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To Cheryl,

For suffering my need to compete and control,

sharing my worst wounds,

sharpening my wits,

sheltering me,

shouldering my tears.
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Air streams whispered out of ducts and vents, masking murmurs and quiet footsteps. On the third floor of the Nuris University library, sound seemed smothered under a weight of wisdom and recirculated air.

Llyn Torfinn stood at an i-net station, listening nervously. The wall at the end of her aisle was opaque blue glass, and it glistened like a gigantic opal. Closer by, head-high racks displayed information printouts, data spools, and ancient-looking scrolls and books. Her brother Niklo had explained them as replicas, dignifying the library with the appearance of Earth-date antiquity.

Clasping her thin left arm with her right hand, she glanced over her shoulder. Fortunately, there was still no sight or sound of Karine—Niklo’s natural mother, who had adopted Llyn despite her baffling history. Karine had brought Llyn down to Nuris University to attend a choral festival. She’d ordered Llyn and Niklo to report to one of her professor friends for a tour of the campus.

As if Niklo needed a tour! He lived here now.

Instead, Niklo had agreed to help Llyn run this search. Karine should be busy at the governmental pyramid for at least half an hour, and here in the library, data could be accessed that was not available over normal channels.

Llyn, especially, couldn’t have looked for this information at Karine’s residential clinic, because she was officially a patient there. Karine, a well-known clinician and a genetic empath, had locked that i-net branch.

So Niklo hunched over the dedicated terminal, hurriedly searching the Concord’s medical network for families compatible with Llyn’s DNA. Karine had always claimed that Llyn was related to no one.

But even tube babies had genetic parents. Llyn desperately hoped to find the kin she could not remember. If they hadn’t forgotten her, they might take her home.

“Huh.” Niklo pushed his chair back.

“Did you find them?” Llyn asked, encouraged by his tone of voice. “My parents?”

“No. I found you.”

“Oh?” Llyn leaned over his shoulder. A wisp of black hair fell into her field of vision.

He pointed at the screen. “I accessed our clinic records with my family code. At the home terminal, that doesn’t get me in. But look. Here it did.”

Llyn peered at the screen. The file looked like a medical log.

Patient #721: Llyn (matername not in thought stream). Address of origin: unknown. Mass: 34 kg. Height: 1.46 meters. Physical condition: poor. Mental condition: total dysfunction. Preliminary brain scan confirms hypertrophy of the temporal lobe, particularly the dorsal region that governs hearing.

Llyn nodded. Nothing about her background had ever made sense. Five years ago—just a few days before Karine logged that entry—Concord authorities had found Llyn hardwired into an artificial reality unit, floating limply in an unlicensed laboratory’s AR tank, unable to speak, terrified by her rescuers. Her personal locator chip transmitted on a frequency that did not appear on Concord records. Her gene typing matched no strain on Antar’s med-net.

The authorities had ordered Karine to rehabilitate her.

She glanced around again. “Are you sure this terminal’s secure?”

“You’re worried about Mother?” Niklo had always been subliminally sensitive to body functions, including Llyn’s tension. He stared at the screen through his fringe of brown hair and touched it at a control point. “I’ve got this under a security lock. She won’t find us.”

Llyn didn’t trust security locks to keep the empathic Karine out of net searches. After five years as Karine’s patient, she always assumed someone was watching.

She returned to Karine’s old notes and read quickly, skipping technical sections. Maybe something in this journal would unlock her memory.

Admission: Subject has been placed in another clinical float tank with motion frame. Remains unresponsive, except to immersive first-person artificial reality. She seems content with the projection helmet and gaze-tracker I programmed, but confused to find that the images do not obey her. She must learn that she does not control the real world.

I learned, Llyn reflected bitterly. Her oldest memories glimmered: dim color washes, brilliant three-dimensional grid lines, a universe that obeyed her whims. Simple melodies that Llyn had composed as she wafted along had moved the small images of her life.

She remembered nothing before the AR. Still, according to Karine’s medical specialists, she couldn’t have been there since birth. Neural pathways had kicked in as Karine trained her. She’d relearned human language.

No one knew where she’d mastered it before.

She assumed she’d been kidnapped, probably from some other Concord planet, but she couldn’t guess why. Why would anyone lock a child’s mind into a different universe and abandon it there?

She vividly remembered being wrested out. A huge moving form had stripped off the transducer helmet, and darkness garroted her vision. She’d flailed in all directions, robbed of direct brain input, struggling to find up and down axes in a gridless world. She’d tried to sing up an image. Any image.

Preliminary diagnosis: This subject may never live “normally,” but perhaps she can contribute something to society. It will take years to readjust her.

“Sounds like Mother,” Niklo muttered.

“Yes.” Llyn understood this world better now. In the unlicensed tank on an inadequate motion frame, her muscles had atrophied, and she’d missed her growth spurt. She’d been child-sized when they found her. They’d guessed her age at eleven. She’d only grown a few centimeters since then. Karine had eventually revised the admission estimate up to thirteen, but to this day, no one was sure how old she was. Probably seventeen. Possibly eighteen—or sixteen.

Her family would know.

She skimmed another section. Karine predicted a long struggle with verbal and written language. Then Llyn’s eye caught the word “adoption.”

I have begun legal adoption proceedings. I would hate to lose custody of this unique subject.

Llyn pointed at the words, which looked as hard and cold as the screen.

“Unique subject.” Niklo snorted. “You’re more than that.”

“To you.” Feeling as if she’d been slapped, Llyn read on. The next section described her lagging tactile development. Whoever put her in the tank had inserted a biochip in her upper spine, blocking all sensations except those transmitted through the AR. She still had trouble differentiating hot and cold, rough and smooth, sharp and blunt.

Plus zero point five years: Morphing of “Mother” agent to match my face accomplished. Subject should accept discipline now. She has resisted each infinitesimal change in imagery and is keenly aware of geometric proportions. Insists on attempting to control objects by croaking, despite repeated failures over six months. I will not be controlled.

A chill settled on Llyn’s shoulders. She skipped far ahead.

Plus one point nine years: Subject stood upright with aid of walker. I drained the float tank to celebrate. Subject became violent. Confined her to padded room. Kicking and wall striking will accelerate muscular and tactile development.

Niklo whispered, “Nasty.”

“Me?”

“Of course not you. Mother.”

Llyn skimmed at a furious pace, looking for an incident she remembered vividly. Minutes were ticking away, and Karine would certainly find them if she started looking. Campus Security could track their PL chips to the library, and Karine would search them out one floor at a time by the scent of their mental activity. It was no use running from an empath.

Plus two point eight five years: Subject evidenced a deep, unaccountable catatonic state.

There it was!

Plus two point eight six years: Second catatonic episode. Evidently, something in clinical environment is overloading area 41 of the gyrus of Herschel or some other brain center. Sound recognition depends on so many cortical zones.

Plus two point eight seven years: Catatonic-state stimulus identified as auditory tones that relate to each other within the unmusical tonality of her former artificial reality. She perceives the tonal sequences as “control music.” I have banned music from clinic grounds and removed all metal and glass objects, potential producers of musical tones, from the subject’s environment.

Llyn sighed. To her, those “episodes” had been heart-healing flights back to the only home she remembered, where broad sweeps of color danced through the stable grid. Abstract shapes sang there, shaped by rhythm and pitch. Many nights she had lain awake at the clinic letting faint remembered melodies feather the back of her mind. The music’s haunting, pure light cast dim shadows on reality’s dull backdrop.

Karine had hired a music therapy specialist to analyze output from the AR transducer. He’d finally made Karine understand that the AR music divided each octave into seventeen fractional steps, instead of the “standard” twelve half steps of most cultures. Llyn remembered his visit. He’d played the seventeen-tone scale on a portable synthesizer, and she’d slipped away. Instantly, joyously.

Plus three point five years: Subject has passed several grade levels at my satellite classroom. Fine mind, although social development still juvenile. Tactile sense lags on. Stubborn outbursts continue. Attempting to discipline consistently by stimulating pain sense with electroshock.

Llyn pursed her lips. To this day, Karine rarely praised her. She’d always felt slow and stupid. It was startling to read that Karine thought otherwise.

The most recent entry was six months old and surprisingly personal.

