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PART ONE



STRUCTURE


The world grew sick.


The people saw it in the rotting fields of newly sown crops, they smelled it on the fish they pulled into their canoes dying and covered in sores, and they heard it in the hollow words of their elders and ancestors which had ceased to carry meaning or solace. In every mind and every heart, a single truth appeared as if each heart was the first to feel it and each mind the first to put it in words: Their home was dying.


Grief came and it smothered the fields. Rage came and it drove away the fish. Doubt came and it silenced the voices that offered wisdom. All across the nations a great hopelessness grew, for no one in the lands saw a future beyond the sickness and rot.


Except in one village at the foot of a great mountain, there was a boy whose name was Ke. And Ke looked up at the night, and the brightest light was not a star, but the twin world that was made when the Great Heron split the sky. The light had been known by another name, but Ke saw it and he gave it a new name: Anjiin.


—From Myths of Origin: Field Notes and Analysis, Uuya Tomos, editor.










One



From the archive entry of the regulator-librarian, first among servants of the Sovran:




…It is the Sovran’s will that those places in which the war against the deathless has opened new territory be investigated using tools and perspectives likely to yield new insight. In particular, the unexplored systems spinward of the fifth body…





From the archive entry of the monitor-librarian of the bodies of knowledge and memory:




…eighty thousand more. Locations where the war against the deathless opened previously unexplored territory will be identified and additional exploratory and information-gathering assets routed there. Deep-resonance information from the nova at…





From the archive entry of the endeavor-librarian of exploratory projects:




…eighth dactyl of the limb. Information-gathering assets will be identified and mobilized with priority given to equipment, animals, and combinations with potential to yield novel information from tactical and physical analyses. These will be delivered to…





From the archive entry of the supervisor-librarian of animal assets:




…with respect to their continued population levels. Animals with sensory and cognitive potential likely to yield novel information will be grouped: [Group 1: aqueous, high acidity, silicate/carbon] [Group 2: terrestrial, oxygen-tolerant, carbon] [Group 3: terrestrial, anaerobic, silicate/carbon] [Group 4:…





From the archive entry of the keeper-librarian of provisional moieties:




…have been underperforming and will be culled. Their assets will be reallocated to the Manacat of Paol, Red Sybillie of Soun, and Human of Anjiin moieties. Additionally, Manacat, Red Sybillie, and Human moieties are to identify individual and small-sample groups for field use and ensure sufficient supply of…





Anjiin had been home to four and a half billion people. The Carryx had taken a little under four thousand of them back to serve in the world-palace.


One in seven died in the crossing or from illnesses and accidents after arrival. Once humanity had proven its worth in the eyes of the empire, the groups—and sometimes even isolated individuals—scattered in the first days of their captivity were brought back together like a lost family finding itself in the wilderness, except for the almost five hundred people who were set apart and sent away on tasks that the Carryx alone understood.


The new space they now inhabited was like a vast single building dedicated to the human hive, simultaneously more authentic and deeply changed. The gaps in Carryx understanding of humans had narrowed. Bathrooms now had dispensers for the red cleansing gel instead of every shower beginning with it. The mysteries of hair cutting and shaving, trimming nails and dealing with menstruation were accommodated. The unspoken indignities of human life were a degree more dignified.


In exchange, the proportions of the passageways had become wider, the walls canted slightly in, the air had taken on a pungent smell like resin and salt. The odd scent was everywhere, permeated everything, and so became unremarkable. People only noticed it when they returned from travel out in the common areas of the world-palace or after spending time in the little garden at the top of the habitat where the breeze was cool and thin, like the air on a mountaintop. And the view was breathtaking.


To the east, two huge arcs rose up from the planet’s surface below, curving up beyond the atmosphere. Lights dotted their sides—decorative, purposeful, or just the gleam of a million windows. Below them, the dark forms of other ziggurats rose out of the clouds and stretched off to the distant horizon.


The garden itself was smaller than the quad outside Dafyd’s apartment on Anjiin had been. A single tree with deep purple-brown bark and thick, leathery leaves, a bed of wild mint, and a fountain of black metal and pale stone that rose to Dafyd’s waist if he was standing, its flowing water a constant mutter. It astounded him that something so modest could feel like luxury.


The little Sinen, looking like the cross of goat and cuttlefish, finished its announcement and left him pressing his thumbs against his eyelids. His headache didn’t diminish. He heard Jellit’s footsteps coming up the stairway and didn’t look up.


“Something wrong?” the other man asked.


“Another summons from my lord and master,” Dafyd said. “Ekur wants to talk about something.”


“More alterations in our duties and responsibilities?”


“I’ll know when I get there,” Dafyd said, and hauled himself up. “Anything I should know from the visualization lab?”


“Nothing that’s not in the report,” Jellit said. He seemed on the edge of saying more, but didn’t, and Dafyd went down the wide stairway into the body of the moiety without him. The Sinen clerk followed.


Campar was gone on some mysterious mission for the Carryx. So was Rickar. And Jessyn. But so far as Dafyd knew they were still alive, wherever they’d been sent. Nöl, Synnia, Else, and Irinna were all dead. Of the group Dafyd had known on Anjiin, the only ones around him now were Tonner, who hated him, and Jellit, who had gone from an almost-enemy to Dafyd’s accomplice in exposing the human rebellion against the Carryx. They were now joined by the blood on their hands.


To everyone who hadn’t known him before, Dafyd was the voice of the Carryx. The man to speak to when something was needed, and the conduit for demands from the empire. The high priest interceding between his people and their godlike masters.


He stopped at his room. Papers and notes were in piles all through the place with the lists of every name in the human population, who they had been before the Carryx invasion, and what they were doing now. What they wanted. What they needed. He took half a dozen pages with the notes he’d prepared.


The report he needed most was still missing. Of course it was.


“I have to stop by the labs,” Dafyd said to the Sinen overseer. “Tonner was supposed to give me an update. It’s not here.”


The little box he wore at his chest made a series of wet coughs, and the Sinen replied with a small trill and sigh. The voice that came from the box at its chest was impassive. “If you do, you do.”


It wasn’t permission, and so it was half a threat. The tension at his temples felt like he was wearing an invisible crown as he went back out to the common corridor and headed down.


The promotion of the human moiety had carried in a wave of equipment and material even as it left any of the familiar human designs behind. The tanks and refrigerators, incubators and protein assays, spectrometers and pseudo-lens microscopy in the new labs were the best designs of the Carryx empire, the genius and insights of a thousand other species. The machines reminded Dafyd of the contents of some exotic tide pool, taken out and laid in order by a curious child. Some of the objects were grotesque, some were beautiful, and a few defied comprehension.


Tonner’s new second was a tall, thin man named Brun with dark hair and an almost comically prominent larynx. In a previous life, he’d been the leader of one of the most successful chemical manufacturing cooperatives on Anjiin. Now he was standing with half a dozen of Tonner’s new team, considering what looked like the segmented back of a crayfish the size of a table. Brun’s eyes lit up when he saw Dafyd.


“It’s a static centrifuge,” the tall man said with a grin. “Can you beat that?”


Where’s Tonner? was in the front of Dafyd’s mind, but A static what? came out of his mouth.


