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	Intro

	Just so you know, I don’t like getting myself involved in these kinds of things. I strive to be a—what’s it called?—fly on the wall? It’s that age-old refrain that god-like beings like to use, and I’m just following the precedence. So you must be wondering, “What’s this all about?” Well, see, I promised little Levi that he could say his piece. 

	Truth be told, I’m rooting for the guy. I look at what he’s done in his short, short life, and I’m just so blown away. I never would’ve thought one of my own creations could wreak so much glorious havoc. A chip off the ole block, he is. Primed for greatness. The central axis of an oh-so-interesting story. If nothing else, Levi is the heart of Neuen, and to you, Neuen is everything.

	Just a few nuggets before his voice takes center stage. Number 1: He wasn’t meant to be anything special. I didn’t have a hand in anything he did. Remember what I said? A fly on the wall. Number 2: Levi took this little task on himself. I told him about you because I wanted to see what he’d do once he knew the truth. He decided he wanted to ask for your help. Now, I’m not going to tell you what to do about all of that. It’s entirely your call, but we’ll circle back to that later. 

	And number 3: He’s a bit love-struck, which factors into his decisions. I, personally, don’t get it, never having had that affliction myself, but I can imagine how it might make me do things a bit differently. All that to say, he’s desperate to save his lovely little doll, Lyn. And she’s very much a part of this. She’ll be chiming in too. You’ll hear from him, then her, then him and so on until it all comes back around to me.

	Make sense? Sound good? Then, without further ado…

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	The Itinerate

	Levi

	I know nothing about you, but I suspect your life is wildly different from my own. With that in mind, maybe I should paint a picture of my world starting with Lyn’s arrival because, in most ways, this is all for her. It wasn’t at first. For one thing, I didn’t know her. For another, my focus was solely on saving my people from our perpetual bondage.

	Just before she came, I was working in my lab, a tent a few meters in diameter filled with books and notes and glassware. I say my lab because even though I was one of twenty-five botanists, I was the only one that used the space. It had a bad reputation owing to its previous occupant, but I wasn’t superstitious, and even if I had been, I didn’t spit at Rohn’s name like the others. I looked up to him, even strived to emulate him.

	“Don’t forget to eat, Levi,” Emyla said.

	Her voice jolted me in that thrumming silence, and I almost dropped the tray of seeds I’d been looking at under the microscope. I glared over my shoulder at her. She sat on a stack of burlap bags, back straight, knees bent and pulled in towards her chest. 

	Emyla was small, almost wispy, especially so wrapped in her Reisender robes. Flowy and beige, high-necked, long-sleeved. Her pale blue eyes met mine, stray strands of her short, cropped, blond hair eclipsing the view. She leaned forward and pointed at the spread in front of her. Dried berries, nuts, pickled vegetables. My stomach grumbled, but I jammed my face back on the eyepieces.

	“Once I’m done with this tray,” I said.

	I used a wooden stick with a sharpened point to push little black seeds, smaller than the finest human hair. Emyla sat in silence. Her eyes locked onto my back, no doubt, aching for me to acknowledge her. It was exhausting. I blocked her out and zeroed in on the luftor seeds, searching them one by one for any sign of disease. The majority were whole and smooth with no visible fractures or color irregularities, but those that didn’t make the cut got put to the side. I’d save them for my own side projects.

	After five or so minutes, I leaned away from the table and ran my hand through my hair. Emyla watched me, taking in every detail—the swaying of my russet waves, the symmetry of my square jaw, the alert gaze of my ochre eyes.

	“Come over here and sit with me,” Emyla said.

	I moved to her and dropped down on the burlap bag pile. I inspected the food on offer and picked at it. She was silent for my first few bites, but I could tell that wouldn’t last.

	“I put our names in for the coupling assessment,” she said.

	I almost choked.

	“You did what?”

	Smile lines hovered at the edges of her eyes and the corners of her lips.

	“The Itinerate will be here any sol now,” she said. “And you said this year was as good as any.”

	I wanted to berate her for doing something so significant without consulting me, but I couldn’t remember if I’d said the things she said I had. Exact words or not, I’d implied as much to her not so long ago, but I’d been distraught, trying to heal a heart wounded twice over in short succession. In such a state of mind, it was possible that I’d agreed to tie myself to her as life-long partners.

	“I don’t want to talk about this right now,” I said.

	Emyla reached out and stroked my cheek. She moved in for a kiss, but when her lips pressed against mine, they encountered lifelessness. She pulled away.

	“Maybe we can meet here this somn and talk about it then? Spend some quality time with one another?”

	I knew what that meant. I needed to stop leading her on, but it was probably already too late for that.