Plus four point five years: Subject insists she is ready for independence. Her resilience is admirable, but she is gravely mistaken. She will never be able to live alone. Before we give children freedom, we must equip them to use it.

Llyn will always need me.

“She hopes,” Niklo muttered. “I think she needs you worse than you need her.”

Llyn considered. For all Karine’s genetic empathy, she seemed not to care how often or how badly she hurt Llyn.

As if supernaturally responding to her critical thought, the floor shook. Llyn didn’t so much feel the quake as hear it rumble beneath ground level. Hearing still was her dominant sense.

She glanced up to see what she stood under, then aside for the nearest reinforcement. Falling objects had killed Karine’s husband eight years ago, and Karine had never remarried.

She was married to the clinic.

Niklo swatted her arm. “Hey.” His tone was blasé. “The University buildings and sky domes are quakeproof.”

So was the dome over Poulenc, supposedly, where Karine’s husband died. Llyn steadied herself with one hand against a shelf. There’d been no worry of self-preservation in her other world, no bony body to pummel toward strength. It was a world that still wanted to reclaim her, and every moment she must resist. This world could kill her the way it killed Niklo’s father, if she didn’t pay attention.

“Well.” Niklo pointed at a control over the terminal. “That was informative, but it wasn’t what we wanted. I’ll try the Genetics department.”

“Thank you.” Llyn glanced up the aisle again. At a terminal along the opaline wall, three women sat in quiet conversation. Racial variety persisted on all nine Concord worlds, even after centuries of intermarriage. Most people still chose mates who looked rather like themselves.

Hair and clothing identified these women as offworlders. One wore the archaic garments of the Tdega system—embarrassingly snug to Llyn, who daily pulled on full gathered culottes and a loose tunic top, the garb of both sexes here on hot, humid Antar. The other two women wore their hair in ornate topknots that marked them as Unukalhaians.

“It’s getting unusual to see Tdegans at Nuris U,” Niklo murmured, looking up. “Everyone was talking about it last term.”

“Maybe they’re here for the festival?” Llyn eyed them, envying their freedom.

“No. They’re students. They keep to themselves these days.”

Llyn squinted and made herself really see them. Karine rarely mentioned other Concord worlds, and she didn’t encourage Llyn to follow i-net news, but maybe—could it be?—she was Tdegan. She did have black hair and a long, oval face, like many Tdegans. She envisioned how she would look wearing snug, warm garments. Skinny, she decided. Or from Unukalhai: would her hair knot that way if she grew it longer?

Maybe she’d been born at an even more distant Concord world, such as Kocab. She’d never be able to afford to send i-net search calls that far, unless she disproved Karine’s gloomy predictions and found a way to earn her own living.

She would! She would live independently someday. She was not Karine Torfinn’s property.

She tapped Niklo’s shoulder. “Genetics department. Good idea.”

He leaned down again.
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The seismic rumble echoed westward, and Karine Torfinn paused while ascending the governmental pyramid’s main stairs. High above her, Nuris University’s fiberglass dome was pale blue. Its framework, a honeycomb of metal-composite arches, distributed stresses from the constant ground movement. The pyramid, too, had been built for stability under seismic strain. Antar was a planet that rarely slept quietly.

Karine had been reluctant to bring Llyn down to the city domes, for fear she might have a catatonic episode in public. Still, she wanted Llyn and Niklo to glimpse the most powerful man in the Concord star cluster, Head Regent Anton Salbari. Today’s choral festival celebrated his birthday.

Taking Llyn to a musical event would be risky, but Llyn had started to push for independence. Karine had been promised seats in a private theater box. This would provide an excellent opportunity to show Llyn how vulnerable she still was.

Up the pyramid’s main corridor and left, Karine stepped into the Empath Order’s Nuris office. As a trained empath, Karine could—with minimal effort—sense other minds’ electromagnetic wavelengths. Some empaths could shift a subject’s frequency, altering moods or emotions. Others, like Niklo, were sensitive to localized neural wavelengths.

Niklo would have made an excellent Physician Interface for some settlement, but he refused to develop his gifts. Karine suspected that he had enrolled in NU’s seismic geology program to escape his calling. Still, he was legally an adult now. Her parenting duties had ended.

Except for Llyn.

A young man slouched at the corner desk overlooking the main entrance. The pyramid’s sloping interior walls reflected bright daylight onto twenty workstations, all of them occupied. Karine didn’t recognize this young receptionist, but that didn’t surprise her. With a twenty-patient resident load, she rarely escaped the 200K to the city. Her staff might insist they could care for patients without her, but she didn’t trust them. She barely trusted Niklo to chaperon Llyn today.

She caught the receptionist’s attention. “Any news?” she asked. “Has the Aliki exited Tdega Gate?” That consular ship had been launched on a critical mission sixteen days ago. Planet-to-Gate, Gate-to-Gate, and planet-to-planet travel times for ships and transmissions within the settled Concord were too complex for guesswork.

The man looked up from his handheld reader. He shot her a pinched expression. Karine listened for his shallow-level mental frequency and synchronized hers to it. Instantly she felt his worry. “Not that we’ve heard,” he said. “It vanished through Antar Gate on schedule, seven days after launch. It should have spent six days in relay. Once it arrived at Tdega Gate, its commtechs would transmit back to Antar. That word could arrive in two point six additional days. Today.

“We should not have sent that ship,” he added.

Karine lowered her eyebrows at him. He looked even younger than she’d thought at first glance. Probably part-time student help. “Why not?”

“We’re risking two hundred of the Concord’s best people. The Casimir family isn’t stable. Ask anyone. They’re likely to—”

“That,” Karine said firmly, “is why we sent top negotiators. Even the Casimir family wouldn’t dare move against them.” Everything she heard about those people made her despise them.

“I hope you’re right, Medic Torfinn.”

“There could have been a delay at one Gate or the other. Or, Creator forbid, an accident.” Such an event would behead the Concord’s power structure, not to mention the Empath Order. Athis Pallaton, the Order’s revered statesman, led the mission. Representatives from seven other worlds’ University families were also on board.

Karine strode to the office’s main multinet projector, just a few meters away. She selected i-net for information and waited momentarily while the system approved her voiceprint. Then she requested a private projector. Dark letters on the main screen directed her to an alcove on a windowless wall.

She took the cubicle and caught up on Order business. Like so much else, it could not be accessed off campus. There’d been a promising birth in the Torfinn family—a distant cousin’s first daughter, whose prenatal testing had shown she would carry the empath mutation. A training group was due to start in three months. One death, which she’d already known about. The census stood at 158 genetic empaths, five up from last year. Seventy-eight had taken training. The rest were young, marginal, or secretive.

With that completed, she switched over to c-net for communication. Using the large terminal instead of her small personal reader, she asked for Yfanna Ruskin’s home line.

Professor Ruskin, Karine’s old college friend and mentor, had promised to look after the children while Karine caught up on clinic and Order business. Professor Ruskin had taken Karine in, too, years ago while Karine attended University. Those had been good days, her first taste of freedom.

Karine slid her view-glasses out of a tunic pocket, wanting to see threespace imagery over the terminal site. A virtual desktop sprang into existence, invisible to anyone not wearing the glasses.

Professor Ruskin’s voice sounded alongside her left ear, where the glasses’ earpiece projected it. “Hello, Karine. Welcome back to the city.” The professor’s image did not appear, so she must be answering from her remote unit.

“Thank you for taking the children on tour. How is it going?”

Professor Ruskin hesitated. “I haven’t seen them yet. Perhaps they decided to tour on their own. I can hardly believe your young Niklo is already studying here. He must be quite a young man now. I’ll bet you’re proud of him.”

Not at this moment. Karine balled a fist down at her side. Niklo knew that Llyn must not be taken out in public. What would he do if she had a catatonic episode? “I’m terribly sorry. You probably waited some time for them to come.”

“Not really. I’m out in my little garden, and time goes quickly when I have dirt on my hands. Don’t worry about the young people. I’m sure they’re fine.”

“I’m not.”

“I seem to remember a young woman who changed housing stacks twice to stop her own mother’s daily checking in.”

Karine flinched. Her mother had insisted that she was only “interested” in Karine’s college life, but that had been an entirely different situation. “Llyn has a debilitating medical condition.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“She’s making a slow but steady recovery.”

