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PROLOGUE



The only cure for a sleepless night was to lie in bed and watch the constellations projected on his ceiling. He knew them by heart, had known them since his boy-days on Cygnus Beta when he would climb the homestead water tower to stargaze (and escape his father). Then they were a distant dream, an ancient tale that he could only trust was true. Now they were the dirt on his boots, the dust in his lungs, and a constant pang of care and concern that he carried in his heart. He was homesick for everywhere, for scattered friends and family and colleagues, each with a claim on his attention.


He whispered names in soothing ritual. The First Four, crafted worlds found already seeded with life—Ntshune, Sadira, Zhinu, and Terra. Then there were the colonies, bioformed planets shaped and settled by emigrants—Punartam, Ain, Tolimán, and more. The Terran system was nearest to his Cygnian heritage, but the Punartam system was closest in travel time and galactic rank. Its sole habitable planet, a first-wave colony almost as prominent as the First Four, was reputed to be the first fully bioformed world, a point still debated by the Academes. Was Cygnus Beta a crafted world that had failed and been restored by human or non-human effort, or a bioforming experiment unrecorded in human history? Punartam could prove its origins; Cygnus Beta could not. Punartam was, of course, the Cygnian name (from a Terran language, like so many other Cygnian names). In Terran stellar nomenclature it was ß Geminorum, and Galactic Standard offered a collection of syllables that told the full story of the star’s location, age, luminosity, and life-bearing potential. The name they used for themselves was in Simplified Ntshune and it meant the same thing as in Galactic Standard—behold! we are here, we have been here long, see how brightly we shine, we are we.


The founders of Punartam traced their origin to the system called the Mother of humanity. Cygnian name: Ntshune (also from a Terran language). Terran name: α Piscis Austrini. True name: a delicate and yearning melodic phrase in Traditional Ntshune. But there was another claim to Eldest—Sadira. Terran name: ε Eridani. Sadiri name: something unpronounceable (the Sadiri language, even in the simplified, standard form, was still a challenge for him to speak). Former leader of the galaxy … or at least policeman and judge and occasional executioner. Not much liked, though rarely hated, and now occasionally pitied. Sadira was dead, or almost dead, its biosphere locked in toxic regeneration for centuries to come. The seat of government had moved to New Sadira, formerly known to Cygnians as Tolimán. Survivors had settled throughout the colonies, mainly Punartam and Cygnus Beta, but not Ain. Certainly not Ain.


Next in rank. Cygnian name: Zhinu. Terran name: α Lyrae. Most Zhinuvians used the Galactic Standard name, but there were variations of that. In spite of several layers of modern tech and some extreme bioforming, the origin planet of the system had begun as a crafted world. Then there was Terra, Earth. Source of most of the settlers on Cygnus Beta (Terran stellar nomenclature, the unmelodious 16 Cygni B). Youngest of the First Four and most in need of protection. Zhinu, an example of long-term, well-intentioned meddling from both Ntshune and Sadira, was now playing the role of delinquent middle child, while the two elder siblings tried to shield Terra from outside influences.


With eyes still fixed on the stars, he reached toward a bowl filled with datacharms on his bedside table and brushed a familiar piece with the tip of a finger. A woman’s voice filled the room, and he sank back onto his pillows with a sigh of comfort.


“In the beginning, God created human beings, which is to say God put the ingredients together, embedded the instructions for building on the template, and put it all into four separate eggs marked ‘Some Assembly Required.’


“One egg was thrown down to Sadira. There humanity grew to revere and develop the powers of the mind. Another egg was sent to Ntshune, and the humans who arose there became adept at dealing with matters of the heart. A third egg arrived at Zhinu, and there the focus was on the body, both natural and man-made. The last egg came to Terra, and these humans were unmatched in spirit. Strong in belief, they developed minds to speculate and debate, hearts to deplore and adore, and bodies to craft and adapt. Such were their minds, hearts, and bodies that they soon began to rival their elder siblings.


“When the Caretakers saw the Terrans and their many ways of being human, they were both impressed and appalled. Some declared, ‘See how they combine the four aspects of humanness! Through Terra, all will be transformed—Sadira, Ntshune, and Zhinu—into one harmonious whole.’ Others predicted, ‘How can any group survive such fragmentation? They will kill each other, and the rest of humanity will remain forever incomplete.’


“After some discussion, the Caretakers decided to seal off Terra from the rest of the galaxy until Terran civilization reached full maturity. They also decided to periodically save them from themselves by placing endangered Terrans on Cygnus Beta, where they could flourish and begin to mix with other humans.”


The voice chuckled and concluded, “And that, my dear, is five creation myths for the price of one.”


He smiled. “Love you,” he murmured to the recording. He would see the owner of the voice soon enough. Reaching out once more, he stirred inside the bowl with a finger … and frowned. The weight, the chime, and the texture of the contents—something was off. He immediately sat up and turned on the lights. Grabbing the bowl, he sifted through the charms with one hand and glared at every trinket and token that rose to the surface. Finally, he turned the bowl upside down, dumping everything into his lap. He scanned the spread of charms on the bedsheets, counting and cataloging, although he already knew what was missing.


He looked up, furious. There was only one person who could have taken them, and only one place they could be.


Terminal 5 was a suborbital city strung between the icy surface of the planet and the icy, pitted armour of a single arc of the geosynchronous station. The core of the Terminal was old, a nostalgic remnant of another era of expansion, but the station was entirely new and under constant construction, forming a fragmented ring of bends and bows that girdled ancient Ntshune with a scanty, homely touch of modernity. It represented a humble proclamation of galactic ambition and a dogged focus on one thing—control of the main hub of galactic communications and transportation.


More lived and moved in the space station and its terminals than on the surface of Ntshune, but it was a population in constant flow to and from transports and through transits. The only residents who could claim any permanence beyond the staff were the databrokers, credit wranglers, and small-goods sellers. They came from all over the galaxy—entrepreneurial, nomadic, and at once heroic and pathetic. A glance would not distinguish between the adventurer and the refugee; both exuded the adrenaline of chasing and being chased by fate, and translated that urgency into a directness bordering on discourtesy. The market sector of Terminal 5 buzzed with loud voices and high emotions. Only the unprepared and the unlucky came to do business, and they learned quickly not to expect gentle handling.


