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  To all of the other women writing science fiction,

  many of whom are guiding lights for me.

  Specifically to Nancy Kress,

  whom I met through her writing long before I met her in person.

  She and her writing are both brilliant.


  PART ONE


  NEXITY RISES


  CHAPTER ONE


  CHARLIE


  Charlie watched the grassy plains below the skimmer thin into sand and then gather and rise into steep-faced dunes. Lym’s unrelenting sunlight washed the surfaces out, but from time to time he spotted shadows of hopping tharps and, once, the sinuous form of a sandcat as it slithered away from the skimmer’s shadow. “Did you see that?” he asked Jean Paul.


  His friend grinned at him, a flash of bright smile under unruly brown hair. “Did you see the first one?”


  “Huh?”


  Jean Paul adjusted the controls with a few swipes of his fingers, bringing the skimmer lower. “A bit distracted, maybe?”


  “Probably. But only a little of it’s about Nona.”


  “You’re lying through your teeth.”


  “I’m not.” A low, conversational growl from the skimmer’s back seat suggested that Cricket agreed with Jean Paul. Not that the big predator could possibly comprehend, regardless of how many individual words she clearly understood. She might have recognized Nona’s name. After Nona left to go back home to the space station the Diamond Deep, Cricket had performed an elaborate three-legged hop through the station, muscles rippling under her dark coat, clearly scenting for something she couldn’t find. She took up most of the back seat, her broad nose resting on her one front paw, and her white-tipped tail curled around her muscular haunches.


  A ragged line of sea ate away at the dunes below, then they were over water. Charlie fretted. They’d be at the spaceport soon. At this rate, he’d be a wreck by the time Nona arrived. “I want to see the Wall,” he said.


  Jean Paul gave him a careful glance. “It’s not like you knew the Next would do this.”


  Charlie’s shoulders tensed even more. “Who knows what they’ll do next?”


  “No pun intended?”


  Charlie didn’t bother to answer, preferring to brood silently. He forgot everything else as they flew over a pod of Dali’s whales. He counted slender backs and tall gray-green fins rising and falling almost in unison. Sun diamonds on the water made him blink, forcing him to count twice. Twenty-two whales, including three babies. The skimmer’s computer confirmed that this was Arceson’s Pod and that they had only lost one adult. A success.


  He felt slightly better until they got close enough to Gyr Island to notice that the silhouette looked too sharp and too flat. The Wall. “I didn’t think it would be that tall yet,” he muttered.


  He’d heard about it, but the news stories hadn’t prepared him for the way it changed the contours of the land. A scar, an intrusion of nanotechnology on a place that only allowed for the simple and the ecologically balanced. A blight, he thought. A blight that he had relinquished all control over. Anger, always simmering inside him these days, coiled even tighter around a guilt he couldn’t banish.


  Damn it.


  He reached over the back seat, running his fingers through the coarse fur on Cricket’s shoulder and murmuring words of endearment, as if his animal could absorb his pain.


  As they flew in to the spaceport, the Wall bulked over them in spite of the fact that it was at least three klicks away. He knew that much. He’d negotiated the place, chosen which fields to sacrifice and which to hold onto, forced the invaders away from the spaceport.


  He hadn’t thought to manage the vertical space the Next could take. The nearby crops would die with no direct sun. He’d be lamenting things he hadn’t thought of for years.


  He banked over the spaceport, looking for evidence of another impossible thing he’d heard. “They’re doing it.”


  Jean Paul leaned forward, squinting toward the Wall. “What?”


  “Melting their ships to build the Wall.”


  “It’s not melting. It’s disassembly.”


  “No shit. But they’re really doing it. Damned Next. Destroying ships for a wall.” The first few ships that Charlie had seen land were nowhere to be seen. None had taken off, but they weren’t on the spaceport pad where they’d landed weeks ago. Another of the big boxy ships was no better than a silver puddle on the ground, its base material sliding in a line toward the Wall as if it were water. A second ship seemed to be just beginning the same process, the sharp edges of its top softening as thin lines of silver fell onto the ground in a bad caricature of a waterfall. The uncanniness of it chilled him.


  Jean Paul glanced at him. “Don’t let it get to you.”


  “Nag.”


  “I’m right.”


  “Always.” Charlie banked for the skimmer parking area, landing them fast and forcing the skimmer to brake hard enough that Cricket almost slid from the seat. She let out a disgruntled little yip.


  A sturdy man with dark hair and eyes and a deep outdoorsman’s tan started toward them. Kyle Glass. His square jaw was tight and his walk slow and controlled, as if he were holding back.


  Charlie climbed out, followed by Jean Paul. Cricket hopped out and stood beside him, her head at his waist, her balance perfect in spite of the missing leg. She nosed the air, her wide, dark eyes watchful. He stared at the tongat long enough to give her a forceful stay command before he headed toward Kyle. While Charlie didn’t prime his own weapon, he heard Jean Paul slide his stunner open. His best friend, his defender.


  If it came to a fight, Charlie and Jean Paul would protect each other. Far better not to fight.


  They’d all three been rangers together just a few years before, defenders of the wild plants and animals on the planet Lym, protectors and watchers who planted, purged, and recorded the great re-wilding, who kept poachers away from this one natural place in the whole solar system. Charlie had risen into a command position at Wilding Station, Jean Paul had stayed with him like glue, and Kyle had moved to a station near the farms.


  A year ago, Charlie had been forced out into space, ripped from Lym and sent out to be its ambassador. When he came home, he’d had two soulbots with him: humans turned to Next against their will, but now—undeniably—part of the invading force. Kyle had ferried Charlie and the two robots home from the stars. They had unnerved him, and he had kept his distance ever since.


  Charlie tried to pull nuance from Kyle’s expression, but all he read was raw anger.


  “Kyle!” He held a hand out in greeting. “What can I do for you?”


  Kyle leaned back and brought his arm up.


  Charlie bobbed to miss Kyle’s open palm as it came at his face.


  At least it was open. He’d have had to react to a fist. Charlie kept both of his arms at his side, struggling to control the heat rising in him.


  Cricket barked, telling him she wanted to be out near him. Hopefully she would stay put. She’d never seen him fight, and he couldn’t have her involved.


  Jean Paul held his stunner up, pointing it at Kyle. “What’s this about?”


  Kyle didn’t take his eyes from Charlie’s. “You gave away our farm. That was mine. My dad’s and mine. You negotiated away way too much, and you didn’t ask us for the right.” His voice was loud and shaky, edged with anger. “No one asked us anything. Not even Manny.”


  Calm had always been the key to Kyle, who ran hot. Charlie let a beat of time pass. “And you came out here to slap me?”


  Kyle shifted on his feet, looking down and then back at Charlie. “I didn’t believe you’d betrayed us. But everyone said it was you, and Manny wouldn’t answer any of us. What happened?”


  “I kept what I could.” Charlie glanced toward the Wall, noting that it was uneven and thus probably not finished. “They were coming. They were coming no matter what. We traded. They agreed to stay contained in a few places. This is one of them. They agreed to let us keep most of Goland.” He winced at how weak that sounded, and he pointed up, toward the black of space. “They have a whole fleet out there. They could have taken it all.”


  Kyle’s eyes were still narrow, the anger not yet banked. “So you picked my farm?”


  Charlie was glad he had worn his uniform. “I did what I had to do. Surely Manny will give you more land.”


  “Dad might take it, but not me. I want our land back. I was born there.”


  Charlie said nothing. Surely Kyle knew he couldn’t have the past returned to him. “I understand. I’m sorry.”


