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one

Turbulence





It's time to board my flight to visit a mother I've never known. 

I linger outside Colony Piedmont's port terminal with my best friend, looking across the tarmac at a round mound of a cruiser on which I will be the only passenger.

"She must be rich to have arranged this."

Dell turns to follow my gaze. "Seems so." 

"It reminds me of those cartoon UFOs that Earthens imagined long before actual space travel. What did they call them?" 

"Flying Saucers." 

"Gods, is this a crazy thing to do? What if she hates me?"

"What if you hate her?"  

I grimace. 

"At least you'll know who she is and what she's like. Going to Colony Arroyo is the distraction you need, Libet." She takes my hand and squeezes it. "You'll be back before you know it, and full of good stories."

"I can't think that far ahead, even if it's only a couple of weeks." 

Dell nudges my shoulder. "Lighten up. It's not as if you're going off-planet!"

We laugh. No one we know has ever gone off-planet. The break in the tension gets me going. I give Dell one last hug and walk away—my head held high and my back straight, even if I am weighed down by my bags… and my baggage.

The young, good-looking pilot waits, his hands behind his back. He wears a crisp green shirt with gray shorts and a matching, lightweight jacket.

"Hi, I'm Libet." 

He nods.

Instead of climbing aboard, I walk around the plane. It doesn't take long. 

"How does it fly? I can't see any rotors or wings." 

His face lights up, as if he had been hoping for an opportunity to explain his machine. "It's called the VIFT. Short for vertical lift. The model's been around a long time. First generation colonist ingenuity. But it's more expensive to build than aircraft with wings or rotors, so it's not commonly used. Colony Arroyo has three of them."  

Gemisse, my influential, far-away mother, fetches me in a fancy flying machine.

He relieves me of my bags and I climb aboard. 

"Ooh," I say, "this is posh." 

He stows the bags in a compartment across from my chair and said, "Here's a bit of pertinent aviation history. Are you familiar with Arroyo's flying fauna?" 

"The floats? Oh yes! Seeing them is one of the things I'm most looking forward to." I take my seat, bouncing on the plush blue upholstery.

"Their flight physiology was the inspiration for the design and engineering of the VIFT's lift and propulsion."

"That is interesting. The vids I've seen of the floats are amazing—the way they hover and drift and then zip off incredibly fast. Animals are my thing. I'm getting a graduate degree in Uaven zoology. I'll be starting my second term here in Colony Piedmont soon." 

"Good for you. So, you won't be in Arroyo long?"  

"Right. Just a short visit with my mother."  

Just a short sentence that fails to capture even a tiny bit of the reality of this whole thing.

He shows me how to work the chair controls. A foot rest rises as it reclines. There's a swing-out table, a compartment full of snacks, several stocked cooling shelves, and a selection of ready-to-heat meals next to an instaoven, all within arm's reach. 

"We'll be in the air between six and seven hours." He indicates the toilet door and then instructs me in the use of the intercom interface on the shoulder and arm of my chair. "I'll keep you posted on our progress." 

"I'm hoping to sleep a lot."  

"I'll try not to wake you. There's a mirror in the cockpit, so I can see you at a glance—though it's a safety feature, not a way to intrude on your privacy. Promise. We'll fly over some of Uave's scenery that you might find interesting, and at a low enough altitude that the views will be spectacular—as long as there's daylight, of course."

"Wake me if it's something good."

He nods. "Is this your first time flying from Piedmont to Arroyo?"

"I flew the other direction once… twenty-five years ago. I don't remember much about that experience." I smile at him. "I'm twenty-six now."

"Then let's give you a trip that you'll remember. Buckle up." 

The chair is cloud-like and the purr of the plane is soporific. This all pleases me because the longer I can stay unconscious, the less time I'll have to grow more anxious about meeting my mother.

After a nap, I eat a full meal, and message Dell on my pocket CU. I had it programmed with global text capability. I hope it works or I am going to be one lonely soul while I'm in Arroyo. Vids are an extravagance I can't afford. 

— Miss you already! 

A response comes immediately. 

— Imagine flying to another colony!

It would be hard for most of the population to imagine. Uave's founding principles state that the eight colonies should maintain independence from one another. Now, seventy-eight years since colonization, some things have relaxed a bit. Tourism is more common than it used to be, as is inter-colony trade, but it's not routine. Family visits, like this one, don't happen often because families mostly live in the colony they were born in.

Two hours later, the pilot alerts me to a scenic fly-over. 

— Holy Pratz, he's brought me right over the Mona Senetre in Colony Caldera. It's spouting lava! Gods. You'd love this. I take a photo and send it to Dell. 

As Uave's lavender sky turns a deep violet, we leave the continent and sail out over open water. My eyelids grow heavy as I watch the rise of the early moon. Time to sleep.

When I wake, we are over land again. 

— I have crossed the Honoa Ocean!

There's no answer. 

I try to figure out what time it is back home but can't concentrate. My stomach feels queasy. Homesickness already? I drink tea, have some nutty crackers, and breathe through it. 

Both moons show out my curved window when the pilot says, "Turbulence coming. There are mountains to the northwest and high plateaus to the southeast. Makes for some crazy wind patterns. Keep buckled in. We'll be on the ground within half an hour."

Half an hour, time for one last nap. 

But now that I'm close to Arroyo, to this visit that I am not sure I want, I can't shut off my mind. Will I see myself in her? Will we have anything in common? What will we talk about? Will it be the start of a real relationship, or the first and last visit we ever have?

— I'm nervous.

Dell's message comes immediately.

— You're there already?

— Did I wake you? It's the middle of the night, right?

— I'm so excited for you that I can't sleep. Of course you're nervous. You don't know her!

— She's been pretty sweet since I finally thought to let her know about… Dad.

— You'll get along fine. Who knew she'd be such a big-wig, huh?

—Wonder why she and Dad never kept in touch.

—You'll soon know the whole story.

—She kept saying I should come back to my "home" colony.

—Kind of tone-deaf, huh?

—Piedmont will always be home, but I have to give her the benefit of the doubt for now. She's the only family I have.

—Hey, I will ALWAYS be your family.

I smile, but just then, the plane lurches. 

—Gotta go, sister. Turbulence. More, when I can. Wish me luck!

—kisses and hugs— 

I slip the CU into the pocket of my jumpsuit, stow my other belongings and tighten all my straps. 

The pilot's voice near my ear says, "Entering crosswinds. Hang on. Should be on the ground soon."