“I know,” Brun said. “You tell the little half-mind thing what acceleration you want and for how long, and it generates the g-force without spinning. I don’t know how it even does that, but this thing can do specific gravity control like nothing I’ve ever seen. It’s a kicker.”


“Where’s Tonner?”


“The legacy labs,” Brun said. “He said he’d be back after midday, but you know how he gets.”


Dafyd turned toward the common areas, the Sinen at his heels. He walked a little faster.


When they’d first come, the cathedral had been a circle of wonders and terrors—a crossroads of alien bodies with the power to overwhelm. The deep tectonic strangeness had been enough to feel like annihilation. Now Dafyd walked around weird almost-crabs the size of dogs without thinking. The luminescent blue gnats so small they seemed like a living light meant that he shouldn’t breathe in as he passed through them to keep from sucking one into his throat. The Phylarchs of Astrdeim with their glowing eyes and flickering joints lumbered by, as familiar as buses and bicycles had once been. The Eddentic of Lof swirled in the high air, the Oumenti and Soun clicked to one another in the low. Each of them had a place in the Carryx world, some function they fulfilled for their masters. The fact that Dafyd had no idea what barely registered with him anymore. His mind building walls between things he needed to know and things he could safely ignore.


He threaded his way across the wide public square of their shared moieties and cut across to the wall with the lab annex they had taken from the Night Drinkers, the little hallway with its high slate bench and recognizable equipment. The glass cubes that had housed the berries and the not-turtles were empty. That project was over, and the next ones had begun.


The time since Anjiin had diminished Tonner Freis. It was more than physical. Before their subjugation, Tonner had been—at least in the moment—the most celebrated researcher on the planet. His prematurely gray hair had been a contrast with his youth and vigor then. Now there was a harshness to his face. It wasn’t age, but it mimicked it. He leaned against the old protein assay. The fingers of his nearly-healed broken arm poked out of their splint and rubbed together like they were trying to find something. When he saw Dafyd, he shook his head.


“The new lab machines are a mistake,” Tonner said instead of hello. “We need to get to work. Work. Not spend half a year figuring out the controls on a bunch of new equipment. Institutional knowledge is a valuable thing. You can’t just throw it all out because the cockroach kings decided to give you some pretty toys.”


The translator on the Sinen’s chest burbled Tonner’s words at it. Dafyd flinched, then patted the air in warning. This thing is listening. Calm down. “That wasn’t my decision.”


“I thought it was all your decision,” Tonner spat back at him. “Aren’t you the boss around here?”


“You know I’m not,” Dafyd said.


Tonner glanced over to the Sinen loitering in the space behind them and smirked. “Whatever you say.”


“I’ve been called in to the librarian. I need your report.”


“I don’t have it,” Tonner said, and then, seeing Dafyd’s expression, “My team is gone. I am training up a new one, and it’s not like you’ve given me a bunch of impressionable new research assistants. Brun ran his own union, Addira has two decades of her own research, Abfoss was due for retirement in a few years. Everyone thinks they know a better way to do everything. None of them will just do as they’re fucking told. I had a group. I had people.” Tonner’s voice cracked on the last word, and he took a few seconds to gather himself. “So yes. Please let the cockroach kings know that I am doing what I can to get up to speed, and sometimes writing down a note saying so is less important to me than doing the actual job.”


“Can you just tell me about where things stand? Just verbally.”


Tonner shrugged and the protein assay chimed the way that meant it was shifting to a polymerization phase. Tonner looked out past his shoulder. He looked exhausted.


“Making our own food supply is going to take about twice the hydroponic capacity we have right now. That’s tanks, lights, filtration, micronutrients, everything. It looks like we will be able to adapt the silicate microfarm from the berries to general use, so low-volume production’s mostly covered. Training more people to do the analysis for protein translation—which should be the most useful thing we do for them—is going to take me months.”


His shrug meant What the hell do you want from me?


“So. Double the hydroponics,” Dafyd said.


“Sure. Start there,” Tonner said. He almost turned away, then paused. “Have you heard from any of them?”


Them. Jessyn, Rickar, Campar. The only ones left.


“No,” Dafyd said. “Not yet.”


Ekur-Tkalal shifted its abdomen on four thin legs while Dafyd finished his report. Its thorax and head stayed steady, the two massive black-and-red fighting arms planted against the floor. Which was good. As long as those arms stayed on the floor, it wasn’t ready to kill him. Its four eyes moved independently as if each was distracted by a separate thought, and the mantis-like feeding arms in its chest unfolded and manipulated small shapes of floating light whose projectors Dafyd couldn’t identify. Every now and then, the Carryx chirped or burbled to itself, but the half-mind at its throat didn’t say anything. If there were words in its vocalizations, they weren’t meant for him. The Sinen who’d brought the summons stayed in the room with them, which was new. And, Dafyd thought, a little ominous.


While the Carryx finished whatever work occupied it, Dafyd waited. The room Dafyd thought of as the keeper-librarian’s office was small, and the sounds of other Carryx singing to each other carried from the passageways behind him. Ekur shifted the objects of light for another few moments, then began to speak.


Its living voice was like birdsong, only deep, slow, and threatening. The voice that came from its half-mind was human and featureless. If it seemed to have a dismissive quality to it, that might only have been Dafyd’s prejudices.


“Your efforts in making one animal species nourishing to other species are of interest to the empire. Your work with imaging and gravimetric lensing is also of interest. You will put your efforts into these two things. No other human activities are of interest. Your other efforts are wasteful and will end. Reorganize your moiety around those things which are useful.”


“I understand,” Dafyd said. “We will.”


“Also, I have no use for animal scratchings. You will submit your reports in proper archival form.”


Dafyd lowered himself to his knees and spread his arms wider, palms against the floor. “I don’t know how to do that.”


“This one will instruct you,” Ekur-Tkalal said, gesturing at the Sinen with one of its feeding hands. “Your moiety has been found of interest by the Sovran. You will prepare for greater use in the empire. Anticipate assignment on thousands of worlds.”


“Ah. There are only about three thousand of us here,” Dafyd said.


The Carryx shifted its weight. Three of its eyes came to rest on Dafyd. “Yes. Your population is insufficient to meet future need.”


“Will you bring more from Anjiin? Are there other people coming—”


“You are to breed locally for the empire’s use. A moiety that cannot sustain its own population is not useful and will be culled.”


The air had gone thin. Dafyd tried to catch his breath. “I don’t know… I mean…”


“If you have requirements to support a generation of young, express them. If they are not overly arduous, they will be provided.”


“Our children… Our young take a long time growing up,” Dafyd said. “They grow slowly. They have to be educated.”


“I am aware,” Ekur-Tkalal said. “The will of the Sovran compasses eons. Begin now. Have them ready when we have use for them.”


And if they don’t want to? he thought. But he knew the answer. It was the same as always: Find a way or get them all killed.


“I understand,” he said. And the hell of it was, he did.