  “I’m fighting, Charlie. I want you to fight beside us. We’re going to make them leave.”


  Charlie arched an eyebrow. “Really?”


  “We’ll find a way.”


  Charlie stopped for a deep breath. “You can’t fight them. We can’t fight them. They destroyed a whole space station. Look what they’re doing to their ships! Melting them. They can melt themselves, copy themselves, restore anything you kill.”


  Jean Paul spoke up, calm and reasonable. “How do you fight software?”


  “That Wall’s not software!” Kyle shouted, his face darkening.


  Jean Paul spoke softly. “Sure it is.”


  Trust Jean Paul to have words for the heart of something Charlie had never thought of, not in that way. He was right. The emotion drained out of him, leaving emptiness touched with faint despair. “You can’t fight them. Neither can I.” His eyes flicked toward the Wall and then back at Kyle. “I don’t even know if we can contain them. I tried to save as much as I could. There’s more rangering to do. Come out to the station, to Goland.”


  “I’m not coming back.”


  “Too bad. We could use you. I’m sorry.” He was stuttering. Pointless. “We need more hands now, not fewer. I’m sorry.”


  “I’m not. I’m sorry for you. I knew you’d fallen for the robots. I saw it. I saw it firsthand.” He fell silent, staring, his jaw trembling with some emotion he wouldn’t let escape him. “You’d best be careful. Most of the town knows you’ve lost track of which side you’re on. I won’t hurt you. I promise never to hurt you. But I can’t keep everyone off you.”


  Charlie looked away from Kyle for a moment, back toward the huge silver wall. “Come back and work with us. You’re big enough to get past this, and so is your dad. You’ll be okay.”


  Kyle paused, swallowed, and met Charlie’s gaze with a very earnest look. Even for Kyle. “Go back to Wilding Station. It’s best. For now.”


  Charlie took a deep breath. Keeping his voice low, he asked Kyle, “Is that a threat?”


  “It’s a warning.”


  It sounded like a threat. “I can’t take orders from you.” He stopped for a moment, staring at the damned wall. “Maybe it will be okay if we give it a little time. Maybe we’ll get something better than heartbreak out of the Next.”


  Kyle’s face had closed down again. “Nothing will ever be okay again.”


  “That’s a path to madness,” Charlie said.


  Kyle’s face hardened. “Talk to me when you’re ready to fight. In the meantime, be careful.” With that, he turned and walked away.


  Charlie stood silently, watching his friend walk away. He couldn’t let this lie, but he also couldn’t fix it, at least not right now.


  Cricket leaned into him. He ruffled the fur on her neck before he turned toward Jean Paul. “If I hadn’t gone away to space, I’d be as angry as Kyle.”


  “You’re still the same as you always were.”


  “That’s a lie. With great knowledge comes great confusion.”


  Jean Paul laughed. “Nona will be coming soon. I’ll take Cricket and we’ll walk around. She needs a stretch.”


  “Stay away from Kyle.”


  “He’s gone.” Jean Paul pointed. Sure enough, a single skimmer rose up toward the sky, the afternoon sun glinting on its silver skin. “Go. Clean up. You’ve only got twenty minutes until Nona shows up.”


  Charlie leaned over and gave Jean Paul a quick, tight hug. “Thanks for being here.”


  Jean Paul nodded, quick and perfunctory. “Always. Go meet your girl.”


  “She’s not my girl.”


  “Right.” Jean Paul gave Cricket a hand signal and the two of them left, walking toward the edge of the spaceport. Even with one front leg missing, Cricket kept up just fine. They headed toward a large expanse of grass between empty landing pads.


  Charlie couldn’t keep his eyes off the Wall. Software. He wouldn’t have thought of it that way. His skimmer was metal, but it had no smarts. It wouldn’t become anything else unless someone made it something else.


  The Wall that blotted out part of the sky had made itself out of starships, and he had to presume it would become starships again someday.


  The Next were software. But they all started as people. Thinking about that fuzzy question of soul was as hard as thinking about an individual raindrop in a storm, or a single droplet of fog.


  He started toward the waiting area, still feeling in every way like he wasn’t ready to see Nona. Maybe he’d never be ready to see her. She must be on her way already, in a shuttle that had left one of the stations orbiting overhead. What was she thinking? Was she possibly as nervous as he was, as conflicted? As hopeful?
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  There were other people in the waiting room. He recognized a family that lived near his uncle Manny. When he smiled at them, the father looked away and the mother stared for a brief, excruciating second and then looked away herself.


  He used to be popular.


  He leaned on the window beside the woman and looked out. As he did, he managed to recall her name. “Luissa, I hope you’re well.”


  After a few breaths she whispered. “No one is well anymore. They’re a plague on our lives.”


  Her husband gathered her in his arm and sidled two steps away, pulling his wife close. Maybe this was why Manny had sent his own family into hiding. Didn’t anyone believe they’d done as well as they could?


  Charlie didn’t try to say anything else, and a bubble of space persisted around him even as the room filled up.


  The observation deck was far enough away from the Wall that it could only steal a section of sky, the change subtle but unmistakable. The view should be flat green or yellow fields all around: grains and vegetables hugging the tarmac on the far side and stretching all the way to the boundary between soil and beach, the ocean just barely too far away to really see. Instead, square ships that the Next used for cargo blocked part of his view, and the Wall shadowed the fields even this early in the afternoon.


  A sweet female voice played over the loudspeaker. “Five minutes until Shuttle Three lands.”


  The shuttle flew in low over the fields and slowed to a near hover before it set down on four legs and squatted on the tarmac like an insect settling flat onto the surface.


  The waiting room doors opened, and Charlie and the others spilled out onto the pavement.


  Nona walked down the ramp first. She wore a yellow dress and blue boots that matched the blue streaks in her hair. She stood with her feet braced and shaded her eyes from the sun, looking for him. He saw the moment she spotted him, the smile, the relaxation of her shoulders. Her simple dress showed off her blue and green dragon tattoo and highlighted the lacework tats on her wrists. She had a new one on one hand, possibly her captain’s sigil from the Sultry Savior.


  He forced a casual walk, came up close enough to smell her (clean and oily, like all spacers). He stood with the width of an outstretched hand between them. He’d met her right here, the first day she set foot on Lym. He’d gone with her to the far edges of the solar system and come back. They’d been lovers for one night and separated the day after.


  One night.


  They each had their duty. He hadn’t seen her since before the system-wide vote on the Next, before he negotiated with the Next about Lym and turned the whole system against him, before the Shining Revolution murdered Chrystal, the new Next created from Nona’s childhood friend.


  She looked almost the same. Beautiful. Still pretty enough to shock him. The jewel in her cheek looked like a cut diamond in the sunlight, and her hair sparkled as well, as if had been painted with tiny, tiny touches of reflective glass. The green and blue scales of her dragon tattoo matched the colors in her hair. The differences he noted were small. She looked tougher. Less vulnerable.


  Nona smiled up at him. The sunshine of it pierced him and he smiled back, and then he couldn’t help himself anymore. He took her in his arms and pinned her to him, running his left hand along the small of her back and touching her jewel with his right. “I’m so glad you came.”


  She pushed just far enough away to look up at him and then past him and above them. “The sky is as fabulous as the first time I saw it.”


  He looked up. A few thin clouds painted over a deep blue field. After spending so much time locked inside a space ship, he’d sworn to appreciate the magic of sky every day. He smiled.


  “It’s so good to be here,” she murmured.


  This time he recognized her bag in the pile that had been offloaded and left on the tarmac. She stopped him before he could lead them toward Jean Paul and Cricket. “I brought a second one. I’ll be here longer.” She pointed out a large red bag on wheels.