"Cross winds" does not, in my opinion, convey what happens next. It's more like the wind wants to kill us and just might succeed. The VIFT veers one direction and then careens in the other. Repeatedly. At the same time, we're rising and falling erratically. 

My knuckles pale as I cling to the armrests, wishing I hadn't eaten so much.

The VIFT seems to slam against something hard. I scream. Seconds later, a shrill alarm joins me. I press the intercom button and say, "Are we okay?" 

There's no response. 

He's busy. Don't bother him. 

After a few long minutes, he—I never asked his name—says, "Sorry about this. Should get better as we get closer to the ground. Turning off the alarm."

There's no improvement in the spine-jarring motion, but I'm grateful for an end to the assault on my ears. I focus on not throwing up, swallowing over and over.

The turbulence eases, though winds continue to jostle us. Thank the gods. I relax my arms a little, open my eyes, and look out. Too dark to see much, but there are port lights on the ground that seem quite close. It'll be over soon!

A loud clunk comes from below. I call out, squeeze my eyes shut, and tense again just as the air bag deploys from the panel in front of me. I am pinned and grateful as hell for it. More horrifying noises follow. They just keep coming. Thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk-thunk, crunch, thwack, thwacka-wacka-wacka-wacka. The alarm blares again as the VIFT careens to one side and begins to spin. 

I am sideways, upside down and sideways again; going around like a top. The chair and air bag hold me in, but I scream louder than I would have thought possible. Then the cruiser smashes against the ground, bounces, drops, and on a tilt, slides with a different kind of scream: metal on metal on pavement. We flip again. 

The posh little cruiser slams into a wall and all screaming stops.








  
  

two

Memory





I don't know the people in this room. 

I don't know where I am.

I close my eyes against all this unknowing and a strong, true memory comes to me.

Dad squints in harsh sunlight. Piedmont's red-rocked mountains, covered in bright green trees, are behind him. We're waiting for the bus that will take me to my first day of school. 

"Remember," he says, "you're small on the outside, so you have to be bigger than everyone else on the inside, right?" 

I nod solemnly, thick brown pigtails sliding against my shoulder blades. He's told me this before. 

Dad gets on one knee and I meet his eyes, deep blue like mine. He reaches out and takes my hand. "While you're at it, why don't you float above the ground—just a little—so that you seem taller. Then you'll be able to take care of yourself."   

I giggle. He's never said this before. I know people can't float. But what strikes me as funny is that I should have to take care of myself. 

That's always been his job. 

My eyes open, the memory of that memory with me. 

"What's funny?" asks one of the women I don't know. She is very thin, with black curls—her hair thick and wild, though she's got it somewhat under control with a bright headscarf. Her eyes are dark, her skin a ruddy brown. Intricate, black line-art flows down one cheekbone. She is wearing a lab coat.

"Was I laughing? My dad was funny."

"Nice. Do you know who I am?"

"No clue."

Her turn to smile. "I must be utterly forgettable. You and I have been introducing ourselves to each other for over a week now."

"You're Doctor Samah," I say. "Oh. I don't know where that came from."

"Great! Progress. You're beginning to get your neurons reconnected. Do you know your name?"

"Libet Emell."

"Good. You're in the hospital in Colony Arroyo."

"Arroyo. Arroyo?"

She nods. "You were in a plane crash. The port officials tell us that a swarm of birds were blown into the intake whatsits of your cruiser."

"I'll be damned. What kind of birds?"

The doctor laughs. "I'm afraid I didn't ask that question. You were lucky to survive. You have some damage, but you'll recover with time and treatment."

"What kind of damage?"

"You have a concussion."

"Oh. That's it?"

"Hmm. Well, it's pretty severe. Otherwise, you're bruised and banged up, but have no broken bones, or serious internal injuries. There's no hemorrhaging in your brain, so that's very good. What's not so good is that you've been having frequent seizures."

"Brain injury. Is that why I can't remember anything? Like, the crash. I don't even remember being on a plane. Oh. Wait. Why am I here? What's going on?" Out of nowhere, panic surges, filling my chest.

The doctor backs away as the other woman walks over.

I am supposed to know you, but I don't. Shit. 

"Libet, I'm Gemisse Rose. Your mother."

I have never known my mother.

She is short, like me. Do we look alike? Not her eyes, which are almond-shaped and light brown. Her complexion is fairer than mine. 

She is fancy.

My brown wavy hair is kept to just below my ears by Dell's trimming, but otherwise left to its own devices. Hers is elaborate: dyed blue-black and styled in an array of stiff swirls complete with reflective dots in strategic places. The blue of the coiffure continues to her forehead in an intricate, drawn design that artfully skims over one eyebrow onto the eyelid, over her cheekbone, down to her jaw, growing ever smaller and more delicate. Her large neckpiece coordinates with hair and face. By contrast, her dress, a cool blue-grey sheath that just skims her slim body, is elegantly simple.

"I'm Libet." 

She turns to the doctor and laughs nervously, then looks back and says, "I know, dear. Don't worry about what you can and can't remember. They tell me it would be surprising if you could remember the accident or the time just before it. Perfectly normal… considering what you've been through."

"Good."

"You and I planned this visit. That's why you're here in Royo. We talked several times on vid and—"

My face must give away what I have just remembered, because she stops talking. A choking sound emerges from my throat. My eyes fill with tears. "Dad's dead," I whisper.

She takes my hands in hers. I look down. Her nails are painted dark blue, and she is wearing several rings, but other than that, her hands look just like mine.
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Getting to Know You





Two weeks later, Gemisse comes to take me "home" from the hospital. 

I have had rehab, loads of scans, and a promise from Doc Sam that if my seizures don't get better, she'll do surgery to implant a brain stimulator that will automatically stabilize my neurons when they go off on me. Deep Brain Stimulation, it's called, and Doc Sam says it works but may not be necessary. She wants my body to heal on its own, if possible. I also have a temporary and rather magical implant in my upper palate that expands into a soft gel barrier when I press a spot above my lip. It keeps me from gagging on my tongue or hurting my teeth during a seizure. I have anti-seizure drugs too, though so far, they don't seem to be working. 

"How are you feeling?" Gemisse asks when we're seated in her little red hovercar just big enough for two. "I want to show you something. A special treat for your first day out of the hospital. But I don't want to overtire you."

I shrug. "I am okay. Pretty normal."

"Normal?"

I sigh. "Yeah, that's a useless term right now, isn't it? I'm not having any pre-seizure symptoms. No headache or nausea or dizziness. No auras, or smells that aren't real."

 She stares at me. 

