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This book is dedicated to


my mother and father,


who taught me that the truth


is in the love.









It is the wind through the trees


It is the light flickering on the leaves


It is the way she looks at me


It is speaking through my dreams









PROLOGUE


INGEO


(Long Ago)


Ingeo dreamed of a man who was lost:






Overlooking a wooded valley; in the forest below, dying; on a crescent sandy shore searching for someone; in white space, in black starry space, in fantastic glass buildings that reach the sky, on an island, in his mind. In all these places the man is lost, and Ingeo shares his confusion and budding terror but cannot not help, only follow . . .


. . . into a dark alley where Ingeo senses, as the man does, a change. Something coming. The man grabs a hand, his lover’s, and yells in a language not Korial. They run through a maze of alleys growing tighter and darker. They drive through an invisible thickness, hanging on to each other for life and love. The ground rumbles, the building cracks. Ingeo screams from above for them to reach and take his hand, he will pull them out of their world, but the building collapses, and they choke on the dust as they fall.


Ingeo sees now through the man’s eyes: stars. The woman’s hand slips through his fingers. Sanity spills from his ears like warm water. Three fireballs tear through the black sky and blot out the stars, roaring the tri-roar of some otherworldly nightmare. The hot smell of fire and death singe his nostrils as the meteors strike and concuss the world.
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Ingeo awoke in a cold sweat. Nurin shone in thick, soft beams through the panes of his window. He was inside the light, warm, hovering like a dust mote, wavering between realms. He was cold and sad.


They were real, he thought.


He could still hear their harried footsteps.


No, just a dream.


The footsteps were coming from outside. He knew their gimpy rhythm. He jumped out of bed and threw open the window as Gideon limped around the corner, talking to himself and laughing. Ingeo wiped the tears from his cheeks, dressed, tied his shoes tight, and ran downstairs, nearly running into his mother.


“What’s it about?” she asked in Korial. She blocked the hall with one thick arm. Her hair was a tangled nest, her gray eyes exhausted and alert. She was still in her bar apron.


“Don’t know,” he replied in earnest. He ducked under her arm and took his coat.


“What have I said?”


“What’s the worry? He’s likely here for supplies.”


“‘What’s the worry?’ the young man asks,” she said, glancing over her left shoulder and appealing to Ingeo’s dead father. “Winds are shifting.”


He’d heard it from her many times. He opened the door and backed out. “I know.” And he did. But Gideon was no dissident. He was a scientist; and Zinsa, however steeped in the faith she’d become, however pickled by its juices, surely still recognized the difference. Still, Ingeo was neither oblivious nor reckless. He’d been content with no one knowing about his visits to the planetarium. He’d be content now just to observe the old man from a distance.


He didn’t need her consent, but he waited for it. She gave it by slamming the door shut.


He sprinted down the street, cut left into the first alley, then right onto the south road. It rose and curved. The Seven Spires pierced the sky above the steepled, rowhouse rooves and slid around each other in parallax as he ascended. The market murmured from over the hill, wafted its bouquet of meat, sweets, incense, and feces. The sounds and smells of home. His thighs burned. He topped the hill in time to see Gideon stumble into the throng. He followed him into the shadow of the castle.


He weaved through a packed aisle, vegetable and jewelry carts down one side, clicking clocks, greasy engine parts, and lowing reemas down the other. Two women in Gideon’s wake pointed to the sky and laughed. A boy and a girl jumped up and down and reached for the blue. Ingeo squeezed the boy’s shoulder. “What’s it about?”


The boy’s eyes were big and dreaming. “Another world!”


Ingeo tingled through his core, over his scalp, out to his fingers, and down to his toes.


He’s done it, he thought.


Gideon climbed onto the base of the statue of Zinsa, leaned on his good leg, and flapped his hands to quiet the crowd. Few noticed him. “Remember my telescope!” he hollered, jabbing a finger over their heads, over the rooves and the city wall, across the fields to the wavy green hills and the small white bump on the highest crest. “My telescope! Remember!” A few more turned, curious about all the shouting. He looked from one to another, nodding his head and grinning, as though they were all in this together. His gray hair was wild, his spectacles slanted, his pants and long coat yellowed and threadbare. Ingeo burrowed closer.


“I’ve mastered it just in time!” Gideon proclaimed and paused for a reaction. Someone hit him in the chest with a fruit core.


A man, a roofer from east quarter (Ingeo could hardly remember a name, but he never forgot a face) shouted, “Nice treat! Tell us all about it!” This drew the first laughs.


Gideon’s eyes widened. “I mean to! For twenty turns I’ve refined my instrument and waited. I told you my theory, here, two turns past. Some of you must remember. This one does!”


The accused, a quiet woman, pious, faithful, gaunt, a weaver of some sort, turned a few heads, turned red in the cheeks, and made for safer space. A smelter from north quarter standing on Ingeo’s right hip, a squat boulder of a man, heavy drinker, crossed his arms over his chest and flared his nostrils.


Gideon wrung his hands. “Hear it again. You should listen! The dull star, the one that floats alone, is no star at all. It is another world. I trained my telescope and saw the surface.”


More people laughed now, and from deeper down in their bellies. Merchants shouted for the attention being drawn from their goods and slung a few choice words at the one drawing it. Ingeo liked the look and feel of none of it. Gideon went on, undeterred or unaware of the growing sentiment and the guards seeping into the crowd. “Our planets have converged. Close as they come in their orbits. Now close your eyes,” he commanded and was the only one who did, as far as Ingeo could tell. “Step onto the ladder. Place an eye to the eyepiece. See inside, the dull star. Turn the dial. No, let me turn it for you! I draw the star closer. The light fades to gray. A gray surface. A continent, and an ocean.”