	“We’ll see,” I said.

	Emyla nodded then made her way out of the jurte, lifting the tent’s inner flap and ducking out. I sat there and cursed under my breath. This wasn’t what I wanted to devote my time or mental energy to. I forced myself to eat then headed back over to the microscope and tried and failed to regain my focus. The seeds jumped away from my pick, and the last thing I needed was to lose any of them. Every one was precious. The luftors grew the ONi crystallites, and the ONi were how we breathed on the too-thin air of Neuen.

	I needed a break and a change of view. I donned my gloves, grabbed my rebreather, and fixed that mask on the lower half of my face. I grabbed a handful of ONi crystallites from the urn in the center of the jurte and tossed them into the satchel attached to my rebreather. ONi were a bio-engineered form of solid oxygen and nitrogen that changed to gas on heating. With a fresh supply of breathable air, it was safe to leave the jurte. I stooped through the two sets of flaps that held the air and heat in.

	Then I was outside, surrounded by luftor fields, row on row on row of perfect specimens. That sight alone was a balm. That’s not to say the luftors were beautiful. Other Reisende, those who didn’t devote their life’s work to the plants, would probably describe them as grotesque. Their smooth, black exteriors were more vine-like than tree-like. Warped and twisted, just gnarled spikes that reached about two meters when fully grown.

	I leaned down and inspected the leaves on the nearest luftor. They were gray and occurred in couplets, each the size of a pinky nail. Normally, the larger the surface area of the leaf, the better the absorption from our faint red sun’s rays, but everything about the luftors was designed to strike a delicate balance. Neuen’s thin atmosphere would suck out any moisture in the leaves. Small ones reduced this tendency as did the leaf curling mechanism bred into the earliest of the luftors, ages ago. 

	But evolution is a clumsy thing. Even that ancient feature left room for improvement, and that’s what I’d devoted my years as a junior botanist to—studying thousands of specimens, watching their reaction to temperature fluctuations, finding the ones that responded fastest and most consistently, and using selective breeding to make those traits become the dominant ones. And that had been child’s play. My claim to fame was more ambitious.

	I knelt down to the soil underfoot, careful to avoid the jumble of root fibers that blanketed the base of the luftors. I’d spent three years developing the new root structures so that the plants were an intertwined network, sharing nutrients and even information. After introducing my new breed, the productivity of our luftors had tripled.

	I rose and walked down the row of plants until I reached the edge of the luftor platform. I jumped down the meter drop from the metal base filled with the plants and their soil to the dirt of Neuen. I looked out on the Break, that ever-present twilight safely in the Goldilocks zone where the bitter colds of night and searing heats of day met and mingled. It was where we Reisende lived, nomadic, following the slow rotation of Neuen.

	The nothingness of Neuen’s endless, featureless plains stretched out in every direction. The sky was dim, like always, with just a faint glow heralding the rising sun that never did manage to crest. I scanned the horizon, and that’s when I spotted Lyn. We’d been expecting the Itinerate, but her kind normally soared from the south with their gliders shining and buzzing. With Lyn, something was off. She was on foot and dragging an object behind her. I removed my rebreather and waved my arm.

	“Hello,” I shouted.

	Her head jerked up, and she stopped. I fitted the half-mask back over my nose and mouth and trotted towards her. The gusts coming off the Break tore at my robes and tossed her long, thick braid of jet-black hair. When I got within a few arms’ lengths, I realized the object she pulled was her glider, an elongated cylinder tapered on both ends with a color and sheen that matched her skin-tight, silver suit.

	“Is something wrong?” I asked.

	“Help me pull this to the Stamm,” she said.

	Lyn tossed her hand at her glider. The vehicle caught the yellow glow of daylight to the east and the black of the night to the west and reflected the two, split almost perfectly down the middle. I moved to one side of the glider then hesitated. As a Reisende, I was forbidden from touching tech.

	“I give you express permission,” she said.

	That was all I needed. I grabbed the handle, and she took the other. A splash of orange on her otherwise silver suit grabbed my attention. It was some kind of fabric braid serving as a bracelet. Itinerates rarely wore adornments, and the material and style told me it must have been gifted by a Reisender. 

	We both lifted and managed to move the glider forward without too much effort. It was just barely hovering.

	“What happened to it?” I asked.

	“Malfunction,” she said.

	I peeked back at the mass of metal. Its two sets of wings were currently folded back and in contact with the body. It was the closest I’d ever gotten to one.

	“It’s good that you made it,” I said. “The Stamm will be relieved.”

	She nodded but seemed indifferent or else unconvinced.