Two



The swarm walks the length of the physics lab, its hands clasped behind its back. Around it, the others work to perfect the lensing techniques that gave Anjiin warning of their doom’s arrival. It had not helped them, but if the enemy—the deathless enemy that the Carryx didn’t know had smuggled the swarm into its lair—discovers the same techniques, the Carryx will already have a guard against them. The brilliance of the empire will again have been made brighter by the animals that it controls.


In the dark prison of the swarm’s consciousness, the dead man fights.


Jellit is the only male it has taken, the only one who had already dedicated himself to violence, and the only one who carried the weight of that trauma on his soul. The swarm can’t say if any of these differences explain why this body is more dedicated to asserting itself. To fighting the possession. To denying the death that has already come for him.


You all right? one of the other physicists in the lab asks. A woman named Kadey.


The swarm nods. Some things on my mind, it says.


This is the day it has resolved to reveal itself to Dafyd.


Oh for fuck’s sake, the dead man sneers in the chaos of the swarm’s mind. Again? You’ve got more days-I’m-going-to-tell-him than Else had last cigarettes.


An echo of amusement comes, but not from the swarm. It might belong to Ameer Kindred or Else Yannin. Or the two might be seeping into each other now. Ameer, the first human that the swarm took when it bloomed into being on the surface of Anjiin, is now so attenuated that her thoughts are hard to distinguish from the swarm’s own. And with her flesh abandoned, Else Yannin has begun to lose some clarity and definition as well, bleeding at the edges like a watercolor left where the damp could reach it. The body reinforces the mind in ways the swarm is only starting to catalog. If it had known before, it might not have shifted to Jellit. But so many things are firsts for the swarm. So many things only learned in retrospect.


Yes, you still would have killed me, the dead man says. God, how self-pitying can you be? Poor you, the people you murder aren’t emotionally supportive enough.


It is a lot to ask of us, the echo that is still Ameer Kindred agrees.


The swarm stops at one of the sensor connections. The device looks like a wire suspended in a glass tube three times Jellit’s height and about as thick as his thumb. The experiment is supposed to detect interference in very-long-wave electromagnetic resonances. Done correctly, it will create a computational lens. Done poorly, it will lose coherence and turn to noise. Around them, invisible to everyone else, a magnetic pulse rises from the planet below, vibrating with information that the swarm records, though it hasn’t yet learned to decode. The swarm is a weapon of war. A spy sent to collect everything and transmit what it learns back to worlds it has never known. It is designed to survive for as long as it can, but it is not designed to survive.


I can finish this run if you want, Kadey says, then gives a little frown. Having some time away from home would be a kindness.


Trouble? the swarm asks because Jellit would have.


Roommate problems.


The swarm’s laugh is short and harsh, and it doesn’t seem to come from any of the three it has taken, or maybe from all of them.


Thanks, it says. I’m actually going to take you up on that.


Pay me back later, Kadey says, and the swarm walks away.


The rooms it has now are the first private space it has had since Anjiin. Ameer Kindred had lived in a little rental loft by the Scholar’s Common with a yellow door and a cat that wasn’t hers but still came in through her window at night. The swarm remembers hunching in that loft, its senses straining at the sky while Ameer screamed in its still-unfolding consciousness, confused and horrified. The swarm had been almost a pure mechanism then, a thing of technique and programming so sophisticated it approached instinct.


Now it has the room Jellit had been assigned, but the assignment came after Jellit’s death, so in a real sense the little table with its two broad metal benches belongs to the swarm. The little kitchen where it prepares its rations is not shared with others. The little bed with polymer foam for a mattress is its alone.


But, depending on how the coming conversation plays out, perhaps that could change.


It remembers the dry-mouthed fear Ameer felt asking a girl to come back to her room for sex the first time, the almost clinical way Else accepted an erotic invitation when she had first come to the medrey. It remembers sneaking a girl into Jellit’s room when Jessyn was asleep next door, and then coupling quietly to keep from waking his sister up. And it remembers its own times with Dafyd, and the comfort Else’s body took in him. Is it so strange to think that it may return to that time, rekindle what it once had? Once Dafyd knows that the woman he loves didn’t die, but only changed…


I was dead before you kissed him using my mouth, Else says. Everything that happened between you was a lie.


There is a way that this is true, but there is also a way in which it isn’t. There were aspects of itself that the swarm could not reveal to Dafyd, but it knows from the memories of three people that this is always true. No romantic coupling ever included absolute honesty, if such a thing were even possible.


Rationalizing, Jellit says. You are undercover behind enemy lines, so every awful thing you do is justified. Poor, burdened hero that you are.


But the swarm had no capacity for love when it first gained awareness. Everything it knows of love, of sex, of the complications of the heart, it took from Else Yannin. From her body, from her mind. It was attracted to men in the ways that she was. It was complicated the way that she was. When it made love, it lifted its arms because she liked lifting hers, pressed Dafyd down because it satisfied her appetites, took him into her flesh with a joy and selfishness that didn’t originate in the swarm, though it resided there now.


Could we please not do this? Else says, and the swarm feels her shame and humiliation at being so exposed before it and Ameer and Jellit. The swarm rises on the balls of its feet the way Jellit once did when he was anxious or excited. The movement is natural. Unconsidered. The swarm is tired, and the sweat of the day makes the tunic that the Carryx machines produce for their human subjects cling to its back.


Today is the day it will reveal its presence to Dafyd, will tell him everything that it has withheld, but not like this. It will clean itself physically, before the emotional and metaphorical cleansing comes. It tells itself it isn’t stalling.


After its shower, the swarm stands naked before the strip of mirror, considering the body it inhabits. The cells and structures are, in most senses, Jellit. The scar on its rib from an accident Jellit had when he was a boy. The one on its leg from an act of violence that happened after they were all prisoners of the Carryx. The DNA in its nuclei has the code, for the most part, that Jellit was born with. The superstructure of the swarm directs and permeates Jellit, allows the body to become what it needs to be: a listening device, a transmitter, a chemical sampling machine. None of these aspects of its existence seem as important now.


It takes down a fresh set of clothes, cracks the wax coating around the cloth, and pulls on trousers and a tunic the match of every one it has had before, every one that it expects it will ever wear again. In the mirror, it looks… handsome? Pretty? It smiles the way Jellit smiled. And then the way Else smiled, only with Jellit’s lips. The expressions are different.


All right, it says aloud. It’s time.


The other parts of it are silent for once.


The swarm senses Dafyd’s distress as soon as it enters his room. It’s in the smell of his skin and the angle he stands at, the lines of his face and the barely audible sigh he makes when his mind is elsewhere.


Rough day with the boss? it asks in Jellit’s voice.


Dafyd’s smile is brief but sincere. Yeah, I have new problems. I don’t know what to do with them.


You want to talk about it?


Dafyd shrugs and sits at the table. His little kitchen area has black laminate counters and chairs that are a little too wide, a little too tall. They make the people sitting in them seem like children. This was all easier when there was… I don’t know. Hope? There was that moment when it seemed like there was hope.


The swarm’s heart leaps. He means it. He means the moment it revealed itself and the great war to him. The moment an ally against the Carryx appeared. It had to have been like a miracle for him, and it will be again. The swarm takes in a deep breath.


He thinks you died when Else did, Jellit says. He thought you were riding along with her, like an add-on. Not that you’d eaten her. He didn’t know you ate people.