"You know about all this right? Because I can't even remember what I'm supposed to know, much less what you've been told… or have witnessed."

Gemisse reaches out and lightly touches my hand. "I think I know all your symptoms, but you should say whatever you need to. Don't worry about repeating things. I don't have the best memory either!" She laughs. 

"You're being kind, but even if you do have a bad memory, you'd be used to it. I'm not. I can't trust my senses anymore. Sometimes I miss the weirder warnings, forgetting that they are symptoms. My recall of the lead-up to each seizure is non-existent after the seizure. It's frustrating."

I rustle through my new shoulder bag—a gift from Gemisse. Most of my belongings were lost or ruined, but my CU did survive the crash because it was in my pocket. I pull it out of the bag." Doc Sam told me to record everything. Maybe you can help me with this? You may witness things I won't remember."

Gemisse is back to staring at me. Then she shakes her head a little, as if waking herself. "Sorry. I was listening. But I get a bit lost in looking at you. Of course, I'll do whatever I can to help your recovery. You have no idea how glad I am to be taking you home. I wanted this to be a happy visit for you. I even redid your room."

"My room? Surely you haven't kept my room since I was an infant."

She looks shocked and then laughs. "No. Funny you should think that. Gods, no. I meant the room you're going to stay in at my house. I wanted it to be fresh."

My face responds with a full-on blush. "Well, that's embarrassing. Sorry. Um. So where are we going?"

"Not telling, though you'll feel less embarrassed about that room-in-my-house question once you see. Sit back and take in Royo. I'll be your tour guide."

 Gemisse reels off a steady flow of information while we move through the city on an elevated road. "We've organized traffic by assigning through-ways for each type of conveyance. We are—obviously—on a hover lane now."

"Do you know Piedmont?" I ask.

"Never been there."

"This looks completely different from our city. Most of the colony is rural, strung out in an irregular line along the mountain range. Arroyo uses smart blocks, right?" 

"Yes, a signature of Arroyo's architecture and infrastructure. Almost all our roads and buildings are self-cleaning and repairing."

I take it in. The distinctive self-repairing blocks are most often white, black, forest green or bright primary colors.

"That's a wheeled vehicle lane just below us?" I ask.

She nods. Her hair doesn't move. I wonder how long it takes to achieve such a complex effect and how often she has to change it. 

"Below that, at ground level," she says, "are the ESS, scooter, bicycle, and walking lanes."

"Ess?"

"They're individual standing vehicles. Local technology and manufacture. Called ESSes because of their curves. Sort of a modified S-shape. You get the picture."

I don't. But when she exits the hover lane by going down a ramp, I catch a glimpse of one. A single-person, standing scooter. 

"Have you looked up?"

My eyes rise and through the top window I see crisscrossing air lanes, dots of light in different colors marking boundaries. "There's not a lot of air traffic," I say. 

"It's mostly business and government people who have to get somewhere fast."

The bigwigs, as Dell would say. Arroyo can't be that large. Why do they need to fly anywhere?

"We learned in school that Arroyo has the most technological focus of our eight colonies," I say, "but it's still a surprise to see just how advanced it is. Piedmont is firmly... well, attached to the ground. No one has personal aircraft. Flight is reserved for longer journeys and... play." 

"What's that about?" she asks.

"Dad loved to soarglide. It was one of the things we did together."

She makes a tsking sound with her tongue. "Poor Beck. Too, too young to go. And such a sudden, virulent infection. I still can't believe it."

My stomach churns uncomfortably. Is it a symptom? My CU is still in my hand, so I raise it to my mouth and say, "Lists." I wait until my lists show up, then say, "Symptoms." then, "New Entry: Nausea in car after leaving hospital. Talking about Dad. Likely not a symptom." 

It feels weird saying this in front of Gemisse, but it's what I have to do or I'll forget.

"Your CU looks so dated, Bet. We'll get you a new one."

I stiffen. "Uh, Gemisse. Dad called me Bet, so it's uncomfortable to hear it from you. I am acutely aware that we don't know each other that well yet. Can we take this slowly? I don't want to offend you. I know that you are my mother, but at the moment it's a fact that doesn't have much feeling attached to it."

Gemisse looks straight ahead at the ground-level, residential street we're now on. I watch her lips thin out, her jaw tighten. 

"I don't mean to be hurtful," I say, trying to soften what I know sounded blunt. "You've been great to visit me so often in the hospital. I know that you didn't count on me being… disabled when you invited me. Me neither. But to be honest, even in the best of times, I'm not the most tactful person."

Her mouth relaxes a bit. She waves a hand, her rings flashing in the sunlight. 

"That's one thing we have in common then. Of course we need to take our time. As far as you being injured, gods, Libet, I am beyond grateful that you survived, but so sorry that you're not yourself yet. I feel responsible." 

I get ready to protest, but she says, "We're here. My big surprise." 

She has stopped in front of a small adobe house. This neighborhood instinctively appeals to me. One-story wood and adobe houses are arranged at varying angles to the narrow road. Oh, of course it pleases me. It reminds me of Piedmont. 

But there are no trees like this in Piedmont. I gawk at the majestic height and spread of Colony Arroyo's javalis. 

"Where are we?" 

She's already out of the car. "Central District," she says. "That's also where Colony House is—the seat of government where I work. This part is called Old Central. One of our earliest neighborhoods. These are all First Generation structures." 

We're only four or five generations in, but it's still comforting to know that Arroyons don't tear down the first colonists' efforts in favor of their smartblock buildings. Piedmont made the decision years ago to build most of their structures from the plentiful and varied trees grown on the mountain range that runs along the whole southwestern side of the colony. Arroyo made the opposite choice. They proclaimed their javalis—found only here—a protected species and set about perfecting and manufacturing the smartblock technology the colonists brought with them from Honoa System.

I get out and walk to the faded blue door. A thick woody vine with heart-shaped leaves grows along one side and over the top. Hand-painted in dusty white with an artistic flourish is the number 622. 








  
  

four

Homecoming





Gemisse touches her necklace near her sternum. A small screen projects in front of her. 

"I had no idea that was your CU interface. Doc Samah uses a wrist band to activate hers." 

"I'll order you one tonight. You can't get by without them here and it'll be especially necessary since you'll need to be able to call for help at a moment's notice, right?"

I reach into my bag to touch my familiar CU. While in the hospital, texting with Dell has been my lifeline. My old technology will be sufficient, but I don't argue.

She twice touches the screen that has appeared in front of her and I hear the lock on the door release. We enter. Gemisse uses the CU to turn on the lights, then touches her necklace and the screen disappears.

