herbert, on the KN's role in restoring the Shards, Personality magazine, July 547.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   She hit me like a shotgun blast, smashing the breath from my body and knocking Louis aside. Before I even realized what happened, she held me up against the far wall, pinning my arms at the biceps.
 
   If I had a breath left in my body, I would have screamed in horror at what she did next.
 
   The flesh of her hands where she held me began flowing and melting like water, merging with my fur and skin like we were metal statues and were being welded together. I realized with the crystal clarity of impending death that the nanites in her system were disassembling her flesh and using its raw materials to replicate at an astounding rate--and invading my body.
 
   This must have been the Others' final desperate gambit, if all their negotiations and schemes failed. They needed me to control the crystal. So, they were sending their mutant nanites into my body to control me directly.
 
   My replica's body shuddered hard, then again, and again. I barely perceived Louis shooting her repeatedly with his KN-made firearm, the Myotan soldiers running toward her from either side. They could not use their plasma weapons; they would incinerate us both. But Louis, with his more modest KN-made bullets, punched into my clone again and again. A few others carried gunpowder back-up weapons, and quickly followed his example.
 
   The Myotan soldiers reached her, stabbing and cutting and clubbing her with all their strength. They induced great gashes and rents in her body, but her grip on me was as unbreakable as a mountain. Finally they began bashing and cutting at her arms with knives and machetes to remove her from me. Only when they were severed completely did I at last crumple to the ground.
 
   From what I could perceive in my weakened state, it took over half a dozen of them, to drag her away from me, her silently kicking and bashing and squirming with her much greater-than-human strength. But with the damage already done to her and her arms missing, her flailing was only minimally effective.
 
   Finally, with one concentrated heave, the mass of soldiers managed to throw her a few meters down the corridor adjoining the bridge as they immediately dived for cover. Finally clear of any other potential victims, the remaining soldiers immediately cut loose into her with their plasma rifles, incinerating her down to steam and carbonized bone between one breath and the next.
 
   Louis and the Llexans' most skilled surviving medic had rushed up to me as I fell. Strangely, I still felt no pain, and could even watch with a small modicum of fascination as the stumps of my replica's arm oh-so-slowly began to dissolve like melting ice, their raw organic materials being disassembled to build an army of invading nanites. 
 
   Louis was trying to speak to me, but I could barely hear him, as if he was shouting to me across a great chasm. I felt very feverish, my limbs aching, a dull pain I could not identify behind my eyes. Louis cast a healing spell on me, and the pain subsided, but only somewhat.
 
   Spirits, I did not want to think about what was happening inside me.
 
   But I had to, if I was to fight it. It was obvious the Others were trying to gain control of the crystal through my body. Something indefinable I possessed they could not replicate in my clone.
 
   The crystal!  Maybe it could tell me what was going on.
 
   What's happening? I thought at the crystal in my tool-fingers, clenched tight even after the attack by my duplicate.
 
   Specify.
 
   Inside me. The nanites...
 
   Non-standardized nanotech automatons are attempting to enter your system and implant themselves along your neural and circulatory pathways. The mainstream Matrix nanites already within your system have been directed to attempt a passive defense by repairing and rebuilding the tissues the alien automatons have disassembled. The nanites not dedicated to this task are attempting to disassemble the invaders.
 
   Stop them!              
 
   I cannot direct the non-approved automatons to stop their actions. However, I can direct the Matrix nanites within you to more forcefully counter their intrusion.
 
   Do it!
 
   Acknowledged. However the violent activity of both groups of nanotech machinery are now generating potentially damaging amounts of heat within your system.
 
   That did not sound good. How bad is the heat going to get?
 
   Your major bodily systems will begin to fail within two minutes, approximate. Your bodily fluids within the zones of conflict will reach the boiling point within fourteen minutes, approximate.
 
   I thought frantically through my feverish haze. So the Others were going to kill me as they had my family. But better this than whatever they had planned for me with their nano machines controlling my body. My spirit will at least fly free to join Lerner and Sunset.
 
   Unless...
 
   If the Matrix nanites win, I asked the crystal, could they repair me afterward?
 
   Estimates of their casualties are at ninety-five percent, plus or minus two point five percent, approximate. They will be too few in number to accomplish such a reconstruction before your tissue damage and putrefaction degrades the information both in your central nervous system and your cellular DNA.
 
   The pain started to spike, sharply. Thousands of needles drilling into my skin and beyond as armies of nanites tore through muscle and viscera to fight each other. In a way it was fortunate that both factions of microscopic machines were trying to keep me alive so they had to avoid the most vital areas. My heart still beat, my lungs still drew breath, my brain was still as lucid as the mounting fever allowed me. But it was only a matter of time before they too became a victim of the warring robots within me and the heat they generated.
 
   Louis, very far away in a seemingly different world, shouted above me as the ship shuddered from unknown impacts.
 
   Adrenaline surged. The Llexans needed me, needed the crystal to shut off the spaceport from the surface. And more, I did not want to give the Others this victory. They had already taken too much from me.
 
   An idea sparked. A last gambit. If I was wrong...
 
   Crystal! I near-shouted in my mind at it. You're an interface device for Builder artifacts!  Is that not what the Nanotech Matrix is?  Can you give me access to the Matrix itself?  Let me command the nanites directly without spells?
 
   Scanning for final code, it told me. I fought down anger. What code? I did not have any...
 
   Code confirmed. Access granted.
 
   I blinked, and the world fell away from me.
 
   What I saw next made me realize that the most crucial battle to be fought today would not involve spaceships or plasma guns or even billions of microscopic machines.
 
   The ultimate battle would be fought by me, within my own mind, for the fate of a world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Formatting, came a voice from everywhere.
 
   I was floating in a universe of light and color. Surrounded by a rainbow turned inside out and crammed with thousands of sparkling pinpoints like the nighttime Shards. But unlike the real Shards, these moved quickly and purposefully, merging and dividing and sailing in every direction all at once.
 
   "What is this?" I called. "Where am I?"
 
   You are in auxiliary storage bay 20, said the everywhere-voice, in the space excursion vehicle in docking bay 11735.
 
   "But what's all this around me?  The colors and the lights?"
 
   Upgrading. Stand by. A ball of soft, yellowish light appeared before me, slightly larger than my torso. Its light was strangely warm, almost friendly, like the sun on a warm day. "I apologize, miss," came a reassuring male voice from it. "The interface needed to upgrade several levels to full sentience to better accommodate your questions and needs. To answer your query, this is the comprehensive matrix interface program level omega-ten, minimal metaphoric interface."
 
   "This is the Nanotech Matrix, then?  I am inside it?"
 
   "No, miss, you're accessing a program that gives you the impression of being inside it. Its important to remember that. Many people have lost themselves in the metaphor, at times."
 
   "I do not have time for this!" I snapped. "My body, it is--"
 
   The ball of light pulsed brightly, cutting off my words. "Yes, we're aware that you're under attack by Weird automatons. Since being upgraded to full sentience I have taken the liberty of accelerating the thought processes in your mind, using the nanites within your system to produce stimulants to boost the neural activity tenfold and using other nanomachines to carry nerve impulse for you between major portions of your mind. You are in effect experiencing the passage of time at greatly accelerated rate, nearly thirty to one."
"But my body is being destroyed."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Can you stop that?"
 
   "No. I am only an aspect of this interface program."
 
   "Well, than you direct the nanites in my body to do what I want?"
 
   "I am only here to act as a guide, miss. You have to command the nanites yourself. That is the purpose of this program, to allow a user to use the Nanotech Matrix directly without an intermediary program."
 
   "But how do I command them directly?"
 
   "Interface with them."
 
   "But how?  Just tell me!  I do not have the time for these games!"
 
   "I am aware that even at your accelerated mental rate your time to effectively act is limited. But you must understand that interfacing with the Nanotech Matrix directly is not something one can do recklessly or in haste. The consequences could be too devastating."
 
   "I do not understand."
 
   "The Nanotech Matrix is not just the microscopic machines in your body miss. It is billions of quadrillions of nanites spread over the remains of the Eden sphere acting in concert as an integrated whole. When you interface directly with any part of it, even the small population of nanites within your body, you potentially interface with all the parts that are connected to it."
 
