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_______________________

The Dreamer in the Ruins

BLANCHE RAN AS FAST AS SHE COULD. 

Which was: faster than anything on the planet.

Her slender arms waving like a bird’s wings, her legs pumping the ground eight times per second, she inhaled the saline air flowing from the distant sea.

The afternoon sky was the color of tender grass, a reverse pasture grazed by a herd of fluffy sheep. In a strong contrast, the mineral land replied with tawny shades of honey, balmy oranges, dusty reds, ash grays…

Jumping from one crumpled wall to another, the girl dashed across the ruins sitting downstream of the new town. Her city harbored the builders of the future Phœnix, as the mayor declared at every New Year banquet. 

Phœnix, her home.

The planet was named after her unique continent, its shape suggesting a great bird raising his beak as to defy the water. The bird had shaken away some feathers, forming a string of archipelagos. Along its spine, a mountain range dominated the highlands. The narrow valley inhabited by the colonists, a tiny cut on the bird’s neck, enjoyed a temperate climate. The ocean thrived with indigenous life, which had yet to take over the firm ground.

Blanche soon found herself on the highest point of the dead city: the temple. At least, that had been how the archeologists named this abstract-patterned floor, surrounding a high table carved into black polished stone, like the sacrificial altar of the ancient religions. In a single leap, the young pioneer reached the top of the massive block.

A quick look at her oxygen puffer light showed a dark green circle. She still had time left to trot outside the “bubble” of breathable air that surrounded the town. Phœnix might be ranked as an “open” world, but its oxygen mass counted only for one percent of the atmosphere, not enough to breathe. The planet’s rating, O-, reflected the scope of the terraforming effort required. 

Phoenix had a lesser rate than the “P” planets, soft-climate paradises where any patch of land was in hot demand. However, living on Phœnix was more enjoyable than squeezing families under the pressurized domes of airless worlds or in the bubbles-like cities hovering on gaseous giants. 

Calypso, a G4 rated star, solitary and inconspicuous, lingered over the plateau, her light veiled in a milky halo. This halo was due to a thick dust layer hovering in high atmosphere. Those particles, diffusing the green wavelength, generated the sky color.

Blanche crossed her long legs, a tricky task, considering the intricate framework of metal, pumps and pistons enclosing them. Straps rose to her shoulders and encircled her waist to keep her inside the apparatus. 

She used her basin and torso to direct the crude robo-servers inserted in the mechanical joints of the frame. She had been clumsy when her father had fitted her with the contraption, but her moves had soon become as natural to her as brushing her hair.

Those mechanical “overalls” enabled Blanche to run, fast. Only an off-road vehicle at full speed could catch up with her… if she let it.

A playful wind lifted her long hair, trying in vain to steal them. Blanche took out a nutrient bar and nibbled at the sweet chocolate and wheat savor. 

This was her own precious moment of solitude.

Her gaze traveled over the low walls, the remains of a city older than humanity was. Here and there, spikes wearing red, orange and sky green ribbons warned the rare walkers of the presence of treacherous hidden wells and other dangers. 

The dead city had no name. The crews that had mapped, sampled, analyzed and recorded it for the posterity had long since departed towards more exciting challenges. No scripts graced the arches and the murals.

The best translators had sweated in vain over the abstract patterns covering the floors. No tool, no tombs helped reconstitute the life of its inhabitants. No clue hinted to the nature of the cataclysm that had annihilated the city.

Eons ago, three planets were circling Calypso. The two sisters of Phœnix had been reduced into loose asteroid belts that the courier shuttles avoided. What raging war had destroyed them? 

Because the adults considered her too young, they never mentioned in front of Blanche the ongoing war that the Gayan Alliance was waging against a rival race, the mysterious Gardeners. But she had listened in some conversations.

Blanche paused, imagining the screech of a burning cruiser tracing a fiery path across the sky, or the necklace of red explosions on the ground following a pass by a fast-flying bomber. But, except for the breeze whispering between two rocks, the only sound she heard was the slow gurgle of the Ubu River, flowing below her position. 

In front of her, the valley broadened as to offer the dead city to the plains. The river traced a series of meanders where sand and stones snatched from the landscape accumulated. Then, the Ubu split into a dozen shimmering streams snaking over the delta before embracing the ocean. 

Blanche crumbled the wrapping of the bar in her hand and popped it in her mouth. The wrapping melted in her saliva, liberating a sweet marshmallow taste. She chased it down with a few gulps of treated water. 

She lay on the smooth black surface to look at the clouds, the wide keyboard bracelet around her left forearm striking the stone with a light dink. 