“No. Not that, not here.” The broker’s hand slapped his desk in emphatic negation. “Waste of time.”


The young traveler froze with one hand suspended in the air, dangling the delicate bracelet with its many charms. “But you know what it is?”


“Too well,” the broker replied. “Datachip, Cygnian; datacharm, ditto. Assorted Punarthai audioplugs, one Sadiri vault and one Sadiri card, Ntshune—” He stopped himself with a gape, then leaned forward and gave the charm a few seconds of close attention. “Ntshune filigree,” he admitted with a nod of grudging appreciation. “Beautifully made. A timeless piece.” He leaned back. “I can work with that or the Sadiri vault. No guarantees with the audioplugs. Some of the channels are no longer on-air and plugs won’t play without their channel linkup. The card is another antique, likely biolocked. The Cygnian matter—trash. Too much trouble.”


“I have credit—” the traveler began.


“Credit is not the issue. Do you have five Standard years?”


The face stayed neutral, but the hand drooped, and there was something regretful in the curl of the fingers as they slowly gathered up the loop of motley charms. The broker briefly yielded to the suggestion of softening, like a shy tug at his heart, but he soon braced himself sternly against it.


“Stop that,” he cautioned. “We are Sadiri still; we don’t have to stoop to Zhinuvian tricks. If you do not have five years, then go to Cygnus Beta, Tlaxce Province, the library city of Timbuktu-kvar. They specialize in data extraction from the most ridiculous and obsolete tech.”


The young face tried to continue its neutrality, but to another Sadiri every microexpression was a shout. The broker blinked and guessed. “You are a Cygnian Sadiri?”


Head bowed, mind shielded but alert, the traveler quietly replied, “Yes. I was born there.”


The broker was not perfect. He saw and sensed the obvious, and misread. “There is no need to be ashamed. Whether you are taSadiri or half-Sadiri, we all share the same ancestors, mourn the blackened skies of Old Sadira, and curse the Ainya for their failed attempt at genocide.”


He stopped, gave the traveler a swift but thorough glance that assessed and appreciated from head to toe, misread further, and decided to be vulnerable.


“I thought I was fortunate. So many women died, we Sadiri men became so many wifeless husbands and motherless sons. But I had a wife still living. New Sadira took her from me not too long after. We were assured it would be temporary, so at first I was patient. I should have gone to Cygnus Beta with the rest of the young rejects, but I assumed I had status and protection—a place in the new world order. Now I am a lonely and aging databroker working in the corners of space stations and transit terminals. Sometimes I hope that my wife found happiness, but from the tales I have heard, and the emptiness in my heart … I know she is dead. It has been many years since then …”


Mind no longer closed, the young Sadiri tried to cringe away in polite but clear retreat, but the broker had gathered steam and courage and was no longer looking for the usual mental cues and courtesies. It was time for a coarser message. He tugged desperately at the neck of his plain black jacket, letting the hidden fastenings fall open to reveal a bare, smooth chest etched with silver tracings of the best Ntshune make. The broker stuttered to a stop, trying to make his way through several layers of faux pas to formulate some kind of coherent verbal or mental response to the traveler’s demonstrated unavailability for short-term flirtation or long-term engagement.


“May your period of kin contract be long and mutually advantageous. And yet … you are full Sadiri? Born in the settlement on Cygnus Beta?”


The traveler did not reply, did not need to. The broker’s lazy mind was at last communicating at the appropriate level and his questions were rhetorical, a verbal trick for emphasis.


“But I did not think they permitted men to be born there.”


“We are not New Sadira,” the traveler reproached him. He reproached him not only for the insult to his people, but also for the broker’s vague, unvoiced support for that policy. He did not always encounter the caricature of the desperate, marriage-hungry Sadiri, nor did he embody it, but when it appeared it made him feel personally injured, as if conscious of a great fall in which he was complicit though not culpable.


The broker raised his hand, opened it in surrender, and let it fall, a gesture of apology that went beyond what was required toward one so much younger. His very pores exhaled embarrassment, regret, and resentment. The traveler felt such pity; if he had not been convinced of his own mental strength, he would have suspected the broker of influencing his emotions.


“I would be grateful if you could do whatever is possible with the vault, the filigree, and the audioplugs,” he said.


The broker’s ego steadied and grew stronger, anchored by the familiar process of business. “What formats do you wish for the final compilation?”


“Ntshune filigree compatible.”


“That can be done.” The broker held out a hand for the charms; the tiny lights on his desk blinked and beckoned, ready for transfer.


The traveler hesitated. “How long?” he asked.


“The filigree, less than a day. A week for the vault, perhaps, and I really cannot say for the audioplugs. I may have to have them sent for testing.”


“Send each one as soon as you finish extraction,” the traveler told him, extending his treasure.


A hand intervened, tweaking the bracelet of charms from the traveler’s fingers. The hand was almost prettier than the bracelet. Silvery new lines overlaid the faint, pale scars of long-removed filigree, like embroidery over damask, fingers to forearm. The traveler’s heart seized with fear and disappointment as he looked into dark, opaque eyes and an unreadable face. The databroker assessed the situation with a glance, and folded his desk and vanished before he could become either accessory or witness.


“You could have asked me, Narua.”


The words were quiet, unthreatening, and devoid of reproach, but they still stung. “I did ask, Patron.”


“Then you should have been more patient.” The Patron tucked the charms into an inner fold of his jacket. “Come with me.”


Narua followed his Patron along corridors and through private doors to a small dock. The shuttle linked to the entry port hummed quietly, its engines run-ready. Narua hesitated for a moment before boarding, but sighed and let the habit of trust take his feet obediently into the Patron’s domain. He stayed standing and kept himself from fidgeting as the Patron seated himself at the main console and spoke the commands to seal the entry and begin their departure clearance from the Terminal. When the necessaries were concluded, the Patron gestured to the chair beside him. Narua sat and tried to look away, but eventually he raised his head and endured the Patron’s steady, almost painfully caring gaze.


“I’m hurt. We’re practically family.”