“Does your mother still try to change your plans whenever you tell her ahead of time?” Professor Ruskin chuckled.

“I’m afraid so,” Karine answered in the same light tone. She and her mother had not communicated in decades.

“Well, don’t worry about the young people. Just let me know if you need help locating them.”

“I shouldn’t.”

Karine cut the connection and scowled. Niklo! Llyn! Such behavior could not be tolerated. Temporarily doubling Llyn’s workouts would be appropriate punishment. The girl hated to exercise.

She had felt uneasy about bringing Llyn here from Lengle township, but Second Regent Filip Salbari—Head Regent Anton Salbari’s oldest son, and an empath like herself—had asked to meet Llyn. Karine had never been able to refuse Filip a reasonable request. Filip had offered concert seats in his private box.

She plunged back into the Empath Order database and accessed Campus Security. Searching twenty-six buildings for PL transmissions could take a few minutes—

But it spotted them in seconds. Using a security clearance even Niklo didn’t know she had, she scanned the library multinet system. Niklo’s ID had been logged in on the third floor, at a dedicated i-net terminal. Frowning, Karine noted he was using a security lock. Her clearance let her leech his line anyway. Genetic information scrolled across her remote unit’s virtual desktop.

Again? She grimaced. Llyn’s preoccupation with her genetics embarrassed Karine. She was Llyn’s mother. She had painstakingly restored Llyn’s ability to function in real-world, real-time fourspace. She was not jealous. She merely wanted to be loved as she loved Llyn, and she didn’t want relatives turning up, claiming prior guardianship.

She frowned. Furthermore, Niklo knew that searching the topic was forbidden. It would be a long time before she trusted him again. She had given him a generous allowance for his first year at university. He was about to experience a drop in funds.

The University library, full of strangers and odd stimuli, was incredibly unsafe. Hurrying, Karine pointed at the c-net microphone to activate it. She recited Niklo’s call number.

He did not answer. He must have chosen a terminal with a message mute, the kind that stored calls in the order received.

She did not bother to leave a message.

If Niklo was unreachable, she had backup. Her clinical aides, Elroy and Tamsina, had also come to Nuris this morning, wedged into the family charge car. She had enjoyed the trip across open country.

She called Tamsina.

Within seconds, Tamsina’s face appeared over the c-net board. Tamsina wore her black hair short, framing a chocolate-brown face. Tamsina had to be at a terminal, too, which was not unusual. Many Concord citizens spent a quarter of their waking lives sitting or standing at some net station. “Yes, Medic Torfinn?”

“Niklo and Llyn are on the third floor of the library. I want to talk to them.”

“You want me to sign off, go find them, and then call you back?” Tamsina’s voice sounded slightly strained.

“Exactly.”

“May I finish what I’m doing? It’ll take just a few minutes.”

“Now, please.”

Tamsina’s face vanished.

Karine pointed back over to the local channel. There should be time for a final routine check she ran whenever clinic business brought her to NU. On this secure terminal, she could request other information that wasn’t passed uphill to the clinic in Lengle township. She always made certain that no one else ever asked for information on the laboratory where Llyn was found.

She had first seen Llyn floating in a two-meter tank in central Nuris, and the memory lingered. Optical cables had connected a state-of-the-art artificial reality processor to motion sensors in the girl’s black gelskin garment. She looked tiny and gaunt, almost skeletal. Her masked, helmeted head seemed like a huge mismatch for her body. Straight, oily black hair flowed out from under the helmet and trailed into the float solution.

Karine frowned. She had no sympathy for the escapists who frequented Nuris’s ARcade. To impose artificial reality on a helpless child was unforgivable. Llyn was still helpless in many ways, and still a child.

Another mystery: if Llyn had been immersed without a motion frame for years, as her mental state suggested, she should have been even more severely crippled. Someone must have moved her into that particular tank shortly before authorities found her.

RAKAYA SHASRUUD LABORATORY, she keyed in. The unlicensed “researcher” had suicided before Antaran enforcement officers could get any insights from her. As usual, the screen lit with old information—

She peered closer. No. This time, it wasn’t all old.

She clenched her hands. Someone had begun stripping the net for information about Llyn. He or she had used various clearance codes to avoid a trace, but the requests on this worldwide net started only last week. The inquirer must have just arrived on Antar from one of the other Concord systems.

And since Llyn and Niklo had also requested background data on Llyn less than an hour ago, that unknown person might be alerted the moment he or she came back online.

Karine blinked at the screen. She’d dreaded this. For five years it had been touch-and-go, with Llyn fighting her help, resisting it, and then submitting—but a real struggle for Llyn might begin now, today. Someone else might want custody.

Stupid, careless children! Karine shut down her terminal. She could reach the library before Elroy and Tamsina, if Tamsina was determined to stall.
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Niklo rocked his chair. “I don’t know,” he murmured. “I’m not finding anyone who matches even ten percent of your genetic parameters.”

“It was worth a try.” Llyn tried not to sound as disappointed as she felt. Her chromosomal parents were probably dead. “To me, anyway.”

“Maybe Mother knows something she’s not telling us. I’ll set this to continue searching and file any report that comes up on my dorm terminal.”

“But that could cost—”

“I’ll put it on Mother’s clinic account. The numbers people don’t bother her unless there’s a shortfall.” He waved his hands and stood up.

“But—”

Niklo grasped the back of her neck and kneaded. “Your muscles are in knots. Want to go for a walk? We could check in with Professor Ruskin, so we can tell Mother honestly we did it.”

“Well, yes.” It was just like her brother to realize without being told that she ached all over. “A walk sounds good.”

Silky fabric swished between her legs as they walked up the library aisle. Her new deep-blue outfit sparkled where iridescent threads had been woven into its fabric. It was a special purchase for this afternoon’s concert. She had programmed fabrics and styles into the clinic multinet, then scrutinized hypothetical outfits. Karine ordered the resultant ensemble from Nuris instead of home-synthesizing it. Llyn had never felt so beautiful.

Nor so fretful. Nuris University was one more environment she couldn’t control. She missed the inner world’s safety. Its beauty. Its privacy.

They had almost reached the huge main stairwell when a feminine voice filtered down from an overhead speaker. “Niklo Reece, please contact the main desk. Niklo Reece, please contact the main desk.”

That wasn’t Karine’s voice, but she must have arrived at the library. Llyn halted beside a glass door. “How did she find us?”

Niklo shook his head, grimacing. “I don’t know. I really thought … Llyn, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry for me.” Llyn shrugged, but they both knew that any consequences would fall more heavily on her. Glumly, she followed him downstairs.

The library processing area surrounded a green open space. Evergreen saplings, imported from fertile Tdega and planted in painstakingly reprocessed soil, flourished under lights. One mammoth pine grazed the third balcony. It was marvelous.

She spotted Elroy and Tamsina near a circular processing desk at one edge of the grove, close to the foot of the stairs’ lowest course. Elroy stood with his broad back to the stairwell and leaned over a desk. Slender Tamsina, watching the stairs, elbowed her big partner. He turned around, rotating slowly like a small planet. They both walked forward.

“Is Mother headed over?” Niklo asked.

Tamsina wrinkled her nose. More Afro than most of the Concord’s racially mingled settlers, she had a smooth complexion Llyn envied. “Probably. She called from the pyramid. If there’s still a back door, we might get out before she arrives. Give her time to cool down before you have to look her in the face.”

Niklo pointed toward a half flight of steps that led down and away from the main stairwell. “That way.”

Llyn darted toward the stairs, grateful that Elroy and Tamsina wanted to defuse any potential parental fireworks.

Automatic glass doors let them through. They stepped onto a triangular porch that pointed away from the pyramid. “Where are we going?” Llyn quickstepped along a sidewalk lined with young trees. Everything seemed to grow inside the University dome. Traveling here from the clinic, klicks and klicks of centuries-dead trees and bushes had depressed her.

“Remember, you’re supposed to rendezvous with Filip Salbari before the concert.” Elroy clumped along, taking one stride for Tamsina’s two. “We’ll head for his campus office.”

Llyn nodded as she hustled. Regent Salbari had a reputation as a peacemaker. The walkway curved away from the library between soft, fragrant lawns and stone buildings.