The swarm pushes the thought away. It isn’t what it told him.


It’s what you let him think, Else says. You knew. Even back then, you knew to hide how it actually works. If he understood what you’d really done to me…


It goes to Dafyd’s cabinets. There is very little food there, and what there is has the thin, desperate feel of emergency rations. The swarm’s cupboard is as bare. But there are cups for water and a kettle to boil it in and a small box with an amber gel and a scoop already taken out of it. The gel is an imitation of Tonner Freis’s favorite tea. The swarm starts the water boiling and holds up the box like it is displaying it. We’re going to have a whole menu based on the food Tonner likes.


I could tell him to make things he doesn’t want, but I don’t think he’d do it, Dafyd says. There’s a little laughter at the corner of his eyes, and the swarm feels a rush of pleasure at making him feel pleasure. The kettle ticks as it starts to heat.


I haven’t heard from her, Dafyd says. I haven’t heard from any of them. I think I will. I’m technically in charge of them, but I don’t know what that means, exactly.


He thinks you’re here because of Jessyn, Jellit says. He doesn’t think you like him, he thinks you need him to keep tabs on my sister. He’s not your friend. We weren’t buddies back on Anjiin. We didn’t have romantic feelings for each other. You are hauling all of this around by yourself. This thing you want to have happen, won’t.


The swarm spoons bits of gel into the cups where they will melt when the water comes. Its eyes feel uncomfortable. A little sting of tears. Dafyd pretends not to notice, thinking that the emotion is about a brother missing a sister. So many levels of misunderstanding.


It’s all right, the swarm says to Dafyd. The words mean half a dozen things.


It will finish making the tea, hand the cup to Dafyd, and then it will tell him. The war against the Carryx is still being fought. The spy that was here before in the flesh of his lover is still here. It is still gathering intelligence that might turn the tide of violence against the empire. They may still find the way that they can burn the Carryx worlds to ash.


The water will boil. The gel will melt. It will tell him.


And the rest? Jellit says. Are you going to tell him about smuggling out the data you’ve gathered? Tell him how you broke off a piece of yourself and hid it in someone who was shipping out? Tell him that as soon as it’s in range of your buddies on the other side, it’s going to pop like a hand grenade? Go ahead, tell him that your mission is about to kill another one of his friends. See how much he loves you for it. We’ll watch.


The water boils.


This is not the day it will reveal itself.










Three



Jessyn kept the device beside her bunk: glass panes each a little larger than her two splayed hands together and held about a thumb’s width apart. It sat upright on one edge, looking a lot like the transparent cases children kept insects in so they could watch them tunnel and nest. Except that the gap between the panes wasn’t filled with insects and sand, it was filled with the white slurry that she’d harvested from thirty-five of the complex symbiotes they called berries, which weren’t berries at all. The slurry was a mostly inert silicate base that supported billions of microscopic organisms, a complete ecosystem as complicated as a coral reef in a gentle sea. It was balanced so that Jessyn could pour a half cup of glucose solution in the top of the device once a day, clean a handful of the rat-turd-looking precipitate out once a week, and decant a daily dose of clear, bitter, astringent soup that would keep her mind from fishtailing out from under her.


If the slurry started discoloring red or yellow, her little ecosystem was getting out of balance, and she’d add a little acid to the sugar until it cleared up. Black or green meant a contaminating organism had gotten in, and she had to sterilize the whole thing. Before she’d left the Carryx palace world, Tonner had made her enough dry starter to reset the device three times. She’d already used one dose, but she was pretty sure she’d figured out where that contaminant had come from and fixed the problem.


So that was her margin of error. Screw up the mix more than twice or let the device break once, and she was fucked. Keep it safe and working, and she’d be fine until something else killed her. She didn’t remember when she’d stopped considering old age a likely cause of death.


The ship bounced and shuddered again and then seemed to swing under her. The motion jostled a wave of little bubbles up through the slurry. Jessyn took a deep breath and let it out through her teeth. She’d gotten used to the low, pulsing hum of the Carryx ship during the time they’d spent in asymmetric space, and then the smooth whine when they’d returned to the universe with physics she knew and understood. This new turbulence bothered her.


The door opened and a Sinen trundled in with its long nose, irregular goatlike eyes, and boneless arms. The horror show that was its head would have risen to the middle of her rib cage if she’d stood up. She didn’t.


It made wet, slapping sounds, and the box at its throat translated in a calm, featureless voice. “The first ships have landed at the central camp. We will be on the surface in”—the translating half-mind stuttered—“forty-five minutes. Be prepared to join your group when this happens.”


“Will do,” she said, and the box beside her on the mattress plopped like someone had dropped a fish into water. The Sinen turned away and trundled back out of her room, leaving the door open behind it.


She noticed the hiccups when the translator struggled. She wondered what it was about the Sinen ideas of duration that made forty-five minutes difficult to parse. The ship lurched again, and a long deep creaking noise rose from the deck. She chuckled. Hauled halfway across the galaxy by alien murderers and slave masters only to die because of mechanical failure would have been just her luck. But the ship didn’t come apart, so she got up and started gathering her things.


It was hard to know how long it had been since she’d left the Carryx world-palace. Campar and Rickar had been taken before she was, assigned to some other duty for the Carryx empire. She’d let herself hope they would be the only new losses that came with humanity’s promotion. But then Dafyd had come to her room one day with a hard expression and two Soft Lothark. The librarian of their moiety had decided there was work for her. A place in the vast mechanism of the Carryx that she’d make a fine little cog for. She’d wept, and Dafyd had too. And Jellit. They hadn’t pushed back against it, though. They hadn’t fought. For all Dafyd’s radical pronouncements of future rebellion, the real lesson they’d all learned was this: They were powerless. And so she’d come here, to her bunk, and time had stopped meaning as much.


She remembered old stories with prisoners carving tally marks into the walls of their cells. She hadn’t understood why they did it. How time could become a featureless thing. How it could pass without notice. She did now.


On the ship there was no rhythm of day and night. She slept when she slept, and woke without knowing how long she’d been unconscious. There were displays on the ship, some flat, some volumetric, but if any of them were clocks, how to read them was not something the Carryx shared with their subjects. And the length of a day on the prison world wasn’t the same as it had been on Anjiin. Time, for all she knew, might be a mess of relativistic effects and asymmetric physics.


Once, she had lived at the Irvian Research Medrey, but the idea of measuring how long ago was a sad joke. Years, probably, but she couldn’t be sure, and it didn’t matter. There were some number of days or weeks since she’d left the remnant of the workgroup—since she’d seen another human face—and she didn’t know how long ago that was either. She lived in the moment, because the moment was what she had.


What is, is, echoed in her mind, and she pushed it away with a shudder.


The turbulence came again. She heard one of the gray-winged moth-bat things that called themselves Euruk of Lydiándar scream in distress from the common room, then the Sinen’s voice, like two steaks being pounded together. It had to be a rough job, keeping the zoo of captives in line. She’d have felt sorry for the poor Sinen if she hadn’t hated it quite so much. She caught a whiff of something rich and pungent. Probably some kind of pheromone. It wasn’t a message meant for her. The ship lurched, and for a second she was twice her normal weight. Her stomach tightened. If she was going to vomit, she wanted to get to the toilet. If she wasn’t, she wanted to lie down in the bunk. It took her longer than she liked to decide which was more likely, but she took her chances on the bed.