	“I’m Levi,” I said. “Levi Zetmer.”

	“Lynev.”

	No surname, like every other Itinerate.

	We walked in silence. If we hadn’t been dragging the glider, we could have cut through the luftor fields and shaved several minutes off our trip. As it was, we couldn’t risk damaging the precious plants. Our Stamm was the sole producer of ONi crystallites for the seven other neighboring Stämme and the nearly thousand Reisende within them.

	As we skirted the edge of the platform that held the luftors, Lyn eyed the plants. They were so familiar to me, spending all sol, every sol tending to and studying them. But to other Reisende in Stämme without luftors, those not on the nightside of the Break, they likely looked alien. To an Itinerate, whose whole tour only ever had them visit eight Stämme with luftor fields, the plants must have appeared equally strange. The ONi crystallites hanging on the twisted black branches were fresh and ready for harvesting, having reached the size of a human eyeball. They formed in complex geometries and glowed a soft pale blue. Lyn stared at them as we walked by.

	“They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” I asked.

	“You’re a botanist?”

	“That’s right.”

	“Junior?” she asked.

	“No, fully-fledged, since last year.”

	The rebreathers made it hard to gauge someone’s age, but even if she had been able to see my face, she likely would have made the same mistake. I looked younger than my twenty-five years. I glanced at her and tried to guess her own age. I was at an advantage since Itinerates were always somewhere between twenty and thirty years old. A few stray strands of gray in her otherwise black hair told me she was erring towards the latter.

	We neared the corner of the luftor platform and entered the Stamm proper. Without the plants obscuring our line of sight, we could finally see Vromdorf. Circular tent on tent on tent. Jurte after jurte after jurte. That’s all it was, but to Lyn, it must have been a sweet sight after her travels.

	“Let’s leave this here,” Lyn said, releasing her hold. “Take me to the oberhaupt.”

	I nodded and dropped my side of the glider. I moved into the Stamm with Lyn trailing. As we passed my fellow Reisende, they stopped what they were doing and watched. They knew who Lyn was, what she was, and had complex feelings towards her. If Lyn noticed the hardened glares or the respectful inclinations of the head, she didn’t show it. She walked straight-backed and determined in a march that screamed of duty. She was telling us, “I’m here for you. I’ve braved the Break for you. When all is said and done, I’ll have transited the whole planet from pole to pole, sacrificed three years of my life, lived amongst and for you Reisende.”

	But that’s what every Itinerate told us either in so many words or by their actions, and it changed no minds. You already either loved or hated them, saw them as saviors or jailors. The reality, of course, was somewhere in between.

	We reached the center of the Stamm, and I stopped and turned. Lyn looked at me then to the tent beyond.

	“The oberhaupt’s jurte,” I said.

	I waved my hand towards the circular structure. It looked like the one-hundred-odd others, the only distinction—a yellow banner hung lengthwise over the opening. Lyn nodded, ducked in, and was swallowed by the folds of fabric.

	***

	I got to the Willkommen dinner a bit late that somn. The Essen Jurte was filled with all two-hundred and fifty Reisende of the Stamm, and it took six braziers piled high with ONi to provide enough air for everyone. The fabrics of the walls diluted some of the clamor. Bodies filled the benches set at long tables. I smelled the meal before I saw it—squashes and greens and corn and beans. It was a Willkommen dinner for the arrival of an Itinerate which meant a feast and a celebration.

	In the center of the jurte, Lyn stood near the oberhaupt, erect and immobile, distinct from everyone else in her silver suit. It was the uniform of the Itinerates, revealing every perfection of their forms and in stark contrast to our Reisender robes. That was the point. We used our robes to hide external signs of our GLEtches, the manifestations of our flawed genomes. For the Itinerates, that wasn’t necessary because they had no GLEtches. 

	Lyn’s hair looked smoothed and less wind-worn. I also finally got a look at her face sans rebreather. Pursed mouth, pointed chin, sharp jaw. It was the kind of face that could look severe or serene depending on how she preferred to present herself, perfect for an Itinerate.

	Then she locked eyes with me, hovering near the doorway, hanging back. What did she see? A man with a mouth on the wide side and a nose with its bridge running flush with the brow. A square and hard jaw. But I had my advantages, and they weren’t nothing. I was taller than most, nearing lanky but not to the point of awkwardness. I was also a rarity in having russet brown hair and eyes in a population otherwise dominated by recessive traits—blonde and redheads, green and blue eyes. If she hadn’t noticed it before, while we were dragging her glider, she couldn’t fail to see it now; I was different. I’d been told that I could pass as an Itinerate and that by an Itinerate.