Guffaws and backslaps. But not all were amused. Some frowned. Some shuffled their feet and eyed the sky. Ingeo looked up and crafted his own rendering on the blank blue canvas, not for the first time or the hundredth. Only now he had textures, elements, and pale colors to paint with. It was nothing to fear. It was not impossible. It was science and discovery, history being made. But Gideon’s story took a strange turn then.


The astronomer’s eyes popped open. “There’s more,” he warned. “There is nothing to do but say it. There are three volcanoes along the coast. Six dark squares, evenly spaced, in an arc around the center volcano. Massive structures. Impossible without intelligence.”


Ingeo’s throat dried. The good people of Teles fell silent. They looked at each other with tilted heads, furrowed brows, and scrunched noses as if asking one another if Gideon had indeed just said what they thought he said. Then they exploded with laughter, applauded him, and pelted him with a hailstorm of paid-for and unpaid-for produce.


A calm, sharp voice penetrated the ruckus. A single word. An invocation: “Heresy.”


Ingeo shrank. The full weight of this came crashing down like the building from his dream, the one that buried those lovers. The coarse, black robe of a hooded Mind Dreamer brushed his side. “Heresy,” she said again and was answered with prayers, boos, and one screaming cackle.


A middle-aged woman, a farmer and baker, came to Gideon’s defense. “Too much time alone is all,” she said. A hunched man, new to Teles, spit at her. Twin sisters Ingeo’s age—Joli and Ry, he remembered their names—shoved the man.


Rough currents formed, some people pushing closer to the statue, others getting out of there. Ingeo ducked and rode a frothing stream to the base. He tugged on Gideon’s pants. They locked eyes. Gideon’s were untamed. Yes, Ingeo, Yes! they seemed to say. Believe it!


“Rescind!” Ingeo pleaded.


Mind Dreamers formed a black circle around the statue. They closed sunken eyes, mouthed prayers with pale lips, lifted bony arms, and wiggled bony fingers. Gideon turned this way and that, shooing them away. A small boy, perched on his father’s shoulders, tapped Ingeo on the head, and pointed at Gideon. “Blood,” he said.


Gideon’s back had been to the statue. No one had noticed. But they saw it now, the dark patch of matted hair. Gideon touched the back of his head and grimaced. “Nothing serious,” he said. “I was startled, and I fell. Imagine how you would have fared! Or you! Any of you!”


See, Ingeo thought to the shaken mass. He hit his head. He doesn’t mean it.


A desperate voice took up the call of heresy, and more joined in. A brave, fierce minority booed. Gideon jumped from the statue, looked quickly and severely into Ingeo’s eyes, and passed him a crumpled piece of parchment.


Ingeo tunneled out of the crowd and turned. Guards led Gideon up the fanned castle steps. Zinsa stood in her high window in the Spire Stilter, watching, still, a blank white face atop a green sea of cloth.


Gideon tore his arms away from the guards, limped forward, and shouted: “We are not alone in this space around Nurin. Is it so hard to believe? Could the Mind not dream of life outside of Qol? The Mind has. Prepare yourselves!”


A cold wind whipped over the hill city as Zinsa stepped back into the dark of her chamber. The heavy castle doors opened, then shut behind the astronomer.


Ingeo sat on a windowsill watching the sky darken and thinking that Nurin must have slowed its descent just to stretch his nerves. The bar was overcrowded and too quiet. No songs, no scuffles, no drinking games. Only muffled conversations, looks passed between tables, sides being formed: sympathy for the astronomer versus none. The air was thick, the smell of sweat and sour ale as potent as ever.


Ingeo risked another glance at the parchment. It was covered in scribbled formulas except for a small island of coherence in the bottom right corner, a solution, an alignment, a number for each of the telescope’s dials. Ingeo had seen many such combinations before, but he didn’t know enough about the instrument to know if this one was special. Maybe it was. Maybe Gideon had seen another world. These “structures” were easily explained. A trick of the old man’s eyes in the heat of the historical moment. A concussed fantasy.


But the way he’d looked at Ingeo as he passed him the parchment. The mad thrill in his eyes. The warning.


Ingeo felt his mother staring at him over the heads of her patrons. He hadn’t tried to hide his intentions from her. He knew he couldn’t, just as she knew she couldn’t stop him. It was, after all, her inherited curiosity that had nudged him across the fields and up the green hills that first time and every time since. It was her obstinance now propping up his decision to go again. He met her eyes, slid off the windowsill, and left.


The sky was blue-black. The first stars were out. Lanterns burned in the windows of the row houses. A family eating. A man reading. A couple quarreling. Two little girls with their faces pressed to the glass, looking up.


The guards at the south gate were drunk and engrossed in a game of tiles. They accepted Ingeo’s bribe without looking at him. He passed through the gate, turned west, traced the wall until he was out of sight, then took off into the field. He looked up as he ran and found it easily, the hole in space, the black lake with sparkling shores and a lone dull light in its center, the oversized star that maybe wasn’t. Ingeo thought of the lovers and didn’t know why.


He reached the hills, caught his breath, and looked back across the field at the shadowed, ringed, torch-speckled hill city with its seven-spiked crown. Home. It looked very far away. He started up the path.