The shaking grew worse, then smoothed out. The sound of the engines changed again. Then a final shock ran through the body of the ship, and it went silent. Jessyn lay on her back for five long, slow breaths, letting her guts settle. Just as she was ready to stand, the ship’s half-mind spoke. Disembark now. You will be directed to your proper workgroup for instruction. You may leave supplies in your present quarters.


Wherever they’d been headed, they’d arrived. She checked the irreplaceable glass device that kept her sane. No cracks, no leaking, and only a little turbulence in the slurry. She hated leaving it behind, but she also hated taking it into the field. In the end, she didn’t put it in her satchel, but she didn’t like it.


The common room was busy with alien bodies. Two of the Euruk were flying in fast circles near the ceiling. A lumbering, stone-skinned thing with a dozen black eyes, six double-jointed legs, and a beak where the legs came together hauled a bag onto its back. Jessyn hadn’t talked to that one. Half a dozen of the crablike True People of Hannic clicked their claws at each other and hissed, fighting or trading jokes or professing their undying love. She had no way to tell. The Sinen who had been giving them orders and keeping tabs on them was consulting five Soft Lothark.


One of the Soft Lothark turned to look at her. The attention of the squat-bodied, long-limbed creature made Jessyn flinch away, her heart racing a little. She hadn’t done anything to bring their wrath down on her, but the Lothark scared her anyway. She’d seen things like this one murder people and eat their own dead. This Lothark gestured toward the corridor, and she took it as an order.


The hallway had been closed during the journey out. It was open now, and she walked along it carefully. The light at the end of the hall had a different feel than the artificial illumination of shipboard. Almost like sunlight in the middle of the afternoon. A fresh breeze touched her, and her heart did something—skipped a beat or doubled one. She started walking faster.


Four of the Carryx ships were on the ground in a rough semicircle. They weren’t the city-vast ones that had come to conquer Anjiin. Each of them stood only a dozen or so stories high, bronze and black, with ramps that stretched down to the bare pale soil. Jessyn walked down her own ramp, squinting into the light. Two or three hundred bodies of a dozen different species milled in the improvised yard between the ships, and some of them looked human. In the center of it all, two huge Carryx stood in pale green shells of armor. Soldiers or guards or something Jessyn had no context for. Her eyes watered, but not from any emotion. It was just so bright.


The sun was wider than it had been on Anjiin, and white. The sky it stood in was the robin’s-egg blue of high oxygen. The clouds were white, but with notes of gold and rose like a sunset in mid-afternoon. Something bright was happening above them. The air smelled like fresh grass and mint, and after the metallic scent of the ship it was intoxicating. No one was handing out respirators, so she assumed someone had determined breathing it wasn’t going to kill them. She took several long breaths that made her head swim.


She reached the end of the ramp, looking up as a fifth ship dropped through the air toward them. She expected a roar of fire, but it only buzzed like a thousand angry beehives, settled on the earth, and went dark. If anything, there was a wave of mist that came from it before it extended a ramp of its own.


While Jessyn stood, waiting for someone or something to instruct her where to go and what to do, she opened her mouth wide, just breathing in the free air. Under the grass and mint it also had a faint petrichor scent like coming rain. The smell took her back to her childhood on Anjiin and almost made her burst into happy tears. Some distance away from the huddled ships, a swath of green and black rose from the ground. Plant analogs, she guessed. They were the right colors for photosynthetic life. And beyond them, structures that could have been the remnants of buildings or the skeletonized corpses of alien leviathans.


Whatever they were, whatever they had been, they were beautiful in their way.


Something tugged at her impatiently. A Sinen—maybe the same one who had been on her ship, maybe a different one—had been trying to get her attention for a few seconds now.


“You are to go there,” it said again, pointing one of its quasi-tentacles to a place near the ramp off the farthest ship. “You are to be with them now. Go. Go go go.”


Jessyn tightened her grip on her satchel and let herself be hurried across the yard. Something like a dozen aliens stood in a rough group. Euruk and True People, but also a long-beaked thing that would have been a bird if it had feathers and wings, and an oblong, gray-shelled thing the size of a sofa with hundreds of tiny legs around it like ruffles on a skirt.


And, at one side, a man.


She didn’t recognize him, but she wanted to so badly that her brain kept trying to put names to him. He was almost Lorrin Hant, who she’d studied introductory systems math with. He was almost Carwin Moor, who’d read the headlines on the news when she was young. He wasn’t anyone she knew, but he was human, and seeing him was like seeing part of her family.


He stood a little shorter than Jellit, with a head full of curly dark hair and a beard with the first dusting of gray in it. His skin was warm gold a bit lighter than hers. He was looking up and weeping. She tried to follow his gaze, but all she saw was clouds and sky.


“Are you all right?” she asked.


At first, he only answered with a moan. Then, “I haven’t seen this much sky since… since they took me from Anjiin. I haven’t felt the sun. Or fresh air.” He tore his gaze from the open world around them and settled it on her. His smile was like an image of a Serintist saint, but the chuckle was warm and rueful. “I may be a little messed up.”


“Messed up is normal,” Jessyn said. “Messy is fine.”


He wiped the sleeve of his tunic across his eyes. “You’re holding together better than I am.”


“I had a window at the world-palace,” she said. “The rooms they put me in came with a view. So, less of a shock, I guess.”


“Oh,” he said, but his tone meant something. She nodded him on, and his smile turned less certain. “The only one I heard of like that was Alkhor’s group.”


“Yes. That was us. We started off as Tonner Freis’s group, but I guess that’s not the description anymore.”


“You’re the ones who sided with the big guys?” the man said. “I mean, I don’t judge. You do what you have to if you want to survive. But Alkhor’s the one who turned in the resistance plotters, right?”


“It was complicated. I wasn’t really part of that conversation until it had already happened. Dafyd was… He was just the guy who cleaned the glassware in my lab before he was in charge of everything.”


“Field promotions, I guess,” the man said, and held out his hand. “Garral Pär. Once upon a time, I was the head of the archaeology department at Hibbrin Medrey.”


She put down her bag and took his hand. He had a pleasant grip. “Jessyn Kaul. Adjunct in the biology department at Irvian. Good to meet you, Garral.”


He held her hand a beat longer than normal, then seemed to realize he had and let her go. “I’m sorry. Did we know each other, back before? I feel like I recognize you from someplace.”


“I can’t place you,” she said. “But I was thinking it too. So maybe?”


A gabble of human voices interrupted. Three more people—two men and a woman, all in the same standard tunics—marched toward the group along with another of the gray-shelled sofa-things and two of the not-quite-birds. A Sinen trundled behind them, a knife-legged Rak-hund undulating at either side. The arrival of the new people made the little group denser, and without meaning to, Jessyn found herself moving a little closer to Garral Pär. The not-quite-birds made soft chiming sounds and clacked their beaks together, but the half-mind didn’t translate anything, so if it signified something it wasn’t meant for them.