  He grabbed it, stuck her smaller blue bag on it, and took her hand with his free hand. The crowd split in two sections. Some walked directly toward the edges of Manna Springs, which butted up to the spaceport. He and Nona joined people headed toward the parking lot and the observation building. A double rope separated them from a line of robo-carts bearing cargo from the transport. The whirr and clatter of the machines made it difficult to talk, but he leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Want to see a waterfall?”


  “Always.”


  “The same one I took you to before?”


  “All of them.”


  He felt better than he had in a very long time, maybe since they had separated. It surprised him. He had expected to feel awkward. Instead, he felt like they were a couple. Even though they had spent a lot of time here and in space together, they’d mostly avoided each other. He’d barely started to feel safely intimate on the Savior when they’d been ripped apart by the need to be in two places, and by the pursuit of what turned out to be Shining Revolution ships.


  As they entered the waiting room, a female guard blocked their way. Again, someone Charlie recognized; Farro had worked beside him on Desert Bow Station, a ranger base on Entare. Years ago, when they were both newly minted in their jobs. Even though he hadn’t seen her for at least a decade, she looked very much the same: small and slight, with wisps of curly black hair escaping her ponytail to frame her dark face. The black uniform of the Port Authority barely contrasted with her skin. She didn’t look angry like Kyle had, or confused like the woman near the big window earlier. If anything, she looked concerned and determined.


  He held his hand out. “Hi Farro. I’d like you to meet Nona.”


  “Hello.” She kept her eyes on Charlie. “Are you going into Manna Springs?”


  “Yes.”


  “It might be dangerous.”


  “I’m just going to Manny’s. He’s already told me to be careful.”


  She swallowed, and for a moment her features showed what looked like an internal fight. “There are things Manny doesn’t know. I don’t want you to be hurt; I don’t believe everything they’re saying about you.”


  He took a step closer to her. “Is Manny safe?”


  Her eyes widened. “Maybe.”


  She was trying to tell him more than she was willing to put into words. He hadn’t seen Manny for a while, but he’d talked to him. Manny had described the town as tense. He’d know; he ran the place. Sensing he could still trust Farro, he asked, “Is it safe to take Nona there?”


  She thinned her lips and gave the barest shake of her head.


  He glanced at Nona. She looked calm. Like always. Her emotions ran deep, but they didn’t spike the surface of her face when she was around strangers.


  “Thank you. We’ll be careful.”


  Farro hesitated.


  “Come on,” he whispered. “It’s me.”


  She stepped out of their way, and they went through the door and back under the blue sky to find Jean Paul and Cricket. He slid his hand over Nona’s, hoping that he wasn’t telegraphing how worried he felt.


  CHAPTER TWO


  NONA


  Nona didn’t know what to make of the pretty guard’s warning to Charlie. Or of Charlie for that matter. It felt fabulous to see him, to touch him. She’d lost sleep the night before, woken up over and over from dreams of him, some warm and some chilling. She loved being inches away from him, seeing the curve of his jaw and the shock of sand-blond hair that kissed his forehead. He looked a shade older than she remembered, thinner and more wary.


  Before she got a chance to ask him about the guard’s warning, a low growl drew her attention to the right. Cricket. She smiled briefly at Jean Paul, who stood beside the tongat in all of his scruffy glory, and then turned her attention entirely to the huge predator at his side. She let go of Charlie’s hand and knelt so that her head and Cricket’s were the same height. Cricket looked hopeful, like a small child. This huge black animal, who could destroy her, who was unlike anything Nona had ever known in space. She watched, still as possible, then whispered, “Cricket.”


  The tongat hopped toward her without hesitation and butted her gently, so Nona lost her balance and fell back, laughing as she sat, spraddle-legged. Cricket came in closer and stood over her, protective. Nona arched a hand up and stroked the animal’s coarse fur, utterly happy in the moment. The slightly longer fur of the white tip on Cricket’s tail fluttered in the wind.


  Robotic Next and murdering terrorist organizations and edgy dreams all fell away, as if the tongat enveloped her in a bubble of pure adoration.


  Jean Paul laughed. “Did Charlie get that enthusiastic a greeting?”


  “He got a better one.” She kept watching the big predator.


  Charlie told Jean Paul, “Farro just gave me an odd warning. I got the impression she wants me to stay out of town. Did you check the news?”


  Jean Paul’s vid rang, an annoying high trill.


  “No. Maybe this . . .” Jean Paul pulled the device out of his pocket. A woman’s panicked voice shrieked through the speaker. “We’re being attacked!”


  Nona looked up at Charlie, trying to remember if that voice went with either of Manny’s wives.


  Charlie’s face tightened with worry. “Amfi?”


  Was that a name?


  “In Ice Fall Valley.” The woman’s voice sounded thin with fear. “There’s shooting. Killing shooting. Davis is dead.”


  “Where are you?” Charlie asked. “Are you inside?”


  “Can’t get there.” The background noise sounded like movement, kinetic but unspecific.


  Nona got a glimpse of the screen. Green and sky, then green again. No face.


  “Why?” Charlie demanded.


  “Anger.” She was panting. “It’s about us. That we helped you.”


  “Who?” Jean Paul said. “Who’s hurting you?”


  Another glimpse of the screen showed an eye wreathed in wrinkles. A gleaner’s eye. Then they heard a whiff of air and a clatter from the other end. “Amfi!” Charlie grabbed the device from Jean Paul and practically screamed at it. “Amfi, are you okay?”


  Jean Paul held a hand out to Nona, his face grave.


  Charlie looked stunned. “Maybe she just dropped the phone.”


  Nona let Jean Paul pull her up. Cricket hopped next to Charlie, staring up at him in attentive silence.


  “Amfi.” Charlie shook the device as if that would produce an answer. “Amfi!”


  “Dammit,” Jean Paul cursed.


  Charlie started walking, turning over his shoulder to tell them, “Now. We have to go now.”


  He still clutched her luggage. Cricket hopped on his other side, leaning into him a little. She and Jean Paul struggled to keep up. Her colorful dress suddenly seemed like a bad idea.


  Maybe she should have come to Lym dressed in camouflage.
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  When they came up on the skimmer, everyone but Cricket sounded slightly winded from the fast walk. It looked like the same one they’d used on her last trip, with two rows of seats and some cargo space, and wings that changed shape and angle from time to time. The two men clearly needed to talk. “Can I sit in back?”


  “Thank you.” Charlie handed her up after Cricket.


  He sat staring at the dash as the machine ran through its start-up checks. As soon as they cleared the spaceport, he asked Jean Paul, “Can you find anything? Any news?”


  “I’m looking.” The other ranger poked at something glowing in front of him and muttered in low tones.


  “I’ll call Manny.” Charlie gestured to start the call, keeping his eyes on the ground as they flew over Manna Springs. “There are a lot of people in the streets.”


  Nona peered out the window. The sunlight bathing the streets reflected from windows and forced her to squint. Manna Springs was the capitol of Lym, but even so it would fit inside of many of the bigger common spaces on the Deep. A few thousand buildings lined neatly gridded streets with lots of green spaces between them for gardens and planting. Most of the streets were full of people and bicycles.


  “Hello.” Manny’s voice filled the cabin, sharp and urgent. “Did Nona make it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Stay out of town. There’s trouble. Take her to the ranger station.”


  “We’re going to Amfi. She called us for help.”


  “Go to the station.”


  Charlie glanced at Nona, but she shook her head at him and mouthed, “I’m going with you.”