“I know.” Narua motioned impatiently toward his still-exposed chest and the tracings there that matched those on the Patron’s arms. “A lesser branch of the Haneki dynasty, a collection of the unregistered, the foreign, and the irregular, all kin but few blood. I know what I am, what we are.”


Reproach came at last in the form of a hard stare and a rare sternness. “And the Haneki markings lend you great privilege, lesser branch or no, or you would be answering directly to Terminal Security instead of me. But”—the Patron waved a hand, dismissing the tense moment—“we were family before that. Do you honestly believe I’m keeping information from you? Or are you hoping to gain some hold over me? My past is relatively boring. No scandal and a very little crime, long since pardoned. It would be so hard to blackmail me.”


Narua smiled, unable to help himself. The Patron always had that effect on people, persuading them that he was never a threat, and somehow, in spite of all the evidence, it worked every time.


The Patron’s voice became heavy with regret. “Or do you think I don’t want you to find her?”


Narua winced but could not lie. “They say that her decision put you on a path you might not have chosen for yourself.”


A gentle frown appeared briefly on the Patron’s face, showing perplexity rather than anger. “Is that what they say?” he said drily. “In the absence of other witnesses, the missing conveniently take on our sins. Let me tell you directly—I bear her no ill will. Quite the opposite. I want her found, for my aunt’s sake as much as my own.”


“She is only one missing person among many that concern you. I understand that.”


“I am glad that you understand my responsibilities, but you still fail to comprehend my heart.”


Narua fell silent, chastised.


“Let us go. As I said, Narua, you only had to ask. I’ll unlock the charms for you and you can see what secrets are dangling on this chain.”


Because he was the Patron and thus a busy man, and also because only his time and his timing mattered, they did not, as Narua had hoped, go straight from landing at the Port of Janojya to a viewing at one of the port’s extensive conference facilities. Nor did they, on return to Janojya proper, and reentry to the Haneki domains, immediately settle down to a private meeting in the Patron’s workroom or living quarters. Narua found himself gently dismissed, left alone for days to consider and worry and finally fret, and then at last he was summoned.


The Patron sat alone at the edge of a sunken holo projector pit in the center of his workroom floor. He sat so still that Narua thought for a moment that he was meditating. Narua crossed the threshold, courteously quiet but sensibly announcing his entry with an inaudible beat of presence that could be discerned by any but the most primitive Terran. The Patron’s eyelids flickered, lowered rather than closed, and Narua saw that his focus was on something held in the upturned palm on his lap.


“Narua … or may I say Kirat?”


Narua smiled. “You may say Siha, but childhood names don’t matter anymore. Not for me.”


“Then let me start again. Narua, I wish you well in your search. This role I fill comes with many opportunities and many restrictions, and if I cannot help, I will at least not hinder. Here.”


The Patron waved him to a cushion beside him. Narua looked before he sat and picked up a single charm, shaped like a watchtower, from the dip in the soft fabric.


“A full copy of everything you tried to steal,” said the Patron, both chiding and amused. “Use it wisely and don’t embarrass me.”


Narua nodded, too pleased to speak, and quickly put it into a pocket. The Patron’s gaze returned to the object in his own hand.


“For this,” he said, holding it up to clear view, “I had to make a request, and then I had to wait.”


Narua stared. It was an old Cygnian datacharm of a design that slightly predated the one the Patron kept on the chain, and the style was familiar. He began to speak, then bit his lip.


“I think you have one like it. This belongs to my aunt. I only found out about it when it came up during our recent chat on your latest shenanigans. She said we should watch it together, before you go through all the other journals and chronicles.”


It was the moment to ask, but Narua stayed silent. He could already guess who was on it, and more questions seemed superfluous. The Patron nodded his approval and gently threw the charm into the depths of the holo interface. The first image was sudden and large, and they both jumped back reflexively at the brightness radiating from the semicircle before them. There was the face and form Narua knew so well, which belonged to a woman he had never met—his mother. She was sitting in an office. The wall behind her right shoulder had shelves of books, disks, and unfamiliar artifacts, and a tall window at her left shoulder opened out into greenery and birdsong. A breeze played intermittently at the draperies.


“Commander Nasiha,” she said, looking straight into the vid recorder with a slightly distant, almost distracted gaze. “Formerly of the Interplanetary Science Council, presently on leave from the New Sadira Science Council, cultural consultant of Sadira-on-Cygnus in Tlaxce Province on Cygnus Beta.”


A brief, staccato cough cut off the lengthy introduction, and another voice spoke softly. “This isn’t a research report, Nasiha. There’s no need for formality.”


Nasiha blinked and her eyes focused and grew warm. “I asked you to prompt me, not interrupt me,” she admonished the unseen speaker, but it was said gently enough to be teasing as well.


“I am prompting you. Try to relax. Tell it like a tale.”


Nasiha frowned. “Perhaps reports would be better. Anything can change, and what I say now will have little utility.” She moved as if to get up.


The offscreen voice sighed. “And I say again, it’s not a report.”


“Nor is it a memorial,” Nasiha replied harshly.


Sorrowful, almost hurt, the voice countered, “That’s not why I suggested this.”


The vid’s view changed in a blur, resettling at a higher point to show the whole room and the second occupant, her hand just pulling back from flinging the vid recorder to its new perch. She reclined in a chair on the other side of Nasiha’s desk, her fingers laced tightly over her belt in a way that should have been casual but instead demonstrated an inner tension held close and quiet. Grace Delarua, godmother of Narua and aunt of the Patron, had never been good at hiding her feelings. The new angle also provided some temporal context for the vid. Narua noted with fond reverence that his mother was heavily pregnant and that he had been, in fact if not in full awareness, present at the time of recording.


“It’s a memory,” Grace Delarua said, “not a memorial. It’s a way for you to talk to the family you’ll never see. Once we kept letters, journals, and flat, monochrome photographs. Now we have data keepsakes and trinkets. It’s as significant or insignificant as you want it to be. Say hi. Recite a poem or a blessing. Tell a dirty joke.”