“How do you two know so much about NU?” Niklo glanced at Tamsina.

“You’re not the first person to go to school here,” she said. “Elroy and I graduated ten years apart.”

Karine’s assistants led them to an unmarked stone building. It had no porch, only a broad sliding door. Tamsina beckoned. “This way.” Once indoors, she turned right and trotted up a flight of stone steps.

This was it. The real seat of power, the information-flow gate for every settlement on Antar.

Llyn followed.

Inside the main doors, a long mural displayed highlights of Concord history. Hidden from Earth-based view by a cloud of dust and dark matter, the Concord star cluster had been spotted by outbound probes: eight F- and G-class suns and a hot blue oddball. The first wall panel showed the flotilla of colony ships that had been launched less than a decade later—not to scale, of course, but nothing drawn to scale could fairly represent stellar distances. Llyn knew it was the fourth generation—fed hydroponically, since carbon-based nanotech was so vulnerable to cosmic radiation—that made landfall six hundred years ago.

Shipboard, a political hierarchy had evolved out of the information-flow controllers. They had arranged the star cluster’s exploration, terraforming, and settlement. Some wit had named the settlement committees “Universities” and their controllers “Regents.” The names had stuck. The political structure survived.

Nuris University was the Concord’s finest hard copy repository and its most complex i-net archive. Just standing here gave Llyn a pleasant shiver.

And these painted panels were magnificently proportioned. The next panel naturally depicted a huge metal frame. The settlers had found nine such frames—now called Gates—in the nine Concord cluster systems, obviously abandoned by some previous civilization. Objects hurled at the Gates emerged days or even weeks later, light-years away, through other Concord Gates.

The third panel displayed two worlds, one verdant and one brown. Lush Tdega, already possessed of terrestrial atmosphere and plant life, had been slated for first settlement. But marginal Antar was closest to its Gate. By settler consensus, Antar became the Concord’s capital.

Llyn stared upward as she plodded upstairs. Really, the building itself was a fourth exhibit. Three of the Concord’s most powerful University Regent families lived here in Nuris, on Antar. The Salbari and Sheliak patriarchies and the Tourelle matriarchy had risen to power two hundred years ago, when during the Devastator crisis they downloaded and saved much of the Concord’s culture and technology. Now they administered Nuris University, and so they governed Antar—and therefore, the Concord.

She paused on a landing. Her legs ached. The sprint had really drained her. Day after day, she exercised to exhaustion. She still wasn’t muscular enough to suit Karine, nor big-boned enough, even though Elroy regularly injected her with a calcium- and hormone-laced growth solution. The injections should have made her scream but didn’t.

Maybe someday, Karine would stop overstimulating her and try gentleness.

She finally rounded the last corner. Niklo stood in the upper hallway, waving her forward. “Come on, Llyn. He’s here, and he’s anxious to meet you.” He ducked through the door.

Llyn paused, puffing. This hallway’s carpet looked like the same deep shade of green as the clinic’s. She wondered whether Karine had deliberately chosen that shade, or if she had unconsciously duplicated Regent Salbari’s environment. She certainly talked about him enough.

She turned left through the open door.

The man who stood behind the broad desk wasn’t tall, but he was magnificently dressed in long black culottes and a silken pale-green tunic. His collar stood up alongside his throat, displaying a pair of red bloodstones, the Empath Order garnets. Karine also wore a garnet on formal occasions. Owning two of them meant this man had been specially honored by the Order. Apparently, his hair had been blond years ago. Yellow now and streaked with gray, it waved alongside his face.

“Good afternoon, sir,” Llyn said, remembering Karine’s coaching in social interactions. “May I assume you are Regent Salbari?”

“I am. You are obviously Llyn. I am delighted to meet you.”

Llyn still learned more from people’s voices than from their faces, and she liked Regent Salbari’s mellow baritone. Stepping closer, she offered her hand. He clasped it momentarily and drew Llyn toward a small, curly-haired woman who stood on his right. “This is Vananda Hadley, Llyn. She is my wife’s sister, a colleague of mine and your mother’s.”

“It is good to make your acquaintance, Gen’n Hadley.” Since Karine had allowed this trip in the name of Llyn’s social education, she took a stab at greeting the stranger. The woman didn’t correct her, so evidently she didn’t have an extra title as Regent Salbari did. Simple “Gen’n” sufficed.

Llyn looked Second Regent Filip Salbari up and down. It felt strange seeing him in the flesh, since Karine quoted him constantly. This wasn’t even a hologram. He still looked handsome in a warm, fatherly way.

He waved her toward a seat in his office. Niklo, Tamsina, and Elroy had already sat down. Niklo actually swung a leg, looking comfortable and casual.

“You must excuse me for a few minutes.” Regent Salbari gestured toward a terminal at one end of his desk. “We’re expecting a report momentarily on the Aliki. It should have reached Tdega Gate three days ago.”

Llyn mostly understood the Aliki’s mission, because Karine had taken pains to explain it. For two hundred years, since the alien Devastators attacked the Concord without warning, Concord worlds had been scrambling to repair atmospheric damage and reestablish food production.

Humans had escaped the attack in anything they could launch: trade ships, freighters, pleasure craft. Antar had been fully resettled for just fifty years since then, and recently, Tdega had begun to charge stiff prices for food. Its production templates had survived there, undamaged—protected, evidently, by atmosphere and concrete—but Tdega had never shared those templates.

So Nuris University had sent the Aliki, carrying the Concord’s most honorable and persuasive negotiators and staff, in a diplomatic effort to renegotiate food aid and Tdega’s special position in the Concord.

After all, food could be grown out in the open on Tdega. Production templates would be better used elsewhere. Concord worlds must cooperate, because if the Devastators had also found Earth and its other colonies, the Concord settlers might be all that remained of humankind.

All that remained. Llyn shivered.

Regent Filip Salbari stared at a projection console in a corner of his office behind the desktop. Llyn was impressed. He hadn’t put on view-glasses. He must have implants.

“Llyn.” Vananda Hadley stared at Llyn with intense green eyes. Her voice seemed oddly birdlike. “I’m pleased to meet you. Are things going well with Karine?”

A tumble of feelings spun through Llyn: her respectful gratitude, her growing discontent, and her frustrated longing to find her origins. “Yes,” she began. “I have made great progress—”

“Thank you.” Smiling, Gen’n Hadley leaned back in her chair. “You don’t have to go into any more detail.”

Llyn blinked.

Niklo chuckled from the chair on Llyn’s right. “Checking on Mother, Gen’n Hadley?”

Vananda Hadley inclined her head toward Niklo. “You and Llyn are flourishing, under the circumstances.”

Llyn understood less than half of this conversation. She shot her brother a questioning look.

He steepled his fingers. “Vananda is the Order’s strongest living listener. She has known Mother longer than we have.”

Llyn felt her cheeks heat. “Gen’n, I mean no disrespect to—”

“I’m not the strongest,” Vananda said softly. “Father is on that ship bound for Tdega.”

Was Vananda Hadley the famous Athis Pallaton’s daughter? Now Llyn was really impressed. According to Karine, Regent Pallaton’s ability to synch rapidly with a succession of speakers and his impeccably honest reputation would ensure clean negotiations.

Regent Salbari rotated his chair toward the desktop again. Evidently his screen had not shown him what he wanted to see. “The Order asked him to go.”

“Father volunteered.” Vananda Hadley’s tone became deep and sincere. “Just as Jahn did when he entered service.” Concern flooded her voice when she spoke that name, Jahn. “You’re not responsible for his welfare, Filip. We don’t know there’s been a mishap.”

Llyn wondered who Jahn was and why Vananda Hadley loved him so openly. Husband? Son?

Elroy stretched his long legs into the center of Regent Salbari’s forest-green carpeting. “Where do you suppose Karine is?”

Vananda Hadley shut her eyes momentarily and announced, “On the stairwell. Headed up here.”

Niklo sprang up.

“Sit down, son.” Regent Salbari rested his forearms on the desktop. “We knew she was coming. She asked me to alert her if you arrived.”

Llyn crossed her knees and stared at her feet. Maybe in this office, Karine wouldn’t explode.