Two guards sat and one stood on the crumbling, semi-circle rock wall outside the planetarium. A fourth, holding a torch, paced the overgrown grass. Ingeo crept out of the trees, close enough to pick up their tone but not their words. They were arguing, three men and one woman.


The one with the torch paused in his pacing as though having come to some conclusion, then barked something with the air of being in charge. All four looked up at the telescope protruding from the dome. Pointing. All four looked away. The lead spoke again. The others sighed, grumbled, and squeaked, respectively, then followed him around the planetarium to the door on the far side.


Ingeo snuck up to the near window, the very same he’d tapped on his first time here roughly one turn past. Gideon had been polishing his telescope and talking to it. It had seemed so big to Ingeo then, so portentous. It did still. It gleamed with starlight. It loomed.


The door opened, and the guards entered in a tight bunch behind the torch. “Find another light,” said the lead. Ingeo recognized him now, the scar above his left eye. He was an infrequent visitor to the bar but a hard and silent drinker when he came. “Watch the mess,” he said, pointing to a dark, dried puddle a body’s length from the foot of the ladder.


“Blood here!” screeched the smallest of them, a big-nosed, nine-fingered man who’d lost the tenth cheating at tiles.


“Keep it down. That’s Gideon’s blood.”


The woman, from west quarter, mother to three young boys, approached the telescope like it was a wild animal, held out a hand as though to let it sniff her. She stroked it and looked up its smooth back through the opening in the ceiling. “I just wonder why Zinsa is bothering to come at all,” she said.


The fourth guard, unfamiliar to Ingeo, tall as the woman and three times as wide, leveled a fat finger at her. “If you have questions, why don’t you be the one?”


The small man grinned. The lead nodded. The woman took a sharp breath in, let it out, and approached the ladder.


She climbed. She glanced at the dials. She tapped the eyepiece and cringed, as though afraid it might shock her, then lowered her eye.


“What what?!” squealed the nine-fingered man.


“Nothing,” she said. “Black.”


“Ha! Maaad Gideon!”


The three men exhaled in unison and shared a laugh. There was nothing to worry about. They were living in the world as it had always been, the one world. All four walked out of the planetarium and turned left toward the wall. Ingeo went right and was quickly inside. Too quick without a light. His foot caught the sticky edge of the dried blood puddle. Pulse pounding in his temples, he cursed himself and climbed the ladder.


Qol was a full spin further along in its orbit since Gideon had last cast his searching eye into space. Nor had the other world, if that was what it was, stopped its endless circuit around Nurin. The guards had failed to consider this and wouldn’t have known what to do anyway. Ingeo took the parchment, a candle, and a match from his coat pocket. He read the solution by the light of the flickering flame, adjusted the dials, swallowed, and looked into the eyepiece.


Inside was a glowing gray dot. He turned another dial, and the dot grew and darkened. Shadows formed, contours, the impression of movement. A dark gray continent and a gray-blue ocean. Three volcanoes along the coast. Six black squares, evenly spaced, in an arc around the center volcano. Ingeo trembled. Ingeo muttered the things he saw. He jumped off the ladder, ran out of the planetarium and down the hill.


His mother was sitting on the stairs when he arrived home. She stood. He buried his head in her chest, squeezed her, and cried.


“Unbelievable,” she said.


He thought he would never sleep again. He slept for what felt like an instant. In that instant, the dream returned, a version of it. The lovers ran through catacombs, chased by a machine that smashed through the subterranean rock walls and shook the ground and shook their brains.


He awoke to guards shouting and banging on doors up and down the street. There were guards downstairs. He slipped out of bed and searched for his shoes. They were in his closet, lined up and cleaned of Gideon’s blood. A guard threw open his door, ransacked his room, examined his shoes, tossed them, and left.


“What did they say?” Ingeo asked his mother when they were gone.


“Someone at the planetarium in the ninarc,” she said.


“The planet?”


“Zinsa went. She looked. There was nothing.”


The castle horns beckoned from atop the hill in a minor tune that sent shivers up Ingeo’s spine and paled his mother’s face.


“She can’t,” he said. “It’s the truth.”


“It doesn’t matter. It’s heresy.”


“I have to—”


“Please, Ingeo.”


“I have to tell people.”


She looked at the floor and sighed like it was her last breath.


The hills to the west were smaller than he remembered, the wooded canyon beyond it narrower, the river slower and shallower. He’d taken these trails only once before, with his father, when he was young. Everything seemed bigger then. But he remembered the way. It was slow going, but he would not risk the road. It took him all of the arc hiking at a strong pace to reach Golla.


The lake sparkled through gaps in the tall trunks. Nurin blazed red above the tepid watery horizon and cast a trail of fiery light straight to Ingeo. The stilted wooden city was a bed of glowing embers, the boats a swarm of flushed waterbugs slipping in and out of docks, sliding under boardwalks, cozying up to warehouses. Motorbarrows rolled over boardwalks, thin trails of smoke rising from growling engines.


Ingeo had intended to avoid the city, to go around it through the hovels and then follow the road from a safe distance on the other side. There was less chance of running into guards or Mind Dreamers that way. But now he considered taking the risk. He’d hiked well and might be ahead of them, ahead of the message he’d left in Teles on his way out. He could leave it here too. He could catch a ride. He waited for Nurin to sink into the lake.