The Sinen waved its quasi-tentacles and made a shrill whistling that Jessyn had never heard before. Noises came all around the group—a fast clicking from the not-quite-birds, a thin screech from the Euruk, a bass rumble from the gray-shelled things, and from the half-minds the humans carried, a voice.


“I will be acting as oversight and support for your group,” the Sinen announced. “You may refer to me as Third Gardener. All requests and concerns you have come to me. If you ask assistance from any other, it will only be help in locating me. Because I will be stationed here at the center camp, you will also be permitted to reach me through your”—the voice hesitated—“research notebooks. These will be issued to you before you leave camp.”


“Leave camp,” Garral echoed without seeming to realize he’d spoken.


If the half-mind relayed the words to Third Gardener, the Sinen chose to ignore them. “The planet you are presently on is named World. It was, until recently, under the control of our enemy. The strategic and tactical victories of the fifth military body were such that the planet was taken without permitting them to sterilize it. This is an opportunity for the Carryx.


“You have been chosen from among your moieties as individuals with expertise and skill appropriate to gaining a greater understanding of this enemy. You will survey and explore the surrounding areas as your natures and abilities support, and you are to relay the information and insights you gather to me.”


The Sinen paused for a moment, as if to let that all sink in. Or maybe some of the translations to the other species just took longer, and it was waiting for them to catch up. The new woman who had been herded in with the group met Jessyn’s gaze and nodded. Jessyn smiled back.


“World has not been made safe,” Third Gardener continued. “Some of you may encounter traps left by the enemy. Some of you will encounter unfamiliar dangers. Except as subjects for your work, these are not of interest. You will continue to prove your use to the Carryx through the utility of your discoveries.”


“Death isn’t permitted,” Jessyn said, “if it hurts production.”


Garral coughed and put his hand over his mouth to hide a smile. Jessyn looked down.


Third Gardener ignored them. “There is also an evacuation procedure that you must learn. This enemy has a history of destroying the worlds they are driven from. They may return here in such an attempt.”


It paused again and began shifting its weight back and forth like a child excited to get on a thrill ride at a park. “What we are doing here now has rarely been done before,” Third Gardener said. “A possibility exists that our work will reveal the pathway to the enemy’s defeat. You are to do everything in your power.


“The Carryx are watching.”










Four



Rickar was at Irvian Research Medrey back on Anjiin, and he was trying to get across the city to Dennia before the attack started. That was wrong, of course. He hadn’t met Dennia until after Anjiin fell. She had died on their prison world, slaughtered along with the rest of Ostencour’s rebels. He knew that, but he was also running down streets that were almost the ones he’d known, trying to flag down transports that were always just out of his reach.


He forced himself awake just to stop it and lay in the dim half-light of his cell with an aching jaw. One of these days, he’d clench his way into a broken tooth, and then he didn’t know what would happen. There were only about a dozen humans aboard the Carryx warship, and he didn’t think any of them were dentists. He could imagine the Carryx being surprised he didn’t just grow a new tooth. Or that a broken tooth would hurt. They might just kill him for this imperfection and move on with their day. All the possibilities seemed equally likely.


There wasn’t anything on the ship that was recognizable as a clock, so he didn’t know how long he’d slept. He didn’t feel rested, but that didn’t indicate much. He could lose consciousness for a few minutes or half a day and wake up with the same sense that the air was too thick to move through.


He thought about closing his eyes again and trying for sleep, but he had the sense that the dream was waiting. After a while, he levered himself up to sitting and rested his skull in his hands, rubbing his aching masseters and temples. His stomach rumbled. He resented being hungry. Resented his body’s insistence on mundane concerns.


There had been a time when Rickar Daumatin had planned out a life for himself. A posting at Irvian that led to a senior position at Hausen Educational Medrey, and then an early and comfortable retirement back home at Dyan. Three decades. Maybe two and a half. It hadn’t seemed implausible at the time. It seemed like the absurd fantasies of a child now.


The warship on which he served was immense, but his place in it—the place many of the animal servants of the Carryx shared—was restricted. When he’d come to the Carryx world what seemed like a lifetime ago, he’d had the sense of being in a great menagerie. Without considering it, he imagined the whole Carryx empire to be the same pandemonium of life-forms.


Here, on the ship, he wasn’t as certain. There were spaces where animals like himself were permitted. Some low-status castes of Carryx were debased enough to interact with them. The main body of the ship, however, seemed to be reserved for the masters themselves. The Sinen that had done something like an orientation when they’d been brought aboard explained that straying from their places would mean death. Rickar believed that enough that he didn’t experiment. He kept to the bronze-walled chambers and corridors, listened to the hum and rumble of the ship as it traveled through asymmetric space or else the normal kind he knew, and tried to keep his mind from falling apart.


Sanity was a full-time job for him these days. Sometimes he remembered when Jessyn had confessed that she needed medication to keep her mental illness from overtaking her. He’d actually felt a little pity for her at the time. He wondered how she was, wherever she was. He wondered if he’d ever see her again, ever have a chance to apologize for that pity and disdain. He hoped he would, but he didn’t expect to.


His stomach grumbled again, and this time there was a little stab of discomfort too small to call itself pain. He rose from the cot, pulled on the same clothes he’d pulled off when he’d lain down, put the translating half-mind around his neck, and went to see if Campar was in his cell.


The animal quarters on the ship had some aspects in common with the labs on the Carryx world-palace and some with the prisoners’ hold that they’d suffered after Anjiin. The rooms were as cold as the prison ship, and with walls and lights that reminded Rickar of that transit, though these lights were thankfully brighter. There was a central room where the subject species mixed the way they did in the cathedral back on the prison world, and private quarters in the halls that led off it. The quarters were cells, though. Single-occupancy rooms took the place of the little group homes they’d had before. Rickar couldn’t say which he preferred.


Campar’s cell was across from his, and down about halfway to the common room. He knocked on the door with the back of his knuckles the way his grandfather had taught him to play the aqlava. The metal seemed to eat the sound, so after a moment, he hit it again harder. Campar still didn’t answer. He shifted the door open a fraction to make sure the big man wasn’t there. There were no locks for them. Locks meant privacy and agency and power. That wasn’t how things worked anymore.


Since there was no Campar, he made his way to the common room alone. The chamber itself was comfortably large, the size of a dormitory cafeteria. The ceiling was twice as high as in his cell, though there didn’t seem to be any species that flew or floated to inhabit the taller air. Or at least not on this mission. Three people—humans—sat close together near one of the entrances, locked in an intense emotional conversation that exhausted Rickar just by existing. Two Soft Lothark guards lumbered through the hall, their gazes taking in everything and giving back nothing. Rickar shifted his path to avoid them.


The dispensers where the Carryx delivered food and water were along one wall and built to accommodate a wide variety of hands, pseudopods, and manipulating limbs. He didn’t understand the rules the Carryx had for him. On the prison world, humans were expected to make their own food. On the ship, gruel and water were provided. It seemed inconsistent that they didn’t let him starve to death if he couldn’t sustain himself. But maybe that had happened often enough that the rules of utility had been bent.