She appeared in the doorway half a minute later. Her rigid shoulders made a stiff platform for her long tunic. Her brown hair, cut chin-length in a businesslike sweep, hung forward. A dark expression clouded her eyes. “There you are,” she said. “Professor Ruskin had no idea where you had gone. This is not responsible behavior—”

Vananda Hadley stood. “Good afternoon, Karine. Welcome back to Nuris. We’ve missed you.”

Karine glanced at the smaller woman, raising an eyebrow. She hated to be interrupted, particularly in the middle of correcting someone. “Hello, Vananda.”

“Won’t you sit down?” Regent Salbari glanced at the vacant office chair.

Karine sank into it, but Llyn recognized a glower that meant she would hear more later. “Anything from Tdega Gate?” Karine asked Regent Salbari. Her vocal rhythm sounded strained.

“There should be, momentarily.” Regent Salbari glanced over his shoulder. “Karine, you and your family would be welcome to join us for tea after the concert.”

Karine’s frown lines smoothed away. Communal eating was a deeply emotional holdover from shipboard days, when people often met in person. “Thank you.” Her sincere speaking voice sounded as if she’d rather sing. “We would be honored. I will see you at your box. First, though, I need to speak with my children.”

Llyn shrank inwardly. She hadn’t escaped after all. Vananda Hadley, sitting out of Karine’s line of sight, firmed her lips.

“Llyn?” Karine glanced at the door. “Niklo?”

Llyn stood up, suddenly weary. Now that it was too late, she also remembered a favor she’d wanted to ask Regent Salbari.

It would have to wait. Maybe during the concert, maybe afterward.

Elroy slipped out of the office, and Llyn followed slowly.
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Llyn walked beside Karine, whose black culottes also swished as she walked. “This has nothing to do with right and wrong, and everything to do with your safety,” Karine said. She paused on the sidewalk and laid a hand on Llyn’s shoulder. Llyn barely felt it. Elroy and Tamsina walked a step ahead with Niklo, and then they halted, too.

“You aren’t like other people.” Karine kept her voice low. “There are things you will never be able to do. I’m protecting you from potential danger. You were foolish to go to the library.”

Llyn answered cautiously, not daring to provoke her further. “I didn’t go alone. I have sense enough not to do that.”

Faint compression lines appeared around Karine’s lips. She didn’t respond until another group of foreign students passed them. Llyn had never seen so many human beings in the flesh.

Not that she recalled, anyway.

“Listen.” Karine fingered her garnet pendant. “I always check current records of the Rakaya Shasruud Laboratory when I come into Nuris. That information is only available on secured terminals in the city.”

Llyn glanced up at the dome’s blue underside and the honeycomb pattern of braces that held it in place. They fascinated her, but she had no memory of Rakaya Shasruud. “I know you do,” she murmured.

Karine stepped closer. “My terminals also record incoming activity. Someone else has been stripping the net for information on you—not today, but in a random pattern over the last week.”

Llyn smiled slightly. Maybe she was less alone in this world than she’d thought. “Someone else knows about me?”

Karine pointed at Niklo. “There, you see? She’s that naïve! You can’t expect her to know what is dangerous.”

Dangerous?

Niklo shrugged. “She tries to be careful. We all do.”

Karine squeezed Llyn’s shoulder, and now Llyn felt it clearly. “I don’t think anyone would look for you with generous motives. You could be in danger. We are going straight home.”

“Home?” Llyn cried. “What about the concert? Wasn’t that supposed to be part of my social lesson? We have Regent Salbari’s personal invitation.”

Elroy cleared his throat and bent his head down toward Karine. “Regent Salbari did ask us to attend. His private box should be the safest place there.”

“I would like to hear the choir,” Tamsina put in. “I sang in it when I came up for University.”

“It’ll start in just a few minutes.” Niklo pointed west across the lawn. Karine had led them several degrees off the direct course. “They’ve opened the auditorium.”

Llyn tried not to beg with her eyes. Karine tended to punish that pleading expression.

Karine frowned. “All right. We will go straight to the auditorium and wait there.”

Mentally, Llyn blessed Niklo, Elroy, and Tamsina. Aloud, she murmured to Karine, “Thank you, Mother.”

Tamsina led across the grassy campus at a stroll that spared Llyn’s energy. They approached a tall building that was almost square, except that Llyn’s eye for geometry picked up asymmetries in its roofline.

Karine had explained that this afternoon’s concert was not as formal as an evening affair would have been, but she’d specially ordered Llyn the silky outfit, so Llyn expected to see other people’s finery. Nor was she disappointed. Many men walking up the tall auditorium’s steps wore black culottes with white tunics, the height of formality. Some women belted their tunics over their culottes. Others let both garments hang loose and blend into a long line. Body scents mingled and clashed in the foyer. A hubbub of voices baffled her keen hearing. She could distinguish only snatches of other groups’ conversations.

“…new composition by Elex Hale …”

“…never been any navigational problems …”

“…but it wasn’t on the final exam …”

Llyn tried not to worry that she might experience a flashback. It had been several weeks since her last one. Any pair of musical notes, if they related to each other in the tonality of that lost inner world, could render her helpless. In a way, Karine was right. Attending this concert was inviting disaster.

But what pageantry! Chandeliers spiraled overhead. Concertgoers crowded a food and drink station, and uniformed ushers stood at all doors. She spotted three black-haired people who looked predominantly neo-Asian, a blend of oriental and Native American families who’d banded together on one of the generation ships.

Karine steered the group through the foyer toward a curved, shining staircase at its right. Llyn hadn’t a guess what choral music might sound like, but the idea intrigued her. Many voices together ought to communicate more deeply than a single individual. It seemed logical.

At the foot of the stairs, two ushers watched the throng. Their black uniforms looked exactly alike, right down to the metal woven into their belts.

Karine stepped up to the woman. “I’m Medic Torfinn,” she said. “Party of five, to join Filip Salbari’s group.”

The usher raised a personal reader. “Yes. Box three is at the top of the stairs on your left. Go on up.”

Karine beckoned to Llyn and led the way. The stairs were carved from black stone flecked with red, white, and gray. Llyn wondered how this enormous building had been reinforced against quakes. The staircase was much quieter than the lobby below. She followed Karine toward a doorway and paused there, winded. Karine strode through.

Niklo stopped beside Llyn’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

“There’s been a lot of climbing today.” Llyn straightened her shoulders, loosened her hands at her sides, and walked in.

The hubbub that had assaulted her down below boomed up here, too. Regent Filip Salbari stood two stair steps below her. Beyond and below him, a large window opened over the auditorium. Regent Salbari reached for her hand and presented it to another elegant woman, whose curly brown hair sparkled with tiny white flecks. She wore a brilliant green velvet tunic over her culottes. “Llyn, this is my wife, Favia Hadley. Favia, Llyn Torfinn.”

Vananda’s sister would be another daughter of the famous Athis Pallaton—right? Aware of Karine’s scrutiny, Llyn glanced down respectfully. For the past year, Karine had drilled her in public-place poise. Chin forward, eyes moving. Hands loose at your sides, ready to reach out for balance, gifts, or handclasps.

The woman’s bright eyes were brown, not green like her sister’s. Favia looked older than Karine, maybe forty-five or fifty. One of her eyebrows was raised. Didn’t that suggest amusement? “I hope you enjoy the concert, Llyn. Karine, may I compliment you on your daughter?”

Llyn warmed from her shoulders to the top of her scalp. Favia Hadley’s voice accepted both Llyn and Karine.

Karine backed up to stand beside Llyn. “She is a good student.” Karine smiled toward Regent Salbari.

The adults turned aside to converse, so Llyn pivoted and took a look around. Regent Salbari’s box, walled on three sides but open to the enormous room below, overlooked the stage from one side. Studying the angles of stage, ceiling, walls, and floors, she abruptly realized she could follow the paths that sound waves were meant to travel once they left the stage. Voices babbled down in the hall, creating discordant chaos.

As if he’d perceived her thought, Regent Salbari touched a button on the wall. A transparent panel slid down from the ceiling and shut off the din.

That might come in handy later, if she blacked out and the party wanted privacy to revive her. Karine had warned her to anticipate this.

Karine was always predicting disasters.