	Lyn looked away, and I scanned the room, catching sight of Emyla and two others of similar age at a table on the edges of the jurte. I headed towards them.

	“There he is,” Vena said.

	She smiled at me and tossed her long, reddish-brown hair over her shoulder. One of her green eyes winked. I didn’t love her anymore not after what she had done, but her little mannerisms still managed to exert an echo of a hold over me.

	“I’d never imagine you’d be late for a Willkommen dinner,” Cade said.

	He was the reason for Vena’s disinterest in me. My older brother and opposite in every way. Shorter and squatter with chestnut hair and blue eyes. Swarthy and brusque, a protector through and through, even down to the elaborate mustache that those types all wore. Never mind that they made the rebreathers less practical. What did they care? Fashion over function, swagger over substance.

	“I got caught up with my work,” I said. “A foreign concept for you, I know.”

	Cade grimaced. If he had a brain underneath all the bravado, he would have known that I only ever aimed to get a rise out of him, and he gave it to me every time.

	“Let’s see if you sing that tune the next time a labspawn visits you in the luftor fields,” Cade said. “Then you’ll be begging for me and mine to save you.”

	“No, that’s the point I’m making, Cade,” I said, slipping onto the bench across from him. “Who do you think greeted our Itinerate? Who helped her drag her damaged glider to the Stamm and led her to the oberhaupt?”

	“I didn’t realize welcoming Itinerates was a protector’s duty,” Cade said.

	“But the protectors are meant to be watching the Break, aren’t they?” Emyla asked.

	She’d been quiet like she always was, and I’d almost forgotten she was there, despite sitting beside me. Her butting in and taking on Cade was out of character. She looked at me and smiled, her pale eyes boring holes into me, desperate for my approval and hopeful I wasn’t still angry with her.

	“Did you really not see her?” Vena asked.

	With even Vena questioning him, Cade’s face turned red. He barred his teeth at me.

	“We saw her. This one,” he pointed at me, “got to her before any of us could. We figured we’d let him fawn over her like he does with every one of them that rolls into Vromdorf.”

	Emyla shifted on the bench, and Vena sighed. The two sisters had seen our bickering play out countless times over the years.

	“Are you two getting into it already?” Vena asked. “The Itinerate hasn’t even been introduced.”

	Cade ignored her and continued to glare at me. He sensed a weakness. I must have reacted in some way because he was ready to pounce.

	“What did the two of you talk about during your nice little stroll, Levi?” he asked, leaning forward and clasping his hands. “Any juicy secrets about the Dipols? Think you can woo this one and convince her to whisk you away to Nord?”

	Years ago, I had ached to go to Nord, the northern Dipol, one of two permanent cities on all of Neuen. How could I not? It was the home of the Itinerates and their kind, our erstwhile kin, ages past before we marred our genomes and exiled ourselves in the process. But Cade was wrong. I didn’t crave going to Nord, at least not in the way he imagined.

	“I’ve no idea what you’re going on about,” I said.

	My calm annoyed him and spurred him on. Vena and Emyla watched on helplessly. The switch had flicked, and Cade was out for blood.

	“Oh, you do,” he said. “The last one, what was his name? Artur? You were friendly with him but not like the others that came before. No, you were really, really friendly, you two. You say we protectors don’t do our jobs, but sometimes we do them too well. One of mine, he saw something interesting on patrol one somn. Swore that he caught sight of you coming out of Artur’s jurte late. Swore he saw Artur holding your hand as you slipped out, leaning in and tapping your foreheads. A rebreather kiss? No wonder he decided to stay on two whole extra weeks at our little Stamm.”

	Emyla slammed her fists on the table. We all leaned back in surprise, Cade most of all.

	“Why are you like this Cade?” she shouted.

	I glanced over my shoulder. Others were looking in our direction. The situation had all the makings of a scene, and I didn’t want to give Cade a vehicle to spread his rumor.

	“Emyla,” I whispered, tugging at her robe.

	She whipped her head at me, her hair swaying over her, for once, fiery eyes.

	“You shouldn’t let him tell such awful lies,” she said.

	“If they’re lies, what does it matter?” I asked.

	But they weren’t lies. We had never talked about it, who had come before her, but somehow, I knew she knew everything. It was like she had sensed when I was most vulnerable and swooped in for the kill. If there had been no Artur and no Vena before him, I wouldn’t have looked twice at Emyla. Yet here we were, all but set to couple without my consent.

	“Attention, attention.”

	Conversations cut off, and everyone turned their heads towards the center of the Essen Jurte. That’s where our oberhaupt stood and, beside him, Lyn.