  “No,” Charlie said. “There’s shooting. Davis is dead.”


  Manny cursed, then asked, “Is it the robots?”


  Charlie hesitated. “I don’t see why. Amfi didn’t say, but the Next wouldn’t get anything out of violating our contract.”


  “Watch yourself. Tell me what you find. I’ll manage here.”


  “You’d better. Stay safe.”


  The connection closed, and Charlie glanced at Jean Paul. “Did you find anything else?”


  “Calls to remove Manny. They got bad starting today. Lots of agreement.”


  “Anybody against it?”


  Jean Paul shook his head. An odd light from a screen Nona couldn’t quite see made him look white and pasty. He was never as neat as Charlie anyway, but his scraggly long hair and thin face made him look poor. He wasn’t; by definition no one on Lym was rich or poor. But he looked like someone near an economic edge.


  Charlie turned the skimmer’s autopilot on and turned to her, his worried face breaking into a warm smile when he noticed Cricket’s big head resting on her lap. “I’m sorry to drag you way out here. It’ll take us two hours to get there. But after Farro’s warning I didn’t want to just leave you.”


  She’d come to be with him. “I’ll go. Lym feels a lot different, scarier.”


  Jean Paul grunted, and Charlie said, “I haven’t been to town for a few weeks. I’m surprised, too.”


  “Who’s Amfi?”


  “She helped me negotiate the terms for the Next here. What they can and can’t do.”


  She fell silent for a moment, letting that sink in. A gleaner had helped him? She took his hand, ran her fingers along his rough palm. “That’s why no one was nice to you.”


  “Was it that obvious?” Jean Paul asked.


  “Yes.” She glanced at Charlie. “They used to flock around you, greet you. Last year, everyone in Manna Springs looked up to you. Tonight was all ‘avoid Charlie or warn Charlie.’”


  “She’s sharp,” Jean Paul said wryly.


  “What are the terms?” Nona asked. “What do they hate so much?”


  Jean Paul answered her, his voice edged with bitterness. “It’s not about what Charlie and Amfi and Manny ‘gave’ the Next. It’s that they’re here at all. Every law in the Glittering protects Lym, and the damned Next just barged through all that and landed.”


  Charlie spoke more calmly. “They get to build three cities, including the one going up by the spaceport, access to the spaceport, and some mining rights. They get to bring new people down here to be turned into them—all volunteers of course.”


  “I heard about that,” she mused. “People are lining up to die trying to transform. Idiots.”


  “I’ll never do it,” Charlie said.


  “No.” Her voice trailed off, and she remembered Chrystal, who had been turned and died, and then reborn from a backup copy. A thing the Next could do. “Do you think it’s so they can live forever?”


  Jean Paul shrugged. “Is that life?”


  Cricket raised her head, apparently feeling Nona’s unease. Nona calmed her before answering. “In some ways Chrystal thought so. She didn’t want it to happen, and she told me never to do it. But she told me once that it was better than being dead like so many of the other people. That she even liked some bits of it, like how strong she was. But she always made sure I knew being human was better. Always.” She stopped a moment. She’d already cried about this, and she didn’t have tears left for it, just an empty cold spot that felt mystified at the resurrection of her friend.


  Neither man said anything. Jean Paul stared at his screen again, and Charlie reached over the seat to touch her face, his fingers a trail of heat.


  The spell broke as Jean Paul tried to call Amfi back again. When it was clear there would be no answer, Nona started again. “That Chrystal. The one we all knew? That Chrystal was murdered. She is as dead as everyone else the Next destroyed.”


  Charlie let go of her, but his eyes lingered on her face. “I know.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  NAYLI


  Nayli watched the lights around the space station High Honors as they approached it in the Free Men. She sat alone in one of the ship’s small conference rooms, staring at the silent output from a camera. The images playing in the air in front of her created the only light in the dark room, holding all of her attention. In the center, the station glowed brightly, and strings of lights entered and left it, some winking out and others growing slightly larger. Other ships, coming and going.


  The leaders of the Shining Revolution had been running stealth ever since the fight aboard the biggest space station of all, the Diamond Deep. They had neither received nor given any news, hiding under cover of the boring information cloak of a cargo ship. On the Deep, they’d lost and they’d won. Only she and the other leaders had ever expected the Shining Revolution to take over even a part of the Diamond Deep. They had, and they had held it for more than a day. They had captured a great prize, a pet Next.


  Nayli shivered when she thought about the robot.


  The dark felt good and cold; exactly what she deserved.


  Legend insisted that the Next had all started as human. Chrystal had been a robot for almost a year before Nayli and Vadim captured her on the Deep. But she had been a human before that, had breathed and bled and made love and dreamed. Nayli had seen how scared she was when the crews roughed her up. She ran away from Nayli and Vadim in fear, she killed by accident.


  Nayli hadn’t thought it was an accident at first, but in the end, in that moment on video before she took off part of Chrystal’s head, her eyes had shown regret. True regret. And hope. It was the same look that children bestowed on a world that was surprisingly unfair.


  Chrystal had been human. She had shown mortal fear when Nayli severed her forehead and cut her skull in two parts vertically and slashed her arms free of her torso and then her fingers free of her twitching hands. Chrystal had been alive, and Nayli had killed her in cold blood.


  She was guilty of something the robot had not been.


  Murder.


  The door banged open and Vadim came in. Her husband. His manner, his refusal to look directly at her, his voice, all cold. Even so, he filled the room. At the moment his back was to her. He stood just too far away for her to touch. His well-muscled arms protruded from his vest. Even though his long braid hid part of the Shining Revolution slogan embroidered on the vest, she knew it by heart. Humanity Free and Clear.


  When she got to the station, she might abandon the whole damned revolution and go somewhere and paint or garden.


  Her husband spoke, his voice cool and measured. “You should be seen with us. Communications will be turned back on in an hour.”


  She stared at the approaching station, chewing on her lip. She had loved Vadim fiercely for years. She still loved him. But Chrystal had been human. Maybe all of the Next were human, and the slogan a lie.


  Vadim clapped the lights on. “Move.”


  “I don’t want to be a spokesman for murder,” she said through clenched teeth.


  “We need you, and you will come. If not, Brea will lock you up until you cannot hurt us.”


  She swallowed, shivering again. Brea.


  “Get dressed,” he said. “And comb your hair.” He left, leaving the lights on and the door open behind her.


  She took in a deep breath, blinking at the lights. Maybe being locked up would be fine.


  It wasn’t an idle threat.


  Neither Brea nor Darnal allowed for any breach of protocol, any weakness. Nor did they let Vadim or Nayli or any others with power ever forget who was truly in charge. And now, now they were stronger than ever. She snapped the lights off and stalked out of the room.
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  By the time she strode into the large command room twenty minutes later, Nayli had donned her black uniform, rebraided her dark hair, and strung bone and precious jewel beads into it. The braid hung down over a real leather vest that she’d worn into black butter, which hung in turn over high black boots that matched it. Leather and beads and bone. Her signature look. The only thing missing was the bright blue feather she added when she was going to a party.


  If she was about to be locked up for being late or for having a heart, she was going to do it in style.


  Vadim’s eyes widened when he saw her, and for just a moment a sultry look crossed his face. Almost an invitation, a look that melted her in spite of the distance between them. Nayli and Vadim, the most forward faces of the Shining Revolution. Its spokespeople. Before she had time to react, he turned, hiding his face and looking at the screen. “We’ve got news now,” he said.


  A man and woman with white-blond hair had been sitting at a small table. They stood, flanking her so closely she could smell them. She kept her voice carefully neutral. “Hello Brea. Hello Darnal.”