"Libet," she says, breathless anticipation in her voice.

"Yes?"

"This is yours."

I look around, but there's not much in my head except confusion. We're in a corridor maybe two meters wide that leads to the back of the small house. There are arched openings to rooms on either side. There are no furnishings. The house smells fresh, though, as if it's been recently cleaned. 

"You bought me a house?" 

"No, no. You'll be living with me the way we planned. I redid a room for you, remember? No, this is the house Beck and I lived in when you were born."

"Oh." 

I walk slowly toward the back and peek out the window, next to a door that leads to a small garden with a massive tree branch angling across it. "That's a javali, right?" 

"It is, but is that all you have to say about my surprise?"

I turn to face her. "Gemisse… I don't know what you are expecting from me. Everything is a surprise. I—"

"It's fine. Maybe you don't like surprises. I didn't think to ask. I just thought it might be fun to come here first. To, sort of, show you your roots and all that."

Every time she mentions Dad, I feel lost. Homesick. Even though he isn't at home… not anymore. I don't know what to say to her, but it doesn't matter because she doesn't wait for a response. 

"Roots!" she says. "Haha. An unintended wordplay on your comment about the javali. But there you go. Nothing more Arroyon than the javali and their massive root systems, right?"

She walks into the room to our left. It's a kitchen complete with appliances and a permawood table, painted bright yellow, and two matching chairs. 

"Oh, so there is some furniture," I say.

We go across the hall to a bedroom in which there's a bare double bed. Off that room is a tiny, windowless office with a table desk, chair, empty shelves, and under the desk, a small cabinet. 

"Your office?"

"What? Oh, no. Beck worked in here. Don't ask me what he was doing!"

What does that mean? It seems that whatever I say will be wrong, but I try to fill the awkwardness with more words. "You kept this house all these years in case I came back?"

"I did not. Your father kept it."

"What?"

"It was his house. I moved in when we married. You were born a couple of years later."

"Why would he keep it?"

She spreads her arms, palms up, and shrugs. "He did—" Her voice breaks. 

She's choking up. 

"Gemisse..."

She puts a manicured hand to her neck and clears her throat, waving me back with the other hand. "I'm fine. Fine. Well, you know, it is hard... to think of him being... gone. Even to me. I can't imagine what you've gone through. My heart is broken for you, truly. And now this brain... issue you have, and the trauma of the accident. It's all too much and I'm so sorry. It's just that, I don't ever come here. I have people to look after it. Being here brings back memories, and I suppose, as long as this place was still owned by him, there was always the possibility that he'd return and bring you with him."

I plop onto the desk chair, my energy bottoming out. "I don't know what to say." My mind, though—my damaged mind, I remind myself—is log-jammed with approximately four dozen questions.

She leans against the doorway. "Was I wrong to bring you here? I'm sorry."

I look up. She is being very sweet. I wish that I felt something for her, or at least knew her. I want to ask why she never visited me. Why she never sent a card or letter or video greeting. But it's not as if I missed her. How could I miss someone I never knew? I won't ask. But I should get answers about why my father left Arroyo, taking me with him. 

Later.

I give her a quick smile and say, "I wasn't that far off when I misunderstood about you redoing my room. You kept my room all these years except it's a whole house."

"Yes, but I'm not the sentimental one. Beck was. He kept it. So now it is yours."

"I'm surprised he never mentioned it. Did he remember?"

Gemisse shrugs. "He asked me to look after it for him and I did. Did he talk about Arroyo much?"

"No. Oh, when I was little, he told me about the floats." I stare into space, visualizing how I pictured them when I was a girl. More like fairies or sprites than the lumpy, gelatinous-looking animals they are. "He made them seem enchanting. I knew they were real, of course. We were taught in school about them, as we were about most of the native species: the deercats, Piedmont's dart beetles, the hilloqs and treeskimmers, Colony Selva's large predators. Then last year, I took my first graduate course on Uaven Fauna. I guess the Arroyon floats feel special to me because they were the only ones Dad spoke of." 

I glance up. Her face has hardened. 

"I've said something wrong. What?"

"The floats."

I lift my shoulders and let them drop. 

"They aren't 'enchanting' and I can't believe he'd treat them as such to a little girl. By then, he knew."

"Knew what?"

She walks over and puts a hand on my shoulder. "Floats are dangerous. They are Colony Arroyo's most difficult and intransigent problem. And, I hadn't thought of it before now, but they could be especially dangerous for you, suffering from a brain injury. You must promise me that you'll stay away from them. Don't allow them to gather near you."

"I don't understand." 

She nods slowly, mouth set. "It was years before Arroyons came to grips with this reality. By the time we did, the floats were, well, everywhere. Of course, they had always been protected. The Director has a constant task force on it, trying to get on top of this problem."

I stand up, caught off-guard once again. 

"What's wrong?" 

"Dangerous, how? I'm studying zoology. Floats are legendary for their ion-convertive physiology that allows them wingless flight. They're harmless."

"So we all thought in the beginning."

But I'm on a roll now, my word stumbling over each other. "They're one of Uave's most special life forms, all of which were scouted and tested and found co-habitable and non-competing with humans long before the colonization was allowed. Uaven species are all precious. We are bound by covenant to protect them."

"We were all taught this as children, Libet. What about those Selvan predators you talked of? They are killed when they threaten colonists, aren't they? In this colony, there is no greater threat than the floats. You don't know because we don't publicize it. Athin Skeet has made it his life's work to protect Arroyons."

"Athin Skeet?"

"The Director of Arroyo? My boss. My colleague. My friend. He's been director for twenty-five years… since, well, almost as long as you've been alive."

I feel bereft and don't know why. What difference is it to me whether the floats are harmful or not? I'm so tired all of a sudden.

Gemisse turns toward the hallway and says, "Did you hear that? Someone's at the door." She leaves the room. 

I take out my CU. The symptom list is there waiting for me. I look it over and see several entries that say basically the same thing: extreme fatigue happens suddenly. It's hard to get used to. I was always active and energetic. 

Doc Sam said I have to be patient, but not even one day out of the hospital and I'm already intolerant of being sick. Of having a faulty memory. Of not knowing when or if I'll recover. There's the added burden of trying to get to know my mother when I'm not myself. That alone would be tiring. I shake my head to dispel this negative thought spiral. 

I walk from the office into the bedroom. There are voices in the hallway. 

Gemisse says, "What about Libet? I have to get her home."  

I hear a deeper, male voice that doesn't carry as well. 