Three pale cirrus clouds drifted, strands of hair frayed by the cold high-altitude air currents. She knew that over the layer of atmosphere, a more glacial void stretched, an infinite blackness where Phoenix and Calypso danced like tiny dust grains.

Dizziness fell over her. The young girl imagined felt that, any time now, her body would loosen itself from the rock and fall in this endlessly green void, ripping the frail threads of cloud.

Then, the dancers appeared. 

They came from the East, from the highland rising over the valley. 

Their forms reminded her of spinning tops enclosed in a disk of ice crystals. Their rotation generated a long tail spiraling down, burdened by the weight of agglomerated crystals, as if the clouds tried to touch the land.  

An impossible errand, since the dancers hovered too high in the atmosphere, where atoms got scarce.

Now, they were eight, nine, ten, eleven… She greeted them with a smile.
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A GRAVELLY VOICE called overhead.

“Speaking again to the clouds, Blanche?” 

Blanche’s eyes blinked open. Six polymerized steel legs had made a cage around her, holding up a squat body.

She must have dozed off while watching the dancers. Not a serious problem: in case of prolonged sleep, her oxygen puffer would have warned her in time to return to the Bubble. 

The metal spider stepped aside. With a hiss of hydraulic joints, the slim legs folded down, lowering the abdominal seat to the ground. 

His hand on the command lever, a man clad in a brown overall looked at her from mischievous eyes. Blanche answered with a tongue-in-cheek smile.

Sabian was the only adult not all worked up and ranting all day about schedules and quotas. A rare thing on a burgeoning colony, he moved around on his own runner, a freedom that many other coveted.

“I saw you from my place,” he said, using the intrafamilial form of address that Blanche appreciated. “I thought that here would be a good place to work, today.”

He had come here to paint, of course.

A gust of wind pushed gray strands from his brow. Sabian was also the only man on Phœnix over fifty standard years old. Raising his hand over his brow, he looked up, wrinkles fanning from the corners of his eyes. 

“The dancers are already here? Well, I’m late!”

He jumped from the seat and landed on his boots, a lithe move that many younger men would envy.

Sabian cast a triangular cushion to the ground. Three legs popped up, inserting themselves between the tiles of the temple floor. The man sat on the mechanical stool, grateful for a little stability after being shaken by his spider’s gait. Following his habits, he would stay here without moving at least half an hour, before pacing the ruins for inspiration. Blanche left him, eager to roam the ruins on her own.

There was a lot to discover, she was certain of it. 

She took care not to fall in the wells or to trip over a raised stone. While descending the unequal slope from the temple, she could guess at the geometry of the house foundations. Metal beams had held the stone houses together at a point in time, but whatever had killed the city had melted the supports, leaving the low foundations in place. Most of those were now covered by scattered bricks, but the teams of archeologists had cleaned out a few of the habitations, hoping to find some usable alien tech, or some jewels. 

They hadn’t found anything besides mineral artifacts: the black table, some marked slabs, signs on the walls. They did not find any evidence of doors or windows. Blanche pictured in her mind the unknown beings hopping over the base of their wall to land on the roof, and descend to their living area. 
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WHEN THE YOUNG GIRL RETURNED from her explorations, her friend was installed before the graceful curve of a triple portal. His veined hands moved over a wide memory pad, fluttering like bird wings. He was fashioning a series of majestic clouds rearing high over the portal. 

He used a fan brush, its magnetic ends reacting with the cells of the pad to recreate the woolly spirals of the dancers. Blanche bent over his shoulder to get a better view, fascinated by such a sophisticated tool. One of her long strands swept the pad’s surface, sprouting a lace of dark patches. 

The young girl backed up in alarm, her face flushing red. But the artist erased her mishap with his thumb. 

“Do you want to draw?” he asked, smiling.

Blanche pointed an inquiring finger on his sketch. 

“Oh! Don’t worry; this one can wait in memory.” 

In a blink, the pad’s surface went empty. Elated, Blanche put her fingers on the screen and began to draw a cloud. 

The seemingly simple task was demanding: her hands trembled, spreading ill-formed splashes instead of vaporous filaments. A few minutes later, she stopped to consider her work of art, her lips jutting in an eloquent sulk.

“No, it’s very good,” Sabian said, his tone encouraging. “You did not choose an easy subject.” 

Before Blanche could answer, an angry voice tore the calmness of the ruins. 

“Here you are!”

Camped on her long legs, arms crossed over her chest, Lupianne Gaillard stared at them. The wind had disheveled her thin short hair. Blanche’s older sister hid her exhaustion behind pinched lips. Her humor sweater was glowing a ferocious scarlet. Her left hand held a rigid map plate. 