As Grace spoke, Nasiha gradually unstiffened, slowly leaned back, and absently clasped her hands in similar fashion over her belly. She fought not to smile, but by the last sentence she smiled. Narua glanced at the Patron and noticed with not a little ruefulness that he had fallen into the same posture as the Patron—legs crossed, hands loosely held in lap, body leaning slightly forward. The Patron looked at him sideways and gave him a quick wink.


“I will have to think of one,” Nasiha said drily. “We’re not as amused by sex as Terrans and Zhinuvians.”


“Sadiri are far too grown-up for that,” Grace agreed cheerfully.


Nasiha’s face became shadowed again. “Or we find less humor in things, or the wrong kind of humor. New Sadira is a joke, but no one is laughing.”


Grace also sobered. “But how much of what we are hearing is true?”


Nasiha unclasped her hands and began to tap out a tally on her fingertips. “First, our pilot brethren. They are very loyal to all things Sadiri, but they are also expert at objective observation. I would assign their reports a high level of veracity. Second, the attention our consultancy has been getting from the Academes of Punartam, not only in increased requests for collaboration on projects concerning the Sadiri culture, but also in the number of times our papers and reports have been quoted and referenced by other academics and consultants. This goes beyond the first wave of stranded Sadiri after our biosphere disaster. They are dealing with a second wave of refugees from New Sadiri, many of them traumatized by new, unexpected crises.”


“Your Consul …” Grace began slowly, as if already doubting the words she was about to say.


“The Consul of New Sadira is in an unenviable position. Cygnus Beta is too distant from the galactic center for his office to be fully cognizant of the situation on New Sadira, and the community he is tasked to represent has become too independent to pay him much attention. It is no wonder he clings to any semblance of authority.”


“Like ordering you back to the Science Council,” Grace said.


Nasiha clasped her hands again and shook her head slightly. “Well, my leave is coming to an end. We knew this would happen— but,” she continued, her eyes narrowing with something like anger, “the galaxy was a different place then.”


“What does Tarik say?” Grace asked, still with that gentle voice.


“He is concerned. I know he does not want me to go, but he is leaving the decision to me.” Nasiha smiled suddenly. “He tries his best to assure me in every way that he will be an exceptional parent. That was never in doubt.”


They fell silent for a while; then Grace spoke. “Do you know, when we first started hearing the rumors, I was convinced it was something the Zhinuvian cartels were doing. I imagined them sweeping up every lost and undocumented Sadiri female they could find and selling them on to the highest bidders.”


Nasiha laughed bitterly. “The cartels have too many other opportunities now that galactic security is so lax, but I am sure there are some enterprising small groups and individuals who are filling the void. Sadiri women are now the galaxy’s rarest and most valuable commodity. Ironically, this fact has put severe limitations on their safety and security.”


Grace sighed. “I almost wish that Ain wasn’t cut off from the rest of the galaxy. If the government of New Sadira had more genetic options, they might not be so desperate.”


“Taking Ainya genetic material as reparations for attempted genocide? Would that mean taking Ainya women as wives, or breeding stock? Unimaginable. Perhaps Ain is better off in isolation. It removes the temptation to other atrocities.”


“Go to the Academes,” Grace pleaded. “If they’ve taken over the Interplanetary Science Council, why should you go to New Sadira? It’s too far. We’ll never see you again.”


“A seven-year posting is not forever, Grace,” Nasiha chided absently.


“They will make it forever. You know that,” Grace muttered. “And you … you’re keeping secrets from me.”


Unexpectedly, Nasiha laughed. There was so much fondness and joy in her laughter that Grace responded with a huge grin, immediately disarmed. “Of course I am keeping secrets from you,” she said, “but I thought you knew why.”


Grace shrugged. “I know you love me, but I also know you don’t take me seriously where some matters are concerned.”


Nasiha dipped her head and gave Grace a stern and censuring look from under frowning brows. “Nonsense. I am doing you a favor. I do not think that you would not keep my secrets, but it may be that you could not. And I do not wish to put your husband in an awkward position. He must maintain a good relationship with New Sadira in general and the Consul in particular. If I must plot disobedience, I will not involve you two.”


“You should give us the choice,” Grace grumbled.


“We are all of us caught between duty and choice. They tell me that my children are the future of my people and I have a duty. But how can I ransom the freedoms of the unborn to an unknowable future?”


“You say that now because of Cygnian influence. When you first arrived, all of you, your sole duty was to the survival of Sadira. Now you allow Terran and Ntshune riffraff like me into your community and you don’t even flinch at the prospect of a diluted bloodline. That’s quite a change.”


“New Sadira has changed too, but in the opposite direction. There lies my dilemma.”


“I wish you would let us do more.”


“I do want you to do more. Would you save only me when so many others are in danger? Do your research, collaborate with the Academes, and as for your husband …” Nasiha looked down, drew a breath, and exhaled. “I know that Dllenahkh will strive to keep the name of Sadira from dishonor. I believe that he has some challenges ahead of him. You must keep him stable and save him from despair.”


“These sound like good-byes,” Grace said, her voice wavering.


Nasiha nodded. “One way or another, I will be leaving Cygnus Beta, and I believe it will be soon. I hope it will be in a way that I choose.”


She looked pensively at the window view as Grace quickly wiped her eyes and cleared her throat.


“I’ve got some reports to finish. Call me if you need anything, and … finish recording that message, okay?”


Nasiha nodded as Grace stretched up to the recorder on the shelf, her hand filling the view as she reached toward it … then darkness and silence indicated that the glimpse into the past was at an end.


The Patron cleared his throat in a little staccato rhythm that made him sound far too much like his aunt. “That’s it. I take it you have the datacharm Commander Nasiha recorded for you?”


“Yes,” Narua said, or tried to say, but his voice was below a whisper, dry and tearless. He tried again with more force and spit. “Yes.”


“What did she put on it?”


“An old Sadiri lullaby. The melody is very pretty, but the lyrics are a bit grim. Something about how getting married and having a hundred descendants is preferable to dying alone and forgotten and useless.”


“Ah. I suppose things haven’t really changed that much in the Sadiri mind-set.”


“But she said … she said family can be a matter of choice, not birth.”


“That’s a very Ntshune sentiment.” The Patron sounded pleased.