"Trouble?" I ask, when I get to the hall doorway, wanting them to know I'm there, listening.

Gemisse turns and takes a dramatic inhalation, her hand on her diaphragm. "Look, Bet. It's Athin. Our Director, Athin Skeet."

He is a long-legged and slender man, his stomach flat. His faded red hair is streaked with white above a pale, freckled face, still boyish despite some hard-set wrinkles. Bushy eyebrows overhang his eyes. He does not smile, but walks toward me, holding out a large, spotted hand. "Libet, I presume."

I close the space between us, holding out my right hand. "Director Skeet, it's nice to meet you."

Instead of shaking my hand, he takes it and pulls me toward him, wrapping his other arm around me in an awkward hug.

A small "oh" pops out of my mouth. 

He rears back, grasping my upper arm. "Look at you. Look at you. Sorry to hear about that horrible accident. But you're well enough to be out of the hospital and we're grateful for that."

Before I can respond, Gemisse says, "I'm not happy about this, Libet, but there's some... minor disaster over in Markinge. That's our southwestern neighborhood. Sort of the outskirts of the colony."

"What's happening?"

She waves her hands at me, the way a person might if a pesky fly were hovering nearby. "Ah, neighbors fighting with neighbors. Some kind of water dispute. Not worth going into, but we do have to see to it. Head of Intra-Colony Affairs. That's me. My assistant, Peter Jantz, will drive you to my house." 

"Oh. Okay." 

"He's waiting out front. My job—" She rolls her eyes. 

This is unexpected and makes me laugh. 

She smiles and says, "It's complicated. You'll get used to my crazy schedule. I've unlocked the house. Go in and make yourself at home. Your bedroom is in the front on the right."

"It's fine. I'm fine. All I need is a quiet room and a nap. I mean... I could stay here and get that much." I smile at her, but she has moved on, walking away, her high heels clicking against the wooden floor. 

I notice the floor is beautiful. Dark brown with a graceful contrasting grain. Could it be javali wood, cut before the law protected them?

Gemisse gets to the door and turns. "I am angry with myself. I shouldn't have brought you here on your first day out. I'm an idiot. We should have—"

"Stop fretting," Athin says to her, his hand spread against the middle of her lower back.

"It's all right," I say, walking toward them. "Please don't worry."

The truth is that I cannot wait for her to leave. I'm ashamed of how thrilled I am. She's been pleasant, but I have had enough for now. To have someone I have zero emotional connection with drive me to a place I can rest sounds perfect.

"We're leaving in my work skimmer. Peter will take you in my car."

I follow them to the door and give her a smile as she turns to me. She looks genuinely sad at having our time interrupted. "Thanks," I say. "Hope your crisis is easily solved." 

I watch them walk down the block, wondering if their relationship is more than collegial. Gemisse said they'd go by skimmer. I can see the tail end of it parked at the next intersection, its rotors starting up. Of course the Director and his Head of Intra-Colony Affairs wouldn't use a hovercar to manage a crisis. 








  
  

five

The First Encounter





Peter Jantz is a young man with a serious expression, half-sitting against Gemisse's car. Our eyes meet and he stands. 

"Hi," I say, walking over to shake his hand.

"It's nice to meet Ms Rose's daughter," he says.

"It's so kind of you to drive me. Um, are you in a big hurry? I need to do one thing before I go. It won't take but a couple of minutes."

"Take your time," Peter says. As if to let me know he won't waste a moment, he sits back against the car and activates his CU screen. 

"Won't be long." 

Inside, I walk to the back of the house, open the door, and go into the garden. I take a deep breath. The air in Arroyo is more arid than I'm used to. Already my sinuses feel dried out. The vegetation smells are different, more pungent and sharper somehow than back home. 

I'm so grateful to be alone. 

The fact that my father bought this house when he was a young man and spent time here—with Gemisse when they were first married and with me when I was born—finally hits me. I wish to find him, some part of him here, even though I know that's unlikely. It's been twenty-five years. 

The garden is irregularly shaped, surrounded with a meandering clay wall that's crumbling in places. I see glimpses of other houses, but the gigantic tree overreaches, overwhelms any other sight.

The javali's horizontal branches extend for meters in all directions. From here, I can't see where its central trunk is. In two spots in the small garden, a massive branch has grown hefty vertical roots that bear its weight. 

 The pale lavender sky is overlaid with the tree's black, intersecting limbs. They are covered in small, glossy, sage-colored leaves. The upper branches are festooned with vines. These needled garlands make the tree look as if it's draped in fur stoles, ready for a fancy gala. 

I walk to one of the roots. "Ms Javali, aren't you overly warm with all your furry accessories?" I run my hand over its smooth bark. On the back side, my fingers notice a different texture. I pivot around and see a circular symbol in faded green paint. It's difficult to make out but might be an animal. First Generation graffiti? If so, it was a shy, low-key artist putting their tag in a spot no one is likely to see. A doodle by my artistic dad? 

A sudden, certain awareness that I'm not alone makes me start. My relaxation vanishes, my heart beats fast. Peter Jantz? I turn a full circle, but there's no one here. When I look back to the tree, there are five floats not far above me. Three blue, a pink and a yellow. Higher, I see movement and realize there are many floats drifting in the limb maze. 

There's no doubt about what they are. There's nothing else like them on this planet or any other that I know of. Each one is like a generous mound of a gelled pudding that's begun to spread. They drift and hover with their slightly concave bottoms parallel to the ground. They have no faces per se, though I remember from my course work that there are retractable proboscides and eye slits that aren't easily seen. A lilac one appears suddenly, so close to me that I could reach out and touch it, though I wouldn't. 

I stare at its widest part—where one could imagine the "softening pudding" has pooled. This part of their anatomy is made of separate layers that constantly ripple. These are their lungs and the mechanism of their lift and propulsion. Gyrotactic bio-ionization, I proudly remember from that test I took two years ago. Where and how much they exert air currents determines whether they drift, hover, or propel, and whether it's up or down, forward or back. Some fact I heard about this ability ticks just outside my memory. Before I can grasp it, several more floats appear above my head, as if checking me out. 

"Are you welcoming me to Arroyo?" I say with a grin.

I haven't forgotten Gemisse's warnings, but they fade in the presence of these creatures who are simultaneously legendary and brand new—to me. I am mesmerized. I must find out the whole story. Even once I do, it'll take work on my part to see them as harmful. No matter what kind of danger they pose to humans, I value their uniqueness. 

"I suppose you could carry disease," I say, this evidently being my day to speak to trees and animals. "But so do humans, you know. Maybe I'm more of a threat to you than you are to me." 