	“I’m pleased to introduce the Itinerate visiting Vromdorf this year,” Aarman said. “Many of you, no doubt, saw her arrival.”

	I didn’t know exactly how Aarman did it, but he managed to make the most mundane routines feel more like sacred rituals. That’s not to say Lyn’s arrival was hum-drum, far from it. But even tedious events felt significant when Aarman made the announcement. To be fair, I didn’t have anything to compare him against. He’d been the oberhaupt since my earliest years, but still, something about Aarman implied he was meant to be oberhaupt. Maybe it was his above-average height or the presence he exuded wherever he went. This despite not being anything near GLEtch-free what with the reddish-browns peeking out from his grays and his captivating but decidedly green eyes.

	“Lynev is our Itinerate,” Aarman said. “Please welcome her this somn or anytime during her stay with us. I know many of you were eagerly awaiting her arrival for the GenMapping of your children or approvals for coupling. Remember that Lynev has traveled a long way to be here and help us. If she requires anything of you, do what she asks without question, without hesitation. She is a Dipoli, after all. Show her the respect and reverence that she deserves. Now, let us eat.”

	Everyone stood and clapped.

	“Let’s grab some food while the best of it’s still there,” Cade said to Vena before rushing towards the platters.

	“Would you like me to get something for you, Levi?” Emyla asked.

	“No,” I said, “I can get it myself.”

	She nodded and headed for the food. I hung back, wanting to put some distance between the two of us. I didn’t like her acting like we were already coupled.

	“Levi,” Aarman said.

	I hadn’t noticed him come up to the table. Lyn stood beside him, her arms folded behind her back.

	“Oberhaupt Greycher,” I said, inclining my head.

	“I wanted to thank you for helping Lynev earlier. She told me you carried her glider and showed her to my jurte.”

	“I’m always happy to help an Itinerate.”

	I glanced at Lyn.

	“How is it? The glider?” I asked.

	“It needs work,” she said, “but that’s nothing you need to worry about.”

	“I was hoping, Levi, that you and my daughters might keep Lynev company,” Aarman said. “I think she would enjoy the evening better with younger Reisende, and I’ve got to make the rounds besides. Can I leave her with you?”

	“Of course,” I said.

	“Good. Her jurte was erected before the dinner. It’s the one with a red banner near Helmot and Vivan’s.”

	Aarman smiled and dove back into the crowds.

	“Are you hungry?” I asked Lyn.

	“Very.”

	“Let’s see what we can get.”

	I headed towards the central tables covered with platters, and Lyn followed. We stood in line. It was fascinating to see how people responded to the Itinerate. They all knew she was in the jurte somewhere, this Willkommen dinner being held for her, but even so, they looked startled when they spotted her nearby. Conversations dropped off and became subdued, smiles faded or switched to frowns, a ring of empty space floated around us. It was a no-go zone that had never been defined or declared. I was reminded of how lonely the existence of an Itinerate was. Lyn didn’t seem to notice or else care.

	“Will you start tomorrow with the GenMapping?” I asked. “Or take some time to recover?”

	“Recover?”

	“Dragging that glider for however long you did wasn’t draining?”

	“That’s what sleep is for. Besides, the longer I stay, the longer my tour lasts.”

	So then, she was eager to make it back to Nord. Most Reisende wouldn’t find that odd, but I knew things they didn’t.

	The line moved forward, and we were almost within arm’s reach of the food. My stomach rumbled. The glazed rolls in particular were calling for me, rarity that they were. The cooks seldom bothered with baked goods since they took too much time and effort to prepare and didn’t last overly long.

	“What will you do when you make it home?” I asked.

	She wouldn’t answer that, couldn’t, in fact, but I didn’t know what else to say. There were countless questions I had for her and even more topics of conversation I was desperate to breach. But Lyn didn’t know me, which meant she wasn’t going to bare her soul. She wasn’t Artur.

	“What would you do after being away from home for three years?” she asked.

	Answering a question with a question. Such an Itinerate response, but it was better than silence. I suspected she was warming up to me.

	“Well,” I said, “this is my home, and it’s obviously very different than the Dipols. What I’d do isn’t what you’d do.”

	“People are people. Reisende or Dipoli. We’ve all got the same basic drives. You might curl up on a mat in your jurte, and I might flop down on some elaborate contraption that serves the same role. We’d both say, ‘I’d sleep in my own bed.’”

	Reisende and Dipoli being the same? My mouth hung open. I couldn’t tell if she was playing a game or not. Her face was impassive and her words matter-of-fact.

	“We’re up,” she said, pointing in front of me.