A solitary green dot was blinking on it.

Blanche’s sister had walked from the city, a six-kim trek that the clement gravity of 0.8 g had let her cover in one hour. Lupianne raised her hand to adjust her oxygen puffer, linked to a flat tank hanging at her waist. 

“You know it’s dangerous to play in the ruins, Blanche! You could choke, this far from the Bubble! You could fall in a hole and break your neck! You’re lucky Marcia hasn’t noticed your absence!”

Blanche’s right hand tapped on the keyboard grid on her bracelet, producing syllables, words and phrases, dark letters hurrying in line through a thin lime-green screen and disappearing on the left. 

Words rose from the vocalizer hanging from the young girl’s neck.

“Marcia cannot see me outside the city. My air supply is abundant.”

Lupianne winced as always, when she heard the cooing, upper-class lady voice, honeyed like the female voices announcing departures and arrivals in spaceports.

Sabian frowned. He had been the one putting together the vocalizer, using material readily available. His voice samples had not included a little girl’s. 

«Little» was a relative term. 

Standing in her makeshift exoskeleton, Blanche topped her sister by a hand span, even if Lupianne, at sixteen, had sprouted like a weed.

Blanche knew that if her sister hadn’t got out looking for her, Marcia, the Brain of the colony admin center who routinely checked the biological tracers of all colonists, would have sent off an alert as soon as her absence from the Bubble would become problematic. A security team would be sent out. And bothering the security for a foolish blunder would get Lupianne – as the older sister – a reprimand. Blanche pinched her lips together.

Lupianne’s hasty excursion had been prodded more by a fear of getting a black mark on her clean record than by a genuine concern for her disabled sister. She tapped some more.

“And I am with Sabian,” added the unreal voice.

Blanche did not feel the least embarrassed. Her baby voice was buried, along with her mother’s face, under countless layers of memories. Only her sister remembered the accident that had cost Blanche her legs…. And their mother’s life.
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ARMI GAILLARD HAD BEEN INSPECTING a building in progress in the east of the city. She liked to watch the construction, while waiting for her husband, an incorrigible handyman, to get out of his workshop. As often, she had taken little Blanche, age three, with her.

That day, an unexpected earthquake shook the area. The building Armi was in shuddered on its barely consolidated foundations. The walls came loose, then the whole building collapsed. 

Alerted of the imminent doom by the shaking walls, Armi had the reflex to throw her daughter by an open window. The child landed outside, alive, but her crashing on the hard ground had broken her lower vertebrae. 

Mother and small daughter were lifted out of the ruins and rushed to the admin center. Lupianne remembered the wait, her stomach roiling with acids. 

Her mom’s wounds had been too severe. Armi died on the following day. 

Lupianne, who had always been close to her mother, felt a whole lump of her being torn aside, leaving an empty shell. 

Mad with grief, her father shut himself in his workshop for longer hours. His eldest daughter made up for the lost affection by intense studies sessions. 

And there was Blanche.

Unable to walk or talk, reeling under this abrupt separation that she couldn’t explain to herself, little Blanche had taken refuge in the clouds. 

As all the teens and adults on Phœnix, together with her father and sister, were busy working or studying, the girl had spontaneously turned towards the only adult who had free time aplenty…

For the following years, Sabian had transported the child on his back, telling her stories from the old Gaya. And, yes, he had also put together this awful vocalizer! 

Seeing the new tech, Romain Gaillard had felt shadowed by his stranger recently dropped on Phœnix. The man’s complicity with his daughter irritated him no end, as he was sorely missing his spouse. 

With the help of a friend and the doctor, cutting down on his sleep, Romain built a coarse exoskeleton, which he gave Blanche for her sixth birthday. 

It was a revelation. After the first trials and errors, the child could delight in the freedom to go where she wanted, when she wanted it.

The exoskeleton held her frail legs and took its orders directly from Blanche’s nerve endings, those on the part of her column that was still intact. She could run hours without getting tired, and faster than any trained athlete. 

Alas, the other children — and the adults! —  couldn’t follow her. 

Soon, the little mute girl found herself more isolated than ever. She took the habit of leaving the Bubble perimeter to wander under the clouds, a practice that Romain Gaillard didn’t fancy much. 

He put a tracer into Blanche’s exoskeleton and assigned the localizer to Blanche, making the elder sister responsible for any mishaps.
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SABIAN’S KIND VOICE dispelled Lupianne’s thoughts. 

“I guess you walked quite a distance to get here!”