I remind myself that the fellow is waiting for me out front. Plus, the sooner I leave, the sooner I can take that nap. I turn to go, but glance back one more time at the floats' rippling charm, vowing to find out more about the issues Arroyo has with these... liminalis. 

Liminalis! I haven't thought of the word in years. Dad called them that. No wonder they seemed so magical with that sparkly name. 

Nothing wrong with your long-term memory.

"Bye, liminalis."  

Crossing the threshold into the house, I'm halted by a vivid mental image of my father as a young man. At the same moment, his name, "BECK", arrives in my brain. I grab the door jamb to steady myself. This word reaches my mind less like a thought and more like a sound, except there is no sound.

Why would I think the word "Beck?" He wasn't Beck to me. Always just Dad. 

"Gods, Libet," I say out loud. "You have brain damage. Your senses are playing tricks on you again." 

I walk to the front door on unsteady legs and out of the house to the car.

"Ready?" Peter says. 

I nod and get in the passenger seat and Peter pulls out immediately.

It's a pre-seizure symptom. I could have a seizure at any moment, but I don't have the energy to explain everything to this stranger who works for my mother. 

It might not happen at all. It might happen tomorrow. I can't go around jabbering to everyone, scaring them, educating them about what it's like to be around me when I'm having a full-on brain storm. Pfft, how could I educate anyone? I have no valid memory. 

I take a breath, let it out, and say, "I'm not feeling well, Peter. I'm sorry. I don't mean to be unfriendly, but I won't be able to handle a conversation right now."

"Oh. Sure. I know you had a bad accident and just got out of the hospital."

"Thanks. That's very kind of you."

I press the spot between nose and upper lip, just in case. My tongue and teeth are soon held in place by a soft cushion. 

Since I can't dictate, I type this new oddity into my symptom list. The mental image of my father. His name presenting itself inside my brain like a signpost. 

It's grief. And fatigue. Brain damage. Being here, in his house. In this colony. So strange. All new experiences. I'm overloaded.

I close my eyes and try to focus on something peaceful, calming. What comes to mind are the drifting, pastel-colored liminalis. 








  
  

six

Made for Climbing





On my good days, I leave Mother's house and explore. 

She lives in Oasis, one of Colony Arroyo's six named neighborhoods. This morning, I see no people. My only company is the lanky, five-armed gardening bot tending the flower beds that line one side of the pavement.

The colorful houses and pristine, winding pathways of Oasis are set in the javali forest. The trees are amazing, but I haven't found much else to like about Royo. The climate's dry and hot, the color of the foliage greyed and dull, and the people seem haughty and self-absorbed. And, they stay in their houses all the time. 

I admit this isn't a fair assessment. Other than Gemisse and the staff at the hospital, who were great, I don't know any Arroyons. But these trees are made for climbing! Why aren't they full of laughing children and the occasional playful adult? 

I am a playful adult!

Leaving the path, I walk toward the lowest nearby horizontal branch, wrap my arms around it, and swing one leg out and up, trying to get atop it. That I don't quite make it is upsetting. I have short legs, but I've always been active and strong. It's time to get moving again, girl. The rest of my body needs to be healthy when my brain recovers. I try again. Hooking my knee over successfully, I pull myself up to sit astride the branch. 

It isn't wise to climb a tree with my condition. My dad's oft warning was. "Impulsivity is going to be the downfall of you." I would point out that we shared this trait. But he was trying to keep me from making the same mistakes he did. It didn't work; I made plenty of bad decisions based on impulse—luckily, none of them serious.

He also taught me to think for myself instead of following the crowd.

Tree climbing. Check. Not following the crowd. Check. I giggle. Maybe not safe. Check. 

In Dad's memory, I take the time to think it through. I'm not even two days post-seizure. The risk of having another one so soon is small based on the pattern, such as it is. I can't live in constant fear. I need to feel normal, if only for a few minutes. I need to use my atrophying muscles. I usually have pre-symptoms that give me time to get in safe place.

A peachy-pink float appears close to my face. I grin. Then it sort of just… disappears. They drift lazily most of the time, but can vanish and reappear rapidly. Gemisse warned me to stay away from them. I can't remember why. 

It takes time to retrieve my short-term memories after each seizure, and I'm never sure whether I have gotten them all back. Turns out, it's hard to know what you don't know. Anyway, these warnings about the floats piss me off. The javalis and the floats are the two things I like about Royo! It's my lucky day, I guess, because both are here where I am. 

I scoot on the smooth bark of the wide horizontal branch toward the trunk. But I'll never get there at this rate. It must be ten or twelve meters away. 

Okay LIbet, welcome to Javali Climbing 101.

There's a branch not far above me, so I stretch my torso and arm until I can reach the upper limb. I use it to steady myself as I get on my knees and then onto my feet. I walk, arm over arm above me until the limbs get closer together. By the time I'm near the trunk, the branches are so close that I can step up to another and another. There are floats here, as well as grey-green, spiny garlands. I run my fingers along one and am surprised at the softness of their needles. 

It would probably take six of me, my arms outspread, to reach around the massive trunk. There's a symbol painted in orange a half a meter or so above my head. It looks like a rodent, which seems odd. But somebody must climb trees if there are paintings on them. I settle back against the trunk, nestled in the crook of a sturdy branch with my legs dangling on either side. 

I love it here, alone and out of sight. The foliage is so dense I can barely see the houses below. The tree's smell reminds me of the sea—salty, moist and fresh. A nice paradox here in landlocked Royo.

But, I am not alone. Dozens of liminalis glide amongst the limbs, and some come to hover near me. 

Liminalis! That's what Dad called them. I rejoice when my brain finds what it temporarily misplaced. 

"I'm not supposed to let you be too close, but I am defenseless against you," I say, getting a sense-memory of myself as an eight-year-old, talking to the silly hilloqs that populate the mud flats near our house in Piedmont. "You have me in the palms of your hands... well, if you had hands." 

I lift my hand, palm up. "Here. Come onto mine." 

Six liminalis stack themselves, each one hovering a millimeter above the one below. 

Holy Colonyships! I'll be damned.

The lilac one at the bottom just touches my skin. Its lower edges ripple against my palm. It tickles. I smile and then giggle. I move my hand higher by a couple of centimeters. They stay stacked while matching my movement. 

"I would like you to come over here," I say, raising my other hand. "Would that meet with your approval? Oh Great Pratz!" Before I finish saying it, they do.  

My fuzzy, medicated mind sharpens to a bright beam. They understand me? 