“And if your family is as large as a dynasty, your priorities change,” Narua acknowledged.


The Patron shook his head and stared earnestly at the young Sadiri. “They don’t change, Narua. They deepen, they expand, but they don’t change as much as you think.”


He stood up briskly, then bent and picked the charm out of the holopit. “Keep looking for her. I will give you what help I can when I can. I only ask that you answer my call if I need you. Now, if you will, I have appointments elsewhere. Feel free to use my workroom and quarters as you go through the rest of the charms. All the tech is secure and surveillance-free.”


“Thank you, Patron,” Narua said, his voice almost breaking with surprise and emotion at the unexpected generosity.


He waited for the Patron to exit before tossing the bracelet of charms into the pit before him. Then he stretched out on the cushions and began to listen and watch.





PART ONE




CYGNUS BETA






CHAPTER ONE



It was that hour of the game when sweat and blood began to rub together, skin sliding on skin, smudging the marks of allegiance and territory and leaving only the grav-band colors to identify the two teams. The audience was global, and the cacophony shocking. Every drop and pull and sink was cursed and celebrated. A mosaic composed of myriad images of frenzied supporters enveloped the Wall in a hemisphere of seething color. Players would occasionally look outward into that mad, tilted sky and add their voices in shouts of triumph or fury, but for the most part they saved their breath for speed.


Adrenaline spiked high in players and spectators alike, pushed by the high risk and higher stakes. This was the best part. It was ruined by unfriendly white light flooding the room and washing out the rich, broad holo projection of seventeen carefully coordinated school slates. Cries of dismay rose up, and as quickly died down again at the sight of the schoolmaster standing in the doorway with a tired expression on his face.


“Boys, you are loud. Go to sleep. You will find out the score in the morning. Caps on, Riley, Kim, and Dee. Caps straight, Pareti and Sajanettan. Put away those slates. Let all be in proper order before I leave this place. You—Abowen, Abyowan, however your name’s pronounced. Aren’t you the new Saturday boy?”


The master’s voice was a marvel. It started at a resentful mutter, swelled to stern command, and concluded with a sharp, querying snarl directed at a student who was standing casually at the edge of the room. The boy looked as if he had been hoping—no, expecting— to be overlooked. The sudden question startled him badly.


“Yes, but … it’s Friday.” Now he looked bewildered.


“Not anymore; it’s midnight. You know who I am, don’t you? My sister teaches you Telecoms and Transfers.”


“Of course I know,” the boy replied, oddly offended. “I’m not that new.”


The master’s expression turned suspiciously mild. “Barely a year, big school, high staff turnover with some teachers you know of but never see face-to-face—it wouldn’t be surprising if you didn’t know the connection. My office, east wing, nine tomorrow morning.”


The room had settled down. Leaving the Saturday boy to worry whether the appointment was for work or punishment, the master scanned the dormitory and, finding it relatively neat and its denizens subdued, gave a brief, approving nod.


“Lights out,” he said, closed the door, and set off without a backward look. The slow fade would give them all plenty of time to get into bed.


He jogged down the corridor with as much haste and dignity as could be managed on too many sedentary years and a creaky ankle. “Loud,” he grumbled to himself. “Pestilential interference is the problem. A seventeen-slate array! Selfish, unthinking poppets!”


The lift tower at the corner of east and south was illuminated solely by the starlight from its long, narrow windows, but he stepped onto the lift pad with the sixth sense of familiarity and gave it a solid stamp. It carried him up to the second level as he muttered, this time with a touch of admiration, “Enterprising little moujins. Galia will be proud.”


Their lodgings were at the opposite end of the wing from his office. He had insisted. Life was too complicated without maintaining a few artificial boundaries. Galia did not have an office; she did not need one. She stayed in their small set of rooms, keeping mainly to the large study. He called it a study. Most visitors simply called it … strange. The walls were full of fixed shelves, the upper air dangled leashes from a couple of floating shelves, and nothing touched the wooden floor but Galia’s own feet and her old-fashioned walking stick. She stood leaning on it, considering a slate propped on a shelf opposite her. It was silently broadcasting a small flat-view of that same match he had shut down in the north wing first-level boys’ dormitory.


“In, Silyan,” she told him as he hesitated in the doorway. The brief exchange said everything about which sibling was elder and dominant.


The floor of the study had a pleasing give, a slight bounce. He enjoyed it. It was how his feet knew he was at home. Galia turned away from the slate, and the movement of her considerable mass sent a familiar pulse through the floor: the sharp vibration of walking stick and the low-amplitude surge of the shifting from left foot to right.


“Image improved. Well done. How many?”


“Seventeen.”


She acknowledged the feat with a nod and a minor show of her dimples. “Sometimes they pay attention.”


She tapped her cane. Two other slates switched on from their stations on the walls. There was a momentary blur, and then the full holo coalesced in the center of the room, filling it almost to the ceiling. Her brother’s eyes went wide from the sheer impact of the holo’s size and fine-grained detail. He silently watched both the game and Galia’s concentration. He would have been making notes, looking up strategies, anything to keep a proper sense of what was going on rather than superficially enjoying the speed and skill of the players, but she was far above him and only her mouth moved as she whispered numbers and formulae to herself.


A sadness as sudden and deep as a Punartam double sunset fell over his spirit. “Are you so sure? Are they so sure?”


Galia was untouched by any doubt. “What else is there to do?”


They balanced each other, moments bound by a shared pivot point—blood, ability, and a common prison. The more information they received, the more certain she became; the greater the potential for success, the more his terror grew that they would fail. Hope for a distant dream was sweeter, gentler, and easier to bear than hope on the blade-edge of freedom or utter disaster. At different times they kept each other from despair. She looked at him with a small smile that teased him for his cold feet and sparked enough of the old sibling rivalry to fire up his courage again.


“I have not moved or fought,” she said, “but standing still is not surrender. Look at the players. It’s about timing. It is always about timing. You must move when the circumstances are right or you will fall. Look at the strategists. They stand still and hold the reins. Sometimes we are players and sometimes we are strategists.”