  Brea spoke in a voice of ice. “We will be broadcasting our re-emergence story. You have twenty minutes to tell me if you will be a part of that.”


  “How generous.” They only wanted her because she’d been stupid enough to stand on stage right here—right here in this big room, which had been set up for a mock trial then—and rip apart another being for the misfortune of having been stuffed into a robotic body against her will. She struggled to hide her disgust.


  Would the news still be about her? How had the Diamond Deep voted in the end? And how had the Next reacted?


  Vadim turned up the volume, directing her attention to the image on the screen. A planetary surface. A great wall enclosed a small city, and here and there robots walked down corridors or across open spaces. The view was from above, probably a news drone. “Is that Mammot?” she asked.


  Vadim shook his head. “The ticker says it’s near Manna Springs. That’s on Lym.”


  “They took over Lym?” An unexpected move. Bold.


  Vadim opened a fresh window and started searching for information. “They have permission to be there.”


  Brea grunted. “Stupid people.”


  Darnal said, “Request the top stories from the last two weeks.”


  “Working on it.”


  “Start with us,” Brea said. “I want to see what they said about us.”


  Nayli forced her muscles not to twitch as three screens around the room started replaying her murder of Chrystal. Then the news made a great deal of the disappearance of the Shining Revolution ship, the Free Men, although not for long. Apparently going quietly didn’t draw notice.


  The Diamond Deep had caved and decided to help the Next.


  “What are our numbers?” Brea demanded.


  Vadim paused the news stream and queried. He came back with, “They’re great. Two million seven hundred have sworn themselves to us since we killed the robot.”


  Nayli was willing to bet that was why the Deep had voted to be helpful. It had the worst social structure in all of the vast Glittering—anybody could be anything on the Deep. She said nothing, though.


  At least five of her twenty minutes were up.


  “Four thousand two hundred and seven people have been approved to become robots.”


  Darnal pursed his lips. “How many have done it?”


  Vadim shook his head. “I think it takes a few months. So no one knows how many succeeded. They don’t all, you know. Some die.”


  Why would people risk so much? The terminally ill or the really old? Understandable. Maybe. But a lot of the applicants were under a hundred. Young.


  “Look,” Brea said. “There are your robots.”


  Brea’s tone drove Nayli to snap, “They’re not mine.”


  On the screen, the two men, Yi and Jason, stood in a circle of light at the Lym spaceport. “When is this?” Nayli asked.


  Vadim remained silent for a moment, reading snippets of news articles that scrolled up one side of the screen. They would be from whenever the video shot had happened. “A few days after the vote. Not long. The first two Next ships had just landed on Lym.”


  They were walking toward an open hangar. Jason had long hair streaked with purple, broad shoulders, and a really attractive, ready smile. Yi’s hair was an untamable mop, shoulder length and dark, emphasizing his slender, bony build. They looked too human to be robots. They even walked like real people.


  The camera view shifted to just behind them instead of above them. Jason had a nice butt, which made her smile in a sort of horrified fashion, a little guilty. Her body apparently didn’t know the difference between robots and men.


  Of course, he was as real as Chrystal had been, and he was surely hurting because she had killed Chrystal. They had been a human family before they became a robot family.


  She swallowed, hoping it hadn’t been too hard on him.


  The close-in view followed the robots toward a hangar. Bright light spilled from the door as it slowly rolled up and then limned two female forms in a halo of light.


  The men stopped, hesitated.


  All four of them ran toward each other, two women and two men.


  Nayli squinted, uncertain what was happening.


  The robots came together, linked arms, a group hug. She saw Jason’s face, ecstatic with happiness.


  She stiffened and swallowed, stepped toward the screen. The resolution was good enough that when the light was right she saw Chrystal’s face, whole and happy.


  She hadn’t killed Chrystal after all.


  It hadn’t been possible to kill her.


  She stared, unwilling to turn and face the others. Relief and anger and shame all raced through her, warm and cold and hot in turn.


  When she had herself back under perfect control, Nayli turned to Brea and met her eyes. Brea’s eyes were pale blue, like water but steely. They showed nothing more than patience. Waiting.


  “I’m in,” she said. “I’m in.”


  She glanced at the time. It had only taken fifteen minutes.


  Damn.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  YI


  Yi’s new feet carried him around the vast track at least twice as fast as he could have ever run before, and much more smoothly. A piece of his attention focused on each bend of an ankle, on the angle of elbows, on the cant of his head. He heard the touch of every step on the smooth running surface, felt the wind that he himself created, and smelled the salt-sweet sea.


  The subtleties of his design amazed him afresh, over and over. He did not hear his breath. He had no lungs. Even though it took power to run with such abandon, such love, movement gave him more power than it spent. Excess heat from running became more energy to help him run farther, made him feel better, lighter.


  At this time of the afternoon, the silver walls of Nexity didn’t cast a shadow across the town inside the walls the way they did in the morning. The western side of the town was open to the sea. The edges of bridgework could be seen, implying that the top of the Wall would become a large circle while the bottom of the city would remain open. A clear field extended out into the ocean, a force more than an actual barrier. He had never touched it, but he had been told that if he tried to walk through it he would feel it like a slight resistance but be able to pass. He had also been told it would solidify into a barrier for an enemy.


  From time to time other robots ran past him, only a few even looking close to human. Nexity was already far more diverse than the ships he had been on. He’d met at least a hundred differently named individuals, and many of those were human and multiple, like the Colorimas or the Jhailings. He would grow to be like them, to be able to move from one body to another, to alter his own body, to copy himself into more than one individual entity.


  There were more of him now, but that had been done by the Next, done to them. But surely the more advanced multiples made their own choices?


  An expanse of sand spread out beyond the city at ground level. After the sand, sea. One and two foot waves with crashing curls of briny foam that smelled of salt and seaweed.


  There was only the faintest shimmer to suggest the barrier existed. It was wholly unlike the wall that blocked his view of the spaceport and Manna Springs beyond it.


  The shield, the city, and the easy transformation of matter all amazed him even more than his own body amazed him. The Next themselves had never been on a planet, except perhaps a few who had visited Lym before they became robots in the long ago, and a few who had paved the way.


  Nexity rose and changed around him so fast he found it delightfully dizzying, a constant source of amazement. He had seen this very spot—empty—only months before when he flew down with Charlie and Jason.


  The rhythmic thump of footsteps came up behind him. Yi slowed to allow Yi Two to catch up with him. Their long lanky bodies matched perfectly, the mirror image no longer a shocking surprise. Chrystal and Katherine had convinced the dual Yis and the dual Jasons that they should identify themselves with color. So Yi Two wore blues and greens and blacks, and Yi One wore yellows and purples and reds.


  Yi Two looked disturbed.


  Something’s wrong, Yi observed. He and his mirror almost never used audible conversation between each other anymore. Silent sharing felt more complete, more nuanced.


  Katherine has been listening to media around Manna Springs. She’s detected an attack starting there. Everyone who was part of negotiating the deal with the Next is being threatened.


  That means Charlie.


  As they rounded the corner, they began running along the inside of the Wall. A pair of bigger robots who had long ago abandoned human form raced past them, and for a moment Yi sensed their joy in movement, marveling again that life as a machine was about movement and exploration, about joy and learning. After the bigger machines rounded the next corner, Yi asked, Is Charlie okay?


  We don’t know where he is. Or Nona. Manny’s home is surrounded, and there have been reports of fighting at Ice Fall Valley.