"Would you move back to my other hand?" The floats follow my request. I wriggle with excitement. They are listening. They want to please me. What does this mean? Have they been trained? Domesticated? Are they actually playing with me? Why didn't I learn about this in my Uaven Fauna course? 

There was a whole unit on float propulsion, but nothing about their intelligence! We were taught about the domestication and trainability of the planet-wide deercats. They're lovely animals, sure, but don't have an unusual level of intelligence for mammals. The large ocean mammal levia—after the Earthen whales—are social and communicative with others of their kind. Perhaps even more intelligent than we know. But intelligent invertebrates? I remember seeing a vid on the octopuses of Earth. Very good at problem solving and use of tools. Amazing control over their color-changing chromatophore cells. But they were not this... engaging with other species. With this capability, the floats' intelligence would be off the charts!

"Could more of you come?" I say, still holding out my hand. Liminalis pile high through three layers of branches. I laugh out loud. "You're amazing!" 

"Hey, who's there?" 

I crane my neck around and down to see someone in the tree coming from below. The liminalis scatter, but stay nearby. Soon, a tall, curvy woman around my age appears. A capacious, soft basket is slung over her shoulder.

"Hello," I say.

"I've been harvesting viacts from this tree since I was a little girl and I've never, ever seen anyone else here. Who are you?"

She is tall and ample, with a flawless dark complexion. Pale orange designs trace down her left cheek.

"What are viacts?" I ask.

Her large, gold-brown eyes narrow. She sits astride the branch in front of me, a suspicious smirk on her face. She has on wide-legged pants that come to mid-calf, and a loose green print blouse. "Who are you and where do you come from that you don't know what viacts are?"

"Libet Emell. I have been in Arroyo a few weeks. I grew up in Colony Piedmont, though I was born here, if that helps." I stick out my hand.

"Ah, that explains some things." She takes my hand briefly and then reaches into her basket to pull out one of the furry vines. "These are viacts."

"Oh. Thank you. And your name?"

"Bolyn." She spells it for me and then says, "I, um, do this—viact gathering—on the side, to make a little credit. I'm a botanist."

I grin. 

Bolyn's eyes narrow. "Is my vocation amusing?"

"Only in that it makes me happy to meet another scientist," I say. "Or would-be scientist. I'm studying to be a zoologist."

Her defenses seem to relax a little. "Nice. I don't actually work as a botanist yet either, but I've studied it and that's what I want to be. I mean, I'm still studying, right? We don't just stop wanting to know everything because no one's willing to teach us anymore, right?" 

Now I narrow my eyes at her. There is a story there. But she seems skittish, and I don't want to drive her off. "I'm currently out of school, too," I say. I explain my dramatic arrival in Royo and the resultant seizures and faulty memory.

"Well, there you go. Shitty things happen to everyone. Who were you talking to when I first got here?"

"Um... myself?"

"Hmm." She studies me for a long moment and then says, "I like you because you climb trees. Here in Oasis, where most of our javali trees are, most people never consider it a possibility."

"Is it because of the—?" I hesitate. But since she already knows I'm an outsider, there should be no shame in asking. "Is it because the liminalis hang out here?"

Bolyn's eyes grow wide. "Limin...? I don't know that word."

"I mean floats."

"Is that what they're called in Piedmont?"

"There are no floats in Piedmont."

"What was that other word?"

"Liminalis. My father called them that. No one here uses that name?" 

"Not that I know of. But, you're right. People don't come in the trees because of the floats. Might get infected."

"Why aren't you worried?"

"Why aren't you?" 

"Good question. In spite of the warnings, they delight me." 

Bolyn pauses, shifting the weight of the basket. When she speaks, her voice is softer, self-contained, deliberate. "There are a lot of us who feel the same. We call ourselves Attractors because the floats gather around us. Most of us like it, but there are negative consequences. Some colonists refer to us using other words like 'outcast.'"  

Hot breath blows against my dry lips as I exhale the word "no." Am I an Attractor?  "That's horrifying. But... you said 'infected.' Are you sick?"

"No. 'Infected' is Royon lingo that comes from government propaganda. It's more accurate to think of us as 'affected.'" 

Bolyn takes that moment to stand up, balancing expertly on her sock-like shoes. 

"Are you going? I have so many questions! I wish I understood all this. My mother has been telling me to avoid them. That they're vermin! But I don't understand. What's the infectious agent? Why won't she just tell me?" I follow this rant with a hand to my forehead and a whiny moan as a thought strikes me.

"What?" Bolyn asks.

"She probably has told me and I have forgotten the explanation because of my—" I point to my head.

I must check my notes when I get home, and while I'm at it, write everything about this encounter. 

"I hear your frustration. Listen, I do have to go. It'll be dark before I get home. But we should talk soon. Okay?"

"How can I find you?"

"Come visit me in Plastic City. That's where you'll find answers to all your questions about the floats. But don't ask anyone around here where it is. Only Attractors call it that and you won't find it on the grid map." She points off through the trees, her finger silhouetted against the waning day's orange glow. "It's that way. You could get there through the javali forest, but that takes some know-how." She points to a spot above my head. I turn to look.

"See the sign?"

"I was wondering about that." 

"We—our kind—paint them on the javalis as directional posts. I'll teach you sometime."

"That would be wonderful. But in the meantime, just pointing won't help me find you. I have a terrible sense of direction."

"You have a CU."

I nod and touch the coppery neckpiece interface that Gemisse insisted on buying me. 

She retraces her steps. "Turn sideways so I can sit next to you."

Once seated, she touches my screen and accesses Royo's gridmap. "Plastic City is... here." She chooses green on the interface pen and draws a tiny irregular circle with her finger. 

"Thanks." 

She smiles at me and nimbly rises again. Beaded drop-earrings alight with the slanting sun sway under blunt cut wavy hair that's been lightened to a soft caramel color and dyed lime green at the ends. 

I want to be her friend.

"Welcome to our lovely, if complicated, colony, Libet." She swings to a lower branch and turns to walk away. 

I want to be as comfortable in these trees as she is. I want, I want, I suddenly want so much.

"Bolyn, would I be welcomed?" 

She tosses me a grin. "In Plastic City? Silly Pied. Like it or not, you're already one of us!"








  
  

seven

A Little Job





Back at Gemisse's house, I stand at the kitchen counter eating couli nuts, grapes and cheese while I text Dell. 

— Big day! All I had to do to meet someone my age was to climb a javali tree!

— A guy?

— No. A woman botanist named Bolyn. And the plot has thickened. 