	I turned. Nothing stood between the steaming plates and us. We gathered what we wanted from the spread and made our way back to the table. Vena, Cade, and Emyla were already there eating and drinking away. They looked up and were dismayed to varying degrees on seeing Lyn.

	“Lynev’s joining us,” I said.

	I took my seat beside Emyla.

	“Scoot down,” I said to her.

	Lyn sat to my other side and nodded at Vena and Cade across from us.

	“I’m Vena Greycher,” Vena said. “The oberhaupt’s eldest, and this is Cade Zetmer. That’s Emyla Greycher. We’re glad to have you, Lynev. I’m actually a junior physician working with Kelica Zetmer, our lead physician. I’ll be helping you with the GenMapping and coupling approvals.”

	“Zetmer and Greycher,” Lyn said. “Is that a theme to this table or the Stamm at large?”

	She took a bite of boiled cabbage and looked at us. No one knew whether she seriously expected an answer or not.

	“You just happened on a table with two of each,” Vena said. “Emyla and I are siblings, as are Levi and Cade.”

	“Kelica’s our mom,” Cade said with a mouth full of bread. “Levi’s and mine. I’m sure you’ll have a grand time with her.”

	“Kelica is very accommodating,” Vena said, glaring at Cade. “She’s always grateful for help from the Itinerates. And the four of us here are doubly pleased with your arrival. We’re all set to couple if the approvals go through.”

	“Not all four of us together,” Cade said, a burst of crumbs coming out at the end.

	“Obviously,” Vena said. “Cade and I and then Levi and Emyla.”

	I glared to my left at Emyla, but she stared down at her plate seemingly focused on each bite. She radiated tension. She’d been talking, telling people we were coupling even after our spat earlier that sol. She was crafty when she wanted to be. She must have assumed that if word got around about us, it would be too awkward for me to backtrack. Easier to just go along with things except she seemed to forget who I was.

	“Emyla spoke too soon,” I said.

	Her head jerked up, eyes wide and panicked. It only spurred me on.

	“I didn’t agree to the coupling,” I said.

	Vena’s gaze shifted left and right. Cade shrugged and shoveled a spoonful of corn into his mouth. Lyn watched me, her head tilted by degrees.

	“If you wouldn’t mind, could you strike our names from the list?” I asked Lyn with my warmest smile.

	“Normally, I’d tell you to do it yourself,” Lyn said. “But seeing how you did such an admirable job greeting me, I’ll make an exception for you, Levi.”

	What was it that drew Itinerates to me more often than not? Could they feel my own fascination with them? Or was it more primal? A link between us, kindred code, and maybe that alone was enough to engender a bond? In any case, it was obvious to everyone that Lyn was flirting, and Cade sensed an opportunity to do some damage.

	“It’s so refreshing to have a friendly Itinerate who’s willing to do some of the actual legwork for once,” he said.

	Lyn tore her eyes away from mine and looked fixedly at Cade.

	“What does that mean?” she asked.

	“Oh just, you Itinerates tend to punch a few buttons on your devices then sit back to wait for the results to come in. Not much effort. It all seems easy enough that we Reisende could do it. Makes one wonder why you Itinerates have to come to our Stamm at all.”

	Cade wiped his sleeve across his lips and pushed his empty plate away. I’d barely put a dent in my own yet.

	“It sounds like you’re trying to say something without saying it,” Lyn said. “Why not just say it?”

	“Don’t pay him any mind, Lynev,” Vena said.

	There she went playing the diplomat as always. Did she do it because she liked to or because of who her father was? Then again, maybe just being around Cade made it a necessity.

	“I want to know what he means,” Lyn said.

	She put her spoon down and leaned in. Cade brought his index and middle fingers to his eyes and wiggled them up and down.

	“You’re here to watch and report. I mean, I get it, I really do. I’m a protector. We’re not so different in some ways.”

	“A protector, I see,” Lyn said.

	Normally, Cade would have pushed for more, more of a reaction from her, more discomfort from the rest of us, but he was interrupted by hoots and shouts. We glanced towards the center of the jurte and spotted an herbalist carrying a bag of powder and heading towards the urns with the sublimating ONis.

	“Which is it?” Vena asked.

	We looked at Emyla.

	“A new batch,” she said. “A bit of phoria and introspect. I haven’t tried it myself, but the other junior herbalists seem to like it.”

	The herbalist tossed the entirety of the bag on the urn. Within seconds, the fumes started to work their magic. The edge was shorn down, the intensity subdued. Emyla was right. This new batch was good. Reisende moved tables and benches to the sides of the jurte. Drums came out, and the chanting started, deep and guttural and arresting.