  Yi felt fear for his friends and the weight of obligation. Before he ever walked on the surface of Lym, he had promised to tell Charlie of dangers. They had been speaking of dangers from the Next, and this was, at best, caused by the Next’s arrival. Still, he owed Charlie.


  There were thousands of people on Lym, and more coming now with the influx of Next. Many of them hated the Next and might kill any of them on sight. Others had been kind. He had met Charlie’s uncle Manny, who ran the town and by default the planet. He had never been to his house, so he couldn’t calculate its defensibility. But he had been watching when he flew into the spaceport with Charlie, and the town was a sprawling thing with open spaces and wide streets. The architecture varied widely, built up over hundreds of years, all of it natural and fragile. It would be very hard to defend.


  Manny’s troubles were real.


  If Charlie’s at Wilding Station, he’s probably safe. It was on Goland across the sea from Gyr Island, far enough away for safety and a good vantage point where Charlie would be able to see any ships coming in. The Next had access to the spaceport’s records, so Yi requested information and continued. Ice Fall Valley is dangerous. The caves are safe; they have doors. But the gleaners aren’t warriors, not as far as I know.


  As if he’d waited for Yi to come to the same conclusion, and known when he did, Yi Two suggested, We should stop and ask a Jhailing.


  Yes. Soon.


  Yi Two smiled. Choose the place.


  By the sea.


  He pushed his body, head down, leaning into the run, thinking only of each and every movement of every muscle and of his other self beside him. Another joy—clarity of focus far deeper than he’d ever managed, even in meditation.


  He stepped off the running path and slowed to a fast walk. Yi Two matched him stride for stride. They folded down to sit cross-legged. In front of them, the controlled surfaces of Nexity gave way to rocky shore and then to sand. Sound passed through the field barrier, and the rhythmic crash and susurration of water on the shore calmed Yi. Seabirds called and screeched.


  They linked arms and fell into each other’s inner selves, abandoning being alone in favor of sweet, sweet connection. Braiding. Becoming one. There was no new heartbeat to feel, no breath to match, but there remained an essence, a self so intimate and so deep that touching it made his soul quiver.


  Within a few moments, they did not have to talk to each other because they were each other, one being as well as two, the contradiction impossible to resolve.


  Yi loved it, and he loved Yi Two, and he loved that being each other made them far greater than being alone in ways that were completely ineffable.


  They began, as always, catching up. Yi now remembered Katherine telling him what she’d found, saw the worry in her eyes, the upset crease in her brow, and heard the small catch in her voice. Katherine, the defender of anything in trouble. If there was a fight, she didn’t back either party, but instead wanted the fight to end and everything to be well.


  The Jhailing Jim, as always, appeared inside of them as soon as they called, a presence they could hear. It was more intrusive and less intimate than braiding, and always slightly jarring. While Yi and Yi were like each other, they were not like any of the Jhailings.


  What can you tell us about the dangers to town? they asked.


  Manna Springs is in danger of falling. We may be forced into defensive measures.


  Can’t you keep the people you negotiated with safe? Charlie? Manny?


  The agreements are all recorded. This is why we built the Wall.


  Yi fell silent, communing again with Yi Two, both realizing the same thing. You will not help because it will be seen as meddling. This is the approach that you took to Chrystal’s murder.


  We are not allowed in town.


  But we are!


  One of you at a time.


  What about Charlie? Where is Charlie? Nona?


  They are going to Ice Fall Valley and will join the fighting there.


  They will be targets.


  Yes.


  Yi and Yi stared out over the water. Only one of them would be able to go, and one Jason.


  They both knew the land, but Yi One had lived the last visit. There might be a small advantage in that, a visceral body knowledge. I will leave in an hour.


  You can’t harm humans, the Jhailing warned them. Not even if it means you must die.


  The trade-off that Chrystal had made. Life for life.


  I understand, the two Yis said at once.


  They let themselves separate, a slow languid process. Each found the ability to play with their own perception of time fascinating.


  Will we be as different one from another as some of the Jhailings are? Yi asked.


  Yi Two responded. If we live so many centuries.


  They crossed the exercise field, walking quickly and side by side, the residue of the braid clinging to them, binding each energetically to the other.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  SATYANA


  Satyana stood up from her desk in the very heart of the Star Bear and closed the screen in front of her. She stopped in her private privy and brushed her hair and pinned golden earrings into her earlobes. Her blue dress matched the bright unnatural blue of her eyes. She tugged at the hem to get it just right across her shoulders.


  Gunnar would be here any moment, and she still hadn’t decided what to say to him. The information she’d just heard wasn’t going to make it any easier, either. She returned to her office and paced.


  She stopped and stared at the picture of Ruby Martin that she kept on the wall above her desk. The red-headed woman stared back at her with a triumphant expression. The photo captured one of Ruby’s early concerts, when she was just realizing that she could captivate—and change— a huge crowd. It had been taken before the sickness that eventually killed her, when she still looked beautiful and fierce.


  “Easy for you to look that way,” Satyana whispered to Ruby’s image. “You’re dead. All you had to do was teach us not to be cruel. I’ve got to teach the whole damned Glittering not to be afraid.”


  Ruby on the wall failed to answer. Nevertheless, Satyana stared at the picture as if it could talk. Ruby had been her greatest creation. Oh, Ruby had been flesh and blood, and downright naive when Satyana first met her. Almost irritating in her single-mindedness about fairness and equality, in her desire to change everything she didn’t like about the Diamond Deep. Ruby had more fire and more passion than any ten women Satyana could name. The picture had stayed in her office all of this time, had even been cleaned and restored twice. Even though she had created the buzz that made Ruby famous all of those years ago, Ruby had given her purpose. Satyana often used her memories of Ruby’s reactions to moral dilemmas to help guide her own choices.


  Ruby would be most unhappy with the current state of affairs. In addition to freeing the poorest of the poor, Ruby had been the first to befriend a Next.


  There were no windows in Satyana’s inner office, but she could feel the ship around her. When it was new, she had piloted the Star Bear through adventures. For the last hundred years, it had been a small, still part of the behemoth that was the Diamond Deep. It had been her home, a stage for her performers, and the first stage Ruby the Red sang on. From here, Satyana had built an entertainment empire. She knew every piece of metal, every bolt, every strut, every communications system.


  All of it was at risk right now.


  For years her physical world had remained basically the same. Her own power had waxed slowly, and certainly the wild young ship’s captain who had docked the Star Bear at the Deep all of those years ago wouldn’t recognize—or even like—the woman she had become. It had been a slow change, a good one, full of risk and hard work.


  One of her current risk factors burst through her office door, ducking and turning slightly sideways to manage it. Gunnar Ellensson bulked four times her size, dark skinned and dark eyed and full of so much power that most people acted cowed around him.


  Satyana didn’t suffer from the same nerves he brought out in most people. She rose and glided to him, using every piece of training she’d ever had in both control and seduction. He took her in his arms, folding himself around her from the sides and the top until she nearly suffocated in the scent of his musky soap and the rich pile of yellow and gold that counted as his shirt of the day.


  In spite of the warm hug, she wasn’t comforted. Their relationship was built more on balance and lust and need than on comfort. She pushed back away from him. “I understand you’re bargaining with the Next.”


  He smiled. “Of course I am. Weren’t you the one who first taught me to think of them as something other than pirates?” He went to her sideboard and poured them each a glass of red wine from a deep blue decanter decorated with opals from his mines on Mammot. He had given her both—the decanter for their tenth anniversary as lovers and the wine from his private stocks just last week.