A flame appeared in the forest as he skirted the muddy shore. Then another, then more. The air was spiced. The hovels were alive with families cooking, eating, drinking. Children played chase. A baby wailed. Ingeo kept his head low and nodded to any who noticed him, but few did. They were busy living. They were still on the safe side of knowing. He left strips in dark corners for them to find in the early arc. He left one on the boardwalk beneath a torch that had gone out, in an empty barrel outside of a warehouse, in a flower box outside a lodge, in a doorway, in a bag slung over a shoulder. He stayed in the shadows. He listened for talk of Teles. The few guards he passed seemed tired and bored. The few Mind Dreamers did not hiss of heresy.


The bars were raucous. Ingeo shoved through the crowd and came to the depot. There were plenty of drivers but few sober and none interested in traveling through the ninarc. Except for a white-haired, one-eyed woman. “Don’t look at me like that,” she said in Korial, pointing to her patch. “I see farther and better than all these fools.” She pocketed his coin and shoveled coke into her engine.


They rumbled over a boardwalk. A long, low barge slipped underneath them. The sky was clouded over and starless. Ingeo sat behind the driver, atop the engine. He took a risk. “Is it true, an execution in Teles?” He didn’t know for sure. The horns had played that black song, yes, but perhaps Zinsa had stayed her hand. Perhaps she’d let Gideon and any who supported him off with a grim warning.


The driver “looked” back over her shoulder with her patched eye. “Is it?”


He regretted opening his mouth. “Just a rumor,” he said and sat back. He told himself not to sleep, not yet, stay alert. But he’d had a long hike, and the seat was warm.


The guard spilling the contents of his rucksack was a dream. He was safe.


No, it was real. His heart stopped. It was over. They’d kill him and the old woman too. Or she’d turned him in. Another guard was rummaging through the trunk beneath her seat. She stood behind him staring into the back of his head. Ingeo stepped down and inched away, ready to bolt. But there were no strips of parchment in the small pile of his belongings. The guards went back to their hut and their game of tiles. The ferry into Marra chugged across the river toward them. Ingeo breathed. “Well,” said the woman, picking up a canteen and a loaf of bread. “Don’t just stand there.”


They crossed the prairie and snaked through the forest. They were on the road now, after all, and Ingeo missed his mother terribly. They’d been this way not more than three phases past. They’d come twice a turn for as long as he could remember to buy the wheat for her ale. He wished the driver was her. He wished this was one of those routine journeys.


They turned south at the fork and climbed. Miwa’s tapered wooden tower rose from the grassy hilltop, and the city, a lumpy, rusted, green metal blanket, spread out around it. There were guards at each of the narrow, slanted openings. There were Mind Dreamers roaming the ceilinged alleys, reminding anyone they passed and any listening behind the windows and doors of their shops and homes that the Mind dreamt only of Qol. So, word had reached. The driver drove with a stern calm, the controlled urgency of everyday business.


“There was something in my sack,” Ingeo said when they were through the city and back on the road.


The woman turned and eyed him with her patch.


“Did you read them?” he asked.


She said, “‘I am Ingeo, Gideon’s assistant. I saw what he saw. Zinsa lies. Impossible without intelligence.’ What did you see?”


He told her. And they were quiet for the remainder of the arc and through the ninarc, all the rest of the way to the Academy.
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“The buildings themselves are experiments,” his mother had explained to him the first time they’d passed through here, the last stop before the farms to the north and east. “Always changing. The scientists and students always tinkering.” Ingeo recognized it now in the early, slanted light by not recognizing it. The buildings were shapes he could never have thought of. Many were shapeless. They were all sizes. Some were layered and turned in on themselves so that it was difficult to perceive their size. They were made of wood and metal and many types of stone. It was a hodgepodge, a brainstorm of structure, nestled into the hills behind a curvy river moat. It was very much itself. That was how Ingeo thought of it that first time, and that was how he thought of it now. It was open-minded. It was hopeful, and so he was hopeful. But he never made it inside.


The bridge was clogged with guards shouting, Mind Dreamers hissing, and students and scientists protesting this intrusion on their neutral reserve, their intellectual island, faithful as they were to nothing but the results of their tinkering.


The driver lifted a plank beneath her feet, reached down, pulled out a stack of parchment strips tied with a string, and shoved them into Ingeo’s chest. “Off. Go.”


She would not be the last stranger to help him on his soul-bending journey, but she was the first. “Thank you,” he said and buried the strips in his rucksack.


She pointed to her eyepatch. “I see you. Good luck.”


He slipped out of the cart and scurried upriver through the bush. The river bent and narrowed. He thought he could cross up ahead without being seen from the bridge. His foot caught a root, and he stumbled into a small clearing. Three girls—young women, he if was a young man, as his mother had very recently declared him—were sitting beside a tree and staring at him. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just—”


“What is it, man?” one said. She had freckles on her nose.


“Speak up,” said another with no hair on her head.


“I need to get across,” he said.


They looked over at the bridge at the same time, then back at him. “Some trouble?” asked the purple-eyed third. The other two nodded.


“News from Teles,” Ingeo said.


All three brows wrinkled.


“Is it true?” asked the one with the freckles. “Executed the astronomer?”


Ingeo buried his face in his hands and wept. He’d held onto hope. He’d allowed for other possibilities. But of course Zinsa had gone through with it. She was too far gone in the faith not to. The women shushed him. Purple-eyes patted him on the back. “Easy,” she said.