Rickar ambled to the dispensing wall at the same time a vast, blue-gray mass of flesh roughly the size of a side of beef lurched away from it. It called itself Vaudai, but Rickar didn’t know if that was its name or its species. It didn’t matter, because he didn’t call it that.


“Good morning, giant slug,” Rickar said.


The box at his throat made no sound that Rickar could hear, didn’t pump out a chemical signal that he could detect, but a box in the folds of the alien body replied. “Greetings, sticks-with-meat-on-them.”


“Any news?”


“Yes. I have determined that we are in the third dactyl of the seventh limb of the three hundred and fifty-second exploratory body.”


“And what does that tell us about what we’re doing here?”


Vaudai shivered. Its flesh took on a nacreous sheen for a moment. “Exploratory bodies are often involved in explicitly military endeavors. It seems likely that we are on our way to the forefront of the war.”


“The front lines,” Rickar said.


“If you consider complex surfaces in asynchronous time a ‘line,’ yes.”


“Well, that’s not exactly a surprise. Any idea how long our tour of duty will be?”


Vaudai shifted its weight and was silent for a moment. Then, “Not a”—the translator hiccuped here for a moment—“painful-birthing clue.”


A smile flickered over Rickar’s lips. The translation half-minds didn’t always handle expletives or express emotions well, but it had caught the giant slug’s curse and impatience beautifully. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen Campar around here?”


“What is the Campar?”


“Another human. Like me.”


“You all smell the same. Salt and dead skin.”


“Fair point,” Rickar said, and moved on.


There were two large things that looked like featherless herons with their beaks cut off and uncomfortable rippling villi at the ends of their wings. They called themselves Budon of Luus, and they didn’t like to talk, so he waited for them to get their bowls of what looked like black rocks in brown sludge. There were no buttons on the food dispenser, Rickar just walked up and stood in front of it for a moment. Something in the device scanned him and decided that instead of black rocks and mud, he got a bowl of undifferentiated grayish goo and a shallow spoon. His ration of water came in a gel pouch the yellow of chicken fat that he’d bite the corner off to drink from.


He was fairly sure he’d lost weight since he’d gotten on the ship, but he hadn’t been eating well even before then. He’d lost his appetite when Dafyd Alkhor had warned the Carryx about the rebellion and gotten Synnia and Dennia, Ostencour and Allstin, all of them slaughtered. For the best of reasons. To save all the others, including himself. All you needed to understand the necessity of that sacrifice was to listen to Alkhor for a few minutes. He’d be happy to explain why he was right, and then he’d promise he’d avenge all the lives he’d helped end.


As bad as it was, at least Rickar wasn’t still on the same planet with him.


He sat cross-legged on the floor and looked at the green-gray slurry in his bowl, the sloshing bag of water. Then, grudgingly, he ate and drank and waited for Campar because he knew him, and had known him before, and didn’t have anybody else left to wait for.


“Stay awake. You don’t sleep in my room,” Ghati said, flicking Campar’s bare buttock with his finger. “We agreed.”


“But I’m tired,” Campar said. “I’m sleepy. I’m spent. Pity me.”


“You can walk to your own bed,” the other man said as he pulled on his tunic. “I don’t run a hostel.”


The harshness in his voice pulled Campar back from more jokes. It was true. They’d made rules, and he was breaking them. The temptation to treat Ghati like his boyfriend was real, but it was a vice. The boundaries they set between each other were one of the few things they could control, and Campar was being rude to test them.


“Even if you did, I have no currency to pay for a room,” he said with a smile that was an apology. “I’ll take my indigent bones elsewhere.”


Ghati made a small sound in the back of his throat that would have translated as Damn right, but there was a smile behind it. He watched Campar get up and pick up the clothes he’d left scattered around the room. There was affection in his eyes, but not the raw hunger that had been there when the clothes were being pulled off. Campar risked leaning across the bed for a quick kiss. Ghati kissed him back. “Let’s do this again, soon,” he said.


“Knock on my door any time,” Campar replied. “Shower?”


Ghati waved his hand at the tiny water closet in his cell. Help yourself.


Still wet from the shower and pleasantly sore from the activities that had preceded it, Campar wandered down the corridor to the common room. There was no place else to go, really. No bars, no cafés, no libraries, no sunlit plazas. Just better-appointed prisons or worse. In one corner of the common room, Danna, Dervan, and Emmin were locked in intense conversation. They had known each other in the ancient times before the Carryx, and worked in defense and security. The three of them had developed a cycle of petty social drama complete with shifting loyalties, minor betrayals, and near-constant heartfelt interventions that ended with protestations of affection and loyalty. Campar didn’t think the three were aware of the way they had made their lives into a performance for each other. It was probably harder to see from inside the dynamic. He found them pleasant when he could pry them apart, but tiresome when they were together.


Across the room, Rickar sat on the floor, hunching over a bowl of food and brooding. The lesser evil being what it was, Campar went to sit beside him.


“Good morning,” Rickar said, and then shrugged. “I mean, assuming it’s morning.”


“I’m sure it’s morning somewhere,” Campar said.


Rickar hadn’t been one of Campar’s close friends in their old lives. Campar had admired the man’s sense of style. Rickar had been a bit of an understated clothes horse. His lightly rumpled linen suits had always been tailored. His socks had always matched each other and never clashed with the color of his shirt. It was more effort than Campar put into his own appearance, but as someone alert to the nuances of masculine beauty, Campar appreciated the work the man had done to create and curate the persona of Rickar Daumatin.


The Rickar sitting with him now was a very different animal. His clothes were the same tunic and trousers that all the humans wore, provided by their captors. His hair had grown longer and shaggy. He still shaved, but a few errant whiskers low on his neck and by his ear had escaped the scythe. His cheeks had grown gaunt, and there was a permanent darkness in the skin under his eyes.


And also, Campar had come to care about him.


“How are you holding up?” Campar asked, trying to keep his tone casual. He knew the truth, but he didn’t know how Rickar would answer.


The other man shifted his shoulder. “You were with Ghati?”


“I was,” Campar said lightly. “Jealous?”


“How does that even work? He’s half your size.”


“I assure you he’s got hidden depths of vigor.”


“Be careful,” Rickar said, and he wasn’t talking about the difference in their size anymore. “Don’t let yourself get hurt.”


“We aren’t picking out furniture,” Campar said, a little surprised by his own defensiveness. “It’s a few moments of pleasure in an environment that doesn’t have much. That’s all.”


“I tried it too. And when we lost Dennia… We knew, me and her, that things were dangerous. Everyone knew that. But it still fucks you up, losing them.”


“That’s not exactly new, though. For all their many sins, the Carryx didn’t invent mortality.”


“They accelerated the hell out of it,” Rickar said. “Whatever they’re using us for, there’s going to be violence. And they don’t care if we live.”


“I can’t plan for that,” Campar said, and gestured at the common room with its halls and doorways. “This is what there is for us. Refusing the few little scraps of life in it? I don’t see the advantage in acting like I’m dead before it actually happens.”


“I just don’t want to see you hurt.”


“I know,” Campar said. “And I appreciate it, I do. But we are going to get hurt.”