Llyn stepped to the edge of the box and stared down. From up here, she primarily saw hair colors, mostly brown like Karine’s, with many darker and a few lighter. On well-dressed bodies, fabrics flowed loosely, some brilliant and some pastel. Distant mouths moved, but with the transparent panel in place, she couldn’t hear their speech.

Tamsina joined her at the balcony’s edge, resting a manicured hand on the back of a plush seat. “Don’t look down,” she said. “Look across at the other boxes. That’s where things are really interesting. Straight ahead—see those three boxes? That’s the Tourelle matriarchy. They own half the manufacturing on Antar.”

Llyn peered across the hall. Five women, four men, and three small children had taken seats in the opposite box. Another dozen people milled in boxes to its left and right.

“Left from them,” Tamsina said, “are two Sheliak boxes. That’s a paterline like this one. They’re short a few today. Two of them went to Tdega to represent us in the talks.”

Even from this distance, Llyn could see one woman’s necklace sparkle. The jewelry must be massive.

“One more box left, you can just see … there, see the man wearing all black? That’s Head Regent Anton Salbari.”

Llyn straightened and stared. There stood Regent Filip Salbari’s father, the most powerful man in the Concord. Other than his all-black academic attire, from this distance he looked like an ordinary man of sixty or seventy.

“Did you say Anton Salbari?” Niklo stepped down behind them. “Where?”

Abruptly Karine turned her head and looked down the steps. “Llyn,” she exclaimed, “get away from that window.”

Llyn backed around Niklo. “Why? What’s wrong?”

“Someone might see you. Someone who was looking for you on the net—”

It was tempting to step forward again anyway, but Regent Salbari spoke up. “It’s time we were seated. Llyn, you’re here.” He motioned her to the center seat in the front row. To her delight, he sat down beside her. His seat had exceptionally wide armrests. He fingered one of them, and the window reopened. Below, the hubbub quieted.

This was her chance. If she blacked out during the concert, she might not see Regent Salbari again. “Sir?” She bent close to his shoulder. “May I ask you a favor?”

Out of one corner of her eye she saw Karine cock her head, eavesdropping.

“Certainly,” Regent Salbari said, “within reason.”

She plunged forward. “There’ll be an on-site class offered next week up in Lengle. It’s on Antaran history. I’d like to take it.”

Karine leaned across Llyn toward Regent Salbari. “Llyn, we’ve discussed that several times. It’s not a good idea, because—”

Regent Salbari lifted a hand. “Wait a moment, Karine. Llyn, why would you want to take it in person? You have terminals at the clinic.”

“I’m always at the clinic. Sir,” she added.

“Yes. She takes satellite classes,” Karine said. “She sees other people.”

“But not in person.” He nodded at Llyn. “It’s lonely for you, isn’t it?”

He understood! Karine understood, too—she had to, she was an empath—but she did nothing about it. Llyn nodded. “I want to broaden my boundaries, sir. It’s important to me.”

Regent Salbari glanced at Karine. “That’s normal for a person your age. But be aware that you can broaden them too far. Things can go out of control inside them. Your pets can get into your garden.”

Karine nudged Llyn.

“On the other hand,” he continued, lowering his voice to a whisper as the audience silenced, “the scars that you suffer in life often prepare you for your greatest accomplishments. Your pets’ fresh droppings may burn today’s plants, but in time those spots become the most fertile.”

“Interesting thought,” Karine muttered.

Llyn’s cheeks warmed. If she’d made that sort of biological observation, she’d have been instantly disciplined.

Regent Salbari folded his hands in his lap and whispered, “Let’s see how she does tonight, Karine. Her social development probably does need accelerating.”

“I disagree. Social development is not necessary for survival in this world.”

After all Karine’s coaching, how could she say such a thing? Llyn opened her mouth to argue.

Regent Salbari crossed his legs and smoothed his culottes. “Karine, in the struggle for human dignity, there is always a cost. Sometimes you must make difficult choices—”

Another man all in black stepped onto the stage. Regent Salbari lifted his hand again, ending the conversation.

Llyn sat back. At least Regent Salbari wanted to give her a chance. Now it was imperative that she not have a flashback. There was something at stake.

The man in black talked for several minutes about Nuris University, the excellence of its programs, and Antar’s centrality to the Concord. He praised Head Regent Anton Salbari at length.

Llyn stifled a yawn.

Abruptly the opaque panel on stage vanished. Llyn knew she was supposed to be quiet, so she didn’t gasp, but she’d never seen a wall do that in this world. Was this a flashback?

No. Four rows of ordinary people, most of them only a little older than Niklo, stood on steps that curved toward the downstairs audience. At first, they looked as if all their tunics and culottes matched, until Llyn realized they wore electric-blue robes. A woman wearing a matching robe paraded to center stage. Everyone in the theater clapped their hands together, so Llyn joined in. She found she could vary the sound by angling or cupping her palms. When hundreds of people did it, it made a soft, high-pitched roar. She liked it.

Karine sat with her lips pressed tightly together, her stare darting from Llyn to the stage. Llyn braced in her seat. At any moment she would probably waft away. Always before, she had enjoyed—deeply—what she couldn’t control. This time she must squelch it. If her mind flashed back this time, Karine might lock her up. For good.

“…one of the oldest poems recorded among Earth’s Irish population,” the robed woman continued, “credited to Ireland’s patron saint, Patrick. ‘The Deer’s Cry.’” She turned and raised her arms. Without any visible cue for pitch, a hundred mouths opened. Llyn sat breathless as they sang, hypnotized by a new and complex harmony.

“I arise today

Through the strength of heaven:

Light of sun,

Radiance of moon,

Splendor of fire,

Speed of lightning,

Swiftness of wind,

Depth of sea,

Stability of earth,

Firmness of rock.”

She had never heard anything so beautiful. Voices grouped by timbre echoed each other in an intricate rhythmic and harmonic chase.

“I arise today

Through a mighty strength, the invocation of the Trinity,

Through belief in the threeness,

Through confession of the oneness

Of the Creator of creation.”

Karine had called her triangular garnet pendant “Creator’s Blood.” She had taught Llyn more about the empaths’ religion, but she hadn’t demanded that Llyn follow it. If Karine had presented it this way, she’d have found Llyn a willing convert!

Abruptly Llyn realized she’d remained seated in her chair, pulled down by stodgy and unimaginative gravity. Only the overhead lights glimmered. No grid lines measured the universe, no geometries enticed her. Instead, lyrics leaped like deer off the stage, up to the box, into her mind. She stared straight ahead. She would not look at Karine. She would act like a normal person.

Involved in the song, she recognized a string of words she’d already heard. She’d read poems that had refrains. The melody, too, sounded familiar here.

The third time it happened, Llyn murmured along under her breath. “I arise today through a mighty strength …” This time, she glanced aside. Karine had turned fully toward her, ignoring the choir.

Llyn stopped. Was she doing something unacceptable?

Karine shook both hands in an encouraging gesture. Llyn whispered along with the refrain’s last line. Regent Salbari also watched, and she thought his slight smile looked kindly.

Llyn faced forward, closed her mouth, shut her eyes, and relaxed in the deep, soft chair. The music flowed on, a choral multitude in perfectly pitched harmony. The universe felt right.

“I arise today

Through a mighty strength, the invocation of the Trinity,

Through belief in the threeness,

Through confession of the oneness

Of the Creator of creation.”

The song ended. Momentarily grieved, Llyn joined thunderous applause. She gathered her culottes to stand up.

The woman onstage caught the robed people’s attention again. Llyn held her breath. Would there be more?

The choir began another song. Llyn relaxed, bathing in a sense of power. Just for tonight, the universe made sense and she could control herself in it. She’d never felt so happy in this dull, gridless world. For the first time she could remember, a deep sense of loss and homesickness dropped away.

If reality could always be this wonderful, she might actually prefer it to her sweet geometric memories. She might stop caring who had conceived her. She might reach out to the future.

The choir had finished its third song when Regent Salbari reached for his right armrest. Llyn saw only a few colored buttons, but Regent Salbari stared into the air over them. Lines deepened on his forehead and between his eyes. He grasped Favia Hadley’s hand, bent close to her sparkling hair, and whispered into her ear. Llyn was too inexperienced to interpret strangers’ faces, but she thought Gen’n Favia’s wide eyes and slightly open lips meant shock.