   "But that would mean all of it."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Spirits."  It made sense now. No wonder the Others wanted the crystal so badly.
 
   It would have given them the world. Complete control of the Nanotech Matrix on all the Shards.
 
   "Do you understand the potential dangers, then?  All parts of your mind are interconnected, just like the Matrix. Your subconscious will be just as active as your conscious mind while you direct the Nanotech Matrix."
 
   My throat was suddenly dry. My metaphoric throat, I reminded myself. The Nanotech Matrix was in every person, in every single object in every part of the Shards. If this program did what it said it did, every one of those people could be endangered by a single stray thought as I interfaced.
 
   "Are there any limits?"
 
   "You will not be allowed to permanently affect any maintenance system or to cause any kind of large scale environmental damage."
 
   "What's considered large scale?"
 
   "Continent level and up."
 
   No. I could not do this. One foul up, and millions could die.
 
   But if I did not act, if I did not help the Llexans, the Cephalopods would send their ships to the surface and kill untold thousands. The civilization my people came from would be slaves forever. And I would die.
 
   Lives teetered between the sunlight and the abyss, no matter what I chose to do.
 
   "Spirits help me," I said quietly. "Lerner, husband, if you are truly with me, help me now."
 
   No answer. Even spirits could not answer me here. "Here" existed nowhere except in my own mind. I was truly alone. I turned toward the glowing ball next to me. "All right. Showme how to interface."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Interfacing turned out to be surprising easy. "Just dive into the colors and lights, and become them," the globe of light said. At once the world's simplest and most difficult feat.
 
   I moved toward the lights, finding that I could move in this odd realm of the metaphor simply by willing it. Very similarly to flying, so much so that I spread my wings instinctively to maneuver.
 
   I swooped into a rainbow cascade of lights, completely surrounded by nodes of brilliance swirling around me. Easy enough.
 
   "But now what?" I asked my guide, assuming it could still hear me. "How do I become the lights?"
 
   "I cannot tell you, miss."
 
   "But I do not know how--"
 
   "Miss, you must understand that this is all just an imaginary abstraction of the Nanotech Matrix. Anything you visualize in your mind will manifest here as one data image or another. I can provide you with a wide variety of images and visual interpretations of the process others have used, but you are the one who must make the mental leap of comprehension required. The metaphor for becoming must ultimately be provided by you."
 
   I nodded. If I understood correctly, I had to imagine myself becoming the lights, and I simply would, somehow. Anything I imagined would become real, here. But how would I know when I really connected to the Nanotech Matrix?
 
   "You'll know, Miss," my guide said. "Remember, the processes of your mind are monitored directly by the program. Your thoughts are open, here."
 
   I blinked at that new datum, thinking hard. Of course the whole situation was absurd. I was just a girl from small community of hunters and gatherers, who barely understood how to make pottery and metal tools. And here I was trying to operate the most sophisticated machinery ever created?
 
   But of course I had been doing that for many years, had I not?  The Nanotech Matrix is what drove spirit-callings and spells. Perhaps this was simply another sort of spell. A collection of mental images and concepts I had to order in my mind to achieve success.
 
   So, like before any spell, I cleared my mind, calmed myself, felt my breathing and heartbeat slow. I closed my eyes, felt the soft shiver of relaxation cascade through my muscles, and when I opened them again I was ready.
 
   I started by imagining myself as a light. My skin and fur began to glow until it matched the hue and intensity of the colors around me. I became a light, but I had not become the lights around me.
 
   How do I become something I am not?
 
   I called to the lights to come to me, and they began to float toward my position, first by the dozens and then by the hundreds, then thousands. They quickly hovered close over all of my fur and skin,, but did not touch just yet. I shiver in dread. I realized that my subconsciousness was at work here, but still I balked, recalling the bug-nightmare I had experienced when I first learned of the nature of the Nanotech Matrix years ago. The lights stopped their swirling.
 
   No, I told myself. I cannot turn back now. I breathed deeply, once, twice, then allowed the lights to swarm me until they covered me completely. My vision fuzzed, completely covered over with blinking rainbow sprites.
 
   My pulse thundered in my ears. I knew what was coming next, knew that in order to accomplish this I must surrender myself in a way I never have before, not even to my husband, not even in the way I surrendered when I pulled the trigger on the gun pointed at my heart that day I fought my son. This was a complete surrender, on not only of body or mind, but of identity, of self.
 
   I closed my eyes and allowed the rainbow sparkles to fill my body, to eat away at my metaphoric flesh, to replace everything I was in every way. And then, with a final beating of my wings, I summoned the wind that scattered them--and me--into a thousand thousand shards once more, spreading throughout the multicolored void.
 
   My mind fragmented away until no coherent thought was possible.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I became aware again quickly, so much so that I realized I was not simply waking up. The different Matrix nodes containing my consciousness were now networking together, throwing a complex webbing of data among themselves, to reconstruct my identity.
 
   I also realized I was not me, but an AI analog of my organic mind copied whole onto the Nanotech Matrix. Nanites by the millions networked together to download the impulses between my synapses into the mainstream Matrix that permeated the Shards.
 
   The experience is difficult to describe with words and linear sentences. I was everywhere, as the programs that controlled the Nanotech Matrix was stored in the trillions upon trillions of nanites everywhere in the Shards, all networked together. I was now a part of that. I sensed depths of consciousness available to that computer system that no human-like creature could ever fathom, and yet was held in reserve by the system for purely utilitarian purposes. Consciousness, and all its permutations and levels, to the Nanotech Matrix were simply subroutines. The Matrix was at once far more, and far less, than a human mind.
 
   It sounds like a contradiction to mortal minds, but to the Matrix it simply what was.
 
   I was still connected to my organic mind, but only as a general on foreign soil is connected to his commander in chief an ocean away. I was existing at a rate of speed far above even my accelerated organic brain tissue. At best, my organic self functioned as a general strategist, and as a means to constantly refresh this Gossamyr-analog, to make sure I remained "authentic" enough to the person who originally accessed the Override program.
 
   But even at this greatly accelerated rate, I was going to cut things very close. I had a lot to learn before I could even begin to think of saving all I held dear.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Reality is subjective, eh?  Has anyone ever told it that?
 
   --anonymous skeptic
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   I watched Louis hold me from a hundred different perspectives in the large makeshift bridge, shouting at me as a dozen anxious Myotan soldiers looked on. "Gossamyr!  Can you hear me?  Gossamyr!"
 
   I was able to see him from everywhere a concentration of nanites existed, which in that chamber meant the Myotans and all their various pieces of equipment. A part of me was amazed that I could process so many different images at once. Another part of me wondered why I was amazed when such an ability was obvious to a Matrix-borne intelligence like myself.
 
   I realized the source of Louis' distress: I had stopped breathing, and, in fact, my throat had begun to dissolve revealing muscles and tendons glistening redly.
 
   Even at the greatly accelerated rate my thoughts now ran, time was quickly running out. Time now for my hastily-contrived gambits.
 
   I activated the nanites in Louis' hearing center in his brain. From his perspective, it had been little over a minutes since my double was destroyed and I slumped to the ground. "Louis!  Can you hear me?"
 
   "Gossamyr?" he said aloud.
 
   "Yes and no. Listen closely, I do not have much time."
 
   He heard my voice, but my mouth was definitely not moving. He looked about, confused.
 
   "Louis we have no time for this. Listen."
 
   "Gossamyr, how--?"
 
   "Listen, Dark Spirits take you!  I have accessed the Nanotech Matrix through the crystal. I am speaking to you through the nanites already in your head."
 
   His eyes popped wide. "Through the crystal?  You mean, without spells?"
 
   "Yes, but we do not have much time. If my physical body dies, if my brain ceases its function, the crystal's Interface program will terminate the program and my control over it. We have to try and save me."
 
   He looked grim. "But your body..."
 