“What is it?” asked the bald one.


“Tell us,” said freckles.


He wiped tears and snot on his sleeve. “They’ll kill you,” he said.


Freckles looked at the bridge again and snarled. She leaned into Ingeo. “Say it, man. This is still the Academy.”


He told them. They listened without blinking. When he was done, they looked at each other and seemed to agree on something without speaking. “Hand over some of those strips,” said purple-eyes.


He passed them half of what he had left. “Careful,” he said. “It’s all true.” He ran.


The guards hunted him through the forested hills. He stayed ahead of them but never by much. He moved northeast because it was a direction to go and because of something he remembered from the dream. The valley where the man had been dying. Ingeo recognized it only now, as though the dream became clearer as he drew closer.


He climbed a steep slope, hiked through a rocky pass, and found himself looking down on the valley from halfway up the south range. The north range veered off into the distance and faded into the Shole.


A hoverbird zipped into his field of vision and floated at the end his nose, its wings a thrumming blur. It flew east, then stopped, turned back, and looked at him as though asking what he was waiting for. He followed it.


A circle carved into a half-buried boulder and another carved into a tree trunk farther along hinted at a long-overgrown trail. A shimmer in the valley hinted at water. They rounded a bend. A guard came from the opposite direction. The hoverbird fired itself like a dart at the guard’s face, and he fell to the ground, holding his face and screaming. Others shouted from ahead and below. The bird took off up the hill, and Ingeo climbed for his life, for Gideon, and for the truth.


The bird stopped and hovered in front of a cave. Ingeo ran past it and backed into the dark, trying to disappear. He slipped on a pile of seeds and nearly fell into a crevice. Deep down was an orange glow, a tiny pool of light or a flame, a revelation or a hell. Ingeo felt a terrible need to find out which. Guards filled the mouth of the cave. The bird dove at their faces in slow motion, their screams silent, their blood suspended in drops and rivulets. Ingeo looked down into the glow. It was part of the truth. He thought of his mother and father as he jumped.
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1


(109 cycles by; 166 spins past; 158 days ago)


Grugreera paced his hollow, rubbing his arm stump and willing his heart to slow and his skin to soften. They wouldn’t listen. Three short steps from the rear stone wall to the curtain, back and forth. He put an ear to the curtain and held his breath for the first announcement. Nothing. He added a trroorra coal to his flare, breathed, and watched the wavering green heat rise into the flue.


This anxiety was shameful. It was selfish. He’d do well whatever placement he received. He could build. He was strong in alchemy. There was something he liked about farming. But diggers! Diggers unearthed new dens, lakes, and rivers. Diggers expanded the hive, and so, MaGog. Diggers tapped the raw materials that would become the ships and fuel that would propel them. Diggers channeled the fire, the nectar, the lifegiving heat of the Core.


A trilled holler echoed through the den, and a wave of hope collided with a wave of fear inside Grugreera’s chest. He threw open his curtain and gripped the net. From seventh level, highest in the den, beneath the stalactite forest ceiling and overhanging the crystal black lake, Grugreera watched as other second-ring Primes in burnt orange cloth and first-rings in light yellow filled the mouths of every flare-lit hollow from flat shore to spiked ceiling and around the striated walls. Two-hundred and forty-eight lives, half on the blade edge of change. They whipped their heads around or craned their necks or dropped to their bellies and looked down, all hunting for fellows in dark blue. Grugreera spotted one on the far side of the lake crawling across the net on fifth level. He spotted another, down and to his left, stepping off a ladder onto a path on third. Two walked out of a shore-side common and went in opposite directions. Each of these fellows bore a satchel heavy with wafers—with futures—and necklaces for the females. Each stopped in front of a second-ring Prime’s hollow.


Orria, directly beneath Grugreera on sixth level, shouted “Farmer!” in their native Vrrgrrul and in her brightest trill. Another cried “Relations!” from the far side of the cleft. “Builder!” “Alchemist!” “Miner!” echoed.


Grugreera stepped back into his hollow, sat on his mat, and listened to the rising vibratory wave, a tremolo cocktail of elation, rapture, confusion, shock, and humble, chest-filled acceptance, reverberating through the den and through his head.


It doesn’t matter, he told himself. Just not—


The thought parched his skin.


A census male climbed up the net into the mouth of his hollow. The male clung with his toes and left hand, reached into his satchel with his right, and pulled out a thin metal square. Such a simple little thing, Grugreera thought. Such a potentially devastating thing. And there was nothing special about this male’s face—slender and pale with big, black, circle eyes; he could have been any fellow—but Grugreera would never forget him. Or the strange way he looked at Grugreera’s stump like it meant something to him. Or his nervous trill.


Just not the surface, Grugreera begged silently.


“Grugreera,” the male said, reading the dots and dashes on the wafer.


“Yes,” Grugreera confirmed in a whisper.


“Digger,” the male said, then tossed the wafer onto the floor—clang! rattle!—and quickly climbed away.


Grugreera’s heart stopped. He screamed relief and joy. He shimmied through the net, hung from it, raised his stump, and shouted his new life. Fellows nearby congratulated him. Fellows everywhere shook the nets, whistled, ran along the paths, swung from ropes, jumped from rope bridges and splashed into the lake. Orria climbed up from her hollow and hugged him. “You’ll do well,” she said.