	I knew the voice to be Aarman’s, not because it sounded anything like him, but because this was his duty as oberhaupt. He led the celebration and set the tone for the Stamm. It was primal somehow with the drums tethered to our own hearts, echoing the beat, or else forcing them to pump in time. Aarman’s words were cracked and low, invoking an ancient past, of a time before time, the genesis of man on some distant homeworld that no Reisender knew the name of anymore.

	We all rose from our seats, stamped our boots to the ground, repeated Aarman’s refrain, swayed in a collective frenzy. It was hypnotic, and we all got pulled into the vortex of a collective. To stand by on the side as an observer was unthinkable. Something about the noise and emotions and general atmosphere demanded participation, but not for Lyn or any Itinerate. They weren’t openly forbidden from taking part, but if they had, the aura would have gone foul. They seemed to sense this because they always stayed motionless and silent on the sidelines, gazing on, looking almost envious of us Reisende. And they were. Even though we were exiled from their glass city, they were the ones forced to wander along with us, utterly alone in their trek, even their memories having forsaken them.

	I couldn’t spend much time sympathizing with Lyn though. I was caught up in the moment, and then, as always, people clambered for my flute. In my rush to make it to the dinner, I’d forgotten to bring it with me. I was forced into the perpetual twilight in search of it, stumbling out of the Essen Jurte, so engrossed by the chant that I’d left my rebreather behind. One suck of air was all it took to remind me of its necessity. I whipped around to retrieve it and rammed into someone. I wheezed an apology, every word making my lungs ache. There was Lyn, wearing her rebreather and holding mine aloft.

	“You left it on the bench,” she said.

	I fixed it in place, attached it to the satchel hanging on my belt, and sighed at the gush of oxygen-laden air that filled my lungs.

	“Do you do that often?” she asked. “Forget the thing that lets you breathe?”

	“Only when I’m fumed,” I said. “Are you my escort in my flute hunt?”

	“No,” she said, wrapping her arms one over the other. “I want to go to my jurte. I would’ve asked someone where it was, but it’s chaos in there. I figured you could show me while you were already out here.”

	“You won’t get to hear me play,” I said.

	With another Itinerate, I would have avoided anything remotely flirtatious, but she had been to one to start it earlier. Besides, I was drawn to her. Part of it was the fumes and her being an Itinerate, but more than that, it was Lyn herself. Something I couldn’t quite read. She was hiding, like me. The real version of herself nestled safely away.

	“I’m a bit curious to see if you’re any good,” she said. “How about we stop by your jurte, pick up your flute, and you play a tune for me? Then you drop me off at my jurte. Fair?”

	“Follow me.”

	We weaved through the jungle of tents. The Stamm was still and silent except for a faint throbbing from the drums and the occasional crunch of a protector’s boots. We made it to the jurte where I lived with Cade and my mother.

	“Come in,” I said.

	I held the outer flap open and waited for Lyn to move into the small entryway. Once she was inside, I let a few seconds pass then peeled back the inner flap. I removed my rebreather and checked the quality of the air with a few short breaths. It was thin, so I tossed a few of the ONi crystallites from my satchel into the urn in the center of the jurte. Lyn inspected our belongings while I tried to get the flame to catch below the large brass bowl. She was in Cade’s corner of the seven-meter-wide circle that was our home. There were tapestries hung on almost every bit of wall, but those near his space tended to feature scenes of battle or sport. He had a little display of weapons near the foot of the mat that was his bed and a jumble of clothing spilling out of a woven chest. Even with the precious few belongings we Reisende had, Cade still managed to hoard.

	Lyn wandered to Kelica’s spot, between mine and Cade’s. Hers featured artisan trinkets, fabrics with beads and a clump of necklaces that had seemingly fused together by their intermingling over the years. They were gifts, despite the fact that my mother never wore adornments. Either she was sentimental, which I doubted, or she wanted to show off what others had given her in case they visited.

	“Cade’s?” Lyn said, pointing to my brother’s space then to Kelica’s, “And your parents’?”

	“Just my mother’s.”

	I moved away from the urn now that the flame had caught and the ONi were sublimating. I rummaged through my chest and pulled out a thin, featureless box. I slid the top off and retrieved a wooden flute from within.

	“And this is yours,” she said.

	She stood next to me, and I looked up at her and smiled.

	“The yin to Cade’s yang,” I said. “Or yang to Cade’s yin, whichever you like.”

	“Yin and yang?” she asked, sitting down beside me on my mat.

	“Dipoli don’t use those words?” I asked.

	She shook her head.

	“I don’t know where they come from,” I said. “I just know they mean opposite but complimentary.”

	“I’d never take you two for brothers,” she said.

	“You couldn’t give a better compliment,” I said.