   I took another quick diagnostic and understood what he meant. The Weird nanites were winning. They recklessly disassembled my bodily tissues, living or not, to replicate themselves and press the attack. The mainstream nanites, striving to preserve as much as they could, could only cannibalize themselves or their fallen enemies to replicate. The rate of attrition was horrible. Beside my neck most of my shoulders were eaten through, and my left arm had already fallen off, held on with only my leathery wing membrane.
 
   "I know," I told Louis. "As I am sure you have guessed, I am being attacked at the nanotech level. But I have redirected the nanites within me to fall back and to protect just my brain and vital organs at the expense of the rest of my body at this point, to buy us some time."
 
   "But you will still die!"
 
   "Maybe not. The rest of me can be rebuilt as long as my mind remains intact. But what I need right now, more than anything else, is reinforcements. That's where you and the others come in."
 
   "I don't understand."
 
   "Listen closely."  I spoke to all of them quickly in their minds, making it clear how quickly they had to act. Professional soldiers in a desperate situation, they leapt to obey my orders, no matter how bizarre some found it.
 
   In a way, what happened next was the single most disgusting experience of my life. Yet it was absolutely necessary, and, if I do say so myself, tactically brilliant.
 
   The mainstream nanites in my body were quickly becoming vastly outnumbered. What they needed were fresh troops. But the Cephalopods had scoured the interior of the ship of the Nanotech Matrix. That meant that the only source of mainstream nanites were Louis and the Myotans and their equipment.
 
   They took out their rations, biscuits and dried meat and fruit, and jammed it into my open wounds. Then they poured what remained in their canteens over my head and chest. Then they urinated on me, concentrating their streams on my upper torso. When all that was exhausted, they cut open their hands and bled on me. As a last resort, some spit on my body until their mouths were dry.
 
   As I said, in a way it was utterly disgusting. But each and every gram of all that material and liquid was crammed full of mainstream nanites.
 
   Suddenly renewed by the metaphoric cavalry, the mainstream nanites in my body launched a renewed offensive against the Weird nanites, this time having no shortage of material to replicate themselves with. The nanites trying to preserve my most vital organs worked overtime maintaining proper body temperature around them even as the heat from the nanite war began cooking the rest of my tissues.
 
   I took a quick glance at the estimated forces. The odds were more even now, but the outcome was still in doubt. The Weird nanites were spearheading a massive assault on my brain. I directed the Matrix nanites in my skull to set up what defenses they could, enzyme moats and nerve-impulse mine fields, while I directed some of the Matrix reinforcements out of my body and across a few millimeters of flooring to attempt a flanking attack.
 
   If the Matrix nanites won and my brain was still functioning, they could rebuild the rest of me from what materials that remained. Biscuits, blood, urine, dead nanites, what have you. If the Matrix nanites lost, then whatever happened to the rest of my body did not matter anyway.
 
   The ship shuddered violently from an impact far more powerful than from any sandcaster. People on the bridge went flying, my body, already being decimated, flung a half meter in the air and carelessly crumpled against the wall. The nanites within my body were also flung about along with my bodily fluids, changing the outcome of a thousand microscopic skirmishes precariously. My flanking attack was suddenly in doubt; did enough get across the floor and back to my body to make a difference?
 
   "What in the Shards was that?" the Myotan commander shouted.
 
   "A missile, I bet," Louis said. "The 'Pods have finally got it through their heads that their sandcasters aren't going to flush us out, so they're upping their firepower."
 
   "But I thought the hull was metallic UTSite!  Missiles cannot hurt it!"
 
   "Conservation of momentum still applies!  They hit the ship with enough force and they'll throw us around in here like eggs in a cement mixer!"  He spat out a long string of frustrated invective then directed his next words at me. “Gossamyr!  What’s happening?  Can you power up the ship’s systems?”
 
   “What?” The Matrix placed my words in his mind.
 
   “We need to use the external cameras and see what's going on out there!”
 
   “I will see if I can do it.”  Any system connected to the Nanotech Matrix I could theoretically access through the my interface. That was the way these ships had originally been designed, with the Matrix as the primary means of control and the work stations the KN and the Cephalopods used were meant merely as emergency back-ups.
 
   Thankfully the system did not need the user to be overly specific or technical with directions. I thought at the crystal: Power up the ship and let me see outside.
 
   The crystal acknowledged my order. Complying. Secondary batteries charging, main matter-antimatter reactor beginning priming sequence. Specify quadrant and angle for viewing.
 
   I do not know!  Just give me the widest possible view of the Spaceport outside!
 
   My vision was abruptly hijacked by a stark, wide-angled view of the spaceport from the ship’s far aft. The ‘Pod ship floated a full kilometer away, pulsing what looked like giant grayish-brown spittle at the ship’s fore end several times a second.
 
   “The 'Pod ship is still firing one of its sandcasters, but I do not see any more missiles yet..”
 
   “Good,” Louis said. “They may not want to use too many of those here. In space there's usually a minimal activation distance it has to travel before it arms. At this range the missiles will have to be live coming out of their launchers. They could detonate right in their faces.”
 
   I shifted my sight back to the ship’s interior. “What are we going to do?”  Louis was the one who was familiar with aspects of space combat, so I trusted his judgment. Even with my expanded consciousness, I was still mostly preoccupied with directing the thousand small battles still waging within my tissues.
 
   "I don't know," Louis admitted after some hesitation, suddenly realizing all eyes were on him. He shifted his weight uncomfortably. He and D’Artagnan were the only ones familiar with this type of technology, and D’Artagnan was busy trying to salvage the ‘Pod equipment left on board for use in case of a possible boarding. “All right. Gossamyr, we’re going to have to lift off. We’ll have to try for one of the other docking cradles."
 
   My metaphoric throat suddenly went dry. “You expect me to fly this thing?”
 
   “Isn’t that what the Cephalopods were expecting you to do?”
 
   “They did not trust me that far. The most they did was have me float it up three meters.”
 
   “Well, you can fly it with the crystal, can’t you?  Otherwise, we’re going to be stuck here until the ‘Pods surround us and figure a way in by themselves.”
 
   Louis quickly explained that I should be able to get the ship to interpose itself between the Cephalopod ship and a convenient docking cradle long enough for us to secure a hasty retreat. It was a fairly vague plan, but it was the only one we had.
 
   I told everyone to hold on to something as I gave the order through the crystal to lift the ship. Luckily the ship's main reactor only needed a few more seconds to prime fully. I had sailed the sacred winds for most of my life, either with my own wings or in one of my husband’s gliders, but I had never felt such a sickening lurch in my bowels as when that ancient vessel pulled itself free from its magnetic moorings with an echoing moan. The rest of the Myotans seemed to react in the same way. Louis said the electromagnetic fields of the repellers might have had something to do with it, that our kind might be unusually sensitive to such things.
 
   The pelting on the hull intensified. A quick check through the crystal showed that the ‘Pod ship was firing at us with everything it had. I even saw bright dazzles of light as its lasers played over us. Then my outside vision started to fuzz.
 
   I switched my perceptions to back inside and told Louis. He swore himself red-faced. “Goddamit, so that’s what they’re doing!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Destroying the Matrix Nanites on the outside of the ship. The ship‘s in vacuum, so they couldn’t sterilize it with fire like they could the inside corridors. With exterior nanites gone, we’ll be blind. We don’t have auxiliary systems, and it will take too long for the ship to replace the nanites to do us any good. Make sure the crystal keeps only one side to the Cephalopods at all times. That way at least half of the ship won’t be blind.”
 
   I did as he suggested and slowly moved the ship toward a docking cradle on the far side of the Spaceport. We had to move slowly, not only to keep the unhit side oriented away from our attackers but to make sure we did not impact anything. I only had the external view of the unhit side to go on.
 
   Suddenly, the constant pinging on the hull stopped. “Did they run out of sand for their casters?” I asked.
 
   Louis grunted. “Maybe. Maybe not. I have a bad feeling about this. Can you rotate the ship around a bit so you can see what they’re doing?”
 
   I nodded and told every one to brace themselves. The deck canted up slightly as the ship rotated a small slice of its underside up enough to bring the Cephalopod ship into view. It was slowly backing up to the massive airlock doors that opened the Spaceport to space. The portal over it cracked down its center and slowly pulled apart, revealing the reflected light of the Shards beyond.
 