She didn’t answer, even if his flattering remark had found its target. Fit and strong, Lupianne could cover one kim in a few minutes, not that it helped much to keep up with her mechanic-assisted sister. However, the foam lining of her boots had not prevented her feet from growing sore. 

Blanche had already scampered off the hill. She would be back inside the bubble long before Lupianne.

Sabian extended an arm towards the spider: a second seat was unfolding along the first. 

“You can ride back with me,” he said.

The girl hesitated, despite the offering.

“I… don’t want to interrupt your painting,” she said, her tone hesitant.

Artistic sensitivity was not the real cause of her reserve. 

Of course, Lupianne did not fear the man who had befriended Blanche, a bond that the little girl obviously shared. Growing up in a remote colony on an inhospitable world crafted links of solidarity that would be difficult to reproduce in an anonymous conurbation.

Lupianne’s real concern was about what her father would say when he saw them riding together. He often deplores Sabian’ bad influence over Blanche.

The artist put back his pad and stool in a pocket under the spider’s abdomen. 

“I’m going back home,” he said, climbing over the front leg. “The light has changed. I’ll return here tomorrow.”

His grizzled brows rose in question.

“You coming?” 

Lupianne resisted for a half-second or two. But the lure of that extra seat proved impossible to resist. 


2 

__________

The  Artist

UP TO THIS DAY, Lupianne had never climbed on a runner. 

The spider’s legs negotiated the rubble with ease, better suited to the irregular terrain than wheels. The main control was a lever with a pear-shaped bulb that the rider clutched with one hand, transmitting his chosen direction to the servo centers of the legs, which in turn knitted an optimal path among the ruins. 

They were moving fast. Wind blew through Lupianne’s thin hair, carrying a salted scent from the sea. The feeling was exhilarating. She barely felt the spider moving under her seat, and the grating of the metal claws on the rocks became a background sound. 

Was it the same feeling that their ancestors had known, riding horses on the visos?

Lupianne looked at Sabian’s angular profile, wondering about his age. He could have been refreshed, as the doctor said, but it was an impolite question to ask considering the high costs of rejuvenation treatments. 

All in all, Lupianne thought he hasn’t changed much in the nine years since his impromptu arrival. 
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ABOUT TWO THOUSAND PEOPLE had ascended the road leading to the spaceport overlooking the town. They had left their activities to greet their only link with the rest of the Alliance.

The spaceport had been set on the plateau, a fair distance from the edge of the cliff, taking advantage of the flat terrain. Lupianne could hear the rush of the cold waters of the Ubu river swirling in its narrow canyon, then arcing in the void to fall several hundreds of meters to the valley below. The rumble of the waters provided a background noise to the conversations. 

Then, a louder rumble drowned the rushing water and mulling conversations. 

Wings spread, the courier shuttle landed on the vitrified sand runway, its reflection doubled by the surface of the calm waters of a shallow pond pompously named Cloud Lake. When the hot air from the burners cooled down, dockers hurried to open the hold and unload the cargo. The comings and goings of those men outfitted with power exoskeletons hauling up crates weighting tons always amazed the children.

Those crates held the essential goods, resources for the air production center, precision tools, scientific equipment, and luxury commodities. The pilot handed over to the mayor a wallet holding hundreds of memory crystals sent from distant families, years and light years remote. 

A few colonists noticed an abnormal number of crates lined on the edge of the landing strip. 

Then, a metallic racket directed their attention towards the back of the cargo hold.  The children kept their breath: a huge spider, its body hovering on articulated legs, clicked graciously down the access ramp. Their tip consisted of three claws in a fan pattern. All conversations stopped. Everyone was gaping at the man sitting at the top, four meters over the ground.

The spider clicked closer. The stranger wore a blue suit that failed to conceal his wiry silhouette. The marked creases on his face intrigued the children. Most of all, his exotic hair color fascinated them: not brown, red, black or blond. They were a pale gray, just a lighter tone than the oval plate shining on his right temple. 

He called to the dockers in a deep voice to mind his luggage. The mechanical legs folded, lowering the newcomer to the ground. He spoke to the children in the standard gayan of the Alliance. 

“Come closer,” he said, “my spider won’t bite you!”

The then-little Lupianne pointed defiant finger to the folded legs, metal claws retracted. 

“This isn’t a real spider,” she said. “It have two missing legs!”

The man grinned, his blue eyes friendly. Her mother, carrying baby Blanche in her arms, fell into a conversation with the stranger. Children and adults huddled closely around the strange vehicle. 

Mayor Valin, freshly elected by the Council, split the crowd with two administrators in tow. He halted in front of the newcomer and pelted him with questions. 