	I lifted my flute. Lyn watched me, the light beneath the urn casting strange shadows on her face. I breathed in deeply, the sensation smoother than when we had first arrived. Then, I touched the wood to my lips and forced the air out of my lungs through the slit of my mouth. My fingers found the small openings on the body of the cylinder I held, and they moved across them in a pattern I didn’t even have to think about. The notes sounded and shifted. The volume followed the exertions of my lungs. Lyn’s eyes were fixed on me.

	I preferred somber tunes maybe because they weren’t the norm for most music created by Reisende. We’d been in exile for generations, forced to wander Neuen, but our journey never brought us to new places. All sense of adventure and exploration were taken from us. We were stuck on set paths, those defined by the Lats, metal rails that girdled the planet like a series of ever-tightening belts from pole to equator to pole, all at fixed latitudes. 

	We dragged our belongings with us, trudging behind the fields that held luftors for our Stamm and food crops for the other Stämme. If it wasn’t for those platforms, maybe we could have strayed from the Lats. But the Lats held the luftors, and the luftors were for the air we breathed. If we wandered too far from the Lats, we choked. They were our literal leash. 

	Maybe it was that desire to break free that drove most Reisende to play loud and lively music. Hear us, see us, feel us, they said. I liked a subtler approach. It seemed Lyn did too. She sat in silence, almost holding her breath until I pulled the flute away from my lips.

	“I can see why they wanted you to play,” she said. “You’re good.”

	“They wouldn’t want to hear anything like that,” I said. “That was just for you, Lynev.”

	Something about my words made a switch flick in her. Her smile faded, and the brightness in her eyes died.

	“Tomorrow, the Stamm starts to turn against me,” she said.

	I knew what she meant. I’d seen it year after year.

	“Not every Reisender will,” I said. “Plenty of parents have been waiting for their child’s GenMap.”

	She shook her head and fidgeted with her fabric bracelet.

	“They think they want to know, but they don’t. Even one GLEtch is one too many.”

	“Those waiting to couple then. They’ll be grateful at least.”

	“Except when I tell them the prelim assessment that the physicians did was wrong,” Lyn said. “When I have to explain how they aren’t, in fact, compatible. That any children they produce will be riddled with GLEtches, so they have to move on and find another mate even when sometimes there isn’t anyone else.”

	She stared at the floor, looking worn and tired. It was clear that, like every Itinerate I’d known, Lyn’s tour had taken its toll on her. She was bitter and jaded, but beneath that, there was something more. Rage? But it was gone before I could be sure I’d seen it at all.

	“Maybe some people are secretly relieved not to couple,” I said.

	“Like you with that Emyla woman?” Lyn asked.

	“Like me with anyone,” I said. “I have no interest in coupling. Ever.”

	“I’m not sure you’ll get that luxury. Based on what I see from the outside, I’d say you have an especially low GLEtch count.”

	My mind ran back to the year prior. I was with Artur again, staring at my GenMap he’d helped me run. The text at the bottom of his digital display throbbed in time with my rapid heart rate. It was impossible, didn’t make sense—I was an anomaly, unnatural, the result of someone tampering with the forbidden? Everything we Reisende were supposed to be moving away from. I was our twisted and distant past come back to haunt us. I was the lock and key that would keep us further barred from the pearly gates of Nord. That wave of self-loathing passed through me again until I remembered what Artur had told me.

	“Who cares what your GenMap says. The whole system is flawed. We all have mutations. The only difference between Dipoli and Reisende is how the mutations formed in the first place. You’re perfect just the way you are, Levi.”

	Then the rush of thoughts faded, and it was just Lyn sitting in front of me again.

	“I’m Vromdorf’s prized cow,” I said.

	“That’s a funny way to phrase it. You can have your pick of the Stamm, and here you are sulking.”

	She didn’t know the half of it, but there wasn’t any point in whining. I didn’t need her sympathies. No, better to give her the version of myself that would pull her in. The intelligent, capable, charismatic Levi. Lyn rose. I grabbed my flute and stood.

	“Not sulking,” I said. “Just an insatiable desire for more, always more.”

	Her eyes flickered and a smile cracked.

	“Your Stamm must have a parable about the dangers of greed.”

	“No doubt,” I said. “But my affliction tends more towards limitless ambition, the worst curse for a Reisender. I’m a scientist with no tech, no access to all the stores of knowledge you Dipoli have.”

	“A tragic flaw,” Lyn said, “which would make you a tragic hero. But you know what that means?”

	“That I have to die?”

	Lyn leaned in so that our faces were only a hand’s width apart.
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He would save his people,
no matter the cost.
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