   No, I suddenly realized. The pinpoints of light were too small and too still, to be Shards. They were occasionally blotted out by the darkness of the slowly-moving true Shards caught in the immense shadow the MegaShard, but there were still so many of them that they filled the sky.
 
   I realized for the first time in my life, I was looking at the stars.
 
   An odd pain made me wince in my computer womb and forced me to once again pay full attention to the war inside me. The good news was that the nanites from my lower extremities--feet, legs, hips, and so on--had finally arrived at my upper torso in large enough number to be effective. They formed a near-solid line of defense as the Weird nanites retreated from the attack of the mainstream nanites coming from all the foreign organic material higher up. My heart, lungs, liver and such looked like they would be saved, even if most of my digestive tract would have to be rebuilt or repaired.
 
   Odd, that I could feel so dispassionate about large portions of my body being so badly decimated. But I knew with a confidence I could have never possessed as just my meat-self that the Nanotech Matrix was more than capable of reassembling all of that as good as new.
 
   But I quickly saw the source of my pain: the Weird nanites had fallen back to my spine, using the bone and cartilage there as a defensive line, eating at my nerves for raw materials. The nerves there were firing uncontrollably with vast amounts of input they could not quantify. If I had been in just my meat body, the agony would have been indescribable.
 
   Still, victory there was assured enough that forces began diverting toward the battle going on at the base of my skull. The nanites I had sent to flank the Weird forces were making a heroic stand, using hit and run tactics to divert enough forces to prevent the enemy from making an all-out push through my skull.
 
   Still, all this distracted me just long enough that I almost missed the Cephalopod ship drop something onto the floor of the Spaceport. It looked strangely like a large, elongated metal egg. The ship continued its slow, steady retreat up to the airlock doors.
 
   I reported it, downloading the image into Louis' visual cortex. Louis’s eyes grew wide in alarm. “My God.”
 
   “What?”  I was beginning to get irritated at his constant outbursts that explained nothing.
 
   “That thing has to be a missile warhead!  A nuke!  They must be planning on blowing it once they’re safely outside the airlock doors.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Its the only thing that makes sense. They can’t get to us any other way.”
 
   “But the UTSite hull will withstand the blast, correct?”
 
   “You weren't listening earlier, Gossamyr. The hull will survive intact but we won’t. When the shockwave of that blast hits us we’ll be smashed about like rotten eggs inside here.”
 
   Spirits. “What can we do?”
 
   “I don’t know. Can we beat them to the airlock door?”
 
   “I do not think so. They are between us and it, and the doors look like they stopped so the opening is just barely wide enough to accommodate their ship, but not ours.”
 
   “Can you get the crystal to access the bay doors?”
 
   “I will try...”  A heartbeat later and the gigantic airlock doors began responding to my command. “I got it!” I exulted even as I gave the command to move the ship around our enemies to the openness of space.
 
   Our progress proved smooth until the Cephalopod ship suddenly canted its position and seemed to detach a portion of its bow, which shot straight for our Builder ship. I did not even have time to shout a warning before it hit.
 
   The entire Builder vessel lurched to one side, the deck under us jumping wildly. We all fell in a tangle toward the opposite wall, shouting and screaming. The lights flickered for a brief moment.
 
   The impact shook all the warring nanites within me loose once again. My carefully planned maneuvers were suddenly useless, as mainstream and Weird nanites scattered and mixed. Now it was all a free for all, a melee, as nanite savagely tore into nanite, raising the temperature of my flesh to near the boiling point.
 
   It took the Myotans many long heartbeats to disentangle themselves. The news was not good. Many were injured, including broken bones and one soldier with a wing pierced when he fell onto a protruding gun barrel. Some were unconscious.
 
   Louis was not among the badly injured, thank the spirits. “Gossamyr!" He shouted. “What happened?”
 
   “I think they hit us with something—-a smaller ship, it looked like.”
 
   “You mean a lander?  Shit!  I wasn’t expecting that!  We’re too close for their missiles, but I could see where ramming us with a multi-ton ship’s boat would do some damage!
 
   “The ship is actually damaged,” I told him. “The hull’s intact, of course, but internally, some systems are responding sluggishly.”
 
   “Never mind that!  What about the ‘Pods?”
 
   I checked. It did not look good.
 
   “They are almost out the airlock. Maybe a minute or two, at the most. They have regained control of the door mechanisms, apparently. I could try to override them again.”
 
   “Would it do any good?”
 
   I shook my head. “I do not think so. They are too close, and the doors move too slowly.”  Once outside, they did not need the doors to close. They could hide behind the UTSite bulkheads and blow the warhead knowing they would be fully protected.
 
   Louis swore, hot and ragged. “What the hell can we do, then?  We could try, um, ramming them.”
 
   “That would probably kill us as surely as the bomb.”
 
   “We have to try!  We don’t have any other options left.”
 
   I thought furiously. Another massive impact would be all the opportunity the Weird nanites would need to make one final push to penetrate the castle walls of my skull. And when my brain fell to their control, I would lose control of the crystal, and the ship in turn. Everyone here would die, and nothing would stand between the Cephalopods and reaching the surface to wreak havoc on all the Llexans.
 
   Reaching the surface...
 
    I swung my ship’s eye view at the deck below the ship. Of course!
 
   I quickly consulted the crystal. “Open the doorways to the surface.”  Kalen had mentioned the Cephalopods had done it before. If they could, why not we?
 
   Accessing, the crystal replied.
 
   “Hurry!” I urged.
 
   Initiating decompression procedures.
 
   “What?  Explain.”
 
   Evacuating atmosphere from interim chambers for first stage of habitable surface insertion…
 
   “How long will that take?”
 
   1073 seconds for first stage…
 
   “That’s too long!  Just open all the doors to the surface!  Now!”
 
   Emergency override authorization required.
 
   “You have it!"  I plumbed the memory of the Matrix for the codes required and shoved them at the crystal's AI. "Now, Override!”
 
   Complying.
 
   Below the ship I saw the UTSite floor of the spaceport crack along invisible seams. We were in vacuum and of course heard nothing, but I could easily imagine the millennia-old metal and gears creaking and groaning under the immense task I had suddenly set for them.
 
   The cracks grew into chasms of darkness and then, surprisingly, shafts of yellow sunlight speared upward from their depths.
 
   I spared a quick scan of the Cephalopod ship. It had stopped halfway out the airlock.
 
   Warning: Atmospheric decompression effects imminent. Secure all hands.
 
   “What--?”
 
   The ship was slammed again, this time from below. This impact was of a fundamentally different nature. After the first horrific, bell-ringing blow the force hitting the ship lessened but did not stop.
 
   Again the nanites in my system were thrown about. But, thankfully, more and more reinforcements were arriving through my recently-liberated spinal column. It looked like I was going to live after all--provided we could avoid the nuclear bomb that was set to detonate a mere few hundred meters away.
 
   After only a heartbeat I realized what was happening. On the surface kilometers below (above?) us, great cracks had appeared in the ground. Tons of earth and debris, deposited near the entrance over millennia, had fallen in, its trajectory sped on not only by gravity but by the enormous winds propagated by a very large portal suddenly opening into pure vacuum.
 
    Outside, soil and rock and debris from the ruined city below us flew up from the floor. I hastily moved the ship to a lee in the barrage until it fully dissipated. I canted the ship enough so I could look at the airlock above us. The small crack of the airlock still open was quickly becoming clogged with debris. I saw no sign of the Cephalopod ship.
 
   No, that was not true. I saw parts of it scattered here and there around the airlock. It had been hit square-on by all the debris from the surface as thousands of tons of debris all tried to cram out the airlock at once. We had been a bit off to the side, and had only been clipped by a small portion of the barrage. The Cephalopods had caught the full brunt of it dead-on. The vessel would have been hit by the equivalent of a thousand tons of matter from the Builder city above.
 
   That was the end of the Cephalopods, at least for now.
 
   "We got them!" I exulted at Louis' mind.
 