Almost immediately, a plainclothed man walked out into the center of the stage and interrupted the robed woman, who had been reciting an introduction Llyn hadn’t heard. He grasped the woman’s arm and spoke to her softly, then stepped to the center of the stage. “Gens and Gen’ns, I apologize for interrupting this concert. We will conclude with the next anthem. There is bad news. A sensor sweep of space near Tdega Gate has positively identified an expanding cluster of debris as wreckage from the Antaran consular ship Aliki and the Tdegan Pride of Lions. We have no word yet as to how they were destroyed, and an investigation will begin immediately. But first, let us observe a moment of silence in memory of those courageous passengers and crews.” He bowed to the robed woman.

She clasped her hands and stood without moving for several seconds.

A shipload of the Concord’s best people? Two shiploads? Stunned, Llyn glanced left. Head Regent Anton Salbari’s booth window had already dropped and darkened. Across from where she sat, the other boxes’ occupants had kept their windows open, but people were already hurrying up their short staircases to leave.

Filip Salbari stood. “Excuse me,” he murmured to Llyn and Karine. “Thank you for attending.” He kept one hand at his wife’s waist, and they hustled up to the box door.

Gen’n Favia Hadley’s father was among the dead, wasn’t he?

How horrible.

Karine looked dazed, her stare glassy.

“Are you all right?” Llyn whispered.

Niklo bent across Regent Salbari’s empty chair. “Do you think Tdega destroyed them?”

“Surely not.” Karine’s lips moved, but her gaze was fixed straight ahead. The choir started singing again. “Sh,” Karine said.

Llyn straightened in her chair. Terrible visions of a spaceship’s last moments sprang into her mind, fueled by historical dramas she’d seen. She heard little of the choir’s final anthem.

[image: * * *]

Even Elroy and Tamsina remained silent as Karine led back to the open area where she had parked the family car for recharging. Niklo kissed his mother perfunctorily and strode off toward his tall, concrete housing stack, probably eager to turn on his e-net for developments.

The car had no viewing screens. Llyn took one more uneasy glance up at the honeycomb braces supporting the dome and then slid onto the back bench with Tamsina. Elroy took the driver’s seat.

From the other front seat, Karine switched on nonvisual news. The reader was finishing a grim catalogue of debris that the survey ship had found, chiefly metal shards and expanding gases. Their composition seemed to support a theory of space-warp destruction, possibly caused by a long-dreaded malfunction finally developing in the Gate system. Concord settlers still did not understand how they worked or where the energy came from to operate them.

The i-net reader went on to reiterate why the Concord had sent the Aliki. Concord representatives had been ordered to promise naturally fertile Tdega all their own planets’ future resources at drastically reduced trade rates, if only Tdega delivered the templates. Everything from faulty silica to weak welding had been blamed for the food shortages.

Karine snapped off the speaker. “That’s all we’ll hear for a while.”

“The real reason for shortages,” Elroy said, “is that the Tdegan government won’t release those nanotech templates.”

“The real reason,” Tamsina insisted, “is that nano-machines couldn’t be programmed to fix themselves.” The microscopic technology had proved so fussy to maintain, in fact, that it had only been economically successful for food production and locator chips.

The car sped out of the huge University dome and into a dim inner pipeway, where two-way traffic felt claustrophobic under pale yellow lamps. The next open area, green with grass and shrubbery, was flooded by filtered sunlight and lined with shop-and-domicile stacks. Llyn glanced up at another sky-blue city dome.

She had heard that Nuris was a sizeable network of domes and pipeways. Now she knew.

Two ships. Maybe four hundred people. Poof.

One more pipeway took them into the final dome southward. Llyn stared up longingly, determined to remember this scene as part of her day at Nuris University. This dome’s ceiling seemed even farther away. An air liberation factory, where oxygen was chemically released from pulverized surface rock, thrust tall stacks toward the dome’s underside. Inside this dome complex, the artificial atmosphere was thick enough to support indefinite outdoor activity. Outside, thanks to constant efforts at atmospheric renewal, people could survive without supplemental oxygen—but Antarans carried breath masks if they planned to work outdoors.

Nuris’s southernmost arch loomed overhead and passed behind, and they emerged into the open. As usual, heavy clouds shrouded a sullen sky. To Llyn’s surprise, Antar’s red double star peeped through near the horizon. It was a monthly event, at most. A seeder plane swooped out of the clouds to land alongside the cluster of city domes. Nuris University was still re-cooling Antar’s upper atmosphere after the Devastators’ crippling attack, precipitating out water as quickly as possible, seeding the clouds with algal spores. More free water would support more oxygen-producing algae on the planet’s surface—and would itself absorb carbon dioxide, a buffer effect that the Devastators had destroyed when they boiled off so much of Antar’s old ocean. Fertilizing the algae with iron also helped absorb greenhouse carbon dioxide.

The Devastators had bombarded planetary oceans, raising vast thermal storms that almost turned the Concord worlds into clones of Earth’s sister Venus. Seven systems’ settlers were wiped out. Only the Tdegan and Antaran flotillas had escaped detection.

The car swerved around a geothermal area. Outside Llyn’s bubble window, volcanic plains sped by. Much of Antar was virtually featureless, except to geologists interested in the composition of lava flows.

Between broad algae paddies, they passed evidence of Antar’s pre-Devastator past. A ghost forest of brush and scrub, brittle stems and twigs two hundred years dead, stood unrotted. The terraformers still called Antar’s environment “bacteriologically impoverished.” Antaran survivors had risked their lives, returning to thwart a runaway greenhouse barely in time.

Llyn curled up in her seat and watched the volcanic plains flow past. In her memory, the refrain of that first terribly sweet anthem thundered again, its melody matched by torrential chords:

“I arise today

Through a mighty strength, the invocation of the Trinity …”

Two ships. Destroyed. Had the Devastators come back?

Another car pulled up beside theirs. Evidently it was fuel-powered, because its engine droned noisily over the charge car’s soft hum. As it accelerated and sped past, the pitch of its engine changed.

The bubble window over her head shimmered and collapsed. A glimmering grid appeared, defining space-time with a slow, dignified sweep. Against a blue background, brilliant geometric shapes coalesced.

Old friends! Leaving her weak, skinny body droopy-eyed in the car, Llyn sang herself upward. Grid lines dropped as she rose, free of dependence, free of confinement, with a blessed sweep of harmony flooding her perception.

She floated, rejoicing. A softly colored choir sang songs of the universe. The very stars vibrated, overjoyed to exist. Exalted to the depth of her spirit, Llyn vibrated out a melody with them, singing her own line to the stars’ accompaniment. It was a song she didn’t remember, yet somehow she knew it by heart. It was her own song, a gift from the true Composer. She was not required to sing anyone else’s line: not Karine’s, Niklo’s, or Filip Salbari’s. Only Llyn’s. If every star sang its own melody, the result would be magnificent.

Utterly contented, singing this new gift of song, she wafted effortlessly into a glimmering opal sky.

[image: * * *]

“Oh, no. Medic Torfinn!”

Karine turned toward Tamsina’s exclamation. Llyn had slumped in the seat, staring up at the bubble dome, wearing a rapt smile.

Karine had learned to hate that smile.

“She did it again.” Tamsina reached into her pocket for the penlight she always carried. “I’ll—”

“What else is wrong?” Karine demanded. Why was Tamsina hesitating?

Tamsina bent over and rummaged on the seat. “I can’t find my penlight. I must have lost it somewhere. I—I was looking down at the floor during the concert. I must have set it aside.”

Stupid! The easiest way to recapture Llyn would be to force open one eye and whisk a bright light back and forth in front of it, but Karine had left her light at the clinic, depending on Tamsina. “Elroy?”

The big man shook his head.

Several years ago, Karine had implanted a white-noise generator in Llyn’s left ear, trying to prevent these episodes. It hadn’t helped. They’d had to remove it. “You’ll have to do it the hard way,” Karine said.

Llyn grinned idiotically as Tamsina reached for her forearm.

[image: * * *]

Bitter pain shot through Llyn, high in a shimmering sky. Pain in her arm…

What was an arm?