Silyan looked. Anyone could understand the game with a glance. Players ran and climbed and slid from the base of the Wall to the top. They obstructed their opponents and carried their mates. They moved together as closely as possible; a scattered team lost weight and leverage in more ways than one. They tried to tilt the Wall in their favor, making it easy for even the weakest to reach the goal. That was the game at first glance, and many supporters needed no more to enjoy their wins and mourn their losses. For those who knew, there was more, much more. For example, how a certain concentration and configuration of players could tilt the Wall against the other team, or how the sudden shifts of gravity might cause not merely a fall but even, in the case of a slow or unskilled player, a dangerous shear that could rip limb from body. Most of all, the true aficionados knew that the key to the game was in the hands of the strategists, a pair of players who never ran or climbed but stood before the Wall, working at low-slanted grids on easels and orchestrating the moves of their team with pre-programmed maneuvers coordinated through the push and pull of grav-bands on their wrists. One commentator described it as holding the reins for an entire derby of horses while trying to keep them from trampling one another, running off the track, or colliding with the rails.


Silyan had never ridden a horse, but he had kept order in a dormitory of fifty boys of varying parapsychological and physical abilities. The reins were long enough and strong enough that he could, as Galia said, stand still and manipulate them with knowledge and timing alone.


There was hazard too. A player on the Wall might run the risk of shear or a tumble to the base with no hope of medical assistance until the traditional whistle for game-over, but a strategist captain and his deputy were the only ones who faced consequences after the final whistle, consequences that could be as trivial as a brief loss of credit, or as permanent as dismissal and dishonor.


Silyan and Galia had no credit to lose, and dismissal, whether under cloud or glory, would have been a gift. So they stayed, he anxious, she calm, both awaiting a shift of forces that could tilt the Wall in their favor.


In the end, he was the one who almost forgot the morning appointment with the Saturday boy. It had been a late night, watching and pondering the game, and he had not slept well, watching and pondering his dreams. It was fifteen minutes before nine when he came to his office, not for the appointment but to re-read some recent articles from Punartam. He was not fully the schoolmaster, still rumpled and too-comfortable in an old tunic and a frayed but warm mantle to shield him from the chill of the building’s thick, ancient stone. The knock on the door startled him upright from his recliner, disorienting him from a reality of formats and formulae until he remembered who and where he was and shouted permission for the boy to enter.


The door opened.


“Master,” the boy greeted him. There was deference in the lowered head, but his eyes were cautious and his jaw tense as if, though no longer a novice, he still did not know what to expect.


“Sit.” He made the command friendly, but his eyes kept a close watch on the boy as he sat on a chair beside a table with breakable things like confiscated games, old-model slates, and half-full pesto jars, and in the middle of it all an intricate game strategy board wedged between two slates and a stack of old books.


“Rafi Abowen Delarua. You’ve spent a full year at the Lyceum, now. How are you faring?”


The reply was pleasingly blunt, if typical. “It’s boring. I could cover twice the work in half the time on the homestead.”


“I know,” murmured Silyan. “It’s almost as if we wanted to keep you here for as long as possible.” He met Rafi’s suddenly horrified stare with an amused gaze.


“Your mother and sister have moved to Tlaxce City,” he continued. “Your grandmother is away most weekends—sailing season on Tlaxce Lake, I understand. These are not, however, the only reasons you are now a Saturday boy.


“You’ve been with us for a while and … well … we can’t quite figure you out, Abowen. You’re not helping. You don’t speak to the school therapists, you’re friends with no one but friendly to everyone, and you’re ordinary. You overdo ordinariness. You wouldn’t be here if you were ordinary, Abowen. What are you keeping from us?”


The boy blinked at him and said nothing. Anger, fear, uncertainty … what was the origin of that tension that kept his face so still? It was impossible to tell.


Silyan sighed. “We will have to cap you.”


“No,” Abowen replied instantly. “I won’t accept it.”


“Ah, there’s the problem. We do need your permission. You haven’t done anything wrong, after all. Boy, where do you think you are?”


Silent confusion.


The master pressed on. “A school? A prison? A hospital?”


“Is there a choice?” Abowen retorted.


“There is,” Silyan said gravely, “and I encourage you to choose wisely. The Lyceum has one mandate: to bring together all the rogue and random psi-gifted of Cygnus Beta and teach them ethics, restraint, and community. In that we are supported by Central Government and some of the oldest Ntshune families on the planet. If you need help, let us help you. Prove you’re not dangerous and show us what you can do. If you want to learn, you can learn from us.”


Abowen studied the mess on the table and began fidgeting with the strategy board. Silyan did not stop him. He suspected that there were tears on the boy’s averted face. “You like the game?”


He nodded and cleared his throat before saying in a steady voice, “We call it snakes and ladders.” He smiled. “No one else calls it that.”


“Messenger, Wallrunning, Cliffchase,” Silyan listed. “Of course the original name in Traditional Ntshune is unpronounceable unless you’re very musical, but it roughly translates as ‘messenger.’ ”


“ ‘Those who go before,’ ” Abowen corrected quietly. “ ‘Vanguard,’ perhaps? Or ‘herald.’ ”


Silyan watched as he flicked the flags and pins into a common formation and then quickly disassembled the grouping with a tap to the corner of the grid. “Forerunner,” he said and added, “Do you play?”


“Never in real life,” Abowen said, looking up at him with clear eyes and a calm expression.


“Would you like to?”


His eyes widened. “With the Dailies? I’m not that good.”


“They won’t mind someone stumbling around during training drills. It’ll keep them alert at least.”


“They’ll never accept someone with a cap.”


“Wear it after hours and don’t tell them.”


Abowen looked at the strategy board again, his gaze distant and dreaming. He glanced, frowning, at the walls of the room, then met Silyan’s eyes. “I’ll take the bribe and the cap. But what does the cap do?”


“That depends on you, boy. That entirely depends on you. Go get your cap, and come back at two—no, make that three. I’ll find some work for you to do.”


The door to the schoolmaster’s office opened and closed and there was my dear and callow friend Rafi, also known as Moo, unscathed by all appearances, but very strange-faced, as if he had a lot of excitement that he didn’t know what to do with. Then he saw me and went all-angry with no doubts.