  He handed her a glass. “I’m leaving tomorrow. I’m meeting two Jhailing Jims at Pearl Gate in two weeks. It’s just at the right place in its orbit to be directly on the way to Mammot.”


  Mammot. His personal planet. More accurately, his bank. While no one could own the planet itself, Gunnar owned most of the mineral rights. She found it hard to trust him on matters of money. “I heard they’ve agreed to give you some of the secrets to that flowing metal that they use for robot bodies.”


  He raised the wine glass. “To a series of good trades.”


  “Anything we get from the Next needs to be for everyone,” she declared, keeping her glass in her hand and close to her stomach.


  He raised an eyebrow. “I’ll share. For a fee. Besides, that’s not what I want at all. Well, I do want that. Who wouldn’t? Although we have materials almost half as good. I think they stole the idea from us.”


  She laughed at his expression. He could almost always make her laugh, the bastard. “Could be.”


  “What I really want is their navigation AIs. That and the algorithm for the Wall on Lym. You’ve heard about that?”


  She didn’t have time to let a wall distract her. “You know we need the other stations. We’ve got to hold the peace.”


  He cocked his head to the side, his expression suggesting he was playing dumb. A deep anger crawled up inside her. “We need something to give the others. Not something to sell to them. You already have more credit than anyone else in the Glittering.”


  She could see that stung him; he blinked and turned away. True to form, his discomfort only lasted a moment. The man was born to wrest a great business deal out of every breath he took. She followed up on her barb. “Can you think about something more than yourself?”


  He scowled at her. “I’m thinking about every ship and station we have. I’m thinking about all of them being safer and all of them getting where they need to go more precisely. I’m thinking of a self-healing, selfdirected navigation system that takes any change in the whole system into account, so a flap of a butterfly’s wings on Mammot doesn’t blow the Diamond Deep an inch out of its original orbit. I’m thinking about getting unmanned ships wherever they need to go.”


  She sipped her wine. Bitter and good. “You’re thinking of making a ton of credit.”


  “Since when do you comp people who can’t afford tickets into the concerts you run?”


  She stood on tiptoe so she could look more closely at him. “I have been. I’ve been streaming them all for everyone. You still have to pay to be here. But I’ve lost millions of credits since the attack. People need hope and diversions and to work together. You and I and the rest of this damned station have to stop caring who’s the most powerful human until we’ve dealt with the Next.”


  He turned his back to her and poured himself a second glass of red wine. “Dealt with?”


  “Assimilated. Gotten used to. Stopped being scared of or fascinated by. Until they finish whatever they’re doing down on Lym and we know what it is so we have something to understand that’s not a rumor. People are scared. Frightened into making bad choices. We have never—never— been threatened by beings so far beyond us.”


  Gunnar teased her hand and her glass away from her stomach playfully, his energy a counter to hers. He whispered, “It will be okay. It really will. They are not aliens; they are us. They are what we will all eventually become.”


  “You’re eating their propaganda.”


  “I’m drinking my wine.” He started some music playing and picked her up, dancing with her in the wide open space in the middle of the room, while the picture of Ruby looked down on them both. “It will be okay,” he whispered again. “The stations will come to us; they have to.”


  “And you’re doing what to help?”


  “I have to have a deal before I can decide whether or not to give anything away, you know.” He twisted right and spun, amazingly light on his feet given his size.


  She kissed his cheek. “You should put me down.”


  “I will.”


  “When?”


  “Soon.” He nibbled at her ear and turned the other way and she felt soft and vulnerable and warm in spite of her frustration with him.


  They filled the space, they and their music, and she closed her eyes and felt the rocking motion of his carry, the slide and dip of his feet. She remembered that year they started dating when she used to run on the inside track and chant in her head. Gunnar Ellensson loves me. Gunnar Ellensson loves me. Gunnar Ellensson loves me.


  Even now it was possible to re-create that secret awareness, that amazement.


  CHAPTER SIX


  CHARLIE


  Charlie shivered. Cold wind sheared around the skimmer as he drove and pinked Nona’s and Jean Paul’s cheeks. Nona had found an old coat of his and pulled it on, but her legs were still bare and must be cold.


  He banked left to follow the contours of the northern Resort Mountains. They flew halfway between sea level and the tree line, and twenty minutes out from Ice Fall Valley. Jean Paul’s last two calls to Manny had gone unanswered, and Amfi hadn’t picked up calls to her vid since she first contacted them back at the spaceport.


  He and Jean Paul were rangers, not military. There had been no need for anything more exotic than catching smugglers for hundreds of years. The rangers did that fine, accepting the least possible help from the Port Authority. The tools he was accustomed to were designed to catch someone trying to hide or to deal with close combat once you found them. The Port Authority had better training and software, but he had never been allowed to use it. They even had battle-robots, although he wouldn’t want one of those now. Some fool would think they were Next.


  “Flying into Ice Fall Valley blind is just plain stupid,” he mused out loud.


  Cricket gave a low growl, probably a response to his tone of voice. He glanced at her, worried, to find she was leaning into Nona as if her life depended on it.


  Jean Paul sat back in his seat with a heavy sigh. “I’m trying Wilding Station again.”


  “Good idea.” It had grown late enough that the forests were shadowed by the mountaintops, although the sky above was still a deep blue.


  “Gerry here.”


  The perky dispatcher from Wilding Station always sounded unnaturally upbeat, often annoyingly so. But at the moment she was the best thing Charlie had heard in hours. “Great to hear from you! Everything okay?”


  “Lonely. Sorry no one was answering. It’s all good now.”


  Her tone of voice didn’t imply anything at all was good.


  Jean Paul talked her through their status and gave her the story of the call from Amfi. She asked a few clarifying questions as he went and then calmly repeated the gist of the story back to them. “You’re flying into an unmarked and barely mapped valley to save a gleaner who might already be dead, and who told you another gleaner has been killed. You don’t know who is attacking the gleaners. You’d like more rangers to come help you.”


  Jean Paul smiled. “That sums it up.”


  Even though she’d first answered in her usual perky voice, Gerry now sounded ragged. “They’re all on their way to Manna Springs. There’s some kind of fight there. Maybe you should go join them. Or come back here and wait.”


  Charlie’s jaw tightened. “Amfi is my friend.”


  “They’re already almost to Gyr Island.”


  “I’m sorry things have gotten so messed up.”


  Now she laughed. “It’s all your fault.” It was good natured; she knew better. They’d had a conversation about his experience.


  “Wish us luck,” he said.


  “If you go into that valley, you could be fighting Next.”


  “No. It’s got to be humans,” he replied. “There’s no reason for the Next to be here. They got what they wanted.”


  “But why would humans be there?”


  “I have no idea. If I can’t have rangers, I’ll take information. Do you have any good tracking data from out here? Do you see any skimmers or other machines?”


  “I’ll look. Just a minute.”


  He kept his attention on the terrain in spite of the fact that the autopilot could probably handle it. “Nona? Are you okay?”


  Her hand touched his shoulder from the backseat. “Yes,” she said. “How much longer?”


  “Ten minutes. Unless we circle. I need to find out what’s down there.”


  The display in front of him showed hot spots here and there for animals, but most were stationary. They would start moving as dusk approached, since the dinner hour for most predators was just before true dark.


  Soon.


  He brushed his fingers across Nona’s, marveling for just a moment that she was here and they were touching and they felt close. “I’m sorry this is going crazy.”


  “I was captured either once, twice, or three times a few weeks ago in the Deep. I’m getting used to it.”


  Jean Paul asked, “How can you not know how many times you were captured?”