Who was he? What was he doing here? He must go back; the colony couldn’t accept migrants at this stage!

The stranger pulled out a flat device from a pocket. Exposed to the light, the object unfolded, revealing the two gold bars of the Alliance. Recognizing a Forces passport, the mayor’s tune changed. In a mortified tone, he officially greeted Sabian Evard on Phœnix. 

A Forces veteran could pick his own retiring place and, if he was able to meet his needs, no authorities could dispute him this right. 

Sabian settled down without raising any more fuss. He raised his own house module and built a sand garden well outside the planned construction zones. Eventually, the ruckus over his arrival died down and his spider became a normal part of the landscape. 
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AS THE SPIDER GOBBLED UP THE KIMS, the green sky turned into emerald, then to shades of aqua-marine and lapis-lazuli. Used to walking the distance, Lupianne watched those speed-compressed changes with a sheer delight. 

The firmament turned a gentle turquoise as they approached the city. Diffusion of the oxygen-rich air from the bubble pushed away the high-altitude dust particles that gave the sky its green hue. The smells changed, too, this far from the sea, with hints of brick and metal and ozone. 

Wide orange circles flashed on the rocks by the river, looking like microorganisms in Petri dishes. Lupianne recognized the lichen implanted at the first phase of the terraforming, before the actual building of the city took place.

A silhouette was bent over the orange marks. A lean woman stood back, a micrometer hanging from her neck, and waved at them. Her sharp features had been burnished from a prolonged exposition to the harsh sun. 

Clara Aspen, an exobotanist, had arrived fifteen years ago from the distant Gaya, alone with her son. 

As the road ascended the valley on the north slope, the lichen plates coalesced, forming a continuous rug speared here and there by courtesans, a variety of tenacious weeds imported from Quintessence. A light breeze stirred their blue pods, generating a concert of hollow ticks that got louder as Blanche’s legs brushed through them. 

Along the path followed by the spider, low bushes of modified willows grew, limbs closely interlaced against the wind brushing their silver leaves. 

They passed Sabian’s little house. The walls followed a hexagon pattern, topped by a slanted roof oriented to get the best solar input. A mineral garden spread around the habitat, a labyrinth of low stone walls and tormented shapes.

Advantaged by her powerful legs, Blanche was the first to cross the limit of Phœnix’ future capital. 

Established at the confluence of the Ubu River and the brook flowing from Cloud Lake, the city was dominated by three tall towers. The oxygen production center had been nicknamed the “Air towers”. 

Looking upwards, Lupianne could make out the slow-rotating windmills lining the edge of the upper plateau. A narrow cayon let out the gushing waters of the Ubu, falling hundred of meters in a graceful arc before crashing loudly in the valley. 

The high plateau had been the first choice of the planners, for its proximity to the mining sites, but it was soon reckoned a dangerous place, whipped by sandstorms. Living without a dome would have been impossible for the colonists. In contrast, the sheltered valley would prevent the winds from dissipating the bubble’s precious oxygen. 

The town had still not been named. The Ubu negocorporation, which financed other colonies in the sector, wanted to call it Uburb, but the mayor would prefer a more stylish name. Moreover, a concession had already been made with the river.

The group crossed the bridge-dam spanning the Ubu river and followed one of the radial arteries forming the spokes of a wheel centered on the air towers. The puffers of the artists and the two girls shut off as soon as their sensors cells registered sustainable oxygen levels.

They passed the outer ring made of constructions sites. Five days over six, heavy machines guided by workers poured new foundations, lifted blocks and placed beams. The brown shale deposits from the delta, dried and baked, provided the bricks wrapping the houses that the second wave of colonists would occupy. The dried mud smell permeated everything there.

The inside rings were occupied by the pioneer’s houses, each large enough to compensate for the years of arduous toll expected from them. 

The central neighborhoods were slated down for the administrators, huge three-stories mansions nested in gardens where soft willows sprung, already taller than their cousins dotting the neighboring, oxygen-starved slopes. 

The artery ended on a vast park surrounded by poplars, a crown from which the air towers stood like a diadem. A circular street girded the park, linking together the heart of the city: the Council Hall, celebration hall, the hospital. Last but not least, the administrative block housed the offices of the Mayor and representatives, and the Brain’s Sanctuary. 

Lupianne saw the Mayor outside, talking to his adviser, a young man with a virtual actor’s mane. The two administrators looked away from the spider. Lupianne knew Mayor Ugo Valin had never accepted the veteran’s intrusion in his tidy community. The adviser, Shamant Roy, was more open, but the young man avoided provoking his boss’ bad temper. 
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