“Tinman, what in all blasted Earth are you doing in halls on a Saturday?” he said, shouting with his hands, whispering with his mouth.


“Making sure the master doesn’t disappear you. It’s happened before, you know.”


Moo hustled me ’round the corner with his fist wrapped up in my sleeve. “They’ll disappear you.”


“Calm down, you’re all aflitter. Come down to the back gate. I flew. No nav, no trace.”


He opened his mouth, he shut his mouth. He tried again. “You what?”


“Flew. Padr got me an aerolight to celebrate my ageday. Two-seater. Scared? It’s higher than an elephant’s eye.”


He thumped my shoulder. “Never scared! But I can’t. I’ve just agreed to be capped.”


“Pest and perdition no!” I gasped.


“Going to pick it up now,” he said, nodding.


“You should be crying. Why not?”


“Compensation is I get to play with the Dailies.”


“Poxy liar, no!” I shouted.


“Shh. Truth. Now fly back home and I’ll see you Monday.”


He left me gaping and flapping in the corridor as if I were the moujin, and not him. He’s three years younger and acts superior. I should hate him, but he took me elephant riding last break, so I owe him, even if he doesn’t want to be owed. But capped! That’s for the crazies, the criminals, and the ones who’d set themselves on fire by accident if they weren’t watched. How could he be so calm about that?


I didn’t come all that distance to fly alone. I went and banged on the window of the next best thing. She was deep in study, slate in hand, and she dropped it and almost fell out of her chair when I rattled the metalwork and glass.


She opened the window fully and gave me a bad-look. “You’re so uncouth.”


“You’re not in the convent anymore. Adjust. Come flying with me.”


“I’m busy,” she snapped and turned away. Halfway away.


I stopped her. “Moo is going to be capped.”


She froze a moment and turned back. “What?” she whispered. She sounded truly upset. “Why would they cap Rafi?”


“I have no idea. Fly with me and let’s discuss it.”


She gave me more bad-looks, but she came. She sat on the sill, swung her feet daintily over, and jumped down onto the pebble path, ignoring my outstretched helping hand. As we walked, I tried small talk to soften her up. “So, you’ve been here a few months now. What is your opinion of this fine establishment?”


“Sad,” she said brutally. “By all sacred waters, I am grateful I never came here as a child.”


“Don’t judge it by me, sweet Serendipity,” I told her. “I am an indifferent student, a less-than-stellar example, the despair of my illustrious tutors. On the other hand, your home is truly a blessed place for the bright-minded. I cannot blame you for your high standards. Here we learn how not to disturb the common man; there you learn to sing and soar with the highest.”


We were walking shoulder-to-shoulder, close enough to touch hands. I touched her hand. She shook me off absently, like brushing away a fly. I was too cheerful to feel hurt. My gift and freedom was before us: smooth lines, cool mint-green trim, graceful wings.


“My lady’s wingèd chariot,” I proclaimed, offering her again the hand she’d scorned. She scorned it a second time and scrambled in. I tumbled in myself and sealed up the canopy. “We’ll have to trundle for a bit,” I explained apologetically as I keyed it awake with a short code. “Too many trees in the vicinity.”


I kept quiet as we taxied silently to open space. I knew she was thinking. I didn’t know what she was thinking. She always hated it when I tried to look. I merely recognized the expression, that mild worry that reminded me she was concerned about greater matters than the latest game score or the career her padr had picked for her.


“I don’t think you need fret. Rafi won’t tell, and neither will I.” I spoke seriously, partly because I was serious and partly because I was starting my preparation for takeoff, something that always makes me stop skylarking.


She bit her lip, looking irritated. “There’s little to tell, and soon there will be nothing to tell. The day of secrets is over. I just don’t trust those caps.”


“He’s tried too hard to seem harmless. They probably want to check that he’s not harboring murderous urges.” She kindly waited until I had taken off and leveled out the aircraft before glaring at me. I smiled back halfheartedly. “That’s why we’re here. What can you do? What are you going to do with it? Are you safe? Work with us. Are you useful? Work for us. Are you a mess? We’ll work on you.”


“Blue, Yellow, Red,” she noted, naming our school teams. “The safe, the useful, and the dangerous.”


“And Green for the day students, from which happy cadre I do hail. We’ve already been raised right, or we’re too weak to be much trouble. I suppose you’re a resident Green, given your origins.” I almost bit my lip. Her secrets remained strong.


“Rafi’s in Blue,” she said.


“For now,” I replied.


She liked Rafi. She worried about Rafi, she thought about Rafi, she watched Rafi. She did all that quietly enough that whenever I opened my mouth to ask So, are you in love with Rafi, I found myself shutting my mouth in foolish silence. I could admit jealousy to myself, but I didn’t want her to accuse me of being an idiot.


“You fly really well, Ntenman.” It sounded like a concession, a patronizing, pitying compliment to break the unusual pause in my babble. Serendipity the kindhearted. She would snap my fingers off if I got too close, but pat my head when I looked beaten. Ridiculous. Why didn’t she just ignore me?


“Thank you. We should go back now. I have to get home before sundown.”


In one sense, serendipity was a word that covered many desires and expectations for the future, but for Serendipity of distant Tirtha, it was a simplified translation of a name that the students of the Tlaxce National Lyceum would find unfamiliar. Many remote and self-sufficient communities managed to evade bureaucracy, coasting on the natural Cygnian tendency to live and let live barring outright war or exploitation. It was different in the urban belt. The greater the infrastructure, the greater the scrutiny. Comforts must be paid for—the intercontinental rail, the orbital stations, the produce of the biodomes, and the monitoring of the biosphere. With respect to the latter, Sadira’s fate had not increased knowledge, but it had increased paranoia, so that field was flourishing with an influx of public and private funding and a bounty of fresh, keen minds.


Some things were suspiciously free, like the services of the Ministry of Family Planning and Maintenance, the Health Service (people would never forget the clone scandal, and that involved only ten specimens), and the Cygnian Military Service (conscription was rare but legal, and that fact alone still provoked healthy debate).


Even in this day and age, a community that lived simply and peaceably according to its own healing lore and bonding rituals need not be troubled by the presence of the Civil Service. Such was the village Tirtha in the forest uplands of Oleha Province.