He shouldn’t have said that. He regretted it as soon as he saw Rickar flinch at the words. He put a hand on Rickar’s shoulder, letting the weight of it say what he wasn’t artful enough to find words for. Rickar suffered the contact for a moment, then reached out for his water packet as an excuse to shrug it away.


One of the doorways to the common room opened, and a spike of fear ran through Campar’s gut. The Sinen who trundled into the room wasn’t alone. The Rak-hund that scuttled beside it stood somewhere between a large dog and a small pony with what seemed like dozens of pale knifelike legs. To Campar, the beast was less a living thing and more a weapon. Its sharp feet ticked against the deck, and it was the sound of murders Campar had seen and smelled and cleaned the bodies up after. If the Sinen had pressed a gun to his head, he would have felt less threatened.


The Sinen grumbled to itself, and then turned, making its way to the Budon of Luus. The pair of Soft Lothark guards ambled toward them as well. Campar found he was holding himself perfectly still, as if by freezing, he could not be part of whatever was about to happen. Rickar’s breath was low and ragged. The Sinen made a series of damp sounds that the half-mind converted into something that sounded like music made by ripping paper. The Budon shifted, looking at each other with no particular emotion that Campar could fathom. Two of them made the odd ripping sound again. The little Sinen blinked its wide goatlike eyes. Campar took a slow deep breath and tried to exhale out the panic.


“Fuck,” Rickar said, and shook his head like he’d been asked a question and the answer was no. “You want the rest of this? I don’t think I can eat.”


“I’ll give it a try,” Campar said, pulling the bowl over toward himself.


Rickar stood, patted at his breast like he was checking a jacket pocket he no longer had for a pouch of cigarettes they couldn’t get, and walked back toward his cell. Campar took another breath. Across the common room, Emmin and Dervan were talking over each other in an upward spiral, each voice goading the other one into tighter, higher tones. Danna was crying. Campar wasn’t sure they’d even noticed the Sinen and its walking carpet of knives arriving.


And the final insult, the greatest indignity in their lives of captivity and servitude, was that the food was terrible. It was cold, and had a deep, nutty taste he associated with health diets and calorie restriction. He wondered whether Dafyd and Tonner had made progress with the hydroponic gardens back at home, and then noticed that he’d called the Carryx world-palace home.


The Sinen burbled and slapped out a speech to the room and left, his knife-legged weapon trailing behind. A moment later, the half-minds translated for everyone in the room.


Campar heard, “We have entered conflict space. Prepare for the possibility of violence.”


Campar considered what he might do to prepare for this possibility beyond making his soul right with the gods. He couldn’t think of anything. A moment later Ghati drifted in and headed for the food dispenser. Seeing Campar on the floor, he smiled and asked, “What did I miss?”


Campar started laughing and discovered that it was hard—harder than it should have been—to stop.










Five



Tonner Freis scowled at the sampling sheet like it had insulted him personally. The sheets of crystal were thin enough to pull the water out of the tanks by simple capillary action and clear as air. The sample itself should not have been cloudy.


The sample was cloudy.


“God,” Tonner said, then took a breath, “damn it.”


“It’s like that in tanks five and six as well,” Brun said.


Tonner dropped the sampling sheet into the sink and ran his hands through his hair. His left foot was tapping fast, the way it did sometimes when he needed to think through a particularly hard problem.


“So twelve, five, and six,” he said.


“I ran assays—”


“No,” Tonner said. “Not talking, you. Being quiet. Twelve, five, and six. But not one or two or three or four. What am I looking at?”


Brun swallowed. His larynx bounced like a fishing bob with a trout on the line. What did twelve, five, and six have in common? There had to be something…


“Tonner!” Jellit called from across the lab. Another tall, lanky man was striding between the hydroponic tanks. He and Brun could have been manufactured from the same mold with just a few alterations. “Tonner, why are you still here? We’re supposed to be in the meeting.”


“I am in the middle of something.”


Jellit took Tonner by the hand, drawing him gently forward. Tonner felt a flash of incandescent annoyance tempered by an unexpected nostalgia. It was the same thing Else had done to get him moving back during some other lifetime.


“Fine,” he said. Then, over his shoulder, “Brun! Have Kirrik and Abfoss check for viral proteins. Make sure we don’t have an infection in the plants, yeah?”


“Will do,” Brun called after them.


They stepped into the corridor that led to the living quarters and, past them, Jellit’s visualization lab. A long, sweeping ramp led up to the next level, and then the levels above that. Distant sunlight stained the pale walls reddish. It could have been dawn or sunset, Tonner had lost track of the cycles of natural time in the world-palace.


“What does Lord Alkhor need that’s so fucking urgent, anyway?” Tonner snapped. Jellit, wisely, didn’t respond.


Tonner Freis had been the top mind in the scientific demimonde of Anjiin. Now he was troubleshooting food tanks and getting rushed to meetings that his dishwasher had called. It was ridiculous. A part of him—the small, sane voice behind all the rest—told him that the invasion and abduction, the violence and the loss, had broken him in some fundamental way. And quietly, privately, he accepted this fact the way he would any new and irrefutable data point. Then he set it aside and went back to the business of being himself. They were all broken, one way and another. That didn’t make Dafyd Alkhor’s mandatory meetings any less bullshit.


There were two unfamiliar faces in the meeting room, for values of unfamiliar approximating knew of but not approaching knew. The older woman with the thin face and the wreath of iron-gray hair standing out from her skull like the halo of some Serintist saint was Uuya Tomos. She was a folklorist and social historian who’d reorganized the medrey system more or less single-handedly. He hadn’t read any of her work, but there had been a couple of years when he’d just started his studies that her Wolf of the World mythic novels had been ubiquitous. The thick-bodied man, he couldn’t quite put a name to. The hand he held out to Tonner was the bleached white of a melanin disorder and much stronger than Tonner had expected.


“Bastien Korham,” the thick, pale man said. “Good to make your acquaintance.”


“Same,” Tonner said, trying to match the man’s grip strength. “Except I’m Tonner Freis. Same about the acquaintance part.”


Korham smiled and let go of what was left of Tonner’s knuckles. Jellit took a seat at the long bronze table. Tonner made a show of looking around the conference room.


“Isn’t Alkhor supposed to be here?” he said. “I was under the impression this was his meeting.”


“He’ll be here,” Jellit said. “We split the duty of rounding up strays.”


Tonner took one of the empty seats. “So what were you in the before times, Korham?”


“I was the plant manager for the Gallatian church in Amreth, Astincol, and Bar.”


“Plant manager?”


His smile was almost apologetic. “The church provided shelter and work for thirty thousand people. My crews kept the lights on and the water running.”


Tonner remembered that now. There had been a scandal about sweatshops and economic exploitation. This didn’t seem to be the time to bring it up. He made do with “Sounds like a big job.”


Korham bowed his head, but Uuya Tomos was the one who spoke. “The Carryx took a lot of leaders when they came, but not many followers.”


“The best managers of work,” Korham agreed, “but not, I think, all the best workers. I’m an indifferent plumber.”


“Shows something about what we used to value,” Uuya Tomos said with a thin smile.
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