   "Was that the bomb that just hit us?" Louis shouted. "It couldn't have been. Gossamyr, what about the bomb?"
 
   Spirits, the bomb!
 
   I had been too distracted by the unexpected hail from the surface and my own inner battle. I quickly found the bomb again.
 
   It was unscathed, also off to the side of the access doors.
 
   “Get us to the surface!” I screamed at the crystal. “Now!”
 
   Beginning ascent.
 
   “Go faster!  As fast as you can!”  I shouted into the minds of all my companions. “Everyone grab hold of something!  Anything!”
 
   Louis shot me a dirty look. “Would you mind telling us what the hell hit us?”
 
   “Not now!”
 
   The ship canted down at a sharp angle and shot toward the largest crack in the floor at a mad speed. Wind buffeted us madly, but thankfully most of the loose debris around the portal had apparently already been sucked through. I had a brief glimpse of hundreds of Underworld levels flashing past, then a bright light as we passed the interface level. Sunlight shone above us.
 
   And, suddenly, an even brighter light sparked below.
 
   Many things happened at once. The light from underneath flashed over us, blinding me and the entire ship. The ship was hit by its hardest blow yet. We were all thrown about like sacks of fruit. The crystal screamed warnings incessantly. I screamed as well, deep within the Matrix. Blue sky flashed above us, and then dark green-browns. And finally, one last devastating impact.
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   Battles are never nearly as epic as the messes they create.
 
   --Gabriella Herbert, The Machine In The God, Greater Lara Press, Borelea, 548 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Cloud snorted, snapping his wings half-heartedly in mock irritation. “You are always causing trouble, Gossamyr.”
 
   I sighed. “It does seem to be a talent.”
 
   We looked out over the devastation of Kalen’s enclave in the wake of the battle. Craters and blackened ruins stretched out to the farmlands surrounding the community, and beyond. A week after the conflict, and some fires still churned away smoke off in the distance.
 
   Idly, I followed the strands of smoke into the sky only to meet the immense metal shadow of the Builder ship hovering over Kalen’s castle. It seemed the most practical place to put it. Where exactly does one park a kilometer-long, multi-million ton spaceship except in the sky?
 
   Besides, it helped remind our fellow Myotans just how much had changed in the last seven days. The spaceport doors were locked against the Cephalopods. The space scavengers would never see Llexa again.
 
   And, ultimately, the Builder ship in the sky would remind them how much more was going to change in the future.
 
   I smiled, for it reminded me even more what I had inadvertently achieved in our mad flight in it to the surface.
 
   I was going home.
 
   The ship was mine. I was the only one who could command the crystal that could command it. In the giddy atmosphere that followed the Llexan’s victory over the Cephalopods, no one challenged my claim. Even if they had, how could they ever enforce it?
 
   The ship could travel over the surface far faster than any helistat, and it did not have to stop to refuel. We could be back at the Tower within a few weeks, at the KN a week after that.
 
   Home. The word had a magic to it, after so long away.
 
   We would leave within the next day. The Llexans were already massing supplies on the large fields outside the city where we planned on briefly setting the ship down.
 
   I leaned on my walking stick, my legs still unsteady. The Matrix had mostly repaired my physical damage--though it was still odd to think that most of my present muscle and skin and bone from my chest to my skull had basically been rebuilt from the elements found in biscuits and urine and dead microscopic robots.
 
   In fact, I knew from some of the still somewhat hazy memories of my Matrix-downloaded self that my body had been repaired good as new, that all physical wounds and ailments from even before the nanite attack had been completely repaired. Even all my old scars and newer wrinkles had disappeared, the aches from my old leg injuries had vanished. I was looked younger than I did when the humans first came.
 
   But the Weird nanites had managed to destroy some portions of my spine, and they had even managed to work their way, admittedly in small numbers, into my brain. The result was that I had lost some memories, even things I had thought were now automatic, like using my legs effectively. I literally had to learn to walk normally again. Thankfully, my legs were as strong than they had ever been, so I only had to learn the coordination again. So far it was good enough for me to hobble around. In a few weeks I hopefully would be able to walk normally again.
 
   But I also had new memories, knowledge gained from my time in the Nanotech Matrix. My Matrix-self had allowed herself to be deleted once my flesh-self was fully conscious and functioning again. It was one of the oddities of artificial intelligence--even god-like processing abilities and all the accumulated knowledge of humankind will not impart survival instincts into a machine. It was, in the end, still just wires and metals and circuits no matter how sophisticated. Human-style consciousness was no more than a subset of all possible permutations of intelligence.
 
   For survival, one needed DNA and hormones and endorphins, or have their equivalent programmed into an AI from the beginning. All this time, people in the KN and elsewhere have quietly feared the artificial intelligence controlling the Nanotech Matrix. But their fears were groundless. The Matrix did not care about survival or domination or comfort or stimulation the way biological, chemical-driven creatures did. It was incapable of caring for such things.  It was simply what it was always meant to be: a tool.
 
   I thought back to everything that had happened since coming through the Teleport Node. I only had two regrets about returning home.
 
   I turned toward one of them. “Cloud, are sure you will not come back with us?”
 
   He sighed and nodded slowly. “I am afraid so, Gossamyr. I like it here, and Skel is a good female.”
 
   I harrumphed.
 
   “She is, Gossamyr. You cannot see it because you two are too much alike.”
 
   “We are not alike in any way!”
 
   “Skel said the same thing when I mentioned it to her.”
 
   I snapped my wing membranes. “Cloud...”
 
   He laughed. “It is true, Gossamyr. She is what you will be in about ten or fifteen years.”
 
   “I will never—“
 
   “She fought uncompromisingly for her people’s future, making sacrifice after sacrifice. She and Kalen used to be intensely in love, in their youths, you know. But she left him when his politics of appeasement clashed with her feelings that only rebellion could free the people here.”
 
   My brows arched high. Confirmation that Skel and Kalen used to be lovers hit me harder than I thought it would. I had suspected it for quite some time, but now that it was confirmed, my feelings of jealousy were more intense than I thought.
 
   Just one more reason to resent Skel.
 
   Time then to change the subject. “You will be appreciated here,” I said. “You will be an ambassador, of sorts. A teacher, even.”
 
   He shrugged. “It is ironic. All those years railing against the humans and their greater knowledge, yet here I am trying to teach the people here what I have learned from them.”  He snorted. “Even more ironic is how long I resented Lerner, even after his death, and yet I will play the same role here as he did with us.”
 
   I touched his arm gently, almost affectionately. “That is not so bad, is it?”
 
   “No. No, it is not.”  Silence stretched before he spoke. “It has taken me a long time to realize this, Gossamyr, but Lerner was a good male. A good male especially for you. I am sorry he is no longer with us.” 
 
   Cloud—“
 
   “It is truth, Gossamyr.”
 
   “And Skel is lucky to have found a male like you,” was all I could think of to say. I surprised myself by how much I meant it.
 
   For the first time since we played on the winds, I took Cloud up in my arms and truly hugged him. It felt right. Not as hugging your Mate feels, but as one hugs a true friend, it felt perfect.
 
   We both recognized the rhythm of the approaching footsteps. Cloud pulled away. “I had better go. You have a much more serious farewell to make.”
 
   I watched him walk away for a heartbeat then turned toward my other great regret about going home.
 
   Kalen.
 
   “You are leaving tomorrow,” he began.
 
   My throat was suddenly dry. I nodded, looking away shyly.
 
   “We will come back, Kalen. Louis, Amethyst and I have been discussing just what having a Builder ship on the surface of the Shard will mean. Travel times will be weeks, instead of months or years. And you and the other Councilmembers have expressed keen interest in establishing a link with the Known Nations and the Tower. My people will surely welcome contact with other Myotans, and I know the KN will jump at the chance. It is certain that we will return here. Perhaps in a few years. . .”
 
   “And you may well have forgotten me by then.”
 
   “You know that is hardly possible, Kalen.”
 
   “But you will move on with your life. No matter what, my life and your life now fly in separate winds. I know you feel something for me, even if it was not the storm of passion you felt for your husband. When and if we do meet again, even those feelings will no longer be the same.”
 