Things change.


One thing did not change: the deep discontent that defined and narrowed Serendipity’s life. That was the only constraint. There were no barriers to leaving home. The elder monks and nuns encouraged travel at the age of majority, knowing too well that many would choose to stay and of those who left, most would return, dissatisfied with the shallow communion offered by the outside world.


Some remained in nearby villages among those whose minds could manage some small speech. There too resided those who had been born with solitary minds or faint and faltering thought-projection. The elders observed the population, the small flows in and out, monitoring the genetic heritage for improvement and decline. The arrival of a Sadiri representative from a new community of waking minds had been an unexpected gift.


Serendipity marked that day as the beginning of her discontent.


Along with the simplicity and humility their community cultivated, there was also an unacknowledged but inherent belief that this life, this stability, this depth of communion and intimacy could not be found anywhere else. Leaving permanently for the outside world was for minds without speech and hearts without warmth. She had not even considered the possibility until the outside world came to her and overturned her old assumptions. She saw a man taught to speak in less than a day and saw him communicate in turn with a woman she would have viewed as an ordinary Cygnian, until something unimaginable happened between them, some connection beyond everything she had learned and experienced. She had been so thrown off balance that a day or two later, when given the opportunity to speak to the woman, she could manage only a few shy words before withdrawing in an embarrassed daze.


The reason for her diffidence was complicated. The rational part of her was intrigued by their communication, but the emotional part of her was fascinated by their intimacy—fascinated, jealous, and even obsessed. They left within days, but the shock to the community and to herself lingered. Formal links were forged with the new Sadiri settlement, and a slow, quiet revealing began. She could have gone with the first group of women to visit the settlement. She did not. She knew how to maintain her mind’s privacy, but she was ashamed of the fantasies that played in its secret corners and afraid to face the two people who inspired them in case they showed some other unexpected talent and read her passions like a banner spread out for public view. She kept her wild dreams and her dark discontent hidden, and brooded over them.


Several months later, Rafi and Ntenman arrived. Rafi was the smaller and younger of the two students of the famous Lyceum. The community was abuzz once more, all intrigued by the concept of a school devoted to parapsychology, but at first she was unmoved. His mind’s voice was untutored, barely a child’s whisper, and she only became interested in him when she found out he was the nephew of that woman. She watched him closely and was rewarded when in an unguarded moment he laughed, and whatever restraints he had placed on himself unknotted and let slip a great wave of warmth and vibrant otherness that was and was not like the strange fizzing connection she had witnessed between his aunt and her companion.


To her shame and dismay, her attachment transferred smoothly from the middle-aged couple to the teenage boy.


This time, when a group of her peers were given the chance to visit the Lyceum, she went out of sheer contrariness, angry with herself and her secret, uncontrollable obsession. It was only fitting that her punishment should be Ntenman’s intense crush and Rafi’s complete obliviousness.


She stood before the closed door of the master’s office, hesitated, and then knocked.


“Enter, Serendipity.”


She stepped in quietly and shut the door behind her but came no farther. Silyan did not raise his head from his work. He waited, a faint smile on his face, but the silence dragged too long and he succumbed. He glanced up with a sly expression.


“It’s been hours since Abowen left this office. I’m surprised it took you so long to come to me.”


“You are discourteous.” She conveyed so much scorn without raising her voice that he was impressed.


“I do not read your mind, Serendipity, not when your motives are so clear and open. How did you learn to lock your mind so securely but leave all else for thieves like me to pick through?” He watched her face turn from angry to sullen, like a child reminded of her childishness. “What can I do for you?”


“Tell me why you’re putting the cap on Rafi.”


Silyan’s humor faded. “We need to know what he’s capable of. If you knew, you could tell us and there’d be no need for a cap, would there?”


She exhaled a breath sharply through clenched teeth, a noise that was part bitterness and part disbelief.


“It’s a pity that the Lyceum has not lived up to your expectations, nor the world for that matter, but no matter how you feel about it, we are doing this for Abowen’s own good. But you, your term with us will soon be over. Where will you go after you leave us? You are a very restless person, Serendipity. I’m afraid you will always be disappointed.”


Her cool expression cracked for a moment and it was fear, not anger, that showed through. It almost made him feel sorry for her, but before the moment could produce any mellowing in either of them, a knock on the door startled her. She half turned and instinctively set her hand on the door.


“My three o’clock appointment,” said Silyan, his voice steady though he too had flinched. “We can talk some other time … if you wish to talk, that is.”


He settled back comfortably in his chair and watched intently as she whipped open the door with anger now unveiled, and waited with perverse pleasure for her reaction. Abowen stood there, one hand raised and about to rap again, the other gripping the new cap that was the source of so much debate. She almost ran into him. The boy fended her off gently with the cap-free hand and smiled shyly, spontaneously at her, as if he could not help himself. For a moment he looked much younger than his fourteen years.


“Hello, Serendipity,” he said. “What are you doing here?”


She bit her lip, regarding him with an odd kind of regret. Silyan leaned forward, put his elbows on his desk, propped his chin on his hands, and observed them. Serendipity glared briefly at him over her shoulder.


“Nothing,” she said. “I’ll see you later, in the refectory.”


Abowen watched her walk away, and Silyan, continuing to observe, sighed dramatically. Abowen heard the sigh, recognized the sarcasm, and quickly brought his attention front and center. The schoolmaster straightened and spoke seriously.


“That thing’s no good in your hand. You might as well get used to it. Cap on.”


Galia kept an antigrav pallet for occasional sleeping in the study. In spite of the pallet’s comfort and stability, she kept one foot hanging over the edge and touching the floor as a reassurance and reminder. The study was quieter in a way that only large, high-ceilinged rooms could be quiet. The shelves baffled the echoes and furthered the illusion of cozy immensity. Silyan had tried it himself once or twice, but his habit was to work at his desk and nod off in his chair until some numbness of limb or creak of joint recalled him to the sensible joys of a proper bed. He usually went to his bed before Galia, so it was with a shock that he woke, still at his desk, to find her staring down at him in disgruntlement, a hand stretched out toward his desk lamp.
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