  “The Shining Revolution was a capture for sure. They locked us up and kept guards on us. Then the military took us from the Shining Revolution, and according to them it was protection. But they kept guards on us, too. Then Gunnar liberated us from the military.”


  Jean Paul said, “Sounds like a capture and two liberations.”


  Charlie laughed. “You don’t understand how complex the station’s politics are.” He reached over and touched Nona’s cheek again, just because he could. “You’ll have to tell me the whole story later.”


  “Over coffee in front of a fire.”


  His voice sounded slightly husky. “Soon.”


  Gerry came back on the line, calm, reciting facts. “Two skimmers flew into the valley a few hours ago, and one about half an hour ago. I don’t have any sensors that will tell me where they are now.”


  “Thanks. We can get the satellite feed, but I don’t have enough eyes or displays to watch everything. If you see something will you tell me?”


  “I don’t have enough eyes either.”


  “You have more automation than I do.”


  Her voice trembled, the fear just barely audible as a backdrop to her calm dispatcher’s tone. “I’ll use what I have.”


  Charlie asked, “Do you have any news about Manna Springs?”


  The silence went on for so long he almost checked the connection. “Manny’s house is surrounded, but we haven’t heard that he’s been hurt or captured. The Port Authority building is under attack. People are spreading out across the spaceport itself. They’re singing and chanting but not doing any harm except that nothing can land.”


  “We were there just a few hours ago and the spaceport was normal.”


  “Are you sure you don’t want to come back here?”


  He did want to. She was his friend, and her request was a cry for help. But Amfi had been shot at. “I will. First I need to know what happened out here.”


  “Remember those skimmers.”


  “Can you tell me if any of them leave the area?”


  “I’ll set a watch on it. But there’s only me here and on duty right now.” She didn’t need to remind him that she was helping the other three sets of rangers, who were apparently all trying to restore order in Manna Springs.


  “We’ll come back as soon as we can,” he said.


  “Thank you.” He heard the relief in her voice.


  He turned to face the other two. “I’ve been thinking about how to do this. I have infrared sensors that tell me what animals are where, and they also show humans.” He grimaced. “Living ones, anyway. We use them to hunt smugglers.”


  “We’re going to fly through the valley once, fast. Right down the middle. I’m going to pay attention to flying and to what’s in front of us. Nona will watch the display over the back seat and call out anytime it identifies a human. Jean Paul will look for humans. He’ll know who’s friendly and who’s not.”


  “Maybe.”


  “I don’t want to imagine that’s true.” But of course it was.


  They were nearing the end of the valley. “Are you ready?”


  “Yes.” Nona sounded as calm as an experienced ranger might have. “At first, I’ll call out everything the display tells me. Will that work?”


  “It’ll be great. Is the line back to Gerry open in case she sees a skimmer move?”


  “Yes.” Jean Paul pulled his glasses out of his pocket and fiddled with them a little, probably testing the infrared. The glasses were thin and elegant, barely visible. He knew how to make good use of them. “I’m ready.”


  “All right then.”


  Charlie took a deep breath and willed himself to be as calm as possible. “What do you see in the scope, Nona?”


  “Nothing.”


  “That’s right.”


  He flew lower. “Now?”


  “One animal. It’s labeled as a tok grazer.”


  “Excellent.” She’d do okay. He nudged the skimmer faster with his foot and kept them just above the tree line on a thick, flattened ridge. He watched the terrain monitor on his own glasses and rolled left at just the right moment to catch the wide open end of the valley. A huge waterfall plummeted from a long, thin bowl-like structure and fell down the face of the mountain, disappearing in the tops of low clouds below. “That’s High Mist Falls,” he said. “Some winters it freezes over and creates a long flower of ice that a stream falls through on its way down to the low valley floor.”


  “It’s beautiful.”


  “It is.” They flew over the river that fed the falls and through a slice of sunshine and then into shadow. Forested walls closed around them. “This is Ice Fall Valley. It was a resort location, used thousands of years ago for ice climbing in the winter, and for fishing and hunting and hiking in the summer. There are a number of old fallen-down remains of what must have been beautiful buildings a long time ago. Almost no one lives here now except gleaners.”


  “How do they get here?” Nona asked.


  Jean Paul answered her. “They fly in, like we’re doing. Or they walk up the mountain on any of a number of paths and hike down into it. Gleaners use technology. Just not anti-aging treatments.”


  Charlie guided the skimmer up one wall and back down, and then up the other, trying not to keep it too straight. “Or anything else designed to prolong life. But transportation and communication technology? Lots of it.”


  “There’s a big herd of something.” Nona squinted at the display. “Langers?”


  “Yes. They’re grazers. Look closely. You might see tongats.”


  Jean Paul was looking where the display suggested. “I see the herd. It’s big.”


  Nona’s voice rose with excitement. “There’s two tongats.”


  Maybe he should train her to be a ranger. “Watch for humans.”


  “I am.”


  “Surely they’ll be further up the valley,” Jean Paul said.


  Silence fell for a moment. Charlie allowed himself to appreciate the beautiful valley walls, the hundreds of waterfalls that fell down the side closest to the mountain and fed the great river they barely saw winking here and there amid the myriad trees below them. Some of the falls sent windswept spray in a great arc from the top of the cliff.


  The comm crackled. Gerry. “One skimmer just left the other end of the valley.”


  “You can see us okay?” Jean Paul asked.


  “Yes. They probably didn’t see you, though. Too far.”


  Charlie searched the ground for the slight clearings and the wooden structure that would help him locate the entrance to the cave complex where Amfi lived. He’d come at it from a different direction and been in a different skimmer, so he didn’t have his prior route’s coordinates. He had to trust himself.


  “I think I see a human,” Nona said. “No, two. I’m sure of it.”


  Charlie risked a glance at the console. “You’re right.”


  Jean Paul had stood up and now he was peering over the windscreen. “I don’t. Wait. Can you get closer?”


  “There’s another one,” Nona said. “Ahead of us.”


  They all fell silent, watching.


  Charlie flew low over a clearing and then another clearing. Familiar ground. The building they’d landed by. He identified the waterfall that hid the cave door.


  Nona hadn’t said anything at all for a few moments, and when he glanced at the scope he saw no heat signatures except for the constant background babble of small mammals that filled every forest on Goland. He slowed.


  Still nothing.


  Then something, although not on the scope. The body of a large man. Davis. Recognizable even from this height. It angered him. Davis had been kind and helpful, and no threat at all to anyone, ever. Charlie flew on without stopping. A skimmer rose before him like a bird flushed from a bush, just as Gerry said, “There’s another one.”


  He goosed their craft, trying to chase. The other craft grew smaller fast, escaping. He slapped the console. “It’s no good. We can’t.”


  Nona said, “Two more people.”


  Jean Paul stood up “I see these two. They’re by the river, basically walking the banks.”


  “I’ll come down closer.”


  “One’s hurt.”


  “There’s one other skimmer left,” Nona pointed out.


  “I know.” Charlie took the skimmer further down until he spotted the people too. Two women; one limping. It was far too shadowed to be certain, but she could be Amfi.


  He remembered her tears at the end of the negotiations. The situation demanded caution, but he needed information. They were walking in the clear, so they must not be too afraid at the moment. “I’m going to search for a place to land.”


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  NONA


  Nona watched the skimmer’s dashboard display closely as Charlie flew lower in the valley. She leaned forward and clutched the seat with her right hand to brace against sudden movements and ran her free fingers through the thick fur on Cricket’s neck. “Maybe,” she whispered in Cricket’s ear, too low for Charlie or Jean Paul to hear, “maybe I finally understand Ruby.”
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