   “Perhaps. Or perhaps when our lives again fly in the same winds, our spirits will no longer be so weary from constant conflict and hardship that we can start anew.”
 
   His smile was weak, but there nonetheless. “I would like that.”
 
   I took his tool fingers in mine. “Just do not wait for me, Kalen, for what might be just a thin hope anyway. We still may never see each other again after tomorrow. Too much is still uncertain, and the distances between us will be too great. Do not deny yourself love and a family here because you think you must hold yourself to feelings for a female you knew only briefly.”
 
   “Yet I have a feeling we will meet again.”
 
   I allowed myself a small smile. “As do I.”
 
   Kalen quivered his lips to say more, but I simply leaned into him, draping his wing over my shoulder, snuggling in his torso, breathing deeply of his pleasant male scent. The reality of us as a couple was slipping away, but it was still nice to fantasize for a few more heartbeats.
 
   A week earlier, back on the Builder ship, my Matrix-downloaded self had been busy while my body was being repaired and my brain fought its way back to full consciousness. By necessity, there was much that she had learned that she could not tell my biological self. Too much I simply would not have comprehended. Other things would have been too dangerous for me to know or to tell the KN about. Technologies and Builder secrets that would prove too destructive in the hands of those that could not fully understand them. In the centuries to come that might change, but for now we would have to learn and struggle with life on the MegaShard the old-fashioned way.
 
   But she did allow me to retain some choice tidbits knowledge which could prove of great value for my people and the KN. The nature of the Builders' ultimate encryption, for instance, the one the Others could never crack.
 
   The Builders understood the potential for misuse of their immensely powerful tools. They had a great many safeguards built into them, but they also wanted to make absolutely sure only their true inheritors could operate their most potentially dangerous creations. And there was one quality that was immensely, uniquely human that the alien Others and their creations could never copy or even understand.
 
   It turns out only those who had known love, and had loved others, could use the crystal. That had been the final code.
 
   For some reason, despite all the other horrors I had seen that had resulted from the Builders' plans, that one bit of information gave me a profound hope for the future. The Builders, despite their immense knowledge and power, had never lost sight of who they were, of what truly mattered. And as we were all their children among the Shards, perhaps that spoke well of us as well.
 
   Kalen held me for a long time. I was content to be held, no longer a warrior, or an explorer, or even a shaman. Just a weary, lonely female, drawing warmth and comfort from a worthy male. Overhead, the Shards slowly slid through the sky, behind the eclipse of the immense silver-black shadow of the Builder ship.
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   I walked slowly through the corridors of the relic Builder ship, trailing a herd of very excited tarantulas. "If what you say is true, it could change everything!" D'Artagnan exclaimed.
 
   I allowed myself a slight smile. "It is not as Shard-shattering as all that," I said. Through a corner of my eye, thanks to the crystal, I watched the landscape slowly roll under the ship outside in the midday sun. My heart skipped a beat as I recognized the twists and turns of a familiar river a hundred meters below us. Almost there.
 
   We were a month away from Llexa. A distance that would have taken three lifetimes to cross on foot and more than a year in a helistat had been traversed in only a few weeks. Somehow, it was nice to know that when the time arises to return, Kalen and Cloud were merely a few weeks away.
 
   "But if you can manipulate the Nanotech Matrix directly the way you did back in that Spaceport, we could have access to all the Shard's systems!  We can finally see if the Shard is failing or not."
 
   "I will not manipulate the Nanotech Matrix like that again. It was too dangerous. And as for the MegaShard failing, it is."  That brought the spider swarm up to a sudden halt, before it remembered itself and skittered to catch up to me. Before it could say anything, I continued. "One of the things I looked up after the battle while my body was still being repaired was the state of the Shard-wide maintenance systems. The Nanotech Matrix is allowed to handle most foreseen day to day repairs and maintenance, but it is not authorized to do certain things unless it has human permission or supervision. There were a great number of small malfunctions that were building into a cascade failure of the MegaShard environment."
 
   "What kind of malfunctions?"
 
   "I do not know."
 
   "How can you not now?"
 
   "I mean, I knew while I was researching it, or at least my Matrix-downloaded self did. She thought it best that the real me did not know about it, or that anyone in the KN knew exactly what the danger was. Its passed now, anyway. My Matrix-self gave the Nanotech Matrix all the authorization it needed to take care of whatever was wrong."
 
   "How--how long would it have been until we found out about it otherwise?"
 
   I shrugged. "Depends on how KN exploration efforts went, if they would have discovered the problem in time. But left on its own, the MegaShard would had started to deteriorate in three decades. A century or two more, it would have become inhabitable."
 
   "But that's insane, Gossamyr!  Why would your other self not want us to know about such problems?"
 
   "Do you give a blind man an assault rifle and then just trust him to hit a target right the first time?  Would you let a child drive a helistat full throttle and just hope he can just happen to get you to your destination?  That is what it would have been like to give the KN what they needed to repair the Shard. Too many variables for things to go wrong, in the hands of those who have not learned how to handle such technologies yet. The KN will need decades more experience before they can begin to handle such things. But do not worry, they have that time now. The repairs I authorized should buy us a few more centuries yet. Provided nothing else breaks down that the Nanotech Matrix needs authorization to repair."
 
   "And if it does?"
 
   "I do not know. I think my other self made sure that was taken care of somehow, but that is one of many things she did not share with her flesh and bone self."
 
   "That must be very frustrating for you."
 
   I snorted. "You have no idea."  I realize that my other self had access to knowledge I did not, that her consciousness and processing power had been expanded to a degree I could scarcely imagine. And yet, none of that necessarily made her any wiser. Did I really trust the continued existence of everyone on the Shard to my own flawed wisdom, once removed?  Even though I am sure my Matrix avatar did everything she thought best, would that truly prove beneficial in the long run?
 
   I suppose we would all just have to wait and find out.
 
   We came to our destination on the deck and I toggled the door in front of us to slide open. D’Artagnan began to scamper into the spacious stateroom room until I hissed for him to stop and stay quiet. Thankfully, our intrusion had barely disturbed the room's occupants.
 
   In the large central cot a naked Amethyst lay on her side with an equally nude Louis tucked under her muscular arm, the both of them sleeping the contented slumber of the sexually exhausted. The scents in the room left no doubt as to their activities the night before.
 
   I found myself sporting a large and growing smile as I watched them snuggle unconsciously to each other. It was about time, really. Louis' attitude toward her had changed dramatically since Llexa, and it was obvious to everybody how close they were becoming. It had been a long, arduous, painful beginning for them, but I knew I was looking at two spirits who now flew as one.
 
   How they would handle Louis' fiancée Rumiko, if she still even waited for him, would no doubt be an unpleasant episode. But after all the other obstacles they had to endure just to reach this moment, I had no doubt that they could handle it.
 
   I ushered the spider swarm out of the room and slid the door shut. Louis and Amethyst deserved time with each other, to really cement their intimacy in each other.
 
   "Interesting," was all D'Artagnan had to say about that. He quickly changed the subject to things far more interesting to him than mammalian sex. "So what else did you learn while you were linked to the Nanotech Matrix?"
 
   "You have to understand that I retain only bits and pieces, D'Artagnan, but even that is near-overwhelming. I am still trying to sift through it all myself."
 
   "So even what you do fully remember you're having a hard time understanding?"
 
   "Yes."  Or, at least what I could understand I did not fully want to divulge yet. Some things both my people and the KN were simply not ready for, such as the fact that human consciousness was only a small subset of what we like to call sentience. That there were artificial intelligences as far beyond them as they were beyond an ant, yet were created and destroyed like so many disposable tools by the Nanotech Matrix. And that these supreme AIs were incapable of caring about their own existence at all was the most chilling revelation of all.
 
   I could not suppress the shudder that swept through my body. How could I explain to anyone that the gods who held the lives of every person on the Shard in their hands were quite mad?
 
   But other information, I could convey. Things far off that could have no immediate impact, but which could prepare the KN and its allies for obstacles in the future, if they began preparing now. "Well, while I was connected I discovered the purpose of the Eden Sphere."
 