“Digger,” he said and could hardly believe it or fathom the strength and depth of his pride. “And you, fellow. Your necklace suits.” A small chunk of yellow-orange rruvik hung from her neck on a string of black cloth. A beautiful piece in its simplicity and humility. A beautiful tradition to celebrate the females. She smiled and put a vile to his nose. Cooks in dark brown cloth were popping in and out of hollows, handing out dust and liquids. Grugreera took a deep pull and was quickly as high as he’d been in as long as he could remember. Koren provided good dust for Placement!


They climbed down the net to the path on fourth level and joined the flow of fellows rushing toward the common. Someone shoved Grugreera from behind. It was Obudud, flanked by Murrimir and Iorra. All second rings, all moving on. Obudud flashed a grin. “Grugreera, those eyes!” Theirs too had the bright, cold sheen. “You may even have fun.”


A pit formed in Grugreera’s stomach. He would miss that raspy trill. He would happily forget all differences. “Get what you wanted?” he asked his fellow.


Obudud shrugged his too-broad shoulders. They were shoulders stuck in the past, unevolved. He was deformed in his way, as Grugreera was deformed. It’s what had bonded them in their first ring of Prime. “Sure, sure, fellow,” Obudud said. Murrimir and Iorra kissed him on either cheek. Iorra wore a nugget of blue vivanum around her neck.


“We’re grateful,” Grugreera said and was embarrassed by how somber he felt. Some fellows had to forage. Some had to live the short surface life. Grugreera shouldn’t be so troubled by it. “You’ll do well,” he said.


Obudud scoffed and took a hard pull of dust. “I’m proud, sure.” And that was it, that sarcasm and apathy. That was the gap that had grown between them during second ring: Grugreera working harder at each successive apprenticeship, increasingly anxious to move on and make his mark, and Obudud increasingly disaffected. Grugreera looked around for watchers, traced the wire lining the wall, and marked the nearest black glass eye. But there was nothing to fear. There was no harm done. He knew Obudud. He knew that his fellow was just more afraid than he let on. It was a natural thing for a new forager. “Let’s go,” Grugreera said. “One more rip together.”


They staggered down the path and through the rainbow archway of the common. The tunnel at the far end was black. All fellows hushed as they entered. The crowd grew tight and tense: one coiled MaGog.


Came the booming of the drums. Came the hollow, ringing, syncopated strikes of the pipes and bells. Grugreera laughed from his dust-numb throat, as he shuffled around the corner and into the green trroorra light spilling from the mouth of the dome.


The fellows of den 53 of Zone 14 made a single, primal shadow writhing around the blazing pit. Grugreera stepped into the rip, waved like a worm, and grinded with a fellow. The cold chemicals. The drums and pipes and bells. The manic-happy MaGog. Grugreera closed his eyes, flowed and reflected. Could Prime really be over? Could Gog have made two rings around Gorr in the time he’d been living in this den with these fellows? A fifth of his life gone in a blink. He could barely remember who he was when he crossed over that threshold from Youth to Prime. And now he was a digger? It was hard to believe, his great fortune.


He opened his eyes and saw Obudud sitting on a ledge above the crowd, alone, this fellow who’d worked hard for one thing during Prime, his reputation as an insatiable ripper. Grugreera grabbed two tubes of liquid from the nearest cook and worked his way through the crowd. “You should be swarmed,” he yelled to Obudud over the music, as he climbed the ladder.


Obudud shook his head, overly wide like his shoulders. “One arm and always climbed faster, built better,” he said.


“And dug,” Grugreera said, smiling. “Here.” He handed Obudud a tube and sat. Obudud took the tube but didn’t drink. His gaze lifted slowly, tracking the wavering heat rising from the pit in the center of the churning MaGog, up into the flue, up to the surface. He was scared. It was understandable. “Takes great courage to forage. Not many can,” Grugreera said.


“Maybe I don’t have the courage,” Obudud replied, tensing those shoulders.


“You do. You will.”


“I don’t want to die.”


“You asked for forager.”


“Only so I could see it again.”


Grugreera sighed. This sentiment and obsession. It was all too common among fellows, increasingly so. The closer they came to the destiny, the harder it was for most to bear the wait. But they were a generation or more from starting the migration, and all but the current Young would be too old by that time to survive the crossing. Besides, life in the hive had improved so much under Koren. “Just to see a blue spark in the sky?” he asked his fellow. “What about MaGog?”


Obudud’s lip curled. “You just accept it all.”


Grugreera scanned the dome for watchers and wall-eyes. “I accept MaGog. You must. Every sacrifice strengthens the whole.”


“Do well, Grugreera?”


“Of course.”


“For Koren and her machinations?”


“For MaGog. Don’t force me,” Grugreera said. He was hot now. His patience for this discontent had run thin.


Obudud awoke to the danger. He grabbed Grugreera’s left, whole arm. “You’d call me out.”


“What don’t you understand?”


Obudud let go and stood.


“Do well, Obudud,” Grugreera said. “Do your part, and MaGog will remember you.”


Obudud climbed down and disappeared into the crowd. Grugreera drank one of the tubes and shook his head. Why wasn’t it enough for fellows to play their roles? Why did so many not feel fulfilled by this mended life here in the underworld? But he let it go. He let his frustration dissolve into the warm liquid kicking in. The drums and pipes and bells were a beautiful blur of sound. His fellows were a rumbling, ripping mass, and he loved them above all.


A female by the pit caught his eye. Her red cloth. A hazy, pleasant memory. Another rip in another den? Yes, he remembered her. He remembered it being somewhat . . . different. He remembered convincing himself that it hadn’t been.