— What do you mean?

— The floats! The floats are so much smarter than anyone has hinted at. There are people deemed outcasts because the floats are attracted to them. 

— … Wow …

— Crap, I hear Mother coming in. 

— How are you?

— Excited. I think I'm an Attractor.

— Be careful, Bet

Gemisse comes in from work.

— I will write soon. bye

"You're home early," I say, setting aside my CU.

"Not a good day, all around." She kicks off her shoes and puts on slippers. "Are you well?"

"Yes. Tired after a long walk. A mild headache, but that's from being hungry. I am having a little spell of wellness since that last one." I take another mouthful of nuts.

"Hmm. I wish you'd convince the doctor to do the surgery. What is she waiting for?"

I stop chewing and stare at her. She is pushy in a way that gets under my skin. My dad let me be. He rarely poked or prodded. I wonder if this needling style of hers drove him all the way to Piedmont.

After washing down nuts with a swig of tea, I say, "Doc Sam wants to wait and see if I heal on my own. I trust her judgment. Don't you?"

Gemisse does her characteristic hand wave. "Fine. It's difficult to stand by and see you suffering. You don't know what it's like when you have a seizure."

I feel like growling at her. Of course I don't know what it's like! 

I take a moment to calm myself while she puts away the food I was planning to clean up. 

"It must be hard on you. I'm very upset too that I'm not myself during this visit. It's frustrating that you don't know what I'm like when I'm whole and healthy. But having brain surgery isn't exactly an easy, quick solution either, so I'll go with medical advice for now. Believe me, all I want is to get better so I can get back home to my studies and my friends."

Gemisse's mouth tightens at the mention of me going home. 

Why does she mind if I'm such a problem? 

"Let's sit outside," Gemisse says. "I have an idea to run past you."

Her house, larger than most in Oasis, is on top of a hill. The view from the porch looks out over the canopy of javali forest toward the rolling mountains far to the northwest. It's a stunning place to recuperate. Then again, it would have been a stunning place to be healthy. 

It's dusk, a sliver of bright sun shows on the western horizon. I think of Bolyn. She told me the name of her community, but of course, I can't access that memory at the moment. I do remember that she said not to ask anyone else about it. That won't be a problem if I never remember its name.  

Gemisse clears her throat, interrupting my reverie. She places her forearms on the tiled table and clasps her hands together. "Do you think you might be ready for a little job? Well, not a real job. A small, volunteer project."

We have talked before about me needing something to do with my time. I will soon go crazy if all I can do is sit at home waiting for the next seizure. "You have something in mind?"

"The Head Teacher at the nearest school is a friend. We talked about the possibility of you coming in to speak with the kids about Piedmont. Most of them would never have met someone from there."

"That sounds doable. What age?"

"Little ones. Grades One to Six. You could go in for an hour, one class at a time, and only when you're feeling up to it. I think it could work!"

I tap my chin, thinking it over. "I used to do informal classes in our compound. The neighbors had twelve kids, most of them younger than me, so the oldest siblings and I would teach them art and music and science. Science was mine obviously, since I'm not artistic at all."

"Something else we share."

She is excited about giving me this opportunity. I can't even imagine turning her down when she wants so badly to be a support. 

"Let's do it," I say, putting as much enthusiasm as I can into my voice.

She claps her hands together. "I'm so pleased! I'll talk to the school and let you know when they want you to come in."

"Great." 

I wonder if it is. Now that I've committed to the idea of having to show up some place and time of other people's choosing, insecurities flare. 

Normally, I'm not insecure. I take a breath and let it out slowly, telling myself to walk this trail one step at a time. It will certainly be a distraction from my own small miseries and will probably be fun. If not, I will have tried.

Gemisse sits back in her chair, relaxed. That's a version of her that I don't see very often. I decide to capitalize on her good mood.

"Mother," I say. I have called her this two or three times and she was thrilled. It's getting easier, but still doesn't come naturally. This time, it's strategic. "This issue with the floats…" 

Her eyes jerk from the sky—now a brilliant purple-indigo—to me. Her forehead art becomes distorted by a dip in one eyebrow, and her hands go from relaxed to claw-like. "What about them?"

"I don't mean to upset you."

"I'm not upset. What do you want to know?"

"You told me they infect people with something."

"Yes."

"Where is the evidence of infection?"

"I— It's— I don't know what you mean."

"Infections are caused by the introduction of pathogenic agents and have physical symptoms manifested in our biology. Otherwise, we don't call them infectious. We might call them symbiotic or parasitic—"

"Don't say that."

Ah, a glimmer of progress? I rise and walk to the half-fence surrounding the patio, pausing to allow Gemisse time to take a breath. "You said there's a task force on this." I only know this because I re-read my notes recently. She told me when we were at Beck's house.

"Yes. So I understand."

"What are they doing?"

"Libet." She sighs and gets up wearily. "Stop."

"I'm trying to understand." This is the absolute truth.

"The task force is multidisciplinary. It depends on what part you're talking about. For example, and you'll be interested in this, there's a medical committee looking into the effects and the solutions."

"Research?"

"Of course. I mean, I'm not on the task force so I can't tell you specifics. Just what I've heard Athin talk about. But yes."

"Okay. Sure, I understand. If I could read some of the research that's been done then I wouldn't have to bother you with all these questions. I'd be very interested."

"What?"

"Who is studying the floats and where is the research? I want to read it."

"I don't know. That's classified."

"Which is it?"

"Both. It's none of your business, Libet. I do not know how to say it any more clearly."

"Wow." I take a breath, let it out and say softly, "What infectious agent do they pass on to people?"

"Themselves. Why don't you get it? Themselves. The floats are the infectious agent. Once people allow them to get close, those people are not the same ever again."

Bolyn seemed fine. Said she was fine. But I don't know if that's true anymore than I know if Gemisse's cryptic warnings are true. 

My memory takes this moment to fire a little fact my way: Bolyn drew in the location of her neighborhood on my CU. 

"What are you smiling at?"

"I, um, I'm just thinking about being a guest in the school and getting to talk to kids about my... home. It will be fun. Thanks so much. And sorry about the whole float thing. I should know by now that you don't like to talk about them."

"You're very welcome. And the floats are, well, they're a thorn in my side. I don't need to be thinking about them while I'm at home."

"I understand." 

That's a lie. I don't. But I will. Maybe my new "job" is entertaining kids for an hour, but my real purpose, for as long as I'm stuck here in recovery mode, is to get to the bottom of this mystery about the liminalis.
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