   Tarantulas hopped about themselves with anxious excitement. "What?  You mean it had a purpose besides life support?"
 
   I nodded. "Life support, living space, energy gathering, expansion of ecological niches and such were all obvious reasons to build the Sphere. The Builders would have built Dyson Spheres and other megastructures eventually, but at the height of their era they were in the middle of exploring the galaxy, and had found many worlds that they could terraform. Dyson spheres would actually not have been necessary for many millennia yet.
 
   "But then they encountered...something out in the great dark between the stars."
 
   "Oh?  What?"
 
   "I do not know," I said sheepishly. "This is the one thing I do not know if my avatar-self ever found out either, or if she held back. But one impression I got from her was unmistakable. The Builders had instilled no innate emotions into the Nanotech Matrix, beyond the prime directive of preserving and serving the inhabitants of the Sphere. No emotion, save one: fear. Above all, it was to fear whatever they had found out there and do everything it could to protect the Sphere and the lives it held from their discovery."
 
   "So the Sphere was a lifeboat?  Moses on the Nile, innocent babes hidden away to save them?"
 
   "No. The Eden Sphere was a fortress. Humanity's last line of defense. Its most unassailable castle in a cosmic conflict we cannot even begin to imagine."
 
   "But the Sphere was shattered. Destroyed!  What can that mean?"
 
   "We cannot know for sure," I said, setting my lips in a grim line. "We may never know, I am afraid."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   A few hours later, Zell, the mousy chamber attendant from Kalen's castle who had still felt it her duty to tend to me even a dozen earth-spans away, roused me from my slumber. "We've spotted it, Searcher!"
 
   I propped myself up on my elbows on the small sleeping mat and blinked into the gloom "What?"
 
   "Its still very far away, but we should be there within an hour or two. The, uh, spiders have already established radio contact with the people who live there!  There are many there who are very excited about your arrival soon."
 
   I allowed a smile to creep into my expression. They are not the only ones who would be excited.
 
   In two hours, we would be at the Tower.
 
   In two hours, after so long, I would be home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Life, Laughter, Love, Home, Children. These are the only measures of success that ever really matter.
 
   --From the Myotan Oral Traditions
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They had all gathered again, almost everyone of our people, as they did that day now almost eight years ago, when the humans first came to us. Three hundred souls, gathered on the great scrub-grass field surrounding the gargantuan silver-black walls of the Tower.
 
   I watched them as we descended, my heart swelling.
 
   So tiny, they all looked. Even all assembled, united as one, my people were but a speck in the eye of creation. A tiny spark of enlightenment and hope in a sea of endless darkness. Where once they had seemed so mighty, the center of my world.
 
   In truth, they still were. But now I had a sense of how big the world really was, and my people's humble optimism in the face of all that made me love them all the more.
 
   But it was not just them waiting this time, I noticed. A small band of humans waited close by, off to the side. Almost directly opposite the Tower from where we approached a helistat squatted on the large open field, next to what looked like to be small make-shift shelters. Though I had little doubt they were welcome in the Tower for lodging, their plan to turn the Tower into a remote base for helistats would require a great deal of construction outside.
 
   Also unlike that day of first contact, my people were not bewildered or fearful. We had been able to radio ahead to the humans and inform them of our situation. Needless to say, at first they had been extremely doubtful that we would be flying a kilometer-long Builder ship, but their misgivings cleared up completely once they spotted us with binoculars.
 
   We lowered the ship so that it hovered only a few meters above surface, then irised open a lower door and flung out a Llexan-made rope ladder. Then, without ceremony, we climbed out. I was the third down, after Louis and Amethyst, and as soon as my foot touched the ground I looked up at the assembled faces. The closest, a mere wingspan away, was Flier. His broad face broke out into the widest smile I had ever seen, almost laughing in joy. "Gossamyr!"  he said quietly, walking up and taking me up in his wings, eyes brimming with moisture. "Gossamyr!" He exulted, much louder this time, as I found myself hugging him back as if he was the only island in a storm-tossed sea.
 
   Suddenly, my name was echoed by everyone present, and soon became a shouted ululation. Jubilantly, my people surged forward in a wave of hugs and slaps and shouted joy.
 
   "Father of my heart," was all I could say, my nostrils filled with the scent of this great male who had always protected me, had always protected all of us. In his arms, at last, I realized I was truly home.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   A hush instantly fell over all of them, however, as Zell, the first of the Llexan Myotans, departed the ship. She seemed to shrink into herself, already nervous and now genuinely afraid as the crowd quieted and as one turned to regard her.
 
   We had gotten so used to humans and non-Myotans in our community we hardly thought different when we saw one. Even the gigantic metal cylinder hovering above them was just a new kind of mundanity to them, after years of enormous human helistats visiting us. But a stranger who was one of our own--an outsider who was as Myotan as we were--was something different altogether.
 
   "Everyone," I announced. "This is Zell, from the city of Llexa where our own ancestors originally came."  I grabbed up her tool-fingers and had to almost drag her the several paces it took to reach the front of the crowd. I smiled broadly as I started introductions. "Zell, this is our leader, Flier. His family took me in after my parents died."
 
   She bowed in greeting, but that only lasted for a split second before Flier took her up in his huge arms and hugged her s if she were a long last child. She was still gasping when the other Myotans began disembarking, and more cheers and laughter went up from the crowd. They surged forward to greet these new travelers, who looked so much like ourselves.
 
   Amidst the celebration, just as the sheer elation of returning began to ebb, I was struck forcefully by the one face I longed to see, but could not find. "Flier," I said, pulling him aside during a momentary lull in the greetings, "Where is Windrider?"
 
   His face fell, his lips suddenly set into a grim line. "We must talk, Gossamyr."
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The smell of sickness was hard to miss. I could tell she was kept as clean as possible, but the changes to her own personal scent were unmistakable. A sickness of the lungs, Flier said, one that Windrider's own spirit callings and visiting human doctors could not cure.
 
   As soon as Flier pulled aside the privacy curtain I ran up to her sleeping mat. I took up her hand. "Windrider?"
 
   Her eyes fluttered open, a broad smile instantly breaking her features into a hundred laugh lines. "Gossamyr?  Is it truly you?"
 
   I nodded, words catching in my throat.
 
   "You came back."  She coughed weakly. "I knew you would. The others, they all said that you were so far away that returning was impossible. But I knew that you would. You are the most extraordinary among us."
 
   I shook my head. "That is untrue. I am not special. I just got caught up in unusual circumstances."
 
   She smiled weakly. "You chose to make yourself extraordinary, daughter of my heart. When your 'unusual circumstances' happened, you chose to fly straight up into their winds, instead of ducking low into safer skies, as many of us would have. I knew that when your dream-self came to me just a month ago."
 
   "My dream self?"
 
   "Oh, yes. She told me of all you had done since leaving us. Your battle with Sunset, your great journey, of finding the ruined city filled with other Myotans, of fighting the monsters from the darkness between the Shards."
 
   I started. A month ago I had been mentally linked with the Nanotech Matrix. I knew my other self had done a lot without telling me before she allowed herself to be deleted, but I did not suspect that she would have visited Windrider.
 
   But, of course she would have, I realized after a moment’s thought. She was me.  In retrospect, it should have been obvious that would have been one of the first things she would have done once the danger were past.
 
   I smiled thinly. "Then I do not need to tell you about all that happened to me."
 
   She patted my tool fingers with her own. "No, no, tell me!  Dreams fade. Tell me."
 
   So I did. we talked for several hours before fatigue from her illness claimed her, and she fell into a deep slumber.
 
   I frowned, smoothing the thinning hair from her furry brow. She had told me a lot of what had happened here since I was gone, as well. The births, the deaths, the romances, the arguments, and so on that were always the meat and bones of gossip in our lives. Of the humans beginning construction of their support facilities, the beginnings of what would be equipment sheds and hangars and landing strips to accommodate helistats fully. Of Brightwind's and the others' journey to the KN with Jacqueline.  Brightwind apparently longed for the day when he would finally be old enough to be accepted into one of the human universities in the KN, to learn how to become a helistat pilot.
 