He climbed down and tunneled into the crowd. Swaying bodies parted, and there she was, beside the pit. Her lithe shoulders rolled to the beat. Her back muscles rippled. Those waves, they resonated. He tapped her shoulder, and she turned. Her blue-green arradir necklace, a jagged splinter like a stroke of lightning, swung on its string. “You and me,” he said. “Once.”


She looked at him kindly, as at any fellow come to dance. She noticed his stump. “Hm, yes. You were first ring Prime, I was second.”


Her trill was a higher form of music. Why did it affect him so? Why this tightness in his chest? “I forget your name. I’m sorry.” And he was, more deeply than was rational.


She smiled at his embarrassment. “I forget yours. Hrulora.”


“Grugreera,” he said and realized in speaking his own name what had changed and why he was so moved by the memory of their one time together. He had changed, of course. He was not the careless, virile, first ring Prime he’d been back then. He saw life and the world differently now. He took it all more seriously, and he wanted her to know that.


“Have you birthed?” he asked her.


“Once.”


“Was it mine?” he blurted without thinking.


She shrugged without a break in the slow cycles of her shoulders, half-time to the pounding beat.


He looked away. “It doesn’t matter.”


“No,” she said, acknowledging his mistake but not judging it.


“How are you here?” he asked, troubled by the error in the system. Females could choose their roles and dens after birthing, but they had to choose another Zone to live in. Bringing Prime fellows who may have conceived back together—that type of tension was the seed of others that had caused so much pain for so long. Grugreera felt the sting of it now.


She plucked at her red cloth, providing the obvious answer. “Past Prime. In relations. I’m with the group orienting the new first rings for this den.”


“Oh,” he said, relieved. The system was intact. “You birthed. MaGog is grateful.”


“One MaGog,” she said with perfect humility. “What did Koren give you?”


“Digger,” he replied, grateful that she asked. “What I always wanted.”


“You’re strong with the Core. I remember.”


She remembers, he thought, and was scared of her for reasons he was sure he would never understand.


A fellow turned her around and put a vile to her nose. She took a pull and danced with her. Grugreera watched, mesmerized, swaying himself, caught in their motion. Hrulora looked back over one slim, perfectly evolved shoulder. Her eyes were black round coals, her head smooth and slender. “Do well,” she said and was swallowed by the crowd.
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The bells were not coming from the rip. They were offbeat and relentless. Grugreera shot up from his mat. It was next cycle. It was time. He’d almost forgotten in the joy of receiving his Placement and the foggy bliss of the rip about this greater joy: they were going to see her.


He stood and nearly fell over. His head swam and throbbed. He steadied himself against the wall and looked hopefully toward his curtain. There, just inside, was a stoppered tube, a regenerative delivered by cooks as he and the other Primes slept off the rip. He thanked Koren as he gulped down the spiced, blue liquid. His headache eased, his skin softened. A hairless jijurra the size of his hand had its tail wrapped around one of his jars and was scratching at it with its single tooth. He shooed it away, opened his jars and filled the inside pockets of his cloth with dried worms and chunks of dried vine flesh. He held his wafer in his teeth and opened his curtain. Fellows everywhere were scrambling over the nets, along the paths and bridges, and up and down the stairs and ladders. Grugreera climbed out, hung from the net, and looked back into his Prime hollow for the last time. It was no longer his. It was over, just like that. He was ready. He was all simmering nerves.


The station reeked of excreting chemicals. The line for the carts was long but moved quickly. Very few fellows talked. They shared looks of boiling excitement, fear, yearning. Females fingered their necklaces. Grugreera got into a cart with three others, closed his eyes, and chewed some vine.


To see her at all was a rare gift. To be addressed by her in one’s Placement Meeting was something Grugreera had imagined many times and now found almost unbearable to imagine. The fellows in his cart attacked their jitters with talk of anything but Placement. Grugreera nodded and smiled and wished they would be quiet. They rolled through the dark behind the familiar glow of green trroorra headlight mixed with purple rreever flaring in the engine. The ride was interminable. Then it was over. A sharp prick of yellow light at the end of the tunnel pierced the green-purple aura and grew bigger and brighter (and threatened to surface Grugreera’s headache; he’d never get used to these electric lights). The clang and grind of cart strings and the nervous trilling of dozens, hundreds, thousands of fellows, grew louder.


It was madness at the dwell station. Carts crawled over every track and bridge, in and out of every tunnel. Fellows in burnt orange from every den in the hive leapt from bridges, slid down ladders, jumped over tracks, and formed a growing mass pushing toward the entrance halls. Grugreera was swept into a foaming current. He feared a stampede as fellows flooded the nearest hall. But inside, they used their breath, calmed themselves, and helped each other along. Grugreera clung to a fellow and kept his eyes on his feet, safe from the blinding lights. Had the station been wired when they’d last come here, as Youth on the doorstep of Prime? Could Koren, would Koren have wired the entire dwell? But Grugreera was relieved to see trroorra-green, the soft, true light of one thousand sixty-one rings of life in the underworld, emanating from the far end of the hall and swallowing the false yellow.