Irrelevant. She wafted on, singing as she flew. A splendid green pyramid appeared near her horizon. She sang herself toward it.

Pain continued to nag at her. Hazy fog descended over her shimmering world. Her green playmate blurred at its edges. Annoyed, Llyn twisted and spun around a Z-axis marker. She tried to sing color back into fading grid lines.

Her playmate wilted, turning dreary and brown. All around her, beautiful harmonies faded. The world was ending, dying …

Her arm hurt.

Arm. Llyn remembered the shape of an arm. It was part of that other world. The world that hurt. Rumbled. Frightened.

Maybe she could escape. She poured on speed. Grid lines whizzed beneath her. Vainly she tried to sing color back into her beloved inner realm, but it kept darkening. The grid lines vanished. Like thousands of candles snuffed simultaneously, her choir winked out. No, she mourned. Not again. She sped on in a black vacuum.

Someone out there—hopefully Tamsina—had been pinching her. They would watch as Llyn’s body convulsed in rigid seizure.

She knew what she ought to do, but she hesitated, reflecting on the oddity of what had just happened. Choral music had no effect on her equilibrium, but let a single note change pitch, and that left her helpless. How could this be?

“Llyn!” Karine’s voice thundered. “Come back!”

Karine doubtless sensed that her “unique subject” was making no effort.

Hurt and angry, Llyn huddled in her dark cocoon a few moments longer. All of the stars had sung together, and she had sung with them. She never wanted to forget that. She must not feel humiliated when Karine demanded to analyze and criticize her sweet flashback. It had been right. The universe might collapse, but that music had held meaning.

“Llyn, you will begin returning or I will cancel that on-site class regardless of Regent Salbari’s permission.”

Resigned to bitter reality, Llyn gathered herself for the long climb back out. She thought about tightness. Thought herself tight. Tightness.

Instantly the pain snapped off.

Tamsina’s work was done. Now Llyn’s must begin.

She owned a mouth. She had lungs and vocal cords—her own, not some other creature’s. Her will was not a parasite on this thin human body, but its rightful soul. She drew a deep breath and worked her mouth, lungs, and vocal cords. A faint tone, ugly and harsh compared to the inner world’s harmonies, resonated through her skull into physical ears.

Reluctantly, she opened her eyes. She rubbed her sore arm. She would have a glorious bruise. It took abusive force to make her feel anything. Why hadn’t Tamsina used her penlight?

Karine’s face peered over the front seat, eyes narrow. “What happened?”

Llyn tried to remember. Something about … engine noises? Outside her bubble window, the road wound uphill under darkening clouds. A craggy chain of new mountains, still growing by centimeters each day, glowered down. The car had nearly reached Lengle township and the Torfinn-Reece clinic.

“I don’t remember much.” She glanced aside at Tamsina. The other woman looked apologetic, bowing her head and clasping both hands in her lap. Tamsina knew what must follow. For an hour or more, Llyn would be even more sensitive than usual to melody—to any melody, even as short as two notes, if they related to each other in her private world’s tonality.

She would also be vulnerable to the sensations Karine used to discipline her.

Llyn ignored Karine’s stare, looking out at Antar’s landscape instead. The South River valley glowed a soft, fertile green by twilight. Mosses, ferns, and other plants grew here, genetically engineered for quick spread on a hot, humid planet that was returning to life under the terraformers’ guidance.

Elroy steered off the main road at a bend of the river and followed its blue-white course one more kilometer upstream. Between a windbreak of fastpine and a fiberglass half-dome that enclosed Karine’s small orchard, airtight stone walls constituted the clinic enclave. Llyn tried not to think of it as her prison, although that sense had been growing over the past months.

She wondered whether Karine would deal first with the flashback, demanding to empathically “see” everything Llyn had just experienced, or if she would first punish Llyn for escaping with Niklo to the library.

Did she dare to hope that Karine, caught up in concern for that destroyed consular ship, might skip directly to dinner?

Probably not. As Karine often said, hope was cheap.

Elroy parked in a low stone garage. They walked silently through a glass walkway full of narrow-leafed, oxygenating plants to the clinic’s main entry. Up here in the mountains, prevailing winds piled the clouds that formed over Mare Novus, the world’s largest sea. The clouds rose and cooled and dropped rain here, and greenery grew along warm rivers. Despite Lengle’s altitude, those winds made the air here slightly better than at Nuris. People could comfortably walk short distances outdoors.

Inside the main entry, Llyn took a quick look up the spacious, carpeted hallways toward staff housing and the therapy area. Muffled laughter—as much noise as she ever heard in this building—suggested a help group meeting behind a closed door. She didn’t see anyone in either direction, although Karine might sense more than Llyn perceived.

“This way.” Karine walked up the right hallway and stopped in front of a room Llyn had come to dread.

“I didn’t do anything wrong.” Llyn tried not to plead, but she couldn’t help it.

“I think you know differently.” Karine slid the door open. A light switched on automatically.

Llyn spotted the electrical console, the patient monitor, and the examining table. In here, Karine punished Llyn—and occasionally other patients—using mild electrical shocks she called “tactile response therapy.”

“I’m too old to be spanked, Mother.”

“You were acting like a child, and this isn’t a spanking. It hurts me as much as you. Literally.”

True, if Karine chose to synch. Karine would monitor Llyn’s sensations and emotions until she sensed a repentant attitude. Resisting only prolonged the punishments.

Llyn hesitated, digging one heel into the hall carpet. She could just stand here, but Karine only had to touch a button to call Elroy. And as kindhearted as he was, he worked for Karine. Once, he had given Llyn bruises wrestling her onto the table—and had avoided her eyes for days afterward.

She felt fire in her cheeks as she walked through the door.
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Half an hour later, Llyn quickstepped back into the hallway with her shoulders and arms stinging. Around the corner past the broad lobby, two stair steps dropped down into a plainly furnished dining area. She smelled poultry roasting. Tissue-cloned meat was a rare treat at the clinic. Apparently someone on staff felt sorry for her.

Karine followed closely. Llyn halted at the door of her supposedly private bedroom, which was located for Karine’s convenience close to her office, therapy rooms, and the dining area. “It’s too early for dinner,” Karine said. “You have time to exercise.”

Llyn frowned. She’d managed enough “proper attitude” to stop Karine’s therapy session within a few minutes, but she couldn’t hold that emotional pose forever. “I have two exams tomorrow, one in math and one in ecology. I’d like to study.”

“No. You’re full of adrenaline. Go spend some time in a gym.” Karine gripped her arm. “I think I can understand why you wanted to visit the library, but you must trust me. I’ll help you look for your genetic parents when the time is right.”

Llyn almost gagged. Karine didn’t simply punish infractions. She wanted to reshape Llyn’s soul. The declared goal was Llyn’s independence, but Llyn couldn’t imagine Karine releasing her from the clinic if she lived to be a hundred.

“All right,” she mumbled. “I’ll work out.”

“That’s my girl.”

Llyn slipped into her room. Gritting her teeth, she eased the door shut. I’m not your girl, she wanted to scream. She would give so much to be normal. Whole. To have only one mind’s eye.

She slipped out of her festive blue outfit and into old exercise clothes.
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Jahn Emlin had traveled from Antar through Tdega Gate four months ago in a fast tenpod drop ship. Fresh out of empath training and unburdened by dependents, Jahn had volunteered to work undercover—partly because no Antaran who studied a three-dimensional representation of the Tdega system, with that crazily skewed orbiting artifact, could say with assurance that the alien threat had ended.

And there were weightier reasons for accepting this assignment. Antar’s requests for duplicate food-production templates had been ignored for years. Besides performing surveillance, Jahn hoped to report the master templates’ location.

For all he knew, he was the only Antaran operative on Tdega. If others existed, he could not betray their presence. He did hope there were others. Antar’s future was too much for one young man to carry, no matter how well he’d learned his job.

Today, he was ready to move into position.

He braked a Tdegan maglev near the employees’ approach to the Casimir Residence alongside a smooth sweep of lawn. As the maglev’s hum dropped in pitch, a lifetime of whispers and sidelong glances rose out of his memory.

“Of course he did well in training. His mother coached him from preschool on.”

“Vananda was impossible to live with. Jerone Emlin went south to Pawson with a younger woman and became a seeder pilot.”
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