   She did not speak much of her own illness, but it was clear from what Flier said and what she haltingly admitted that if she regained some strength she would never recover fully from it. 
 
   "There is one last thing," she said, her eyes fluttering as her weariness tried to draw her into sleep. "One last thing, your dream self said to me. Something she has not told you."
 
   "What?"
 
   "A gift to you. A gift to you, and to Lerner."
 
   I blinked in surprise. What could that possibly mean?  "What kind of gift?"
 
   "She did not say. She said you would know it, when you received it. But it was very important. The most important gift you would ever receive."  Her eyes closed for a few breaths, and I was just about to rise, when they blinked open one last time that night. "I love you, daughter of my heart. The Sky Spirit has blessed me, blessed us all. You came back. Today is one of the best days of my life in this world."
 
   "Spirits, I love you, Windrider," I said, emptying my heart as I hugged her tightly.
 
   Her own embrace was weak, but fierce just the same.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The next few days were a whirlwind of activity. There was much to attend to, from seeing to the Llexans' needs in an alien land, to meeting and catching up with all my friends, to debriefing the humans present, to attending to Shaman duties that Windrider was too sick to attend to.
 
   The latter was in many ways the most unexpected activity, but also the most satisfying. I was surprised at how easily all the rituals and more came flooding back to me. It was comforting to be doing something familiar that brought much security and satisfaction to everyone present, including myself.
 
   On the third night home I woke suddenly in the middle of the night to find myself in the Hall of Remembrance, my only light was Lerner's old flashlight sprawled on the floor beside me. I looked around, confused and groggy. I could not recall how I had gotten there, or why I had fallen asleep on the floor. I looked around, and was surprised when my eyes locked on the preserved skin that held Lerner's tattoos.
 
   I slowly approached it, lightly running my fingers over the very images I myself had transcribed onto his body years before. I smiled as I remembered how he laughed to hide the pain as I poked his skin again and again with the tattoo needle, of how inflamed he usually was after a session, especially that one time I teasingly used my tongue to blot away some excess pigment.
 
   I stopped myself. It was the first time in two years that I could think of him, and smile instead of wince in pain at his memory. He would always be with me until my dying breath. But now, I could perhaps live more in the years of love and wonder we had together, instead of always dwelling on those last few agonized moments of his passing.
 
   I felt a pang, deep in my abdomen. Not painful, not exactly, but I knew something had happened beyond just normal body processes. When I placed my hands on my belly, my own voice, unbidden, popped into my head.
 
   "Two gifts," my Matrix-downloaded self said silently, her last recorded message to me.
 
   My eyes widened, and a simple body divination spell later, I swore to every spirit among the Shards.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   SEVENTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I do not know how, but Windrider knew the moment I went to see her the next day. Maybe my other self had planted a message in her head as she had mine; or maybe Windrider, with her magic and natural perceptiveness and accumulated wisdom, simply saw what no one else could.
 
   She saw me, her face brightened, and she cough hard.  I ran to her, cradling her head and making her sip water. Flier came in just then, never more than a room away from her now. She ignored my efforts as best she could and laid her tool fingers directly on my abdomen. She did seem a bit stronger today, but she would still be a long time recovering. Her smile was as wide as her pained face could make it. "How long has it been?"
 
   Despite myself, my face flushed brightly with crimson in the thin fur around my eyes, like a youngster admitting to her first ear-stroking. Windrider always had that effect on me. "Last night," I said sheepishly. "While I was in the Hall of Remembrance."
 
   Windrider nodded. "Are they Lerner's?"
 
   I nodded, and she laughed delightedly.
 
   Flier had watched the exchanged with growing bewilderment. He furrowed his brows. "What happened in the Hall of Remembrance?  What are Lerner's?"
 
   "My children."  I said quietly. "I am pregnant with two of Lerner's children."
 
   He gaped, and Windrider just chortled at his naked bewilderment. "But--but how?"
 
   I shrugged. "I am not exactly sure...but you know how I told you that in that great battle at Llexa, I had to make a copy of myself in the Nanotech Matrix?  Before she, um, dissolved, she set several nanotech programs--spirit callings--into motion. One was triggered when I entered the Hall of Remembrance. She took the DNA that was still there from Lerner's preserved skin and mixed it with my own with the Matrix's nanites, the way the Others did, but without any hidden programming."  A small, satisfied grin crept across my lips. "Despite everything, she was still me. And she wanted me--the me that survived--to be happy. In nine months time, I will give birth to my Mate's children."
 
   Within a few heartbeats, the three of us found ourselves in a close, kneeling huddle around Windrider's mat, gently holding on to each other, drawing strength from our bond that none of us possessed on our own. Celebrating with our closeness those lives who had passed from us, and those lives we had yet to greet.
 
   We were family.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Windrider, Spirits bless her strength, eventually beat back the sickness ravaging her, but found herself too weakened too often to perform her duties as Shaman.
 
   The ancient ritual was held, and I became the Shaman of our people. I went about my new duties gratefully. The adjustment was harder than I thought it would be. Not only from my own advancing pregnancy, but that all my time away had made everyone near-strangers. It took time and much effort to bridge the gaps that had grown between us, despite everyone's initial enthusiasm.
 
   But there was also much to celebrate. The new Myotans we had brought from Llexa were adjusting to their new surroundings very well, and a number of them had found Mates and fast friends among my people. I was particularly glad to see Zell and Brightwind pair off, and sneaking into the remote storerooms at night when they thought no one would notice. He still had every ambition to travel to the Known Nations to train as a helistat pilot, and it was beginning to look as if he would have at least one stalwart companion for another such epic journey.
 
   We found that eight others of our people could command the interface crystal. They mostly let me handle it anyway--the Builder ship was simply way too much magic for them to deal with comfortably--but it was nice to know that I could pass the burden of it on should I need to.
 
   The humans continued to pass through our territory on their way to more and more distant destinations far into the Outlands. The construction of their helistat repair and resupply base proceeded slowly but inexorably. Through painful and sometimes heated negotiations, Flier got the KN to agree to limit the number of human permanent personnel at the Tower to only a hundred or so. They did not truly need more than that to man their base, and we Myotans would not be overwhelmed by their numbers. Flier agreed that as our community grew the human presence here could as well, but after all that had happened he was determined that Myotans should remain true to our Myotan ways, even if it meant restricting the influence of well-meaning but nonetheless disruptive friends.
 
   Louis and Amethyst, hand in hand, departed shortly my becoming official Shaman. How they would handle confronting Rumiko, I had no idea, but they seemed determined to give their awkward but growing relationship every chance it could. I last saw them boarding a small helistat bound for the KN, arguing at the top of their lungs even as their fingers entwined with passion.
 
   Some couples find love in harmony, or in common goals, or in circumstance. But I knew Louis and Amethyst would always find their love for each other in conflict. And that was as it should be.
 
   D’Artagnan left with them, mentioning writing an epic adventure novel about our journey
 
   The KN officials of course showed a near-salivating interest in the Builder ship that became a familiar site hovering near our Tower. I told them that I fully intended to use it to help them in their exploration efforts, but only in time. My people had to come first. Since the Builder ship could not be operated at the moment by anyone but me, they acquiesced. After all, their exploration of the Shard was likely to take many decades no matter what tools were at their disposal. They could wait a few years until things settled down again.
 
   I sipped afghuri tea on a ledge a few levels up in the Tower in my ninth month or pregnancy, the birth of Lerner's children just a few weeks away. In many ways it was a perfect day; what clouds there were were white, puffy, and near-swallowed by the horizon haze. Nearby, a small helistat settled down onto the large cleared field, the shadow of the hovering Builder ship and the Tower almost neatly intersecting it like a gigantic X. All around it, Myotan youngsters wheeled and dived through the air, their laughter carrying far as the engines on the great airship eventually slowed to a halt.
 
   I smiled, laying my tool-fingers on my now enormous belly. One of the children kicked gently, as if anxious to get out into the world and on with life.
 
   My grin broadened. My adventures were just beginning.
 
    
 
    
 
   End
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