Fellows poured from the halls and sprinted across the floor of the dwell as though for their lives, laughing and crying. Grugreera ran faster than he knew he could and skidded to a halt at the back of the growing congregation, halfway to the high, flattened wall where the giant black eye—the eye through which, by some secret miracle of progress, they would see her—waited dormant. Beneath it was the smaller eye for seeing them and the two grated holes for the exchange of their voices. This was happening. This was real. Grugreera turned. Several thousand had arrived. The floor was nearly full, and fellows were now dashing up the stairs and around the semi-circle stone benches, thirty-three rows up to the smooth ceiling. His emotions were volatile. His skin was hard and dry, soft and damp, hard and dry. A raspy laugh startled and then comforted him. Obudud. A chance to reconcile before never seeing each other again. Grugreera worked his way over to his fellow. “Feeling better?” he asked.


Obudud turned. “Grugreera! Yes, do well!” He lowered his head and took a fat pull of dust.


Grugreera recoiled, looked around for watchers. “Put it away.”


Obudud came up eyes shining. He wiggled the vile down by his side. “For your last moments of Prime?” he goaded.


A few fellows around them laughed nervously. A few slipped away.


Grugreera seethed. “You want to see the blue world?”


“Raise your voice, and I’ll take your other arm off,” Obudud answered casually.


But Grugreera was done with this cowardice and insubordination. “How will you die, Obudud? On the surface or in a cage or worse? Look around you. Look up. You get to see her one more time. Think of what she’s done for us. Think of what you’ll do. The final push. We get to be a part of it.” He stared into Obudud’s eyes and saw the cold and false confidence there melting. He hated him and pitied him and felt strong in knowing that he could love him again as MaGog if he overcame his fear and did his part. “Do well,” Grugreera said and walked away.


“Do well,” Obudud called from behind him, his voice a small, scared vibration in the sibilating MaGog sea.


Grugreera found a place. The dwell was all but full. Ten thousand or so fellows in burnt orange cloth soon to be exchanged for the colors of their Placements. Ten thousand trying to hold it together. A male squeezed Grugreera’s hand and looked at him with eyes that seemed like they would never blink again. His teeth were chattering. Grugreera nodded reassuringly. “Use your breath, fellow. We made it.” But he struggled to take his own advice.


Ear-splitting cracks discharged from the grated holes beneath the great eye. The silence that followed was deafening. Grugreera’s heart hammered, and for a terrifying moment he thought it would burst and he would die there and never see Koren or the liquid fire again. The male holding his hand fainted. Grugreera waived for watchers, and two came and pulled the male out. He would not be the last.


The pupil dilated, revealing a string of trroorra coals on a curved wall. Koren stepped up into the light, and the Primes roared and shook the underworld. Grugreera put his hand to his face and looked on through his fingers at her freakish, towering, black-robed frame, her blade nose, her huge, consuming eyes, her cleaved mouth of rotting teeth and sharpened stones—smiling at them! pleased with them!—her scythe, as tall as she, the symbol of her domain, the peace she brought. “Happy Placement,” she said. And oh, her whirring stone-metal voice! The Primes were twice as loud. She paced behind the eye and let them have it out. They tried to stop and couldn’t. Grugreera grew lightheaded from screaming and had to drape his arm over a fellow’s shoulder. Many were linked in this way. Koren stepped up again. “Breathe,” she said.


They tried. They failed. Eventually, they quieted. Grugreera went up on his toes and looked out over the sea. Heaving chests made choppy waves.


“Look at you,” she said, coming forward, leaning in, filling the artificial eye with hers, which were now the size of tunnels sucking them in. Grugreera went willingly, gladly, into her pits. “Largest class in our history, true. Think how far we’ve come.” She pulled back, releasing them from her eye depths and displaying again her long, withered face, ridged head, thin neck, thin scar running down the cylindrical protrusion of her throat, and the thicker, marbled one crossing it. Grugreera pictured the stone-metal fans spinning in the tube behind the vertical scar, giving her a voice for the one taken from her when she was a Youth. She and Grugreera were the same in that way. Both maimed. Both had overcome. “Thank you,” she whirred. “I am grateful for you. Be grateful for each other. We are MaGog.”


Yes, Grugreera thought.


“One with the Core,” she scintillated.


Yes.


“United in our love for her for keeping us warm.”


Yes!


“United in our goal of leaving her.”


Oh!


MaGog howled. Koren sharpened her voice and cut through it. “You know how close we are.” She smiled and turned away.


Ten thousand, less one, looked up at the ceiling, looked through it, to the blue world and the life of plenty for future generations. Grugreera dropped his eyes to the floor and looked through it to the Core and the flowing nectar. He felt it moving through his veins.


“Now,” she said. “One thing first.”


Silence again. An instantaneous, shared tension. A hunger in the collective belly.


Koren shook her head. “Simple values.” She reached long, white, meatless fingers into one side of the eye and pulled a male into view, a first ring Prime. He was shaking. The skin on his face and neck was parched and peeling.


“Hit a female, very sad,” Koren said with a slicing whiz that Grugreera felt in his chest. It will be good, he thought. A reminder before moving on. Prime was a strange and difficult time in many ways. The intensity of the apprenticeships, the rips, the urge. But this could not be tolerated.


Koren stood behind the male, taller by the length of her head and scarred neck. She spun her scythe once, twice, then stopped it dead with the curved black blade in profile. “We make mistakes but not this kind. It’s not fair. We’ve worked too hard. Every life is precious. I take no pleasure.”


Blood seeped from the cracks in the male’s fear-dried face. Grugreera felt the rightness of this, the morality, the natural law. He looked around and nodded. Some fellows nodded back. Some looked away.
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